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ABSTRACT

Over the years Hoam Chom:sky hoas made numerous references
to the similarity between hic twentieth century innatism
regarding language acquisition end the innate idea doctrines
of certain earlier writers, Descartes and Leibniz numbering
among them. Despite considerable criticiesm from philosophers,
he continues to do so, ‘lhat seems to be at stake is not only
the hictoricea: cuczstion of the degree to which Chomsky may
fairly be seen as following in the tradition of these
seventeenth century philosophers, but also the precise
interpretation we are to give Chomsky's doctrines.

It is, accordingly, appropriate and worthwhile to
explore in deta2il 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, marked or otherwise, to the earlier doctrines,
But it is hoped that such explorations have accomplished
more than merely éhed 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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Résume

Au cours de.. annces Hoom Chomoky u 5ouventvporté )
1'attention du lecteur la similitude entre sa théorie de
1'innéité concernant 1'vaﬁisition du langage et les doctrines
d'idées innées dc certains penseurs qui 1'ont précéde,
Descartes et Leibniz entre autres, In dépit des critiques
acharnées de la jart des philosophes, Chomsky n'abandonne
pas cette opinion, Ce qui est en jeu n'est pas uniquement
la question historique de savoir jusqutd quel point Chomsky
s'insdre danc la tradition de ces philosophes du dix-szeptidme
sidcle, mais ausci l'interprétation‘précise qu'il faut donner
aux doctrines de Chomsky.

En conséquence, il semble donc approprié et valable
d'explorer en délail les fondements sur lesquels reposent
les théories de 1'innéité de Descartes et de Leibniz, de
fagon & détermincr dans quelle mesure les affirmations
récentes de Chomcky concernant 1'innéité s'apparentent
effectivement, d¢ fagon plus ou moins marquée, aux doctrines
antérieures, Mais nous espérons que ces explorations ont
fait plus que simplement éclairer un point historique,

Elles indiquent, nous crbyons, le manque de clarté de
plusieurs aspects de la version du vingtidme sidcle, tout
en soulignant leu engagements épistémologiques et

métaphysiquec de son auteur,
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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's form of
innatism and those of the seventeenth century philosophers
Descartes and Leibniz, Although such arguments, 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 also been made to
elucidate and draw out the epistemological and metaphysical
commitments of Noan Chémsky'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,
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TIITRODUCTION

lloam Chomsky has for some time explicitly urged that in
seventeenth, cipghtcenth, and edrly nineteenth century literature

there is to be found a certoin "capital of ideas'" that may be

‘helpful to those with modern linguistic interests.® In

particular, Professor Chomsky has periodically emphasized that
both Descartes and l,eibniz held innateness theories, and that
in certain particular respects they bear a marked resemblance
to his own 20th century linguistic version.2 wWhile this is
undoubtedly true when the Varioﬁs theoriecs are surveyed in
broad outline form, the resemblance is considerably less
striking when they are analyzed in depth, Moreover, as a
number of the concepts developed in the specific doctrines

are so very obviously deeply embedded in the metaphysical and
epistemological vievs of the particular author, it is at least

questionable whether any significant large-scale similarities

lSee, .., Hoam Chomsky, Cartesion Linguistics (Wew York:
Harper & Row, PUblluheru, 1966), "Intro&uctwon," Pp. 1-3,
especially p. 3.

’Porhan; most noticecably such references occur in lNoam
Chomsky, "Recent Contributions to the Theory of Innate Tdeas,"
reprinted in J.R. Searle, The Philosophy of J.anguage (Iondon
Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 1L21-129, but they ore also
evident in his Aspects of the Theorv of vntav (Cambridge: The
M.I.T. Press, 1965), ppe L7-50.
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@:; . -remain once the éntire netvork of concepts is exposed.

Accordingly, I have in the following work made an attempt
to examine particuler key concepts in several innate idea doctrines
of the seventeenth century as well as in Chomsky's modern versioh,
with the intention of clarifying to what extent Chomsky can
fairly draw on this period in expositing his contemporary views,
My purpose in undertaking such an examination is two-fold,
Although T believe it is of some historical importance to
emphasize the differences between Cartesian and Leibnizian
innatism on the one hand, and Chomskyan innatism on the other,
this has not been my primary focus, Rather, by indicating such
differences, I am hopeful that Chomsky's precent theory will
be clarified conciderably and theot much of the controversy that

f:: has attended its introduction will abhate,

With these objectives in mind, Chavter I consists of an
examination of Descartest! theory ns well as of certain
fundamental terms contained therein, ones which have a
distinct Cartesian flavor even if not a precisely clear
Cartesian meaning. Primary among these is the term "idea,"
sometimes used in conjunction with (if not identical to) a
corporeal image, but perhaps more appropriately interpreted,
especially in later Cartesian vorks, as referring to the
contents of the mind in general,

Section I1I of Chapter I'develops an early statement of
Descartes' regarding the innateness of csome ideas,

Beginning with the leatter half of Meditation II, I have made
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explicit the thinliing that underlies the VWax Argument and
which, when fully developed in Meditation I1I, surfaces as an
argument for the innateness of the idea of God. As weak as the
argument may seem vhen clearly stated and exposed to some
philosophical analysis, 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 along with the meaning of Certain
other important Cartcsian concepts such as "imagination,"
"conception," and "knowledge."

Having dispensed with the initial task of determining
precisely how Descarﬁes, as a proponent of innate ideas,
is using the term "ideas" and is arguing for the innateness
of some of them, I have in Section ITI developed Nescartes!
more mature views on the matter, llere especially one sees
how the term "innate" is being used,

- Subsequent to the "Heditations'" (1641) Descartes wrote
"lotes Directed Against a Certain Programme" (1647), therein
attempting to clarify or expand upon the sense in which he
understood ideas to be innate, 1In Section III, I have
outlined this more detailed version of the Cartesian theory
of innate idens, and have indicated how it is entangled with
the fundamental notions of Descartes'! dualistic metaphysics.
As a result I believe much of the strength of Descartes!
position on innate ideas rests upon acceptance of his

uncompromising dualism, It might Le noted here, and will
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be clarified later, that Chomsky's position is not in the
same way tied to such a metaphysicel outlook. (See in
varticular Chapter IV.)

Among major philosophers, it is not only Descartes that
Chomsky sees as an important contributor to the "capital of
ideas" from which he thinks contemporéry theorists could
learn a great deal, Leibniz also is to be considered.,
‘lowever, before embarking upon any critical analysis of
Léibniz' nosition on the innateness of certain speculative
and practical principles, I thought it propitious to examine
Tocke's nosition, This seemed especially advantageous--
nay,/virtually unavoidable~-~-given the fact that Leibniz!
pocition arises out of, and is rather fully developed within,
a thorbugh chapter by chapter critigue of Locke's [ssay. Of
particular importance, of course, are the three chapters of
Book T that deal exclusively with Locke!s statements and
argunents against the existence of innate ideas or principles,

A5 a conseguence Chapter I1 deals exclusively with Locke,
Section T is cepecially important, I think, because it explores
Locke's contention that there can be no innate knowledge in
the mind if we are not aware of it:

To say a notion is imprinted on the mind, and yet at

the same time to say, that the mind is ignorant of it,

and never yet took notice of it, is to make this
impression nothing, o 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."

Thus Locke, from the beginning, denies the possiplility of
unconscious knowledge and in so doing, I have argued, fails
to deal with innateness theories 1in any but their weakest
and crudest forms.

Section II begins with Locke's second major objection to
there beling any innate principles, viz., as there are no
innate ideas, and no proposition can Be considered innate
if the ideas 1t contalns are not innate, there are no innate
propositions.r This second argument, somewhat 1like 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 1s 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 Concerning Human Understanding,
collated and annotated by A.C. Fraser (New York: Dover
Publications, Inc., 1894, pp. 40-41,
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Descartes argues that it is only through thought that we can

bring forth what is but implicitly known,

Tn addition Section II contains an analysis of Locke's
arguments against the innateness of the idea of God,
a critical examination of several analogies Locke 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 supvosedly 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 bégins with Locke's
argument that even the '"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'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.

While Leibniz' practical principles tend not to be self-
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evident and are consequently less bbviously innate, they
nevertheless bear a stronger resemblance than the specula-
tive ones to the linguistic principles Chomsky believes to be
innate, Therefore, I have accorded to Section II an in-~depth
examination of T.eibniz' comments regarding their being innate,
Beginning with the observation that innate vpractical principles
do not seem to be truths, this section critically analyzes
Leibniz' claims that at least some Ytruly innate practicel
principles” (e.g., that all men desire havviness and are
averse to miscry) aro‘"inclinations of the soul" rather

than truths, |

Section TII1 is concerned with T,eibnin' attempt to tie
together some loose ends resulting from his discussion of
innate speculative and practical principles. This entails
some discuésion of unconscious knowledge when IL,eibniz agrees
with locke that the ideas of an innate proposition must
themselves be innate, but primarily concerns the innateness
of the idea of God. The section closes with a brief
discussion of the idea of substance and, ~grin, of the mind's
having ideas of which it is not avare,

It is in Chapter IV that one of the major contentions of
this worlk is examined in greatect detail., Through repeated
references to '"the classical doctrine of innate ideas" (my
emphasis), and to the writings of Descartes and Leibniz in
particular, Chomsky has, I think, not surprisingly, led some

philosophers to read him as believing he is at the end of a
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tradition that began with the rationalists of the seventeenth
century.,  In deference to Chomsky'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., 1 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 '"necessary 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
encountéred and which, he maintains, couid 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,
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Accordingly, the problem Chomsky wishes to resolve with
his innateness theory is vastly different from those of
either Descartes or Leibniz, Descartes, in the 1ater‘
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 fhe
body possibly interact with the mind and produce non-
physical ideas, Leibniz, for the most part, is concerned
w#ith the "fact" thatthe 'necessity" of some general 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," 1In 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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contrasting Chomsky's innateness theories with those of the
earlier period,

I have also included in this chapter some specific
references to Nuine and Skinner, who have long been considered
Chomskyan critics., Their positions, I believe, are not so
radically different from that of Chomsky, and, in particular,
neither denies some "innate" contribution by the organism to
the data received from the environment, hat differences remain,
howvever, appear to me to be of scientific concern rather than
philosophical (epistemologicel). Indeed, the main difference--
are there or are there not general learning principles?--does
not at the present time scem to be a cuestion resolvable by the
philosopher, |

The final part of Chapter IV contains a brief discussion
of what seem to be two distinct hypotheses in Chomsky's work,
along with some closing remarks about the relevance of
understanding seventeenth century innateness theories prior
to understanding the contemporary linguistic one. I have, in
addition, again emphasized via the labels "epistemological"
and "psychological,'™ 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 less important, but rather
to'emphasizo once more that, considering the markedly differing
approaches, it is doubtful that Chomsky has resolved the
Rationalist-impiricist dispute of the seventeenth century.

In general, it is easy to mee that the explanatory or
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predictive powver of a thcory nlays a role in its acceptance
over its competitors, ond Chomsky'!s theory nppears to present
no exception., 5till, it secms to me important to bear in
mind precisely how explanatory power tends to support a
theory, and I have therefore devoted Part I of Chapter V to
this question. Of particular concerh in this section is the
relation between explanatory power and other types of evidence
brought forthAin support of the theory or of the existence
of the theoretical "entities" which it postulates--in this
case, innate knowledge., Finally, it has even been suggested
that invoking "innateneazxz" does not solve the problem of
learning--namely, how it is that we come to 'know" apparently
non-empirical principles--and this question is examined in the
final pages of Part I. |

In Part 1I, I have concentrated on what may appeér to be
a minor linguistic point, but wvhat in reality seems to me to
present difficulties to a clear understanding of Chomsky'!s
position, Were Chomsky's pocition merely that there is a
contribution made by the mind in 211 language-learning, I
doubt he would encounter much objection, In the previous
chapter I have indicated that even one who emphasizes the
control exercized by the environment as strongly as does
Skinher, nevertheleoss oallovws for an innate component in the
erm of heredity. |

But Choncky's position, of course, is stronger than this,

In emphasizing his debt to Descartes and Leibniz, Chomsky
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maintains that not only is a contribution made by the mind;
but that it has innate knowledge as wéll. 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's part, to birds,
men, and, perhaps by implication, even to machines. The
case is further complicated by the fact thaf the knowledge
ascribed 1is of the unconscious variety.

Finally, it seems to me desirable to examine what I
take to be an epistemological difficulty in Chomsky'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 fﬁrther treatment
in this separate and succeeding section, Thus, Part II deals
with the interplay of the concepts of knowledge and innateness,
whereas Part IIT treats Chomsky's notion of knowledge insofar as
it is of the unconscious variety. 1In completing this analysis
I have included some relevant material from Schwartz's article

"On Knowing a Grammar,"H

YRovert Schwartz, "On Knowing a Grammar,'" in Sidney Hook,
Language and Philosophy (New York: New York University Press,
1969), pp. 185-190.
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CHAFPTER I

IRNATE IDEAS: DESCARTIES

Part I: The meaning of the term "idea" in Cartesian Epistemology

As the notion "idea" lies at the very foundation of
Descartes'! version of innateness, it is unfortunate that
one must admit, in pursuing his theory, that there is

considerable ombiguity in his use of the word., It has been

suggested that part of the difficulty stems from the fact that

in the seventeenth century the word "idea' renerally meant
"mental image," and that Descartes, when under the pressure
of philosophical difficulties, many times tended to extend
it to encompass oll thought, including the unimaginable,t
Even this, however, is not clear., Jlevertheless, if we are
to examine his theory of innate ideas, some attempt must be
made to clorify his use of this term.

In his earlier writings Descartes 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 also be nsed in referring tb thinge which we know

1J.O. Urmson, "Ideas,'" in Paul Rdwards (ed.), The
ncyclopedia of Philosophy (iTew York: The liacliillan Company

and The I'ree Press, 1967), Vol, IV, p. 119,
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q:} .‘- 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¢ 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 imvossible,' he said '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

“Robert McRae, '"'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," collected in Elizabeth
Haldane and G,R.T. Ross (translatorss, 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 doudbt 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_recognize them it is enough

to be endowed with reason.3
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 1deas, "of all these things," is not clear in this

passage from the "Regulae," ‘
In the "Meditations" Descartes clearly defines '"idea"
so as to exclude thoughts which are not also "images of
things" (les images des choses):
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 a2 _man_or of ay
chimera, of heaven, of an angel, or [3veg7of God.

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

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

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

qRene Descartes, "Meditations on First Philosophy,"
Meditation III, collected in Elizabeth S, Haldane and
G.R.T., Ross (translators), The Philosophical Works of
Descartes (Cambridge: The University Press, 1968), Vol. I,
p. 159. "Meditations on First Philosophy" will hereafter
be referred to as the '"Meditations," ?

AT, IX, 29) (AT, VIII, 37)
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argues that he has no similar image or idea corresponding

to an angel or to God, Descartes replies:

Here 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'pgove that there is no proper idea of Angel or of

God,

Descartes,

then wishes to distinguish the corporeal image

formed in the imagination from the mental image perceived

by the mind. T1e seems to agree that there is no image of

God in the

corporeal imagination, but nevertheless believes

that we do

clearly in

that there

have an idea of God, This is seen even more
Descartes' reply to lobbes' further objection

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

by means of the reason that there is something internal in

the human body, which imparts to it its animal motion, and

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

be, we name the soul, without employing any idea"6:

When 1t is said further that we have no idea of the
soul but that we arrive at it by an inference of
reason, that is the same as saying that there is no
image of the soul depicted in the imagination, but
that that which I have called its idea, nevertheless,

eXists,

55ee Elizabeth S. Haldane and G.R.T. Ross (translators),
The Philosophical Works of Descartes (Cambridge: The University

Press, 196775 Vol., II, "Objections III with Replies," p.67,

(AT, IX, 141

6

(AT, VII, 181)

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

"1bid., pp. 69-70 (AT, VIT, 183)
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Accordingly, whether or not one feels at this point
that Descartes can consistently assert that ideas are
"images of the things" and at the same time claim that
there are idens of God and the soul seems in part to depend
upon whether or not he con make sense of the notion "non-
corporeal’ (mental) image' an distinct from corporeal images.
That Descartes wishes to speak this way at least come of the
time is clesar., 1In the definitions accomponying the replies
to objections collected by lMersenne, for example, Descartes
writes:
And thus it is not only images depicted in the imagination
that T cell ideas; n2y, to such images I here decidedly
refuse the title of ideas, in so far as they ore pictures
in the corporeal imagination, i.e. in some part of the
brain, They arc ideas only in so for 25 they constitute
the form of the mind itself that is directed towards
that part of the brain,®
But the problem of how we arc to make this notion intelligible
is by no means easily recolved, for it remnins unclear what
an image of God iz, whether this be in the corporeal imagina-
tion or in the perceiving mind, OSurely the import of Hobbes!

objection is not cimply that hic corporenl imapgination cannot

form an image of an angel or of God, but that he is unable to

8Ibid., Arguments dravn up in geometrical fashion,™
appended to "Reply to Objections IT," p. 52, (AT, IX, 124)
(AT, VII, 160-161)
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form any image at all.9 To this objection Descartes does not
address himself, for after moking the distinction between
corporeal images and images in the mind and then allowing that
there are no images of God or souls in the imagination, he fails
to deal with llobbes! claimg thot there is no image at all
corresponding to these words., Ve thus coan not be sure when
Descartes denies that ideas are imapges that he is at the same
time denying that ideos are mental imagec in the sense of
pictures in the "mind's eye."lo

In all fairness to Descartes it is nerhaps misleading
to speak of pictures in the "mind's eye" when referring to
" M™mental images.'" From such usage it is easy, but most
certainly incorrect, to suppose that this "mental image'" is
some kind of picture that somehow duplicates the physical image,

9Hobbes vrites "Dut, when one thinks of an Augsel, what is
noticed in the mind is now the image of a flame, now that of a
fair winged child, and this, I may be sure, has no likeness to
an Angel, and hence is not the idea of an Angel." (1y emphasis)
Haldane and Ross, Vol, II, op. cit. "Objections IIT with
Replies," p. 67. (AT, VII, 179) Tilote that although Hobbes was
a materialist for whom mind wac composed of matter, the
difficulty that faces him iz not how matter can form an imare,
but that he notices no image. IHis objection has to be read,
I think, as the claim that he (2nd by implication, we) is simply
unable to form any image of God and soulz., (AT, IX, 140)

1050@ Anthony Kenny, Deccartes: A Study of IMis Philo:sophy
(llew York: Random Jlouse, 1963), pp. 1006-107.
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but is itself non-corporeel. Indeed, even the corporeal
image need not be a "picture" if this picture is interpreted
as a visual representation., It is better to think of images
as simply "representations," thus following Descartes and

allowing for "images" of sounds and scents and pain as well

as colors.11

In any event, Descartes!' writings at other times suggest
that he may be extending the word "idea" to cncompass all
thought.t€ Tndeed, vhen Gassendi has difficulty with the
idea of himself,l3 Descartes quite forwardly asserts just that:

o g - -~

ll"But I am in the habit of imagining many other things
beside this corvoreal nature vhich is the object of pure
mathematics, to wit, the colours, sounds, ccents, pain, and
other such thingo,although less distinctly.” Descartes,
"Meditations," Meditation VI, in ilaldane and Ross, Vol. I,
Ope_cite, 1a 187. (AT, IX, 58)

D

l“Descartes vwas not the first vriter to usze the word
"idea'" for the contents of human thought, I1lis chief
innovation in the use of the term seems to have been in
employing it for human thourshts that zre purely intellectual-~
for human "ideag'" that are not "images des choses qui sont
cogneues par les sens,! but which are wholly non-sensuous
and non-imaginotive, Gee Ralph H, Rlake, "lote On the Use
of the Term Id%e Prior to Descartes," in The Philosophical
Review, XLVIIT, September, 1939, pp. 532 and 534,

13 . . . .
Haldane and Ross, Vol, II, op, cit., "Objections V,"
p. 162. (AT, VIT, 291-292) S ’
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"vou restrict the term idea solely to the images depicted in
the fancy, while I extend it to whatever is thought."1h
And there are places 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,
Descertes says:
. esWhen understanding what I say, I can express nothing
in words, without that very fact making it certain that
I possess the idea of that which these words signify.15
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' distinction between

1l“Descartes, "Reply to Objections V," in Haldane and Ross,
Vol. II, op, cit., p. 217. (AT, VII, 366) Moreover, "'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 Hlaldane and Ross, Vol. I, op, cit., p. 222.)
(AT, VII, 28) '

15Descartes,~"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)


http:signify.15

21

16 5+ now seems that he

the imagination and pure intellection,
is willing to apply the term "idea" even when the mind is not
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 corpofeal

form."17

If this is so, Descartes is apparently willing to
use the term '"idea" for whatever is thought, regardless of
whether or not there are corresponding images,

It is in this extended sense, I believe, that Descartes
can most consistently speak of the idea of God, It will be
remembered that in Meditation III Descartes asserts that "by
the name of God I understand a substance that is infinite
/eternal, immutable/, independent, all-knowing, all--powerful..."l8

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

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 [Es I do the three
sides of a triangle/ nor do I, so_to speak, regard them as
present Zﬁith the eyes of my ming7. And although in accordance
with the habit T have formed of always employing the aid of my
imagination when I think of corporeal things, it may happen
that in imagining 2 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
g?ny—sigedtfﬁgure...a" (Descartes, "Meditations," Meditation

y Collected in Haldane and Ross, Vol. I, op, cit. . 185-186.

