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LOCKE AND DESCARTES ON MENTAL 
TRANSPARENCY 

 

Philipp N. MÜLLER 
 
 
Abstract. The transparency thesis – i.e. the doctrine that every 

mental state is necessarily conscious – was a widespread view in early 
modern philosophy. In this paper, I inquire into the role of mental 
transparency in the philosophies of John Locke and René Descartes. I begin 
by sketching a shared Lockean-Cartesian picture of mind as it pertains to the 
psychological or structural aspects of consciousness. I then distinguish 
mental transparency from the closely related concept of epistemic 
transparency and argue that the thesis must allow for different degrees of 
conscious awareness, which is needed to address some of our uneasy 
intuitions. Afterwards, I examine Locke‟s and Descartes‟s reasons for 
adopting transparency in their respective philosophies. In the case of 
Descartes, I present consciousness as a necessary condition for knowledge 
of our own minds in the larger context of his epistemological goals in the 
Meditations. In the case of Locke, I examine three of his arguments in order 
to illustrate the indispensable role of transparency in his polemic against 
central Cartesian doctrines such as innatism and the thesis that the soul 
always thinks. 

 
Keywords: Consciousness, John Locke, memory, René Descartes, transparency 
 
 
1. Introduction1 

The transparency thesis – i.e. the doctrine that every mental state is 
necessarily conscious – was a widespread view in early modern philosophy.2 To our 
modern sensibilities, however, this seems surprising, given that we conduct much of 
our daily lives on the assumption that our minds do all sorts of things we are not 
aware of. Our sense of ourselves and of others appears to be closely intertwined with 
considerations of unconscious wishes, desires, and beliefs. It therefore seems plausible 
to conclude that the mind engages in all sorts of unconscious or subconscious 
perceiving, processing, and – ultimately – thinking. This is not a simple case of our 
everyday intuitions and the harsh reality of academic inquiry coming apart. As Alison 
Simmons puts it: 
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Today such a claim seems either hopelessly naïve or blindly dogmatic, 
and certainly wrong. Empirical work in cognitive and social 
psychology suggests that so much of our mental life trundles along 
unconsciously it is a wonder the mind bothers with consciousness at 
all.3 
 

The main target of such rhetoric, of course, is René Descartes, and the term 
“Cartesianism” has become synonymous with the thesis of mental transparency. But 
Descartes was not its only proponent; in fact, the transparency thesis would later be 
endorsed by some of the most prolific thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, including Louis de La Forge, Nicolas Malebranche, and – most importantly 
for our purposes – John Locke. But the question remains: Why did they adopt a thesis 
that has such a counterintuitive ring to it? 

In this paper, I will propose an answer to this question, at least with regard to 
Locke and Descartes. To do so, I will take a closer look at their shared commitment 
to mental transparency, especially the important use of it by Locke in his polemic 
against cherished Cartesian doctrines. In the first section, I will sketch a shared 
Lockean-Cartesian picture of mind as it pertains to psychological or structural aspects 
of consciousness. This will not serve simply to point out the irony of Locke‟s 
instrumentalization of their shared assumption against his intellectual forerunner but 
is meant rather to illustrate the distinct metaphysical conclusions Locke is able to draw 
from the remarkable structural similarities between Descartes‟s theory of mind and his 
own. In the second section, I will turn to the thesis itself. I will first distinguish it from 
the closely related concept of epistemic transparency; then, in order to address some of 
our uneasy intuitions, I will argue that the thesis must allow for different degrees of 
conscious awareness – i.e. that although we are conscious of all our thoughts, this 
does not imply that we are equally conscious of all our thoughts; finally, I will examine 
Locke‟s and Descartes‟s reasons for incorporating this into their respective 
philosophies of mind. The third section will then show how the transparency thesis 
plays a central role in Locke‟s broader anti-Cartesian polemic, especially in furnishing 
him with arguments against Cartesian metaphysics of mind; three of these arguments 
will be examined. 
 
