
·~ 

INNA'rr, IDEAS: HL':.i'l'OfUCAJ. HOO'l1S AND 

;;otHEHPORARY INTERPREr.rATIOHS 

Edward George Lesko 

Submitten to the Faculty of Graduate Studies 

and Resea~ch in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

McGill University 

Harch 1978 



c 

c 

Over the yetJrG floam Cltow:;l<:.y h:1:; m:Hle numerouc references 

to the similarity between hie t~entieth century innatism 

regarding lanGuage acquisition and the innate idea doctrines 

of certain earlier writers, Descartes and Leibniz numbering 

among them. lJesp L te considerable cri. tici.sm from philosophers, 

he continues to dr) so. rJhat seems to be at stake is not only 

the hi. :~toric<.~~ qu .::.:; U nu of the degree to which Chomsky may 

fairly be seen as following :i.n the tradition of these 

seventeenth century philosophers, but also the precise 

interpretution we are to give Chomsky's doctrines. 

It is, accordingly, appropriate and worthwhile to 

explore in detDil the basis for the innateness claims 

of Descartes and Leibniz in order to see to what extent 

such recent assertions of innateness by Chomsky bear a 

similarity, markt:d or otherwise, to the earlier doctrines. 

But it is hoped that such explorations have accomplished 

more than merely shed some light on this historical point. 

They indicate, I think, the lack of clarity of many aspects 

of the twentieth century version as well as emphasize the 

epistemological <.nd metaphysical commitments of its author. 
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R~sume 

Au courr; de .. · unnf; er.; Honm Chorn: :1\.Y :; uouven t parte ll 

l'attention du lActeur la cimilitude entre sa th6orie de 

l 1 inn6it6 concernant l 1 acquisition du langage et les doctrines 

d'idees innees de certains penseurs qui l'ont precede, 

Descartes et Leibniz entre autres. En df:pit des critiques 

acharnees de la },art des philosophes, Chomsky n' abandonne 

pas cet te opiniOJt. Ce qui est en j eu n 1 est pas uniquement 

la question f.istorique de savoir jur;qu 1 a quel point Chomsky 

s'ins~re danc la tradition de ces philosophes du dix-septi~me 

si~cle, mais aus.':i 1 1 interpretation precise qu' il faut donner 

aux doctrines de Chomsky. 

En constquence, il semble done approprie et valable 

d•explorer en detail les fondements sur lesquels reposent 

les theories de J 1 inn6it6 de Descartes et de Leibniz, de 

faqon a determinur dans quelle mesure les affirmations 

r6centes de Chomcky concernant 1 1 inn6it6 s'apparentent 

effectivemer1t, dt.J fac;on plus ou mains marquee, aux doctrines 

anterieures. Majs nous esp6rons que ces explorations ant 

fait plus que shtplement eclairer un point historique. 

Elles indiquent, nous crayons, le manque de clart6 de 

plusi.eurs aspect£.> de la version du vingti~me si~cle, tout 

en soulignant le:,; engagements ·Spistemologiques et 

metaphysiquec de son auteur. 
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Several other people have also freely given help with 

specific chapters. I wish to single out Professor Noam 
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Chapter 4 of thi; work. Pro feci~Or Chomr.;ky not only commented 

at length and in great detail on an early draft of Chapter 4, 

but also read a revised version and subsequently devoted the 

good p~:.rL of :m en tire day to a discussion of it with its 

author. He has, in addition, forwarded material related to 

this work, and has tendered further comments in personal 
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Chapter 4 and related ideas have also been examined and 

commented on extensively by Professors Charles Travis of the 

University of Cal:~ary, John NacNamara (Psychology) of McGill 

University, and Jim Ring of Dawson College. Furthermore, 
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Calgar~r, and ·:rith Jim Ring over a number of years. All of 

these discussions were greatly appreciated and of immeasurable 

assistance in the preparation of the final version of this work. 
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PREFACE 

The original contributions to knowledge of this 

dissertation are primarily to be found in the arguments 

used in the development of its thesis that there is little 

in the way of substantial evidence to support the claim 

that significant parallels exist between Chomsky 1 s form of 

innatism and those of the seventeenth century philosophers 

Descartes and Leibniz. Although such ar@~ments, and other 

related and important ones, are scattered throughout the 

dissertation·, they tend to cluster in Chapters 4 and 5 

more than elsewhere. Some attempt has ru.so been made to 

elucidate and draw out the epistemological and metaphysicru. 

commitments of Noam Ghomsky 1 s work, with the result that in 

the end he is seen by. the author as espousing an alternative 

research model for the Social Sciences rather than bringing 

the long-standing Rationalist/Empiricist debate over innate 

ideas to a close. 

iv 



c 

c 

ii 

PREI.<'ACB iv 

INTRODUCTION 1 

CHAPTER mm. INH .'t_'f! IDEAS: DE.SCAH'rJ~S 13 

Part On,:J: 

Pari Two: 

Part Three: 

CHAPTER T'.'/0. LOt.:J'E AND 

Part On"J: 

Part Twu: 

CHAPTER THREE. L i :IBNIZ 

Part One: 
Part Two: 
Part Three: 

CHAPTER FOUR. CW lt-1SKY 

The Heaning of the Term "ideau 
in Cartesi~n Epistemology 13 
The ~ax Argument and Meditation 
III: An Introduction to the Theory 
of Innate Ideas 23 
The Sense in '.'Jhich an Idea Can 
Be Said to Be Innate: A More 
Detailed Version of the Theory 39 

THB A'rrrACK OH IHHtVrE IDEAS 46 

rrhe Argument From Universal 
Assent 46 
The Argumen.t From Innate Ideas 70 

AlfD 'rHE DF:F'ENSE OF INNATE IDEAS 93 

Innate Speculative Principles 93 
Innate Practical Principles 112 
Some Further Com>i derations 120 

AHD THE SEVEJ.JlrJ.~F.NTH CENTURY 128 

CHAPTER FIVE. SOl lE FURTHER PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEHS 164 

Part One: 

Part Two: 
Part Three: 

CONCLUSION 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

"Explanotory PovJer" and Research 
Models in the Social Sciences. 164 
Knowledge and Innateness 173 
An Epistemological Difficulty 180 

189 

196 
V 



c 

c 

11..!JRODUCTI01T 

Iio;:un Chomc!cy has for some time explicitly urged that in 

seventeenth, 0iGhtcenth, and early nineteenth century literature 

there is to be found a certoin "ea pi tal of idee.s" that may be 

helpful to those with modern linguistic intere~ts. 1 In 

particular, Professor Chomsky ho.G periodically emphasized that 

both Descartes and Leibniz held innateness theories, and that 

in certain particular respects they bear a marked resemblance 

to his own 20th century linc;uistic vercion. 2 While this is 

undoubtedly true whe11 the variouc theories are surveyed in 

broad outline form, the resemblance is considerably less 

striking v1hon they are analyzed in depth. Horeover, as a 

number of the concepts developed in the specific doctrines 

are eo very obviously deeply embedded in the metaphysical end 

epistemological views of the particular author, it is at least 

questionable whether any significant large-scale similarities 

1see, e.g., 1Toam Chomsky, Cartecia.n I5nr:;uj_stics (Nerl York: 
Harper I?~ Row, Publishers, 1966), "IntroCiuction, 11 pp. 1-3, 
especially p. 3. 

" r:.Pcrlwpr_; moct noticeably cuch rcfcrrnccn occur in Hoa.m 
Chomsky, "Recent Contribution:> to the Theory of Innate Ideas,n 
reprinted in J .R. ::;ea.rlc, .T.he PhiJ.o_sOJ2hY of J!..;'\l)J3:!laffc (London: 
Oxford Univcrsl.ty Presr:;, 1971), pp. 121-129, but t1ey are also 
evident in hiG A(;~)ctc of the rrheory of .Syntax (Cambridge: The. 
H.I.T. Presr:;, 19 7 , pp;--if'l-)9: 
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·remain once the entire nctwork·of concepts is exposed. 

Accordinr;ly, I have in the following work made an attempt 

to examine particulc>.r ltey concepts in several innate idea doctrines 

of the seventeenth century as well as in Chomsky's modern version, 

with the intention of clarifying to what extent Chomsky can 

fairly draw on this period in expositing his contemporary views. 

By purpose in undertBldne; such an examination is trm-folri. 

Although I believe it is of some historical importance to 

emphasize the rlifferences bet\'!8en Cartesinn Hnd Leibnizian 

innatism on the one hand, and Chomskyan innatism on the other, 

this has not been my primary focus. R8.ther, by indicatinG such 

differences, I Rm hopeful that Ghomslty's precent theory will 

be clarified considerably C~nd the.t much of the controversy that 

has nttendcd its introduction i'Jill abate. 

With these objectives in mind, Ghnnter I consists of an 

examination of Dem~artcs' theory nr. ..-:ell as of certnin 

fundamental terms contained therein, ones which hnve a 

distinct Cartesian flavor even if not a precisely clear 

Cartesian meaning. Primary ::tmonc these ir, the term "idea," 

sometimes used in conjunction Tiith (if not identical to) a 

corporeal imaGe, but perhaps more approprictely interpreted, 

especially in l0ter CFtrtesio.n 1.'!0rks, as referrinc; to the 

contents of the mind in GcnerFtl. 

Section II of Chapter I develops an early statement of 

Descartes' recording the innateness of some ideas. 

Beginninc; with the lt.tter hetl f of lledi tntion II, I have made 
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explicit the thin1::i.n~ that underlies the Wax Argument and 

which, when fully developed in Heditation III, surfaces as an 

ar~ument for the innnteness of the idea of God. Ae weak as the 

argument may seem \'then clee.rly stated and exposed to some 

philosophical :mD.lysis, it nevertheless is representative of 

the very significant rationalist contention that all ideas can 

not be traced back to sense experience. The status of this 

contention is explored alone v1i th the meanint; of certein 

other important Gartouian concepts such as "imagination," 

"conception, 11 and 111\:no\'lledce." 

Having dir,pensed \'li th the initial taslt of determining 

precisely how Descartes, as a proponent of innate ideas~ 

is usin~ the term "ideas" and is ert;uinr, for the innateness 

of some of them, I have in Section III developed Descartes' 

more mature vie·.·m on the mntter. Here eGpecially one sees 

how the term 11 innate11 is beinr; used. 

Subsequent to the 111-iedi tations" ( 1641) Descartes wrote 

"Notes Directed 1\.e;ainst a Certain Pror;ramme" (1647), therein 

attempting to clarify or expCJ.nd upon the sense in which he 

understood idens to be innnte. In .Section III, I have 

outlined this more detailed vercion of the Cartesian theory 

of innate iderJ.r:, and hnve indicated how it is entangled with 

the fundamento.l notions of Dcccv.rtes' duv.listic metaphysics. 

As a result I believe much of the strength of Destartest 

position on innate ideas rests upon acceptance of his 

uncompromioing dunlism. It mtght Le noted here, and will 
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be clarified later, that Chomsky's position is not in the 

sruae ·,·:o.y tied to such a motaphysicc:.l outlook. (See in 

particular Chapter IV.) 

Among major philosophers, it is not only Descartes that 

Chomcle::y secs au an important contributor to the 11 capital of 

ideas 11 from \'!hich he thinks contemporary theorists could 

learn a crec..t deal. Leibniz also is to be considered. 

:-ronever, be fore embnrldnc; u110n any critical nnalysis of 

Leibniz' nosition on the innateness of certain speculative 

and practical principles, I thought it propitious to examine 

Locke's ~oosi tion. This seemed especially advantageous--

nay, virtunlly unavoidable--given the fact that Leibniz' 

}?OSi tion o_rj_ses out of, and is rather fully developed within, 

n thorough chapter by chapter critique of Locke's F.ssay. Of 

particular importance, of course, are the three chapters of 

Book I that deal exclusively with I,ocke' s statements and 

arguments ac;ainst the existence of innate ideas or principles. 

As a consequence Chapter II deals exclusively with Locke. 

Section I is especially important, I think, because it explores 

Locke's contention that there can be no innate knonledge in 

the mind if ':Io are not aware of it: 

'ro say a notion is imprinted on the mind, and yet at 
the so.me time to SE!.y, that the mind is ignorant of it, 
and never yet took notice of it, is to make this 
impression nothing. No proposition can be said to be 
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in the mind which it never yet knew, which it was 
never yet conscious of."3 

Thus Locke, from the beginning, denies the possioility of 

unconscious knowledge and in so doing, I have argued, fails 

to deal with innateness theories in any but their weakest 

and crudest forms. 

Section II begins with Locke's second major objection to 

there being any innate principles, viz., as there are no 

innate ideas, and no proposition can be considered innate 

if the ideas it contains are not innate, there are no innate 

propositions. This second argument, somewhat like the first, 

ultimately rests upon Locke's contention that there can be 

no ideas of which we are not aware. In subjecting this 

argument to critical analysis, I have included a number of 

specific references to assertions of Descates, Leibniz, and 

Chomsky, as well as some of my own observations and criticisms. 

Continuing with Locke's position, the innateness of the 

ideal of God is examined in particular. Locke, of course, argues 

that the idea of God is not innate, but in so doing makes clear, 

I think, just how little his position differs from that of 

Descartes. Explicit agreement is prevented by their differing 

views as to the role of reason in innate knowledge: while 

Locke asserts that it can play no role, 

3John Locke, An Essay Concernin 
collated and annotated by A.C. Fraser 
Publications, Inc., 1894, pp. 40-41. 

Human Understandin , 
New York: Dover 
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Descartes argues that it is only through thought that we can 

bring forth what is but impliciJd.;y, known. 

In addition Section II contains an analysis of Locke's 

arguments against the innateness of the idea of God, 

a .critical examination of several analogies Lock~ employs 

in attempting to defeat innate idea theorists, some reflections 

on Locke's confinement of unconscious ideas to memory, and 

finally some criticism of Locke's remarks regarding the 

usefulness of supposedly innate speculative principles, the 

lack of self-evidence regarding supposedly innate practical 

principles, and the indistinguishability of either of these 

from some other truths not taken to be innate. 

Leibniz' reaction to the Lockean position is to be found 

in Chapter III of this work. Part I begins with Locke's 

argument that even the 11 two celebrated speculative 

principles," whatever is, is, and that it is impossible for 

a thing to be and not to be at the same time, are not 

universally known, and in general evaluates Leibniz' reaction 

to Locke. This includes a consideration of "unconscious" 

knowledge, which plays an important role in Chomsky 1 s theory 

(See Chapters IV and V), of "necessary truths," of "intellectual 

ideas" as well as ideas of sense, of general principles and 

enthymemes, and of "learning" as viewed by Leibniz. The 

section closes with some comments on the relative positions of 

Locke, Leibniz, and Chomsky. 

'.'Jhile Leibniz' practical principles tend not to be self-
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evident and are consequently loss obviousJ.y innate, they 

nevertheless her1r a stroncer resemblance thC'.n the specula-

tive ones to the ling~ictic principles Chomsky believes to be 

innate. Therefore, I h~ve accorded to Section II an in-depth 

examination of Leibn:Lz 1 comments rec;arding their being innate. 

Beginning vith the obcorvation that innate practical principles 

do not cecm to be truths, this cection critically analyzes 

Leibniz' claim::; that at lco.st come "truly innate practico.l 

principles" (e.g., that all men desire happiness and vre 

averse to misery) are "inclinations of the soul" rather 

than trutlw. 

Section III is concerned \'fith I.eibni:-.• 0.ttempt to tie 

together some loose ends resulting from his discussion of 

innate speculative nnd practical principles. This entails 

come discussion of unconscious lmo\'!ledc;e :·;hen I.eibniz, o.grees 

with I.ocke that the ideas of en inno.te propoF>i tion must 

themselven be innate, but primarily concerns the innateness 

of the idea of God. The section closes ~ith a brief 

discussion of the idea of substance and, ngnin, of the mind's 

havinc; iden.s of \'lhich it is not a\'!2re. 

It in in Chapter IV that one of the major contentions of 

this v10rk is examined in greatect cleta.iJ.. Through repeated 

references to "!.h.§:. classical doctrine of innrttc ideas" (my 

emphcwis), nnd to the rTri tinr;s of Descnrtes end Leibniz in 

particular, Chomsky has, I think, not surprisingly, led some 

philosophers to read him as believinc; he is at the end of a 

http:cl.eta.iJ
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tradition that began with the rationalists of the seventeenth 

century. . In deference to Chomsky 1 s statements to the contrary, 

this may well not be a true reflection of his intentions, but 

such a view seemed reasonably prevalent and important enough 

to warrant some further investigation. I have thus devoted 

most of this dissertation to a very detailed examination of 

the particulars of the innateness theories of Descartes, 

Leibniz, and Chomsky. 

In introducing Chomsky's theory I have tried to give 

some indication in the first part of Chapter IV as to why, 

I think, it has at times been interpreted in a way that he 

apparently finds misleading. The theory itself is then 

presented. Unlike Descartes, with extensive discussion of 

the innateness of the idea of God and of certain principles, 

and similarly unlike Leibniz with his considerable discussion 

of the innateness of trnecessary truths," Chomsky deals 

primarily with language-learning. He begins by noting that 

virtually all human beings are capable of understanding and 

speaking an infinite number of sentences that they have never 

encountered and which, he maintains, could not be understood 

or spoken had these persons not made use of certain linguistic 

principles that could not have been derived from the meagre 

empirical data to which they are subjected. Chomsky maintains 

that these principles result from the interaction of certain 

innate mechanisms with the presented data. 



c 

c 

9 

Accordingly, the problem Chomsky wishes to resolve with 

his innateness theor~ is vastly different from those of 

either Descartes or Leibniz. Descartes, in the later 

formulation of his theory of innate ideas, is primarily 

attempting to resolve the difficulty he sees in mind-body 

interaction: given their marked differences, how can the 

bodl possibly interact with the mind and produce QQQ­

physical ideas. Leibniz, for the most part, is concerned 

with the "fact" thatthe "necessity" of some ~eneral truths 

can never be established inductively by particular instances. 

And Chomsky, of course, is much more concerned with resolving 

a difficulty in language-learning than with either of these 

epistemological concerns. Thus the motivation {viz., the 

specific problem to be resolved) as well as the content of 

the contemporary innateness theory is markedly different 

from those of either of these two philosophers. 

I have tried to emphasize this difference by labeling 

Descartes' and Leibniz' work as primarily''epistemological" 

in character, and Chomsky's as "psychological." In so doing 

I am not suggesting that the concerns of either of these two 

studies never cross; indeed, because philosophy and psychology 

were not distinct disciplines until the twentieth century, it 

is very difficult to disentangle these concerns in seventeenth 

century work. Nevertheless, given our perspective and present 

categorizations, it seems to me helpful to use them in 
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contrastinc; Chomok:y's innateneso theories ·::ith those of the 

earlier period. 

I have nlso included in this chapter some specific 

referencer.; to n.uine end Skinner, nho have long been considered 

Chomnl~yan cri tics. r.rheir positions, I believe, are not so 

radically different from that of Chomsky, and, in particular, 

neith.er denies nome "innaten contribution by the organism to 

the data received from the environment. Jhat differences remain, 

ho·wever, nppear to me to be of scientific concern rather thCJn 

philosophical (epistemological). Indeed, the main difference-­

are there or nro there not .[lOne.!:£1 learninG principles?--does 

not at the nresent time seem to be n nuoction resolvable by the 

philosopher. 

The final pnrt of Chapter IV contnins a brief discussion 

of what seem to be tr!o distinct hypotheses in Chomsl~y• s work, 

along with some closing remarko about the relevance of 

understandinG r.;eventecnth century innateneos theories prior 

to understanclinc; the contemporary linguistic one. I have, in 

adcli tion, agnin emphasiz.ed via the labels 11 epj_stemological" 

and 11 psycholo,c::ical," that the bulk of Chomsky's contributions 

appear to me to belong to psychology rather than to philosophy. 

This is by no means to say it is any loss important, but rather 

to empha:::d7,o once more thnt, considerinc; the markedly differing 

approacheG, :i.t is doubtful that ChomGky hns resolved the 

Rationalist-r:mpiricist diopute of the seventeenth century. 

In genernl, it is ensy to see that the explanatory or 
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predictive po·::er of a ti1cory _!!lays a role in its acceptance 

over its compcti tor1:;, on cl Chomslcy' s theory n.ppears to present 

no exception. :.itill, it seems to me important to bear in 

mind precisely hon explanatory po~cr tends to support a 

theory, and I have therefore devoted PCJ.rt I of Chapter V to 

this questj.on. Of particulnr concerh in this section is the 

relation between explanntor:! poncr and other types of evidence 

brought forth in support of the theory or of the existence 

of the theoretical "entities" YJhich it postulates--in this 

case, innate kno\7ledGe. Finally, it has even been suggested 

that invokinG "innatener.~:::;" does not solve the problem of 

learning--namely, how it is that r:e come to 11 lcno·:111 apparently 

non-empirical principlec--and this ()_Uestion is examined in the 

final pages of Part I. 

In Part II, I have concentrotecl on nhat may appear to be 

u minor lincuintic poj.nt, but \'That in reality ceerns to me to 

present difficulties to a cleo.r underotenclinG of Chomsky' s 

position. \'Jere Chomsky' s position r:~erely that there is a 

contribution mo.cle by the mind in o.ll languC~ge-learning, I 

doubt he rrould encounter much objection. In the previous 

chapter I have indicated that even one nho emphasizes the 

control exercized by the environment as strongly as does 

Skinner, nevorthelecs ollo'.m for an innate .£Q!!l]O,nent in the 

form of heredity. 

But Chomcky' s position, of courc;e, i:3 ~3tronger than this. 

In empha.si.zinr; hie; debt to Dcscartcs and Leibni7:, Chomsky 

http:questj.on
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maintains that not only is a contribution made by the mind, 

but that it has innate knowledge as well. It is this aspect 

of Chomsky's position that I find particularly disturbing. 

As a consequence, the second part of Chapter V contains 

some reflections on what seems to me a rather free and uncrit-

ical ascription of knowledge, on Chomsky 1 s part, to birds, 

men, and, perhaps by implication, even to machines. The 

case is further complicated by the fact that the knowledge 

ascribed is of the unconscious variety. 

Finally, it seems to me desirable to examine what I 

take to be an epistemological difficulty in Ghomsky's view 

that we ascribe to individuals a knowledge of linguistic 

principles of which they are unaware. Accordingly, Part III 

explores the notion of unconscious knowledge. The issue here 

is not, of course, unrelated to Part II, but the analysis here 

with its emphasis on the unconsciousness of our knowledge is 

sufficiently different, I believe, to warrant further treatment 

in this separate and succeeding section. Thus, Part II deals 

with the interplay of the concepts of knowledge and innateness, 

whereas Part III treats Chomsky's notion of knowledge insofar as 

it is of the unconscious variety. In completing this analysis 

I have included some relevant material from Schwartz•s article 

"On Knowing a Grammar. 11 L1-

L~Robert Schvmrtz, 110n Knowing a Grammar, 11 in Sidney Hook, 
Languap;e and Philosophy (New York: New York University Press, 
1969), pp. 183-190. 
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CHAPTER I 

IHNJ\TE IDEAS: DESCARTES 

Part I: The meanj_ng of the term 11 iden" in Cartesian Epictemology 

As the notion "idea" lies nt the very found,::ttion of 

Descarteo' veroion of innateness, it is unfortunate that 

one must admit, in purouinr; hio theory, that there is 

considerable 0mbiguity in his UGe of the rtord. It haG been 

suggested that part of the difficulty otems from the fact that 

in the seventeenth century the \';ord "idea" r;enerally meant 

"mental image, 11 and that Descartes, r;hen under the preosure 

of philosophical difficulties, rnany times tended to extend 

it to encompaso all thought, including the unimaginable. 1 

Even thio, hov1cver, is not clear. Hevertheleo::-;, if we ere 

to examine his theory of innate ideas, come nttempt must be 

made to clorify hie use of this term. 

In hio enrlier writines DescC:Jrtes seems to use the term 

"idea" to refer to images in the brain, but even at this 

stage there is already some question as to whether or not 

it may alr;o be nned in referrinp; to thincr: \'Jhich \'Je kno•:; 

lJ.o. Urmson, "Ideas," in Paul F:dvmrrlo (ed.), ~ 
clo edia of Philoeonh (J:e,·; York: The I7AcHillan Company 
The Free Frees, 19 , Vol. IV, p. 119. 
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but of which we have no corporeal image, notwithstanding 

assertions to the contrary. Thus, statements such as the 

following find more clarity in Descartes' early position than 

I think we can fairly attribute to it: 

It i_r in Descartes' early work, the Regulae, 
that we find most clearly worked out the conception of 
all knowledge as the vision or intuition of an immediately 
present object. Reasoning is but a continuous series 
of intuitions. At this stage in his use of the term 
an 'idea' is for Descartes an image in the brain, 
impressed upon it in the same way as the figure of 
the seal is impressed upon the wax, and this, he warns 
us, is to be taken literally and not metaphorically. 
It was to this image or figure, immediately present to 
it, that the understanding 'applied' itself when it 
was seeing, touching, or imagining corporeal things. 
For spiritual things, however, the understanding had 
no images, for 'it is impossible,' he said 1 to construct 
any corporeal idea which shall represent to us what 
knowing is, what doubt is, and likewise what the actio~ 
of the will is which it is possible to term volition.' 

Descartes himself seems considerably less clear: 

Our second assertion is that those things which 
relatively to our understanding are called simple, are 
either purely intellectual or purely material, or else 
common both to intellect and to matter. Those are purely 
intellectual which our understanding apprehends by means 
of a certain inborn light, and without the aid of any 
corporeal image. That a number of such things exist is 
certain; and it is impossible to construct any corporeal 

2Robert NcRae, "'Idea• As a Philosophical Term in the 
Seventeenth Century," Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 26, 
April, 1965. The quotation at the end is from Descartes, 
"Rules for the Direction of the Mind 11 collected in Elizabeth 
Haldane and G.R.T. Ross (translators,, The Philosophical Works 
of Descartes (Cambridge: The University Press, 1968), Vol. I, 
p. 41. (AT, X, 419) "Rules for the Direction of the Mind" will 
hereafter be referred to as the "Regulae." 
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idea which shall represent to us what the act of 
knowing is, what doubt is, what ignorance, and likewise 
what the action of the will is which it is possible to 
term volition, and so with other things, Yet we have 
a genuine knowledge of all these things, and know them 
so easily that in order to

3
recognize them it is enough 

to be endowed with reason. 

What Descartes explicitly denies here is not that we have 

no idea "representing to us what the act of knowing is, 

what doubt is," etc., but that it is possible to construct 

any corporeal idea with such representations. Whether or 

not Descartes at this stage in the development of his 

epistemology believes that there is knowledge, but are 

no ideas, "of all these things," is not clear in this 

passage from the "Regulae." 

In the "Heditations" Descartes clearly defines "idea" 

so as to exclude thoughts which are not also "images of 

things" (les images des chases): 

Of my thoughts some are, so to speak, images of the 
things, and to these alone is the title, 'idea• properly 
applied; examples are my thought of a man or of a4 
chimera, of heaven, of an angel, or Leven7or God. 

However, when pressed by Hobbes, who recognizes an idea, 

or image, of man, of a chimera, and of the heavens, but who 

3nescartes, "Regulae," in Haldane and Ross, Vol. I, 
op, cit., p. 41. (Regula 12, AT, X, 419) 

4Rene Desc<:Jrtes, "Hedi tat ions on Fir At Philosophy," 
Meditation III, collected in Eliznboth s. Holdnne and 
G.R.T. Ross (translators), The Philosophical Works of 
Descartes (Cambridge: The University Press, 1968), Vol. I, 
p. 159. "Neditations on First Philosophy" will hereafter 
be referred to as the "Meditations." {AT, IX, 29) (AT, VIII, 37) 
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argues that he hos no similnr imac;e or idea corresponding 

to an angel or to God, Descartes replies: 

Ilere the meaning assigned to the term idea is merely 
that of images depicted in the corporeal imagination; 
and, that being agreed on, it is easy for my critic 
to p5ove that there is no proper idea of Angel or of 
God. 

Descartes, then '.•:i..shes to distinguish the corporeal imar;e 

formed in the imagination from the mental image perceived 

by the mind. He seems to agree that there is no image of 

God in the corporeal ima~ination, but nevertheless believes 

that we do have an idea of God. This is seen even more 

clearly in Descartes' reply to Hobbes' further objection 

that there is no idea of the soul, and that we only "infer 

by means of the reeson that there is something internal in 

the human body, \'Jhich imparts to it its animal motion, and 

by means of which it feels and moves; and this, whatever it 

be, we ne.me the soul, without employing any idea"6: 

~hen it is said further that we heve no idea of the 
soul but that we arrive at it by an inference of 
reason, that is the same as saying thnt there is no 
image of the soul depicted in the imagination, but 
th?t th't which I have called its idea, nevertheless, 
CXlSts. 

5see Elizabeth s. Haldane and G.R.T. Ross (translatorsj, 
The Philosofh.ical ::larks of Descartes ( Cnmbride;c: The University 
Press, 196? ~ Vol. II, "ObJections III with Replies," p.67, 
(AT, IX, llt-lJ (AT, VII, 181) 

6Ibid., p. 69, (AT, VII, 183) 

7Ibid., pp. 69-70 (AT, VII, 183) 
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Accordingly, whether or not one feels nt th:i.G point 

that Descorter; c;:m consistently assert that idens ore 

11 ima~es of the tllinc;s" 2.ncl at the same time clatm tha.t 

there are ideas of God anrt the soul seems in part to depend 

upon r1hether or not he CG.n mnl-;.e sense of tha notion "non­

corporeal" (mental) imo.c;c" n.s distinct from corporeal imat;eo. 

That Descartes ~ishes to spe~t this vny at least some of the 

time is clear. In the definition::; 2ccompo.nyinr; the replica 

to objections collected by lierconnc, for e::t:unplc, Descortes 

writes: 

And thus it is not ~nly images depicted in the imagination 
that I cc.ll icleas; n::.y, to ::mch imaGes I here decidedly 
re fuse the title of ideas, in so f;:u· or:; they o.re pictures 
in the corpore;;.l imacinntion, i.e. in come pnrt of the 
brain. 'rhey ore id one only in no fer 2G they constitute 
the form of the :;tind ttgelf tho.t is directed to'.'iards 
that part of the brain.J 

But the problem of ho~ Tie arc to m~te this notion intelligible 

is by no meanc easily resolved, for it remains unclear what 

an image of God. is, nhether this be in the corporea.l imagina-

t . . th . . . 1 
10n .2£ J.n c :ncrceJ.VJ.nG mlnc·. 0urcly the import of Jiobbes' 

objection is not Gimply thot hio corporenl imDGinotion cannot 

form an imace of nn ancel or of God, but.that he iG un2ble to 

8Jbid., 1\rcumento ctrarm up in r;com0tr:i.r:ol f<whion," 
appenclea-t'o "Heply to Ob,i cctionr, IT.," r. :,):-'. (AT, IX, 124) 
(AT, VII, lGO-lGl) 

http:perceJ.VJ.nc
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form any imace at all.9 To this objection Deccartes does not 

address himself, for after m~ting the distinction betneen 

corporeal imaGes anrl imnges in the mind and then allO'o'ling that 

there are no images of God or souls in the imagination, he fails 

to deal \':i th Ilobbes' claims tha.t there is no image at all 

correspondinG to thece nordc. ~c thus can not be sure ~hen 

nescartes clcniec thD.t ideas are ima.ljcc thnt he ic at the same 

time denying that ide2c arc mental imaGec in the sense of 

pictures in the nmind's eye.ulO 

In all fairness to Deccartes it is perhaps misleading 

to spe~t of pj_c.turec in the "mind's eye" nhon referrinG to 

"mental images." From such usage it io ecwy, but most 

certainly incorrect, to ouppose that thio "mental imo.ge" is 

some kind of picture that somehow duplicates the physical image, 

9Hobbes .\'lri tcs "But, nhen one thinks of e.n lmc;el, YJhat is 
noticed in the mind is now the image of a flame, now that of a 
fair winged" c1d1a, and this, I may be sure, ho.s no likenecs to 
an !l.nc;el, o.nd hence is not the j.rlea of an /l.nr;cJ.." (T;y cmphasin) 
Jfaldo.ne nnd no ss, Vol. I I, on. ci t. "Objcc tionr,; I II \'ti th 
Heplies," p. 67. (A'.~, VII, 1'19) !Jote that nlthouch Hobbes \'las 
a mnterialist for whom mind Dos composed of matter, the 
difficulty that faces him is not how matter can form an imare, 
but that he notices no image. His objection has to be read, 
I think, as the claim thnt he (oncl by implicotion, \'.'e) is simply 
unable to form m1;;t: inwce of God and souls. (AT, IX, 11+0) 

10.sce l\.nthony K.enny, De:::c:t.rtc;;: A :>tud:.J: of ITic Philor:oph,.Y. 
(Hew Yorlc: Hn.nrlom House, 19GB); j)p'."1%-lo';.-----
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but is itself non-corporeal. Indeed, even the corporeal 

image need not be a "picture" if this picture is interpreted 

as a visual representation. It :ts better to think of images 

as simply "represen tc:ttions, 11 thus follor1inr; Descartes and 

allowing for 11 imnges 11 of sounds c.md scentc and pain as VJell 

as colors. 11 

In any event, Descartes' writinr;s nt other times suggest 

that he may be extend in,; the r1orc1 11 id 88 11 to encompRsc all 

thought.l 2 Indeed, \':hen G<JGcendi has difficulty with the 

idea of himself, l3 Deccortcs quite forv:<T(L'f_y asserts just that: 

1111Dut I am in the lw.bit of imoc;ininc; many other things 
beside this corporeal nature cl1ich is the object of pure 
mathemntica, to rd. t, the colours, r:;otmtls, seen ts, pnin, nnd 
other such thinr,s, al thour:;h leE;s distinctly. 11 Descartes, 
"Heditat:tons," lieditD.tion VI, in iloldnne nnct RaGs, Vol. I, 
.Q.E., c it. , :9. 18 7. ( AT, I X, 5H) 

12necc<;rtes Yms not the first r.-ri tor to ucc the •:1ord 
"idea" for the contents of human thouc;ht. ITis chief 
innovation in the use of the term seems to have been in 
employinr; it for humnn thouc;hts thCJt v.re purely intellectual-­
for human "idcF~s 11 that a.re not 11 imaces des choseG qui sont 
cogneues par lee sens, 11 but •:Jhich A.re wholly non-sensuous 
and non-imar,ino.ti ve. See Ro.J.ph n. 01D.ke, ":Tote On the Use 
of the Term Id/~e Prior to De:::;cortee," in The PhilosonhicD.l 
Revien, XLVIII, ::>eptember, 1939, pp. 53;:~ and 534. 

13 . Ho.ldane o.nd Rocr:;, Vol. II, op. c,i t •. , "Objections V, 11 

p. 162. (AT, VII, 29J.-292) 

http:non-imar,ino.ti
http:thought.12
http:colors.11
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"you restrict the term idea solely to the images depicted in 

the fancy, while I extend it to whatever is thought."14 

And there are ple.ces where Descartes does seem to use the 

word "idea" with this definition in mind. In defining "idea" 

in his reply to the second set of objections, for example, 

Descartes says: 

••• when understanding what I say, I can express nothing 
in words, without that very fact makine it certain that 
I possess the idea of that which these words signify.l5 

It is important to note at this point that Descartes can 

be interpreted as extending the term "idea" in two ways, not 

just one. On the one hand he is saying that he does not limit 

the word "idea" to only that which is imaginable, but extends 

it to encompass operations of the intellect that do not involve 

the imagination. Remembering Descartes 1 distinction between 

14nescartes, "Reply to Objections V," in Haldane and Ross, 
Vol. II, op. cit., p. 217. (AT, VII, 366} 'Horeover, " 1 Thought' 
is a word that covers everything that exists in us in such a 
way that we are immediately conscious of it. Thus all the 
operations of will, intellect, imagination, and of the·senses 
are thoughts." (Descartes, "Arguments drawn up in geometrical 
fashion," appended to "Reply to Objections II," collected in 
Haldane and Ross, Vol. II, op. cit., p. 52.) (AT, VII, 160} 
A very similar definition is given in "The Principles of 
Philosophy" (hereafter referred to simply as the "Principles"), 
viz., "By the word thought I understand all that of which we 
are conscious as operating in us. And that is why not alone 
understanding, willing, imagining, but also feeling, are here 
the same thing as thought." (Descartes, "Principles," Principle 
IV, collected in IIaldane and Ross, Vol. I, op, cit., p. 222.) 
(AT, VII, 28} , 

l5Descartes, "Arguments drawn up in geometrical f::1shion," 
appended to "Reply to Ob_iections II," collected in Haldane and 
Ross, Vol. II, op. cit., p. 52. (AT, VII, 160) 

http:signify.15
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the imagination and pure intellection, 16 it now seems that he 

is willing to apply the term "idea" even 1:Vhen the mind is .!1.Q1 

contemplating a corporeal form. Indeed, he asserts in his 

replies to Gassendi that " ••• in thinking, the mind employs 

itself alone, but in imagining it contemplates a corporeal 

form." 17 If this is so, Descartes is apparently willing to 

use the term "idea" for whatever is thoup.:ht, regardless of 

whether or not there are corresponding images. 