(AT, VII, 72) ’ ’ » PP- 165

17Descartes, "Reply to Objections V,'" in Haldane and Ross,
Vol, II, op. cit., p. 229. (AT, VII, 385

18Descartes, "Meditations," Meditation III, in Haldane and
Ross, Vol. I, op, cit., p. 165. (AT, VII, 45)
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idea of the divine being:

eesit is worthy of you alone, O flesh, to think
that the idea of God, of an Angel, and 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
thie name God or mind., For, in the true idea of mind,
nothing is contained but_thought and its attributes, of
which none is corporeal.

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 phrases and

sentences which express a thought, This is quite significant,

for it is this 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,"ao are innate ideas,
19Descartes, "Reply to Objections V," in Haldane and Ross,

Vol. 11, op, cit., p. 230. (AT, VII, 385

2ODescartes, "Hotes Against a Programme," in Haldane and
Ross, Vol. I, op, cit., p. 443. (AT, VIII, 359)
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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 Wax
Argument of Descartes' Second Heditation as precursory of
his theory of innate ideas; in addition I want to examine
Meditation III as an argument for the same, For this
purpose I bhelieve 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 1 believe can be interpreted as
Descartes!'! introduction to the theory of innate ideas which
he puts forth more explicitly in Meditation III,

The Wax Argument begins with an examination of a
particular piece of wax which has a certain color, 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 color changes, and
the previously solid cold mass becomes soft and hot., All of
the propérties 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

25
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conclusion is that whatever it is in this bit of wax that we
recbgnize 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."?l 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 game 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 Meditation I,
where virtﬁally 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 211 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, "Meditations," Meditation II, collected in
klizabeth Haldane and G.R.T., Ross, The Philosophical Works of
Descartes (Cambridge: The University Press, 1988), Vol, 1
P. 1oL, (AT, VII, 30)
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But even apart from the "Dream Argument' and the
"Deceiver Argument' of the first Meditation I believe
Descartes is on somewhst shaky grounds when he makes this
assertion, TIf the fragranﬁ odor and cweet tacte of the wax
have disappeared, the color has changed, and all the sensible
characteristics by which we formerly recognized the piece of
wax as wa¥x have also changed, why must we say we have the same
substance? The implication cseems to be that with changes as
significant as these, if thic material were again cooled, it
would not regain the odor of flowers, the taste of honey, and
the original coloring. To many this might seem to indicate
that the wax has indeed become a different substance, and no
doubt as a result of the heating and melting, and not of the
cooling proceﬁs. Perhaps, then, in dealing with the heating
and melting of wax, some people may very well want to deny

that the same pice of vwax remains, for perhaps we really

should no longer call this material wax at all. (Ve do, of
course, speak of "molten wax," indicaoting that we do suppo~e
that this liquid is in some way "connected with' the solid
that preceded it, but the grounds for this Jjudgment may very
well be derived from the senses even though each sensible
property has changed, I will hope to make this clear in a
subsequent paragraph,)

In Descartes! behalf one may wish to argue that it is not
the argument that is faulty here, but rather that the example

is ill-chosen., That is, if we use the case of ice instead of
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wax, although the changes are much less spectacular, upon
re-freezing a portion of matter which is presently in the
liquid stage (water), many more people might be willing to
admit that we have the same piece of material (now in the
form of ice). DBut the advantages here gained by employing

a material (Hp0) which might more readily be accepted as

the same substance in its liquid state (water) and its solid
state (ice), are outweighed by the fact that the example is
less spectacular., That i1g, no longer is there a change of
color, of odor, or perhaps even of taste, and from these very

unchanging sencations one may wont to conclude that in this

case the substance has not becn replaced by a different one,
but merely has been transformed from one state into another,
Or, as Korner puts it, "the meltiung of ice into water which
at first may appear as a transubstantiation is conceived or
explained, as a mere 'transreification,'! in which the same
substance, say Hp0, has éuccessively tvwo properties or is

n2?

successively in two states, One, then, might conclude

that whatever is in this bit of matter (1ip0) that maskes us
say it is the same substance when a liquid and vhen a solid,
is "observed by means of the senses': that because many
sensible qualities remain unchangod ve nssert thot we are be-

holding the some substance, 1t need not be maintained that

2l . . . .
Se Korner, "Substance, II," The Aristotelian Society,

Supp. Volume XXXVIIT (19614), pp. 88-89,
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"sameness" is perceived by the senses, but merely that our
senses are 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 Descartes himself could hardly
deny, If we do say that a certain mass of molten material
is the same substance as the solid mass before it was brought
near the fire, iﬁ 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 cdntinuously observed this process, the
question of this liquid mass being the same substance as the
~501id 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 circumstances, would usually conclude that my
carving had melted and that the same wax is now in the form

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

251pid., p. 89.
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Suppose, for example, that T knew I had turned my radiator
off the night before and I remembered that my brother, who
is fond of playing practical Jjokes, is staying with me that
weekend, It then might cross my mind that he has switched

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

melted down, ‘/hat ic in ouestion here is not just the change
of one material substance into another, but, in fact, the

l
replacement of one substance by another.af

But this
ouestion, at least, would not have arisen had I continuously
observed the carving on the window sill throughout the entire

night, It may be, then, that although no particuler quality

of the wax remains the same as observed by the senses,
nevertheless the sences are involved in our assertions that a
particular "piece'" in a liquid form is the same as that of a
previously observed solid picece,

In the cecond step Descartes decides that this wax was
neither that sweetness of honey, that odor of {lowers, that
color nor that sound, but simply a body "appearing" to his
senses under these forms and others.25 e then further
decides that his conception of the wax is not achieved by
the faculty of imagination:

2l"See Korner on the distinction between chonges of
material objects and changes of substance, pp. 883-90.

25Descartes, "Meditations," leditation II, in Haldane
and Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 154 (AT, VII, 30)



Let us attentively con:-ider this, and, abstracting from
211l that does not belong to the wax, let us see vhat
remains.,  Certainly nothing remains eucepting a certain
extended thing which ic fle:ible 2nd movable, 2But vhat
is the meaning of {lcuxible oand movable? 5 it not that
I imegine thot this piece of wnx being round is capable
of becoming square nnd of nascing from a cquare to a
triangular figure? llo, certainly it is not that, since
I imegine it ndmitc of an infinitude of similar changes,
and I nevertheless do not know how to compess the
infinitude by my imopgination, and concequently this con-
ception which I have of thcjgax is not brought about by
the faculty of imnginotion.,~°

And as Tfor extcnsion, Descartes continues:

vhat now ig this extension? Is it not also unknown?
For it becomes greater when the wax 15 melted, greater
wvhen it i~ boiled, ond greoter 5till when the_heat
increasen; and T chould not conceive [clearly/according
to truth whet wesx ic, if T did not thinlt that even this
piece thot we are concidering ic copnble of receiving
more variations in e:xtension than 1 have ever imagined,
Yie must then grant thet I could not even understand o7
through the imoginction vwhat this piece of wal 1Geees -

6]

“Ihile Descortes annrrently ceen 1ittle or no difficulty
with this part of the arsument, I think he hos 2r2in made come
statements that need further ciemination, It should be noted
that Degccortes thinks of the inmsgination in terms of a {aculty
that "staples" things together, ~nd thot for this reason

flewibility ~nd mobility rre eliminnted as being the result

of the action of the inagination: as a body ic canable of

accuming on infinite number of cheopes and an infinite number
of locationgs, Tlexibility ond mobility cennot be grasped by
the imegination, Towever, T believe Descartes has, accidentally
;)6 biad 150h=1 55 AT e 7
Ibid., pr. LOh-155, (A7, VII, 30-21)

271’01'.(1., Pe 155, (AT, VII, 51)
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or for the salte of argumentation, hidden come difficulties
here by his choice of words,

First, I want to draw attention to the lack of parallel
construction in the argument, which may nerhaps be nothing
more than a grommatical slip: while "flexibility" and
"mobility!" are dispositional properties, Mextension' is a
non-dispositional prOporty.28 But Descartes then goes on to

describe the difficultier of imagining extension a5 if he had

meant it to be talten in a dispositional nense: "Is it not also
unknown? for it bhecomes gfcater vhen the vl ié melted, greater
viien it is boilbd, and greater still when the heat increases;

and I should not conceivozglearij7according to truth what wax is,
if T did not think that even this picce that we are considerinsg
is capable of recciving more varintions in extension than I have

~
2

evor imogined,v®

Ao

It is for thir rencon that nome may prefer to
look unon the use of the non-dicvositonal term "eutension'" as a
grammatical clip rather than n5 a flaw in arsumentation.

. . B

0

““Phe relevent passage in Lotin (Oeuvres des Descarter,
edited by Chorles Adam and Paul Tennery (Poris: Leopold Cerf,
1897-1913), Vol. VII, p. 1) reads:

e o oncnpe nihil aliud quom e:tencum ouid, flexibile,
mutabile,

The relevonl pecsape in IFrench (Geuvres de Descorbes, edited
by Charles Adam and Paul Tonnery (Irrico: Teopold Cerf, 1897-
1913), Vol. IX, pe PL) reads:

Certes i1 ne demeure rien nue nunlaue chonne d¥entendu,
de flexible & de nuable,

’) y - . . - T . . .
‘9Doscnrtes, "Mieditations, ™ 'editation II, in !llnldane and
Ross, Vol. 1, on, cit., p. 105, (A7, VIT, 31)
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It should be added here that perhaps Descartes found it

eveﬁ desirable to have a non-dispositional property among these
three, for it is auvite 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 consciously

included a non-dispositional one., But even 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 nafure, 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 flowers, taste of honey,
etc,) is apparently essential to its nature. It will be
remembered that 211 of the sensible properties of the wax have
changed as a result of the application of heat. But this seems
to have several consequences, 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 essentisl nature of the piece

of wax., With regard to this second point, instead of eliminating



extension, flexibility, and mobility in the way he has
eliminated coloredness, fragrance, and taste, he asserts that
they are comprehended by another pover. (See "Step 5" belovw.)
vhile it must be admitted that it is unclear in the "lax Argumenﬁ"
exactly what is essential to the nature of wax, it is nevertheless
quite clear that Deccartes is treating extension, flexibility,
and mobility in a very different monner than that in which he
treated sensible properties such as color, smell, and taste,

The third step in the argument is positive rather thon
negative, for heoving decided that the noture of wax is noither
observed by the senses nor comprehended by the imagination, he

150

asserts that "it is my mind slone which perceives it,! And

he then adds that percention is thus not a vision, & touch, nor
an imagination, but is5 solely an inspection by the mind,

The main difficulty with whot I have termed the Ypositive"
aspect of the argument is that it is very unclerr vwhat Deccortes
wants to get across here, And his analogny to the men or automata
"seen' from o wvindow raises more problems than it solves:

eeel am almont deceived by the terms of ordinary lanpguage.

I'or ve coy that we simply judge that it is the same fronm

ite having the came colour and figure, From this I should

conclude thrt T knew the wer by means of wvision and not

simply by the intuition of the mind; unless by chence I

remember that, when looking from » window ond saying I

see men vho pass in the street, T reslly do not see them,
but infer that what I nee is men, just nn T nony that T

Opide (AT, VII, 31)

re——



cee wen., And vet vhat So I rece from the window but hets

snd conts which may cover ~utomatic machines? Yet I

judge these to be wen. And cimilarly colely by the

faculty of Jjudgrment which restc in nmy mingw I comprehend

that which 1 believed T naw vith My eyes.”

Put how are we to mnke rnence of this onnlogy? Presunrbly
we only gsoy we cee the piece of wax when we actually moke a
judgment baced upon(?) its sensible properties, just as we
say we sce men, vhen in fact we sece clooks ~nd hats and actually
make a judgment based vpon this observation. But the difficulty
vith the annlorj io thet we can verify our judgments regarding
autonata by looking under the cloaks and hateo ~nd seeing i
acturl men are there., DBDut how does one look under the color,
the odor, and taste in order to see 1f the actuel wax is there?
If only we could get beyond this color and this teste and get
. 52
beyond thece appearances to the wax itself,”

Ilotwithstanding thece problems of interpretation and
Descartes! cubsequent and explicit statements that what follows

is that he can hecertain of his owvm existence ond that, contrary

to vhat he formerly thought, he knows mind better than borly,z’5

1.
“Ibid., np. 155-156, (AT, VITI, 357)

52

M

"Descartes and the iax," The Philocophical ‘uerterly, I, 1,
October 1950, »pp. 55- 56

-— -

D)',Tw

or 1f T judge that the wri ic or cxists from the fact
that T see it, it certainly follows much more clenrly that I am
or thot I C"lut mycself from the fact thnat I cece it., Tor it noy
be that Whﬂt I cec in not renlly woi, it nry aloo be thot T do
not posses yes with which to cce ~nything; but it cannot be

“Tor o gimilar arpgument ageinst thic anclogy, see J,J.C, Smart,

thot vhen I see, or (for I no lonrer trke account of the distinction)

" ’ . >
vvhen T thin“ I sec, that T myoelf who thinlt rm nought., So if T
judge that e vax exists from the fact thnat T touch it, the came
thing vwill fo’ to wit, thrt T onm...." Neccertes, "icditations,™

Rokvi c
in ilalc¢anc and Ross, Vol, I, ox, cit., ». 156, (AT, VII, 33)
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there is implicitly in this final stage of the VWax Argument,
Descartes' theory of innate ideas, DBecause 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 ahythingvmore than an indication that some ideas

might be innate), it is very weak and opeh to a criticism quite
similar to that which Putnam subjects what he takes to be
Chomsky's claim(pejoratively termed the "What else?" argument)
that only innateness can explain the complex skill of initial

34

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

impressed we should be with the failure of alternatives (in

5I"LIn all fairness to Chomsky, the closest I can see that
Chomsky ever comes to asserting this in the works Putnam quotes
is as follows: "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's claim is weaker than Putnam's formulation of it.
See Chomsky, "Explanatory Models in Linguistics," in B, Nagel,
P. Suppes, and A, Tarski, Logic, Methodology and Philosophy of
Science (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1962), p. 956,




-
-

Putnam's case, currcnt learning theories) to account for what
is to be ewplained (again, in Futnam's cace, complex lenarning
processes such as those involved in the learning of language.35)
At this point Descartes has, even more clearly, I think, failed
to establish the disjunction (that our ideas are either derived
from the genseu, contrived by the imogination, or innate in the
understanding) that vould 2llow him to assert that the idea of
extension icg inhate in the understanding even if he couid
eliminate derivation from the senses and construction in the
imaginatidn as possibilities,

In Meditntion TIII the cléssification of ideas is made
explicit. After steting thot error can not resnlt if one
considers ideas only as modes of thought, without attempting
to relate them to anything "outcide of me," Deccartes says
"Put among these ideas, some aprear to me to be innate, some
adventitious, and others to be formed Zgr invonte§7 by rzl}frself‘...."j"6
This tripartite classification of ideas porsllels that of the

Wax Argument at the end of leditation II, but now Descartes

clearly stotes he has as yet no grounds for asserting that the

95Hilary Putnam, "The !'Innnteness Uypothesis' ond Fxplanatory
Models in Tinguistics," reprinted in J.R. Jenrle, The Philosoph
of Longuare (Tondon: Oxford University Press, 19715, PPe lBG-fB%.

96Ue$ artes, "lMeditationg," Meditation 11T, in Haldane ond
Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 160. (AT, VIT, 37-38
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origin of hic ideas is vhat it appears to him to be: "3ut again
I may possibly persusde myself thot all these ideac are of the
nature of those which I term adventitious, or else that they

are all innate, or oll fictitioﬁs: for T have not yet clearly
discovered their true origin.”3 hile the clagssification of
ideas here may be termed "provisional,"58 it nevertheless
represents an important premise of an argument for the
existence of innate ideas that is to come later in the Third
‘Meditation,

After concluding that neither his strong inclinations to

belicve that objects of which he has ideas within him exist
outside of him, nor his knowvledge that certain ideas do not
depend on his will, constitute a sufficlently strong and
convincing "proof" that objects that resemble his ideas do
indeed ecist outside of him, Descartes procecds with another
method calculated to yield the désired proof, vin., that of
taking ideas not merely as certain modes of thousght, but
instead as imeges, laking use of certain moxims of scholastic
philosophy (e.g5., that "there musct ot least be as much reality
in the efficient and total cause as in ito effect"Bg) and his

belief in a God vho is infinite 2nd nerfect, Descartes presents

e

71vid. (AT, VII, 38)
.
)8See Mathony Kenny, Descortec: A Study of Hlic FPhilosonhy
(New York: Rondom Tlouse, Inc., 19068), Do 101,

7 ] . . - L) . .
/QDescartcs, "Meditations," Ueditation 11T, in Ialdane
and Ross, Vol, I, op. cite, pe 162+ (AT, VII, 40)
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his cosmological argument {or the existence of God, L0 Although

o

the specific detnils of the ~rpgument are of little concern in
this paper, the concluding remerks nre quite significant:

It only romains to me to exomine into the manner in
which T hove acquired this iden from God; for I have not
received it through the senses, end it is never presented
to me unexpectedly, as is usuol with the ideas of sensible
things when these things present themselves, or seem to
prouent themcelvez, to the cixternnl organsz of my senses;
nor is it likewise o fiction of my mind, for it ic not in
my power to toke from or to add anything to it; and
consequently the ounly olternative is that it iJ }nnnte in
me, Jjust o5 the jdes of myself is innate in me,

Thuc we have Deccartest'! explicit form of the argument
that seemed to underlic much of his thinking in the Wai Argument,
The argument was presented in on errlier vwork, though perhaps
not so succintly, where Descartes argued:

all in the
sures me of
SR

t
inc that I
ry to be, I

* And bhaving remorlked thet there was nothing

€:} statement, 'I thinlt, therefore I =m' which
’ having thereby nme Ho o true auuortwﬁn, eNcep
see very clearly that to think it is neceos

a
-~
[ 58
1.
v
a

”OIt moy seem that there is some guestion oo to whether
there are onc or two proofs of Godts eiiistence in leditation TII,
for although most authors find only one, it is not imposcible
to cite works which cxplicitly put forth two. Jec, e.g. lelvin
Rader, Tho Snduring Cuestions (ilew Yorli: I'olt, Rinchart and
vlinston, 1956), pp. 60-81. Zut olso see Konny, OT. cit.,
pe. L2, vhore Lhe "second!" argument is cleerly viewed a
subsidiary of the "first" and only proof, The lotter rea”ﬁnf
appears to be more accurate and the cone intended by 1vscgrtcg.
t/hen he later ctotes that "...0ll the srguments which I have
adduced in this matter /providing the emistence of God/ can be

subordinated to two," he then gees on to give his version of
tho Ontolorical Arpumcnt followed ny "The other argument by
which I proved the e:xi: stence of Goc,m  Tee vescnrtes, "otes
Against o Programme,' in lialdene ond Rone, Vnl, 1T, op, cit,,
PPe Whl=L15, (AT, VIT, 261.=-560)

thoscartes, "Meditntions,' ”Cd7t1blon I1I, in Haldaone
and Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., D. . (KD, VIT, FW)
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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 ascertaining which are those that we distinctly conceive,
IFollowing upon this, and reflecting on the fact that I
doubted, and that 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 in 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 nature, 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 say 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 then 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,M :

It should be clear, I think, that this is at beét a weak
argument for innateness of the idea of God, ¥Wot only is it
unclear, as I have tried to show, that the idea of God can not
in some manner be 'derived" from the senses or perhaps even
constructed by the imagination, but also the disjunction that.

there are only three possibilities has not been established,

haDescartes, "Discourse on lethod," Part 1V, in Haldane
and ROSS, VOlo I, 0!2. Cito, po 1020 (AT’ VI’ 33"51})



Part III. The sensée in which an idea can be cald to be innate:
a more detailed version of the theory.