2. Lockean Consciousness in the Cartesian Tradition 

In this section, I will outline the common ground shared by Locke and 
Descartes concerning the mental. Let us start with what both consider to be the 
principal objects of consciousness: ideas. Both Locke and Descartes use the term 
“idea” to cover a very wide array of basic mental items. Already in the Introduction to 
the Essay, Locke apologizes for his frequent use of the word: 

 
It [i.e. “idea”] being that Term, which, I think, serves best to stand for 
whatsoever is the Object of the Understanding when a Man thinks, I 
have used it to express whatever is meant by Phantasm, Notion, Species, 
or whatever it is which the Mind can be employed about in thinking; 
and I could not avoid frequently using it.4 



 
 
 
Philipp N. Müller - Locke and Descartes on Mental Transparency 

74 

Descartes admits to comparably broad use of the term in his Reply to 
Gassendi: “[Y]ou restrict the term „idea‟ to images depicted in the imagination, 
whereas I extend it to cover any object of thought.”5 It would seem that both 
philosophers build much of their respective philosophies of mind on ideas as the most 
basic mental unit. When accompanied by conscious perception, ideas form the 
contents of thoughts, insofar as they are what we are conscious of when thinking. 
Without ideas as the objects of consciousness, there would be nothing to be aware of 
and no thinking could occur. In the sense that they account for everything we can be 
cognizant of, they are what enables us to be aware not only of the world, but also of 
ourselves.6 

But how does consciousness relate structurally to its objects? More 
specifically, how is the act of perception that enables us to be consciously aware of 
our mental goings-on tied to its contents? I would like to briefly advance the thesis 
that it is possible to trace a unified conception of consciousness, already present in 
Descartes, across successively more developed forms expounded by his followers, all 
the way to its most mature and explicit form in Locke.7 On this view, consciousness is 
a reflexive, perceptual awareness internal to every thought, by virtue of which we 
come to be aware of the thought‟s contents; this conception is thus a first-order 
theory of consciousness. It should be stressed, however, that I claim neither that 
Locke‟s and Descartes‟s respective philosophies of mind mirror each other exactly, 
nor that Locke simply followed the Cartesian view, but rather that central aspects of 
Locke‟s views were heavily influenced by and informed by Descartes. In a way, the 
picture of mind found in the Essay is part of his Cartesian inheritance, i.e. the most 
mature form of a tradition that originated with Descartes and was developed further 
by his followers, such as La Forge and Arnauld, as will be shown below.8 

There is some textual evidence in Descartes‟s work that speaks in favor of a 
first-order reading. Consider for example the passage in the Second Set of Replies 
where Descartes says that ideas are “the form of any given thought, immediate perception 
of which makes me aware of the thought.”9 A similarly close connection between 
thoughts and our consciousness of them can be found in his Third Set of Replies (to 
Hobbes): “[W]hen I want something, or am afraid of something, I simultaneously 
perceive that I want, or am afraid.”10 And finally, in The Passions of the Soul, he argues 
that “it is certain that we cannot will anything without thereby perceiving that we are 
willing it. But […] this perception is really one and the same thing as the volition.”11 
Descartes seems to be saying that conscious awareness of our thoughts amounts to 
perceiving them, and moreover that this perception is (i) immediate (as per the Second 
Set of Replies), (ii) simultaneous (as per the Third Set of Replies), and (iii) somehow 
“built into” the thought in question (as per the Passions). From (i) and (ii) we can draw 
the conclusion that there is no “gap,” as it were, between a thought and the 
consciousness of that thought – which (however small) would arguably have to be the 
case if consciousness were a higher-order phenomenon, i.e. if there were another, 
distinct thought responsible for conferring consciousness on the lower-order thought 
in question. Moreover, (iii) strongly implies that there is no numerical distinction 
between a thought and that which makes it conscious. This selection of textual 
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evidence suggests that the perception that accounts for consciousness is inherent in 
the thought and is therefore not a higher-order phenomenon.12 

In their development of Descartes‟s thought, his followers were quite explicit 
about their first-order views on consciousness. Louis de La Forge, for example, in his 
Traité de l’esprit de l’homme not only states clearly that the perception relevant for 
consciousness is internal to thought, but also draws a distinction between 
consciousness and the kind of explicit, reflective, second-order awareness of our own 
mental goings-on that we later find in Locke, who calls it simply “reflection”: 