It is in this extended sense, I believe, that Descartes 

can most consistently speru~ of the idea of God. It will be 

remembered that in Neditation III Descartes asserts that "by 

the name of God I understand a substance that is infinite 

£eternal, immutabl!P, independent, all-knowing, all-powerful ••• n18 

This God, however, is not imageable, for there can be no corporeal 

16 ••• if I desire to think of a chiliagon, I certainly 
conceive truly that it is a figure composed of a thousand 
sides, just as easily as I conceive of a triangle that it 
is a figure of three sides only; but I cannot in any way 
imagine the thousand sides of a chiliagon [as I do the three 
sides of a triangl~7 nor do I, so to spe~, regard them as 
present fWith the eyes of my min,9,7. And although in accordance 
with the habit I have formed of always employin~ the aid of my 
imagination when I think of corporeal things, it may happen 
that in imagining a chiliagon I confusedly represent to myself 
some figure, yet it is very evident that this figure is not a 
chiliagon, since it in no way differs from that which I 
represent to myself when I think of a myriagon or any other 
many-sided figure •••• " (Descartes, "Heditations, 11 Hedttation 
VI, collected in Haldane rmd Ross, Vol. I, op, cit., pp. 185-186. 
( AT, VI I , 7 2) 

l7Descnrtes, "Reply to Objections V~" in Haldane and Ross, 
Vol. II, op. cit., p. 229. (AT, VII, 385J . 

18Descartes, 11J.1editations," Hedit:::1tion Ill, in Haldane and 
Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 165. (AT, VII, 45) 
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idea of the divine being: 

••• it is worthy of you alone, 0 flesh, to think 
that the idea of God, of an Anfel, anrl of the human 
mind, are corporeal, or after the fashion of the 
corporeal, derived forsooth from the human form, and 
from other very subtle, simple and imperceptible 
objects, such as air or aether. For whosoever thus 
represents God or the mind to himself, tries to 
imagine a thing which is not imageable, and constructs 
nothing but a corporeal idea to which he falsely assigns 
the name God or mind. For, in the true idea of mind, 
nothinr; is contained but thought and its attributes, of 
which none is corporeal.l9 

On the other hand, when Descartes says that, in under­

standing what he says, he can express nothing in words without 

possessing "the idea of that which these words signify," he 

seems to extend the term "idea" not only to words which have 

no image corresponding to them, but also to .nhrases and 

sentences which express a thought. This is quite significant, 

for it is 1hiQ definition of "idea" that seems to fit best 

with Descartes' belief that certain common notions, e.g., that 

"things which are equal to the same thing are equal to one 

another, 1120 are innate ideast 

l9nescartes, "Reply to Objections Vt" in Haldane and Ross, 
Vol. II, op, cit., p. 230. (AT, VII, 385J 

20nescnrtes, 11 Hotes Against a Programme," in Haldane and 
Ross, Vol. I, o~, cit., p. 443. (AT, VIII, 359) 

http:corporeal.19
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Part II. The Wax Argument and Meditation III: An Introduction 
to the Theory of Innate Ideas. 

In this section I want to examine the so-called ~ax 

Argument of Descartes• Second Heditation as precursory of 

his theory of innate ideas; in addition I want to examine 

Meditation III as an ar~ument for the same. For this 

purpose I believe it will be convenient to view the Wax 

Argument as taking place in three distinct steps, the first 

presumably showing that at least one of our ideas can not be 

given to us by the senses, the second that this idea also cannot 

come to us from the imagination, and the third explaining how, 

then, it is that we come to have this particular idea at all. 

It is this third step that I believe can be interpreted as 

Descartes• introduction to the theory of innate ideas which 

he puts forth more explicitly in Heditation III. 

The Wax Argument begins with an examination of a 

particular piece of wax which has a certain calor, odor, and 

taste, and moreover is hard and cold. The wax is then brought 

close to a source of heat and all these sensible properties 

change: the odor and taste are lost, the calor changes, and 

the previously solid cold mass becomes soft and hot. All of 

the properties by which we formerly recognized this wax as 

wax have changed, and yet Descartes asserts that no one denies 

that the same wax remains after this change. His first 

23 
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conclusion is that whatever it is in this bit of wax that we 

recognize with so much distinctness cannot be anything that is 

observed by means of the senses, "since all these things which 

fall under taste, smell, sight, touch, and hearing, are found 

to be changed, and yet the same wax remains.n21 Thus Descartes 

completes what I have termed the first step of his argument. 

I believe it will be fruitful to pause at this point to 

examine this step carefully, for it seems to me that several 

points may already cause some difficulty. Primary among 

these is Descartes' dogmatic assertion that the ~ piece 

of wax remains in spite of all the changes he notes to have 

taken place. This claim, I believe, is difficult enough to 

establish independent of what has been said in Heditation I, 

wh.ere virtually all assertions are subject to some degree of 

uncertainty, but in the context of Descartes' writings it is 

even more remarkable. For, if we are to take Descartes• 

skeptical arguments of the first Meditation seriously, it is 

indeed difficult to see what right Descartes has to make the 

assertion that we must all admit that the same piece of wax 

remains. At this point Descartes seems to have slipped in a 

"truth" which is independent of the "Cogito" and which he 

nevertheless does not stop to question. 

21Descartes, 11Jvieditations," Heditation II, collected in 
~lizabeth Haldane and G.R.T. Ross, The Philoso;hical Works of 
Descartes (Cambridge: The University Press, 19 8J, Vol. I 
p. 154. (AT, VII, 30) 
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But even opart from the "Dream Argument" and the 

"Deceiver fl.re;ument" of the first l!edi tation I believe 

Descartes is on some·..,ha.t sha1:y grounds when he makes this 

assertion. If the fragront odor and sweet taste of the wax 

have dis;:rppeared, the color hac changed, and all the sensible 

characteristics by which we formerly recoe;nized the piece of 

wax as wax have also chanGed, \'Ihy must ne say we have the same 

substance? The implication r:;eemo to be that ¥:i th chanljes as 

significant as these, if this material were again cooled, it 

VJould .!!.!21 reGain the odor of flm·1ers, the taste of honey, and 

the oriGinal colorinc. To many this might seem to indicate 

that the wax has indeed become a different substance, and no 

doubt as a rec;ul t of the hePtinrc; and melting, and not of the 

cooling process. Perhaps, then, in dealinG with the heating 

and melting of v:ox, some p0ople mny very r:ell t•:vnt to deny 

that the same. n:tc.e of S!.Z2S. remains, for perht:>.ps we reelly 

should no longer call this material wax at all. (~e do, of 

course, speek of "molten \'Jax, 11 indicatinG that \'le do suppo··e 

that this liquid is in some ':wy "connected '.'ii th 11 the solid 

that preceded it, but the grounds for this judgment may very 

well be derived from the senses even though each r.;ensible 

property has chanBcd. I will hope to m~{e this clear in a 

subsequent para~raph.) 

In Descartes' beh~lf one may ~ish to arcue that it is not 

the argument that is f::mlty h8re, but r<:lth~Jr that the example 

is ill-chosen. That is, if ~e use the ca~c of ice instead of 

http:perht:>.ps
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\'laX, although the chanc;es are much less spectacular, upon 

re-freezing a portion of matter which is presently in the 

liquid stage (wnter), many more people mit;ht be willinG to 

admit that \'Je have the same piece of material (now in the 

form of ice). Dut the advantat;es here gained by employing 

a material (H20) which might more readily be accepted as 

the same substance in its lifJ.uid state (vmter) and its solid 

state (ice), are out\·:eighed by the fact that the example 1§. 

less spectacular. Thnt ic, no longer is tl}cre o change of 

color, of odor, or perhaps even of taste, and .£!:.Q.m these very 

unchanging sensations one may ~ant to conclude that in this 

case the substance has not been replaced by a different one, 

but merely has been trDnsformed from one [;tate into another. 

Or, as Korner puts it, 11 the mel tint; of ice into \':at er which 

at first may appear as a transubstantiation is conceived or 

explained, as a mere 'transreificRtion,' in '.'lhich the same 

substance, say H20, has successively t,·;o properties or is 

successively in tviO states. n 22 One, then, micht conclude 

that nhatevor is in this bit of matter (Ii20) that makes UG 

say it is the sDme substance when a liquid and Yihen a solid, 

.!.§. "observed by means of the senses": that because many 

sensible qUG1li tlen remain unchanGed we nsr-;crt that vto nre be-

holdinG the sn.me r_;ubr:;tance. It need not be mrdntninod that 

22
;;. Korner, "{3ubctnnce, II, 11 'rhc 1\r:L:>toteltnn Society, 

Supp. Volume ;{XXVJJJ (1961~), pp. 88-89. 
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"sameness" is perceived by the senses, but merely that our 

senses ~ involved in our belief that a substance remains 

unchanged through certain transformations. 

I believe there is another sense in which our senses 

are involved in judgments about a particular piece of wax 

being the same, one which Uescartes himself could hardly 

deny. If we iQ say that a certain mass of molten material 

is the same substance as the solid mass before it was brought 

near the fire, it seems to.me that it is partly because we 

have continuously observed it (or made certain suppositions 

about it not being switched for another, and thus presume 

it to have undergone a continuous transition) as it slowly 

changed from a solid to a liquid and lost its odor and taste. 

Indeed, if we had not continuously observed this process, the 

question of this liquid mass being the same substance as the 

. solid mass that preceded it might conceivably arise. The 

question involved here is that of a "continuous transition," 

a notion which Korner only mentions in passing23 and to which 

I also will only allude by means of an example. 

Suppose that before retiring one evening I place in my 

window sill a wax carving that I have just finished that day. 

My window happens to be above my radiator. Upon awakening I 

note that there is a liquid mass on the sill• and probably, 

under these circumstancen, would usually conclude that my 

carving had melted and that the ~ wax is now in the form 

of liquid. But I need not necessarily arrive at this conclusion. 

23 8 ~., P• 9. 
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Suppose, for example, that I knew I had turned my radiator 

off the night before and I remembered that my brother, who 

is fond of plBying practical joh:es, is staying with me that 

weekend. It then might cross my mind that he hns s~itched 

the solid piece (the carving) for oome other wax that he has 

melted down. ','Jhat ic in quer:tion here is not junt the change 

of one material substance into another, but, in fact, the 

2!~ replacement of one r;ubcta!!_££ by another.- Dut ~ 

question, at least, would not have arisen had I continuously 

observed the carving on the ~indow sill throughout the entire 

night. It m0.y be, then, that al thouc;h no _Evrticu.k!: quality 

of the wax remQins the came as observed by the senses, 

neverthelccs the senses Q!.'..£ involved in our assertionc that a 

particular "piece" j_n a liquid form is the same as that of a 

previously observed solid piece. 

In the second step Descartes decides that this wax ~as 

neither that sweetness of honey, that odor of flowers, that 

color nor thnt sound, but simply a body "appearing" to his 

senses under thece forms and othero. 25 He then further 

decides that his conception of the wax is not achieved by 

the faculty of imagination: 

24see K~rner on the distinction bet~ccn changes of 
material objects and changes of oubotvncc, pp. 88-90. 

25ueocnrteo, 11Heditationo," i!oditntion II, in Haldnne 
and Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 154 (hT, VII, 30) 
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Let uo nttenttvcly con: ldcr thio, n.n(l, nb::;trnctins from 
all that does not belonc to the ~ax, let us see ~hot 
remain::;. r:ortc-dnTy noth:Lnr~ rcmrdnG c:·:ceptin£~ ? certain 
extended thine r:h:Lcll i::: flc:::tble r>nrl mov.:;.ble. But Y:hat 
is the rnoaninc of flexible nnd movable? IG it not that 
I ima~ine thnt thic eco of ~~x beinG rounrl io capable 
of becominG cqunrc r1nrl of 1J.'1r;;_:lnr, from n Gf!Unre to a. 
trt.cmc;ular fir~ure? Jro, certr.Jinly :lt not thnt, Gince 
I im<?.c;ine it . .,_dmitc of o.n infinitude of cimilar chances, 
and I novorthelocr.:.; do not lmorJ llovi to comn2GG the 
infini turle by my ilil:>.c;inot:Lon, on cl conc:equcntly this con­
ception ~hich I have of the ~nx iG not broucht about by 
the faculty of im,-,r;inL'tion.2l 

And ac for extcnoion, Descnrtcs continues: 

Jhat norr ic thi:-~ c::ten n? Ic it not <1)J>O unknorm? 
For it become:--; r;rca.tcr •:;11 en the •:mx ir:; mol tor!, gret'!tcr 
'.'jhen it :i.;:: boilod, OllcJ crce.tcr f>tiJJ. '.'lhOn the heat 
incrcc~~cr:; on(l I :-:hould not conceive Ccleorly] Gccordinc; 
to truth rrhnt \'Ir':: :ts, if I did not th.i.nlc that even thin 
piece Uw.t ':ic ,-:>re con:::·iderlng it~ co-pnble of receivinG 
more VC1.rj_ot:tonn in c::tcnd.on th:-:n 1 have ever imo.r;ined. 
·::e must then. r,rm;t tl;e>t I could. not. oven unclerc~and 27 throur;h tho ltl.~Clnt" tJ.oD ·:;h~.t th1c pJ.cce of •:wx lG •••• 

'Jhilo Decc~rtoG rrr~~rontly n~cc little or no difficulty 

·::ith th:i_:::: pnrt of the :;.rr~ut-:tcnt, I thin17 ho h:-•;, e>c;nin m:1.d0 ·name 

statcmcn t:::: th:'tt neocl further c::.:-'r.rl n:,.tion. It shoulc! be noted 

that Desc0r tr;r:; thtnlm of the in~ r;:Ln;1 tion in tcrr~1:::: of a fncul ty 

thc.t "et c:-::; 11 thine:::; toc;other, -".nd thot for th:is rea;:;on 

fle~ibility ['ne nobiJ.ity 2rc clininntc~ ac bcinc the result 

of the action of the inncinction: GD n body is c~nGble of 

a::::cuminc; an infini tc mn.lt)Cr of ::::he.nc:::; onrJ 211 in fin-L tc number 

of locations, flexibility ond mobility connot be crncped by 

the im().cinntion. Forrcvcr, I believe DeGc<lrtcc hns, accidcntD.lJ.y 

26 Ibic1.., 

271' . , 
~., p. 

( r 'P .. l __ ' VII, 30-. ) 

VII, ~)1) 
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·or for the nn.ke of argumentntion, hidden come ell ffieul ties 

here by his Ghoice of \'rords. 

First, I ~ant to dran attention. to the lack of parallel 

construction in the arc;ument, 11hich r.w.y ~Jerhap:::; be nothinG 

more than e. r.;rnmmntical Blip: v:hile 11 flexi bil:l ty" and 

11mobili ty 11 are di::;posi tionnl propertiec., 11 extensiontt in a 

28 non-dioposi tional property. Dut Deocc>.rteo then goes on to 

describe the d.iff:i.cult:Le;, of imnr;ininc; extcnr3ion ne if he hrl.d 

meant it to be ta~:cn in :J dispoci tionnl nense: "Is it not nloo 

unknown? For it bccomeo c;reater ~hen the is melted, Greater 

\'!hen it is boiJ.ocl, rmd creator still nhen the ho~.t increases; 

and I should not conce:tve /3leDrJ] o.ccordinc to truth r:hat \'!aX to, 

if I did not thin!.: that oven th:'LG p:i.ccc that ·::e Pre conoiderinr; 

in co.pablo of rer;ei vine; more var5_,..,tio;1s in e~:tcnsion th:::m I have 
')() 

ever ir.wc;incd. 11 '·· It is for tht·- rc:-u-:on tlwt ::-:one m0.y prefer to 

J.ook Ul)On the uoe of !h£ non-dicpo tonDl term 11 e~:tenoion" ::m D. 

e;rami:w.tictll oJip r...-•ther th<m ~~.G n. fJ.o·:: in L'.rr;ur.wnt.'l.tion. 

')0 

cUrrhe re1cvr>n t ro.GG.!:lGC in :!.:'tin ( OnUVt"0'- rl e~ ~CGcortc;·' 
edited by Chc:.rJ.cG i\cl.nm .:mcl PnuJ 'i'r'nncry (I'r,ric: J.eopold Cerf, 
1897-1913), Vol. VII, p. 31) rendo: 

• • • ncnpe nihil D.liud qu})m c::tencur.1 r;_ui (l, fle;~i bile, 
mutabile. 

Carte::; 5.1 ne rlcmnurc ri.en nuc r:lH:lnuc r:ho:-~n (1' cr~tcndu, 
clc fle:::i.bJ.e f: de rnir:tblc. 

?9Dcr-:cr"rtr~;:;, 11T10rli. tntions, 11 i 'era t.--,t:i.on II, 5.n !ir'J.d;mc ;md 
Roes, Vol. I, .9.::_. c:i.t., p. J.)). (:~'1.', VII, 31) 
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It should be added here that perhaps Descartes found it 

even desirable to have a non-dispositional property among these 

three, for it is quite questionable what it would mean to say 

that the essential qualities of a piece of wax are all 

dispositional. He no doubt felt that a universe of dispositional 

properties was meaningless, and therefore may have consciousl;t 

included a non-dispositional one. But Bven if this is the 

case, his treatment of the property in the argument appears to 

be totally that of one that is dispositional. 

There is, however, a difficulty in the argument itself that 

is of a similar nature, but which cannot be so easily disposed of. 

In dealing with the various sensible properties, Descartes 

rejects them as not being essential to the nature of wax because 

no specific quality (redness, odor of fJowf:rr;, taste of honey, 

etc.) is apparently essential to its nature. It will. be 

remembered that ill of the sensible properties of the wax have 

changed as a result of the application of heat. But this seems 

to have several consequences 1 neither of which Descartes would 

find acceptable: 1) What has been shown is that specific colors, 

odors, and tastes are not essential to the nature of wax, not 

that generic coloredness is not essential to it; and 2) according 

to Descartes' own example of the piece of wax, the piece has no 

size, shape, and location that is essential to its nature, and 

yet he does not therefore eliminate extension, shape, and 

location as not being part of the essential nature of the piece 

of wax. With regard to this second point, instead of eliminating 
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extension, flc::i bili ty, an1J rJobili ty in the nay he hac 

eliminated coloro<lncsr;, fro.cra.nco, nnd tDGtc, he ascerts that 

they arc conprchondcd by another po·::cr. (See "Step 311 bclor:.) 

·:/hile it mu::;t be ndmittod tho.t it :ts unclenr in the 11 ',"/nx l\rgumcnt" 

exoc tly r;hnt .ig c::;ccn ti.nJ. to the n<J.ture of naz, it in nevertheless 

quite cJ.c,n.r th0.t Dcccnrtcc ic trcnting extension, flexibility, 

nnd mobility in o very different mo.nner thon that in nhich he 

treated GE.msible properties cuch CJ.C color, omell, rmd taste. 

The third step in the nrgument is positive rather than 

negative, for h~vinG decided that the nature of Tiax lG neither 

observed by tltc censec nor comprehended by the imac;inCJ.tion, he 

o.sserts th<J.t "it is my nind <?.lone which pore ei ves it. n3° And 

he then adds thnt perception is thus not a vision, a touch, nor 

an ~.magination, but :Le; cole:ty an incpection by the mind. 

The mo.:Ln cl.i f ficu1 ty r:i th nhat I have termed the 11 poGi ti ve'' 

aopect of the orcur:10nt iG that it is very uncle,'"1r ·::hat Dcccartes 

nants to t;ct ttcroGc hero. And his annlor;y to the non or Dutomntn 

"seen" from :::.. viinrJo,:r raiccs more problems th,.,.n it solves: 

••• I am e1lmor~t deceived by the tcrmc of ordinary lancueee. 
For 1.'Ie er>:; that \'!C simply judc;e th:1t :1. t ir. the snrne frort 
its ho.vinc the cnmc colour nnd ficurc. From this I should 
conclurle i:lwt J kne 1:T the \'!~.:: by monns of vi cion n.nd not 
simply by the intuition of the mind; unless by ch~nce I 
remember thc.t, nhcn looldnc fron :1 •:;inclo:·: t>nd snyinc; I 
r>eo men \':l1o pass in the street, J rr:olly <lo not sec them, 
but :i.n fer tlw.t \'lhrt t I sec :i.n mr>n, ju :;t ns I r.:-•y thn t I 

7,Q 
./ Ib-_i cl .• ( ~'l' VII 7 1) 

- il' ' :.J--
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:::ee ·::;:-c. ;,.r_J yet ·::r'.n~: <'o I :--cc fro::1 the ·:;i.nc:o·:: but. hcts 
;•nd co[lts ·:;ll:Lch r.t:J.J cover r'ntor;wtic mnchi.nc:-.;? Yet I 
ju~cc these to be recn. ~nd similarly solely hy the 
fncul ty of jur.1cr:tcnt ·,·:1ddl rout[' in my nln~l I comprehend 
t.hnt •:rhlr::h I bclicvorl J r-;r-::· ;··tth ny eycc.J·· 

Dut hou nrc TIC tn n~~c son~c or this cn~locy? Prccu~[lbly 

ne only c;-.y ~·:o c~:e the p5.ccc of ·:;ax rrhen 1:;c actually mokc a 

judcmcnt hnc~1 upon(?) its ncnciblc proport1.oc, juct ac vc 

S1.fSL rrc Gee men, nhcn in fact 1.·:e coo cloclcs rmd hntc and actually 

make a judcment based ur,on ~ obcorvn.tion. Eut the difficu1 ty 

v1i th the o.nalocy ic thn.t ,·:o CD.n verj_ f;y our judcr:1ent:::; rccnrdinc 

autow3to. by looldnr; unc1or the clooks an cl hotc t'_ncl ceeinc if 

nctu::>.1. men <1ro there. Dut horr does one lool-;: under the calor, 

the or.1or, and t[lcto in order to Gee if the cctuol \'laX ic there? 

If on~-Y ne c0uld cot beyond thic calor 2nd thiD te.:::;te and e;et 
... ":! 

beyond these o.ppcc.rrnccs to the '."o.:x i tseJ. f. _)r:.. 

lTotni th:::;to.ndinr, the:-::e probJ.or.w of interpreto.tton and 

DeccC~rtc:::;t subsequent and c:~plici t statementr that •:rhot :ollo\'JS 

ic tlwt he ~::\n he certain of his o·;m existence o.nd that, contrary 

to rrho.t he formerly thoucht, he Imor:c mincl better tlwn borly ,33 

71 
;>-~1.Ei.Q., np. 155-156. (AT, VII, 32) 

~) 2 T;t n ~ ~i .~ . ] ::1 - . .. ;. t!" !""\ -· r:-' .. ~ • 0 1 or . ,_. __ J,1L.ar <.;.rcur:1ont L.,JL.J.n,,t t,n._. 
1.'Decc<1rtes nnd the Jax," The Philocophi,c;:oi_ 
October 1950, pp. 55-56. 

0.110.1 o GY , c;e e J • J • C • Smart , 
t·uc:.rtor~ I, 1, 

::>.:.> 11For if I judc;o tho.t the ·:;ro_:: ic or c:·:ist:-:: from the fo.ct 
thot I Gee :L t, it certainly foJJ.o·:;~~ mnch r10rc cle:-o.rly tlFJt I o.r.t 
or thot I o::ist myr_;olf from tllc fnc:t thnt 1 ~~eo it. For it r.ltX';/ 
be tlu1.t r:h::1t I ::;cc ir; not ren1_ly ·:;.::>::, :i_ t n.- :I n)_;-;o be thot I do 
not po:::;scc.s eyoc ·d. t}1 \'ihich to ccc ::·nythin:::;; but it cnnnot be 
tho.t r:hen I s8e, or (for I :10 :.onccr t::'l;:e Pc count of the distinction) 
r:hcn I th:Ln1:: I sec, thnt I m~r:.:;oJ f ·;:l10 thi.J~~;: :->J:1 nour:ht. :Jo if I 
judco thnt the ~nx cxi:::;t~ from the fact thnt I touch it, the same 
thine nill fo 1J.o·:1 to ·~·.rit, thr,_t I <:>.r.1 •••• 11 ncccrrtec, "!1cc:.itations," 
in Hnl<1o.nc a...'1d Rose, Vo} .• I, o-o. eft., }! .. 156. U:T, VII, 33) 

http:interprctc.t1.on
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there is implicitly in this final stage of the Wax Argument, 

Descurtos 1 theory of innate ideas. Because the idea of 

extension cannot be gotten through the senses, and because 

it also cannot be constructed by the imagination, apparently 

the only alternative of which Descartes can conceive is that 

it is innate in the understanding. The implication, of course, is 

that some of our ideas are not innate, and although this seems to conflict 

with certain other writings of Descartes, we shall not here pursue 

this matter. 

Before turning to Descartes'· more fully developed theory, 

we might note, however, that were we to consider the above an 

argument for the existence of an innate idea (it should be kept 

in mind that at this point it is by no means clear that Descartes 

meant it as anything more than an indication that some ideas 

might be innate), it is very weak and open to a criticism quite 

similar to that which Putnam subjects what he takes to be 

Chomsky' s claim (Pejoratively termed the 11 What else?" argument) 

that only innateness can explain the complex skill of initial 

language acquisition,34 viz., that it is questionable just how 

impressed we should be with the failure of alternatives (in 

34rn all fairness to Chomsky, the closest I can see that 
Chomsky ever comes to asserting this in the works Putnam quotes 
is as follows: 11 It seems to me that the relative suddenness, 
uniformity, and universality of language learning, the bewilder­
ing complexity of the resulting skills, and the subtlety and 
finesse with which they are exercised, all point to the conclusion 
that a primary and essential factor is the contribution of an 
organism with highly intricate and specific initial structure." 
Clearly Chomsky 1 s claim is weaker than Putnam's formulation of it. 
See Chomsky, "Explanatory Hodels in Linguistics," in E. Nagel, 
P. Suppes, and A. Tarski, Lor-ic Iv!ethodolo and Philoso b:.;y__Ql 
Science (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 19 2 , p. 536. 
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Putnam' s caoe, current leorninG theorier:;) to occount for r:hat 

is to be exp1ninocl ( n, in Futnam's case, complex le~rninr; 

procesces such an those involved in the learninG of lnncuace.35) 

At this point Der.;cnrtes hac, even more clearly, I think, failed 

to establish the disjunction (that our ideas are either derived 

from the ccn~;o~;, contrived by the imor;inntion, or innate in the 

underotandinr;) that Tiould nJloTI him to assort thnt the idea of 

extension is innate in the understondinc even if he could 

eliminate derivation from the sensec nnd construction in the 

imagination ns pas ities. 

In Neditntlon IJI the claosificntion of ideas is mode 

explicit. After ctoting tlwt error can not recnlt if one 

considers id ens only ns modes of thou.r;ht, Yri. thout attempt ins 

to relate them to anythinG 11 outcide of me," Dcor:artes sayo 

nBut among these ideas, some aprear to me to be innate, some 

adventi tioun, 0.nd others to be formed for invo!1ted7 by myself •••• n3f 

This tripartite cl fication of ideas por~llels that of the 

~ax Arcument at the end of Meditation II, but noTI nescartes 

clearly states he hac as yet no ~rounds for onnertine that the 

35rrilDry Putnam, urrhe I Innntcnecs Uypothecio' r.nd Explanatory 
Hodelc in T.in;::;u:tr..;ticc, 11 repr1.nted in J .R. De:1rlc, The Philocoth' 
of I .. ::mc;uur;e (London: Oxford Uni verci ty Press, J. 971), pp. 136-<:3 • 

36ne[:;cnrtcc;, "i·iedi tati.onG, 11 llcrl1 tat:i.on Tilt in H::'l11one ond 
Roos, Vol. I, on. cit., p. 160. (hT, VII, 37-38J 

http:tat:i.on
http:lnncu2ce.35
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origin of hi:::; idorJ.G io ~·;hat it appears to him to be: 11 Jut nc;ain 

I ma.y poscibly persu~de myself that all these ideas ore of the 

nature of thoce ~hich I term adventitiouc, or elce that they 

are all inno.tc, or nll fictitiouc: for I have not yet clearly 

d . d tl . t . . 11 37 "''h.] th 1 . f. t. f 1scovere WJ.r rue or1c;1n. ·.1 1 .e · o c_assl. 1ca 1.011 o 

ideas here m<:~.y be termed 11provision<:~.l, 11 38 it neverthelesc 

representc nn important premise of on argument for the 

existence of innate ideas that is to come later in the Third 

Heditation. 

After concluding that neither his ptron~ inclinationc to 

believe th<J.t objectc of \'!hich he has ideac within him exL:::t 

outside of him, nor his knowledge that certain ideas do not 

depend on his nill, constitute a sufficiently strong and 

convincing "proo f 1
' that objects thnt resemble his icleo.G do 

indeed o:~L:; t outnid e of him, Descartes pro r?.ee(ls ·:;i th another 

method calcuJ.otccl to yield the desired proof, vi:-:,., that of 

taldng icleas E.Q..i merely aG certain modes of thouc;ht, but 

instevd as im-?ges. liold.ng use of certain rnnzir.tc of sc:hol as tic 

philosophy (e.g., that "there mu::;t o.t lca:::;t be RG much rcEdity 

in the efficient <:md tot.:Jl cmwe ac in itr; cffcct"39) nnd his 

belief in El God who ts infinite .::>nd perfect, ::Jeocartes presents 

37l£i2. (AT, VII, 33) 

38:.-.;ee J\nthony Kenny, Desc<'.rtcc: ,\ 0turl~ of ;Tic FJlj.lo.so~h;y: 
(New Yorh:: Ho.ndom Tiouce, I~· 19L;e),- r:-101. 

39nencartc~}, 11Heditv.tlonr~," Iicrl.:l tntion III, in IInldnne 
and Rof:JG, Vol. I, OD. cit., :p. 162 .. (Nl', VII, 40) 

http:mnzir.1G
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h • 1 • 1 (" t f r .L.hc A 'rt e of (\~oc1. 1+0 ~s cosmo_OGlGa __ :.:~r~.,umon . n ~.- ,_;:ao one· _ . AlthouGh 

the specific c1.ebdJ_:-; of thn r>rcuncmt nre of little concern in 

this paper, the cow:l.ud:Lnc rcnnr:"-c :~re qui tc sic;nifican t: 

It only rcmoins to 1ao to e::omine into the manner in 
i.'Jhich I h::>vc o.srp.lirecl this i(1 en from God; for I have not 
received it through the senses, i:'Ud it is never presented 
to me unexpectedly, an i:::; ucuo.l r;ith the ideas of senoible 
thinr;s ·:rhr.n thc:--:c thin,r:s present themselves, or cecr:1 to 
pre::wnt theme: cl ves, to ti1e o~rtcrno.J. or cons -of my oenoeo; 
nor ic it lil:or:isc n fie tion of ny mind, for it ic not in 
my po·;:cr to t:'l:c from or to nd.•l 0.nything to it; c:.nd 
cono~q~cn~~y tho~?n~y nl~~~nnti!e ~o that.it io

4
innnte in 

me, JU....,t '-'-~ the J.Je,_, of ll,y .... elf J_s 1nnate 1n me. 

rrhuc '.'10 hn.vc De::-;cortc::~t e~:pl::i.ctt form of the argument 

that seemed to underlie mucr1 of his thinkinG in the -~·:a:: Arc;ument. 

The argument ·::;•~:; prc:.:c;entcc1 :i.11 0n e.:'rlj_or ·.·:orl:, thoUGh perhaps 

not so cuccintly, ':rhere T)c;::]cortc::; Drr;uecl: 

And hovinc; rcr.wrb-:cl th.:'.t thoro rrr:•.c:- 11othinc ot olJ. in the 
ctnter.wnt, 'I tlfi:.r:.J:;.,__:thcr_2_Kore I ::>J:l' ~-rhich c:.csurcc me of 
havinG thereby t'l?.dc <' true 0.:~corU.on, c:·:ccptin;; that I 
see .very cJ. enrly thot to thinl\. it ic nececco.ry to be, I 

l~0 rt m,:':r r;ecm that there is ::;oP1C nuo::;tion :->~ to r:hethcr 
there nre ono or tno proofc of Gor1t s e::istencc in !'edito.tton III, 
for nlthouo;h most nuthorc find only one, it is not impocsible 
to cite r:orks r;h:Lch explicitly put forth t·,·:o. ~~cc, c.c;. l!elvin 
Rvder, .TI1..9 '::nqysi.nG. r;ueotion...fl (I! e•:: Yorl:: I:oJ_ t, Rinerwrt nnd 
· .. "Jinoton, 1'95(;'), pp. ~0-81. 3ut <-'lso ace I~enny, _sn:. cit., 
J?• 11~2, 1.·:hcro the 11 sccond11 nro;u~:1ent 5.s cJ.err!_y vic·;:ccl cs 0. 

subsidi0.ry of the "first" and onJ.y ·proof. 'l'he lr:.ttcr re~.dint; 
nppenrc to be more nccuratc nnd the one intcndc~ by 11esc('rtcs. 
\'ihen he l;;tcr :::;tatec that " ••• oJ.l the orr;umen ts '.':hi eh I have 
adduced in thi::; matter fprovidinc the c:::i.ctrmce of God7 C(Jn be 
subord:Lnntecl to iE.Q, 11 ho then c;ec;:; on to r;5.vc hie version of 
the OntoJo[~ico.l Arc;ument, foJ.J.o·:1cci by "1)w other nrr;ument by 
·which I proved tlw c:dctcnce of (~<v:." ;;or: nor;c:)rtr:;:;, 11 T~otoc 
Aenln::::t a ProGrmnmo," 1n TL0lrbnr: ·"'H1 l(o:;:·, Vnl. IT, .Ql1..• dt., 
pp. l~/~11--lf.ll~• (A'1', VTT, 3Gl-~·G?) 

l1l1) t 11' .. l' t..,t·· ~ 11 ~· 1' t .t-.· III . !I 1 1 er..;c~1r ·cc, JtO(l ,_, J.on .... , "O(J_ n.__Lon __ , ln n .. c::me 
and Rose, Vol. I, 9P• d.,t., p. 1.70. (r~·.r, VJT, 51) 
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came to the conclusion that I might assume, as a general rule, 
that the things which we conceive very clearly and distinctly 
are all true--remembering, however, that there is some difficulty 
in asce~taining which are those that we distinctly conceive. 

rollowing upon this, and reflecting on the fact that I 
doubted, and th.:Jt consequently my existence was not quite 
perfect (for I saw clearly that it was a greater perfection 
to know than to doubt), I resolved to inquire whence I had 
learnt to think of anything more perfect than I myself was; 
and I recognised very clearly that this conception must proceed 
from some nature which was really more perfect. As to the 
thoughts which I had of many other things outside of me, like 
the heavens, the earth, light heat, and a thousand others, I 
had not so much difficulty j_n knowing whence they came, because, 
remarking nothing in them which seemed to render them superior 
to me, I could believe that, if they were true, they were de­
pendencies upon my no.ture, in so far as it possessed some 
perfection; and if they were not true, that I held them from 
nought, that is to say, that they were in me because I had 
something lacking in my nature. But this could not apply to 
the idea of a Being more perfect than my own, for to hold it 
from nought would be manifestly impossible; and because it is 
no less contradictory to sey of the more perfect that it is 
what results from and depends on the less perfect, than to say 
that there is something which proceeds from nothing, it was 
equally impossible that I should hold it from myself. In this 
way it could but follow that it had been placed in me by a 
Nature which was really more perfect than mine could be, and 
which even had within itself all the perfections of which I 
could form any ~dea--that is to say, to put it in a word, 
which was God.4 

It should be clear, I think, that this is at best a weak 

argument for innateness of the idea of God. Not only is it 

unclear, as I have tried to show, that the idea of God can not 

in some manner be 11 derived 11 from the senses or perhaps even 

constructed by the imagination, but also the disjunction that 

there are only three possibilities has not been established. 

42nescartes, "Discourse on Bethod," Part IV, in Haldane 
and Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 102. (Nr, VI, 33-34) 
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Part III. The sense in Tihich an idea can be said to be innate: 
a more detailed version of the theory. 

In the foregoine argument there is, I think, less 

difficulty encountered vith the notion of innateness than 

with the term "ideo," for thus far only 11 r::~ther unsophisticated 

notion of the former has been presented. ~e may feel that the 

notion is far from clear, but as yet not enough has been 3aid 

about innatenecn to make us feel thot Der;cartes may be using 

it in severed c:md ambicuous •.•Jays. Thus, apparently an idea 

is innate in UE (or, a.ltcrnatively, "it comes to me from no 

other source than myself"l~3) in the r;ense that it has neither 

been received through the senses nor constructed by the mind 

aG a fiction. l'Ioreover, at least in the cnsc of the idea of 

God, it wns plncecl \'Ji thin us (by JTim) ns o. marh: of the \':orkman: 

• • .one cert nly oucht not to find it strancc that 
G?d, in cr?oting me, ~Jaced t~is ~dea withi~ m~ to ~a 
llke the m.Jrk 0 r the '.JOrkmo.n lmprln ted on lns t•.ork. 

One must be careful at this point not to rmppose, as 

r.ocl{e quite evidently did (os \'!ill be seen in Clw.pter I I), 

that this "marl·;: of the workman" must alYmys be present before 

a conscious mind. C:,ui te obviour;ly \':o Dll have i de os of vrhich 

\'le arc not £.1.!:!ll.I.Q conr:c:ionr;, for our mi nrlr: (;nnnnt r.oncPnl-.rntc 

43r tlald:me :;nd Ror;s, The Ph:Llo nonh:i. cnl ':!orb.-- of Doccnr tos, 
Vol. II, on. c:i.t., Objecti'Oi18 II, p':' 33. "CAT, VII, 1.53) 

44nnlrlnno rmd Ror::;c, The Philosophic:1l '."forks of Descnrtes, 
Vol. I, OJ!• cit., lieditntion III, p. 1?0. (AT, VII, 51) 
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upon Gll our lden::.; r>t <'.ny one moment. Con~:equent to this, 

I thin1c it ic not unrenr_;on;Jble to nrccume thnt there 1·:cre 

times nhcn De:.:;cortcn ~·:nr.; not ~onse j_ous of the id O<J of God, 

even if we allon thnt he did hnvc this idea. Some attempt 

must be made, then, to cl i_stinc;u:i.sh bcb':eon h;:winc; (presently) 

an idea of God 0nd hnving, in tlw :-;cnse of bcinc; rJb1e to 

construct it from no other courcc thnn oneself, an idea of 

the divine beinc. 