In the foregoing argument there is, I think, less
difficulty encountered with the notion of innateness than
with the term "idea," for thus far only a rather 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 said
about innateness to make us feel that Descartes may be using
it in several and ambiguous ways, Thus, apparently an idea
is innate in uc (or, alternatively, "it comes to me from no
other source than myself”“j) in the sense that it has neither
been received throush the senses nor constructed by the mind

as a fiction. Moreover, at least in the case of the idea of

God, it was vlaced within us (by Tim) as a mark of the workman:
.« « sone certainly ought not to find it strange that
God, in creating me, placed this idea within me to Eﬁ
like the mark of the workman imprinted on his work,
One nust be cereful at this point not to suppose, as
Locke guite evidently did (as will be seen in Chapter 11),
that this '"markk of the workman" must always be present before

a conscious mind, Ouite obviously we all have ideas of which

we arc not o2lunys conccious, for our minds connot concentrnte

Z
h)ﬂaldane and Ross, The Philosophical Uorks of Deccartes,
Vol, II, ovn, cit., Objections 11, p. 55, (AL, VII, 157)

uuﬂaldanc and Rosc, The Philosophical tiorks of Descartes,
Vol., I, op. cit., Meditation I1II, p, 170, (AT, VII, 51)

-
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upon 2ll our idens ~t any onc moment, Concequent to this,
I think it i5 not unrensonable to vrccume that there were
times when Descartes was not conacious of the idee of God,
even if we 2llow that he did have this idea., Some attempt
must be made, then, to distinguish between having (presently)‘
an idea of God and having, in tho sense of being able to
construct it from no other ocource than oneself, an idea of
the divine being,
In the Second Objections we find the roots of such a
distinction, There we find Descartes not only makes it
quite clear that the idea of God 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:
T admit that we could form thisz very idea, though we did
not kuow that a supreme being exicted, but not that we
could do so if it were in fact non-existent, for on the
contrary I have notlfied that thc whole force of my
arpgument lies in the fact throt the copacity for

constructing such an iden could not exist in me, unless
T were created by God.™”

Leaving aside the aquestion of our creation by a divine
source, Descartes!'! words above indicate that at least one idea,
viz. that of God, is5 to be conszidered innate in the cense that
‘we have the capacity to construct it from no other source than

ourselves, While Descartes ingsists that thic 45 no more than

QBHnldane and Ross, The Philogophical orks of Descartes,
Vol. IT, op. cit., Objectionz I, p. 53. (AT, VII, 133)
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vhat 15 said in leditetion IIT, it seems more likely that o
slight refinement of his initial vosition hnas occurred,
Perhops Descartes 15 only moking his view more explicit.
However that may be, his reply to an objection collected
by Father Mersenne adds to what he (Descartes) said in
Meditation 111, notwithstending his words to the contrary:
e « ovhen you say that in ourselves therec is a sufficient
foundation on which to construct the idesa of God, your
asgertion in no wey conflicts with my opinion. I myself
at the end of the Third lMeditation have exprescly sald

that this idea is innate in me, or alternative%y that it
comes to me from no other source than myself. b

In a somewhat later work (1647), "Notes directed against

a certain Progrrmme," Descartes continues in this vein, but is
considerably more explicit about the mind's role in "acquiring"
innate ideas. He attributes to the mind the "faculty of
thinking® énd argues that he never concluded thnt the mind
required innate ideas which were in ony cense different from
this faculty. Arguing against Repgius, Descartes vwrites:

e« o ohe appears to dissent from me only in words, for
wvhen he cays that the mind has no need of innate idess,
or notions, or axioms, and at the come time allows it the
faculty of thinking (to be considered natural or innate),
he makes an affirmation in effect identical with mine,
but deniec it in words., Tor I never wrote or concluded
that the mind required innate ideas which were in some
sort different from its faculty of thinking; but when I
observed the existence in me of certain thoughts which
proceeded, not from extroneoucs objects nor from the

41pid, (ar, VII, 133)
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determination of my will, but solely from the faculty
of thinking which is within me, then, that I might
distinguish the ideas or notions (which are the forms
of these thoughts) from other thoughts adventitious
or factitious, I termed the former 'innnte,'™(

However, when Descartes then goes on to give an example of the
sense in which ideas are caid to be innate, he seems to extend
the meaning of "faculty of thinking.'" The innateness of ideas
is likened to the "disposition" that certain families have
towards generosity and the '"propensity" that others have for
contracting discase:
'In the same sensce we nay that in some fomilies generosity
is innate, in others certain diseases like gout or gravel,
not that on this account the brbes of these families
suffer from these digseases in their mother's womb, but
because they are born with = certgin disposition or
propensity for contracting then,H
Leaving aside the perhaps moot point of generosity being
innate in the same sense as certein diseases, a further shift,
or "refinement," as the case may be, seems to have occurred in
Descartes'! original position, Attributing a capacity to someone
(a "faculty of thinking") is weaker than saying he is disposed
towards or has a propensity for thinking come idea., Presumably
all human beings have the "capacity" for contracting most any

disease, but a considerably smaller propation of the population

has a disposition or propensity for contracting it.

Despite the more frequent use of the term "thought" (rather

than "idea"), the form of the argument in the foregoing is quite

47Descartes, "llotes Directed Apainst a Certain Progremme,”
in Haldane end Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 442 (AT, VII, 357-358)

”8_1.115;@- (AT, VII, 357-358)
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similar to that described din lleditation JIT (Part IT of
this chapter), IBecause there exist in us certain thoughts
that proceed from neither extroneous objects nor from the
determination of the will, there nppnrentiy muct be an innate
aspect to our heving ouch thoughts., hat is innate are certain
ideas or notions which are "the formoc of these thoughts,”
NMevertheless, there is an inmportont differcnce between this
argument and that prescnted in lMeditation III; to see this we
must first make o further obgservation regcording Descortes! use
of the term "iden,"

In his preface to the "Heditations" Descartes remarks
that there is something equivocal in the term "idea," for
"it may either be taken materially, =2s an act of my under-
standing. . .0or 1t meoy be taken objectively, os the thing

"9 In the Mlcditstions" he

which 13 represented by this act,"
talkkes the latter reading, for not only does he wish to

attribute more perfection to certsin ideas than to himself
(and, he appropriately notes, it is only with regard to the
second usage that ideas may be said to be more perfect than

r
himself”?), but he also wants to proceed in Meditation IIT

with a method that takes ideas not merely as certain modes

49Descnrtes, "editations," "Prefoce to the Reader," in
llaldene and Ross, Vol. T, ope Cit., pe 138. (AT, VII, 89

D1pia, (a7, vIT, 8)
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of thought, but inctead as inrge 5.7 However, in the present

argument, if "innnte idenzs® snd "faculty of thinking! are

taken to be oynonymouc, it cceems Descartes is using the ternm

here to designate the o~ct of understrnding rather than the

"thing which is represented by this rct," Thus, the argument
in "Wotes Dirccted Agoinst o Certain Programme" arises from

Descartes! dualism and the Pmnh“” 5 15, nccordingly, on the

jde

mpossibility of extern»l objects trensmitting ideas to our
minds, Continuing his argument ngainst Regius, Descartes writes:

'For this renuon,' he cays (i.ec. bPClUJC the mind has no
need of innate 1ncnu, but the facul ty of thinking of itself
is uuff1c1ent), 211 common notwonu, enrroven on the mind,
ovwe their origin To the observation of things or to tradition'--
as though the faculty of thinking could of itselfl execute
nothing, nor perceive nor think anything sive vwhat it
received from observation or tradition, that is, f{rom the
senses., S0 far is this from being true, that, on the
contrary, any man who rightly observes the 11m1tat10nu

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 shepe in which we
envisage them by thought, are presented to us by the senses,
50 much so that in our ideas there is nothing which was not
innate in the mind, or faculty of thinking, except only
these Cchqutanceo vhich pOlnt to prerWﬁnce-~the fact,

for instance, that we judge thnt this or that ide=n whlch
ve now havo precent to our thought, ic to be rclorred to

2 certain extraneous thing, not thqt thece extraneous
things transmitted the ideas themselves to our minds
through the organs of gense, but because they trensmitted
something which gave the mind nccasion to form thege ideas,
by means of an innate faculty, ot thic time rather than at
another, Tor nothing reaches our mind from external
objects through the orgens of sence beyond certain corporeal
movements, as our author himsel{ aflirmc., o taking the
doctrine from my Principles; but even thesce movements, and

51Descortes, "Meditations,” leditalion ITI," in llaldane and
Ross, Vol, T, op. citey, pe 162. Alro zec the lotter half of
Part II of this chapter. (AT, VIT, 40)
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the figures which oarice from them, arc not conceived by
us in the chrpe they oocume in the organs of sensey, oo I
have ciplained ot great length in my Dioptricse. Hence

it follows that the idecos of the movements ana figures
are themzelves innate in uc, So much the more must the
ideas of pein, colour, sound nnd the like be innate,

that our mind may, on occnrion of certain corporeal
movemente, envicege these idenc, for they have no
likeness to the corporcsl movements., Could anything be
imagined more preposteroun then that 2ll common notions
which are inherent in our mind should arise from these
movements, and should be incapable of existing without
them? T schould like our friend to instruct me as to what
corporeal movement it ic which can form in our mind =2ny
common notion, c.5. the notion that 'things which are
enual to the same thing arc eoual to one another,! or any
other he pleancs; for oLl these movemouts are particular,
but notions are univercal havipg no affinity with move-
ments and no relation to them,”~

More specifically, then, the argument is that not only are
2all common notions innate, because it is preposterous to imagine
that, with their being universal, they should orise from parti-
culaor cofporeal movements, but that »lso the ideas of pain,
color, sound, "and the 1like'" 2re innote, for there 1s no

lilkenecs of them to be found in corporesl movements, Accordingly,

Descortes'! later position iz that there is a cense in which all

ideas are innote, vir,, becnuse external objects are never more
than the occasion for the mind to form certain ideas, the mind
must have within itself the faculty for constructing vhatever

ideas it comes to have,

-
_ )RDes,arteu, Mioters Directed Agninst a Serbain I'rosramme, "
in Ilaldane and Ross, Vol. T, op. cit., po. W42-h47, (A7, VII,

358-359)
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LOCKT AUD TIE ATTACK O INTHATR IDDAS

Part I: The Argument From Universal Assent ‘
Before exomining T,eibnint' position on innate ideos ve had

best look ot T.ocke's two major arguments against innate

principles, Vhile T.ocke 1o famous, perhens even infamous,

for his attacks on a crude version of innatism that wes

espoused bj no eminent advocate, it is nevertheless his

position that ic criticized by T.eibniz in the presentation

of a sophisticated theory in the llew Fssays Concerning lluman
1

Understanding. Thus, it is well worth-while to review the

position under attack and the arguments presented in its behalf,
lloreover, while the primary purpose of this section, then, is to
examine Locke's vievws insofar as understanding them is pre-
requisite to understanding lL.eibniz! argumentc, it will also be
interesting and relevant, 1 think, to observe whether or nct
Locke's arguments in any way affect Descartest'! position.

Indeed, therc is even somc:evidence thot sugnests the possi-

bility that althoush dDescartes is nowhere mentioned by nome in

1Gottfried T,eibniz, ilew kssays Concerning ITumon
Understanding, transloted by Alfred Tangley (iew York: The
MacMillan Company, 1396). Hercafter Leibniz' [lew Iissoys
Concerning Humen Underctanding will be referred to no his
Hew Issays

e


http:o.c1voco.te

the 32531,2 it moy very well have been hig name that ceme

to T.ocke's mind fircst when he began to think about innatism.5
It is important to note that in Look I of his Issay

I,ocke clearly craws o distinction that Deccartes made only

obocurcly: he opeelts ceverately of innate speculative

principles (Chanter 1), innote practical principles (Chapter 2),

and innate ideas (Chanter 3). Tt will be remembered that

Descartes did cpeak of principles as well ac ideas, for we

find him not only describing the idea of God as innate in him,q

but alco osuggesting that certain "eternal truths" (principles)

are innate vhen he ceys that such propositions as "ex nihilo

nihil fit" and "It ic impossible that the same thing can be and

not be at thc sane time" are common notions or axioms which have

their "seat in our mind.”5 However, Descartes tends to refer to

T

2. . .
“ilere and elsevhere, John Tocke's An Tissay Concerning
Jluman Understonding, collated and annotaoted by A.C. IPraser

(i'ew Yorlk: Dover Publicetions, Inc., 1894), will be referred
to gimply a5 his Issay.
“In zn early lecture on moral phllo s5ophy an erasure indicates

that T.oclkke first vrotev, . .1n eo laborat acutissimus Cartesius. « .
ascentium hominum animus aliocuid esgse praeter rasas tabulas,!

-_3ter reploc1n5 the underlined words by "laborarunt multi." See

Jonathen Barnes, Yir, Tockels Darling Notion," The Philosophical

Cuarterly, Vol. 22, To. 88, July, 1972, p. 19k

“pescartes, Mleditations," Meditation TIT, collected in
lHoldane and Ross (trons atorsi, The Pbllouonhlca] Jorks of -
Descartes (Cambridge: The University Press, 1968), Vol. 1,

'—nrw -

D. L70, (AT, VIT, 51)

) )HCQCLFLCu, "Principles,'" Part I, XLIX, in Haldane and
Rose, Vol, T, ov, cit., pp. 238-230, (AT, VII, 23-24)
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both the former and the latter as "innate ideng," whereas
Locke proceeds to deal wi@h "ideas" and "principles®
separately, dividing the latter into practical (gencrally
moral)ns vicll as speculative (g enequWy logical) principles,

vocke begins Chapter I and his discussion of innate
principles, both speculative and practical, with a paragroph
that secems 1little at odds with the Caftesian vievi:

It ic on esteblished opinion amongst some nen,
that there arc in the understanding certain innate
nrinciples; come primary notions,. . .characters, as it
vere sta mpcd upon the mind of men; which the soul receives
in its very first being, and brlngs into the world with it.
It would be sufficient to convince unpreJudwrcd readers of
the falseness ol this supposition, if T should only show
(as I hope T shall in the following Pcrth of this Discource)
how nen, barely by the uce of their naturel facultles, may
attain to all the knowledge they have, without the help of
any innote impressions; and may arrive ag certainty, without
any such original notions or principles,

However, as will be brought out more clearly below, T.ocke'c
understanding of "stamped upon the mind of man" is such that
discuscion of anything but a very crude form ol innatisn is
made impouulb1c. While it is true that Descartes did at times
spealr of certein ideas béing stomped on our minds (e.f., whén
he says that God, in creating him, "nlaced this ides /of God7
withiﬁ me to be 1ike the mork of the workman imprinted on his
7),

work" he nevertheless indicated »t other times, ns we have

6Locko, Looay, Op._cit., DBook I, Chanter I, pp. 357-308.

7Descartes, "ieditationn, " lieditotion 11T, in Jialden
and Rocs, Vol. II, op. cit., p.170. (AT, VII, 51)
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seen, that these idecs were innate in him in the sense that
they came "from no other source than myself."8 lioreover,
Descartes, in replying to a criticism by Regius 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 exioms, and at the same time allows
it the faculty of thinking (to be considered natural or
innate), he makes an affirmation in effect identical with
mine, but deniec it in words., TFor I never wrote or
concluded that the mind required innate ideas which were
in some sort different from its faculty of thinking. . . o
In the same sense we say that in some families generosity
is innate, others certain diseases like gout or gravel,
not that on this account the babec of these families
suffer from these diseases in their mother's womb, but
because they are bhorn with a certain disposition or
propensity for contracting them,?

And finally, even more explicitly:
« « oWhen I say that an idea is innate in us /or imprinted
in our souls by natun§7, I do not mean that i% is always
present to us. Thig would make no idea innate., 1 mean
merely that we possess the faculty of summoning up this
idea.
Clearly, then, Descartes!' most developed formulation of innateness
is considerably more sophisticated than the wrsion upon which

Locke commences his attack,.

8Descartes, ?bjections 115" in Waldane and Ross, Vol. II,
op., cit., p. 33. (AT, VII, 133

9Descartes, "lotes Against a Trogramme," in Haldane and
- Ross, Vol, I, op.cit., ». 442. (AT, VIII, 357-358)

10pescartes, "Objections III 7ith Replies," in Haldane
and Ross, Vol, II, op. cit., p. 73. (AT, VII, 189)
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Locke's first argument acainst innate principles, practical
as well as‘speculative, is that they are not, as is "commonly
taken for granted," universally agreed upon by all mankind.ll
That Locke should take universal asscent as a major argument
for innateness, despite the fact that most of the major
seventeenth-century innate idea theorists either had nothing
to say about it or specifically rejected it,12 is interesting.
At a time when he himself espoused the innateness hypothesis
with regard to moral principles, he did so on just these grounds:
"There are some moral principles which the whole of mankind
recognizes and which all men in the world accept unanimously;

but this could not happen if the law were not a natural one, ">

11Locke, Tesay, on. cit., p. 38.

