Purpose of the Essay
To inquire into what Descartes had taken too much for granted:

The nature of “clear and distinct perception” or, more simply, knowledge

What entitles us to claim that we clearly and distinctly perceive or know something?

How can we be sure that we really are perceiving clearly and distinctly and not simply assenting to juvenile preconceptions or natural impulses?

Occasion of the Essay
The difficulty of resolving disputes in morality and revealed religion

Locke’s questions:

Can the answers to questions on these matters even possibly be resolved?

Are they matters of knowledge or of faith & opinion?

What are the bounds of knowledge and of faith & opinion?

Under what conditions are people entitled to their own opinions?

Method of the Essay
To inquire into the “original” (i.e., origin) of human knowledge

To determine how it is built up from this origin.

Thereby to discover the limits of knowledge, faith, and opinion
An initial, startling claim:

Essay I.i.

“I shall not at present meddle with the Physical Consideration of the Mind; or trouble myself to examine, wherein its Essence consists, or by what Motions of our Spirits, or Alterations of our Bodies, we come to have any Sensation by our Organs, or any Ideas in our Understandings; and whether those Ideas do in their Formation, any, or all of them, depend on Matter or no.”

“It shall suffice to my present Purpose, to consider the discerning Faculties of a Man, as they are employ’d about the Objects, which they have to do with …

“I shall imagine I have not wholly misemploy’d my self … if in this Historical, plain Method, I can give any Account of the Ways, whereby our Understandings come to Attain the Notions of the Things we have …”

Locke was trained as a physician.

He had a good sense of what prospects 18th century researchers had of determining how knowledge arises by attempting to study brain processes.

He also did not think it is necessary for his project, which can instead be undertaken by the “Historical, plain Method”

Elements of the “Historical, plain Method”

An anatomy of the understanding (the human cognitive faculties) as they reveal themselves to us in introspection,

Rather than an anatomy of the brain as revealed to the eyes of outside observers

A study of how the elements observable to us in introspection interact to produce cognition

Rather than a study of how particles move around in the brain

Anticipated outcomes

A discovery of what sorts of things lie beyond our powers of knowledge

and therefore are not a legitimate matter for dispute or contestation
but that must instead be left to unmolested individual opinion 

Guiding principles

Knowledge originates with “ideas.”

And consists in the assertion or denial of relations between ideas

The main project is to

· undertake a survey of what sorts of “ideas” we have

· determine what allows us to “perceive” relations between ideas

Unfortunately, Locke never paused to consider what “ideas” are.
“Idea”
Essay I.iv.8:  “Whatsoever is the object of the understanding when a man thinks”

Does this mean that thinking is one thing and that whatever it is we think about is our ideas?

But then external objects are ideas, since we often think about external objects

Or does it mean that what we think about is not outside of us but in or before the understanding?

Are ideas part of the act of thinking (or identical with it) or are they the object thought about
if the latter is that object an external object or an internal “thought”?
A further preliminary point, which must be established as a condition of bothering with the rest of the project
No knowledge is innate.

We do not clearly and distinctly perceive anything only with the eyes of the mind as affected by the “light of nature”

Instead, all knowledge arises from cognitive operations performed upon ideas originally given to us in experience.

(There are no “first principles” grasped by the understanding alone and apart from sensory experience.)

Were this not the case, there would be no principled way of distinguishing between what can and what cannot be known.

Anyone’s claim to have had some principle revealed to them, or to innately perceive the truth of a certain principle would gain authority.

Reasons for rejecting innate knowledge:
The argument of Essay I.iv

No ideas are innate

(This is because we find no evidence of innate ideas in children.)

(Particularly since those principles that are most often instanced as being innate involve highly abstract ideas, that children cannot plausibly be supposed to have

e.g., being, identity)

But knowledge consists in the assertion or denial of relations between ideas

If the ideas must first be acquired, the knowledge cannot be innate.
This is not the best argument.

What about colours, smells, tastes, etc.?

Did Locke himself believe that “it would be impertinent to suppose, the Ideas of colours innate in a creature, to whom God has given sight, and a power to receive them by the eyes from external objects?” (I.ii.1)

Granting that some experience is necessary to give us any of our ideas, it remains a question whether there are relations between these ideas that are known in some other way than by inspecting and comparing the ideas or considering the manner in which they are presented in experience.

Fortunately, Locke’s principal arguments against innate knowledge are founded on other considerations.

The argument of Essay I.ii-iii
An innate principle would have to be one that is universally accepted by all people,

but there are no principles that are universally accepted by all people.

(especially children and idiots and, where practical principles are concerned, soldiers and others released from the constraint of laws)

And even if there were, their existence would be better explained by supposing that they arise from other causes.

A special argument concerning practical principles
It is always legitimate to ask for a “reason” why a practical principle ought to be accepted.

So these principles cannot be obvious and so cannot be innately known.

The most likely cause of universal principles

In the case of speculative principles, very commonly occurring ideas standing in very obvious relations to one another

In the case of practical principles, an admittedly innate tendency or disposition to shun pain and pursue pleasure combined with very easily learned facts concerning how best to do this.
A special cause of general belief in less pragmatically obvious practical principles

Early childhood education reinforced by:

custom, and

an unwillingness to inquire into the foundations of accepted principles

(accepting the principle that principles ought not to be questioned)

Note:  while this suggests that most people’s ethical beliefs are conventional, Locke did think that ethical principles have an absolute foundation in reason.

He just did not think that they are known innately.

Objections and Replies

People might know principles without always perceiving that they know them.
Were this accepted, it would be impossible to distinguish what we know from what we don’t know, but merely come to learn.

Anything we have a capacity of learning would on this account become an innate principle, which destroys the distinction between innate and acquired knowledge.

Innate knowledge might not arise at birth, but at some later stage, e.g., when one comes to the use of reason
If this means that using reason is required to discover the principles, then they are confessedly not innate but discovered by reasoning.

If it means that innate knowledge arises merely at the same time as rationality, then the claim is false

because many rational people don’t know some of them

(e.g. it is impossible for the same thing to be and not to be)

And even if not false wholly implausible

(because there is no good causal story to explain why the innate knowledge should arise at the point where reason is developed given that the use of reason is ex hypothesi irrelevant to obtaining the purportedly innate knowledge.) 

To say that something is known innately just means that it is assented to when first proposed.

Then all sorts of trivial and obvious principles are innate

e.g., sweet is not sour

        the sky is blue

At least moral principles must be innate since even those who break them accept them and follow them among their friends.

This only proves that they find them useful, not that they are born knowing them.

(e.g., If you really know that property ought to be respected, you would not act contrary to that knowledge in large numbers of cases.)
You could know it, but not always act on it.

Then your knowledge is not practical knowledge of how best to act but at best merely “speculative” about matters of fact that have nothing to do with behaviour

Besides, a person’s actions are the best guide to their beliefs.

And it is illegitimate to infer tacit knowledge when neither actions nor explicit assertions on the part of the people involved legitimate that inference.