In the Second Objections we find the roots of such n 

distinction. There \';e find Descnrter:; not only makes it 

quite clear th<Jt the ideo. of Go0 is constructed by the mind, 

but also that he believes it could not have been so constructed 

if we had not been created by God: 

I admit that we could form this ver, idea 
12.Q_t know that a supreme beinG exi:-.;tcd, but not 
could do oo if it \'ierc in fn.c t non-exi:::;tent, for 
contrery I lwve notified t'nnt the r:holc force of my 
arc.ume.n.t lies in the fact th~t .. the cnpc:1ci t:t for 
.£Q.!!_~tr.uctinG, such an /fl~rl.S..Q.lQ.d, not exist in me, unleco 
.J \'le,re. created by GOJ!• f., 

Leaving :.u:;ie.lc the IJUOstion of our croD.tion by a dlvine 

source, Descnrtea' words above indicate that at leact one j.dea, 

vl z. that of Go rJ, :i.c; to be consid orad j_nnate i. n the sense that 

we have the ,&apncity to construct it from no other source than 

ourselveo. ·:Jhile Deoc<J.rtes in::::llctr; thnt tlliE ir:; no more than 

45nnJ.rL·ule nnd Roao, '.Phc Phi1or:o h:i.c:al ·::or1u::; of Doscartes, 
Vol. II, on. cit., Object1onc II, p. 33. AT, VII, 133) 
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what is said in Iieditntion IIT, it sccns more likely that n 

slit:;ht refinement of his initi.~l1 nositi.on hns occurred. 

Perhans Descartes is only m~(in~ his view more explicit. 

Hov1ever that mB.y be, his reply to ~1.n objection collected 

by Father Mersenne adds to ~hat he (Descartes) said in 

Hedi tation III, notrd thst;;.ndinG his '.mrns to the con trnry: 

• • • ':;hen you soy thnt in ourselves there is a suffir:ient 
foundation on which to construct the ide~. of God, your 
o.scertion in no ':!2.Y conflicts vli th my opinion. I royself 
at the enc~ of the rrh:i.rd Heditation hnve expressly snid 
that this ide~ is innate in me, or alternatively that it 
comes to me froE1 no other source th;:m mycelf. 46 

In a somewhat later i.':ork (1647), 11Hotoc directed o-eainst 

a certain Progrr>mme," Descnrtes continueG in thio vein, but iG 

considerably morP. explicit Bhout the minr1 1 c role in "acquiring" 

innate ideas. He nttributeG to the mind the 11 fnculty of 

thinkinert and argue~~ that he never concluded thnt the mind 

required irinate ideas which were in ony sense different from 

this faculty. Arcuing againc~ Reciuc, Descnrtes ~rites: 

••• he annenrs to disoent from me only in ~ordc, for 
v;hen he cays that the mind haG no need of imwte ideas, 
or notions, .or .axioms, nnd nt the co.me t:i"ne Ct.llows it the 
frtcul ty of thinldnr; (to be considered n::Jturn.l or innate) t 
he makes an affirmation in effect identical with mine, 
but deniec it in words. For I never v;rote or concluded 
that the m~nd required innate idenc which \'!ere in some 
sort d:i. fforcnt from its focul. ty of thinkinc;; but when I 
observed the existence in J;te of certo.in thoughts which 
proceeded, not from extraneous objects nor from the 

t-lGib' . 
~- (AT, VII, 133) 
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determination of my \'rllJ, but solely from the fe.cul ty 
of thi~~ing ~hich is within me, then, that I might 
distinguish the ideo.s or notions ( vthich nre the forms 
of these thouc;hts) from other thout;hts advent~ti~ 
or fc:tcti tiouc, I termed the former 'inn~J.te. i F 

However, when Deccnrtes then coos on to Gj.ve an exE!mple of the 

sense in which ideas are caid to be innate, he seems to extend 

the meaning of "foculty of thinldnc." rrhe innateness of ideas 

is likened to the "di:-:;poGi tion" that certain families he.ve 

towards c;enerosity and the "propensity" that others have for 

contracting disease: 

In the same sense ~e sny thnt in some fomilies c;enerosity 
is innate, in others certntn diseases like gout or gravel, 
not that on this o.ccount the bnbes of these f.:;unilies 
suffer from theGe diseases in their mother's womb, but 
because they are born '.'Ii th [' cert~in disposition or 
propensity for contracting then.4~ 

Leaving aside the perhaps moot point of eenero ty beine 

innate in the same sense as cert2in diseases, a further shift, 

or "refinement, 11 ar.; the case may be, seems to have occurred in 

Descartes' oric;inu.l position. f, ttri butinc; n cnpaci ty to someone 

(a "faculty of thinkinG") io \'!cakcr than ::.;eying he io disposed 

towards or has a propenoity for thinkinG come idea. Presumably 

all human beincs have the "capacity" for contrnctinG most any 

disease, but a considerably omaller propcrtion of the population 

has a dioposition or propensit~ for contracting it. 

Despite the more frequent ur.D of tlw term 11 thouc;ht" (rather 

than 11 idea") t the form of the nrcumcnt in the for8GOinG is quite 

47nescartes, 11Hotes Directed 1\Gainst rl Certain Progremme, n 
in Haldane rmd Ross, Vol. I, on. d t., p. 41~2 (AT, VII, 357-358) 

~ 4812iQ. (AT, VII, 357•358) 
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similnr to thnt dec;crlberl i>1 lieclitntion III (Fr\rt 11 of 

thi~ ch~ptcr). Decnuso thoro exist in us certain thoughts 

that proceed fro~ neith0r eztroneo11o objects nor from the 

determination of tltc ITill, there ~~pnrcntly muot be an innate 

aspect to our hnvinc; :-:uch thouchts. ·.:hnt ir:; innntc ore certain 

idenc or noU.onc; r:hich Dre "the forme of these thouchtn." 

Jleverthelcss, thoro is Dn inoortDnt ~iffercncc betTieen this 

argument and that pros on ted in J1ecli t~.tion II I; to see this we 

must fir et mrute n furtl1 er o b:::;ervation rer;nrdinG Desct.Jrte:::;' use 

of the term 11 ider1. 11 

In his preface to the "1/Ieditntionc" Denco.rtes remnr1ts 

that there is something equivocal in the term 11 ideel, 11 for 

11it may either be taken mDtcrinlly, ns an net of my under-

standing ••• or it nw;y be tnken objectively, as the thing 

v:hich i:.J represented by thic D.ct. "'+9 In the 11I:cuitt~tionn" he 

takOL' the lf'tter roadinc, for not only doec he r!ioh to 

attribute more perfection to certain idc:Js than to himself 

(and, he appropri"ltely noter:, it ic only with regard to the 

second ucac;o that ideas nay be said to be more perfect than 

himself5°), but he CJ~so rmnts to proceed in Heditation III 

with a method th"lt takes idens .!!.9.1 merely ns certain modes 

l~9DcGcnrtcc, "fieclitntionc," "Prefo.cc to the Rcudert 11 in 
IIaldvne and Hoss, Vol. I, .2J2_. ci.J.., p. 138. (Arr, VII, 8} 

50.l.!2iQ. ( Nr, VII, 3) 
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of thouc;ht, but inctcn~ as i~~Gec.5l HoTicvcr, in the present 

arcrument, if 11 inn:lte id en~'' rmd 11 f,..,cul ty of thinking" nre 

taken to be cynonymour~, it r:ccms Dc:::3cartec is usint:; the terr.t 

here to designnte the l'.c t of Ulvlcrctr.ndinc rather thnn the 

"thine which ic rcpreccntcd by t'1ic :<ct. 11 · Thus, the org'Jr:tent 

in "Notes Directed AG::inct o Gcrt::tin Progrnmmctt arises fro~ 

Descartec' dualism nnd the r-:mph:;;;ii3 ic, 'lccordinGlY, on the 

impoccibility of extcrnl'l objects tr2nsmittinc ideas to our 

minds. ContinuinG hi:::; arcumnnt t:.r;ninct RcGius, Deccnrte::; nri tes: 

'For this rea::;on,' he co.ys (i.e. bec::tur_;e the mind hets no 
need of innDte "ldea:::;, but the f<JcuJ_ty of thinldnc of i t::;el f 
is sufficient), 'n11_s:,ommon not_j_ons, ,cnr:ro.vcn on the nind, 
owe their orifiin to t.hc oDr;crvoti .. on o_f. th:Lnr;o or to tradition'-­
as though the faculty of thi nldnc could of i tscl f execute 
nothing, nor perceive nor thinl\: anything c:tve •::hat it 
received from observation or tradition, that is, from the 
senses. So far is this ftom being true, that, on the 
contrary, any man \·:ho rightly observes the limitationc 
of the senses, and wh~t precisely it is that c2n penetrate 
throuch thic medium to our faculty of thi~cinc must needs 
admit that no ideas of thinc;c, in the chopc in r:hich '.7e 
envicac;e them by thouc;ht, are presented to us by the senses. 
So much so that in our ideas there is nothinG ~hich was not 
innate in the mind, or faculty of thinkinG, except only 
these circumstances which point to experience-- the f.:J.c t, 
for instance, that TIC judge thnt this or that idea, which 
v:e no·:1 ha.ve :present to our thouc;ht, ic to be referred to 
a certain extraneouc thine, not that thcce extraneous 
thincc transmitted the idea:::; tbemcelves to our minds 
through the orr;nns of sense, but because they tronsmitted 
something \'Jhich c;ave the mind 'Jcc::~sion to form thcce ideas, 
by means of an innate facultys at this tirnc rRther than at 
another. For nothing reachec our mind from external 
objects through the orGons of cen;~c beyond certnin corporeal 
movements, ne our author h:i.mscl f :1. ffirr.t~;. • • tn1{inG the 
doctrine from my Pr:i.nclrler;; but even thc::c movcmcntc, onrl 

5lDescorte.~>, 11f·!cdi tatio1w, 11 !rccJ-i. tc"~ Lion ITI, 11 in TI0l d::mc and 
Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. J.62. .~ .. lco :::cc the lnttcr half or 
Part II of this chapter. (AT, VIJ, l10) 
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the ficurec ~hich orisc froM them, nrc not conceived by 
uG in the r._:h:'pc they {';:~;umc in the org<::ns of ~>cnoe, 0::: I 
have c;:?J.nincd ot grc::t lcncth in my i)j_ortric:;. Hence 
it folJJHm thnt the idcoc of the movement.:: mvl ficurco 
ore themcelvec innate in uc. So much the more must the 
idens of po.in, colour, sound ::nd the lih:e be innate, 
tlHtt our mind nvw, on occr'.Gion of certain corporeal 
movements, cnvis2cc these idc::;s, for they have no 
likeneso to the corporc<'l movements. Could anythinG be 
imacined more preposterous thnn that all common notions 
~hich are inherent in our mind should arise from these 
movements, nnd :::;houJcl be incnpablo of existinc nithout 
them? I should like our friend to instruct me as to \':hat 
corporeal movement it ic vfuich can form in our mind any 
common notj.on, c.c. the not:ton thnt 'thinGG \':hich arc 
eoual to the Game thinr; o.re eoua.l to one __ v,.n..o]Jier,' or any 
011wr he ple,:::.::;os; for 0J.l these movements are pr1rticular, 
but notionG nrc univerc.nl h:1.VitH~ no affinity r:ith move­
ment:::; and no reJ.rtion to thcm.: .. Jr.. 

11orc sped. ficnJ.ly, then, the arcument is that not only are 

all common notions innate, because it is preposterous to tmacine 

that, with their being universal, they should arise from parti­

culo.r corporeal movoment.G, but that rlso the ideo.s of poin, 

calor, sound, nand the liken ere innnte, for there is no 

likeness of them to be found in corporerl movements. Accordincly, 

Doscartes' later pocj.tioYl :i;; that there is a cense in r1hicll ill 

idens are innote, vi7,., bec:tuoe external objects are never more 

than the occaoion for tho mind to form certain ideas, the mind 

must have vri th:tn i tcel f the f . .,cul ty for constructinc; rihatever 

ideas it comes to hove. 

52neoc,-Jrtcc, 111!ntr:r: fd rcr:l;od :~g:•tnct n r:('rtnln J'ror;ramme, 11 

in Ilaldane And Hoes, Vol. I, on. cit., pp. l+ll2-Irli.::·. (A1', VII, 
358-359) . 
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Part I: The Arcument From Universnl Assent 

Before cznmininc Lcihn:i:--. 1 position on 1nno.te 'iC:eos ;·;o had 

principles. '.'ihilo I.ocl-;.e is f;:;.mous, perh2pG even inf::unouc, 

for hj_s at tackc on a crude vorsj_on of inno.tism that ~·;as 

espoused by no cm in en t o.c1voco.te, it i o ncverthcler;s ~ 

position that is cri tic:i.~·,ecl by J.eibniz in the presentation 

of a. sophistica.ted theory in the ne·::, J;;i.:JGD;[G Conccr,ninG IIumon 

Underctandin~~ •1 rrlnw, it i.o r:cll ·:;orth-,::hile to reviev: the 

position under attEJck nnd the arcumcnts proDented in its behalf. 

I1oreover, v1hile the primary purpose of thiG section, then, is to 

examine Locke'o vieno insofar as understo.ndinc; them is pre-

re qui site to underctnndi ne; Lei bniz' arguments, it ·:;iJ.l Gloo be 

interesting and relevant, I thinl':., to observe \':hether or net 

Locke's arguments in r:.ny rmy feet Descarteo 1 po tion. 

Indeed, there is even some evidence thnt cusceots the pocsi-

bili ty thtJ.t althouGh Deocartoo i:.:; no•:!hero r1en tione(1 by n:Jme in 

http:o.c1voco.te
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the :·:::;~~:'l.Y, · · i. t m.::.vv very vrcJ_l he.ve boon hie m~me that ce:'Jno _,.\.{. ... 

to Locl~o' c. mind first ~';hen he beco.n to think .:.'..'bout innatiGJn>' 

It i:J im:;orbmt to note that in l2oo1\. I of his r:ss::ty 

Locke clo0.rl;:r ur::::m:; o. distinction thnt ])occo.rtcs made only 

obscurely: ho c.pc ce9arately of innate speculAtive 

princ os ( ChD.:)tor l), inn:.:r.te practical principles ( Chnpter 2), 

c.~-Tl. ci :L 11 nr.t t c :L ( ,--. \j ter 3). It ~ill be remembered that 

Doscc.~rtos d:L d - of principles as ~ell ac. idens, for we 

find him not only doscribin(j the~ of God as innate in him,4 

but o..l:::::o :::::uc;r;c.::.~tinc that certc.:i.n 11 etcrnal truthc 11 (principles) 

are inm1tc r.'hon he G£'YS that such propositions as 11 ex nihilo 

nihil fit 11 ancl "It ic impoc ble that the same thing can be and 

not be 2-t the s0.me time" e.ro common notions or axioms ':Jhich have 
c: 

their "coat in our mind. 117 Ho'.~Iever, Decce.rtes tendG to refer to 

er:o and elcei'Jlwre, John Locke's £J~ssa;y: Co11cernin.G 
lill!fu?]._lJ];l9.££.~1.~.:_n,_dil?£, collated and annoto..tcd by A.C. Fraser 
C':e'.'l Yorl~: Dover PublicD.tions, Inc., 189lJ-), r1ill be referred 
to "'l' lll')l'" ~ ..... 11l.,.... T,' ..... "''Y U- .o. j_ --J ;..W >....} .!J~>..Jl.t .• 

c.~n early lecture on moro.l l)hilosophy an erasure indicates 
that Locl;:.e fir:::;t v;roten. • • in eo laborat acutissimus Co.rtesius. • • 
no.scentium hor:Iinum <:mimus c.liquid eG'Ge -·~()rf1eter rasD . .::i 'tabulas, 11 

la.ter replo.cin~ the underlined v1ords by 111D.borarunt multi." See 
Jonathon Dc.rnes, 11llr. T,ocket s DarlinG TTotion, 11 !.!1e PhilQ.E_Qphi..!22d 
,C.'hb'}J.'te_rly, Vol. , I:o. 88, July, 1972, p. 19LI-· 

1
+nesco.rtes, 11l1edi to.tions 11 I!edi tat ion III, collected in 

Ho.ldc.nc c.mcl Roes ( trcnslo.tors~, 1_h2_J)J19_f~..OJ).hics:tl J.9Il>:s of 
J2..e_q__g_8]'j:.£!3 ( CcJ:1bridce: re he Uni verci ty Press, 196"8}, Vol. I, 
p. 170. (A~, VII, 51) 

c: 7flcsc<::.rtcs, nprinciples, 11 Part I, XTJIX, in !Inlde;u1c and 
"") "'"" V l I ·t ?"',., ?::Q ( T VII 2"' L) Lo ... ,.~, o _. , .9.2.!.....£.1.... , pp. c..:Jo- c.../ • A , _ . , _,_ 2 r 
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both the former .9E.£ the latter ne "innate :l.cJe;'-~," nhereae 

I,ocke proceed~:; to rleoJ. with 11ideas 11 and "principles" 

ee:parately, di vi(:.inc the latter into practical ( ccnerally 

moro.l) 0s •:;ell or.:; speculative (cenerC'lJly locical) principles. 

LocJ'-o bo~;in:::; CllGpter I and hie discussion of innate 

principlec, both speculative and practict:J, with a pnrv.crnph 

that seems little at ode]:::; v!ith the Carte:::;ian view: 

It i:::; on ecte.bliched opinion amonc::;t come men, 
that there arc in the understanding certain innate 
nrinci?lec; some primctry notions, ••• clv1r;:.ctor:::;,-ns it 
·:;ore stnmpod upon the mi.nd of mC'ln; rrhich the c;oul receive:::; 
in its very first: beinc, an cl. brings into the '.'!Orld i'Ji th it. 
It would be ::::ufficicnt to convince unprejudiced readers of 
the fa.lscnCE>G o ~ t11ic suppoci tion, if I should only shor: 
(as I hope I chnll in the folloninc parte of thic Discourse) 
hou non, barely by the uco of their natural faculties, may 
attc:d.n to all the k.no·:;J.cdc;c they h<:lvc, \'!ithout the help of 
nny inno.tc ~.m:prccsio~~; cmcl m;:-;_y. ar::ive ::1.~ ccrtc;.inty, ·~·Iithout 
any such orlCJ.nol no ,,lonD or pr:tnc1plos. 

However, o.s ~·;ill be broncht out morr; r;J.carly belo':T, J,oc!·:c' ::o 

understandinG of ttste.mped upon the r:-d.ncl of mo.n" ~-s su.ch th;:.t 

discussion of anything but a very cru~c form of innntism is 

made impossible. ~hile it is true that Descnrtes dirt nt times 

speak. of certain :Lrloa::-; being sto.mpcc1 on our mind0 (e. c;., •::hen 

he says thB.t God, in creD.ting him, ":nl.nced thL~ iclo::c f.Or c:o<.q 

within me to be like the m:J.rk of the ·.::orkmnn inprintod on his 

\'!Ork"7), he ncvorthelor..:;c; indicntcd. ,.,t other tine:-:, .-:1::: ·~·1o hnvc 

6
Locko, l:.£P.n;t., .OJ~· cit., T3:->o!~ 1, Clwpter I, pp. 37-38. 

7nesccrtes, 11I:crlitntJonr:, 11 ilcrlit,..,tion III, in Jlnldt')nC 
and Roes, Vol. II, 01). cit., p.170. (Nr, VII,· 51) 
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seen, that those i de.::.s rrere innate in him in the sense that 

they came "from no other source than myself,. 11 8 l<oreover, 

Descartes, in replying to a criticism by Recius that only a 

faculty of thinking is needed to explain the mind's havinG 

certain ideas, and not innate ideas, asserted Regius "appears 

to dissent from me only in words," for 

••• when he says that the mind has no need of innate 
ideas, or notions, or axioms, and at the same time allows 
it the faculty of thinldng (to be con dered n;')tural or 
innate), he mtJJ~es an affirme.tion in e f feet id en tic<.ll.. ·ui th 
mine, b 1Jt deniec it in v1ords. For I never wrote or 
concluded that the mind required innate ideas which were 
in some sort different from its faculty of thinking •••• 
In the same sense we say that in some families generosity 
iG innntc, others certain diseases like gout or c;ravel, 
not that on this account the babes of these families 
suffer from these diseases in their mother'c womb, but 
because they are born with a certain clispo tion or 
propensity for contracting them.9 

And finally, even more explicitly: 

• • • when I say thnt ::1.n id en is innate in us t/Or imprinted 
ln our ::::;ouls by netur_£7, I do not mean that i is alv:ays 
present to us. This. would mCJ.kc no ideA innate. I mean 
f!lerellOthat we possesc the faculty of summoning up this 
1dea. 

Clearly, then, Descnrtes' moct developed formulation of innateness 

is considerably more sophisticated than thewrsion upon which 

Locke commences his attack. 

8nescartes, Objoctions II~ 11 in H dane end 'Roes, Vol. II, 
o:p. cit., p. 33. (1\'r, VII, 133J 

9nescartes, 11:i:otes Ar;ain:;;t a Fro,::;ramme," in Haldane e1nd 
Ross, Vol. I, op.cit., p. 442. (AT, VIII, 357-358) 

lODescarte::;, "Objections III Jith RepJiec," in Ha.ldane 
and Ross, Vol. II, op. cit., p. 73. (AT, VII, 189) 
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Locke's first argument acninst inn~te principles, practical 

as well as speculative, is th0.t they are not, as is "commonly 

taken for e;ranted," universally agreed upon by all mankind.ll 

That Locke should t::tls:e univerr,cli :1sscnt as a major argument 

for innateness, despite the fact that most of the major 

seventeenth-century innate idea theorists either had nothin~ 

to say about it or 8pecifically rejected it,l2 is interesting. 

At a time when he himself eapoused the innateness hypothesis 

with regard to moral principles, he did so on just these e;rounds: 

"There are some moral principleG which the \'!hole of mankind 

recognizes and i':hich all men in the world accept unanimously; 

but this could not happen if the law '.'!ere not a naturnl one."l3 

lll k ~c~ 't 38 .oc e, ;~.0o0Y, on. Cl .• , p. • 

12sce Chnrles Travis, Innate Ideas (UCLA riiGsertation, 1967), 
and Descr1.rter;, "Rules for the Direction of the T1ind," in Haldo.ne 
and Ross, Vol. I, on. ci t., p. 6: 11 Further, suppooine; novt that 
all ~·1ere wholly open and candid, and never thrust upon us doubtful 
opinions as true, but expounded every matter in good faith, yet 
since scarce nnything has been asserted by any one man the 
contrary of which has not been alleged by onother, we should be 
eternally uncertain which of the two to believe. It would be 
no use to total up the testimonies in favour of each, meaning 
to follow that opinion which was supported by the grenter number 
of authors; for if it is a question of difficulty that is in 
dispute, it more likely that the truth ~ould have bean 
discovered by few than by mo.ny. But even thouch all these men 
aereed amonc themselves, what they teach us v:ould not suffice 
for us." (A'l', X, 367) 

13Locl{c, firct 
in Jonathan Bnrncs, 
quarterll, Vol. 22, 

http:Haldf3.ne
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Accordingly, Locke's first orcument a~ainst innate 

principles is that none cAn be found to which all men assent. 

Specifically, Locke argues tnat universv.l consent, far from 

showing that there arc innate principles, demonctrates that 

there are none. Even if ':re tn.ke the principles r:hich h<we 

"the most allowed title to innHte, 11 the specul8~ti ve principles 

11'!/hatever ic, is, 11 and 11 It is impoosible for the same thine to 

be and not to be, 11 \':e find th"lt there is a great part of 

mankind to ,.,horn they 0.re not even knorm. It is "evidcn t," 

for example, that all children and idiots do not have the 

"least apprehension or thou~ht of them. ulL1 

The unfortunate aspect of this, of course, is that 

underlying the argument agaim>t universnl assent is the 

apparent belief that innatenens doctrinec must construe 

"imprinting on the mind" aG conGcious lmo·:;ledge of these 

speculative principles. Locke writes that it seems to him 

••• ne:1.r a contradiction to say, that there are truths 
imprinted on the soul, Vlhich it perceives or understands 
not: imprinting, if it si~nify anything, being nothing 
else but the making certain truthc to be perceived. For 
to imprint anything on the mind without the mind's 
perceiving it, seems to me hardly intelligible. If 
therefore children and idiots h!Jve souls, have mi11.dc, 
vJi th those impressions upon them, they must unavoidably 
perceive them, and necessarily knocr end assent to these 
truths; which since they do not, it is evident that there 
are no cuch impressions. For if they nre not notions 
naturally imprinted, how can they be unknown? To cay a 
notion is imprinted on the mind, and yet at the some time 
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to s0y, t1wt the mind ; · Lcnor:,nt of ;_t, ::,:vl n~vcr 
yet tooi: notice of tt, .i.~: to r.l:-'l';:C this imDrossion 
no thine;. lio rropo~;:i_ tion c.::.n bt: ;::->in to be in the 
mind '.'!hich :i.t !1C'Ver. yet knc>::, ·:ihich it ;·;c;s ;~cvor 
yet cons~iouG or. For if nny one may, then, by the 
snme rcns0n, oll propositj.onc that ~re true, nnd the 
miud i:~ c::>pC!blc ever of n::;sentinG to, mC'.y be ::::cirl to 
be in the m:i_nr1, nnd to be imprinted: since, if ?ny one 
c~n he cnid to he in the mind, ~hich it never yet kne~, 
i.t mw:.>t he only bc\:ouse it js cop0ble of kno·::inc it:,r:: 
and :_;o the m:Lnrl i.r~ of nJJ truth8 it ever shn1J. lmor·. --7 

J,ocl\.c 1 ~~ difJ:i.clJJ ty \':ith inrv1.tene::>c: n.r:: he construe1:~ the 

doctrine, then, in th:~t: (:uc~l thcoriec: ::>.re unable to d:i.stinr;uish 

beh:een the (~cpo ci t_J •::e hnvc for 1mo'::tn[; ccrte.in tru the that 

any other truths tlwt :-:l.rc not r;iven cuch r:tr>tus. Tho.t certain 

truths or princirlca micht underly one's thouchts and rni~ht be 

procu11poscd l1:;· tlw mLntl i_n .-:11.1 its jn.r~cmcmts, clocc not seem to 

occur to him. Jn:-;tcnfl, he L~ccmr~ una.ble to vie''·' truths as beinG 

inna.te in :-my sense other th.:·n com.:;cioucly so, nnd con m!Jl...:e no 

sense of cliscucsionc of our C8.p::'.city to r,one to lmm·: certnin 

truths and principles other than that they ore in some sense 

J.carnGd. rrJntG ho f'i.nr1G thrt 

If. • • thecc t--·:o propo;::l tion;:;, 1 -:ilw.tsocver iG, is' o.nd 
'It :~.c lm_r.o::c~r~ible for tlw cD.me thine to be ;:'.nd not to 
be,' i'.rc by n.~.ture im!:Jrintr:·1, ch.Llc1ren cr.•.nnot bG it;nor.-,.nt 
of them: inf~mts, rmc1 olJ. thnt h.-:-,ve soulc, :1mut necessar­
ily have them in thc~r ~gcterctan~incc, knou the truth of 
them, end ~scent to 1t.-

l'~ 1 ' 1 I 0 I ] I' . l 1 l . ' 1 . 1 ' ·.1. ne., P.::;. + - 1... torcovcr, con:.~clOUG ~no·.Lcc c;e :u:: 1mp. lCC 1.n 
other stntr:mont:.~, e • .r~., "• •• tJ,.-.-.t :<truth :.>houlcl be 1nnnte nnd yet. 
not n::~;::onteri to, i~; to me o.c nnintcllir;:i.bl0 C\C for n EWJ1 to know r 
truth c.nd be j_[~nornnt of it at tho s::urre time. 11 (P. 58) 

J.GT,., ,--
~., r. ~(·. 

http:iGnor'J.nt
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Al thouch Lockc :1rlmi t::::; tl1·· t to c'Voicl the difficulty that 

t:Lve prtnctrlc::::;, 11 it ir; uc1.1r~lly on::::;\·:crccl, tho.t nl_l men ~mo':; 

and <U.:ccnt to thcl'l, '.'!hen they_some to th\'. ur_;c of rc:_:_::.~on, ul7 

in exnmining tldc _ phrn.::.;e he -·:~sr;ertc thnt it can r.1e0n only one 

of t\':o thine:::;, mvl finrl:J n thcr 110cc:t bili ty inclicDti ve of the 

innatene::::;s of thecc principles. ConsiderinG hi:::; second 

EJltern-:J.tive firct, :tt cnn mcC'n thnt rr<:1.c coon ns men come to 

the use of roocon the::::;c ::::;urpoccrl nntive inscription:::; come to 
l 0 

be ltno•:rn and obr;crved 1:-y them. n .. u 'rhat h--;, reo.son io not used 

by children t0 discover these prlncipJ.cc, but rather they 

simply <trise in tho:Lr mincls ''t the ~.:ame time thct rencon 

comec to thcr1. 

simply 

false. HQ citee CJ:; countore:-::0npl.cr; the fp_cts that children 

employ rntion:ll thou:;ht lonr~ befnrc they come to kno·:: a 

principle mtch ,.,.,_:::; wrhc.t :Lt ir.:; ~.mpoocible for the GC"--1.rle thin{j 

to be ond not to be," ~nrl tlw,t ua c;rent part of illi terntc 

pcopJ.c and cnvnccc pnoo rnnny year~, oven of their rational 

DJ.";C, thou t ever thtnkinr; on tld.s <'nd the J.il'>-e generDl 

principlesJil-9 rioroover, n.rcucs Lockc, oven J f it ~·:ere true 

l7Ibir1. 

181J?jj. 

lO ··jrblrJ., 
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that men ns.sc:mtnrl to thc~:e ~:rtnsir·1c~.: n.t the precir;c time of 

their coming to tho u::::c of ronson, thi::; ·,·:ouJ.d not prove then 

innate.· In brief, Locl\.o 0ssort~~: 

I o.c;rcc then ni th thcr;c men of innntc principloc, 
th2.t thoro is no l:no':rlo(lge of thcce General nnc1. 
oelf-evic~.cnt mo.ximr:; in the m5.nd, till it comes 
to the excrci~n of reilGon: but I deny that the 
coming to the u::-;e of rcr.:-;on is the prccioe time 
1:ihen they <•.re fir:::;t taJ:cn notice of; rmrl if th;;t 
uere the prc~ico time, I deny thnt it ~ould prove 
them inno.to. r.:O 

I,ocke ic correct, of cour::;c, in nscertinr; thnt even if nlJ 

men assented to certain principleo ~t the time they came to the 

use of rencon, thi;.: 1·:ou1r1 not nrove them innate. /1s hac already 

been noted, ho~over, univorsnJ. ~sscnt ~os hot the argument 

employed by Descnrtec; nor, for thn t mnt tor, \':e<:; it even "\11 

accept::~.ble ..f.2.!:2 or :T'~ll;,,cn t for the founder of mocl.ern phi1_o S')phy. 

Ro.ther, im1<'.b;ne;:~~ '.'i,')r; the 0'11y tl 1 r::or~' tlw.t Dcscnrtos found to 

:Lde;)s o.rlcc in our Minds th,::.t coul.d not 1vwe GOtten there through 

movomen tc of corporc;;J bodies.. T.ocl:o does not (10::1 v:i th this 

lntter ic::mc '1t .-:·Jl. 

Locl~o find::> only ono other :lntcr:;;retation thot co.n be 

given to the statement that all men kno~ and assent to the 

speculnti ve pri nciplos r!hen they CO.ELo to the use of ronson, viz., 

that by the ~ of rcr<>on non mny ,l.:Lr._;covcr these principlec. 

Acr:dnct thic por->i tion Locke ·"rgucc not only thr1.t "by this meo.n:::; 
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there ~ill be no difference bct~een the moxi~s of the 
-:<1 

mathemnticiann and thc0rcms they deduce froM them,"' ·-but 

;:::;.lso thtJ.t "That certrd_n1y cnn never be thoucht innc.1tc ':l!lir:h 

we have need of renson to discover; unless, ne I hove sni~, 

r:e r:ill have nl.l the ccrtr-d_n truthc; thr~t reason over tenches 

t b . ~ 11 ')..., us, o e J_nnHce. '-' .. 

Re{jardinc; the first of thece t1rc;umcn ts, o.l thouc;h Lor;ke 

probably statec. hir.; c;:se a little r:1ore :::tronc;l,y than he J.c 

entitled to, I thini-: he hnc touched upon fl '.'!edmess of the 

GCJrteciCtn doe trino. As '::e hove cc en in Ch:1.pter 1, ~)escrrtes 

never di.rl m01\:c rrccice hie notion of our lwvinc; o certain 

11 clisrosi tion11 or "prorensi ty11 for the id ens ::1hich he took to 

be innate, unr1 there j_;;, Pc: " conC0f!Uence, some rlJ.fficul ty to 

be encountcro~ ~hen ono nttcrnptc to dictinc;uish some ideo.s 

classified iJS "inno.to 11 from come othcrc, er~uolly ";:;elf-evident," 

that Prc not eo consiclcred. This i:::; not, ho':Jover, to soy that 

such a distinction ic :i.mpoccihle to nwke or incoherent to main-

I.ockcl s r;oconcl r-rcumcnt ."'{';C':Lnr>t the contention th.-:tt o~_J. men 

knor! inn.~.toly ;!rld [1::-:c:cn t to ccrtniu cpcculati ve principles by 

using roncon to discover them uhen they have attained rationality 

ic particuln.rly r~trild_nr; nhen comporcd with Dcccnrten' position 

...,, b' 
(--~~., 
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on innatenesr:::. Loc1:;:c arc;ucr· th~t B.:-:> n. consequcnr:c either ~11 

certain truths discovered by rcnson then become innrytc or none 

of them do, e.nd he j_c ntronr;ly incLtllcd to 1::ordc the second 

o.lternative. In po.rticula.r, he ;:;eemr~ to thinl"- th~t n tr11Jc.h 

cannot be inn<>.te if ono must use rct:;.con to diccover . .... 
J. v: 

••• to m~te reason diccovcr those truths thuc imprinted, 
is to say, that the use of rencon discovers to a mnn Tihat 
he knew before: ond if men have those innfltc impressed 
truths ori[;ino.lly, .s.nd before the nee of re:· con, D.nd yet 
2.re nlrrayG ic:nor.:;mt of ther:t till thPy co:ile to the uce of 
renson, it ic in effect to say, thnt men knoy; n.nd knori 
them not a.t the same time. ?3 

This position is rer.1:=1rJwbly ::dmilnr to that of !)escr:.rtcs 

provided thnt one icnores the difficult quc::tion of to ·::hat 

extent reacon may be employed to clici t r.~ truth :;::;rocumed to 

be innnte. Descartco nllor!s for considerable use; r ocke, 

none at all. 

Furthermore, contlnueo Loch:c, '.'!i tJ1 hie o·::n pcrount of th€ 

acquj_ci tion of knm·Jlene;e, it is only by decreec thr-l.t the mind 

· comes to be furnished ~ith ccneral tdcPs after the Genses have 

let in narticulo.r one G. Ac the mj_nrl c;rori::. f;:nnilic-r ''.'i th 

particular ideas and attributes nnmec to them, it e.bctroctG 

them EJ.nrl come::. to the more ;_;cncr;,l ideas. Contj_nuinc his 

arcument aG0innt a doctrine of innateneoc that D.ttempts to 

find uni verGDl consent for i b..> intv1.te propooi tionc by main­

taininG thot o.ll men kno•:J c.ncl asse:1t to them ·;;hen they come ,to 

the use of reaso11, I.ocke o.ccerts tlwt 

')7 

L • .JI' . 1 
~· 
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••• though the having of general ideas and the use of 
general words and reason usually grow together, yet I see 
not how this any \'TaY proves them innate. The knowledge of 
some truths, I confess, is very early in the mind; but in 
a way that shows them not to be innate. For, if we will 
observe, we shall find it still to be about ideas, not 
innate, but acquired; it being about those first which 
are imprinted by external things, with which infants 
have earliest to do, which make the most frequent 
impressions on their senses. In ideas thus got, the mind 
discovers that some agree and others differ, probably as 
soon as it has any use of memory; as soon as it is able to 
retain and perceive distinct ideas. But whether it be 
then or no, this is certain, it does so long before it 
has the use of words; or comes to that which we commonly 
call 'the use of reason.' For a child knows as certainly 
before it can speak the difference between the ideas of 
sweet and bitter (i.e. that sweet is not bitter), as it 
knows afterwards (when it comes to speak) that wormwood 
and sugarplums are not the same thing.c4 

Locke's arguments here are, I think, somewhat confused. 

Presumably an innate idea theorist speeks of all men knowing 

and assenting to certain propositions when they come to the use 

of reason in order to explain how it is that children and infants 

do not know, in any explicit sense, these principles that he takes 

to be innate. Even Locke, when he commences his discussion of 

this issue, notes this. 25 But novT we find him in the passage 

quoted above arguing that the mere concurrence of our 

acquisition of general ideas and the use of general words and 

reason (that is, their "usually growlf.ns7 together 11 ) in no way 

proves these general ideas innate. No doubt Locke is ~orrect 

21+Ibid., p. 49. 

Z5see Locke's F]ssay, op. ci.t., p. 42. 
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in his assertion here, but surely this attempt to attain 

universal consent by arguing that men assent to certain 

propositions when they come to the use of reason never was 

meant to be a "proof" of innate ideas. Instead, it was 

intended to be a possible explanation for why it is that, 

although certain propositions ~ innately known by everyone, 

in many cases the imprinting upon the mind is by no means 

obvious. 