12506 Charles Travis, Innate Ideas (UCLA dicsertation, 19€7),
and Descartes, "Rules for the Direction of the Mind," in Haldane
and Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 6: "Further, Quppo,lng novw that
all were wholly open and candid, and never thrust upon us doubtful
opinions as true, but expounded every matter in good faith, yet
since scarce anything has been asserted by any one man the
contrary of which has not been alleged by another, 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 greater number
of authors; for if it is a question of difficulty that is in
dispute, it is more likely that the truth would have been
discovered by few than by many. But even though 2ll these men
agreed among themselves, what they teach us would not suffice
for us." (AT, X, 367)

l)Lorko, first lecture, Foscoys on the Law ol Nature, quoted
in Jonathan Barnes, "Mr. Locke's Darling llotion," The Philosophica L
Quarterly, Vol. 22, No. 88, July, 1972, p. 196.
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Accordingly, Tocke!'c first orgument against innate
principles is that none can be found to which all men =2ssent,
Specifically, Locke argues that universal consent, far from
showing that there are innate principles, demonstrates thzt
there are none, TWven if we take the principles which have
"the most allowed title to innate," the speculative principlec
"Jhatever is, is,'" and "It is impossible for the same thing to
be and not to be," we find that there is a great part of
mankind to wvhom they are not even known, Tt is '"evident,”
for example, that all children and idiots do not have the
"least apprehension or thought of them,nlh
The unfortunate aspect of this, of course, is that
underlying the argument against universal assent ic the
apparent belief that innateness doctrines must construe
"imprinting on the mind" as conscious knowledge of thece
speculative principles. Locke writes that it scems to him
« « onear a contradiction to say, that there are truths
imprinted on the soul, which 1t perceives or understands
not: imprinting, if it signify anything, being nothing
else but the making certain truths 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 have couls, have mindg,
with those impressions upon them, they must unavoidably
perceive them, and necessarily knovw and assent to these
truths; which since they do not, it is evident that there
are no cuch impressions, For if they are not notions

naturally imprinted, how can they be unknown? To say a
notion is imprinted on the mind, and yet at the some time

l/“‘Locke, Essay, op. cit., op. 39-40,




to say, thot the mind i ignovrsnt of it, =nd never
yet toolr notice of it, is to mnke this impression
nothing. Tio proposition ceon bhe nnid to be in the
mind which it never yet knew, which it was never

yet congscious of, Tor if ony one may, then, by the
grme renson, 0l propositions that are true, and the
mind in canable ever of assenting to, may be aoid to
be in the mind, and to be 1mpr1ntod. since, if any one
can be said to he in the mind, vhich it never yet knew,
it must be only becouse it is coapable of knowing it:, o
and 5o the mind is of 211 truths it ever shall knov.—~

Jockets difficulty with innateness an he construes the
doctrine, then, is that ouch thcoriec 2re unable to distinguish
between the cepecity we have for knowing certain truths that
have for knowving

are labelled "innate," ond the copacit:

any other truths thol are not given cuch stotus., That certain
truths or princirles might uaderly one's thoughts and might be
presupposed hy the mind in 211 its Jundgments, does not seem to
occur to him. Tnstesd, he neems unable to view truths as being

innate in ~ny cence other thrn consciously so, and can make no

sense of diccugssions of our capacity to come to know certain

truths and nrinciples other than that they ore in some cense
learned, Thus he finds thet

If. « .these two Propoc: itions, Yihotsoever iz, is' and
'It 1o imrossible for the same thing to be 2nd not to
be,' ~re by unobture imprinted, children cannot be ignorant
of them: infonte, and all that have soulc, must necesser-
ily have them in their %gderstandings, knovw the truth of
them, ond nzssent to JL '

libi”., npe 40-N1, lorcover, conscious knowledpge ic implied in
other gtatements, cofey "o o JEhot ~ truth should be innate nnd yet
not (n@ontcu to, is to me nc unintelligible 2o for o man to know o
truth and be ignoront of it at the same time.m (P. 58)

e
1 Tbhid., », I,
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Although Locke admits thot to ovoid the difficulty that

children »nd infants ore, in foct, isnorsnt of these opecula-

tive princinles, "it is ususlly enswvered, that 2ll men know

]
and acsent to then, when they come to the uce of reason,"*7

in examining this phrace he ascerts that it can mean only one
of two things, ond finds neithor poscibility indicative of the
innateness of theze vrincirles. Conesidering his second
alternative first, it can meon that "as coon as men come to
the use of reccon these surposed native inscrintions come to
be known and observed by them."18 That is, reason is not used
by children te discover theoe principlec, but rather they

simply arise in their minds ot the came time thot reacon

comes to then,

Against this position Tocke ~rgues thot it is simply
false. Tle cites a5 countereusnmples the facts that children
employ rationnl thousht long before they come to know a
principle such as "That it iz impossible for the same thing
to be and not to be," and thot "a great part of illiterate
people and cavages pnus many yeors, even of their rational
age, without ever thinking on this ~nd tho like general

principlcs.“19 lloreover, argues locke, even if it were true
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‘:> that men assented to these orinciplec at the precigse time of
their coming to the use of renson, this would not prove then

1o
Soeree:

e

innate, In brief, Locke
T agree then with these men of innate principles,
theat there is no lmowledge of these general and
self~evident moxims in the mind, till it comes
to the excrcice of recson: but I deny that the
coning to the uze of recson is the precise time
vhen they ore first talen notice of; and if thet
wvere lthe precise time, T deny thnt it would prove
them innate,~ ~
Locke 15 correct, of course, in ascerting that even if eall
men assented to certain principles at the time they came to the
use of reason, this would not prove them innate., As has already
been noted, however, universal ~soent wos not the argument
employed by Descartes; nor, for that matter, ves it even =n
acceptable form of srrument for the founder of modern philosophy.
Rother, inncotenens wos the only theory thot Deccartes found to
have the exmlenntory vower to denl with the "fact" that certain
idens aricsce in our minds thet could not have gjotten there through
movements of corporeal bodies. Tocke does not denl with this

latter issue nt 211,

Ab]

TL,ocke Tinds only one other intermretation thaot can be
given to the statement thet all men know and assent to the

speculative principles when they come to the usc of reason, viz,,

that by the usc of reason men may discover these principles.

Againct this position Liocke nrgucc not only that "by this means

O1bhid. p. 47



there will be no difference between the mexime of the
mathennticians and theoremc they deduce fronm them,”plbut
also that "That certeinly con never be thousht innate whi-zh
ve have need of reason to discover; unless, as I heve said,
wve will hove o1l the certein truths that reacon ever teaches
us, to be innate,"2"

Regarding the firct of thece arguments, although lLocke
probably states his crnse a little more drongly than he ic
entitled to, I think he hns touched upon a weckness of the
Cartecian doctrinc, As we have seen in Chapter 1, Descertes
never did make precice higs notion of our having a certain
"disposition" or "vpropensity" for the ideas which he took to
be innate, and there in, 2o » conceaquence, some difficulty to
be encountered when one attempts to distinguich sdmo ideas
clascified as "innate" from come otherc, cgually "zelf-evident,”
“that are not co considered. This is not, however, to say that
such a distinction ic impossible to mnke or incoherent to main-
tain, as Locke here imnlies,

T.oclkets second rrgumoﬁt neoinst the contention that all men
know innately ~nd oscent to certain speculative principles by
using reacon to discover them when they have attained rationality

is particularly otriking when compared with Descoartes' position




e
on innateness., TLocke argues thot as a concequence cither all
certain truths discovered hy reacon then become innnate or none
of them do, and he ic strongly inclined towardc the second
alternative., In particular, he seems to think that a truth
cannot be inncte if one must use rcason to digscover it:
. « «to nmake receson discover those truths thuc imprinted,
is to say, that the use of resnson discovers to @ man vwhat
he knew before: »nd 1if men have those innatc impressed
truths originnlly, 2nd before the nce of rercon, and yet
are olwvays ignorant of them till they come to the ugse of
reason, it ig in effect to_gay, that men know and know
them not at the same time,”>
This vosition is renmarkably czimilor to that of Descrrtec
provided that one ignores the difficult quection of to what
extent recason may be employed to clicit 2 truth precumed to
be innate, Descartes allows for conziderable use; Tocke,
none at all,
i I inues lLocke, with hic own ecrcunt of th
FPurthermore, continues J,ocke, with hic o unt of the
acquicition of knowledge, it is only by degrees that the mind

- comes to be furnished with general idens after the censes have

let in particulor ones. Ac the mind grows fomilisr with

particular ideas and attributes nsmec to them, it abctirects
them and comes to the more senernl ideas., Continuing his
argument against a doctrine of innateness that attempts to
find universal consent for its innnte provositions by main-

taining thot all men know ond assent to them when they come to

the vse of reason, Tocke ascerts that

J

~“Tbid.

———

~
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. « o.though the having of general ideas and the use of
general words and reason usually grow together, yet I see
not how this any way 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 Spegﬁ) that wormwood
and sugarplums are not the same thing,

Locke'!s arguments here are, I think, somewhat confused,

Presumably an innate idea theorist speaks 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 now we find him in the passage
quoted above arguing that the mere concurrence 6f our

acquisition of general ideas and the use of general words and
reason (that is, their "usually grow/ing/ together'") in no way

proves these general ideas innate, No doubt Locke is correct

h1ys 4
_._l._" P 49‘

25See Locke's kssay, op. cit., 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, Inétead, it was
intended to be a possible explanation for why it is that,
although certain propositions are 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 orvcomes to the use of reason, and he
thinks this shows that knowledée that sweet 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
time 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 of a proposition that even his "adversary" Leibniz
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'when they come to

the use of reason) of objections to universal consent fails,

Loéke considers another possibility, viz., that certain
"maxims" are generally assented to és 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 TLocke

is probably right here, given that universal assent is taken

as a proof of innate principles, Assuming someone did take
universal assent to be a "proof" of innate principles, he
#ould then seem to be committed to holding that assent "upon
first hearing and understanding the terms" is a t'certain mark
of an innate principle," Locke subsequently proceeds to argue
that, as a result, all propositions which are generally assented
to as soon as heérd must be allowed to be innate; to argue
otherwise, according to Locke, is to urge in vain that general
assent 1is a "proof' of innate principles.27

Howevef 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

heerd and understood, though several have argued that gveryone

261pi4., p. 51.
271pia,
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8oes indeed assent to innate principles even if initially
this may not seem to be the case. A child, for example,

may withhold assenting to (PMmP) because of a lack of
understanding of_symbolic logic, bdt 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 ﬁassenﬁras 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 pfinciples from certain other %“self-
evident" ones once he employs the above explanation to achieve
universal assent? Locke argues that he cannot. However,
although if 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
ve shall see, for example, rightly or wrongly, Leibniz singles
out "bitterness is not sweetness'" from Locke's partial list of
the "million" propositions (including "tvo bodies cannot be in
the same place," "it is impossible for the same thing to be

and not to be," "white is not black," and "a squere is not a

circle") that "meet with assent as soon as they are understood,"”

and claims that it is not innate,
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In any event, Locke asserts that despite the asseni which
is granted at first hearing to pafticular self-evident propo-
sitions such as Yone and two are equal to three" and "green is
not red," they are not "received as the consequences of those
more universal propositions which are looked on as innate

28 His reason is that these zand similar less

principles,
general propositions

. « sare certainly known, 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 ESe assent

wherewith they are received at first hearing. )

What is at issue, however, is not whether some general
propositions are apprehended sooner than certain corresponding
particular ones, but whether such propositions may not be
presupposed by reason and thus be logically prior to specific
instantiations of them., The point (regarding the unimportance
of the temporal consideration) is especially made clear by one
of Locke's pupils, Lord Shaftesbury, who remarks that "innate"
is a word that Locke "poorly plays on." The "true guestion" is

not the time?® at which one is awvare of certain ideas that are of

281pid., p. 53.

———

291bid0, PP- 53"‘540

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 what
passes in their 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: which, if they were
innate, they must needs be." (See Locke's Essay, ODsCites Do 59)
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universal extent in their application, but rather "whether

the constitution of man be not such that, being adult and

grown up, the ideas of order, and administration of a God,

will not infallibly and necessarily spring up in consciousness.“sl
It is interesting to note that we do not find Locke

reacting negatively to the above gquestion. On the contrary,

in the "Preface to Second Edition" to the Essay Locke writes:
That there are certain propositions which, though the
soul from the beginning, when man is born, does not know, -
yet, by assistance from the outward 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 Descartes (nor Leibniz, as we shall see later), nor any

other major philosopher, ever held that certain ideas or |

principles were "imprinted on the mind(s)" of 21l 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 explain certain ideas, and not innateness of

"idea, asserted Regius "appears to dissent from me only in

vords," for

31Lord Shaftesbury, quoted in Frazer in the introduction
to his collated and annotated edition of Lockets An Essaz
Concerning Human Understanding (Mew York: Dover Publications,
Inc., 1959) Vol. I, p.'lxu¢1.

32

Ibid., ppe. Ixxii-lxxiii,
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. » ohen 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 thinking (to be considered natural or innate), he
nakes 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 gere in some sort different
from its faculty of thinking....o

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 consciously- possessed ideas rather than in those that

nay be implicit in what we say or know. Thus, in reply to
Thomas Burnet, who argues for unconscidus innate ideas with 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
deys or is not seen in foggy areas, Locke writes "though the
sun be in the heaven, those yet are in the dark, who do not
guide their steps by it, and show that his 1light is not innate
in them.34v The interesting question, whether or not men gg
"suide their steps" by the sun as a result of its light being

in them innately, but implicitly, thus remains untouched.

33Descartes, "Hotes against a Programme,'" in Haldane and
Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 442. (AT, VIII, 357)

3hsee introduction to Locke's Essay, op. cit.,, p. lxxii,
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fo 1s perhans obvious by now, Locke's feilure to come to
grips with this issue iz the result of his failure to find any
dictinction botween »rinciples vhich are™mnrinted on the mind®
and of which ve are aware, and thoge which may be unconsciously
present in ug ag nrinciples precuvrposcd in oll our thoughts,
ind it is in the cecond woy that philosophers such as Descartes
and T.eibnin ascert the existence of innate ideas, Indeed, as

-
L

ve chall sce, Teibnis arsgued thot there is nothing illegitimate

ebout claiming thot certain truths are in our minds even when we
are not conscious of them, for "we have an infinite amount of
knowledge of which we are not always conscious, not even when

ve neod it.”f35 rurthermore, not all philosophers think that the
temporal ordering of our avareness of principles must parallel

the logical ordering of nrinciples; nelther Descartes nor

Leibniz, for example, believed that everyone is aware

of certain (innate) principles such as "whatever is, is," although

Ead

thece simple principles were at least universally, if

&]

D

unconsciously, nrecounpoced by all people as soon as they begin

¢

to think, Illoreover, whercas Deccartes failed to make explicit
the criterion by which innate principles could be classified
as distinct from certeain other very evident propositions,
Tocke, by foiling to excmine any of the more sophisticated

versions of innntenecs theories, never seriously dealt with

g
) . o . v -
““Ieibniz, lew Mssays, on. cite., De 77.
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the problem at all,

Locke's difficulty with "imprinting on the mind" is not,
howvever, limited to the time at which such imprinting takes
place. He also haé considerable difficulty with the notion
itself:

But we havemwt yet done with tassenting to proposi-
tions at first hearing and understanding their terms.!
It is fit we 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 ignorant of these principles
till they are proposed to them; and that one may be
unacquainted with these truths till he hears them from
others. For, if they were innate, what need they be
proposedin order to gaining assent, 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, ‘ihence it will follow that these
principles may be made more evident to us by others! teaching
than nature has made them by impression: which will ill
agree with the opinion of innate principles, and give but
little authority to them; but, on the contrary, makes then
unfit to be the foundations %g all our other knowledge;
as they are pretended to be.

Again Locke is, I think, in taking such a strong stand,
unfair to his opposition, whoever they may be. Surely "assenting
to propositions at first hearing and understanding their terms®
does not "suppose' that several, who understand and know other
things, are ignorant of these principles till they are proposed
to them.37 Ho doubt we know meny propositions that we do- not

know we knov, One'!s behavior, for example, might in some cases

56Locke, on, cit., pp. 5L-55,
57 1pid.
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be taken as an indication of a person's knowing P even if he
explicitly denies knowing P. As we 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 not to
decide by unénimous vote which principles are innate, but
rather to indicate that these principles were known 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 wrongly, assent is intended to indicate prior
knovledge 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 Yprint them clearer in the mind than nature dig"
and a man may subsequently know thenm better "after he has been
thus teught them than he did beforen>® if this is telken to mean
merely that something whiéh was once known only implicitly is
now knovn explicitly.

Locke's reaction once again is that so-~called innate

principles remain undifferentiated from many others that should,

381bid., p. 55.




-

67

accordingly, be granted the seme status:

If it be said, the understanding hathan implicit
knowledge of these princizles, but not an explicit, before
this first hearing (as they must who will say Ythat they
are in the understanding bvefore they are knowm,!') 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 uncerstanding and assenting firmly
to such propositions. ArZ thus all mathematical demonstra-
tions, as well as first principles, must be received as
native impressions on the mind; which I fear they will
scarce allow them to be, who find it harder to demonstrate
a proposition than assent to it when demonstrated. And
few mathematicians will be forward to believe, that all
the diagrams they have drawn were but copies of those
innate §haracters which nzture had engraven upon their
minds.3 _

Locke's argument here, howe#er, is considerably weaker than -
before, ‘hereas 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,"4o and that
e « ot0 make reason discover those truths. . .iImprinted, is
to say, that the use of reason discovers to a man what he
knew before: and if men heve 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 tg1say, that men know and know
them not at the same time~-—
he now says that it is only "herd to conceive! what is meant by
a principle being imprinted (implicitly) on the understanding
("unless it be this--that the mind is capable of understanding
and assenting firmly to such prapositions"Qa). In order to see

the weakness of Locke's positioz at this point, it is only

391vid., p. 56.
"O1pid., p. LO.
L*lgt_b_j_._q., P. 43.
%21pid., p. 56.
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necessary to note that to say that something is "hard to
conceive" i; 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 greéter significance is that even if we
accept Locke's objection'to universal assent--i.e., that
because children and idiots "have not the least apprehension
or thought of"L*LP 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
when we realize that no major philosopher argued for innate
ideas on these grounds, 1In particular, as we have seen, |
Descartes dismisses universality as an argument, and, as we

will see later, Leibniz argues for innateness on grounds other

438ee Charles Travis, Innate Ideas (UCLA dissertation, 1967).
Lhtocke, on, cit., p. LO.
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than assent by all mankind, The really interesting aspects
c of anything but crude innatism are, as a consequence, left

untouched by Locke's discussion of universal assent,



Part II. The Argument From Innate, Ideas

In Chapter IIT of his Essay Locke formally presents his
second argument against innate principles. The argument made
its first appearance elsev.fhere,l*5 though it was not developed
and did not receive a thorough examination. In an early
presentation of his argument, where he deals with implicit
knowledge, Locke is concerned that men are taught a number
of things before they come to understand and assent to
certain provositions 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 vith them, no more than their names, but got
afterwvards, So that in a2ll 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 propagition whose terms or ideas
were either of them innate.

Although Locke here speaks of terms as well as ideas,
his second major argument against innate princivles, when
more fully developed in Chapter III, is primarily concerned with
iceas:

Had those vho would persuade us that there are

innate principles not taken them together in gross, but
considered separately the parts out of which those

45See, for example, Locke, op. cit., pp. 48-51 and np. 56-58.

b61vid,, pp. 56-57. -
70
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propositions are made, they would not, perhaps, have
been so forward to believe they were innate. Since,
if the ideas which made up those truths were not, it
was impossible that the propositions made up of them
should be innate, or our knowledge of them be born

with us, For, if the ideas be not innate, there was
a time when tne mind was without those principles;

- and then they will not be innate, but ke derived from

some other original. For, where the iceas themselves
are not, there can be no knowledge, no assent, no mental
or verbal propositions about them.ﬂ

Locke's position, then, is that no proposition can be

considered innate 1f 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 which meke up universal propositions that are termed

innate:

If we will attentively consider new-born children,
we shall have little reason to think that they bring
many ideas into the world with them, For, bating perhaps
sone faint ideas of hunger, and thirst, and warmth, and
some pains, which they mey have felt in the womb, there
is not the least appearance of any settled ideas at all
in them; especially of ideas answering the terms which
make vp those universal oropositions that_ are esteemed
innate pr1nc161eu.4d

Acceptance of Locke!'s second major argument against

innate principles rests, of course, upon acceptance of his
characterization of propositions as composed of ideas, and
this is unfortunate, Not only is the crucial term "idea"

insufficiently examined and thus left vague, but also no

W1pia., . 92.
48_1132;@-', pp. 92-93.
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attempt is made to explicate the even more 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
guestion 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 ébstract ones as
"impossibility" and "identity,"4? Locke is confident that
consequently they may be szid 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 nmay
not always be the best judge of what he knows and what he
does not, particularly when complex issues are involved.

In such cases many times a person's actioné may be taken to
betray a certain knowledge or lack of it, notwithstanding his

claims to the contrary. This is, in fact, what Chomsky takes

to be the case when it comes to language. We all "know' the

rules of the grammar of a language that we speak fluently,
though very few of us will ever be able to enumerate them.