Secondly, Locke argues--or rather, states that it is 

certain--that the mind knows the difference between the ideas 

of sweet and bitter (i.e., that sweet is not bitter) long before 

it has the use of words or comes to the use of reason, and he 

thinks this shows that knowledge that sv1eet is not bitter is 

not innate. Again Locke appears to be somewhat confused. 

He argues against the innateness of the proposition that sweet 

is not bitter on the grounds that we know it long before we 

come to the use of reason, apparently presuming that the 

argument for the innateness of this proposition is that it 

does indeed come to be known at precisely the time the mind 

begins to reason. Thus, not only does he misconstrue the 

argument, which is not nearly so concerned with the precise 

~ at which we may be said to have certain ideas as Locke 

seems to think, but he also, as we shall see, argues against 

the innateness o.f a proposition that even his "adversary" Lei bniz 

does not take to be innate. 

Thus convinced that this "evasion" (that all men know and 
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assent to supposedly innate propositions \'!hen they come to 

the use of reason) of objections to universal consent fails, 

Locke considers another possibility, viz., that certain 

"maxims" are generally assented to as soon as they are 

proposed and the terms in which they are proposed in 

understood: "seeing all men, even children, as soon as they· 

hear and understand the terms, assent to these propositions, 

they think. it is sufficient to prove them innate.n26 Locke 

is probably right here, given that universal assent !§ taken 

as a proof of innate principles. Assuming someone did take -
universal assent to be a "proof11 of innate principles, he 

would then seem to be committed to holding that assent 11upon 

first hearing and understanding the terms" is a "certain mark 

of an innate principle.n Locke subsequently proceeds to argue 

that, as a result, ill propositions vrhich are generally assented 

to as soon as heard must be allowed. to be innate; to argue 

othervdse, according to Locke, is to urge in vain that general 

assent is a "proof" of innate principles. 27 

However that may be, one should keep in mind that, in point 

of fact, no major philosopher ever held that the mark of an 

innate principle is its being readily assented to as soon as 

heard and understood, though several have argued that ever;y:o11e 

26Ibid., p. 51. 
27Ibid. 

http:principles.27
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~ indeed assent to innate principles even if initially 

this may not seem to be the case. A child, for exam~le, 

may vlithhold assenting to"" (P.""-P) because of a lack of 

understanding of symbolic logic, but he may at the same 

time agree that a proposition cannot be both true and false 

at the same time.when taken in the same sense. But it must be 

kept in mind that this regress to "assent as soon as proposed 

and understood," although it represents an attempt to achieve 

universality as an accompanying characteristic of innate 

principles, is not intended to be taken as a defining "mark" 

of them. 

An important question, however, does remain: Can one, in 

fact, distinguish innate principles from certain other "self­

evident" ones once he employs the above explanation to achieve 

universal assent? Locke argues that he cannot. However, 

although it is true that Descartes never did supply the 

criterion by which this distinction could be clearly made, 

it is not clear that such a criterion can never be found. As 

we shall see, for example, rightly or wrongly, Leibniz singles 

out "bitterness is not sweetness" from Locke's partial list of 

the nmillion" propositions (including ntvro bodies cannot be in 

the same place," Hit is impossible for the same thing to be 

and not to be, n 11 \'lhi te is not black, u and "a sque.re is not a 

circle11 ) that ttmeet with assent as soon as they are understood," 

and claims that it is n£1 innate. 
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In any event, Locke asserts that despite the assent which 

is granted at first hearing to particular self-evident propo­

sitions such as "one and two are equal to threen and ngreen is 

not red," they are not "received as the consequences of those 

more universal propositions which are looked on as innate 

principles. 28 His reason is that these and similar less 

general propositions 

• • .are certainly knovm, and firmly assented to by those 
who are utterly ignorant of those more general maxims; 
and so being earlier in the mind than those (as they are 
called~ first principles, cannot owe to them the assent 
wherewith they are received at first hearing.29 · 

What is at issue, however, is not whether some general 

propositions are apprehended sooner than certain corresponding 

particular ones, but v1hether such propositions may not be 

presupposed by reason and thus be logicall~ prior to specific 

instantiations of them. The point (regarding the unimportance 

of the temporal consideration) is especially made clear by one 

of Lockets pupils, Lord Shaftesbury, who remarks that "innate" 

is a word that Locke "poorly plays on." The "true questionn is 

not the time3° at which one is aware of certain ideas that are of -
28Ibid., P• 53. 
29Ibid., pp. 53-54. 

30Note especially Locke's concluding remarks to Chapter 1: 
"But that I may not be accused to argue from the thoughts of 
infants, which are unknown to us, and to conclude from \That 
passes infueir understandings before they express it; I say 
next, that these two general propositions are not the truths 
that first possess the minds of children, nor are antecedent 
to all acquired and adventitious notions: crhich, if they were 
innate, they must needs be." (See Locke's ~ssay, on.cit., p. 59) 

http:hearing.29
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universal extent in their application, but rather "whether 

the constitution of man be not such that, being adult and 

~rown up, the ideas of order, and administration of a God, 

will not infallibly and necessarily spring up in consciousness.u31 

It is interesting to note that we do not find Locke 

reacting negatively to the above question. On the contrary, 

in the npreface to Second Edition" to the ?,ss?;I Locke vrrit~s: 

That there are certain propositions which, though the 
soul from the beginning, when man is born, does not know, 
yet, by assistance from the out\'Tard senses, and the help 
of some previous cultivation, it may afterwards come · 
either self-evidently, or with a demonstrable necessity, 
to know the truth of, is no more than what I have affirmed 
in my First Book.32 . 

It is also interesting to note how close we have come to 

approximating the more-developed Cartesian doctrine. Certainly 

neither Desca.rtes (nor Leibniz, as we shall see later), nor any 

other major philosopher, ever held that certain ideas or 

principles were ttimprinted on the mind(s)tt of all in any of 

the senses that Locke here attributes to this phrase. It will 

be remembered that Descartes, for example, in replying to a 

criticism by Regius that only an innate faculty of the mind 

is needed to e~~lain certain ideas, and not innateness of 

idea, asserted Regius "appears to dissent from me only in 

words," for 

31Lord Shaftesbury, quoted in Frazer in the introduction 
to his collated and annotated edition of Lockets An Ess£! 
Concernin~ Human Understanding (New York: Dover PuOlica ons, 
!ne., 19~9), Vol. I, p. lxxii. 

32Ib"d 1 .. 1 ... __1_., pp. _xy~~- XX~~~. 
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••• when he se:ys that the mind has no need of innate ideas, 
or notions, or axioms, and at the same.time allows it the 
faculty of tninking (to be considered natural or innate), he 
makes an affirmation in effect identical with mine, but 
denies it in words. For I never wrote or concluded that the 
mind required innate ideas which

3
were in some sort different 

from its faculty of thinking •••• :) 

Thus considered, the question of the existence of innate ideas 

seems to hinge on whether or not one can speak of certain ideas 

arising as a result of the use of reasoning or a "faculty of 

thinking," and at the same time assert that these ideas are 

innate. 

It is unfortunate, however, that Locke does not pursue 

this aspect of the issue; he seems instead to be most interested 

in the consciousl;x- possessed ideas rather than in those that 

may be implicit in ·what we say or knovJ'. Thus, in reply to 

Thomas Burnet, who argues for unconscious innate ideas w1.th an 

analogy urging that it is not sufficient to argue that there 

is no sun in the sky because its light is obscured on cloudy 

de.ys or is not seen in foggy areas, Locke writes "though the 

sun be in the heaven, those yet are in the dark, ~ho do not 

guide their steps by it, and show· that his light is not innate 

in them.34 The interesting question, whether or not men do 

nguide their steps11 by the sun as a result of its light being 

in them innately, but implicitl~ thus remains untouched. 

33nescartes, "Notes against a Programme," in Haldane and 
Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 442. (AT, VIII, 357) 

34see introduction to Locke's EssaJ:, op. cit., p. lxxii. 



i~ pc~hn)c ohviou~ by no~, f<:ilurc to come to 

r.~ripc ·,·:ith thL3 icmw L~,.; tl!e result of his fc::il.urc to find nny 

distinction bot~ec~ nc:i_ os r:hich arc ''im;)rintccl on tho min,1 11 

cmd of r:h:Lch ·::e ;:}re :.".'.'i~'.re, ancl t:10cc '::hich nw.y be 1.1.nconcciou y 

present in u~ ns ~rinciploc precu~poscd in all our thoughts. 

1~ncl j_ t is j_n the ::'cconcl r;<.1.y that philosophers such as Descartes 

o.rd T.e:iJ;r:i:·, n:::;sert tho exi:::;tencc of innate icleus. Indeecl, as 

~c ch2ll sec, J,eibni~ argued thot there is nothing illeeitimate 

c..bout c~_C'.ilni th:•t ccrtc.<.ill truths are in our minds even \':hen we 

are not conscious of them, for "':!c have an infinite amount of 

kno~lodge of ~hich ~e are not always conscious, not even Tihen 
-/ r: 

ne need it. rr~U Furthermore, not all philosophers think that the 

tcrmorc.l or ne of our a~areness of principles must par el 

the lo cc]. orderinG of principles; neither Descartec nor 

Leibniz, for E?1:0I:lple, believed that everyone is aware 

of certcdn (inno.te) pri.nciples such as '":!hatever is, is, 11 although 

these oimplo rrinc er:; wore at leecst un::Lversally, i. f 

uncon:::;ciou~~l~·, ccupposed by all people as soon as they begin 

to thin1 ~. r·:oreover, ~--'hcrc.::::.s Deccartec fc:.iled to mnke explicit 

the ..92::.L~er.J..9.!2 by r.rhich inn<ltc principles could be clnssified 

an distinct from certcin other very evident propositions, 

T 1 • .l.oc).;:e, oy in:::; to e::.:'.mi.no any of the more sophisticated 

vercj_ons of imL-:-,tenc::::s theories, never seriou;;.'lJ.y dea.l t \'Ji th 

http:c::,:'.mi.no
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the problem at all. 

Locke's difficulty with "imprinting on the mind11 is not, 

however, limited to the time at v1hich such imprinting takes 

place. He also has considerable difficulty with the notion 

itself: 

But \Ye havemt yet done ·with 'assenting to proposi­
tions at first hearing and understanding their terms.' 
It is fit vie first take notice that this, instead of 
being a mark that they are innate, is a proof of the 
contrary; since it supposes that several, who understand 
and know other things, are ignore.nt of these principles 
till they are proposed to them; and that one may be 
unacquainted vdth these truths till he hears them from 
others. For, if they were innate, what need they be 
proposed :in order to gaining e.ssent, when, by being in the 
understanding, by a natural and original impression, (if 
there were any such,) they could not but be known before? 
Or doth the proposing them print them clearer in the mind 
than nature did? If so, then the consequence will be, 
that a man knows them better after he has been thus taught 
them than he did before. Whence it ~dll follow that these 
principles may be me.de more evident to us by others' teaching 
than nature has made them by impression: which vdll ill 
agree \1dth the opinion of innate principles, and give but 
little authority to them; but, on the contrary, makes them 
unfit to be the foundations QG all our other knowledge; 
as they are pretended to be.5 

Again Locke is, I think, in taking such a strong stand, 

unfair to his opposition, whoever they may be. Surely ttassenting 

to propositions at first hearing and understanding their terms" 

does not "suppose" that several, who understand and know other 

things, are ignore,nt of these principles till they are proposed 

to them.37 No doubt ne kno\': many propositions that we do· not 

knorr r1e kno-ri. One's behavior, for example, might in some cases 

36Locke, op. cit., pp. 54-55. 

37Ibid. -
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be taken as an indication of a person's knovring P even if he 

explicitly denies knowing P. As \'le shall see, this is a 

fundamental element of Chomsky's contemporary version of 

innateness. 

In any event, it should be kept in mind that the primary 

purpose of attempting to gain assent to certain principles by 

explaining the terms in which they are encouched is ~ to 

decide by unanimous vote ·which principles are innate, but 

rather to indicate that these principles were kno\'Hl all along. 

After all, one can not really be expected to assent to a 

proposition like "deux et deux font quatre" if he does not 

understand the terms (in this case, the French words), but he 

may very well know the underlying mathematical truth. Thus, 

rightly or v~ongly, assent is intended to indicate prior 

knouledge of these principles, and it is achieved by observing 

that people do indeed universally agree to certain propositions 

once they understand them. In a sense proposing certain 

principles may "print them clearer in the mind than nature didtr 

and a man may subsequently know them better ttafter he has been 

thus taught them than he did beforen38 if this is tal ... en to mean 

merely that something Ylhich Y!as once knov;n only implicitly is 

nm-: knor:n explicitly .. 

Locke's reaction once again is that so-called innate 

principles remain undifferentiated from many others that should, 
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accordingly, be gra~ted the sa~e status: 

If it be s<rld, the ~"'1d.erstanding hathan irn:plicit 
knowledge of these J?rinci:~les, but not an explici£, "6efore 
this first hearing (as they must vrho ·will say 'that they 
are in the understanding before they are knovm, ') it will 
be hard to conceive what is meant by a principle imprinted 
on the understanding implicitly, unless it be this,--that 
the mind is capable of unC.erstanding and assenting firmly 
to such propositions. Ani thus all mathematical demonstra­
tions, as well as first principles, must be received as 
native impressions on the ~nd; which I fear they \rlll 
scarce allow them to be, ~ho find it harder to demonstrate 
a proposition than assent to it.when demonstrated. And 
few mathematicians vdll be forward to believe, that all 
the diagrams they have dra7m were but copies of those 
i:mate

3
§haracters which nature had engraven upon their 

m~nds. 

Locke's argument here, however, is considerably weaker than· 

before. Whereas previously he asserted that it seemed to him 

"near a contradiction to say, that there are truths imprinted 

on the soul, which it perceives or understands not,u4° and that 

••• to make reason discover those truths ••• imprinted, is 
to sa:y, that the use of reason discovers to a man vrhat he 
knew before: and if men have those innate impressed truths 
originally, and before the use of reason, and yet are 
always ignorant of them till they come to the use of 
reason, it is in effect tz_1 say, that men know all.d know 
them not at the same time:~ 

he nm·r sa:ys that it is only "hs.rd to conceive" '.'!hat is meant by 

a principle being imprinted (im~licitly) on the understanding 

("unless it be this--that the mind is capable of understanding 

&'ld assenting firmly to such :;:·ro::;;ositions 1142). In order to see 

the weakness of Locke's positio=. at this point, it is only 

39Ibid .. , p. 56. 

401..!?!.Q.' p. 40. 

41~., p. 43. 

42rbid _., p. 56. 
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necessary to note that to sa:y that something is "hard to 

conceiven is not to say that it is impossible of conception. 

The criterion by which innate principles may be enumerated 

and distinguished from all others may not have been given, 

but this is not to say that no such criterion exists. 

In conclusion, there are two important aspects to Locke's 

discussion of universal assent that I wish to mention before 

bringing this section to a close. First, there is the question 

as to whether or not Locke has, in fact, demonstrated that there 

is not universal consent. It may be the case that children and 

idiots are bad reporters--that they have the knowledge and ideas, 

but that they don't know how to tell us that they have them.43 

Perhaps of even greater significance is that even if -..·re 

accept Locke's objection to universal assent--i.e., that 

because children and idiots "have not the least apprehension 

or thought ofn44 certain propositions taken to be innate, there 

is no universal consent and thus no proof here that these propo-

sitions are indeed innate--it is of considerably less interest 

'.'Jhen we realize that no major philosopher argued for innate 

ideas on these grounds. In particular, as we have seen, 

Descartes dismisses universality as an argument, and, as we 

>Iill see later, Leibniz argues for innateness on grounds other 

43see Charles Travis, Innate Ideas· (UCIJA dissertation, 1967) • 
44Locke, ,op. ci t., p. 40. 
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than assent by all mankind. The really interesting aspects 

of anything but crude innatism are, as a consequence, left 

untouched by Locke's discussion of universal assent. 
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Part II. The Argument From Innate,Ideas 

In Chapter III of his Essgy Locke formally presents his 

second exgument against innate principles. The argument made 

its first appearance elsewhere,45 though it was not developed 

and did not receive a thorough examination. In an early 

presentation of his argument, where he deals ~~th implicit 

knowledge, Locke is concerned that men are taught a number 

of things before they come to understand and assent to 

certain proposit~ons termed innate. They have, for example, 

learned the terms: 

But this is not all the acquired knowledge in the case: 
the ideas themselves, about which the proposition is, are 
not born r.ri th them, no more than their names, but got 
afterwards. So that in all propositions that are 
assented to at first hearing, the terms of the proposi­
tion, their standing for such ideas, and the ideas 
themselves that they stand for, being neither of them 
innate, I would fain know what there is remaining in 
such propositions that is innate. For I would gladly 
have any one name that prop~~ition whose terms or ideas 
1.'Iere either of them inne_te .. 

Although Locke here spea~s of terms as r1ell as ideas, 

his second major exgument against innate principles, uhen 

more fully developed in Chapter III, is primarily concerned with 

ice as: 

Had those v1ho would persuade us that there are 
innate principles not tcl~en them together in gross, but 
considered separately the parts out of which those 

45see, for example, 

L}6Ibi cl. , pp. 56-57 o -
Locke, op. c,i_t., pp. 48-51 and pp. 56-58 .. 
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propositions are made, they vrould not, perhaps, have 
been so forv;ard to believe they were innate. Since, 
if the ideas which made u-p those truth::> were not, it 
was imp'o'ssi ble that the ·oroposi tions made up of them 
should be innate, or our'' kno\·;leClge of them be born 
~nth us. For, if the ideas be not innate, there was 
a time when the mind \'Ias without those principles; 
and then they vdll not be innate, but ~e derived from 
some other original. For, where the.ideas themselves 
are not, there can be no knowledge, no assent, no mental 
or verbal propositions about them.~? 

Locke's position, then, is that no proposition can be 

considered innate if the ideas which it contains are not 

innate, and he finds no innate ideas. In considering new-

born children he argues that there is particularly little 

reason to think that they bring into the world with them the 

ideas Vlhich meke up universal propositions the.t are termed 

in..11ate: 

If we will attentively consider ne\'l-born children, 
\7e shall have little reason to think that they bring 
meny ideas into the Yrorld with them. For, bating perhaps 
some faint ideas of hunger, and thirst, and '.Varmth, and 
some pei ns, which they mc::s have felt in the womb, there 
is not the least appearance of any settled ideas at all 
in them; especially of ,;ld!:.P·s. answering the terms which 
make up those universal propositions that are esteemeCl 
,innate ·prin,ci-ples.48 

Acceptance of Locke's second major argument against 

innate principles rest~ of course, upon acceptance of his 

characterization of propositions as composed of ideas, and 

this is unfortunate. Not only is the crucial term ''idea11 

in:::;ufficiently examined and thus left vague, but also no 

4? Ibid., p1
• 92. 

48Ibid., PP• 92-93c 

http:prin,ciples.48
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attempt is made to explicate the even raore complex relation­

ship that is assumed to exist between propositions and ideas. 

As with his first argument, the question of the innateness 

of certain ideas is soon seen to revolve about the crucial 

question of what is to count as the criterion for the 

possession of such ideas. In this argument, as throughout 

the Essay, Locke is inclined towards awareness of such ideas 

on the part of those presumed to have them. As new-born 

children are generally presumed to have few ideas in this 

sense, let alone such general and abstract ones as 

11impossibilityu and "identity,n49 Locke is confident that 

consequently they may be said to possess no innate ideas. 

But is this underlying criterion of awareness fair to the 

innate idea doctrine? 

It seems to me that it is a commonplace that one may 

not always be the best judge of what he knows and \'!hat he 

does not, particularly when complex issues are involved. 

In such cases many times a person's actions may be taken to 

betray a certain knowledge or lack of it, not\'lithstanding his 

claims to the contrary. This is, in fact, what Chomsky takes 

to be the case ·when it comes to language. VIe all "kno".'I" the 

rules of the grB.mmar of a language that we speak fluently, 

though very few of us will ever be able to enumerate them. 

Horeover, because they are so complex, fevi of us i':ould 

L.9I' · d • 01 ·• 
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recognize the rules should they ever be formulated and 

presented to us. Nevertheless our actions, in this case 

utterances, indicate that we do follow certain very specific 

grammatical rules even though we may not be aware of them-­

it seems to make sense to say we know these rules even though 

we can not enumerate them and may not even recognize them 

when they are presented to us. 

Behavior may similarly be used as evidence for the 

attribution of knowledge to human beings who may not be 

conscious of their possession of it. Locke's'hew-born 

children" may very well employ the la\'/ of contradiction in 

their thinking, although they may not be able to recognize 

this themselves until years later. Expressed awareness of a 

certain principle, then, is not the only criterion according 

to t·rhich one may be said to know a particular proposition-­

one's actions, judgments, and assertions may indicate un­

conscious knowledge of a certain principle he is not explicitly 

avu;tre of. 

Lockets criterion of innateness, hov;ever, includes even 

more than awareness. In his discussion of the principle 

"It is impossible for the same thing to be, and not to be," 

a principle he claims is innate trif there be any such," Locke 

argues that this principle can be innate only if our ideas of 

"impossibility" and "identityu are innate. But he demands 

more than that these ideas are such as all mankind have and 

bring into the norld with them: he requires the.t they be 
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the first in children, and antecedent to all acquired ones: 

•It is impossible for the same thing to be, and 
not to be,• is certainly (if there be any such) an 
innate principle. But can any one thirut, or tdll any 
one say, that •impossibility• and 'identity• are two 
innate ideas? Are they such as all marutind have, and 
bring into the world \'d th them? And are they those 
\'Thich are the first in children, and ante.cedent to all 
acquir~g ones? If they are innate, they must needs 
be so • .? 

Such a demand is surely much stronger than it need be. 

As.has been noted previously, what is important is that 

principles or ideas termed "innate" be in the mind logicall::£ 

prior to certain adventitious ones, not that they be temporally 

prior to them. It \rill be remembered that Descartes, for 

example, in asserting the innateness of God, does not demand 

that the new-born child be aY: are of God at birth, but merely 

that the idea come 11 to me from no other source tha..."l myself. u5l 

Thus, we may have many ideas temporally before -:e have the idea 

of God, and these other ideas may even be prerequisite to our 

idea of a supreme being, but this in no way affects the innate 

status of such an idea. 

Contrary to Descartes, Locke does not find that the idea 

of God is innate. Locke grants that if any idea can be 

imagined innate, it is the idea of God, for "it is hard to 

conceive ho\'T there should be innate moral principles, ·without 

50ibid., p. 93. 

51Descartes, "Objections II,u in Haldane and ?.oss, Vol. II, 
ou. cit., p. 33. (AT, VII, 133) 
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an innate idea of a Diety. 11 52 Given his rejection of innate 

moral principles, however, Locke does not feel compelled to 

argue for the innateness of the idea of God. Instead he argues 

that because there are "whole nations" that have been found where 

there is no notion of God or religion, the idea of God can DQi 

be innate.53 He adds that perhaps there is reason to fear that 

even "in more civilized countries" many people have no nvery 

strong and clear impressions of a Diety upon their minds, and 

·that the complaints of atheism made from the pulpit are not 

without reason.u54 

His first argument against the innateness of the idea of 

God, however, is at best dubious. It is by no means obvious 

that everyone must have a clear impression before the idea of 

Him can be considered innate. Again Descartes, for one, argued 

that the question of the innateness of the idea of God is not 

even dependent upon everyone having any clear idea of God in 

Locke's sense; rather, he must simply have the "capacity for 

constructing such an idea,u55 or, according to his later writings, 

the "disposition" or "propensity" for doing so.56 Descartes 

52Locke, QI?..~..c..£11•, pp. 95-96. 

53Ibid., pp. 96-98. 

54Ibid. ;· p. 98. 

55Descartes, "Objections II,u in Haldane and Ross, Vol. II, 
OR• cit., p. 33. (AT, VII, 133) 

56Descartes, "Notes against a Programme,n in Haldane and Ross, 
Vol. I, op. cit., p. 442. {AT, VIII, 358) 

http:innate.53
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thus would be neither surprised nor perturbed to find that there 

are "whole nations" that have no notion of the Diety--that is, 

such a fact has no bearing on his argument. 

Although Locke thus finds that everyone's having a strong 

and clear impression of God is a necessary condition for the 

innateness of the idea of God, he does not believe it is 

sufficient: 

But had all mankind everywhere a notion of a God, 
(whereof yet history tells us the contrary,) it would 
not from thence follow,. that the idea of him was innate. 
For, though no nation were to be found without a name, 
and some few dark notions of him, yet that would not 
prove them to be natural impressions on the mind; no more 
than the names of fire, or the sun, heat, or number, do 
prove the ideas they stand for to be innate; because the 
names of those things, and the ideas of them, 8.§7 so 
universally received and kno\'m e.mongst ma.'l...l.rind. 

Locke's overall argument, then, is that no principle is innate 

because no idea is innate, and no ideas are innate because none 

are universally assented to; but, moreover, even if some were, 

that would not prove them innate. In particular, the idea of 

God is not universally assented to, but even if it ~ere, that 

vmuld no more prove it innate than it would prove the ideas of 

fire, the sun, heat, or number innate. 

While Locke is no doubt correct in asserting that universal 

assent alone does not constitute a proof of innateness, his 

reasons for believing so are not compelling. His argument 

seems to be based on the suppressed premise that no one ~ould 

57Locke, op. cit., pp. 98-99. 
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claim that the ideas of fire, the sun, heat, and number are 

innate. Given that it is not only possible to conceive of 

someone believing that all these ideas are "stamped upon our 

minds," but also possible to cite philosophers who virtually 

asserted that all ideas are innate,58 Locke's argument loses 

much of its force. 

That Locke is arguing from such a suppressed premise is 

even more clearly seen in later passages as he continues vdth 

his argument that universality no more proves innate the idea 

of God than it does the idea of fire: 

• • .. the generality of the acknowledging of a God, • • 
• which, if it be sufficient to prove the idea of God innate, 
will as l.:7ell prove the idea of fire innate; since I think 
it may be truly said, that there is not a person in the 
world who has a notion of a God, who has not also the idea 
of fire. I doubt not but if a colony of young children 
should be placed in an island VJhere no fire was, they 
would certainly neither have any notion of such a thing, 
nor name for it, how generally soever it were received 
and known in all the rrorld besides; and perhaps too their 
apprehensions would be as far removed from any name, or 
notion, of a God, till some one amongst them had employed 
things, which would easily lead him to the notion of a 
God; which having once taught to others, reason, and the 
natural propensity of their own thoughts, w·g~ld after­
wexds propagate, and continue a~ongst them. 

58see Descartes, for example, who in his later writings 
asserts that "• •• the ideas of the movements and figures are 
themselves innate in us. So much the more must the ideas of 
pain, colour, sound and the like be innate." (Descartes, "Notes 
against a Progrc:mune,rr in Ha~dane and Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., 
P• 443.) (AT, VIII, 359) 

59Locke, Essay, op. cit.., pp .. 100-101. 
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As has been indicated above, if one felt that innate ideas 

should find universal assent, he might feel compelled to e~lain 

any apparent lack of such assent on the ~art of children or 

"savages" without education. This is only to say, however, 

that universal assent is a necessary condition for the 

innateness of a particular idea, not that it is a sufficient 

one. Locke's objection to universal assent, here and elsewhere, 

seems to be directed against universal assent as a sufficient 

and as a necessary condition of the innateness of certain 

propositions. 

Horeover, in examining this even more-detailed comparison 

of the idea of God ~nth the idea of fire, one should keep in 

mind the vast difference betvteen the two. 11Fire" is an ostensive 

noun, one that.is generally learned by someone pointing out 

what fire is. Accordingly, the idea usually arises in one's 

mind for the first time upon some experience of it. The idea 

of God, however, is 11 inferred11 from what one experiences--perhaps, 

as Locke says, upon employing one's thoughts "to inquire into the 

constitution and causes of things.u60 Thus, one would not expect 

young children placed on an island where there was no fire to 

come to have this idea. It is not, ho·wever, as obvious that 

such children would never come to formulate the idea of a divine 

being. As one does not experience Him in the same way (viz., 

via sight, touch, etc.) as one experiences fire, it is possible 

60~., p. 101. 

'. 
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that any number of things on the island could lead a group 

of children to formulate the idea of a powerful supernatural 

being or a divine order in the ~orld. Perhaps these are not 

the 11Gods" Locke has in mind~ but if his argument is that it 

is the notion of the Christian God that the children wi.ll never 

come to have, his expectations are not a little unreasonable •. 

Perhaps Locke's strongest argument against the innateness 

of the idea of God revolves around his observation that there 

are many contrary and inconsistent conceptions of Him: 

Can it be thought that the ideas men have of God are 
the characters and marks of himself, engraven in their 
minds by hi·s·O\'m finger, when we see that, in the same 
country, under one and the same name, men have far 
different, nay often contrary and inconsistent ideas and 
conceptions of him? Their agreeing in a aGie' or sound, 
will scarce prove an innate notion of him. -

Locke's argument, hoTiever, is by no means conclusive. It is 

not impossible, for example, to find support for the position 

that the many apparently diverse conceptions of God have enough 

in common to indicate that a single divine being has merely 

manifested Himself in various different forms and religions. 62 

I do not here intend to defend this thesis, but rather to simply 

p~int out that it is a possible alternative to a ready acceptance 

of Locke's position. 

61Ibid., p. 104. 

62see, for example, Obadiah Harris, Uni,tive S-oirituality 
(Santa Barbara: J .F. Rormy Press, 1966). 

http:religiOns.62
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Locke's emphasis upon conscious universality, rihich at 

times, so I have argued in the preceding section, led him 

awe:y from the really interesting aspects of innateness doctrines, 

is also in evidence in his further treatment of the idea of God: 

If it be said, that v:ise men of all nations came to 
have true conceptions of the unity and i·nfini ty of the 
Deity, I grant it. But then this, 

First, excludes universality of consent in a~ything 
but the name; for those wise men being very fe'.Y, perhaps 
one of a thousand, this universality is very narrow. 

Secondly, it seems to me ple~nly to prove, that the 
truest and best notions men have of God were not imprinted, 
but acquired by thought and meditation, and a right use of 
their faculties: since the wise and considerate men of the 
world, by a right and careful employment of their thoughts 
and reason, a~3ained true notions in this as well as other 
things. • • • 

Locke is, of course, right in asserting that regression to 

universality among vlise men "excludes universality of consent 

in anything but the name," if this consent is taken to mean 

conscious consent only. That it might actually tclte some 

effort and introspective analysis to bring out what is only 

latently knovm is not a possibility that is explored by Locke, 

here or elsewhere. 

Locke's second argument against construing universality 

as universality among "wise men of all nations" is that, if 

anything, it does not prove the idea of God innate, but rather 

"provesu that 11 the truest ·and best notions men have of God ·were 

not imprinted, but acquired by thought and meditation, and a 
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right use of their faculties. 11 • • • Universality among 

wise men does not, of course, 11provet1 any such thing, but ':That 

is most interesting about Locke's position here is that it 

again comes very close to that of Descartes. The major obstacle 

to explicit agreement between Locke and Descartes is that the 

former insists that knowledge that is innate in men cannot · 

require the use of thought, meditation, or "a right use of 

their faculties" in order to bring it out, whereas the latter 

argues that such use of the faculties of thinking are necessary 

to bring out knor1ledge that is implicitly innate. 

Locke concludes his second argument vuth a reference to 

virtue: "And if it be a reason to think the notion of God 

innate, because all wise men had it, virtue too must be thought 

innate; for that also wise men have always had."64 Suffice it 

to say here. that even if universality were to be taken as e.n 

argument for the existence of innate ideas, Lockets objection 

holds only if it is taken as sufficient; there might be reasons 

for supposing that, although virtue may be universe~ among ~~se 

men, it is not innate--e.g., there might be evidence that it is 

learned by all wise men. Locke's argument is conclusive only if 

he shows that no distinction at all can be dravm between the 

acquisition of certain principles and the acquisition of virtue, 

that may in different ways account for the presumed universality 

of each. 
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. At times Locke may be read as conceding innateness in 

the Cartesian, and perhaps the only meaningful, version of 

the doctrine: 65 

It is as certain that there is a God, as that the 
opposite angles made by the intersection of two 
straight lines are equal. There was never any rational 
creature that set himself sincerely to examine the 
truth of these propositions that could fail to assent 
to them; though yet it be past doubt that there are 
many men, who, having not applied their thoughts that 
way, are ignora~t both of the one and the other. If 
any one think fit to call this (which is the utmost 
of its extent) universal consent, such an one I easily 
allov1; but such an universal consent as this proves not 
the idea of God~6any more than it does the idea of such 
angles, inna~e. 

Locke's argument here, however, is unclear. A literal reading 

yields the assertion that the certainty that there is a God, 

seen after some considerable thought, does not entail the 

conclusion that the ~ of God is innate, which is surely 

true. If v.rhat Locke means to se:y, however, is that \vhatever 

universal consent there is about the idea of God, this does 

not show that this idea is innate because some effort and 

thought are involved in arriving at the conclusion, then his 

assertion is not so obviously true. 

65Fraser, for example, in his collated and annotated 
version of Locke's Essat' asserts in a footnote referring to 
the paragraph belo·t'l: 11T<:is is really a concession of •innate 
principles' and 'universal consent,• in the only meaning of 
'innateness' which needs to be considered." (Alexander Fraser, 
John Locke's An Essar Concernin~ Human Understandin , p. 106, 
p. 10 , Footnote ::-2. 

66Ibid., p. 106. 
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Thus Locke argues that the idea of God is not innate. 

Although he believes that the non-innateness of the idea of 

Go.d His a strong presumption against all other innate charac­

ters," almost as an afterthought he briefly considers the 

possibility that the idea of substance is innate: 

I confess there is another idea which would be of 
general use for maa~ind to have, as it is of general 
talk as if they had it; and that is the idea of substance; 
·which we neither have nor can have by sensation or 
reflection. If nature took care to provide us any ideas, 
we might well expect they should be such as by our own 
faculties we cannot procure to ourselves; but we see, on 
the contrary, that since, by those ways whereby other 
ideas are brought into our minds, this is not, we have 
no such clear idea at all; and therefore signify nothing 
by the word substance but only an uncertain supposition 
of ·we know not what, i.e. of something whereof we have 
no iParticular distinct positiv~7 idea, ?hich we take to67 be the substratum, or support, of those 1deas we do mm·'· 

Locke does not so much argue here against the innateness of the 

idea of substance as merely assert that since this idea is not 

brought into our minds "by those ways V!hereby other ideas are," 

v1e see that "v;e have no such clear idea at all." HOI.'Iever one 

may feel about the truth-value of the conclusion, it is far 

·from obvious that the conclusion follor:s from the stated premises. 

Descartes, for example, as \'!e have seen, argues that because the 

idea of God is not brought into our minds the way most other 

ideas are (in his case, via the senses or imagination), it 

must be innate. This is not to say that Descartes is right, 

but merely to observe that it is questionable v;hether Lockets 

67Ibid., pp. 107-108. 
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conclusion follows in the deductive fashion that he seems to 

think it does. 

Returning to his argument that no propositions can be 

innate because no ideas are innate, Locke employs an analogy: 

Whatever then we talk of innate, either speculative 
or practical, principles, it may with as much probability 
be said, that a man he.th ~100 sterling in his pocket, and 
yet denied that he hath there either penny, shilling, 
crown, or other coin out of which the sum is to be made 
up; as to thirut that certain nropositions e~e innate 
when the ideas abollt r:hich they are can by no means be 
supposed to be so.b8 

Locke's analogy seems ill-chosen, for one may have a promissory 

note and thus need not have any coin in his pocket and still be 

said to have I,lOO sterling on himself. However, even more to 

the point end again ignoring e:ny problems raised by Locke's 

inadequate treatment of 11 ideas,n it is certainly feasible, 

not~~thstanding Locke's assertions to the contrary, for one 

to argue for the innateness of certain propositions even though 

he may not believe that the ideas they contain are innate~ 

Fre.ser points out, for example, that there me.y be 

••• a~ innate intellectual obligation to perceive relations 
e~ong those ideas that are themselves data of experience, 
e.g. to recognize necessary causal relation bet·ween sense­
given sequences. Connection of ideas

6
might be thus innate, 

although the connected ideas are not. 9 

Even more specific examples come to nind. Because various 

and related particula~ propositions are asserted or trfollowedn 

GBibid., p. 108. 

69Fraser, op. cit., p. 108. 
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early on, one may come to believe that the general propositions 

that embody ther.t are innate even if the ideas they contain are 

not. Thus, noting that no one asserts trRed is green" or nsome 

squares are circular,n one may feel that the natural inclinations 

towards the acceptance of the underlying general proposition 

nrt is impossible for the same thing to be, and not to be" is 

such that this general proposition may be said to be innate 

even if the ideas of rtimpossibilityn and "identityn are not. 