Moreover, because they are so complex, few of us would

L97%i4.
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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 then
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, ILocke'!s'™ew-born
children" may very well employ the law 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 which one may be said to know a particular proposition--
one's actions, judgments, and assertions ﬁay indicate un-
conscious knowledge of a certain principle he is not explicitly
avare of,

Locke's criterion of innateness, however, 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 1s innate "if there be any such,™ Locke
argues that this principle can be innate only if our ideas of

"impossibllity" and "identity" are innate, But he demands

mnore than that these ideazs are such as all mankind have and

bring into the world with them: he reguires that they be
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the first in children, and antecedent to all acquired ones:
1Tt 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 think, or will any

one say, that 'impossibility'! and 'identity' are two

innate ideas? Are they such as 21l mankind have, and

bring into the world with them? And are they those

vhich are the first in children, and antecedent to all

acquirgg ones? If they are innate, they must needs

be so.,.

Such a demand is surely nmuch stronger than it need be.
As has been noted previously, what is important is that
principles or ideas termed "innate" be in the mind logically
prior to certain adventitious ones, not that they be temporally
prior to them, It will be remembered that Descartes, for
example, in asserting the innateness of God, does not demand
that the new-born child be avare of God at birth, but merely
that the idea come "to me from no other source than myself."sl
Thus, we may have many ideas temporally beforetw 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 ideé,

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 how there should be innate moral principles, without

PD1vid., p. 93.

51Descartes, "Objections II," in Haldane and Ross, Vol. II,
on. cit., p. 33. (AT, VII, 133)
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an innate idea of a Diety."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 not
be innate.53 He adds that perhaps there is reason to fear that
even "in more civilized countries" many people have no "very
strong and clear impressions of a Diety upon their minds, and
that the complaints of atheism made from the pulpit are not
without reason."54

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,"55 or, according to his later writings,

6

the "disposition" or "propensity" for doing 80.5 Descartes

52Locke, op, cit., pp. 95-96.

531bido, ppo 96"980
2b1pid.; p. 98,

55Descartes, "Objections I1I," in Haldane and Ross, Vol, II,
OPe Cit., P. 33. (AT, VII, 135)

56Descartes, "Notes against a Programme,™ in Haldane and Ross,
Vol. I, op. cit., p. 442, (AT, VIII, 358)
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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 1t is
sufficient:
But had a1l 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, ag; 80
universally received and knowvn amongst mankind,
Lockets overall argument, then, is that no priaciple 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 particulasr, the idea of
God is not universally assented to, but even if it were, that
would 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 would

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 Lbcke'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 with
his argument that universality no more proves innate the idea
of God than it does the idea of fire:

e » othe generality of the acknowledging of a God, . .
.which, if it be sufficient to prove the idea of God innate,
will as well 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 where 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 world vesides; 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 othéers, reason, and the
natural propensity of their own thoughts, wggld after-
wards propagate, and continue amongst them.

58See Descartes, for example, who in his later writings
asserts that ", , .the ideas of the movements and figures are
themselves 1nnate in us, S0 nmuch the more must the ideas of
pain, colour, sound and the like be innate," (Descartes, "Notes
against a Programme," in Haldane and Ross, Vol. I, 0p. 01t

v. L4L3,) (AT, VIII, 359)
59Locke, nssay, op. cit,, pp. 100-101,
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As has been indicated above, if one felt that innate ideas
should find universal éssent, he might feel compelled to explain
any apparent lack of such‘assent on the part 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, Lockel!s objeétion to universal assent, here and elsewhere,

seems to be directed against universal assent as a sufficient
énd as a necessary condition of the innateness of certailn .
propositions., _

Moreover, in examining this even more-detailed comparison
of the idea of God with the idea of fire, one should keep in
mind the vast difference between the two. "Fire" is an ostensive
noun, one that is generally learned by someone pointing out
whatvfire is. Accordingly, the ideé usuallydarises in onets
mind for the first time upon some»experience of it, The idea
of God, however, is "inferred" from what one experiences--~perhaps,
as Locke says, upon employing onets thoughts "to inguire into the
constitution and causes of things."6o Thus, one vwould not expect
young children placed on an island where there was no fire to
come to have this idea, It is not, however, 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

€01pid., 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 world. Pernaps these are not

the “Gods" Locke has in mind, but if his argument is that it

is the notion of the Christian God that the children will 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 his ovm 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 ng§e, or sound,
will scarce prove an innate notion of him,°-

Locke's argument, however, 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
point out that it is a prossible alternative to a ready acceptance

of Locke's position.,

é11pig,, p. 104.

623ee, for example, Obadiah Harris, Unitive Soirituality
(Santa Barbara: J.F. Rowny Press, 1966).
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‘Locke's emphasis upon conscious universality, which at
ﬁ:} times, so I have argued in the preceding section, led him
away 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 wise men of 2ll nations came to
have true conceptions of the unity and infinity of the
Deity, I grant it, But then this,

First, excludes universality of consent in anything
but the name; for those wise men being very few, perhaps
one of a thousand, this universality is very narrov.

. Secondly, it seems to me plainly 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 nmen of the
world, by a right and careful employment of their thoughts
and reason, aggained true notions in this as well as other
things., « «

Locke is, of course, right in asserting that regression to
universality among wise men "excludes universelity of consent

6:: in anything but the name," if this consent is taken to mean
conscious consent only., That it might actually teke some
effort and introspective analysis to bring out whet is Only
latently knovn is not a possibility that is explored by Locke,
here or elsevhere,

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
Uproves!" that "the truest and best notions men have of God were

not imprinted, but acgquired by thought and meditation, and a

631pid.
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right use of their faculties, . . " Universality among

wise men does not, of course, "prove" any such thing, but what
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'ﬁescartes 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 knowledge that is implicitly innate.

Locke concludes his second argument with a reference to
virtue: YAnd if it be a reason to think the notion of God
innate, because 21l wise men had it, wvirtue 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 tazken as an
argument for the existence of innate ideas, Locke'!s objection
holds only if it is teken as sufficient; there might be reasons
for supposiﬁg that, although virtue may be universal among wise

men, it is not innate~-e.g., there might be evidence that it is
H . ? o

learned by all wise men, Locke's argument is conclusive only if

he shows that no distinction at all can be dravn between the
acqguisition of certain principles and the acquisition of virtue,
that may in different ways account for the presumed universality

of each.

- 6hrpiq,
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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 ignorant 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
allow; but such an universal consent as this proves not
the idea of God66any more than it does the idea of such
angles, innate.

Locke's argument here, however, is unclear. A literal reading

ylelds the assertion that the certainty that there is a God,

seen after some considerable thought, does not entail the
conclusion that the idea of God is innate, which is surely
true, If what Locke means to say, however, is that whatever
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 Essa%, asserts in a footnote referring to
the paragraph below: '"This is really a concession of tinnate
principles' and 'universal consent,! in the only meaning of
tinnateness! which needs to be considered." (Alexander Fraser,
John Locke'!s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, p. 106,
p. 106, Footnote 72.)

©01pid., 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
God "is 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 mankind 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
01 we know not what, i.,e, of something whereof we have
o /particular dgistinct positive/ idea, which we take to6
' be the substratum, or support, of those ideas we dokiow,. 7

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 whereby other ideas are,"
we see that "we have no such clear idea at all," However one

may feel about the truth-value of the conclusion, it is far

from obvious that the conclusion follovsfrom the stated premises.,

Descartes, for example, as we 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

nmust be innate, This is not to say that Descartes is right,

but merely to observe that it is cuestionable whether Locke's

©71b1d., pp. 107-108.
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conciusion follows in the deductive fashion that he seems to
think it does.

Returning to his argument that no propositions can be
innate because nd ideas are innate,vLocke 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 hath E100 sterling in his pocket, and
yet denied that he hath there either penny, shilling,
crovn, or other coin out of which the sum is to be made
up; as to think that certzin propositions are innate
when the ideas abogg which they are can by no means be
supposed To be so,

Loeke'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 £100 sterling on himself, However, even more to
the point and again ignoring any problems raised by Lockets
inadecuate treatment of "ideas," it is certainly feasible,
notwithstanding 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,
Ireser points out, for example, that there may be
e « o2n innate intellectusl obligation to perceive relations
among those ideas that are themselves data of experience,
e.8., to recognize necessary causal relation between sense-
given sequences, Connection of ideas might be thus innate,
although the connected ideas are not.

Tven fmore specific examples come to mind., Because various

and related particular propositions are asserted or ffollowed"

63
69

Ibid., p. 108.

Fraser, op, cit., ». 103.
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early on, one may come to believe that the general propositions
that embody then are innate even if the ideas they contain are
not. Thus, noting that no one asserts "Red is green' or "Sone
squares are circular,'" one may feelbthatzthe natural inclinations
towards the acceptance of the underlyiné general proposition

"It 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 "impossibility" and "identity" are not.

Through the employment of another analogy, Locke argues
that assent upon hearing the proposition "That God is td be
worshipped" no more proves the ideas of "God" and “worship"
innate than does the eventual assent of a blind man ("with
cataracts which will be couched to-morrow") to the propositions
"That the sun is lucid" or "That saffron is yellow" prove the
ideas of Ysun," or "light," or "saffron," or "yellow" innate:

Every one that hath a true idea of 'God! and 'worship,!
will assent to this proposition, 'That God is to be
worshipped,! vhen expressed in a language he understands;
and every rationzl man that hath not thought on it to-day,
nay be ready to assent to this proposition to-morrow; and
yet nmillions of men may be well supposed to want one or’
both those ideas to-day. TFor, 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 think few children can be supposed to
have those ideas, which therefore they must begin to have
some time or other; and then they will also begin to
assent to that proposition; and make very little question
of it ever after, But such an assent upon heering, no
more proves the ldeas to be innate, than it does that

one born blind (¥ith cataracts which will be couched to-
morrow) had the innate ideas of the sun, or light, or
saffron, or yellow; because, when his sight is cleared,

he will certainly assent to this proposition, 'That the
sun is lucid, or that saffron is yellow,' And therefore,
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if such an assent upon hearing cannot prove the ideas
innate, it can much less the propositions made up of
those ideas,

Disregarding the issues of "assent upon hearing" and the tenmporal
consideration, both of which have already been discussed in depth,
it is interesting to note that, depending upon one's criterion,
one can 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
nay examine the above argument and claim that the ideas of

"impossibility" and Yidentity" must therefore also be innate

even if he feels that those of the '"sun," "light," "saffron,"

and "yellow" are not., He nay, after all, distinguish between
"It is impossible for the same thing to be, and not to be" and
"That the sun is lucid,'" maintaining that only the former is
innate., As we shall see, Leibniz did just that, claiming that
only propositions that contain non-sensible ideas are innate,
Lockets failure to come to grips with the possibility that

certain ideas are unconsciously imprinted on the mind surfaces

agein when he considers whether or not there are innate ideas

in the memory. Curiously enough, however, while dogmatically

refusing to allow that ideas can be in the mind unconsciously

0
4 Locke, on, cit., pp. 103-109,

et e o m—
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unless they are in the memory (". . .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.'’1l),

Locke does allow for unconscious ideas so long as they

are confined to memory:

e o« oif 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 1is 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.

And, furthermore,
. o« oWhatever 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 th}g, 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

"11bid., p. 110.
721bid., p. 109.

?31vid., p. 111.
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be accompanied by both our perception that it had been known
befdre 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,"

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 prihciples

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 sllowed to be innate. For,
to what purpose should characters be graven on the mind
by the finger of God, which are not 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, which by their
clearness and usefulness are distinguishable from all
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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. . . .

We might note, first of 211, that one who is not "“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 feel there 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
vprint 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 Meditation 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., TFor, 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 transcend my knowledge; and this

"H1bid., 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 temgrity seek to investigate the

inscrutable ends of God.’” . . .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, and it is Bgoper to a created

understanding to be finite.s « o« &

Disregarding any questions arising from the Vpropriety" 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 prinbiples innate does seem to

be a very weak argument against their being so. Moreover,

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 do 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 pragmatic view of utility.

75Descartes, "Meditations," Meditation IV, in Haldane and
Ross, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 173. (AT, VII, 55)

76.1191&-, p. 177. (AT, VII, 60)
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As for practical principles not being self-evident, it is

perhaps here that T.ocke makes one-of his stronger cléims.

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 vest worship of God,"

that "Men must repent of their sins."’’ 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 lL.ocke 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 andkpropositions‘from "all that is adventitious
in. the mind and acquired." Leibniz, as we shall see, proposed
"mecessity." Moreover, 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 are innnte is very different {rom the problem of

knowing whether or not there are any at all, it may indeed be

77Réligious principles claimed innate by Lord Herbert,
listed in Locke's Essay, op. cit., Chapter 2, p. 81,
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difficult for one to list them even if he is convinced that
78

there are some, Thus, to require enumeration is unreasonable,

?8For more on the question of enumeration, see
Charles Travis, Innate Ideas (UCLA dissertation, 1967).




CHAPTER III
LEIBNIZ AND THE DEFENCE OF INNATE IDEAS

Part I: Innate Speculative Principles

In the dialogue in Chapter 1 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 show, as 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 will ncvertheless put this investigation aside
and, in following Locke's recently published LEssay, will try to
indicate how at least some ideas and some principles do not
come to us from the senses.l Specifically, Leibniz argues
that Locke, in his zcal to prevent others from employing innate

principles in such o manner as to maintain their prejudices

1

Gottfried Leibniz, llew Iscays Concerning Human Understanding,

translated by Alfred Langley (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1896)

pe. 70.

95
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unexamined, has failed to'sufficiently distinguish "the origin
of the necessary truths, whose source is in the understandlng,
from that of the truths of fact drawn from the experlence of
the senses, and even from those confused perceptions which are
in us.n?@

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

e o othough it were 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
show, as I believe he can, 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 these two celebrated
¥peculat1ve principles (for we shall opeak about the
praé£1ca1 ones later), that whatever is, is; and that it
is impossible for a thing to be and not to be at the same
tine For there is a large part of the human race to
leCﬁ these two propositions, which will pass doubtless
for ne gessary truths and for axioms with you, are not even
knovn.-

Leibniz' response is to deny_that he grounds the certainty of
innate principles upon universal consent and to emphasize that
rather he believes that "we ought to labor to be able to |

demonstrate all the axioms which are not primi‘cive."L+

\V}

Ibid., p. 71.

\_Q

Ibid., pp. 71-72.

Ibi
Ibld-, p. 7/ .

5
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Citing the readiness with which men accept doctrines about
God as an indication of the incliﬁation we have to recognize
the idea of God, Theophilus asserts that this readiness in
men comes from the natufe of their souls,

Philalethes' reaction brings us to the heart of one of
Locke's most persistent misunderstandings regarding innateness
doctrines, The T.ockean 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.””? 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 'mear a contradiction,"6 but at
other times asserting that it is merely "hard to conceive."7

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

-

)Ibid., Pe 77+ I'rom this point on, though I have continued
to footnote the Langley edition of Leibniz' New Essays, I have
followed the order of the Frdmann, Jacques, and Janet texts,
which in turn follow the order of Locke's lissay., ©See Langley,
op. cit., pp. 7°-73, Mootnote 77,

6

Locke, Mssay, op. cit., p. 40,

"Ibid., p. 56.
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amount of knowledge of which we are not always conscious" and
that it is for the memory to preserve this, We cannot, after
all, "think distinctly and at once of everything we know."8
Philalethes, like l.ocke in the Lssay, does not deal with this
observation; instead, he moves on to what he believes to be a
more troublesome difficuity.
Philalethes claims that
e o oif you can say of some particular proposition that
it is innate, you could maintain by the same reasoning
that all propositions vhich are reasonable, and which
Fhe mind could always regard 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 propositions that are just reasonable,
Theophilus (that is, Leibniz) responds by allowing a large
class of propositions to be labelled innate., Thus, contrary
to Locke, who claims that those "who find it harder to demons-
trate a proposition than assent to it when demonstrated® will
"scarce allow" all mathematical demonstrations to be innate,10
Leibniz answers by saying:
I agree with you in regafd to pure ideas, which I
oppose to the phantoms 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

8Leibniz, Mew Ronoys, op. cite, pe 77

91bid., p. 78.

lOLocke, ILssay, op. 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 propoéition to be
considered innate: it must, in addition, be a special type of
proposition. More specifically, Leibniz seems to be adding two
distinct conditions for the innateness of an idea or proposition:
1) Only "pure" 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,
tﬁe Cartesian idea of God is a '"pure" 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 that

11

Leibniz, New 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. 1
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 great 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!'! 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 did 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

127vid., p. 79.

ljIt will be remembered that, while Descartes allows for
considerable use of reason to elicit an innate truth, Locke
seems to find this preposterous: ". . .to make reason discover
those truths. . .imprinted, is to cay, that the use of reason
discovers to a man what he knew before: and if men have those
innate impressed trulhs originelly, 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 to cay, that men know and
know them not at the same time." (Locke, Lssay, op. cit., pe. 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.lq

Philalethes agrees with Theophilus that that which is not
perceived can still be in the soul, "for we do not always
remember at once all we know," but he persists with the Lockean
view that this can only apply to what was known expressly before,
Thus, memory can preserve what is known and not now perceived, but
the mind cannot have any other kind of knowledge 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 another 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, as you admit, why could

not nature have also concealed therein some original

knowledge? Must everything that is natural to a sufgtance

which knows itself be known by it actually at once?

It will be recalled that Locke, on this very point, asserted

without Jjustification that "what is not either actually in view

ll*See, for example, Jonathan Barnes, "lir. Locke's Darling
Notion," The Philosophical Cuarterly, Vol. 22, No. 88, July,
1972, pp. 210-211,

1oLeibniz, lew kosays, op. cit., p. 79.
167pi4,
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or in the memory, is in the mind no way at all, and is all
one as if it had never been there,"L7 Contrary to this,
Leibniz argues that since acquired knowledge can be concealed
within the soul, therc is 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 scems to be that either such knowledge
is innate in the preceding state of the soul, or it 1s 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 establish
them through experience, as we establish truths of fact."l8
Leibniz adds, moreover,
Why éhould 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? 1If that

17Locke, E55ay, op. cit., p. 110.
18

Leibniz, lew Mosays, op. cit., p. -80.
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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 that 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,"20
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 /innate imprinted truths/, but further of finding

them in itself.”21 The mind can not, argues Theophilus, if it

has only passive powers, be the source of necessary truths, for
e o« o1t 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
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the difference which there is between necessary and
eternal truths and the truths of experience, as I

have already observed, and as all our discussion

shows, The original proof of the necessary truths
comes from the understanding 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 inductiog
without knowing its necessity through the reason, 2

It is thus the 'nmecessary truths," as opposed to "truths
of experience," that Leibniz takes to be innate: '"'the senses
can hint at, justify, and confirm these truths, but cannot
demonstrate their infallible and perpetual certainty.23 As
we shall see in thé next chapter, this assertion of necessity
in connection with innateness contributes further to the
disparity that exists between Leibniz's imprinted truths and

Chomsky's innate princinles.

Accordingly, Leibniz asserts that the faculty of the mind
responsible for the discovery of the knowledge which it possesses
innately is not

a naked faculty which consists in the mere possibility of

understanding them; it is a disposition, an aptitude, a

preformation, which determines our soul and Hhich 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 stone or the marble indifferently, and

221bid., p. 8l.
251 pid,

2l
Ibid,
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between those which its veins already indicate, or arg
disposed to indicate, if the workman profits by them, >

Thus 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 know, 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 ''mecessary
truths" from "truths of experience," and argues that experience
can never acéount 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 'necessary" truths

being conditional upon our minds being structured in a

particular way, and consequently these truths are not really
necessary ones, "If, as Leibniz would say, a necessary truth
is one that is true in all possible worlds then it is true
even in a world whose minds function according to precepts
other than those which they follow in this world,n2®
Philalethes atthis 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,

©21pid., pp. 81-82.

26Anthony Saville, "Lelbniz's Contribution to the Theory of

Innate Ideas." in Philosophy, April, 1972, Vol. XLVII, No. 180,
p. 121.
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of Locke's view that propositions are composed of ideas and

cannot be innate because ideas are not innate. In particular,

the speculative proposition "It is impossible 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' objection is that "intellectual ideas,'" which
are the source of necessary truths, come from the reflection
of the ﬁind 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 principie "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 suchbpropositions 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
to be in the same time'; '"white is not red"; '"the square is not

a circle'; "yellowness is not sweetness,"

27See Part IT of chapter II.
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Theophilus' next major pointris 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 prinéiple (the Peripatetics, e.g., not tQ mention
Christians who believe that the penetration of space is possible
to God). Moreover, Leibniz wishes to maintain a distinction
between those propositions which are furnished by the senses
(e.ge., 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
28

while the latter are innate, the former are not.

At this point Philalethes puts forward 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, which 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 who have no knowledge of
these more gencral maxims,

28

Leibniz, llew Issays, op. cite, ppe 83-84,

2Tbid., p. 73.
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_ Theophilus' answer is that the general maxims are used in the
.same way as the majors in reasoning by enthymemeés--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. . . 120

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.51 In his response Theophilus
maintains that whereas particulaf truths may very well be
grasped with much greater ease than the general maxims, and
that we gg; in fact, come to perceive the former before the
latter, nevertheless this does not prevent "the proof of the
more particular truths from depending upon the more general,
of which they are only examples.”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
sinews, are for walking, although we do not at all 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 separately, because that
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demands great attention to ité acts, and the majority
of people, little accustomed to think, has little of it,>3

There is a sense in which the universal principles of
language are necessary for the "learning" 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 into 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 *'the
consideration that thesé 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 /The knowledge of the nature of our mind and of the innate
ideas which we have no need to seek outside/ for their veri-

Z
fication.">k

331pid.
Sh1piqg,
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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 them 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 verificatidn, for what is

innate are not certain truths, but rather an ability 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., 'With 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 /the mind/ thinks of them as it
should."36 In fact, so-called "knowledge'" of the rules is
50 "implicit". that in most cases the mind never thinks of
the rules at all.

The next issue--the guestion of whether or not one learns
anything at all new whén general maxims are proposed to him
for the firsﬁ time--elicits an interesting response from

Theophilus., Philalethes arpues:

3S.Ihi.d., Pr. 74-75.

®1bid., p. 75.
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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 39
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:

. « oI arree that we learn ideas and innate truths

either in considering 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 28
admit this proposition: all that one learns is not innate.

Leibniz views "learning," thén, as represented in the
paragraph above, as the process by which we become consciously
aware of an 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 aprarent: T.eibniz has no di fficulty with the
child or "savage'" of Locke's Essay who seem not to know an
inhate truth like the law df 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 savage find this and similar principles in_himself

and that they have 2 disposition to approve of them upon

37 1vid.,
381144,
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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 éurprising. Theophilus claims that all
the propositions of arithmetic and geometry are of this
type. kxpanding on this, Theophilus explains that actual
knowledge of these 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."39

The final argument that Philalethes presents in Chapter 1
gives some indication of how the positions of Locke and
Leibniz can at times he seen to be very similar to one
another, Philalethes (or lLocke) 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. I'e grants that "at
bottom" everybody knows 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 contradicts himself," But his conclusion is not
that these maxims are therefore innate, but rather that they
are empldyed without an express consideration of them and are

thus not in Lhe mind o :.!l.l'()

1bid., n. 76.
%01pid., p. 8o,
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Theophilus (or lLeibniz), on the othér hand,
maintaining that these maxims are innate, argues that '"the
knowledge or the truths, in so far as they are within us,
even when wve doknot thinlk of them, are habitudes or dispo-
sitions,"41 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, ana that consequently '"nothing prevents there
‘being in us some of which we have never thought, nor will
ever think."br2 |

But as we progress to a more modern conception of
innateness in the next chapter, wé would do well to keep
in mind that this dispositional 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 already heen identified by Leibniz,

This conclusion may sound depressingly negative, but

it has at least this positive merit; that of making

clear what our predecessors did not achieve and of

making it a little ecasier for us to elaborate the right
sort of moves in our own investigeations of this topic.

Mlipig., p. 84.
Le

Ibid,

2
“)Anthony Sovile, "Tdean," Philosoohy, Vol, XILVII, No, 180,
April, 1972, p. 174, Tt should be added here that this negative
conclusion regarding the similarity of Leibniz' innatism and more

- recent versions is not restricted to Leibniz' dispositional

innatism, 1Indeed, in detailing four sorts of innateness inter-
twined in Leibniz'_writing, Javile finds that '"only the third
/[the dispositionsl/ has sny similarity with what is discussed
under this head todsy. . . ." And it is specifically with regard
to this third type that he draws the negative 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 tend not to be self-evident, with
the consequence that the case for their being innate seems
weaker from the start than with speculative principles, they
are nevertheless of not inconsiderable interest, If Chomsky's
theory of innateness bears any resemblance to innateness
doctrines of Descartes or Leibniz, it is probably with regard
to the latter that the strongest case can be made, To see why
this is éo we must first examine in some detail Leibniz' remarks
pertaining to practicel principles (Chanter II).

In response to FPhilalethes' comment that it would be very
difficult to produce a2 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 "/i/t is absolutely impossible that there be truths of

reason as evident as those which are identical or immediate, "t
Moreover, although Leibniz agrees that ethics has principles
which are not demonstrable, e.g.,‘that we ought to pﬁrsue Jjoy
and avoid sorrow, he feels it is necessary to addkthat "this

is not a truth which s known purely by reanon.'" Indeed, "it

QhLeibniz, Tew Tssays, op. cit., pp. 85-86.
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is not known by the reason, but, so to speak, by an instinct.">
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. Moreover, the principle
seems to be tacitly qualified: To say that we do indeed 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”)u6 does not in itself clarify why these
principles should be considered truths.
Wihen pressed by Philalethes, Theophilus makes some
attempt to deal with this difficulty. Philalethes agrees
that all men desire happiness and are averse to misery, and

that these are "the truly innate practical principles,' but

he denies that they are truths. "/T/hey are inclinations of

the soul toward the pgood, and not impressions of some truth

%51vi4., p. 6.
461pi4.
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which is written in our understanding."47

Theophilus!'! response is something less than clear,
First he distinguishes between "felicity" and "joy,"
maintaining that it is the latter rather than the former

that we pursue, DBut, more importantly and much less clearly,

he contends that our understanding of our inclination re-

presents a practical truth:
Our inclination. . .tend/s/. . .to joy. . . . Now, the
inclination, exvressed by the understanding, passes
into a precept or practical truth; and if the inclination
is innate, the truth is innate also, there being nothing L
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 knowledge 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 2 truth.
But moreover, it would be well if we took careful

notice here of what it is that we presumably "know" by instinct.

Although the supposed fact is that "our inclination. ., .tend/s/
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.« « oto joy. . .," the corr98ponding practical truth is that

"we ought to pursue joy and avoid sorrow.'" (My 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 vnast have put severe restrictions on our
natural inclinations and prescribed actions contrary to them.
Thus, it is by no means clear 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 therefore are not inﬁate,
Theophilus asserts:

I agree with you that there afe moral rules which are

not innate principles; 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.

Leibniz' answer, however, is not without difficulties,
In calling rules of morality innate truths rather than innate
principles, Leibniz makesvthe matter worse, Rules are not
truths, but are statements of what to do and not to do. The

specific rulr mentioncd, for ecxzample, "o to another only what

491vid., p. 88.
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you would have him <o to yourself," is not, strictly
speaking, true or false, Rather, it is a command to behave
in a certain way, and as such it does not have a truth value,
When Philalethes 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. Theophilus arsgues:
As morality. . .is more important than arithmetic,
God has given to man instinctis 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 without 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 passions 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,
Apparently, then, we may "break'" the lzws that are written
on our souls and thus do not necessarily always follow them,
They are guides or inclinations, 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, 'hile we may eat because it gives us pleasure,

and yet we may indefinitely delay this nctivity, it is not so
cleor whal it wonld mean Lo wall in "disobedience” to the laows
50
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of mechanics., Moreover, 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 ambulatbry
activities without thinking of them, This would, indeed, be

a peculiar use of the term "instincts," for it would presumably
follow that not only men, but also dogs, cats, and even spiders
are innately endowed with an unconscious knowledge (?) of the

laws of mechanics,

Continuing in his belief that man is "naturally led.

L ] .

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 natural 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 light,-l

But in so arguing Leibniz merely obscures the very important
issue of innate truths. One can, of coﬁrse, 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

>l1vid., pp. 91-92.
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arguments for the innateness of speculative principles
(e.g., that we could not have gotten them through the senses,
nor presumably in any 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." (My emphasis)
Leibniz includes the ideas 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 to have no
idea of God or of his existence, for unlike Locke, he rejects
the proposition that "what is not known is not innate."52

Indeed, "/vi/hat is innate is not at firet known clearly and

"

distinctly as such: often much attention and method is necessary....

And finally, Leibniz differs further from Locke in that he
does not take universal consent to be a '"principle proof" of
innate truths, It will be remembered that Locke, perhaps
because he once used universel consent himself in arguing

for the innateness of certain moral })I‘inciples,5L+ tended to

22Thid., p. 9.
221bid.

2bsee Chapter 2 of this work.

53
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see universal consent as the major argument of innate idea
theorists. I have argued 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 meke use of universal

consent, not as a princinle proof, but as a confirmatory one.55

55Leibniz, Tew Fssays, op. cit., p. 96.




Part ITI., Some *urlher Considerations

Chapter 3 of Book I of Leibniz' New Issays is primarily

concerned with "tying up'" some "loose ends" regarding both
innate speculative and practical principles, Philalethes
is found to have difficulty with procl@®mations of innateness
for even what he takes to be the best candidate for such a
characterization, viz., "it is impossible for a thing to be
and not to be at the same time," His problem is that he feels
one must at the some time be convinced that the ideas of
"impossibility" and "identity" are also innate.56
Leibniz does not deny this, Indeed, he has Theophilus
state that it i1s "necessary" that those who favor this innate
truth also be convinced that the ideas it embodies be innate.
Rather than arguing for the innateness of certain ideas,
however, Leibniz merely asserts that
/[t/he ideas of 'being,! of 'possibility! of 'identity,!
are so completely innate that they enter into all our
thoughts and reasonings, and I rerard them as essential
to our mind; but I hove already s~id that we do not
always pay them particular ag%ention and that we
discern them only with time,

- Ideas, then, like principles, may be "imprinted on the mind"--

are so imprinted--nlthoush we may not be awnre of this,

561pid., n. 100.
571bid.,
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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 counscious knowledge:

If the idea of 'identity' is natural, and
consequently so evident and so present to the mind
that we ought to recognize it from the cradle, T
would be pleased to have a child of seven years,
and even a men of seventy, tell me whether a mon
who is a creature consisting of body and soul, is the
same (man) when his body is changed, and whether,
metempsychosis gupposed, lluphorbus would be the same
as Pythagoras.5

Leibniz' response, perhaps predictably, is that "what is

natural to us is not known to us as such from the cradle,"??
Moreover, Leibniz asserts that an idea may be known to us

evén though we may not be able to decide every question

dealing with it. !lo doubt in this he is correct. It seems
unlikely that anyone would want to deny that most people have
the ideas "animal" and "plant," and yet it is very unlikely

that more than a few could decide in all cases whether some
particular organism is a plant or an animal. Indeed, scientists
found if so difficult that one even suggested the positing of

an intermediate third class, the Protista.6o

281p14.
591b1d.
6OA suggestion made by the German zoologist, Haeckel, in 1866,

See Roger Stanier, lichnael Doudoroff, and Edward Adelberg, The
Microbial World (Fnrlewnod Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1957), p. 5%
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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 existencg'
which signifies with me that this truth is innate. 1

Philalethes, however, is not entirely catisfied with this

answer, He raises 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 soul.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 celcbrated theologian of
Heidelberp, has made an apology for the human race in
order to clear it of the imputation of atheism. . He was
an author of great accuracy, and decidedly above much
prejudice; 1 do not, howeggr, pretend to enter into
this discussion of facts.

Given Leibniz' contention that knowledge can be unconscious,

a more satisfactory onswer might have detailed why atheists,

®l1pi4., p. 102.

62114,

A
6)Ibid., p. 103.  John Lewin Fabricius, 16%7-1697, wan
professor of Greclk, ond Lhen of philosophy and Lheolory, at.
lleidelberg, The title of the work referred to is Apologia
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,

T,eibniz!' 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?oh
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 this principle even though
he may not be able fo state it., However, 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 1s considerably less justified in attributing an

idea of God to them than he is an idea of

6LTpid,
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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 hafions "so stupid" as not to nave 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 speak under 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 impresses itself upon
the mind under the idea of an absolute and irresistible
power which none can help fearing, such an idea ought,
according to all appezarances, to mnke the strongest
impression and to spread farther than any other, es-
pecially if it is an idea which accords with the
simplest insight of reason, and which flows paturally
from every part of knowledge, Now such is the idea of
God, for the brilliant marks of extraordinary wisdom
and power apvesr so vlainly in all 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 a Being must naturally make upon the souls of
all those who have once heard him spoken of is so great,
and carries with it thoughts of so great weight and so
adapted to spread themselves in the world, that it appears
to me wholly strange 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 tgink of men
who should have no idea of numbers or of fire,65

Leibniz adds that Locke, "in cpeaking of the simplest lights of

reason, which agree with the idea of God, and of that which

naturally proceeds f{rom it, appears to differ but little from

65Ibid.’ ]')T). 103—101{'.
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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 peoplé have no knowledge of fire.67 The further
guestion 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, Thus, when Philaletbcs aszerts {unt
therc «rc many men ipgnorant of some very certain propositions,
Theophilus responds by saying "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 course, is that it

is virtually impossible to_show that the particular truths

66Ibid., p. 104.

67". . .concerning this, that it apvears 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 remark that the inhabitants of the Marian Islands, to
which has been given the name of the Cueen of Spain, who has
protected missions there, had no knowledre of fire when they
were discovered, as appears from the narrative which Rev,
Father Gobien, a French Jesuit, charged with the care of
distant missions, has given to the public and sent to me."
(Leibniz, New Bssays, op, cit., p. 104.) Charles le Gobien
(1653-1708), who wns profensor of philoscophy at Tours and
secretary and procurator of Chinese missionaries, wrote a
number of works on the missions in China. '

®81vi4., p. 105.
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mentioned ('"there is a God" and '"the oprosite angles made

by the intersection of two straight lines are equal") can

be found in us. Moreover, many people have certainly doubted
the assertion that there is a God,

Theophilus' response to Philalethes' next remark,
concerning the idea of substance, is curious in what it
fails to mention. Philalethes asserts that it would be
~more "advantageous" if the idea of substance were innate
rather than the two truths mentioned above, maintaining
that we do not have the idea at all becouse it does not
come to us through either sensation or reflection., Leibniz,
making no reference whatsoever to the irrelevance»of the
"advantage" of having such an innate idea, merely states that
in his opinion '"reflection suffices to discover the idea of
substance within ourselves, who ére substances.”69

Leibniz brings RBook I and the dialogue about innate
ideas to a close with a final discussion about the mind
having ideas of which it is not aware., Philalethes argues:

| If there are innate ideas in the mind without the
mind's being actually awere of their presence, they
must at least be in the memory, whence they must be
drawn by measns of reminiscence--that is to say, be
known, when memory recalls them, as so many perceptions
which have been in the mind before, unless reminiscence

can subsist without reminiscence, For this conviction,
where it is an inwardly certain one, that a given idea

691 hia,
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has previously been in our mind, is properly what

distinguishe& reminiscence from every other kind

of thinking.
‘Although I believe l.eibniz can respond quite adequately to
this argument,71 1 do not believe he does as well here as he
might have, 1His initial remarks, in fact, I find somewhat
misleading:

In order that knowledge, ideas, or truths be in our
mind, it is not necessary that we have ever actually
thought of them; they are only natural habitudes; i.e.
dispositions and aptitudes, active and passive, and
more than a tabula rasa,

It seems very odd to call "knowledge," "ideas,'" and '"truths"

dispositions or aptitudes, o doubt what Leibniz means to

say is that, althoush 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 states: ", . .I see nc necessity which obliges
us to assert»that there remains ﬁo trace of a perception when
there is not enough of it to remind us that we have had it.”73

Again T refer the rcader to Part 1[0 of Chnpter II.

70

71 < . . e .

/ As I have discussed this arpgument in some detail in Part II
of Chapter II of this work, I refer the reader to these previous
comments,

Ibid,

721pi4,
z
“Ibid.



CHAPTEKER IV
CHOMSKY AWD THI SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

In what follows there are severnl claims that I wish
to defend, ones which have considerable bearing on Chomsky's
theory of innateress and its.relationship with suprosedly |
similar doctrines of the seventeenth century. The twentieth
century version wos first fully preéented in Chomsky's Aspects

of the Theory of Syntaxl in 1965, with the result that not

only was there much subsequent disagreement regarding the
clarity of the linruistic 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's attempt to set the contemporary
discussion "in a somewhat more general and traditional framework,'™
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: |

1) Chomaky's intentions din drawving upon neventeenth

century litecraturc remain unclear,

1Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge:
The M,I.T. Press, 1965).

2Ibi.d., Pe 47,
128



2) Much of the claeaimed 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 dotail in a discussion

centering on the '"necessity" of Chomsky's linguistic

3) Although Chomsky's writings certainly raise some
interesting conceptual guestions, Chomsky himself
actually says more of relevance to psychologists and
linguists than to philosophers.,

In defending the above claims I will also take a close look at
Chomsky's position and nrecisely how it differs from that of
behaviorists such as Ouine and Skinner,

To begin with, it is not alwdys easy to perceive Chomsky's
precise intentions in drawing uron the literature of the seven-
teenth century in his presentaotion of his own version of innate-
ness, While in Asvects his avowed intentions are to set the
discussion in a somewhat more general and traditional framework,
even in this early work attempts to force rationalist talk of
innate ideas and princivnles into the framework of a discussion

of innate mechonisms are in evidence:

The rationalist aprroach holds that beyond the peripheral

processing mechanicms, 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, A condition for innate mechanisms to become
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activated is that appropriate stimulation be presented.3
‘And some years l:ter in the paper entitled "Recent Contribu-
tions to the Theory of Innate Tdecas,'" Chomsky argues similarly:

I h:ive ©aid nothing explicit oo far wubout the doctrine
that there are innate ideas and innate 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 ctimulation must be presented.4

In all fairness to Chomsky I believe he probably sees little
difference between innate '"mechanisme," "schematisms," "structures,"

5

"principles," 1 think the philosopher will, however, find this

rather disconcerting, for thecse terms have various connotations

and, strictly speaking, are not interchangeable, To take just

two examples: 1) "mechanism," I think, tends to suggest a physical

or biological structure, particularly given Chomsky!'s lack of

6

support of Carte-ian mentalism;

Chomsky, Aspects, op, cit,, p. L48.

hChomsky, '""Recent Contributions to the Theory of Innate Ideas,"
reprinted in J,R, Searle, ‘'he Philosophy of Language (London:
Oxford University Press, 1971), p. 127.

5Some critics go so far as to speak of Chomsky'!s "promiscuous"
use of these terms and several others, See, for example, Jonathan
Barnes, "lr. loclie's Dariing uotion,' The Philosophical Quarterly,
Vol, 22, No, 88, July, 1972, p., 207. Dut also see Chomsky,
Reflections on L:nguage (New York: Random House, Inc,, 1975),
pp. 219f for Chomsky's reply.