Through the employment of another analogy, Locke argues 

that assent upon hearing the proposition "That God is to be 

\'torshipped" no more proves the ideas of "God11 and nworship" 

innatei:tl.a.11. does the eventual assent of a blind man ("vrith 

cataracts which will be couched to-morrow") to the propositions 

"That the sun is lucid" or "That saffron is yellov:n prove the 

ideas of 11sun,n or "light," or "saffron," or nyello\'ln innate: 

Every one that hath a true idea of •God' and •worship,' 
will assent to this proposition, •That God is to be 
worshipped,• when expressed in a language he understands; 
and every rational man that hath not thought on it to-day, 
may be ready to assent to this proposition to-morrow; and 
yet millions of men may be well supposed to rrant one or' 
both those ideas to-day. For, if we will allow savages, 
and most country people, to have ideas of God and worship, 
(which conversation with them will not make one forward 
to believe,) yet I thi:n..l.t few children can be supposed to 
have those ide2,s, vrhich therefore they must begin to have 
some time or other; and then they ~7ill also begin to 
assent to that proposition; and make very little question 
of it ever after. But such an assent upon heexing, no 
more proves the ideas to be innate, than it does that 
one born blind ( ;;ii tli cataracts which rrill be couched to­
morrow) had the innate ideas of the sun, or light, or 
saffron, or yellow; because, nhen his sight is cleared, 
he v.rill certainly assent to this proposition, 'That the 
sun is lucid, or that· saffron is yellow.' And therefore, 

http:innatei:tl.a.11
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if such an assent upon hearing cannot prove the ideas 
innate, it c8n much less the pronositions made up of 
those ideas.70 

Disregarding the issues of "assent upon hearing" and the ter.tporal 

consideration, both of VJhich have already been discussed in depth, 

it is interesting to note that, depending upon one's criterion, 

one .£§11 argue that the ideas of at least certain speculative 

principles are innate because the propositions are. Thus, 

substituting the speculative principle "It is impossible for 

the same thing to be, and not to be" for the perhaps more dubious 

practical principle "That God is to be worshipped," an innatist 

may examine the above argument and claim that the ideas of 

"impossibility" and "identity" must therefore also be innate 

even if he feels that those of the "sun, 11 "light," "saffron," 

and 11yellori11 are not. He z:1ay, after all, distinguish betv!een 

"It is impossible for the sa.me thing to be, and not to be" and 

"That the sun is lucid," maintaining that only the former is 

innate. As \'Ie shall see, Leibniz did just that, claiming that 

only propositions that contain non-sensible ideas are innate. 

Locke's failure to come t6. grips wj_th the possibility that 

certain ideas are unconsciously imprinted on the mind surfaces 

again rrhen he considers rJhether or not there are innate ideas 

i,n the memory. Curiously enough, however, i'!hile dogmatically 

refusing to allor: that ideas can be in the mind unconsciously 

70rJo c'_,,c, _o -,':' .. ~ --~'J~_c_i_t., pp. 108-109. 

http:ideas.70
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unless they are in the memory ( 11 ••• what is not either 

actually in view or in the memory, is in the mind no way at 

all, and is all one as if it had never been there.u71), 

Locke does allow for unconscious ideas so long as they 

are confined to memory: 

••• if there be ••• any ideas in the mind which the 
mind does not actually think on, they must be lodged in 
the memory. • • • Whatever idea was never perceived 
by the mind was never in the mind. Whatever idea is in 
the mind, is, either an actual perception, or else, having 
been an actual perception, is so in the mind that, by the 
memory, it can be made an actual perception again.72 

And, furthermore, 

••• whatever idea, being not actually in view, is in the 
mind, is there only by being in the memory; and if it be 
not in the memory, it is not in the mind; and if it be in 
the memory, it cannot by the memory be brought into actual 
view without a perception that it comes out of the memory; 
which is this, that it had been known before, and is now 
remembered./:; 

Because he gives no sufficient reason, however, for either 

confining unconscious ideas to memory or restricting ideas 

in general to acquired knowledge only, it was easy for Leibniz 

to claim that he was placing unjustifiably severe contraints 

upon the mind's operations. 

Locke, moreover, gives no justification for his claim 

that whenever an "idea" is brought into actual view, it must 

71 Ibid., p. 110. 

72Ibid., p. 109. 

73Ibid., p. 111. 
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be accompanied by both our perception that it had been known 

before and that it is now remembered. There are, in fact, 

reasons for believing this to be false. It is very doubtful, 

for example, that people under hypnosis or a "truth drug" are 

at all aware of the many things that are brought forth from 

their memories. As many of the ideas thus found to be in the 

memory seem new to the person in whom they are discovered to 

reside, it is even less doubtful that such persons "perceive" 

that these ideas have been "known before. 11 

In stating yet another reason why he doubts that any 

principles are innate, Locke employs an even more obvious non 

sequitur. He contends that he cannot satisfy himself that an 

infinitely wise God who made all things in perfect wisdom 

should be supposed to imprint innate speculative principles 

that are of no great use or innate practical principles that 

are not self-evident, and neither of which is distinguishable 

from other truths not presumed to be innate: 

Besides what I have already said, there is another 
reason why I doubt that neither these nor any other 
principles are innate. I that am fully persuaded that the 
infinitely wise God made.all things in perfect wisdom, 
cannot satisfy myself why he should be supposed to print 
upon the minds of men some universal principles; whereof 
those that are pretended innate, And concern speculation, 
are of no great use; and those that concern practice, 
not self-evident; and neither of them distinguishable 
from some other truths not ollowed to be innate. For, 
to what purponc nllould dwractcrG be c;raven on the mind 
by the finc;cr of God, which are nut clearer there than 
those which are afterwards introduced, or cannot be 
distinguished from them? If any one thinks there are 
such innate ideas and propositions, whir.h by their 
clearness and usefulness are distinguishable from all 

http:before.lI
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that is adventitious in the mind and acquired, it will not 
be a hard matter for him to tell us which they are •••• 74 

We might note, first of all, that one \'rho is not 11 fully 

persuaded that the infinitely wise God made all things in perfect 

wisdom," either because he believes in no God at all or because 

his conception of the Diety is that of a limited being, is not 

very likely to feelthere is a problem here--at least not the 

one Locke envisions. But supposing one does accept Locke's 

premise, is it really a criticism of innate principles to say 

that one cannot satisfy himself why God should be supposed to 

print upon the minds of men some speculative principles that 

are of no great use and some practical principles that are 

not self-evident? One is reminded of Descartes' reply, in 

his discussion of error in Heditation IV, when he comes to 

the question of whether it is better that he should be subject 

to err than that he should not: 

In considering this more attentively, it occurs to 
me in the first place that I should not be astonished if 
my intelligence is not capable of comprehending why God 
acts as He does; and that there is thus no reason to 
doubt of His existence from the fact that I may perhaps 
find many other things besides this as to which I am able 
to understand neither for what reason nor how God has 
produced them. For, in the first place, knowing that my 
nature is extremely feeble and limited, and that the 
nature of God is on the contrary immense, incomprehensible, 
and infinite, I have no further difficulty in recognising 
that there is an infinitude of matters in His power, the 
causes of which trnnGcend my knowlo<Jee; and this 

74Ibid., pp. 111-112. 
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reason suffices to convince me that the species of 
cause termed final, finds no useful employment in 
physical or natural things; for it does not appear to 
me that I can without temQrity seek to investigate the 
inscrutable ends of God.7~ ••• I have certainly no cause 
to complain that God has not given me an intelligence 
which is more powerful, or a natural light which is 
stronger than that which I have received from Him, since 
it is proper to the finite understanding not to comprehend 
a multitude of things, <:md it is I36oper to a created 
understanding to be finite ••• •' 

Disregarding any questions arising from the 11propriety11 of the 

created understanding to find a multitude of things incompre­

hensible, Locke's inability to satisfy himself about God's 

intentions in making certain principles innate ~ seem to 

be a very weak argument against their being so. 11oreover, 

if God's intentions are left out of the analysis, there is 

then no problem even if innate speculative principles turn 

out to have little utility. 

But furthermore, there is also at least some room for 

doubting Locke's claim that speculative principles are of no 

great use. If they .£2. lay the foundation for all knowledge, 

as a number of philosophers have believed, then they are 

indeed, of great use. To argue that their use is confined 

to matters of speculation rather than to practice, and that 

therefore they are of no great use, is to take a very limited 

and pra~matic view of utility. 

75nescartes, "Heditations," 11editation IV, in Haldane and 
Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 173. (AT, VII, 55) 

76 . 
~., p. 177. (AT, VII, 60) 
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As for practical principles not being self-evident, it is 

perhaps here that J,ocke makes one of his stronger claims. 

While it is not clear that innate practical principles must 

be self-evident in any conscious sense, it is prima facie 

disturbing to find the variety of "truths" that have at one 

time or another passed for innate practical principles: e.g., 

"That virtue joined with piety is the best worship of God," 

that "Men must repent of their sins.n77 It is for this reason, 

as well as for the fact that Locke's arguments against innate 

practical principles are virtually the same as his against innate 

speculative principles, that I have tended to emphasize the latter 

in my treatment of Locke's position on innateness. 

Finally, although Locke implies the contrary in the passage 

quoted above, it should be remarked that "clearness" and 

"usefulness" need not be the only criteria for distinguishing 

innate ideas and propositions from "alJ that is adventitious 

in the mind and acquired." Leibniz, as we shall see, proposed 

"necessity. 11 I1oreover, and again contrary to Locke's assertion, 

it should also be remarked that Locke's claim that anyone who 

thinks there are innate ideas and propositions should not find 

it a hard matter to "tell us which they are," is too strong. 

As the problem of enumerating the specific ideas and proposi­

tions that arc innntn i_r; very (llffcrcnt from the problem of 

knowing whether or not there are any at all, it may indeed be 

77a~ligious principles claimed innate by Lord Herbert, 
listed in Locke's Essoy, on. cit., Chapter 2, p. 81. 
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difficult for one to list them even if he is convinced that 

there are some. Thus, to require enumeration is unreasonable.78 

78For more on the question of enumeration, see 
Charles Travis, Innate ideas (UCLA dissertation, 1967). 
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CHAPTER III 

LEIBNIZ AHD THE DEF'ENCE OF INNNrE IDEAS 

Part I: Innate Speculative Principles 

In the dialogue in Chapter l of Book I of Leibniz' New 

Essays we find Philalethes presenting the arguments of Locke's 

Essay while Theophilus, representing Leibniz, presents his 

case against the empiricism of the great English philosopher. 

Reacting to Philalethes• assertion that, in order to refute the 

error of those who admit innate ideas and principles, it is 

"sufficient to shovJ, o.s it appears eventually, that there is 

no need of them, and that men can acquire all their knowledge 

without the aid of any innate impression," Theophilus indicates 

that although, as a result of some recent studies, he now 

believes all ideas to be innate and none to be given to us by 

the senses, he v1ill nevertheless put this investigation aside 

and, in folloning Locke's recently published Essay, will try to 

indicate how at least ~ ideas and ~ principles do not 

come to us from the senses. 1 Specifically, Leibniz argues 

that Locke, in his zeal to prevent others from employing innate 

principles in ·r:;uch D r:1rmner ar; to mnint:dn their prejudices 

93 
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unexamined, has failed to sufficiently distinguish 11 the origin 

of the necessary truths, \'.rhose source is in the understanding, 

from that of the truths of fact dra\m from the experience of 

the senses, and even from those confused perceptions which are 

in us."2 

Philalethes, assuming that the grounds for innate principles 

lie in their universal acceptance, employs Locke's argument 

against the universal consent of the "general notions," viz., 

that 

••• though it v1ere certain that there are some principles 
in which the entire human race is agreed, this universal 
consent would not prove that they are innate if one can 
shou, as I believe he cw~, another way through which men 
have been able to reach this uniformity of opinion. But, 
what is much worse, this universal consent is nowhere 
found, not even with regard to thece two celebrated 
speculative principles (for we shall speak about the 
practical ones later), that whatever is, is; and that it 
is impossible for a thing to be and not to be at the same 
time l''or there is a large part of the human race to 
whic~ these tiTo propositions, which will pass doubtless 
for .r,e~essary truths and for axiomc \'lith you, are not even 
known • .J 

Leibniz' response is to deny that he grounds the certainty of 

innate principles upon universal consent and to emphasize that 

rather he believes that 11 we ought to labor to be able to 

demonstrate thea:doms v:hich are not primitive."4 

2Ibid., p. 71. 
~ 
... ~.' pp. '/1-'/?. 

4rbid., p. 7?. 
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Citing the readiness with which men accept doctrines about 

God as an indication of the inclination we have to recognize 

the idea of God, Theophjlus asserts that this readiness in 

men comes from the nature of their souls. 

Philalethes' reaction brings us to the heart of one of 

Locke's most persistent misunderstandings regarding innateness 

doctrines. The Lockean spokesman claims that to say that there 

are truths "imprinted upon the soul" which the soul does not 

perceive seems to him "a veritable contradiction."5 As will be 

remembered, in Part I of Chapter II it was shown that Locke's 

inability to come to grips with this particular issue prevented 

him from ever progressing to a consideration of the more 

sophisticated innateness theories. Moreover, it was pointed 

out there that Locke variously characterized the imprinting, 

sometimes referring to it as "near a contradiction,"6 but at 

other times asserting that it is merely "hard to conceive."? 

Leibniz, in support of his contention that the soul may 

have truths imprinted on it that it nevertheless does not 

perceive, counters with the observation that we have "an infinite 

5Ibid., p. 77. Yrom this point on, though I have continued 
to footnote the Langley edition of Leibniz' New Essays, I have 
followed the order of the Erdmann, Jacques, and Janet texts, 
which in turn follow the 0rder of Locke's Essv;y,. See Langley, 
op. c:lt., pp. 7?-'1.3, t•'ootnote ./?. 

6 Locke, ~ssay, on. cit., p. 40. 
7Ibid., p. 56. 
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amount of kno\'rledge of which we are not always conscious" and 

that it is for the memory to preserve this. We cannot, after 

all, 11 think distinctly and at once of everything we know. 11 8 

Philalethes, like Locke in the Essay, does not deal with this 

observation; instead, he moves on to what he believes to be a 

more troublesome difficulty. 

Philalethes claims that 

••• if you can say of some particular proposition that 
it is innate, you could maintain by the same reasoning 
that all propositions v1hich are reasonable, and which 
the mind could alnays reee.rd as such, are already 
impressed upon the soul./ · 

It seems to be Philalethes' assertion, then, that it is not 

possible to distinguish propositions which are reasonable 

and innate from those propo tions that are just reasonable. 

Theophilus (that is, Leibniz) responds by allowing a large 

class of propositions to be labelled innate. Thus, contrary 

to Locke, \'fho claims that those "who find it harder to demons­

trate a proposition than assent to it when demonstrated" will 

"scarce allow11 all mathematical demonstrations to be innate, 10 

Leibniz answers by saying: 

I agree with you in regard to pure ideas, which I 
oppose to the phe~toms of the senses, and in regard to 
necessary truths, or those of the reason, which I oppose 
to truths of fact. In this sense it must be said that 

8Leibni7., J.JC\'1 Ec;cwy:;, op. cit., p. '/7. 

9 I bid • , p • 7 8 • 
10Locke, Essay, o·p. cit., p. 56. 
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all arithmetic and all Geometry are innate, and are in 
us virtually, so that we can find them there if we 
consider attentively and set in order what we already 
have in the mind, without making use of any truth 
learned through experience or through the tradition of 
another, as Plato has shown in a dialogue in which he 
introduces Socrates leading a child to abstract truths 
by questions alone without giving him any information. 
We can then make for ourselves these sciences in our 
study, and even with closed eyes, without learning 
through sight or even through touch the truths which we 
need; although it is true that we would not consider the 
ideas in question if we had never seen or touched anything. 11 

Leibniz thus indicates that the reasonableness of a propo­

sition is not alone sufficient for that proposition to be 

considered innate: it must, in addition, be a special type of 

proposition. Hare specifically, Leibniz seems to be adding two 

distinct conditions for the innateness of an idea or proposition: 

1) Only 11pure" ideas are innate, and 2) Only propositions which 

embody necessary truths (or those of reason) are innate. This 

is remarkably similar to the Cartesian doctrine, although 

Descartes made no detailed attempt to state explicitly the 

characteristics of innate ideas and propositions. Nevertheless, 

the Cartesian idea of God is a 11 pure 11 idea in the sense that it 

does not come to us through the senses, and the proposition that 

"things which are equal to the same thing are equal to one 

another" is a necessary truth of reason. 

But perhaps worthy of even greater attention is Theophilus' 

further remark thnt 

11Leibniz, Ne~ Essays, op. cit., p. 78. 
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Finally, in a Jarger sense, which it is well to employ 
in order to have notions more comprehensive and more 
determinate, all truths which can be drawn from primi­
tive innate knowledge can still be called innate, because 
the mind can draw them from its own depths, although often 
it would not be an easy thing so to do.l2 

Leibniz thus sides with Descartes on the question of the use of 

the mind to discover certain ideas that are innate: it may 

sometimes take creat effort to draw certain knowledge from the 

depths of the mind, but such knowledge is nevertheless innate 

because it does come only from the mind. 13 

Theophilus 1 remark, however, reveals that there has been 

a modification of the Cartesian position. For the first time 

Leibniz speaks explicitly of innate "knowledge," though he has 

perhaps implicitly done so by referring to certain principles 

as innate "truths." While Descartes ..9:12 speak of certain ideas 

and certain principles as innate, he tended to be more concerned 

with the question of how these ideas and principles arise in our 

minds than with the question of whether the innateness of a 

proposition constitutes knowledge of it. It is this latter 

12Ibid., p. 79. 

l3It vfill be remembered that, while Descartes allows for 
considerable use of reason to elicit an innate truth, Locke 
seems to find this preposterous: ". • • to mal{e reason discover 
those truths ••• imprinted, is to oay, that the use of reason 
discovers to a mnn what he knew before: and if men have those 
innate impressed truthu orl~inolly, and before the uce of 
reason, and yet arc al vmys iGnorc:mt of them till they come to 
the use of reason, it iG in effect to c:uy, that men know and 
know them not at the same time." (Locke, Essa;x, op. cit., p. 43). 
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question, as we shall see, that has also led some philosophers 

to criticize Chomsky for his many references to seventeenth-

century predecessors when he discusses the innateness of 

certain a priori psychological principles. 14 

Philalethes agrees \'Ji th Theophilus that that which is not 

perceived can still be in the soul, "for we do not always 

remember at once all we know, 11 but he persists with the Lockean 

view that this can only apply to what was known expressly before. 

Thus, memory can preserve \'!hat is known and not now perceived, but 

the mind cannot have any other kind of lmowledge that it is not 

aware of. The only manner in which a thing may be said to be 

in the soul, although the soul has not yet known it, is as a 

capacity or faculty of the soul. 15 

Leibniz argues that perhaps there is another way: 

Why could not this have still unother cause, such as 
the soul's being able to have this thing within it without 
it being perceived? for since an acquired knowledge can be 
concealed therein by the memory, a::; you admit, why could 
not nature have also concealed therein some original 
knowledge'! Hust everything that it> natural to a surgtance 
which knows itself be known by it actually at once? 

It will be recalled that Locke, on this very point, asserted 

without justification that 11 what is not either actually in view 

14see, for example, Jonathan Barnef~, "t~r .. Locke's Darling 
Notion," The Philocophicol Ouortcrl;:t, Vol. 22, No. 88, July, 
1972, pp. 210-211. 

15Leibniz, Hew Essayc, op. cit., p. 79. 
16~. 
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or in the memory, i[; in the mind no way at all, and is all 

one as if it had never been there.ul7 Contrary to this, 

Leibniz argues that since acquired knowledge can be concealed 

within the soul, there no reason to assume dogmatically 

that some original knowledge could not also be concealed 

therein. 

In a reference to Plato's doctrine of reminiscence, 

Leibniz adds that at some point even here some knowledge must 

be considered innate or we become involved in an infinite 

regress. His argument seems to be that either such knowledge 

is innate in the preceding state of the soul, or it is necessary 

to proceed again even further back to a previous state of the 

soul. The force of this argument, however, rests on acceptance 

of another premise, namely that "• •• it is always clear in all 

states of the soul that necessary truths are innate, and are 

proved by what is within, it not being possible to e:;tablish 

them through experience, as we establish truths of fact.n18 

Leibniz adds, moreover, 

Why should it be necessary also that we could have no 
possession in the soul of which we had never made use? 
And is it the same thing to have a thing without using 
it as to have only the faculty of acquiring it? If that 

l7Locke, Eccay, op. cit., p. 110. 

181 . b . ,, , 
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were so, we should never possess anything but the things 
which we enjoy •••• 19 

Philalethes reply is that under this interpretation we could 

say that there are truths written upon the soul which it has 

never known and which it will never know, and this seems 

strange to him. Leibniz' response is not entirely satisfying, 

I think, for in addition to asserting that he sees no absurdity 

here, he remarks th:-J.t things "more exalted than those which we 

can know in this present course of life may be developed some 

time in our souls, when they are in another state.n20 

Philalethes' next objection brings us to the claim that 

was mentioned previously in Part I of Chapter II, viz., that 

so-called imprinted truths seem to differ in no way from any 

other truths the mind is capable of knowing. Leibniz, however,. 

argues that there is a difference: "The mind is not only capable 

of knowing them Linnate imprinted truth§7, but further of finding 

them in itself. 1121 The mind can not, argues Theophilus, if it 

has only passive powers, be the source of necessary truths, for 

••• it is incontestable that the senses do not suffice to 
show their necessity, and that thus the mind has a disposi­
tion (active as well as passive) to draw them itself from 
its own depths; although the senses are necessary to give 
it the occasion and attention for this, and to carry it to 
some rather than to others. You see, then, sir, that these 
elsewhere very clever persons who are of another opinion 
appear not to have thought enough upon the consequences of 

191..21.9.· 
20Ibid. 

2ll..J?i.9.. 
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the difference ·:1hir;h there is between necessary and 
eternal truths and the truths of e;~erience, as I 
have alrea.dy observed, and as all our discussion 
shor1s. The orit;inal proof of the necessary truths 
comes from the understnnding alone, and the other truths 
come from experience or from the observation of the 
senses. Our mind is capable of knowing both; but it is 
the source of the former, and, whatever number of 
particular experiences we may have of a universal truth, 
we could not be assured of it forever by induction

2 without knowing its necessity through the reason.c 

It is thus the "necessary truths," as opposed to "truths 

of experience, 11 that r.eibniz takes to be innate: 11 the senses 

can hint at, justify, and confirm these truths, but cannot 

demonstrate their infallible and perpetual certainty. 23 As 

we shall see in the next chapter, this assertion of necessity 

in connection with innateness contributes further to the 

disparity that exists betneen Leibniz's imprinted truths and 

Chomsky' s innate princiule.s. 

Accordingly, Leibniz asserts that the faculty of the mind 

responsible for the discovery of the knoVJledge which it possesses 

innately is not 

a naked faculty v:hich consists in the mere possibility of 
understanding them; it is a disposition, an aptitude, a 
preformation, ~·;hich determines our soul and

2
which makes 

it possible for them to be derived from it. ~ 

And, moreover, 

Just as there is the difference between the figures which 
are given to the otone or the marble indifferently, and 

http:certainty.23
http:alrea.dy


103 

between those which its veins already indicate, or ar~5 disposed to indicate, if the workmun profits by them. 

•rhus Leibniz, like Descartes and not unlike Chomsky, posits a 

somewhat vague disposition in an attempt to distinguish certain 

truths termed "innate" from all those other truths that the mind 

eventually comes to kno~. Unfortunately there is some question, 

however, as to whether or not innateness resolves the problem 

that Leibniz depicts. 

Leibniz, as we have just seen, distinguishes "necessary 

truths11 from "truths of experience," and argues that experience 

can never account for the former because induction will not 

yield the required certainty. But can innateness be used by 

Leibniz to ground necessary truths? One serious objection to 

such grounding is that it results in the 11necessaryu truths 

being conditional upon our minds being structured in a 

particular way, and consequently these truths are~ really 

necessary ones. 11 If, as Leibniz would say, a necessary truth 

is one that is true in all possible worlds then it is true 

even in a VJorld whose minds function according to precepts 

other than those v1hich they follow in this world."2 6 

Philalethes at this point interjects that truths are 

subsequent to the ideas of which they are born, and that the 

ideas come from the senses. This is reminiscent, of course, 

25Ibid., pp. 81-82. 
26Anthony Saville, 11 Leibniz 1 s Contribution to the Theory of 

Innate Ideas." in Phi1o Apr1·1 1972 V 1 XLVII N 180 
----"--'-'-' ' ' 0 • . ' 0. ' p. 121. 
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of Locke's view that propositions are c0mposed of ideas and 

cannot be innate because ideas are not innate. In particular, 

the speculative proposition "It is impocsible for the same 

thing to be and not to be" is not innate because the ideas 

of "impossibility" and "identity" are not innate.27 

Leibniz 1 objection is thAt "intellectual ideas," which 

are the source of necessary truths, come from the reflection 

of the mind upon itself rather than from the senses. As a 

consequence, of course, the "intellectual ideas" which make 

up an innate principle are themselves innate. Again, more 

specifically, the ideas of "impossibility" and "identity," 

of which the innate principle "It is impossible for the same 

thing to be and not to be" is composed, are innate. 

Philalethes, however, contends that infallible acquiescence 

is not to be attached to only those propositions which embody 

intellectual ideas; there are such propositions in physics, and 

in all other sciences, and it is the senses that furnish them. 

As examples of propositions whose truth is no less convincing 

than "two bodies cannot lie in the same place at the same time," 

Philalethes posits "It is impossible for a thing to be and not 
I . 

/ to be in the same time"; "white is not red"; "the square is not 
1 

a circle"; "yellowness is not mveetness." 

2.7 See Part II of t;hapter II. 
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Theophilus' next major point is that there are differences 

between these propositions. The first, for example, that "two 

bodies cannot lie in the same place at the same time," is in 

need of proof. Leibniz mentions that there are, in fact, people 

who reject the principle (the Peripatetics, e.g., not to mention 

Christians who believe that the penetration of space 12 possible 

to God). Horeover, Leibniz wishes to maintain a distinction 

betv1een those propositions which are furnished by the senses 

(e.g., that yellowness is not sweetness) and those which are 

applications of the general maxim that "It is impossible for a 

·thing to be and not to be in the same time" (e.g., "the square 

is not the circle"). The import of this distinction is that 

while the latter are innate, the former are not. 28 

At this point Philalethes puts for·,·Jard an objection based 

upon the fact that many people who wholeheartedly embrace 

certain particular propositions have no knowledge whatsoever 

of the general maxim that yields them: 

Although you maintain that these particular and 
self-evident propositions, whose truth is recognized 
as soon as one hears them stated (as that green is not 
red), are received as consequences of these other more 
general propositions, r1hich are regarded as so many 
innate principles, it seems that you do not at all 
consider that these particular propositions are received 
as indubitable truths by those Vlho have no knowledge of 
these more general maxims. 

op. cit., pp. 83-8li·• 
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'l'heophilus 1 answer is that the general maxims are used. in the 

same way as the majors in reasoning by enthymemes--we are thus 

not aware of our use of these general maxims even though we do 

employ them. "• • • very often we do not think distinctly of 

what we do in reasoning any more than of what we do in walking 

and leaping •••• u30 

Philalethes, however, persists in his view: as general 

and abstract ideas are more foreign to our minds than notions 

and particular truths, he feels that particular truths are 

more natural to the mind than general ones such as the 

principle of contradiction.31 In his response Theophilus 

maintains that whereas particular truths may very well be 

grasped with much greater ease than the general maxims, and 

that we do, in fact, come to perceive the former before the 

latter, nevertheless thif.3 does not prevent "the proof of the 

more particular truths from depending upon the more general, 

of which they are only examples. 11 32 

And when we wish to consider what is in us virtually and 
before all apperception, we are right in commencing with 
the most simple. For the general principles enter into 
our thoughts, of which they form the soul and the connec­
tion. They are as necessary thereto as the muscles and 

news, are for walking, although we do not at think 
of them. The mind leans upon these principles every moment, 
but it does not come so easily to distinguish them and to 
represent them distinctly and sep:1.rately, because that 

30~. 

311.:91s!· 

32Ib1· d 7 _., pp. 

http:contradiction.31
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demands great attention to its acts, and the majority 
33 of people, little accustomed to think, has little of it. 

There is a sense in which the universal principles of 

language are necessary for the "learnin~" of a particular 

language, but there is a difference between this view and that 

of Leibniz. While Leibniz maintains that general principles 

"enter into our thoughts," and "are as necessary thereto as 

the muscles and sinews, are for walking," Chomsky does not 

believe that the mind actually operates by using the rules 

of transformational grammar. Thus, transformational theories 

of grammar presumably provide insights j_nto the workings of the 

mind, but apparently not by detailing the specific principles 

according to which it operates. 

In response to Philalethes' query regarding the possibility 

that acquiescence to certain truths may come from "the considera­

tion itself of the nature of things," rather than from 11 the 

consideration that these propositions are engraved by nature 

in the mind," Theophilus clarifies what he means by "innate" 

truths: "I call innate the truths which need only this considera­

ation .L£he knowledge of the nature of our mind and of the innate 

ideas which we have no need to seek outsid~7 for their veri­

fication.u34 

33Ibid. 

34Ibid. 
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But, moreover, the mind has two attributes in addition to 

the faculty of knowing innate notions: 1) it has the faculty 

of finding these innate notions in itself, and 2) it has the 

disposition to approve thGm when it thinks of them as it should.35 

Leibniz' coupling of innate truths and verification is 

significant. In the next chapter we shall see that for Chomsky 

there really is no question of verification, for what is 

innate are not certain truths, but rather an abilit;y or 

disposition to assimilate data (in this case, sounds, words, 

sentences, etc.) in a particular fashion. The question of 

whether or not certain rules of grammar are correct may arise, 

but these rules, it.should be borne in mind, change as the 

language changes. ·:nth regard to the rules of the grammar 

in the acquisition of a language, then, there is neither a 

discovery of innate notions in the mind nor a disposition to 

approve such rules "when it ,Lthe mind7 thinks of them as it 

should."36 In fact, so-called "knowledge" of the rules is 

so "implicit". that in most cases the mind never thinks of 

the rules at l. 

The next issue--the question of whether or not one learns 

anything at all new when general maxims are proposed to him 

for the first time--elicits an interesting rAsponse from 

Theophilus. Philalcthcs or~ues: 

35~., pp. 74-75. 
36Ibid., p. 75. 

http:should.35
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It seems, then, that you claim that those to whom 
these general maxims are proposed for the first time 
learn nothing which is entirely new to them. But it 
is clear that they learn first the names, then the 37 truths, and even the ideas upon which these truths rest. 

Theophilus replies by allowing, perhaps surprisingly, that 

learning is involved even with regard to the acquisition of 

innate truths: 

••• I a~ree that we learn ideas nnd innate truths 
.either in considerin~ their source, or in verifying 
them through experience. Thus I do not make the 
supposition which you aver, as if, in the case of 
which you spenk, we learned nothing new. And I cannot 38 admit this proposition: all that one learns is not innate. 

Leibniz views 11learnine;, 11 then, as represented in the 

paragraph above, as the process by which we become consciously 

aware of ~n idea or truth. Thus, he can maintain, with 

consistency, that certain ideas or truths are innate even if 

they are learned. The advantages of this view of learning 

are readily ::~pD-4rE'nt: 1.0j bni z hns no dj fficul ty with the 

child or "savae;e" of Locke's Essay who seem not to know an 

innate truth like the law of contradiction, despite the 

contention that it is innate. The child or savage, in 

"learning" the law of contradiction, is seen to be merely 

becoming aware of a principle that he already knew implicitly 

and followed unconsciously. What is important is that the 

child or sava~e find thin and similar principles in himself 

and that they h:wc n rl i r;po~; L t.ion to approve of them upon 

3?Ibid. 

3Sibid. 
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becoming conscious of them. 

When Philalethes presses Theophilus further for some 

propositions whose ideas are innate, he finds Theophilus' 

response somewhat surprisinp;. Theophilus claims that all 

the propositions of arithmetic and geometry are of this 

type. ~xpanding on this, Theophilus explains that actual 

knowledge of tl:)ese subjects is not innate, but "much that 

may be called virtual knowledge is innate, as the figure 

traced by the veins of the marble is in the marble, before 

one discovers them in working.n39 

The final are;umcnt that Philalether3 presents in Ghapter I 

gives some indication of how the positions of Locke and 

Leibniz can at times be seen to be very similar to one 

another. Philalethes (or LockeJ asserts that it is very 

difficult to conceive that a truth may be in the mind if the 

mind has never thought of that truth. JTe grants that "at 

bottom" everybody !<;:110\'JG the two great speculative principles, 

and makes use of them: "there is no barbarian who, in an 

affair of any moment, is not offended by the conduct of a 

liar who contradictE> himself." But his conclusion is not 

that these maxims are therefore innate, but rather that they 

are employed without nn exnress conBideration of them and are 

thus not in Lhr: rnilld :d; :111. 110 

39Ibid., p. ']t ro. 

40Ibin., p. 134. 
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Theophilus (or Leibniz), on the other hand, 

maintaining that theGo maxims are innate, argues that "the 

knowledge or the truths, in so far as they are within us, 

even when we do not thinl\: of them, are habi tu des or dispo­

sitions,"4l adding that we are well acquainted with things 

of which we think but little. At this point Leibniz is 

asserting that truths are not thoughts, but are habits and 

aptitudes, and that consequently "nothing prevents there 

being in us some of which we have never thought, nor will 

ever think. 11 42 

But as we progress to a more modern conception of 

innateness in the next chapter, we would do well to keep 

in mind that this dispo tional innatism of Leibniz has 

very little in common with Chomsky's theory_of language 

acquisition. It would indeed 

be erroneous to think that anything likely to turn out 
as innate ••• has a ady been identified by Leibniz. 
This conclusion may sound depressingly negative, but 
it has at le;:J.st this positive merit; that of making 
clear what our predecessors did not achieve and of 
making it a little er for us to elaborate the right 
sort of moves in our own investieetions of this topic.43 

4libid., p. 84. 
1+2 Ibi d. 

1+·3Anthony ;;:wi lo, "Trlcn::, 11 Phi locof!.b.:t., Vol. XLVII, No. 180, 
April, 1972, p. 1?4. It should be added here that this negative 
conclusion regarding the similarity of Leibniz 1 innatism and more 
recent versions is not restricted to Leibniz' dispositional 
innatism. Indeed, in detailin~ four sorts of innateness inter­
twined in Leibni:0 1 '.'tri tine;, Ja.vile finds that "only the third 
,Lthe dispor;i tion<Jl7 huG il!1Y. similarity with what is discussed 
under this head today •••• " And it is specifically with regard 
to this third type that he draws the ne~ative conclusion quoted 
here. (See especially pp •. 123-124.) 
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Part II. Innate Practical Principles 

Although, as has already been indicated, innate 

practical principles tond not to be self-evident, with 

the consequence that the case for their being innate seems 

weaker from the start than vli th speculative principles, they 

are nevertheless of not inconsiderable interest. If Chomsky's 

theory of innateness bears ariy resemblance to innateness 

doctrines of Descartes or Leibniz, it is probably with regard 

to the latter that the stronr,est case can be made. To see why 

this is so we must first examine in some detail Leibniz' remarks 

pertaining to prCJctice.l principles (ChCJnter II). 

In response to Philalethes 1 comment that it would be very 

difficult to producn ~ rule of ethics that could be settled by 

an assent as general and as prompt as is accorded to the maxim 

"Whatever is, is," Theophilus seems to concur. He asserts 

that "Lilt is absolutely impossible that there be truths of 

reason as evident ns those which are i_qentical or immediate."44 

Moreover, although Lelbniz agrees that ethics has principles 

which are not demonstrable, e.g., that we ought to pursue joy 

and avoid sorrow, he feels it is necessary to add that "this 

is not a truth wh:ir;h ·in kno\'ln purnl.y by rermon. 11 Indeed, "it 

4~ e i bn i z, Ho v!__;.;E;,;..;:s.;;.;.G...;;.a,..y.;.;:c~,~o.;:.:p~.__:::.c.;;:;;.i...:::.t • , pp • 8 5-86 • 
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is not known by the reason, but, so to speak, by an instinct."45 

These assertions are not without difficulties. Leibniz, 

while allowing that a practical.principle such as "we ought 

to pursue joy and avoid sorrow" is an innate principle, 

denies that it is a truth known by reason. But some recent 

philosophers would doubtless question whether it is a truth 

at all. Without questioning the veracity of the principle, 

these twentieth century analytic philosophers would maintain, 

for example, that the form of this principle should be analyzed 

in such a way as to indicate it is implicitly a recommendation 

or a command rather than a statement. Horeover, the principle 

seems to be tacitly qualified: To say that we do inde~d pursue 

joy and avoid sorrow unconsciously ("these laws are written in 

the soul, namely, as the consequences of our preservation and 

of our true welfare")46 does not in itself clarify why these 

principles should be considered truths. 

When pressed by Philalethes, rrheophilus makes some 

attempt to deal with this difficulty. Philalethes agrees 

that all men desire happiness and are HVerse to misery, and 

that these are "the truly innate practical principles," but 

he denies that they are truths. "0/hey are inclinations of 

the soul toward the eood, and not impressions of some truth 

45Ibid., p. 86. 

46Ibid. 



which is written in our understanding.u47 

Theophilus' response is something less than clear. 

First he distinguishes beh1een "felicity" and "joy t 11 

maintaining that it is the latter rather than the former 

that we pursue. J3ut, more importantly and much less clearly, 

he contends that our understanding of our inclination re­

presents a practical truth: 

Our inclination. • • tenctfs/. • • to joy. • • • Now, the 
inclination, expressed by the understanding, passes 
into a precept or nractical truth; and if the inclination 
is innate, the truth is innate also, there being nothing 4f 
in the soul which may not be expressed in the understanding •••• 

Leibniz' argument here is rather nebulous. First of all, 

"known by an instinct" is a somewhat puzzling phrase. Perhaps 

we are naturally inclined to pursue joy and avoid sorrow, but 

this does not in itself constitute a truth. Once we discover. 

that we do indeed pursue joy and avoid sorrow, then we may 

be said to have kno\vlede;e of a certain truth, but it seems 

to be reason, not instinct, that gives us this truth. We 

may very well be instinctively inclined to pursue joy, but 

that does not turn our inclination into ~ truth. 

But moreover, it i'!ould be well if we took careful 

notice here of what it is that we presumably "know" by instinct. 

Although the supposed fnct in that "our i.ncltnation. • • tendffi/ 

47Ibid., p. 37. 

48~. 
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• • .to joy ••• ,".the correGponding practical truth is that 

11 we ought to pursue joy a.nd avoid sorro'~'. 11 (Hy emphasis) 

We may very well be inclined to pursue joy, but such an 

inclination does not constitute knowledge of the truth 

that we ought to pursue it. Indeed, many of the moral 

principles of the nast have put severe restrictions on our 

natural inclinations and prescribed actions contrary to them. 

Thus, it is by no meo.ns cleor here that "if the inclination 

is innate, the truth is innate also." The truth seems to 

entail considerably more than the inclination. 

Leibniz, furthermore, distinguishes innate truths from 

innate principles in a manner that is not entirely satisfac-

tory. Replying to Philalethes' claim that the rules of 

morality need to be proved and thereforP. are not innate, 

Theophilus asserts: 

I agree with you thnt there are moral rules which are 
not innate nrinciules; but that does not prevent them 
from being innate truths, for a derivative truth will 
be innate, supposing that we can draw it from our mind. 
But there are innate truths, which we find in us in two 
ways--by insight and by instinct.49 

Leibniz' answer, however, is not without difficulties. 

In calling rules of morality innate truths rather than innate 

principles, Leibniz makes the matter worse. Rules are not 

truths, but are statements of whnt to do and not to do. The 

spectfic ruJm mentioned, for ox:1mple, "lJo to another only what 

49rbid., p. SR. 
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you would have him do to yourself," is not, strictly 

speakin6, true or false. Rather, it is a command to behave 

in a certain way, end as such it does not have a truth value. 

When Philalethec; finds it disturbing that all men. do 

not seem to follow the "natural laws" which are presumably 

imprinted upon everyone's minds, Theophilus' answer is 

interesting. 'rheophilns orc;ues: 

As morality ••• is more important than arithmetic, 
God has given to man instincts which prompt at once 
and without reasoning to some portion of that which 
reason ordains; just as we walk in obedience to the 
laws of mechanics ~ithout thinkinG of these laws, and 
as we eat, not only because eating is necessary for us, 
but further and much more because it gives us pleasure. 
'But these instincts do not prompt to action in an 
invincible way; the paRsions may resist them, prejudices 
may obscure them, and contrary customs alter them. 
Nevertheless, we agree most frequently with these 
instincts of conscience, and we follow them also when 
stronger impressions do not overcome them.'O 

Apparently, then, we may "breaJ~ 11 the la \'Is that are writ ten 

on our souls and thus do not necessarily always follow them. 

They are guides or inclinotions, and as such do not exert 

complete control over our actions. 

If this be granted, though, one may well wonder about 

the analogies presented by Theophilus in defence of imprinting 

on the soul. '!fhil e r1e m0y en t because it gives us pleasure, 

and yet we mr1y lndcfini toly dr:lay this :1ctivity, i.t is not so 

50 Ibid., pp. (~)- • 
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of mechanics. Horeover, it is even less clear how the 

"walking analogy" can be appropriately employed: surely 

Leibniz does not want to maintain that the laws of mechanics 

are innate in us because we obey (follow?) them in ambulatory 

activities without thinking of them. This would, indeed, be 

a peculiar use of the term 11 instincts, 11 for it would presumably 

follow that not only men, but also dogs, cats, and even spiders 

ure innately endowed vri th an unconscious knowledge (?) of the 

la~s of mechanics. 

Continuing in his belief that man is "naturally led. • • 

to withdraw from vile things," Theophilus asserts: 

I think that you are of my opinion at bottom in regard 
to these natural instincts which tend toward what is 
right and decent; although you will say, perhaps, as 
you have said with regard to the instinct which prompts 
to joy and felicity, that these impressions are not 
innate truths. But I have already replied that every 
feeling is the (perception) of an innate truth, but 
very often confused, as are the experiences of the 
external senses; thus you can distinguish the innate 
truths from the p.atural light (which contains only the 
distinctly knowable), as the genus must be distinguished 
from its species, since the innate truths comprehend 
both the instincts and the natural lip;ht.51 

But in so arguing Leibniz merely obscures the very important 

issue of innate truths. One can, of course, be inclined 

towards what one later discovers to be a truth, but it seems 

peculiar to call an instinct or feeling the "perception of 

an innate truth." Moreover, although there were subsidiary 

5libid., pp. 91-92. 

http:light.51


0 

0 

118 

arguments for the innateness of speculative principles 

(e.g., that we could not have gotten them through the senses, 

nor presumably in G.ny other way), as has been observed pre­

viously, virtually any instinct can now be termed an innate 

truth. As all instincts are not moral ones, it would seem 

that even thumb-sucking and wetting one's bed could be 

construed as innate truths, if, as Leibniz claims, "every 

feeling is the (perception) of an innate truth." (Hy emphasis) 

Leibniz includes the ideo.s of a God and of a future life 

within his conception of what is innate. Like Descartes, he 

does not find it troubling that many people purport~ have no 

idea of God or of his existence, for unlike Locke, he rejects 

the proposition thDt 11 What is not knO\'!TI is not innate. n52 

Indeed, "£vi/hat is innn.tc is not at fir:::t known clearly and 
11 S3 

distinctly as such: often much attention and method is necessary •••• 

And finally, Leibni?;_differs further from Locke in that he 

does not ta};::e universal consent to be a "principle proo f 11 of 

innate truths. It will be remembered that Locke, perhaps 

because he once used universDl consent himself in arguing 

for the innateness of certain moral principles,54 tended to 

52Ibid., p. 91t. 

53Ibid. 

54see Chapter 2 of this work. 
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see universal consent ac; the major argument of innate idea 

theorists. I have arBued in Chapter 2, however, that 

universal consent was more likely seen to be a consequence 

of innateness rather thon a "proof" of it. Consistent with 

this view, Leibniz asserts "For myself, I make use of universal 

consent, not as a principle proof, but as a confirmatory one.55 

55Leibniz, ne,:: Essays, on. cit., p. 96. 
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Part IJI • .So1'!1e 'l.'nrther Considerations 

Chapter 3 of Book I of Lei bniz' Ne','! Essays is primarily 

concerned with "tying up 11 some "loose ends" regarding both 

innate speculative a.nd prnctical principles. Philalethes 

is found to have difficulty with proclr>mations of innateness 

for even what he takes to be the best candidate for such a 

characterization, vi?.., "it is impossible for a thing to be 

and not to be at the some time .. " His problem is that he feels 

one must o.t the SDJnEl time be convinced that the ideas of 

"impossibility11 and "identity" are also innate.56 

Leibniz does not deny this. Indeed, he has Theophilus 

state that it is "necessary" that those who favor this innate 

truth also be convinced that the ideas it embodies be innate. 

Rather than arcuinG for the innateness of certain ideas, 

however, Leibniz merely asserts that 

.[E/he ide.as of 'beinG, 1 of 1 posBihility 1 of 'identity,' 
are so completely innate that they enter into all our 
thoughts and reasonin~s, and I recard them as essential 
to our mind; but I have already s~id that we do not 
always pay them particular attention and that we 
discern them only with time.~~ 

Ideas, then, Like princinles, may be "imprinted on the mind"-­

are no imprinted--nl th0ur~h ·:1e mny not he o.ware of thtr;. 

56Ib"d ~., n. 100. 

5?Ibid. 
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But such imprinting still troubles Philalethes. 

Arguing Locke's position, he is reluctant to yield on the 

point that some truth or idea may be imprinted but not 

consciously known. Thus, he fails to distinguish uncon­

scious knowledge from conscious knowledge: 

If the idea of 'identity' is natural, and 
consequently so evident and so present to ~he mind 
that we ought to recognize it from the cradle, I 
would be pleased to have a child of seven years, 
~nd even a m~n of seventy, tell me whether a mnn 
who is a creature eo sting of body and soul, is the 
same (man) vJhen his body is changed, and whether, 
metempsychosis

5
gupposed, r.;uphorbus would be the same 

as Pythagoras. 

Leibniz' response, perhaps predictably, is that "what is 

natural to us is not known to us as such from the cradle."59 

Moreover, Leibniz asserts that an idea may be known to us 

even though we may not be able to decide every question 

dealing with it. :To doubt in this he is correct. It seems 

unlikely that anyone would want to deny that most people have 

the ideas "animal" and "plant," Rnd yet it is very unlikely 

that more than a fe~ could decide in l cases whether some 

particular or~anism is a plant or an animal. Indeed, scientists 

found it so difficult that one even suggested the positing of 

an intermediate third class, the Protista.60 

58Th! d. 

59Ibid. 

60A suggestion mnde by the German zoologist, Haeckel, in 1866. 
See Roger Stanier, Vich;1cl Doudoroff, and EdW,'lrd Adelberr:, The 
Hicrobial '.'Jorld ('':nr~1f~'.'ll)orl Gliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., l95'7'Y"; p. 5~.:; 

http:protista.60
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Upon further questioning by Philalethes, Theophilus 

asserts that the "truth" that God should be worshipped is 

also innate: 

I believe that the duty of worshipping God declares 
that on occasion you ought to show that you honor him 
beyond every other object, and that this is a necessary 
consequence of the idea of him and of his existence· 
which signifies with me that this truth is innate.bi 

Philalethes, however, is not entirely satisfied with this 

answer. He raicec; two objections: 1) the "atheists seem 

to prove by their example that the idea of God is not innate," 

and 2) entire nations have been discovered where the people 

have no idea whatsoever of God or of the sou1. 62 

Leibniz' response to the first objection is not entirely 

satisfactory, for he merely denies that there are any atheists: 

The late Mr. Fabricius, a celebrated theologian of 
Heidelber~, has made an apology for the human race in 
order to clear it of the imputation of atheism •. He was 
an author of ~reat accuracy, and decidedly above much 
prejudice; I do not, however, pretend to enter into 
this discussion of facts.b) 

Given Leibniz' contention that knowledg8 can be unconscious, 

a more satisfactory answer mi~ht have detailed why atheists, 

61Ibid., p. 102. 
62Ibid. 
63Ihtd., p. 107) •. John l.nwir. Ji'nhrir:iun, l()~?-1(;97, wan 

profem;or or nr0r~l~, ;lJld LIH'Il of pl!l]or.ophy <Hid l:heoJ.ogy, :lt 
Ileidelherg. The tJ.tJ.e of the worlt referred to is Apoloeia 
generis humani contra calumniam atheismi. 
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although they do have unconscious knowledge of God's existence, 

are for some reason or other-perhaps because of very strong 

prejudices--unable to bring forth this knowledge. 

Leibniz' answer to the second objection is perhaps 

more satisfactory and definitely more interesting. While 

he grants that entire peoples have never thought of a supreme 

substance or of the nature of the soul, he argues: 

There are peoples who have no word corresponding to 
the word 'being'; does any one doubt their knowledge 
of what being is, although they seldom think of it in 
the abstract?64 

The argument may seem to have some initial plausibility, but 

the analogy, I think, is dubious. It may be true that people 

can have knowledge of what being is without having a word for 

it, but surely such an ascription would be made only if there 

were strong reasons for inferring the existence of such 

knowledge. Although seemingly more abstract, the case here 

is not unlike that of the ascription of knowledge of the 

principle of contradiction to someone who somehow indicates 

that he does operate according to fuis principle even though 

he may not be able to state it. Hov.rever, the case with 

atheists is different. Unless they may also be said to 

"unconsciously worship" a deity, their behavior usually 

betrays a lack of recognition of a supreme being. 

Thus,one is considerably less justified in attributing an 

idea of God to them than he is an idea of 
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being. 

The lengthy quotation that Leibniz excerpts from Locke's 

Essay, with favorable remarks, does not really clarify matters, 

for the gist of it seems to be that, contrary to reports, 

there simply cannot be ("it appears ••• wholly strange") 

entire nations "so stupid" as not to J:wve an idea of God: 

Men can scarcely avoid having some kind of idea 
of things of which those with whom they converse often 
have occasion to speal'>: tl.nder certain names, and if the 
thing is one which carries with it the idea of excellence, 
of grandeur, or of some extraordinary quality which 
interests in some point and which i_mpresses itself upon 
the mind under the idea of an absolute and irresistible 
power ~~ich none can help fearing, such an idea ought, 
according to all appearances, to m~ke the strongest 
impression and to spread farther than any other, es­
pecially if it iG a.n ioea which accords with the 
simplest insight of ~..9.11, and which flows naturally 
from every part of knowledge. Now such is the idea of 
God, for the brilliant marks of extraordinary wisdom 
and power appeDr so plainly in nll the works of the 
creation, that every rational creature who 'will reflect 
thereupon cannot fail to discover the author of all 
these marvels; and the impression that the discovery 
of such n Beinp; must naturally make upon the souls of 
all those who have once heard him spoken of is so great, 
and carries \'!i th it thougnts of so great weight and so 
adapted to spread themselves in the world, that it appears 
to me wholly stro.nr;e that an entire nation of men can be 
found upon the earth so stupid as to have no idea of God. 
This, I say, seems to me as surprising as to think of men 
who should have no idea of numbers or of fire.65 

Leibniz adds that Locke, "in speaking of the simplest lights of 

reason, which agree with the idea of God, and of that which 

naturally proceeds from it, npnenrs to differ but little from 

65Ib:id., pp. 103-lOlt. 
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my view of innate truths. 66 He says this despite the • • • 

fact that he also remarks that there apparently is a place 

where people have no knowledge of fire.G7 The further 

question as to whether or not, therefore, there just might 

also be a place where the people have no idea of God, is 

left in abeyance. 

Like.Descartes, Leibniz feels that what distinguishes 

innate ideas from other ideas is that the former come from 

within our selves. 'rhus, when Phil~Jletr•cc nt;::~er.b; t11:d: 

there <-•re nany men i{!norant of some very certain propositions, 

Theophilus responds by sayinp; "I admit it; but that does not 

prevent them from being innate--that is to say, does not 

prevent you from being able to find them in yourself."68 

A major difficulty with this answer, of sourse, is that it 

is virtually impossible to show tha.t the particular truths 

66 Ibid., p. lOI+o 

67" ••• concerni.ne this, that it appears to him as strange 
that there may be men without any idea of God, as it would be 
surprising to find men who had no idea of numbers or of fire, 
I will remerk that the inhabitants of the Harian Islands, to 
which has been gtven the nnme of the Q;ueen of Spain, who has 
protected missions there, had no knowled~e of fire when they 
were discovered, as onpears from the narrative which Rev. 
Father Gobien, a F~ench Jesuit, charr.;ed \'Iith the care of 
distant missions, h:1s 11;iven to the publir. anri sent to me." 
(Leibniz, New F~ss;:J G .o cit., p. 104.) Chnrles le Gobien 
(1653-1708, ':tho wnr~ prof(~r;nor or philocc.phy nt 'Pourr:: and 
secretary and procur;1tor of GhincGe mir:si onuries, wrote a 
number of works on the misGions in China. 

68Ibtd., p .. 105. 

http:concerni.ne
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mentioned ("there is G God" and 11 the opnosite angles made 

by the intersection of two straight lines are equal") can 

be found in us. Horeover, many people have certainly doubted 

the assertion that there is a God. 

Theophilus' response to Philalethes 1 next remark, 

concerning the idea of substance, is curious in what it 

fails to mention. Philalethes asserts that it would be 

more "advantar;eous11 if the idea of substance were innate 

rather than the t•!ro truths mentioned above, maintaining 

that we do not have the idea at all bec~use it does not 

come to us through either sensation or reflection. Leibniz, 

making no· reference \':hat so ever to the irrelevance of the 

"advantage" of havint'; such an innate idea, merely states that 

in his opinion "reflection suffices to discover the idea of 

substance within ourselves, who are substances."69 

Leibniz brings ?ook I and the dialo~ue about innate 

ideas to a close with a final discussion about the mind 

ha vine; ideas of Vlhich it is not a•.•rore. Philalethes argues: 

If there are innate ideas in the mind without the 
mind's being actually aware of their presence, they 
must at least be in the memory, whence they must be 
drawn by means of reminiscence--that is to say, be 
knovm, when memory recalls them, as so many perceptions 
which have been in the mind before, unless reminiscence 
can subsist without remini~conce. For this conviction, 
where it ir. nn ini'Jnrrlly c nrb)in one, thnt n r:i VPn i.dea 
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has previously been in our mind, is properly wh~t 
distinguishe~ reminiscence from every other kind 
of thinking. rO 

Although I believe Le:Lbniz can respond quite adequately to 

this argument,7l I do not believe he does as well here as he 

might have. His initial remarks, in fact, I find somewhat 

misleading: 

In order thnt knowledge, ideas, or truths be in our 
mind, it is not necessnry that we have ever actually 
thought of them; they <tre only natural habitudes; i.e. 
dispositions and 8ptitud~s, active and passive, and 
more than a tabula rasa.72 

It seems very odd to call "knowledge," 11 ideas," and 11 truths 11 

dispositions or aptitudes. No doubt what Leibniz means to 

say is that, althouGh we may not have explicitly been aware 

of certain ideas or thought of certain truths, nevertheless 

we are innately inclined to uncover them within ourselves. 

Thus, we are pre-disposed towards certain ideas or truths, 

but these ideas and truths are not themselves dispositions 

or aptitudes. 

I should add, however, that I think Leibniz is quite 

correct when he st er;:· 11 • • • I see ne neces ty which obliges 

us to assert that there remains no trece of a perception when 

there is not enough of it to remind ur::; that v1e have had it. n73 

Again I refer the reo.cler to Part 11 of Ch·1pter II. 

701.2i.Q. 

7l As I hove tij. 0cus8r>d thi t> nrc;umC'n t in some detail in Part II 
of Chapter II of tldr; \'fork, I refer the reader to these previous 
comments. 

72rb·r] 
~· 

73rb·d _L. 
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CHOHSKY AND nn; SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 

In what follovJG there ;;;.re sever'll claims that I wish 

to defend, ones which ho.ve considerable bearing on Chomsky 1 s 

theory of innateness nnd its relationship with sup~osedly 

similar doctrines of the seventeenth century. The twentieth 

century version was first fully presented in Chomsky's Aspects 

of the Theory of Sl:ntax1 in 1965, with the result that not 

only was there much subsequent disagreement regarding the 

clarity of the lin~uistic version of innateness, but also the 

controversy of old was beGun anew. It is not my intention to 

resolve either of these controversies in what follows, but 

rather to indicate how Chomsky 1 s attempt to set the contemporary 

discussion 11 in a somenhat more general and traditional framework, w 

while of considerable interest, has nevertheless precipitated 

much confusion and given rise to numerous objections from 

philosophers. 

The primary claims that I wish to defend in this chapter 

are the following: 

l) Ghomr~ky' ~~ in b;n tionr; in drm-rtnr~ upon r.oven to on th 

century literature remain unclear. 

1Noccm Chomsky, fi.Gnccts of the 'L'hcory of S;zn tax (Cambridge: 
The M.I.T. Press, 1965). 

2Ibid., p .. 47. 

128 
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2) Much of the c1nime~ similarity between Chomsky's 

innateness doctrine on the one hand, and those of 

Descartes and Leibniz on the other, disappears or 

is considerably less impressive as one probes_deeper 

into the specific issues and arGuments underlying 

them. This is exemplified in datail in a discussion 

cantering on the "necessity" of Chomsky 1 s linguistic 

principles. 

3) Although Chomsky's writin~s certainly raise some 

interesting conceptual questions, Chomsky himself 

actually says more of relevance to psychologists and 

linr;uists thc::m to philosophers. 

In defending the above claims I v:ill also take a close look at 

Chomsky' s po tion n.nd precisely ho 1.'! it differs from that of 

behaviorists such ns r~ine and Skinner. 

To bee;in ''fith, it is not al·:rays eac.y to perceive Chomsky 1 s 

precise intentions in drawinr; upon the -l.i terature of the seven-

teenth century in his nresentation of hls own version of innate-

ness. While in !lsuects his avowed intentions are to set the 

discussion in a some'.'Jha t more general and traditional framework, 

even in this early vtork attempts to force rationalist talk of 

innate ideas and principles into the fr~mework of a discussion 

of innate mcch_::nir:.!.n .. Q :-1rc in cvirlcncc: 

rrhe rntion~1li:-jt nnnro::~ch holds thal: beyonr3 the peripheral 
processin~ meclianioms, there are innate ideas and principles 
of various kinds that determine tha form of the acquired 
knowledp;e in 1'Jh:-:1t mny be a rnther restrif:tecl and highly 
organized \'WY. A condition for in:1ate mechanisms to become 
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activated 1.• c· ,, that appropriate stimulation be presented.3 

And some years L ter in the paper entitled "Recent Contribu­

tions to the Theory of Innate Idcan," Chomcky argues similarly: 

I h:1ve co.id nothing explid t Lo I'.Jr <Jbout the doctrine 
that there <Jre innate ideaD and innvte principles of 
various kinds that determine the character of what can 
be known in what may be a rather restricted and highly 
organized way. In the traditional view a condition for 
these innate mechanisms to become activated is that 
appropriate ~timulation must be presented.4 

In all f~irness to Chomsky I believe he probably sees little 

difference betwec:n innate "mechanisms," "cchematisms," "structures, 11 

"principles. 11 5 1 thinl;;: the philo:c~opher will, however, find this 

rather disconcerting, for these terms have various connotations 

and, strictly speaking, are not interchangeable. To take just 

two examples: 1) 11mechanism," I think, tends to suggest a physical 

or biological structure, particularly given Chomsky 1 s lack of 

support of Carte;·ian mentalism; 6 

-···----
3 

Chomsky, ![>pects, op. cit., p. 48. 
4chomsky, "Uecent Contributions to the Theory of Innate Ideas," 

reprinted in J .R. Searle, '1'he Philosophy of Language (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1971), p. 1?7. 

5some critic;s go so far as to cpeak of Chomsky' s "promiscuous" 
use of these terr.1s and several others. See, for example, Jonathan 
Barnes, "llr. I.ocLe' s Dar.11nc.; f.lotion, •· The Philosophical Quarterly, 
Vol. 22, No. 88, July, 1972, p. ?.07. But also see Chomsky, 
Reflections on L<•nguage (Ne\'/ York: Random House, Inc., 1975), 
pp. 219f for Chonsky's reply. 

6Altllough Chomsky does describe himself as a "mentalist" 
(~om~ say so~ewh~~ mislea~ingly--see, for example, John Lyons, 
Chomsky (Lonc.on: Jm. Coll1ns &~ Co., Ltd., 1970), p. 108), he has 
explicitly rejected Curtesinn mentalism in print as well as in 
personal correspGndence relating to this chapter. With regard to 
the former, see especially Chomsky, Lan.R;uage and Mind (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and ~orld, Inc., 1968), p. 83. 

http:Coll1.ns
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''principles" (and "ideas") do not; 2) talk of "principles" 

(and "ideas") fits naturally into a discussion of innate 

knowledge, \'Jhereas talk of "mechanisms" does not. Horeover, 

frequent references to i)escartes and Leibniz, among others, 

leads one to suppose, naturally enough, that these philosophers 

have not only dealt with the same issne that interests Chomsky, 

but that their particular doctrines are, at least in retrospect, 

significantly similar. I hope to show that much of this 

similarity is verbal rather than substantive. 

Cart·esian L_in.ry.isti~, \'!i th its considerable emphasis on 

Humboldt rather thu.n on the more familio.r rationalists of 

philosophy, may seem to run counter to this inference. In 

discussing the aptne[3S of the term "Cartesian linguistics, 11 

Chomsky notes that there may be objections on several grounds: 

first, the developments in linguistic t;1eory have roots in 

earlier linguistic work; second, some of the most active 

contributors would have regarded themselves as opposed to 

Cartesian doctrine; third, Descartes himself devoted little 

time to languaf':e, his fert remarks beinc; subject to various 

interpretations. 7 But despite these objections, which 

Chomsky acknowledges to have some force, he believes that 

••• there is, in the period under review here, a coherent 

7Chomr;;ky, C::lrtq.r.).::_n_j.inr"uj.r;tics (IIe·.•r York: !Jnrper and Row, 
Publishers, l9bt0, p. 2. 
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and fruitful develonment of a body of ideas and conclusions 
regarding the nature of language in association with a 
certain theory of mind and that this development can be 
regarded as an outr:rowth of the Cqrte an revolution. In 
any event, the c:>ptness of the term a matter of little 
interest. The important problem is to determine the exact 
nature of the "c tal of ideas" accumulated in the pre­
modern period, to evaluate the contemporary significance of 
this contribution, and to find wg:vs to exploit it for 
advancing the study of language. 

More explicitly, Chomsky is using the term "Cartesian" to refer to 

••• ~eople who were, as we can see in retrospect, contri­
buting to a certain "capital of ideas" that develop a 
number of themes which--again in retrospect--vie can see 
as havin~ a certain unity. I would defend this as a 
perfectly legitimate practice, quite distinct from the 
equally legitimate prt:J.ctice of exrounding the views of 
Descartes, Cordemoy, Humboldt, Arnauld, and others, as 
they themselves understood what they were doing. It is 
only necessary to be clear about \':hat we are up to, and 
I did try to make this quite clear in the introductory 
passages to CL &artesian Line;uisti.cg7 •••• 9 

To be sure, this seems to be "perfectly legitimate practice," 

but at other times Chomsky's references to earlier writers do not 

reflect this approach. In another of his works, for example, 

presented only one year later and devoted specifically to a 

discussion of innate i , Chomsky ber;tns by saying: 

I THINK that it will be useful to senarate two issues 
in the discussion of our Dresent topic--o~e is the issue 
of historical interpretation, namely, what in fact was 
the content of the clas cnl doctrine of innate ideas, 
let us say, in Descartes and I.eibniz; the second is the 
substantive issue, namely, in the light of the information 
presently available, what can we s3y about the prerequisites 
for the Bcquisi tion of knowledgc--·.•1hat can we postulate 
regardinr: th c p;;ycholor:t c r1lly !'l__I2l'j ori. TJrinci pl es thnt 

81.:Q.:bi., pp. 2-3. 

9chomsky, personal correspondenc8. 
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determine the character of learning and the nature of 
what is acquired. 

'l'hc::H; nre i n:lcw:nc!ent issues; each is interesting in 
its owB right, and I will have a few things to say about 
each.l 

Chomsky, then, does have both Descartes and Leibniz in mind 

when he speaks of the "classical doctrine of innate ideas." 

But moreover, immediately afterwards Chomsky asserts, admittedly 

with a warning that the historical and substantive issues must 

be kept separate: "'v'lh.::1t I would like to sugtjest is that contem­

porary research supports a theory of psychological a priori 

principles that bears a striking resemblance to the classical 

doctrine of innate ide<ls."11 (Hy emphasis) Chomsky apparently 

does not intend this suggestion to be taken lightly. In 

.conclusion, after sketching his own position and making a brief 

reference to.some selected remarks of Descartes and Leibniz, he 

again asserts: 

It seems to me that the conclusions regarding the 
nature of language-acquisition, discussed above, are 
fully in accord with the doctrine of innate ideas, so 
understood, and can be regarded as providing a kind of 2 substantiation and further development of this doctrine. 1 

It is hardly surprising, then, to find philosophers 

objecting when they see the differences between contemporary 

10chomsky, "Recent Contributions to. the Theory of Innate 
Ideas," in J.R. Senrle, op. cit., p. 121. 

11 Ibid. 
12Ibid., p. 128. 
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versions of innateness and those of the ratlonalists to be 

as impressive as the similarities. To some extent, of course, 

what is involved is a historical issue, but surely this is 

not all. With numerous references to the historical doctrine 

and direct quotations from Descartes and Leibniz, a number of 

phil6sophers have, as might be surmised, expected to find 

clarification of the new version of innateness in the works 

of these seventeenth-century figures. In a Philosophical 

Review article comparing and contrasting the old and new 

theories of innateness, for example, David Cooper writes: 

I am not suggesting that Chomsky's account of 
language acquisition loses interest once its lack of 
similarity with older doctrines is highliGhted. It is 
valuable to examine the relationship between old and new 
hypotheses, ••• and not for purely historical reasons 
alone. For Chomsky CJ.nd Katz, in their exposition of their 
own hypothesis, rely heavily on the reader being able to 
fill out their rather sl~etchy remarks on innateness throur;h 
his acquaintance '''i th the r<J.tionalist tradition. If it 
turns out that there is little resemblance to this older 
tradition, the reader is not going to be helped, and may 
be hindered, by reading into the new theory doctrines 
that belong to a cmi te different body of thought. Further, 
seventeenth-century discussions of innateness were -paradig­
matically philosophical, and if we assume Chomsky is merely 
resurrecting those discussions we shall also assume that the 
issues which concern him are essentially philosophical. But 
once the affinity is seen to be illusory, it might turn out 
that there is little of philosophical contention contained in 
Chomsky's doctrine--no more, per£c:tps, than in Lorenz' account 
of innate 'imprinting' behavior. J 

The relationship, then, of enrly rationalist work to Chomsky's 

version of :i.nnatcncr.r; i.{~, T l:tlinl{, unclear. 'Nhnt in clenr is 

l3David Cooper, "InnD tcness: Old and He·:,," The Philosophic;Jl 
Review, LXXXI, 4, October, 1972, p. 466. 
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that philosophers find themselves baffled when, after numerous 

references to the various seventeenth-century theories of 

innateness, they observe Chomsky stating that "no more is at 

stake than a decision to apply the term 'knowledge' in a rather 

obscure area.rr14 The writings of Cooper also reflect this 

bewilderment: 

••• chomsky is, at various points, anxious to defend 
uescartes and Leibniz against the Lockean 'caricature'--
in his replies to some of Goodman•s·criticisms, for 
example, which, he says, suffer 'first from an historical 
misunderstanding.•l5 Surely it is a most peculiar tactic 
to spend time seeking affinity with earlier writers, 
defending them against critics, and then to turn around 

16 and say little is at stake in their being correct or not. 

Accordingly, one is likely to be misled if he examines the 

work of Descartes and Leibniz and hopes thereby to achieve a 

greater understanding of the 11 rc::~tionalist" cast of contemporary 

theories of innateness. But he is easily misled in another 

vvay as well. Although chomsky speaks of "mechanisms" more 

often than he does of 11ideas11 when referring to what it is that 

is innate in his theory, he apparently is not averse to associat­

ing the two. Indeed, the title of his paper dealing primarily 

with innateness is nRecent Contributions to the Theory of Innate 

Ideas." (Hy emphasis) It is little wonder that philosophers 

become confused trying to relate the talk of innate mechanisms 

and that of innate ideas, despite Chomsky's urging that the 

14John Lyons, op. cit., pp. 113-114, footnote ~2. 
15 . 

l;homsky, Language and r·!Jind (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
World, Inc., 1968), p. 70. 

1 6 . t 4rJO - cooper, on. c1 ., p. , • 
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historical issue is separate from the substantive one. 

Goodman, for exnmple, distinguishing himself as one of 

the "misled," are;ues that "innate ideas" ultimately turn out 

to be neither innate nor ideas, 17 a position which gains its 

plausibility by the stipul2tion that the phrase has only one 

very narrow meaning and by a failure to note its various 

connotations in seventeenth-century literature. Since it is 

unlikely that Goodman has failed to note such connotations, 

one may, I think, regard his remarks as a plea for usage that 

would not be so immediately imflammatory. Indeed, in a dialogue 

written by Goodman, Goodman's "stand-in," Anticus, ·asserts 

" ••• why all the effort at historical justification? And why, 

after admitting the term is controversial and claiming it is 

unnecessary, do these people go on using it? 111 8 With this 

position I have some sympathy, for, given the phrase's potential 

for misinterpretation, undoubtedly an inordinate amount of time 

has been spent merely in attempts to insure that all are using 

"innate ideas" in similar fashion. To tDke what I believe to be 

a somewhat parallel case, were one to construct a new economic 

theory that he wanted to popularize in the ;.'/estern world, it 

would seem wise, maybe even just common sense, not to use the 

17see Nclnon rJoo<lmnn, "'Pile f·:pistcmolor:tc.<J.l Argument, 11 .. 

reprlnted in J. R. Senrl c, 'l'he Philosophy of Lone;uat~e (London: 
Oxford University Presn, 1971), pp. 143-144. 

18rbid., p. ll{lj,. 
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term "communism" in referring to it, no matter .h.Q!! great 

the resemblance to this much-maligned doctrine. 

Given that Chomsky does assert that the historical 

issue should be kept ceparate, it is all the more curious,. 

if he does not want his vers.ion of innatenecs understood 

to be similar to that of Descartes or Leibniz, that he draws 

parallels between his "mechanisms" and the "innate ideas" of 

the rationalists, or, more accurately, Descartes. Locke's 

usage, after all, seems more precise, for he explicitly disting­

uishes between ideas and principles, 19 and thus the potentially 

controversial term "innate ide,as" can be avoided. Chomsky does, 

after all, subscribe to an interpretation of Locke's views as 

rationalistic. 

Be that as it may, Chomsky did choose to draw parallels 

betrJeen his 11mechanisms 11 and the "innate ideas" of Descartes, 

even though he does not wish to be heldrecponsible for 

defending certain other intertwined Cartecion views. That e.].l 

"innate ideas11 are solely 11 mental phenomen<'l," for example, in 

that they can be (indeed, must be) posited independent -of a 

physical bearer, is good Cartesianism but poor Chomskyism. 

Even if there should be a certv.in amount of arbitrariness as to 

l9:3ce tTOhn T.oc:l-: 1:, !'IJl Ji::.:..!I:..L Cqnr.crn:l...ru:Jl!.Lmnn Undcrntnndln 1 ~, 
collntcrl ond mmotn b·d b.'/ 1\. c. Vrnr;cr ( !Iow York: Dover Publicv t-. 
ions, Inc., 1894), Book I, Chapter 3, p. 9?. 
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whether or not a particular explanation is termed "mental" or 

"physical,"20 it does seem that in the contemporary controversy 

innate ideas are not to be thought of as entities ultimately 

independent of physical substance. Accordingly, the greater the 

emphasis that one places on this divergence of views the less 

he is inclined to see contemporary innatism as dealing vli th 

problems of a philosophical nature, and, in particular, with 
21 the problems and concerns of the seventeenth century. 

In any event, Chomsky seems more concerned with "principles" 

(though, of course, not exclusively) than nith "ideas." When i1e 

speaks of innateness he is usually referring to underlying 

linguistic principles. These principles are supposedly evident 

from a study of the failure of the empiricist model, in any of 

its various forms, to expla.i.n acquisition of a first language. 

It should be kept in mind, however, that the question of whether 

or not empiricism adequately explains the output of a "passive" 

language acquisition device is itself an emydrical issue, though 

Chomsky feels the evidence is already on the side of the ration-

20see Chomsky, L,anp:;uage and Hind (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, Inc., 1968), :p. 84. Chomsky does not say this 
explicitly, but it seems to me that it is implied by his remarks. 

21For a stressing of the divergenceri rather than the 
similarities that exlnt between Chomnky' s version of innatencnr; 
and that of older thr)0ri r~r:, r>cc Dnvid f!ooper, "Innn.tcnenn: OJ d 
and New," rflhe 1'h:ilor:oph) . .£:d. Hcv:lcw, LXXXI, October, 19'12, 
pp. 465-48.). 
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alist. Unlike arguments pointing to the astronomical number 

of sentences a fluent speoker understands and the subsequent 

phenomenal or empirically impossible task of correlating 

these to sentences he has previously encountered, 22 Chomsky's 

contention, as vre have seen, is that contemporary empiricist 

models are theoretically incapable of dealing with even the 

data that is presently available because of certain a priori 

prejudices which they contain. 

The principles that ore innate, then, are those whose 

acquisition can not be explained by simple reference to the 

data available to the language-learner (that is, the words 

and sentences he hears spoken around him), but whose use is 

supposedly evident from a comparison of this initial data with 

what the speaker-hearer must be presumed to know to be able to 

speak and understand a language. A problem that neither the 

rationalist nor the empiricist has been able to resolve thus 

far results from the "creativity of language," that is, "the 

speaker's ability to nrocluce ne\'! sentences, sentences that are 

immediately understood by other speakers although they bear no 

physical resemblance to centences which are 'familiar.• 1123 

By use of this term Chomcky '.'!ishes to convey three distinct 

aspects of the normal uc;e of language, namely that it is not 

22see Jerrold K<1tz, ~rhe Philosoph;y of Language (New York: 
Harper and Ron, Publisherc, 1966), pp. 260-261. 

23chomsky, Topics jd)._Jll..£. Theor~ o.f .. Generative Uro.mmar 
(The Hague: Houton ::nd Compnny, 19b~, p. ll. 
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only 1) innovative (in the sense that much of what we say and 

hear is entirely ner1 to us) and potentially infinite, and 

2) ·free from the control of detectable stimulit external or 

internal, but that it is nlso 3) coherent and 11 appropriate 

to the situation. 11 'rhe third of these properties can not be 

explained by any contemporary theories, but the empiricist 

model is not capable of de•1ling with even th1 fir:::;t two. 

Furthermore, the overnll problem of explaining how it is that 

a human being can use language in a creative wey is a serious 

one that "cannot be talked out of existence by invoking 'habit' 

or 'conditioning' or 'natural selection.• 1124 

We are all, then, cn11able of understanding and speaking an 

infinite number of sentences that ne have never before encountere1, 

and this is because 1'/e utilize certain principles that alloVJ us 

to go well beyond the meagre empirical data \'J'i th which we have 

come in contact. 25 These principles cannot. be d·eri ved solely 

from the data avoilo.ble to the language learner, but instead 

are utilized as the result of a rather specific innate mechanj.sm 

being activated by the presentation of the data. 11 In studying 

the actual character of leHrning, linguistic or otherwise, it is 

24chomsky, L<mr;twr:e--il,ll..O 11ind 1 on, cit., pp. 10-11. 