4 6Although Chomsky doecs describe himself as a '"mentalist"
(some say somewhut misleadingly--see, for example, John Lyons,
Chomsky (Loncon: Wm, Collins & Co,, Ltd., 1970), p., 108), he has
explicitly rejected Curtesion mentalism in print as well as in
personal correspondence relating to this chapter, With regard to
the former, see especially Chomsky, Language and Mind (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and ¥orld, Inc., 1968), p. 83,
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L

"principles" (and "ideas") do not; 2) talk of "principles”

(and "ideas") fits naturally intoba discussion of innate
knowledge, whereas tallk of "mechanisms" does not. Moreover,
frequent references to Descartes 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,

Cartesian Linguistics, with its considerable emphasis on

Humboldt rather then on the more femiliar rationalists of
philosophy, may seem to run counter to this inference, In
discussing the aptness of the term "Cartesian linguistics,"
Chomsky notes that there may be objections on several grounds:
first, the developments in linguistic theory have roots in
earlier linguistic work; second, Some of the most active
contfibutors would have regarded themselves as opposed to
Cartesian doctrine; third, Descartes himself devoted little
time to lanpguage, hin few renarks being 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

7Chomﬂky, Carterinn Iinruistics (llew York: llarper and Row,
Publishers, 1968), bp. 2. '
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and fruitful develovment 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 outgrowth of the Cartesian revolution. 1In
any event, the antness of the term is a matter of little
interest. The important problem is to determine the exact
nature of the "cavital of ideas" accumulated in the pre-
modern period, to evaluate the contemporary significance of
this contribution, and to find wgys to exploit it for
advancing the study of language.

explicitly, Chomsky is using the term '"Cartesian'" to refer to

...pPeOpPle 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--we can see
as having a certain unity. I would defend this as a
perfectly legitimate practice, quite distinct from the
equally legitimate practice 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 vhat we are up to, and
I did try to make this quite clear in_the introductory
passages to CI /Eartesian Linguistics7....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 ideas, Chomsky begins by saying:

I THINK that it will be useful to separate two issues
in the discussion of our »nresent topic--one is the issue
of historical interpretation, namely, what in fact was
the content of the classical doctrine of innate ideas,
let us say, in Descartes and Leibniz; the second is the
substantive issue, namely, in the light of the information
presently available, what con we say about the prerequisites
for the acquisition of knowledge--vhat can we postulate

- regarding the psycholopically o priori principles thnt

81vid., pn. 2-3.

9Chomsky, personal correspondence,
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determine the character of learning and the nature of

what is acquired,

, ‘Ihese oare indcuvencdent issues; each is interesting in

its ow8 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: "What I would like to suggest is that contem-
porary research supports a theory of psychological a priori
principles that bears a striking resemblance to the classical
doctrine of innate ideas,"! (My emphasis) Chomsky apparently
does not intend this suggestion to be taken lightly. 1In
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 1

substantiation and further development of this doctrine.

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. Searle, op. cit., p. 121,

I1piq.

12Ivid,, p. 128.
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versions of innateness and those of the rationalists 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
philosophers 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 sugrgesting 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 and Katz, in their exposition of their
own hypothesis, rely heavily on the reader being able to
fill out their rather sketchy remarks on innateness through
his acquaintance with the rationalist 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 auite 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?@ps, than in Lorenz' account
of innate 'imprinting' behavior,*”

The relationship, then, of early rationaliét work to Chomsky's

version of innateness is, T think, unclear. Uhat is clear is

Review, LXXXI, 4, October, 1972, p. L466.

lBDavid Cooper,‘"Innateness: 0ld and New," The Philosophical
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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 ''mo more is at
stake than a decision to apply the term 'knowledge'! in a rather
obscure area.”lL+ The writings of Cooper also reflect this
bewilderment:

.o Chomsky is, at various points, anxious to defend

Descartes 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.'l® Surely it is a most peculiar tactic

to spend time seeking affinity with earlier writers,

defending them against critics, and then to turn around
and say little is at stake in their being correct or not.

16
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 "rationalist" cast of contemporary
theories of innateness, Dut he‘is easily misled in another
way as well, Although Chomsky speaks of '"mechanisms" more
often than he does of "ideas' 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 "Recent Contributions to fhe Theory of Innate
Ideas," (My emphasis) It is 1little 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 I.yons, gop. cit., pp. 113-114, footnote 2.

15 _ :
chomsky, Language and Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
World, Inc., 1968), p. 70.

l6uooper, on, cit., p. 470.
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historical issue is separate from the substantive one,

Goodman, for example, distinguishing himself as one of
the "misled," argues that "innate ideas'" ultimately turn out
to be neither innate nor ideas,17 a position which gains its
plausibility by the stipulation 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
unhecessary, do these people go on using it?"18 With this
position I have some sympathy, for, given the phrase's potential
for misihterpretation, undoubtedly an inordinate amount of time
has been spent merely in attempts to insure that all are using
"innate ideas" in similar fashion. To take 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

175ee Melson Goodman, "The Epistemolopical Argument,"
reprinted in J,R. Senrle, The Philosophy of Language (London:
Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 143-14k,

B1pi4., p. 144.

————
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term "communism" in referring to it, no matter how great
the resemblance to this much-maligned doctrine, |
Given that Chomsky does assert that the historical
issue should be kept separate, it is all the more curious, .
if he does not want his version of innateness understood
to be similar to that of Descartés 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-

19

uishes between ideas and principles, and thus the potentially
controversial term "innate ideas" 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
between his "mechanisms'" and the "innate ideas" of Descartes,
even though he does not wish to be held recsponsible for
defending certain other intertwined Cartesien views. That 211
"innate ideas" are solely '"mental phenomena," for example, in
that they can he (indeed, must be) posited independent of a
physical bearer, is good Cartesianism but poor Chomskyism,

Even if there should be a certain amount of arbitrariness as to

Ysee John locle, A i

in I
collated and omnotated by A,C, IFraser (Hew York: Dover Publicot-

n g0y Concerning Numnn Underntanding:,
N
ions, Inc., 1894), Book I, Chopter 3, p. 9°.
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whether or not a particular explanation is termed '"mental' or
"physical," 20 5 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 with
problems of a ?hilosophical nature, and, in particular, with
the problems and concerns of the seventeenth century.21
In any event, Chomsky seems more concerned with "principles”
(though, of course, not exclusively) than with "ideas." When ne
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 explain 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 emnirical issue, though

Chomsky feels the evidence is already on the side of the rétion—

20See Chomsky, Language and Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace
and World, Inc,, 1968), o. 84, Chomsky does not say this
eXpllcltly, but it seems to me that it is implied by his remarks.

“lror a strecsing of the divergences rather than the
similarities that exist between Chomsky's version of innatenecns
and that of older theorier, nee David Cooper, "Innatenenn: 01d
and New," The P'hilorophical Review, ]AX/l, 0ctobor, 1972,
pp. 4652487,
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alist. Unlike arguments pointing to the astronomical number
of sentences a fluent speaker understands and the subsequent
phenomenai or empirically impossible task of correlating

these to sentences he has previously encountered,22

Chomsky!'s
contention, as ve 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 are 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 nroduce new sentences, sentences that are
immediately understood by other speakers although they bear ﬁo
physical resemblance to sentences which are 'familiar.'"23
By use of this term Chomsky wishes to convey three distinct

aspects of the normal use of language, namely that it is notl

o
2%5ee Jerrold Katz, The Philosophy of l.anguage (New York:
Harper and Row, Publishers, 1966), pp. 260-261,

23Chomsky, Topics in the Theory of Generative Grammar
(The Hague: Mouton and Company, 1966), p. 11,
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only 1) innovative (in the sense that much of what we say and
hear is entirely new to us) and potentially infinite, and
2) free from the control of detectabie stimuli, external or
internal, but that it is also 3) coherent and "appropriate
to the situation.'" The third of these properties can not be
explained by any contemporary theories, but the empiricist
model is not capable of dealing with even tive Tirst two.
Furthermore, the overall problem of explaining how it‘is that
a human being can use language in a creative way is a serious
one that "cannot be talked out of existence by invoking *'habit'
or 'conditioning' or 'natural selection.'"alJr

We are all, then, capable of understanding and speéking an
infinite number of sentences that we have never before encountered,
aﬁd this is because we utilize certéin principles that allow us
to go well beyond the meagre empirical data with which we have
éome in contact.25 These principles cannot be derived solely
from the data available to the language learner, but instead
are utilized as the result of a rather specific innate mechanism
being activated by the presentation of the data., '"In studying

the actual character of learning, linguistic or otherwise, it is

anhomsky, Lanfsuase and Mind, op, cit;, pp. 10-11,

[y . .
Z)Ihid., p. 6. Horeover, Chomcky believen the "evidence”
(data) is very derenerate in quality as well, Gen Chomsky,

"Recent Contributions to Lhe Theory of Innate Ideas," reprinted

in J,R. Searle, op, cit., p. 125,
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of course necessary to distinguish cerefully between these
two functions of external data--the function of initiating or

facilitating the operation of innate mechanisms and the function

of determining in part the direction that learning will take."26

And furthermore:

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. A condition for innate mechanisms to beggme
activated is that appropriate stimulation be presented,“

While Chomsky then goes on to assert that the writings of
Descartes and Leibniz exemplify this‘approach,28 it is important
bto note that much of the similarity of Chomsky's approach and
that of these rationalists concerns a general theory of mind
rather than specific arguments for innate ideas or principles,
Descartes, for exemple, in the relevant passage quoted by
Chomsky is concerned with the interaction of mind and body
after he has posited these two as quite distinct substances:

eevedny man who rightly 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 envisame them by thought, are presented to us

by the senses. 5o 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 that iden, which we now have present to our

aGChomsky, Aopects, op, cit., pe 3h.

o]
“’Ibid., p. L8.

EBIbid., pp. h3-50.
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thought, is to be referred to a certain extraneous thing,
not that these extraneous things transmitted the idees
themselves to our minds through the organs 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 certain 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,... lHence 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 occasion of
certain corporeal movements, envisage these ideas, for
they have no likeness to the corporeal movements.é9

And, Chomsky notes, for Descartes necessary principles such zs5
that things equal to the same thing are equal to each other,.
are similarly innate because they cannot arise from "particular
movements.'" In reply -to Regius, Descartes says:

Could anything be imagined more preposterous than thet

all common notions which are inherent in our mind should
arise from these movements, and should be incapable of
existing without them? 1 should like our friend to
instruct me as to what 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 equal
to one another,' or any other he pleases; for all these
movements are particular, but notions ore universal Baving
no affinity with movements and no relation to them.3

But, again this is a matter of concern for Descartes because of

his dualistic metaphysics; however, as was noted earlier in this

29Descartes, '"Notes directed agoainst a certain Programme,"
collected in Tlizobeth 5, Haldoane ond G.R.T. Ross, The Philosoplical
Horks of Descarten (london: Cambridpe University Press, 1968),
Vol, I, pp. Lhe=4li5.  (My emphasis) (AT, VITL, 358-3595

O1pid., v. 443, (AT, VIII, 359)
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chapter, it is this aspect of Cartesianism that Chomsky does
not wish to support. Chomsky can, and does, stress the
similarity of his apvroach and that of the seventeenth
century, but significant divergences in view are no less
in evidence,
‘"Necessary truths,'" in particular, are the occasion of
a further disparity. For Leibniz, the main problem to be
resolved centers on the "fact'" that one can not obtain
universal necessity from particular instances, As a conse-
quence Leibniz argued that nécessary truths are innate:
The senses, although necessary for all our actual
knowledge, are not sufficient to give it all to us,
since the senses never give us anything but examples,
i.e., particular or individual truths, Now all the
examples which confirm a general truth, whatever their
numberg do not suffice to establ%fh the universal
necessity of thot some truthe..e.
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 whatever suverficial similarities may ekist,
leaving untouched the unending philosophical controversy of the
seventeenth century.
It is important at this point, I believe, to reflect

further on the rationalist anproach to note & radical departure

by Chomsky from the roals of that period., It seems that much

rd
)lGottfried T,eibnirz, HNew Iissays Concerning Human Understanding,
traﬁglated by Alfred Lanpgl@y (JTéw York: The HacMillan Company, 1896),
P. .
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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 know 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 éf, perhaps, symbolibally 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 1life, but he may
never be able to express or even recognize v (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, thoush 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-empirical grammaticnl rules and
‘that this explains his ability to learn to speak and to

understand his initial lansuarge even though his contact with

'32Leibniz, Op. cit., Chapter I, pp. 64-85.
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it may be minimal indeed, > 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."

In fact, we are more likely to speak of a rule in terms

of its being '"correct' or "incorrect." Thus, one who is
learning chess might ponder whether or not he can move his
bishop forward or backward aloung the file in which it is
located, and in response to his inquiry we wight answer
"o, that is not the correct move--in chess, the bishop can
only move on the diagonal.," ‘e might even assert, in the
event that no game employs it, that our beginner's query
concerns something which is no rule at all--that is, there
is no rule that allows for the movement of one's bishop in
a file, We would not, however, say that a certain rule is
iglgg; though we might, of course, claim that it is false

that a particular rule is such-and-such.

35In speaking of "minimal contact," it should be borne in
mind that it is the meagreness of the data, and not the ease
(short time) with which one Jlearns his native tongue, that is
most significant, though both have been mentioned in this
context, In particular, see Hilary Putnam, "The 'Innateness
Hypothesis' and Fxplanatory Models in ILinguistics,'" reprinted
in J.R. Searle, Thc Philosophy of Tanpuage (Tondon: Oxford
University Press, 1971), pp. 150-139, and Chomsky's reply in
a paper entitled "Linpuintics and Philosophy,'" collected in
Sidney Hook (editor), Lonpuspe and Philocopny (New York:
New York University Press, 1969), p. 79.
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There is, then, a certain arbitrariness and relativism
about rules that is not to be found among what is perhaps
best described as "logical principles."34 Rules can be
¢thanged, and a rule that was at one time utilized can be
dropped and suddenly become inapplicable, '‘le can, of course,
change our minds about the truth or falsehood of a certain
proposition, but there is 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 "out," but with the introduction of hetter equipment and

the development of more skillful players, this rule was

- dropped (or changed.) Logical principles are not subject

to such intentional changes,
“While it must be admitted that there is a sense in which

Chomsky's linguistic rules cannot be changed and are not

dependent upon our choices (viz.,, with proper stimulation,

they develop in all humon beings), this type of "necessity"
is vastly different from that associated with certain logical
principles (e.5., that things which are equal to the same

thing are equal to one another) that were the concern of

41 am especially indebted to Charles Travis (Department
of Philosphy, The University of Calgary), who used this phrase
in correspondence, and, in 5o doing, helped me to clorify thin
point at » time when T verceived it somewhnt obscurely,
Logical principles nre to be contrasted with Chomsky's
""psychological principles,"
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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, Chdmsky
claims that if his theorizing is correct, these rules "are
constructed by the mind in the course of acquisition of
vknowledge,"35 but that "they can be violated," such depérture

36

often times being an effective literary dévice. 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

n38

indifferently. What Hume's Empiricism forbids him to allow

is not that certain principles of induction can be ascribed to

35Noam Chomsky, Eggblems of Knowledge and Freedom (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1971), p. 32.

361114,

37For more on this, see Cooper, gop. cit., ppr. L7L-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...."Egk "To the extent
that Chomsky treats his ascription of these principles as a
matter of psychology...his position on this matter differs
from Hume's only in degree."qo

It is not, of course, mandatory that what the speaker-
hearer knows be a "truth," for knowledge of a certain princi le,
even if "tacit," may be all that is needed to explain language
acquisition. But it is 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.L+1 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 tern,
and this confusion was fostered even fﬁrther by his claims.

regarding the relevance of seventeenth-century literature to

blgee Katz, op. 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, éenetically determined

maturational processes, and interaction with the social and
physical environment." 2 Apparently agreeing with the biologist
Jacques Monod, Chomsky notes that he believes "/it/ is quite

reasonable to suppose that specific principles of language

structure are a biological given, at the present stage of

human evolution."L*3 Further, says Chomsky, '"Knowledge of

-language results from the interplay of initially given

structures of mind, maturational processes, and interaction
with the environment."44 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
Mechanisms," similarly links innateness with 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

AZChomsky, Problems of Knowledge and Freedom, op. cit.,
pP. 2l.
L"BIbid. ’ p. 10.

b1pid,, 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.

But who opposes this position? Even Quine, long considered
an opponent-of Chomsky's theories regarding language acquisition,
holds that innateness is not contradictory with his conception
of behaviorism, which ''sees nothing incongenial in the appeal to

innate dispositions to overt behavior, innate readiness for

nlt6

language~learning. 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 bouhd

to lay great weight upon innate endowments."L"7 Furthermore,
says Quine: - |

«esthe behaviorist is knowingly 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. 8Since each learned response
presupposes some such prior inequalities, some such inequal-

45Eric Lenneberg, Biological Foundations of Language (New
York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc,, 1967), p. 393.

46W.V. Quine, "Linguistics and Philosophy," in Sidney Hook
(editor), Language and Philosophy (New York: New York University
Press, 1969), p. 98.

.V. Quine, "To Chomsky," in Synthese 19 (1968-69), p. 278.
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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 ﬁgructure
is needed, too, to account for language~learning.

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 genetic process, Gross differences in the behavior
of different species show that the genetic constitution,
whether observed in the body structure of the indjyidual
or inferred from a genetic history, is important,.
And, much more recently, Skinner asserts: "A child is born a
member of the human species, with a genetic endowment 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."50 If this 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

g8Qgine, "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.

0
2 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 structure is needed, too, to account for
1anguage—1earning."53 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 wgit may be a rather restricted and highly

organized way.

There may, perhaps, be some substance to this claim, but it is

interesting to note that this appears to be an empirical questionl

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

51Chomsky, Aspects, op, cit., pP. 47.

>24,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. '

5l'*Chomsky, Aspects, op. cit., p. 48.
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latter rather than his critics has the stronger pqsition 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 tconditioning is
insufficient to explain language learning,' and (Synthdse) 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 Tearned:
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 Vord and Ohject, 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 with 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 ill nov 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 intereste
me, Cf, Aspects, p. 51, where 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

56

for such a conclusion, 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 hyvotheses)
or suggests a plausible alternative approach, with empirical
content, to the problem of acquisition of knowledge.,>

Moreover, and more recently, as indicated in his paper at a
symposium on language and philosophy, Chomsky refers to this
theory as an %empirical hypothesis'':
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, constructgg 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 with the cyclic principle,
there is also some considerable doubt, I think, as to whether

or not there might be other explanations for the phenomena

57Chomsky, Language and Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace and .

World, Inc., 1968), p. 75. (My emphasis)

5BChomsky, "Linguistics and Philosophy," in Hook, op, cit.,
p. 68, In passing we might note that what is here proposed as
innate is a "schematism,"
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observed.59

While noting Chomsky's use of the term "hypothesis" 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

60

reply to Chomsky's "Review," 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

591 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.
For the general criticism, see Robert Schwartz, "On Knowing a
Grammar,' in Hook, op., cit., especially pp. 187-188. For details,

see Chapter 5 of this work,

Furthermore, there is the possibility that the "data" itself
might come t0 be viewed differently. Putnam, for example, has
doubted whether a child's ability to grasp a language is really
as amazing as Chomsky makes it out to be (See Putnam, "The
'Innateness Hypothesis' and Explanatory Models in Linguistics,"
reprinted in J,R. Searle, op., cit., pp. 136-137), and thus will
not find himself requiring an explanation everywhere Chomsky
thinks one necessary,

6ochomsky, "Review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior;" reprinted'
in Leon Jakobovits and Murray Miron, Readings in the Psychology
of Language (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1967), pp. 1lL2-
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hypothesis which is not to be rejected because, given infinite
time, it may be confirmed....61

Secohdly, when reading Chomsky's work one is inclined,
I think, to feel a pull in two rather opposed directions, acc-
ording to whether he sees the linguistic'#ersion 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, with its
heavy emphasis on the empirical approach and "physical'
explanation, one tends to see the Chomskian 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 muét 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
critics, However, it also bears considerably less resemblance

to the rationalist movement of the seventeenth century as

61Harry Bracken, "Minds and Learning: The Chomskian
Revolution," a revised version of a paper delivered at the
LSA's Linguistic Institute 71, SUNY-Buffalo, July 13, 1971,
pe. 4o (My emphasis)
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represented by Descartes and Leibniz.