25Ihi.rl·, p. 0~. l·lnrPnV~Jr, Ghomr.ky be.U nven thn 11 ovtdenGc 11 

(data) in very dcrT:(mcr:11;e ·i. n flllnli t.v ru1 well. ;;e" Chomsky, 
"Recent Contribut:tonr3 to ~he 'l'hcory of Innate Ideas," reprinted 
in J • R. Sear 1 e , on • c it • , p • 12 5 • 
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of course necessary to distinguish carefully between these 

two Dtnctions of external data--the function of initiating or 

facilitating the operation of innate mechanisms and the function 

of determining in part the rlirection that learning will take. 1126 

And furthermore: 

The re.tionalist approach holds that beyond the peripheral 
processinG mechanj_nms, there l'J.re innate ideas and princip1.er~ 
of various kinds that determine the form of the acquired 
knowledge in what mey be a rather restricted and highly 
brganized way. A condition for innate mechani~ms to begume 
activated is that appropriate stimulation be presented.~/ 

Whil~ Chomsky then goes on to assert that the writings of 

Descartes and Leibniz exemplify this approach,28 it is important 

to note that much of the similarity of Chomsky's approach and 

that of these rationvlists concerns a general theory of mind 

rather than specific arguments for innate ideas or principles. 

Descartes, for exempJ.e, in the relevant passage quoted by 

Chomsky is concerned \':i th the interaction of mind and body 

after he has posited these h1o as quite distinct substances: 

••• any man who ri~htly observes the limitations of the 
senses, and what :precisely it is that can penetrate 
through this medium to our faculty of thinking must 
needs admit that no ideas of things, in the shape in 
which we envisr:u;e them by thought, are presented to us 
by the senses. So much so that in our ideas there is 
nothing which was not innate in the mind, or faculty 
of thinking, except only these circumstances which point 
to experience--the fact, for instance, that we judge 
that this or thtit idc.•, ·::hich we now have present to our 

2GChomsky, Asnoctc, .Qp, cit., p. 3lt. 

27Ibid., p. ltf3. 

28Ibid., pp. !18- 50. 
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thought, is to be referred to a certain extraneous thing, 
not that these extraneous things transmitted the ideos 
themselves to our minds through the ore;ans of sense, but 
because they transmitted something which gave the mind 
occasion to form these ideas,by means of an innate 
faculty, at this time rather than at another. For nothing 
reaches our mind from external objects through the organs 
of sense beyond certnin corporeal movements ••• but even 
these movements, and the figures which arise from them, 
are not conceived by us in the shape they assume in the 
organs of sense.... Hence it follows that the ideas of 
the movements and figures are themselves innate in us. 
So much the more must the ideas of pain, colour, sound 
and the like be innate, that our mind may, on occ.asion of 
certain corporeal movements, envisage these ideas,_ for 
they have no likeness to the corporeal movements.~9 

And, Chomsky notes, for Descartes necessary principles such as 

that things equal to the same thing are equal to each other, . 

are similarly innate because they cannot arise from 11 particular 

movements." In reply ·to Regius, Descartes says: 

Could anything be imDgined more preposterous than thPt 
all common notions which nre inherent in our mind should 
arise from these movements, and should be incapable of 
existing without them? I should like our friend to 
instruct me as to r:hat corporeal movement it is which 
can form in our mind any common notion, e.g. the notion 
that 'things which are eoual to the same thing are egual 
to one another,' or any other he nleases; for all these 
movements are p::trticuLlr, but notions ore uni versal_having 
no affinity with movements and no relation to them.~ 

But, again this is a matter of concern for Descartes because of 

his dualistic metaphysics; however, as was noted earlier in thic 

29Descartes, "Notet:; d.irected ego.inst a certain Programm-:;," 
collected in Eli7.:lbnth ;j. HD1d:me ond G.R.T. Ross, The Philor;opL:i.cnl 
i'lorks of Dcncr;rt_9_Q (J.onrlon: Cnmbridr;e Untvurnity PresDt 19G8), 
Vol. I, pp. hl+?-1.~1,). (Hy cmphaoio) (AT, VI1l, 35~-359J 

30ibid., p. 4lt·~;. (AT, VIII, 359) 
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chapter, it is lhiQ ect of Cartesianism that Chomsky does 

not wish to support. Chomsky can, and does, stress the 

similarity of his approach and that of the seventeenth 

century, but significant divergences in viev! are no less 

in evidence. 

"Necessary truths," in particular, are the occasion of 

a further disparity. For I.eibniz, the main problem to be 

resolved centers on the 11 fact" that one can not obtain· 

universal necessity from p8rticular instances. As a conse-

quence Leibniz argued that necessary truths are innate: 

The senses, aJ though necessary 'for all our actual 
knowledge, are not sufficient to give it all to us, 
since the senses never .r;ive us anythinr; but examples, 
i.e., particulDr or individual truths. Now all the 
examples \'lhich confirm a. general truth, Vlhatever their 
number, do not suffice to establj_sh the universal 
necessity of thot same truth •••• )l 

Chomsky can, of course, claim that he is extending the ration­

alist approach to language learning, but considering the vastly 

different motivations, one may well wonder if it wouldn't be 

better to ignore YJhatever superficial similarities may exist, 

leaving untouched the unending philosophical controversy of the 

seventeenth century. 

It is important at this point, I believe, to reflect 

further on the rat_ionalist a:!"lproach to note a radical departure 

by Chomsky from the r;onl ;; of thn.t period. It acorns tiwt much 

3lGottfried J,eibni7., Em·, Ji:ssa~s Concerning Human Understandj n~~ 
translated by Alfred Lanc;ley (Hework: 'ffie HacNillan Company, 189 ) , 
p. 43. 
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of the motivation for the introduction of innate ideas is the 

resolution of a specific epistemological problem, viz., how is 

it that we ~ certain principles to be true even though we 

have never learned them in the customary way? We might be 

taught the law of contradiction, for example, but there is a 

very real sense in which we knew the law all along and only 

learned a way of, perhaps, symbolically representing this 

knowledge. This was Leibniz' position: the native "knows" 

the law of contradiction in the sense that he operates 

according to this principle throughout his life, but he may 

never be able to express or even recognize .,.,(p • .,.p) unless he 

encounters someone knowledgeable in Symbolic Logic.32 But 

the law of contradiction is a "necessary truth" and one that 

everyone knows, thour;h he may very well not be aware of this.· 

Chomsky's version of innateness is significantly differ­

ent. We have seen that Chomsky believes that every language 

user utilizes certain non-empiricnl grammatlc:Jl rules and 

that this explains his ability to learn to speak and to 

understand his initial langua~e even though his contact with 

32Lei bniz, ~ cit., C1F1pter I, pp. 64-85. 
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it may be minimal indeed • .J..J However, while there is a sense 

in which we speak of knowing rules, whether these be those 

associated with games or, as here, with certain linguistic 

skills, we do not generally think of rules as "truths. 11 

In fact, we are more likely to speak of a rnle in terms 

of its being 11 correct 11 or "incorrect." Thus, one who is 

learning chess might ponder whether or not he can move his 

bishop forward or back,:mrd along the file in which it· is 

located, and in response to his inquiry we might answer 

"Ho, that is not the correct move--in chesG, the bishop can 

only move on the diagonal. 11 ··,'Je might even assert, in the 

event that llQ game employs it, that our beginner's query 

concerns something which is .!lQ. rule at all--that is, there 

is no rule that allows for the movement of one's bishop in 

a file. Vle would not, however, say that a certain ~ is 

false, though we might, of course, claim that it is false 

that a particular rule is such-and-such. 

33In speekinr; of "minimal contact, 11 it should be borne in 
mind that it is the meagreness of the data, and not the ease 
(short time) with which one learns his native tongue, that is 
most significant, though both have been mentioned in this 
context. In particular, see Hilary Putnam, 11The 'Innateness 
Hypothesis' and P.xplanatory l·Todels in Linguistics, 11 reprinted 
in J .R. 0earle, The Philonophy of T.<3nr;uage (T,ondon: Oxford 
University Press, l9'll), pp. 130-139, nnd rhomsky 1 s reply in 
a paper entitled 0 Linr~ul.::l:i,;:~ nnd Ph:llor>oplly," collected in 
Sidney Hook ( cd:i.tor), L<lnc;tw[~e rmd Philoi~or'.l!:! (Hew York: 
New York University PreoG, 1969), p. 79. 
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There is, then, 8. certain arbitrariness and relativism 

about rules thot is not to be found among \'.'hat is perhaps 

best described as "loc;ical principles.u34 Rules can be 

thanged, and a rule that was at one time utilized can be 

dropped and suddenly become inapplicable. 'Je can, of course, 

change our minds about the truth or falsehood of a certain 

proposition, but there j_s a sense in which this is not merely 

a choice dependent upon our aims and desires. At one .time it 

was a rule of baseball that a ball caught on one bounce was 

an 11out, 11 but vlith thr: introduction of better equipment and 

the development of more skillful players, this rule was 

dropped (or changed.) Ijogical principles are not subject 

to such intentional changes. 

· ','lhile it must be admitted that there is a sense in which 

Chomsky's linguistic rules cannot be changed and are not 

depenclent upon our choices (viz., with proper stimulation, 

they develop in nll humon beings),~ type of "necessity" 

is vastly different from that acsociated with certain logical 

principles (e.g., thot thin.r;s which are equal to the same 

thing are equal to one another) that were the concern of 

34r am eRpecially indebted to Charles Travis (Department 
of Philosphy, 'rhe Univerni ty of Calr;ary), who used thts phrnne 
in correspondence, and, in ~o doin~, helped me to cl~rify thin 
point nt n time ':then I ncrcrd v0d it nornC\'Ih:lt ohccurcly. 
Logical principles nre to be contrasted with Chowsky's 
"psychological principleD." 
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seventeenth-century rationalists. Indeed, it is contingency 

rather than necessity that characterizes Chomsky's psychological 

principles. In contrasting rules with laws of nature, Chomsky 

claims that if his theorizing is correct, these rules "are 

constructed by the mind in the course of acquisition of 

knowledge, u35 but that "they can be violated, n such dep.arture 

often times being an effective literary device.36 One does 

not "violate" a logical truth. It is thus only by equivo­

cating on the term "necessity" that Chomsky can claim that 

his psychological principles and the logical principles of 

the rationalists are both necessary principles.37 

That Chomsky should ignore important differences between 

logical principles and psychological principles should not be 

particularly surprising. Roy Edgley noted some time ago that 

"Chomsky talks of both innate knowledge and innate structure 

indifferently.u38 What Hume•s Empiricism forbids him to allow 

is D£1 that certain principles of induction can be ascribed to 

35Noam Chomsky, Problems of Knowledge and Freedom (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1971), p. 32. 

36Ibid -· 
37For more on this, see Cooper, op. cit., pp. 474-476. 

38Roy Edgley, "Innate Ideas," in G.N.A. Vesey (editor), 
Knowledge and Necessity (London, 1970), Royal Institute of 
Philosophy Lectures, Vol. 3, p. 27. 
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people, but that "such principles should be innately known 

to be true; they are at most beliefs •••• u39 "To the extent 

that Chomsky treats his ascription of these principles as a 

matter of psychology ••• his position on this matter differs 

from Hume 1 s only in degree.n4° 

It is not, of course, mandatory that what the speaker­

hearer knows be a "truth," for knowledge of a certain principle, 

even if "tacit," may be all that is needed to explain language 

acquisition. But it 12 important to nde that the problem which 

innate psychological principles are held.to resolve is not the 

problem with which the rationalists of the seventeenth century 

were so concerned. It has, nevertheless, been claimed by some 

that the tentative conclusions of contemporary language theory 

have relevance for the historical controversy.4l In light of 

the above, this seems dubious in the case of innate ideas. 

Chomsky aroused philosophers, as noted earlier, by his 

espousal (at least by implication) of the Cartesian doctrine 

that certain of our ideas are innate. Much confusion has 

resulted from Chomsky's associating himself with this term, 

and this confusion was fostered even further by his claims 

regarding the relevance of seventeenth-century literature to 

39Ibid -· 
40ibid -· 
41see Katz, on. cit., p. 186 and pp. 240-282. 
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his more sophisticated theory. I have, furthermore, argued 

that although discussion of "innate mechanisms" may be less 

controversial, it also tends to be of less philosophical signi­

ficance. This is seen most clearly by examining some of 

Chomsky's more recent statements. 

In the Russell Lectures, for example, Chomsky speaks 

of the interplay of "innate mechanisms, genetically determined 

maturational processes, and interaction with the social and 

physical environment.u42 Apparently agreeing with the biologist 

Jacques Monad, · Chomsky notes that he believes ·n!J.t7 is quite 

.reasonable to suppose that specific principles of language 

structure are a biological given, at the present stage of 

human evolution,u43 Further, says Chomsky, "Knowledge of 

language results from the interplay of initially given 

structures of mind, maturational processes, and interaction 

with the environment,n44 Such a view has precedence in an 

earlier work by another biologist for whom Chomsky wrote a 

lengthy appendix. Lenneberg, in a section entitled "Innate 

Hechanisms," similarly links innateness \vith biological 

constitution: 

At present, biology does no more than to discover how 
various forms are innately constituted, and this includes 
descriptions of a creature's reactions to environmental 

42chomsky, Problems of Know·ledge and Freedoms op. cit., 
p. 21. 

43rbid,, p. 10. 
44Ibid,, p. 23. 
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forces. Research into these reactions does not eventually 
free us from the postulation of innate features but merely 
elucidates the exact nature of innate constitutions. The 
discovery and description of innate mechanisms is a 
thoroughly empirical procedure and is an integral part of 
modern scientific inquiry.45 

But who opposes this position? Even Quine, long considered 

an opponent of Chomsky's theories regarding language acquisition, 

holds that innateness is not contradictory vdth his conception 

of behaviorism, which trsees nothing incongenial in the appeal to 

innate dispositions to overt behavior, innate readiness for 

language-learning.u46 Perhaps even more to the point, Quine 

asserts, "The linguist has little choice but to be a behaviorist 

at least gua linguist; and, like any behaviorist, he is bound 

to lay great weight upon innate endowments."47 Furthermore, 

says Quine: 

••• the behaviorist is knovdngly and cheerfully up to his 
neck in innate mechanisms of learning-readiness. The very 
reinforcement and extinction of responses, so central to 
behaviorism, depends on prior inequalities in the subject's 
qualitative spacing, so to speak, of stimulations. If the 
subject is rewarded for responding in a certain way to one 
stimulation, and punished for thus responding to another 
stimulation, then his responding in the same way to a 
third stimulation reflects an inequality in his qualitative 
spacing of the three stimulations; the third must resemble 
the first more than the second. Since each learned response 
presupposes some such prior inequalities, some such inequal-

45Eric Lenneberg, Biological Foundations of Language (New 
York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 196?), p. 393. 

46w.v. Quine, "Linguistics and Philosophy,u in Sidney Hook 
(editor), LanPiJ.!age and Philosoph;x (New York: New York University 
Press, 1969), p. 98. 

47w. V. Quine, "To Chomsky," in S;ynthes.~ 19 (1968-69), p. 2?8. 
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ities must be unlearned; hence innate. Innate biases and 
dispositions are the cornerstone of behaviorism, and have 
been studied by behaviorists • 

••• This qualitative spacing of stimulations must there­
fore be recognized as an innate structure needed in account­
ing for any learning, and hence, in particular, language­
learning. Unquestionably much additional innate structure 
is needed, too, to account for language-learning.4B 

Skinner, moreover, while probably taking as strong a behavior­

istic stand as anyone, not only allows for innateness in the 

form of genetic endowment, but also believes that such endowment 

is idiosyncratic. Thus, in Science and Human Behavior, he writes: 

Behavior requires a behaving organism which is the product 
of a gene~ic process. Gross differences in the behavior 
of different species shov1 that the genetic constitution, 
whether observed in the body structure of the indiyidual 
or inferred from a genetic history, is important.4~ 

And, much more recently, Skinner asserts: "A child is born a 

member of the human species, v.rith a genetic endovnnent showing 

many idiosyncratic features, and he begins at once to acquire 

a repertoire of behavior under the contingencies of reinforce­

ment to which he is exposed as an individual.u50 If !..!:!!2 is all 

that contemporary rationalists claim, then there would seem to 

be no major point of contention and little room for controversy. 

And yet disagreement abounds. 

I must hasten to add here that I am not maintaining that Chomsk 

48Quine, "Linguistics and Philosophy," in Sidney Hook, op. cit. 
pp. 95-96. 

49B.F. Skinner, Science and Human Behavior (New York: The Free 
Press, 1953), p. 26. 

50
B.F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity (New York: Bantam 

Books, Inc., 1972)~ p. 121. 
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overall position is no different from that of Quine or 

Skinner, Chomsky seems to think that much of the difference 

lies in the specificity that he and these critics are willing 

to attribute to innate ideas and principles, He notes,51 for 

example, that Quine is apparently willing to credit the child 

with an innate "quality space":52 we have just seen that Quine 

will go even further, asserting that "Unquestionably much 

additional innate ~tructure is needed, too, to account for 

language-learning,n53 Chomsky writes: 

The rationalist approach holds that beyond the peripheral 
processing mechanisms, there are innate ideas and principles 
of various kinds that determine the form of the acquired 
knowledge in what may be a rather restricted and highly 
organized way,54 

There may, perhaps, be some substance to this claim, but it is 

.interesting to note that this appears to be an empirical question 

rather than a philosophical one, If it is the contention of 

Quine and Skinner, as it does many times seem to be, that we 

can know a priori that there simply cannot be innate mechanisms 

with the specificity designated by Chomsky, then I believe the 

5lchomsky, Aspects, op, cit,, p, 47. 

52w.v. Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge: The M,I,T, Press, 
1960), pp. 83ff, 

53w,v, Quine, "Linguistics and Philosophy," in Sidney Hook, 
op. cit,, p. 96. 

54chomsky, Aspects, op. cit., p, 48, 
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latter rather than his critics has the stronger position in 

this regard.55 

55chomsky has, in print as well as in personal correspondence 
regarding this chapter, argued that Quine has abandoned his earlier 
views of Word and Object. As I do not want .to discuss this aspect 
of the issue here, I will merely refer the reader to Chapter 4 of 
Chomsky's Reflections on Language (New York: Random House, Inc., 
1975), and also state Chomsky's view relative to this chapter: 
"Your quotes from Quine are dated 1968-9, and are in response to 
my discussion of Word and Object. I think the question you should 
raise is whether Quine has not abandoned the position I criticized. 
I think he has. Thus in these 1968-9 articles he defines 'beha~ 
viorism' as the view that all 'criteria' must be couched in 
observation terms and that conjectures must •eventually be made 
sense of in terms of external observations.• Thus 'behaviorism' 
is weak verificationism. He also states that 'conditioning is 
insufficient to explain language learning,' and (Synth~se) that 
'generative grammar is what mainly distinguishes language from 
subhuman communication systems.• But all of this is entirely 
inconsistent with his earlier views, e.g., in Word and Object. 
There he stated that a theory, in particular a language,· can be 
characterized as 'a fabric of sentences variously associated to 
one another and tO. non-verbal stimuli by the mechanism of con­
ditioned response,• which cannot be the case if conditioning is 
insufficient to explain language learning, as he now asserts, in 
his revised 'behaviorism.' Furthermore, in Word and Object he 
specified exactly 3 mechanisms by which sentences can be !earned: 
association of sentences with sentences, association of sentences 
with stimuli, and 'analogic synthesis' which is left obscure, with 
one example, a case of simple substitution of one word for another. 
This is very different from his present view, in which he speaks 
of •the as yet unknown innate structures ••• that are needed in 
language-learning •••• • Of course, if generative grammar is the 
distinctive characteristic of human language, then his statements 
about learning in Word and Object~. must be entirely false. Also, 
in Word and Object, he defines a language as a 'complex of present 
dispositions to verbal behavior, in which speakers of the same 
language have perforce come to resemble one another'--also 
inconsistent \tith his new views. 

"My point is this. Quine has plainly abandoned his earlier 
views, and now defines 'behaviorism' in a way that makes it quite 
vacuous. He ·:d.ll nor: admit anything as innate enuowment, so long 
as conjectures can ultimately be made sense of in terms of observa­
tions. In Word and Object, on the contrary, he took a very specific 
position, now abandoned. • •• The issue is not whether there are 
innate biologically determined elements underlying acquisition 
of language. At least, that has never been the issue that interest€ 
me. Cf. Aspects, p. 51, v;here I point out that both 
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We might note at this point that the general form of the 

argument has been significantly altered. Whereas sometimes 

it might have seemed that certain philosophical issues were 

at stake (for example, when Chomsky aligns himself with Descartes 

rather than with Locke or Hume), clearly the present claim is 

an empirical one. Whether or not there are certain structural 

mechanisms which, upon stimulation, assist in rather specific 

ways in the acquisition of an initial language, remains to be 

seen, though Chomsky believes there is considerable eVidence 

for such a conclusion.56 Accordingly, Chomsky always considers 

his claim to be a hypothesis worthy of closer examination, rather 

than a conclusion somehow deduced from our present knowledge of 

language acquisition. In Language and Mind, for example, 

arguing against Putnam he urges: 

Invoking an innate representation of universal grammar 
does solve the problem of learning, if it is true that 
this is the basis for language acquisition, as it well 
may be. If, on the other hand, there are general learning 
strategies that account for the acquisition of 
grammatical knowledge, then postulation of an innate universal 

the empiricist and rationalist approaches for which I've 
proposed a 'rational reconstruction' presuppose innate 
properties; roughly, data-processing procedures, matching, 
induction \empiricist speculation), versus the general form 
of the system of knowledge (language, in this case), in the 
rationalist speculations. These are very different views, 
empirically different. Formerly Quine proposed the first 
view; now, I take it, he has shifted to the second." 
(Chomsky, personal correspondence regarding this chapter.) 

56chomsky, "Recent Contributions to the Theory of Innate 
Ideas," reprinted in J.R. Searle, op. cit., p. 121. 
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grammar will not 'postpone' the problem of learning, 
but will rather offer an incorrect solution to.this 
problem. The issue is an empirical one of truth or 
falsity, not a methodological one of states of 
investigation. 

To summarize, it seems to me that neither Goodman nor 
Putnam offers a serious counter-argument to the proposals 
concerning innate mental structure that have been advanced 
(tentatively, of course, as befits empirical hynotheses) 
or suggests a plausible alternative approach, with emRirical 
content, to the problem of acquisition of lr...nowledge.5'/ 

l·ioreover, and more recently, as indicated in his paper at a 

symposium on language and philosophy, Chomsky refers to this 

theory as an "empirical hypothesisn: 

An innate schematism is proposed, correctly or incorrectly, 
as an empirical hypothesis to explain the uniformity, 
specificity, and richness of detail and structure of the 
grammars that are, in fact, construct5g and used by the 
person who has mastered the language. 

This is to some extent quite understandable, for, since Chomsky 

has only recently turned his attention to the postulation of 

innate schematisms in language acquisition, the specific 

principles construed as innate are at present put forth only 

tentatively. They are many times described in a general way, 

and where there is some specificity, as vdth the cyclic principle, 

there is also some considerable doubt, I think, as to whether 

or not there might be other explanations for the phenomena 

57 Chomsky, Language and Hind (New York: Harcourt, Brace and . 
'.'!orld, Inc., 1968), p. 75. (Ny emphasis) 

58chomsky, "Linguistics and Philosophy," in Hook, op, cit., 
p. 68. In passing we might nate that what is here proposed as 
innate is a "schematism." 
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While noting Chomsky's use of the term "hypothesisn in 

discussing his views on language acquisition, there are 

several points in need of clarification lest some misunder­

standings ensue. By no means secondary among these is that 

I do not consider the "hypothesis" ascription to Chomsky's 

doctrine pejorative in the least. I particularly wish to 

emphasize this point in view of some contemporary usage which 

may perhaps be interpreted as taking a contrary position. 

Harry Bracken, for example, in discussing Kenneth MacCorquodale's 

reply to Chomsky's "Review,u60 reacts somewhat negatively to 

what he takes to be MacCorquodale's position regarding the 

extrapolation of behaviorism to include linguistic behavior 

within its domain, viz., that "the whole thing is merely an 

59I do not here mean by "other explanations" that eventually 
a physical or biological account of the data observed might be 
forth-coming. Rather, at this stage it seems to me that any 
such specific accounts of the data are considerably premature, 
and that, even if the cyclic principle should remain relatively 
intact under close scrutiny, it is by no means clear that other 
more adequate explanations of the same'data might not be found. 
l''or the general criticism, see Robert Schwartz, "On Knowing a 
Grammar," in Hook, on. cit., especially pp. 187-188. For details, 
see Chapter 5 of this work. 

Furthermore, there is the possibility that the "data" itself 
might come to be viewed differently. Putnam, for example, has 
doubted whether a child's ability to grasp a language is really 
as amazing as Ghomsky makes it out to be (See Putnam, "The 
'Innateness Hypothesis' and Explanatory Models in Linguistic.s, n 
reprinted in J.R. Searle, op. cit., pp. 136-137), and thus will 
not find himself requiring an explanation everywhere t;homsky 
thinks one necessary. 

60chomsky, "Review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior," reprinted 
in Leon Jakobovits and Murray Hiron, Readings in the Ps:chology 
of Langgage (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 19b7}, pp. 142-

http:observed.59
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hypothesis which is not to be rejected because, given infinite 

time, it may be confirmed •••• 6l 

Secondly, when reading Chomsky's work one is inclined, 

I thiru~, to feel a pull in two rather opposed directions, acc­

ording to whether he sees the linguistic version as a kind of 

"substantiation" of earlier work or not. Viewed from the 

standpoint of seventeenth-century rationalism, one tends to 

read Chomsky as asserting that certain "ideas" must be considered 

to be innate if we are to adequately explain language acquisition. 

Viewed from the standpoint of the twentieth century, \vith its 

heavy emphasis on the empirical approach and "physical" 

explanation, one tends to see the Chomskia.n hypothesis as 

asserting that certain pre-set biological·mechanisms must be 

assumed to exist if we are to understand how a child learns 

his initial language in an environment viewed as containing 

incomplete data for the acquisition of the underlying grammar 

that must be internalized. The former view is very controversial, 

but the latter, so I have argued, is considerably less so; more­

over, it is perhaps even conceptually acceptable to Chomsky 

cri tics. However, it also bears c.onsiderably less resemblance 

to the rationalist movement of the seventeenth century as 

61Harry Bracken, "Hinds and Learning: The Chomskian 
Revolution," a revised version of a paper delivered at the 
LSA's Linguistic Institute 71, SUNY-Buffa.lo, July 13, 1971, 
p. 4. (Hy emphasis) 
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represented by Descartes and Leibniz. 

Noreover, it seems to me that there are several hypotheses 

to be gleaned from Chomsky's ~ork. In some contexts it is the 

eXistence of innate principles that is hypothesized, and research 

is consequently to be directed towards discovering precisely 

which of the general principles needed for language acquisition 

are innate. Thus the examination of the A-over-A principle62 

and the cyclic principle of phonology. 63 On the other hand, 

at other times it is suggested that we should assume the 

eXistence in the "mind11 of certain principles used in language 

acquisition, and that in doing so we not only obtain a possible 

explanation of how a child comes to acquire his first language 

in spite of the presumed meagre data available to him, but we 

also gain insight into ~ the !'2ind works. The primary conten­

tion of the latter, then, is t2at, with this new approach, we 

just might learn something abo~t the mind that could not be 

gotten working within the beha7iorist framework. The second 

62For discussion of the A-over-A principle, see Chomsky, 
Language and Mind, op. cit., p~. 42-47, and John Lyons, Chomsky, 
on. c;t., pp. 101-102. 

63For discussion of the c:clic principle in general, see 
"The Cyclic Principle, 11 Chapte:- 28, in Jacobs and Rosenbaum, 
Eng1 ish Transformational Gra.m~?...r ('.'!al tham, ~1assachusetts: 
Blaisdell Publishing Company, ~968), pp. 235-249. For discussion 
of the cyclic principle of pho~ology as an innate organizing 
principle of universal gramma.r, see Chomsky, "The Formal Nature 
of Language, 11 in Lenneberg, Bi:Jlogical Foundations of Langyage, 
on. cit., pp. 411-416; Chomsky, "Linguistics and Philosophy," 
in Hook, op. cit., pp. 67-68 ~d p. 78; and Chomsky, Langyage 
a,nd Nind, on. cit., pp. 37-33. "" 

http:phOnOlOgy.63
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hypothesis thus involves a theory of mind as well as the 

postulation or assumption of specific innate principles. 

The two, of course, are not unrelated. In point of 

fact, it seems that the first may be a prerequisite for the 

utility of the second in that it gives the second the 

specificity necessary to make it enlightening. Without any 

awareness of what the particular principles may be that the 

mind is endowed \tith (or constructs), it is difficult to see 

how we could learn anything about the mind even if it ~ make 

use of them in its operations. 

Regarding the first of these two hypotheses, that certain . 

principles used by the mind are innate and our problem is to 

ascertain which principles these are, the task is apparently 

one for linguistics and has little or no· bearing on the 

rationalist-empiricist controversy. These principles are not 

truths, as we have seen, and consequently bear little resembl­

ance to the principles that were supposed innate by the early 

rationalists. No epistemologicql problem is involved. "How 

is it that we·come to~ a language?" looks like it could be 

a problem with which epistemology might concern itself, but as 

this seems to translate into "Hovf is it that a child learns a 

language when only presented with meagre data?" it seems more 

likely that this is a problem for learning theory and psychology. 

The second hypothesis similarly seems unrelated to early 

discussions of innate idea theories. In fact, it seems to me 

that it quite effectively reduces to a plea for "mentalistic 
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psychology," an alternative to behaviorist theories and one 

that Chomsky believes may in the end prove to be more produc­

tive: 

If a scientist were faced with the problem of 
determining the nature of a device of unknown properties 
that operates on data of the sort available to a child 
and gives as 'output• (that is, as a. 'final state of 
the device,' in this case) a particular grammar of the 
sort that it seems necessary to attribute to the person 
who knows the language, he would naturally search for 
inherent principles of organization that determine the 
form of the output on the basis of the limited data 
available. There is no reason to adopt a more prejudiced 
or dogmatic view when the device of unknown properties 
is the human mind; specifically, there is no reason to 
suppose, in advance of any argument, that the general 
empiricist assumptions that have dominated speculation 
about these matters have any particular privileged claim. 
No one has succeeded in showing why the highly specific 
empiricist assumptions about how knowledge is acquired 
should be taken seriously. They appear to offer no way 
to describe or account for the most characteristic and 
normal constructions of human inteligence, such as 
linguistic competence. On the other hand, certain highly 
specific assumptions about particular and universal grammar 
give some hope of accounting for the phenomena that we 
face when we consider knowledge and use of language. 
Speculating about the future, it seems not unlikely that 
continued research along the lines indicated here will 
bring to light a highly restrictive schematism that 
determines both the content of experience and the nature 
of the knowledge that arises from it, thus vindicating 
and elaborating some ~~aditional thinking about problems 
of language and mind. 

The second hypothesis, then, seems to express a hope that 

future research will not confine itself to the empiricist 

model and thereby neglect certain types of questions that 

just might be worth pursuing: 

64chomsky, Language and Mind, op. cit., p. 53. 
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It seems to me that the most hopeful approach today 

is to describe the phenomena of language and of mental 
activity as accurately as possible, to try to develop 
an abstract theoretical apparatus that 'Hill as far as 
possible account for these phenomena and reveal the prin­
ciples of their organization and functioning, ·without 
attempting, for the present, to relate the postulated 
mental structures and processes to any physiological 
mechanisms or to interpret mental function in terms of 
"physical causes."b' 

But, alas, .such pleas are of much greater importance to 

psychologists than to philosophers. Psychology might very 

well profit from a new model, and perhaps might even learn 

something about the mind by carefully noting its operations, 

! la Chomsky, during language acquisition. One is, in fact, 

reminded of Thomas Kuhn's view of science as accepting a 

particular model as its paradigm66 and then operating within 

its framework until a crisi.s is reached, at which time a 

revolution may occur vdth the replacement of the old paradigm 

by a new one. 67 But this may take time. If Kuhn is right, 

the process of revolution is not a rational one, but instead 

G5Ibid., p. 12. 

66one may, of course, question whether or not psychology 
has a genuine paradigm or is even a science at all, but I think 
viewing psychology through this model is enlightening neverthe­
less. Behaviorism, after all, has more or less dominated psy-
chology for the past forty years by giving rise to numerous 
experiments and subsequently to the feeling among many that 
psychology has finally become a true science. Whether or not 
this is so is irrelevant for the purposes of this discussion, 
for the paradigm-crisis-revolution model is applicable to non­
sciences as well. In fact, perhaps even more so. See post­
script to Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
footnoted belo"'' p. 208. 

67Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revo1utiqns 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1970). . 

http:causes.ub
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one of waiting until the adherents of the old paradigm pass 

away and are replaced by new people in the field who find 

the problems encountered by a competing paradigm of much 

greater interest. Some day psychology may benefit from a 

new paradigm similar to Chomsky's version of innateness, but 

it vdll not at the same time be significantly similar to the 

innateness theories of either Descartes or Leibniz. 

While much of the preceding is negative regarding 

Chomsky's contribution to the philosophical discipline, I 

do nevertheless believe that he has, if only peripherally, 

flirted with one issue that is both important and philosphical 

in nature. At times one feels that underlying much of the 

unsympathetic discussion of Chomsky's appeals to innateness 

is the nagging feeling, perhaps rarely expressed explicitly, 

that ninnateness" does not explain anything. Note, for example, 

Putnam' s emphatic remark that ",Invoking 'Innateness' onlx 

.P,ostpones the pr,o,blem of learning, it does not solve it.n68 

Whether or not there are specific language-acquisition 

"mechanisms" that are innate is, it seems to me, as Chomsky 

claims, an empirical question to be decided by further investi-

gation. But whether or not an appeal to innateness is, in any 

of its various forms, to count as a legitimate type of scientific 

68 . 
Putnam, "The 'Innateness Hypothesis' and Explanatory Models 

inJJinguistics," inJ.R. Searle, op .. cit., p. 139. ForChomseyts 
replies, see Chomsky, Lan~age and Nind 1 O"'. cit., p. 75, and 
Chomsky, "Linguistics and hllosophy, 11 in Hook, on. cit., p. 80. 
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explanation, is an interesting as well as genuine philosophical 

issue that Chomsky's writings have given rise to. Because I 

want to discuss some of these philosophical issues in the next 

chapter, it is \Uth this observation that I wish to bring the 

present chapter to a close. 

In conclusion, let me add that there is undoubtedly some 

resemblance between the old and new theories of innateness, but 

notwithstanding whatever such similarities may exist, I have 

argued that the more one emphasizes the similarities, the more 

likely he is to be misled in his interpretation of the more 

recent version. Even more conducive to misunderstanding, I 

believe, is Chomsky 1 s considerably stronger claim that the 

more recent theory can be viewed as a kind of substantiation 

of the earlier one. I have, in addition, tried to show in the 

closing part of this chapter that (despite my agreement \~th 

Chomsky that harsh boundaries should not be allowed to exist 

between academic disciplines) the greater part of Chomsky's 

.work has more relevance to psychological and linguistic theory 

formulation than to the resolution of the long-standing 

rationalist-empiricist controversy. 
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CH~<\PTER V 

SOME FURTHER PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEHS 

Part I: "Explanatory Power" and Research Models in the 
Social Sciences. 

Undoubtedly "explanatory power," although lacking sh~p 

meaning and possessing indefinite boundaries, is an important 

element in accepting one hypothesis or theory over another. 

It is clearly to the advantage of a hypothesis if it can be 

count~d on to explain data that competing hypotheses are 

unable to account for or simply do not deal vdth. Thus, for 

example, although there were many non-scientific and perhaps 

even non-rational facets to the revolution that eventually 

resulted in the acceptance of the Copernican theory over 

that of Ptolemy, it seems likely that the ability of the 

former to better explain the more accurate data that became 

available in the 16th century also played an important role 

in the overthrow of the complex system of epicycles and 

deferents. The Ptolemaic System was able to account for some 

of the most striking irregularities of planetary movements, 

such as retrograde motion, and although the Copernican System 

left slight but recognized inaccuracies that remained the subject 

of investigation, it nevertheless seemed to provide a more 

preci8e as ~ell as simpler explanation. 

164 
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Copernicus' attack on the apparently trivial mathematical 

details of 15th century astronomy eventually led to the revo­

lution that bears his name.l But if Chomsky is right, the 

behaviorist (or empiricist, as the case may be) model is 

open to attack on grounds more serious than minor inaccuracies. 

Behaviorism, argues Chomsky, has l1Q. explanatory power in the 

realm of human verbal behavior; indeed, Skinner's work, "the 

most careful and thorough-going presentation" of behaviorist 

speculation regarding the nature of higher mental processes, 

is characterized as "a reductio ad absurdum of behaviorist 

assumptions. 112 Chomsky's model of language acquisition, on 

the other hand, may have explanatory power that is absent 

from behaviorist theories because it allows for the intro-

duction of an innate component. Chomsky writes: 

To provide a framework for the discussion, let us 
consider the problem of designing a model of language­
acquisition, an abstract 'language-acquisition device• 
that duplicates certain aspects of the achievement of 
the human who succeeds in acquiring linguistic competence. 
We can take this device to be an input-output system 

data -71 LA]-->knovlledge 

To study the substantive issue, we first attempt 
to determine the nature of the output in m~~Y cases, 
and then to determine the character of the function 
relating input to output. Notice that this is an 
entirely empirical matter; there is no place for any 

1Thomas Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution (New York: 
Random House, Inc., 1957), p. 73. 

2Noam Chomsky, "Revie·w of Skinner's Verbal Behavior," 
reprinted in Leon Jakobovits and :Nurray Hiron, Readings in 
the Psychology of Language (Englevfood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 
Inc., 1967), pp. 142-171. See especially the preface, pp. 142-143. 
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dogmatic or arbitrary assumptions about the intrinsic, 
innate structure of the device LA. The problem is quite 
analogous to the problem of studying the innate principles 
that make it possible for a bird to acquire the knowledge 
that expresses itself in nest-building or in song-produc­
tion. On a priori grounds, there is no way to determine 
the extent to which an instinctual component enters into 
these acts. To study this question, we would try to 
determine from the behaviour of the mature animal just 
what is the nature of its competence, and we would then 
try to construct a second-order hypothesis as to the 
innate principles that provide this competence on the 
basis of presented data. We might deepen the investi­
gation by man~pulating input conditions, thus extending 
the information bearing on this input-output relation. 
Similarly, in the case of language-acquisition, we can 
carry out the analogous study of language-acquisition 
under a variety of different input conditions, for 
example, with data drawn from a variety of languages.3 

Given Chomsky's general views of behavioristic explanations, 

the question that must eventually be discussed is whether Chomsky's 

are any better. In other words, are we much closer to understand­

ing human language acquisition when we are told that there must 

~ an innate component to account for language learning? Can 

we confidently conclude that v:e have progressed with our 

explanations in an area where Chomsky argues we have really 

had none in the past? 

I shall argue in the rest of this section that any affirm-

ative answers to such questions are unwarranted. The reasons 

for such a negative response are two-fold. First of all there 

are, I believe, serious questions to be raised about the degree 

of explanatory power that Chomsky can legitimately claim to 

3Noam Chomsky, "Recent Contributions to the Theory of Innate 
Ideas," reprinted in J .R. Searle, The Philosonhy of Lanf\Uage 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 121-122. 
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have achieved with his proposals of innateness. And secondly, 

I have argued in the previous chapter that Chomsky is, strictly 

speaking, unable at the present time to give explanations at 

all because what he actually seems to be proposing is a 

methodological research alternative to the behaviorist model. 

That Chomsky can not justifiably make any precise claims 

about the degree of explanatory power achieved by his doctrine 

of innateness should be obvious. The proposals of innateness 

are such that it is difficult to escape the charge of presenting 

ad hoc explanations at best. To argue that there is an 

"instinctual component11 in language acquisition, in addition 

to the "empirical data,u does not get us very far. Putnam, 

I think, was getting at a similar point when he asserted that 

11 Invoking 'Innateness' only postpones the problem of learning; 

it does not solve it.n4 

Putnam, I think, raises an interesting question. \Vhether 

or not invoking innateness solves the problem of learning depends 

upon precisely what is seen to be the basic problem. If the 

problem is viewed as one of how a child can come to speak 

and understand a language when his contact with it is so 

minimal as to make it difficult to comprehend how he can possibly 

grasp its underlying and complex structure, then invoking innate-

4see Hilary Putnam, "The 'Innateness Hypothesis' and 
Explana-tory Hodels in Linguistics,u reprinted in J.R. Searle, 
The Philosophy of I,anguage (London: Oxford University Press, 
1971), p. 139. 
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ne ss, ·if meaningful, ·5. does seem to. provide a solution. 

Beginning with certain preconceptions regarding the form 

of linguistic rules, the child from the outset begins 

"testing" a relatively small number of hypotheses and 

"discovers" the structure of the language to which he is 

eXposed (~1 unconsciously, of course!). Thus, using empirical, 

though unconscious, procedures the child eve~tually falsifies 

his incorrect hypotheses. 

But this in itself does not get us very far. To be told 

that there may be very specific, pre-set, innate mechanisms 

that are triggered by even meagre contact with a language 

constitutes only a first step in providing an explanation of 

language acquisition. At most it tells us why it is that 

conventional behavioristic ("empiricist") research methods 

(or any other that employs general learning theories) have 

failed in the past. In order to understand language acquisi­

tion we must expand the explanatory power and obtain more 

details about the nature and function of the particular mecha­

nisms, for otherwise we have nothing more than a ver~ general 

model under which Chomsky thinks further research should take 

place. 

This brings us to the second point I would like to make 

in this section. It seems to me that a more favorable reading 

5see Part II of this chapter. 
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can be given to Chomsky' s writings if one vievrs him as having 

found the behaviorist model inadequate and as a consequence 

doing little more than positing a new model under which 

research in the future might take place. Such a reading 

finds support, I think, in Chomsky's references to the role 

of genes and electrons in the natural sciences. Thus, in 

Problems of Knowledge and Freedom, for example, Chomsky writes: 

The structures ffihe abstract forms underlying 
sentence§7 and the operations that apply to them are 
postulated as mental entities in our effort to under­
stand what one has learned, when he has come to know 
a human language, and to explain how sentences are 
formed and understood. I would like to emphasize 
that there is nothing strange or occult in-this move, 6 any more than in the postulation of genes or electrons. 

Leaving aside the question of whether or not there is 

anything strange or occult about postulating "mental entities" 

in an effort to understand what one has learned when he has come 

to know a human language, I want to emphasize that mere postu­

lation in itself does not yield explanations. Although it is 

very difficult indeed to enumerate what restraints must be 

placed upon our speculations, it is nevertheless clear, I think, 
' that with his innate component Chomsky has never come close to 

achieving the specificity that made it useful to introduce 

"entities" such as genes and electrons into scientific 

theoriz.ingo Chomsky is, of course, hopeful that by postulating 

6chomsky, Problems of Knowledge and Freedom (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 197l),p. 32. 
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mental entities (or, I take it, ttoperations of the .min.9,n) 

we may some day obtain a language-learning theory vdth 

considerably more explanatory power than any theory about 

language currently available, but at the present time there 

is justification for little more than hope. Further research 

~~thin his framework just might produce insights that may 

otherwise have never been achieved, but so might research 

within non-Chomskyan frameworks. 

What should be kept in mind, then, is that Chomsky's 

simple ascription of innate features to the "language-acquisit­

ion device" does not give us a complete explanation of language 

acquisition; rather it is merely a way of viewing the problem 

ot language learning so that explanations in the future will 

be forthcoming. It is quite possible, though Chomsky thinks 

unlikely, that future research will finally show that the innate 

component is insignificant in language acquisition. 

In light of the above, I think it should be clear that 

discussion of Chomsky 1 s theory of innate ideas is somewhat 

premature. What Chomsky has done is make proposals regarding 

the possibility that certain principles of language acquisition 

are innate, and then suggest that we proceed to examine these 

proposals empirically. 7 But whereas this seems to give us a 

procedure for rejecting particular principles as innate, the 

7"Empirically,n that is, in his sense of the term. See 
the closing paragraphs of this section. 
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problem is complicated by the fact that even Chomsky can not posit 

with any certainty particular principles that appear to be 

innate. It would seem that we could continue the rejections 

indefinitely, for no matter how many, we can never, by thiS 

method, be certain of the truth of the universal statement 

"There are no innate principles." 

In closing I might add that Chomsky's research suggestions 

are not uninteresting. If Chomsky can convince his critics 

that "intuitions" can legitimately be absorbed under the 

admittedly vague phrase "empirical data," then he will have 

gone a long way towards making some type of dualistic scienti­

fic methodology more palatable. And indeed there are reasons 

for thinking that Chomsky would find this resolution of the 

rationalist/empiricist controversy viewed as one of methodology 

quite acceptable,8 though in the end ~homsky still \tishes to 

leave open the question of the metaphysical ·implications of 

any such dualistic methodology.9 Accordingly, although there 

is undoubtedly a difference between ~homsky's "empiricalu 

procedures and those of more conventional empiricists in the 

natural and social sciences (that is, e.g., ~homsky allows for 

8see, for example, the comments on "physical explanationn 
~n ~homsky, Langaage and Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace and · 
ifurld, Inc., 19 8), pp. 83-84. 

9chomsky has made this point (regarding the metaphysical 
implications of his work) quite clear in discussions of 
~hapter IV of this dissertation. 
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intuitions), he yet wishes to remain uncommitted to a 

dualistic metaphysics. Given that intuitions have not been 

widely accepted as data in the social sciences, I wish in the 

final analysis to remain open regarding their future role, 

though Chomsky himself clearly favors a broadening of what 

is to be accepted as data for any theory. I shall again bring 

attention to this in the conclusion of this work. 
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Part II. Knowle~ge and Innateness 

In his discussion of the problem of designing a model of 

language acquisition (See the long paragraph quoted in the 

preceding section), Chomsky asserts that there is a parallel 

to be found in the animal kingdom: "fi/he problem is quite 

analogous," he says, "to the problem of studying the innate 

principles that make it possible for a bird to acquire the 

knowledge that expresses itself in nest-building or in song­

production." He ,then goes on to say that "fo/n a priori grounds, 

there is no way to determine the extent· to which an instinctual 

component enters into these acts.n10 Although I think Chomsky 

is probably right in this second assertion, I am uneasy with 

how freely Chomsky is willing to ascribe "knowledge" in the cases 

of nest-building and song-production. The precise source of 

this uneasiness I hope to make clear in this section. 

To begin with, then, I believe Chomsky 1 s remarks regarding 

the determination of to what extent an instinctual "component" 

enters into the acts of nest-building and song-production are 

essentially correct. One cannot, on "a priori grounds," ascertain 

to vthat degree an instinctual component enters into the acts of 

10Noam Chomsky, "Recent Contributions to the Theory of 
Innate Ideas,"·reprinted in J.R. Searle, op. cit., p. 121. 
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nest-building and song-production. Somehow, through 

experiments or careful observations, but most probably 

both, one might, however, hope to uncover the precise roles 

of heredity and environment. not everyone may agree that 

this is a particularly productive way to proceed, but at least 

the assertion is clear. 

That the problem of designing a model of language acquisi­

tion is quite analogous to the problem of studying the innate 

principles that ma~e it possible for a bird to acquire the 

knowledge that expresses itself in nest-building or in song­

production, ho\·Jever, is much less clear. The analogy is not 

so obvious as one might hope. One might q~estion, for example, 

whether birds have knowledge at all, let alone that of an 

innate variety. One might, of course, say of a particular 

bird that it knows how to build a really fine nest, but it 

is doubtful, I think, that such a characterization involves 

an ascription of knowledge, Rather, in·instances such as this, 

one seems to be describing a skill that is possessed by the 

bird in question. 

Even in the case of human beings, where the ascription 

of knowledge of something is quite appropriate in some circum­

stances (that is, people are the types of beings who may be 

said to "know" things), it seems unlikely that such an ascript• 

ion would be made in any case really analogous to nest-building 

or song-production. Thus, vrhen we say of a person that he knows 

hovr to ride a bicycle, we are not saying anything about the 
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knowledge that he possesses. 11 Riding a bicycle, like nest­

building in birds, is one of the things he can do (i.e., knows 

how to do); to claim further that he knows a set of principles 

seems to only muddle the issue. 

Somewhat parenthetically, we might further note here 

that, in the case of language, it is not even clear that it 

makes sense to attribute knowledge of specific principles via 

a study of the language acquisition device outlined by Chomsky. 

Robert Schwartz, for example, with his device for measuring 

density, has argued quite forcefully, I think, that "Lt/he 

llchomsky seems to agree in the case of the bicycle rider, 
though not categorically. In speaking with disfavor of an 
analogy drawn by Harman between a speaker of a language having 
unconscious knowledge of the rules of his grammar and a bicycle 
rider having unconscious knowledge of the principles of mecha­
nics (though the debate over the bicycle rider is difficult to 
follow because Chomsky and Harman each accuse the other of 
misrepresenting his position, Harman seems to be suggesting 
that there is no more reason to grant knowledge of the rules 
of grammar to a speaker-hearer than there is knowledge of 
mechanics to a bicycle rider), Chomsky says "we do not attri­
bute knowledge of mechanics to the bicycle rider if in fact 
this assumption does not help explain his ability to ride a 
bicycle •••• " (Noam Chomsky, "Comments on Harman's Reply," 
in Sidney Hook, on. ci.t., pp. 154-155.) See also Noam Chomsky, 
"Linguistics and I hilo sophy," and Gilbert Harman, "Linguistic 
Competence and Empiricism," both collected in Sidney Hook, 
op, cit., p. 87 and pp. 145-146 respectively. 

It should be noted that there are dissenters from the 
position taken here. Eric Lenneberg;-for example, seems to 
assume that the bicycle rider ~ have an unconscious knowledge 
of the laws of physics: "We do not have to ossume ••• that th0 
child knows the e;rommnr connc:i.ouol • A tennis player or bicycle 
rider respondA to nnd bchnveo n accordance with laws of physics 
without being able to formulate them or to work out consciously 
any of the computations that his nervous system is doing for him." 
(Eric Lenneberg, Biolo ical Foundations of Lan ua e (New York: 
John Wiley & Sons, 19 7 , p. 00; my emphasis. However, Lenneberg 
gives no justification for his assumption, and I can see none. 
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fact that we can specify .S's competence in terms of a formal 

system of generative rules does not in itself imply that S 

has represented a corresponding system in him. n12 ·what 

Schwartz means is that it does not follow that S ~ the 

rules of the formal system even if they do in some sense 

specify S's competence. t...:homsky has said as much and more: 

One further point requires some clarification. 
We noted at the outset that performance and competAnce 
must be sharply distinguished if either is to be ~tudied 
successfully. ':Ve have now discussed a certain model of 
competence. It would be tempting, but quite absurd, to 
regard it e.s a model of performance es well. 'rhus we 
might propose that to produce a sentence, the speaker 
goes through the successive steps of constructing a 
base-derivation, J.ine by line from the initial symbol 
s, then inserting J.exical items and applying grammatical 
transformations to form a surf.':l.ce structure, and finally 
applying the phonologi~al rules in their given order, in 
accordance with the cyclic principle. • • • There is not 
the slightest justification for any ::mch assumption. In 
fact, in implying that the speaker selects the general 
properties of sentence structure before selecting lexicaJ. 
items (before deciding what he is going to talk about), 
such a proposol seems not only without justification but 
entirely counter to whatever vague intuitionc one may have 
about the processes thRt underlie production. A theory of 
performance (production or perception) will have to 
incorporate the theory of competence--the generative grammar 
of a language--as an essential part. But models of per­
formance can be constructed in many different ways, con­
sistently with fixed r~sumptions about the competence on 
which they are based. ~ 

Ghomsky's pessimism seems justified. Even more recently 

James Deese has nritten: 

12Hobert Cchw;:~rt7., "0n Knowing a CirDmmar," in 3idney Hook, 
op. cit., p. 187. For further discussion of ::::>chwartz and hir3 
density-measuring device, ~ee Part III of this chapter. 

l3Noam Chomsky, "The Formal Nature of Language," A~pendix A 
to Eric Lenneborr;' s Biological Foundationp of Language (New York: 
John Wiley & ::::>ons, Inc., 1967), pp. 435-436. 
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There is still plenty of room for doubt as to whether 
the human mind derives sentences in the same way as 
does generative theory. For example, in order to 
describe the grammar of noun-phrases having adjectival 
modifiers in them, a fairly complicated derivational 
history is required. Yet adding adjectives to the subject­
and predicate-nouns of sentences scarcely makes those sent­
ences more difficult to perceive, to remember, or other­
wise to process. There is a discrepancy between genera­
tive theory and human ability in this case, and it tends 
to reinforce the view that generative theory does not 
provide a complete account of the process in linguistic 
compete£~e, however well it may describe that competence 
itself. · . . 

When one uses a word like "knowledge" with a somewhat 

extraordinary meaning, the onus is on him to explain precisely 

how and why he is so using the word. Or, if one wishes to 

extend the range of a particular concept, the onus is on him 

to justify such an extension. Chomsky does neither here when 

he speaks of the knowledge of a bird. 

Returfiing to the bicycle rider, we can see that not a little 

of the difficulty seems to be that Chomsky is quite free in his 

ascriptions of knowledge. In his comments on Harman•s reply 

at a New York symposium on language and philosophy, Chomsky said: 

As to the question asked in his Reply, why one should 
say 'that a speaker of a language has an unconscious 
knowledge of the rules of his grammar' when we do not 
make an analogous statement about the 'unconscious knowl­
edge of the principles of mechanics' by the bicycle rider, 
I think the answer is simple, once the lack of significant 
analogy between the two cases is accepted: we do not 
attribute knowledge of mechanics to the bicycle rider if 
in fact this ascription does not help explain his ability 
to ride n bicy~le; we do attribute knowledge of the rulen 

l4James Deese, Psycholinguistics (Boston: Allyn and 
Bacon, Inc., 1970), p. 44. 
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of grammar to the speaker-hearer if this assumption does 
contribute to an explanation of his ability to use a 
language. Or, to eliminate the irrelevant reference to 
the skill of the bicycle rider, the ans'.Yer is simply: we 
postulate that a speaker of a language has an unconscious 
knowledge of the rules of grammar if this postulate is 
empirically justified by the role it plays in explaining 
the facts13r use and understanding and acquisition of 
language, 

The implication is that we would attribute knowledge of the laws 

of mechanics to the bicycle rider if this assumption did contri­

bute to .2!! exple.nation of his ability to use a bicycle, This is, 

I think, subject to question on several counts, 

First, what sense can be made of the ascription of unconscious 

knowledge of the laws of mechanics to the bicycle rider? In 

searching for an answer to this question, it has to be admitted, 

I think, that the bicycle rider analogy h:::~.s become the center 

of much confusion. We have seen, for ex~m~le, that Lenneberg 

asserts 

, , .gi!e do not have to assume • , • that the child knows 
the grammar consciously, A tennis player or bicycle 
rider responds to and behaves in accordance with laws 
of physics without being able to formulate them or to 
work out consciously any of the ~gmputations that his 
nervous system is doing for him.l 

But, although Lenneberg seems to imply here that we .9.2.. attribute 

unconscious knowledge of physics to the tennis player and the 

bicycle rider, Chomsky has indicated we do .!!.Q1 attribute such 

knowledge to the bicycle rider, Thus, even if the speaker-hearer 

l5Noam Chomsky, "Comments on Harman's Reply," pripted in 
Sidney Hook, Langunse and Philosophy, op, cit,, pp. 154-155. 

16Eric Lenneberg, Biological Foundations of Language, op. cit,, 
p. 300, 
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"responds to and behaves in accordance" with the rules of the 

grammar, this does not justify or clarify the ascription of 

unconscious knowledge. Indeed, if any conclusion is to be 

drawn from the analogy it would seem to be that the speaker­

hearer, like the bicycle rider, does nQ! have knowledge of the 

rules of grammar, even if he "responds to and behaves in 

accordance" with them. 

But secondly, replying to Harman above, it is unclear 

what Chomsky means when he asserts that "we postulate that a· 

speaker of a language has an unconscious knowledge of the 

rules of grammar !f this postulate is empirically justified 

by the role it plays in explaining the facts of use and 

understanding and acquisition of language." (Ny emphasis) 

Postulates are not generally empirically justified by the 

role they play in explanations. The use of "instincts" in 

explanations of animal behavior, for example, was not "empirically 

justified" when it was decided to ascribe certain characteristics 

to an animal's constitution rather than to his acquired behavior. 



Part III: An Epistemological Difficulty 

It seems to me there has been more than a little 

confusion regarding the sense in which Chomsky uses the 

term "knowledge," a confusion which is not completely 

resolved, I think, by the few remarks Chomsky has made on 

this matter. In reacting to Harman's remarks, for example, 

Chomsky argues that knowledge of langus.ge is describable 

neither in terms of "knowing hown .!1Q.! "knowing that": 

Knowledge of language is not a skill, a set of habits, 
or anything of the sort. I see nothing surprising in 
the conclusion that knowledge of language cannot be 
discussed in any useful1~r informative way in this 
impoverished framework. 

Knowledge of language, then, is to be considered a third 

type of knowledge, not reducible to nknowing how" or "knowing 

that." 

However that may be, I do not find the question of 

whether language is a third type of knowledge to be the most 

significant epistemological issue in Chomsky's hypothesis. 

Perhaps this particular difficulty could be resolved trivially 

by using some other word than ''knowledge" to describe our mastery 

of a language, though there may be suffiriient similarities here 

with other acceptnble types of knowledge to warrant the ascript­

ion of knowledge to one 1Nho acquires a laneuage. Certainly a. 

17Noam Chomsky, "Llnguistics and Philosophy," reprinted in 
Sidney Hookl Language and Philosophy (New York: New York University 
Press, 1969J, p. 87. 
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prima facie case can be made for such a view, for we £Q speak 

of people knowing French and knowing how to speak and under­

stand French. 

Far more serious, I think, is the question of how we are 

going to treat the ascription of knowledge of linguistic 

principles to one who can be described as following the 

principles of a universal grammar or of a specific grammar. 

It is by no means clear to me that one would want to say that 

a person has knowledge of either of these types of principles, 

although Chomsky's position seems to entail such ascriptions. 

Ghomsky, as we have seen in· the· preceding section, goes 

considerably further--we find, in his view, that even birds 

are capable of having knowledge of an innate variety. However, 

in addition to the questions raised therein regarding the extent 

to which we are willing to .attribute knowledge to such creatures 

as birds, given our uncertainty as to their degree of conscious­

ness and awareness in general, I think there is a further interest­

ing epistemological issue to be explored. 

The issue has its roots in Chomsky's characterization of our 

knowledge of linguistic principles, universal or particular, as 

unconscious. What this means is that, although such principles 

yield a description of what must be ascribo1 to the mind for the 

acquioi tion of tJ lnnr;unrr,c to bocomo porm:tblo, they are not opnn 

to introspection. 

Perhaps the sense in v1hich linguistic principles may be said 

to be unconscious is illustrated by an example taken from phonetics. 
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It is well-known that a native speaker of English pronounces 

the word "the" in two distinctly different ways, depending 

upon whether this word immediately precedes another which 

begins with'a vowel or a consonant sound. This principle, 

although capable of being brought to consciousness and made 

explicit, remains at an unconscious level for most people. 

Few are ever aware of employing such a principle, though it 

is adhered to rather strictly.18 A similar, although probably 

more consciously-learned rule, is the one that "tells" us to 

use "a" in front of "book" and "an" in front of "apple." 

Chomf?ky, of course, in a,ddition claims that linguistic rules 

may be innate as well, and it is this particular characterizat­

ion that I wish to pursue here. 

That there must be some method for verifying that a 

specific rule is followed is something about which Chomsky 

is quite explicit. He has always maintained that his hypo­

thesis about innate mechanisms is an empirical one. Never-

theless, precisely~ has been verified should Chomsky's 

postulated innate mechanisms prove to have sufficient explana­

tory power to allow them to be generally accepted, remains an 

18It is interesting to note here that for emphasis the 
usual pronunciation m8y not be followed. Thus, were one to 
state emphnttcnlly "the book you are look:tng for WM~ lont :tn 
the fire," he would ~tornnrily (and ngrdn, unconaciounly) ucc 
the pronunciation of "the 11 which is generally used in the phrase 
"the apple." Rather than being a violation of the rule, this 
instead indicates that the "real" or more sophisticated rule iB 
actually more complex than I have suggested here. 
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open question. It seems to me the question must inevitably 

arise as to wh;x: we should describe the mechanism the speaker­

hearer possesses as "knowledge." It is true that we .£2, speak 

of people knowing how to speak French, but as has already 

been argued, we also speak of birds knowing how to build a 

nest, even though it is far from clear that we really do 

think birds possess this particular bit of knowledge or any 

other. Specifically where we draw the line, if determinable 

at all, is not to be decided by the way we speak. (Does a 

spider have knowledge of web-construction? Surely, in some 

sense, he "knows how" to spin a web, but it is a moot point, 

I think, whether we even want to so:;t he has knowledge of web­

construction, let alone are justified in doing so.) 

Why, then, describe what is innate as knowledge, whether 

the presumed possessor be man or bird? Suppose one were to 

argue that it is not knowledge that the man and bird possess, 

but only a set of beliefs upon which they act? Does it mrure 

sense to distinguish between a man having knowledge of certain 

linguistic principles and his merely believing them (unconsciously, 

of course!)? Indeed, can we even distinguish belief in certain 

linguistic principles from merely making use of them unconscious­

ly in acquiring a language? (That is, whnt is added by saying 

a person 11 lmows" rnthor than merely "believes," or "believen" 

rather than merely "is guided by" certain linguistic principles 

even if he does make use of them unconsciously in learning 

a language?) 
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It is in this context, I think, that Schwartz' "density 

machine" raises an interesting question. Via this example 

Schwartz argues that '~/he fact that we can specify S 1 s 

competence in terms of a formal system of generative rules 

does not in itself imply that S has represented a corresponding 

system in him."19 The "machine"(input-output device) labels 

spheres "+" if their density is greater than 1.0 and "-" if 

their density is less. The device's operation is presumably 

described by equations dealing with the volumes of spheres and 

their density: 

Vol. of sphere = 4 radius3 Density = Weight 
Volume 

Schwartz then argues that the device may very well not 

employ the formulae above, but might instead operate according 

to different principles. It might, for example, contain a 

liquid like water with a density of 1.0 and label ''+" any 

sphere which sinks and "-" any sphere which floats. Given 

such a machine, Schwartz asks: "Would it be reasonable to 

claim that our equations are internally represented in this 

machine? 1120 Schwartz 1 answer is that it would not, for 

La/lthough in some sense the liquid in the machine 
could be held to 'stand for' the equations, it seems 
less reasonable to claim that the analysis provided 
by the equations is mirrored in any interesting manner 

19Robert Schwartz, "On Knowing a Grammer," in Sidney 
Hook, op. cit., p. 187. 

20Ibid., p. 188. 



185 

by the internal processes of the machine. 21 

Given the above, it seems to make sense to say of the 

machine that it operates according to certain physical 

principles, perhaps even "utilizes" them; it seems to make 

little sense, however, t~ say that the machine, in addition, 

"believes" or "knows" these principles. Accordingly, one is 

very strongly inclined to say that the machine does not have 

knowledge, unconscious, innate, or otherwise, of the equations 

which describe its operations. Similarly, I should think one 

would find himself uneasy granting to human beings beliefs in, 

or knowledge of, linguistic principles, even though they are, 

at least, the types of subjects (namely, conscious ones) with 

which knowledge ascriptions are compatible. 

The source of this uneasiness is not easy to locate, but 

it is rooted, I think, in Chomsky 1 s claim that this unconscious 

knowledge is innate. Notwithstanding whatever Platonic tradi­

tion may have been established regarding the possibility or 

conceivability of innate knowledge, it is this additional 

stipulation, I think, that raises an interesting question 

about epistemology. Are we really justified in attributing 

knowledge of a particular principle to a person who can offer 

no evidence and no justification whatsoever for his "accept­

ance" of it ovor mnny othnr n:tmilar principles? Whereas it 

21Ibid -· 
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seems to me clear that people many times believe principles 

for which they have no justification, it is much less obvious 

that they can be said to ~ such principles. 

Let us examine more closely the Chomskyan model of 

knowledge. A subject S knows (speaks and understands) a 

la.nguage L, a.nd with this in mind it is postulated that he 

in addition knows unconsciously and innately the universal 

principles underlying L. We verify that S really does know 

the universal principle by establishing that there are indeed 

universal principles with sufficient explanatory power to cover 

all existing languages. 

To make this explicit, suppose s1 to have been born 

"lucky" in that it was his good fortune to possess a congen-

ital mechanism which, when triggered by his verbal environ-

ment, resulted in his acquiring language L1• s2 was less 

fortunate, for he ··NBS a mutant whose congenital mechanisms 

"mal functioned" (viz., they did function, but generated 

principles which failed to help him master IJ1) and, although 

he also was exposed to the verbal environment of s1 , this 

resulted in his failure to ncquire 11 • s3 possessed the 

"proper" cone;eni tal meclwnisms, but was never exposed to any 

lane;uage. He, of course, l:'llr>o failed to ncquire 1..1 • 

On the Ghomskyan model lt to pontulntPd that r:1 hae 

innate knowledge of the universal principles describing his 

acquisition of 11 • n3 presumably has knowledge of these 

principles also, but he never had the opportunity to make use 

of them. He hnd the cnpncity to acquire 1.1 , but due to a 
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deprived environment failed to do so. s2, however, seems to 

me an interesting and much less straight-forward case. Is he 

most accurately described as one who has no knowledge, for he 

failed to acquire the principles underlying 11 upon exposure 

to it? Or is he better described as one who has knowledge 

of a considerable number of principles, but, alas, the wrong 

ones? 

The problem that arises here is the question of a criterion, 

and seems to me to yield interesting consequences regarding 

ascription of knowledge to s1 • One might argue that s1 has 

knowledge of the principles underlying 11 , while s 2 does not, 

for s1 knows 11 • But this seems questionable, particularly 

given Chomsky's belief that neither s1 nor s2 actually make 

use of the principles in constructing and understanding 

t f 1 22 sen ences o a anguage. Accordingly, it seems to me quite 

arbitrary to ascribe knowledge of certain principles to s1 
merely because his principles should happen to have utiiity, 

and deny knowledge of certain other principles to s2 on the 

grounds that his principles produced no results. One might, 

of course, argue that there is no reason to suppose s2 has 

actually learned any principles, for he has not learned 11 ; 

however, if we again recall that it is very unlikely s1 utilizes 

22see Part II of this chapter and Noam Chomsky, "The Formal 
Nature of Language, 11 Appendix A to Eric Lenneberg's Biological 
Foundations of Language (Dew York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., lJ(7J, 
pp. 435-436. 
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the principles underlying J,1 in mastering L1 , there seems 

little reason for supposing his acquisition of 11 is in any 

way an indication of his knowledge of the underlying principles. 
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In this work I have laid great emphasis upon certain 

epistemological and metaphysical issues arising out of the 

writings of Descartes and Leibniz as well as those of Noam 

Chomsky in linguistics •. In so doing I have, of course, 

discussed these particular issues at length and to the 

exclusion of others which are also of considerable interest. 

Accordingly, in addition to summarizing the major points of 

the preceding discussions, ~n these final pages I wishm stress 

the orientation that underlies the historical outlook and 

philosophical analysis of the foregoing chapters as well as 

give some indication of where future research might profitably 

take place. 

I have maintained throughout this work that similarities 

between Chomsky's version of innateness.and that of the 17th 

century rationalists, Descartes and Leibniz, become markedly 

less striking as one emphasizes the epistemological and meta­

physical implications of their v~itings. This is not to say 

that Chomsky's writings are therefore uninteresting to philo­

sophers or that they bear nQ resemblance whatever to the work 

of Descartes and Leibniz, or perhaps to other earlier figures 

such as Humboldt and the Port Royalists. Instead I wish to 

emphasize that, given his views, Chomsky is nQ! contributing to 

a resolution of the 17th century debate over innate ideas, though 
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~., he is indeed generating a lively discussion regarding the 
lW 

correct methodology in a number of the social sciences. 

Insofar as epistemological issues are concerned, then, 

Chomsky is not so interested in how it is that we come to 

have ideas and principles that do not seem to originate or be 

verifiable in sense experience, but rather with what methodo-

logy might prove most useful in linguistics and the social 

.sciences. As was indicated in Part I of Chapter V, Chomsky 

would like to include "intuitions" (which, of course, have been 

traditionally treated as non-physical entities and as therefore 

inappropriate in the sciences) as part· of the data to be accounted 

for by linguists; as a consequence he may appear to be a meta­

physical dualist himself. In the end, however, Chomsky fails 

to make any metaphysical commitments. The metaphysical implica­

tions of his writings (or rather the lack of them, as Chomsky 

sees it) should be of interest to the philosopher and well 

worth emphasizing again. 

What should be kept in mind, then, is that although Chomsky 

does not wish to deny outright the metaphysical dualism of 

Descartes, he 'does not ""'embrace it. Rather, he remains uncommi­

tted and open on this question. Thus, in concluding remarks in 

Language and Mind Chomsky writes: 

There is one final issue that deserves a word of 
comment. I have been using mentalistic terminology quite 
freely, but entirely \tlthout prejudice as to the question 
of what may be the physical realization of the abstract 
mechanisms postulated to account for the phenomena of 
~ehavior or the acquisition of knowledge. We are not 
contrained, as was Descartes, to postulate a second 
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substance when we deal with phenomena that are not 
expressible in terms of matter in motion, in his sense. 
Nor is there much point in pursuing the question of 
psycho-physical parallelism, in this connection. It is 
an interesting question whether the functioning and 
evolution of human mentality can be accommodated within 
the framework of physical explanation, as presently 
conceived, or whether there are new principles, now 
unknovm, that must be invoked, perhaps principles that 
emerge only at higher levels of organization than can 
now be submitted to physical investigation. We can, 
however, be fairly sure that there will be a physical 
explanation for the phenomena in question, if they can 
be explained at all, for an uninterest~ng terminological 
reason, namely that the concept of "physical explanation" 
will no doubt be extended to incorporate whatever is 
discovered in this domain, exactly as it was extended to 
accommodate gravitational and electromagnetic force, 
massless particles, and numerous other entities and 
processes that would have offended the common sense of 
earlier generations. But it seems clear that this issue 
need not delay the study of the topics that are now open 
to investigation, and it seems futile to spec~late about 
matters so remote from present understanding. 3 

In the end, then, Chomsky apparently sees his work to be as 

compatible with physicalism as with dualism, and does not Wish 

to make speculations respecting either. As a consequence, of 

course, Chomsky leaves the question of the metaphysical impli­

cations of his theory untouched, though it might well be explored 

by philosophers in the future. 

In emphasizing certain epistemological and metaphysical 

aspects of Chomsky's writings, a number of other interesting 

and related issues are also left unexplored by ~ work. 

Chomsky himself has at times stated he is closer to Humboldt 

than to either Descartes or Leibniz, and a closer examination 

23chomsky, Language and Minft (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
World, Inc., 1968), pp. 83-84. Moreover, Chomsky has, in discussing 
the previous chapter of this work, made explicit that he does not 
support the dualism of Descartes. · 
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of this claim might well ~e worthwhile as an aid to understand­

ing Chomsky's present assertions as well as for· historical 

reasons. With its emphasis on Descartes and Leibniz, this 

work has not probed the possibility that Humboldt is better 

background reading for achieving an understanding of Chomsky1 s 

form of innatism than either of these two great rationalists. 

There is no doubt, .I think, that considerable analysis in 

this work has taken place with the epistemological assumption 

that 17th century rationalists were primarily concerned with 

truths in their innateness theories. This is not to say that 

some truths were seen as validated when interpreted as innate, 
/ 

but merely that the concern of people like Descartes and Leibniz 

was with how it is that we come to know truths that do not seem 

to have empirical verification. Among other th~ngs this led to 

an emphasis (in this work) on "necessary truths" in particular, 

with the consequence that further work might be profitably done 

in this area by someone of a decidedly~different orientation. 

It should be added, however, that the major reason behind 

the decision to concentrate on some ideas or principles rather 

than others, or on necessary truths rather than truths in 

general, was that I believed,in so doing, the more interesting 

aspects of the work of Descartes and Leibniz regarding innate-
"''"'""'" ness would surface. Descartes £1£ in his later writings 

profess that ~ ideas were innate; Leibniz, with his theory 

of monads, also implies that all ideas in the end are innate. 

However, I did not find these views of innateness to be as 
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c:/ interesting as those where a less extreme position was taken, 

and thus chose to explore the latter rather than the former. 

This seemed particularly prudent given C~omsky's belief that 

only some principles are innate, not all. 

0 

It seems to me that Chomsky's strongest link vdth Descartes 

and Leibniz, and perhaps with a number of other figures of the 

. seventeenth century, rev61 ves around his claim that there is some 

mechanism within human beings that is to some extent "pre-set," 

and which to some extent is also fairly specific in its function­

ing: that is, the "mechanism" has a very particular job to perform. 

Thus, for Descartes this "faculty" (at times referred to as merely 

the Hfaculty of thinking")24 is an important element in one's 

becoming aware of certain ideas and non-empirical truths. And 

for Chomsky a Fre-set and fairly specific mechanism allows one 

to grasp the deep structure of a language where the actual 

empirical data is by itself considered too meagre for such a 

task. Viewed in this very general way ·one can, I believe, claim 

that Chomsky's form of innatism "parallels" that of Descartes and 

Leibniz to some degree. The question that arises in the end, 

however, is whether such comparisons genuinely assist one in 

trying to understand Chomsky's views on this matter, or whether 

they merely tend to foster confusion and are thus best left 

unstated. It is this latter view that I have emphasized and 

24nescartes, "Notes Directed Against a Certain Programme," 
in Haldane and Ross, Vol. I, 0p. cit., p. 442. 
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argued for in this work. 

Accordingly, in the final· chapters of this study I have 

given considerable attention to analyses of certain key notions 

that I believe to be particularly troublesome. In Chapter IV, 

I examined Chomsky's position on innateness by gradually isolating 

it from the positions of Descartes and Leibniz and, for that 

matter, from any of the early writers sympathetic to some "innate 

idea" doctrine. What resulted, I think, is a portrait of Chomsky 

as an unconventional empiricist--unconventional in that he does 

accept intuitions as part of the data to be explained by any 

language-learning theory, but nevertheless an empiricist in that 

he considers his proposals regarding the innate component in 

language acquisition to be in the end testable and falsifiable. 

Chapter V deals with Chomsky•s theory in complete isolation 

from work of earlier centuries. I have focused on certain issues 

that I find problematic in Chomsky: the degree of explanatory 

power he can legitimately claim, the relationship between 

consciousness and ascriptions of knowledge, m.d an "epistemolog­

ical difficulty" which I perceive to be rooted in ~Y attempt to 

view knowledge as innate. All of these issues can, with profit, 

I believe, be pursued considerably further, but they nevertheless 

serve to focus attention upon aspects of Chomsky's work worth 

exploring. 

Stripped of the repeated references to work of preceding 

centuries, Chomsky's claims not only seem more manageable and 

comprehensible, but also less controversial and in the final 
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~ analysis unsupported. In Chapter IV, I have argued that 

whether or not there are indeed some particular principles 

that are very specific to the acquisition of a first language 

is at present an open question, though an interesting one for 

researchers in linguistics. But before any affirmative or 

negative answers can with justification be given to this 

question, it will be necessary to develop the principles to 

a much greater degree and to get more widespread agreement 

about the role of genetics and the environment. Without 

such refinement and agreement one can only speculate about 

highly specific innate components·in language acquisition. 
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