Moreover, it seems to me that there are several hypotheses
to be gleaned from Chomsky's wsrk, In some contexts it is the
existence of innate principles that is hypothesized, and research
‘is consequentlj 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 thé other hand,
at other times it is suggested that we should assume the
existence in the "mind" 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 presﬁmed meagre data available to him, but we
also gain insight into how the nind works. The primary donten-
tion of the latter, then, is tazt, with this new approach, we
just might learn something about the mind that could not be

gotten working within the behzviorist framework, The second

62For discussion of the A-over-A principle, see Chomsky,

Language and Mind, op. cit., po. 42-47, and John Lyons, Chomsky,
op. cit.,, pp. 101-102,

63For discussion of the cryclic principle in general, see
"The Cyclic Principle," Chapter 28, in Jacobs and Rosenbaun,
English Transformational Gramrsr (Waltham, Massachusetts:
Blaiscell Publishing Company, -368), pp. 235-249, For discussion
of the cyclic principle of phonology as an innate organizing
principle of universal grammar, see Chomsky, "The Formal Nature
of Language,” in Lenneberg, Biclogical Foundations of Language,
op. cit., pp. 411-416; Chomsky, "Linguistics and Philosophy,"
in Hook, op. cit., pp. 67-68 2=4 », 78; and Chomsky, Language
and Mind, ov. cit., pp. 37-33.
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hypothesis thus involves a theory of mind as well as the
postulation or assumption of specific innate principles,

The two, 6f course, are not unrelated, 1In point of
fact, it séems‘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
avareness of what the particular principles may be that the
mind is endowed with (or constructs), it is difficult to see
how we could learn anything about the mind even if it did 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 Ybearing 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 epistemological problem is involved, "How

is it that we come to know a 1anguage?" looks like it could be

a problem with which epistemology might concern itself, but as

this seems to translate into "How 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

‘:D 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 gﬁaditional 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:

64Ch0msky, 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 will 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 iggerpret‘mental function in terms of
physical causes."

But, alas, .such pleas are of much greater importance to
psychologists than to philosophers. Psybhology might very
‘well profit from a new model, and perhaps might even learn
something about the mind by carefully noting its operations,
32 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 crisis is reached, at which time a
revolution may occur with 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

651pid., 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 below, p. 208.

67Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1970).
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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 will not at the same time be significantly similar to the
innateness theories of elther 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 philosPhiéal
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 "innateness" does not explain anything. Note, for example,

Putnam's emphatic remark that "Invoking 'Innateness! only

postpones the problem of learning, it does not solve it."68

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

68Putnam, "The 'Innateness Hypothesis' and Explanatory Models
in Linguistics," in J.R, Searle, op. cit., p. 139. For Chomsky's
replies, see Chomsky, Language and Mind, ov. cit., p. 75, and
Chomsky, "Linguistics and Philosophy," in Hook, op. cit., p. 80.
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explanation, 1s an interesting as well as genuine philosophical
issue that Chomsky's writings have given rise to. Because I
want to discuss some of these phiiosophical issues in the next
chapter, it is with this observation that I wish ta 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 similaritiés 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'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 with
Chomsky that harsh boundaries should not be allowed to exist

between academic disciplines) the greater part of Chomsky's

.work has more relevance to psychologidal and linguistic theory

formulation than to the resolution of the long-standing

rationalist-empiricist controversy.



CHAPTER V

SOME FURTHER PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEMS
Part I: "Explanatory Power" and Research Models in the
Social Sciences,

Undoubtedly "explanatory power," although lacking sharp
meaning énd possessing indefinite boundaries, is an important
element in accepting one hypothesis or theory over another,
It is clearly td the advantage of a hypothesis if it can be
counted on to explain data that competing hypotheses are
unable to account for or simply do not deal with, 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 éhe 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

precise as well 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 ng 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 behavigrist
assumptions."2 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 —7{LA{—>knowledge

To study the substantive issue, we first attempt
to determine the nature of the output in many 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.

“Noam Chomsky, "Review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior,"
reprinted in Leon Jakobovits and Murray Miron, Readings in
the Psychology of Language (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall,
Inc,, 1967), pp. 1L2-171, 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 manipulating 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 3
example, with data drawn from a variety of languages.”

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
be an innate component to account for language learning? Can
we confidently conclude that we 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 raiéed 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 Philosophy of Language
(London: Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 1l21-122,
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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 éeems 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 component” in language acquisition, in addition
to the "empirical data,' does not get us very far. Putnam,
I think, was getting at a similar point when he asserted that

"Invoking 'Innateness' only postpones the problem of learning;

it does not solve it."4

Putnam, I think, raises an interesting question, Whether
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-

ksee Hilary Putnam, "The 'Innateness Hypothesis' and
Explanatory Models in Linguistics,' reprinted in J.R. Searle,
The Philosophy of Language (London: Oxford University Press,
1971), p. 129.




O

O

168
ness, -if meam’.ngful,'si does seem to. provide a solution.
Beginning with certain preconceptions regarding the form

of linguistic rules, the child from the outset begins

Mtesting" a relatively small number of hypotheses and

"discovers" the structure of the language to which he is

exposed (all unconsciously, of course!). Thus, using empirical,

‘though unconscious, procedures the child eventually 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 1earning theories) have
failed in the past, In order to understand language acquisi-
tion we must expand the explanatory power and obtain nmore
details about the nature and functioh of the particular mecha-
nisms, for otherwise we have nothing more than a very 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

See Part IT of this chapter.
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can be given to Chomsky's writings if one views 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 éxample, Chomsky writes:

The strﬁctures [Ehe abstract forms underlying
sentenceé7 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

theorizing., Chomsky is, of course, hopeful that by postulating

6Chomoky, Problems of Knowledge and Freedom (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1971), p. 32.
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mental entities (or, T take it, "operations of the mingd")
we may some day obtain a language-learning theory with
considerably more explanatory power than any theory about
language curréntly available, but at the present time there
is jﬁstification for little more than hope. Further research
within his framework just might produce insights that may
otherwise have never been achieved, but so might research
within non-~Chomskyan frameworks,

What shbuld be kept in mind, then, is that Chomsky's
simple ascription of innate features to the "language-acouisit-
ion defice" does not give us a complete explanation of language
acquisition; rather it is merely a way of viewing the problem
of language learning so that explanations in the future will
be forthcoming., It is quite possible, though Chomsky thinks
unlikely, that future reseérch 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's theory of innate ideas is somewhat-
premature, VWhat Chomsky has done is make proposals regarding
the possibility that certain principles of language acqﬁisition
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"“mp1rlcally " that is, in his sense of the term. See
the closing paravraphs 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 T might add that Chomsky's research suggestions
are not uninteresting. 1f Chomsky canlconvince 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 coﬁtroversy viewed as one of methodology
quite acceptable,8 though in the end Chomsky still wishes to

leave open the question of the metaphysical “implications of

any such dualistic methodology.9 Accordingly, although there
is undoubtedly a difference between Chomsky's "empirical’
procedures and those of more conventional empiricists in the

natural and social sciences (that is, e.g., Chomsky allows for

8See, for example, the comments on "physical explanation”
in Chomsky, Langgage and Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
'-é"]OI'ld, InC., 19 8), ppo 3"‘ .

9Chomsky has made this point (regarding the metaphysical
implications of his work) quite clear in discussions of
Chapter IV of this dissertation,
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the introduction of the '"mentalistically-flavored" data of

intuitions), he yet wishes to remain uncommitted to a

dualistic metaphysics, Given that intuitions have not been
widely accepted as data in éhe 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.



Part II, Knowledge 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? "[T/he problem is quipe
analogous," he says, 'to the problem of studying the innate
principles that make it possible for a bird to acquife the
knowledge that expresses itself in nest-building or in song-
production.“ He then goes on to say that "[E/n a _priori grounds,
there is no way to determine the extent to which an instinctual
component enters into these acts."lo Although I think Chomsky
is probably right in'this second assertion, I am uneasy with |
how freely Chomsky is willing éo ascribe "knowledge" in the cases
of nest-building and song-produétion. The precise source of
this uneasiness I hope to make clear in this section,

To begin with, then, I believe Chomsky's remarks regarding
the determination of to what exteht an instinctuél."component"
~enters into the acts of nest-building and song-production are
essentially correct., One cannot; on "a priori grounds," ascertain

to what degree an instinctual componént enters into the acts of

loNoam 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, hove 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 vroblem of designing a model of language acgquisi-
.tion 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-
production, however, is much less clear., The analogy is not
so obvious as one might hope. One might question, 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 ddubtful, 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 thé 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, when we say of a person that he knows

how to ride a bicycle, we are not saying anything about the
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knowledge that he possesses.11 Riding a bicycle, 1like 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 pafenthetically, 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 fhe language acquisition device outlined by Chomsky.
Robert Schwartz, for example, with his device for measuring

density, has argued quite forcefully, I think, that "/T/he

"Chomsky 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. cit., pp. 154~155,) See also Noam Chomsky,
"Linguistics and lhilosophy,'" 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 does have an unconscious knowledge
of the laws of physics: "We do not have to assume ., . . that the
child knows the grammar connciously. A tennis player or bicycle
rider responds to ond behoaven in 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, Biological Foundations of Language (New York:
John Wiley & Sons, 1967), p. 500; my emphasis, However, Lenneberg
gives no justification for his assumption, and I can see none.
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fact that we can specify 5's competence in terms of a formal
system of generative rules does not in itself imply that S
has represented a corresponding system in hiin."l2 What
Schwartz means is that it does not follow that S uses the
rules of the formal system even if they do in some sense
specify S's competence, tChomsky has said as much and more:

One further point requires some clarification.
We noted at the outset that performance and competence
must be sharply distinguished if either is to be studied
successfully, ¥Ye have now discussed a certain model of
competence, It would be tempting, but quite absurd, to
regord it as a model of performance s well. Thus we
might propose that to produce a sentence, the speaker
goes through the successive steps of constructing a
base-~derivation, line by line from the initial symbol
5, then inserting lexical items and applying grammatical
transformations to form a surface structure, and finally
applying the phonological rules in their given order, in
accordance with the cyclic principle., . . . There is not
the slightest justification for any such assumption. 1In
fact, in implying that the speaker selects the general
properties of sentence structure before seclecting lexical
items (before deciding what he is going to talk about),
such a propossl seems not only without Jjustification but
entirely counter to whatever vague intuitionc one may have
about the processes that 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., DBut models of per-
formance can be constructed in many different ways, con-
sistently with fixed fgsumptions about the competence on
which they are based.

Chomsky's pessimism seems justified. Iiven more recently

James Deese has written:

12Robert Schwartz, "On Knowing a Grammar," in Sidney llook,
op. cit., p. 187. For further discussion of Schwartz and his
ensity-measuring device, see Part III of this chapter,

13Noam Chomsky, "The Formal Nature of T.anguage,'" Appendix A
to Bric l.enneberg's Biological Foundations of Language (New York:
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1967), pp. 435-446.
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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
competefﬁe, 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,

Returning 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 o bhicycle; we do attribute knowledge of the rulen

Ly ames Deese, Psycholinguistics (Boston: Allyn and
Bacon, Inc., 1970), p. 4Ll.
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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 answer 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 factslgf 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 an explanation 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? 1In

seérching for an answer to this question, it has to be admitted,
I think, that the bicycle rider analogy h=2as become the center
of much confusion, e have seen, for evoamnle, that Lenneberg
asserts

. » «/u/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 fgmputations that his

nervous system is doing for him.

But, although Lenneberg seems to imply here that we do attribute

unconscious knowledge of physics to the tennis player and the

bicycle rider, Chomsky has indicated we do not attribute such

knowledge to the bicycle rider. Thus, even if the speaker-hecarer

15Noam Chomsky, "Comments on Harman's Reply,'" printed in
Sidney Hook, Language and Philosophy, op, cit., pP. 154-155,

16Eric_Lenneberg, Biological Foundations of Language, op. cit.,

A p. 300, ‘
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"responds to and behaves in accordance" with the rules of the

O

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 not 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 uhconscious knowledge of the
rules of grammar if this postulate is empirically Jjustified

by the role it plays in explaining the facts of use and

understanding and acquisition of language." (My emphasis)
- Postulates are not generally empirically justified by the
‘tD role they play in explanations, The use of "instincts" in
explanations of animal behavior, for example, was not "empirically
E . justified" when it was decided to ascribe certain characteristics

to an animal's constitution rather than to his acquired behavior.
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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, 1In reacting to Harman's remarks, for ekample,
Chomsky argues that knowledge of language is describable
neither in terms of "knowing how" nor '"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 usefuller informative way in this
impoverished framework.

Knowledge of language, then, is to be considered a third

type of knowledge, not reducible to "knowing 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.
Perhapé 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 sufficient similarities here
with other acceptable types of knowledge to warrant the ascript-

ion of knowledge to one who acquires a lanpguage. Certainly a

17Noam Chomsky, "Linguistics and Philosophy," reprinted in
Sidney Hook, Languapge and Philosophy (New York: New York University
Press, 19695, p. 87.
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prima facie case can be made for such a view, for we do speak

of peoplé 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.
Chomsky, 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 particulér, as
unconscious, What this means is that, although suchvprinciples
yield a description of what must be ascribed to the mind for the
acquisitioﬁ of 2 lanpuape to become ponsible, they are not open
to introspection,

Perhaps the sense in which 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 pfonounces
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."
Chomsky, of course, in addition 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 what 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 may not be followed, Thus, were one to
state emphatically "the book yon are looking for wan lost in
the fire," he would cuctomarily (and ogain, unconccioualy) use
the pronunc1atlon of "the" 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 is
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 why we should describe the mechanism the speaker-
hearer possesses as "knowledge," It is true that we do speak

of people knowing how to speak French, but as has already

been argued, we also speak of birds knowing how to build a
ncst, even though it is far from clear that we really do
think birds possess this particular bit of knowledge or any
othef. 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 Yknows how" to spin a web, but it is a moot point,
I think, whether we even want to say 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 make
sense to distinguish between a man having knowledge of certain
linguistic principles and his merely believing them (unconsciously,
of course!)? vIndeed, can we even distinguish belief in certain
linguistic principles from merely making use of them'unconscious-
ly in acquiring a language? (That is, what is édded by saying
a person "knows" rather than merely "believes," or '"believes"
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, thatchhwartz' "density
machine" raises an interesting question, Via this example
Schwartz argues that'/t/he 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."19 The "machine"(input-output device) 1abelsv
spheres "+" if their density is greater than 1.0 and "-" if
theif density is less., The device's operation is presumably
described by equations dealing with the volumes of sphereé and

their density:

, h 3 b Weight
Vol. of sphere = . radius Density = 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?"20 Schwartz' answer is that it would not, for

Za/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,

®OIbid., p. 188.
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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 sensé, however, to 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 knowledgevascriptions are compatible.

The source of this uneasiness is not easy to locate, but
it is rooted, I think, in Chomsky'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 over many other similar principles? Whereas it

Ibid,

Somr—
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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 know such principles, |
Let us examine more closely the Chomskyan model of
knowledge., A subject S knows (speaks and understands) a

language L, and 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 Sy 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 Lj. 52 was less
fortunate, for he was a mutant whose congenital mechanisms
"mal functioned" (viz., they did function, but generated
principles which failed to help him master Ll) and, although

he also was exposed to the verbal environment of S this

19
resulted in his failure to ocquire Tiqe 53 possessed the
"proper" congenital mechanisms, but was never exposed to any
language, He, of course, also failed to‘acquire Ly e

On the Chomskyan model it i postulated that Sl has

innate knowledge of the universal principles describing his

acquisition of Ll. 53 presumably has knowledge of these
principles also, but he never had the opportunity to make use

of them, He had the capacity to acquire Ll’ but due to a
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deprived environment failed to do so. SZ’ however, seems to
me an interesting and much less straight-forward case, 1Is he

most accurately described as one who has no knowledge, for he

failed to acquire the principles underlying L1 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 Sl‘ One might argue that Sl'has
knowledge of the principles underlying Ll’ while S2 does not,
for S1 knows Ll' But this seems questionable, particularly
given Chomsky's belief that neither Sl nor 82 actually make
use of the brinciples in constructing and understanding
sentences of.a 1anguage.22 Accordingly, it seems to me quite
varbitrary to ascribe knowledge of certain principles to Sl
merely because his principles should happen to have utility,
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 S has
actually learned any principles, for he has not learned L

1)
however, if we again recall that it is very unlikely_Sl utilizes

228ee Part II of this chapter and Noam Chomsky, '"The Formal
Nature of Language," Appendix A to Lric Lenneberg's Biological
Foundations of Languoge (lMew York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.,, 19577

- pp. L55-L26.
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the principles underlying Iy in mastering Liy there seems
little reason for supposing his acquisition of L1 is in any

way an indication of his knowledge of the underlying principles.,



CONCIL.USION

In this work I have laid gréat 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, in these final pages I wish © 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, o

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 writings. This is not to say
that Chomsky's writings are therefore uninteresting to philo-
sophers or that they bear no resemblance whatever to the work
of Descartes and Leibniz, or perhaps to other earlier figures
subh as Humboldt and the Port Royalists, Instead I wish to
emphasize that, given his views, Chomsky is not contributing to

a resolution of the l?th century debate over innate ideas, though

189
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he is indeed generating a lively discussion regarding the
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 socig;
sciences., As was indicated in Part I 6f 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, howe?er, 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 duaiism of

Descartes, he ‘does not “eémbrace 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 without prejudice as to the question
of what may be the physical realization of the abstract
mechanisms postulated to account for the phenomena of
vehavior 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
unknown, 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 uninteresting 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 Specg%ate about
matters so remote from present understanding.

In the end, then, Chomsky apparently sees his work to be as
compatible with physicalism as with dualism, and does noét wish

to make speculations respecting either, As a consequence, of

course, Chomsky leaves the question of the metaphjsical impli-

cations of his theory untouched, though it might well be explored
by philosophers in the future,

In emphasizing certain epistémological and metaphysical
aspects of Chomsky'é writings, a number of other interesting
and related issues are also left unexplored by this 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 Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
World, Inc., 1968), pp. 85-8L4. MNoreover, 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 be worthwhile as an aid to understand-
ing Chomsky's present assertions as weli as for historical
reasons, With its emphaéis on Descartes and Leibniz, this
work has not probed the possibility that Humboldt is better
background reading for achieving an understanding of Chomsky's
fdrm 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 trutps 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 trﬁths that do not seem
‘:; to have empirical verification. Among other things 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 decidedlyfdifferent.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-

e T » 4

whéSé‘would surface, Descartes did in his later writings
profess that all 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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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 Chomsky's belief that
only some principles are innate, not all,
It seems to me that Chomsky's strongest link with Descartes

and Leibniz, and perhaps with a number of other figures of the

~seventeenth century, revolves 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 functioné
ing: that is, the "mechanism" has a very particular job to perfdrm.
Thus, for Descartes this "faculty" (at times referred to as merely
the "faculty of ‘chinl«::i.ng")aL+ is an important element in one's
becoming aware of certain ideas and non-empirical truths. And

for Chomsky a pre-set and fairly specific mechanism allows one

to grasp the deep structure of a lahguage 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 empﬁasized and

2L*Descar'ces, "Notes Directed Against a Certain Programme,"
in Haldane and Ross, Vol., I, up. 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 isolatiﬁg
it from the positions of Descartes and Leibniz and, for that

mattef, 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, s1d an "epistemolog-
ical difficulty" which I perceive to be rooted in any 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 éspects 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. 1In 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 tpe principles to
a much greater degrée and to get more widespread.agreement
about the rple of genetics and the environment, Without |
such refinement and agreement one can only speéulate about

highly specific innate components in language acquisition.

T
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