 
I think I can define the nature of thought as that consciousness, 
awareness and inner feeling by which the mind is aware of everything 
it does or suffers and, in general, of everything which takes place 
immediately in itself at the same time as it acts or is acted on. I say 
“immediately” to let you know that this testimony and inner feeling is 
not distinct from the action or passion and that the actions and 
passions themselves make the mind aware of what is taking place in 
itself. Thus, you will not confuse this inner feeling with the reflection 
that we sometimes make on our actions, which is not found in all our 
thoughts because it is only one type of thought.13 
 

While there are certainly original elements in La Forge‟s development of 
Descartes‟s thought, the way he makes his points is similar to what Descartes says in 
the passages examined above. Other potential similarities between Descartes, La 
Forge, and Locke also emerge from this passage. Villi Lähteenmäki argues 
persuasively that a distinction between consciousness and reflection is already 
implicitly present in Descartes.14 To do so, he distinguishes three kinds of 
consciousness: (i) rudimentary consciousness, (ii) reflexive consciousness, and (iii) 
consciousness achieved by attentive reflection. Note that (i) and (iii) seem to parallel 
the distinction made by Locke and La Forge between consciousness and reflection. 
Though Lähteenmäki‟s objective is to resolve the tension between conflicting passages 
within Descartes‟s works supporting either a first-order or a higher-order view of 
consciousness, the fact that both concepts are already present in his philosophy, at 
least to some degree, only speaks in favor of my general point that Locke‟s views on 
consciousness are informed by and influenced by the Cartesian tradition. 

Both the view of consciousness as a first-order phenomenon and the 
distinction between consciousness and reflection can in turn be found in an even 
more mature form in the works of Antoine Arnauld, with whom Locke was intimately 
familiar. Most notably, in Des vraies et des fausses idées Arnauld unambiguously states that 
“thought or perception is essentially reflective on itself, or, as it is said more aptly in 
Latin, est sui conscia. For I do not think without knowing that I think.”15 Here, 
consciousness is once again characterized as a reflexive (and therefore internal) 
property of thoughts, which he later calls réflexion virtuelle, to distinguish it from 
réflexion expresse, which is just the sort of attentive, higher-order introspection that is, 
on Lähteenmäki‟s reading, already implicitly present in Descartes16 and later addressed 
explicitly by La Forge, and which would later appear as Locke‟s concept of reflection. 
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What then of Locke‟s own remarks on consciousness proper (as opposed to 
reflection)? While there is still some debate on the issue as it pertains to Descartes, it 
appears that commentators now generally agree that Locke too was a first-order 
theorist of consciousness.17 Let us briefly survey the textual evidence. Consider the 
following passage, which immediately precedes the infamously ambiguous assertion 
that “consciousness is the perception of what passes in a man‟s own mind”: 

 
If they say, The Man thinks always, but is not always conscious of it; 
they may as well say, His body is extended, without having parts. For 
‟tis altogether as intelligible to say, that a body is extended without 
parts, as that any thing thinks without being conscious of it, or perceiving, 
that it does so. They who talk thus, may, with as much reason […] 
say, That a Man is always hungry, but that he does not always feel it: 
Whereas hunger consists in that very sensation, as thinking consists in 
being conscious that one thinks.18 
 

Locke‟s use of the word “consist” to explain the relationship between a 
thought and the consciousness of that thought suggests an internal relation between 
the two. On this reading, consciousness is an intrinsic property of mental states in 
much the same way as it is for the Cartesians. Furthermore, Locke‟s analogy with 
bodies implies that this relation is non-contingent, and thus necessary. On the higher-
order account, by contrast, consciousness would be a phenomenon extrinsic to mental 
states, since any given mental state is conscious only by virtue of being represented by 
another state. And since, on this view, we would be dealing with two numerically 
distinct states – a lower-order thought that is made conscious and a higher-order 
thought that makes the lower-order thought conscious – which could come apart 
from one another, the relationship between them could never be anything but 
metaphysically contingent.19 Even section II.xxvii.9 of the Essay – the passage where 
Locke explains that it is “impossible for any one to perceive, without perceiving, that 
he does perceive” – is qualified by the immediately preceding assertion that 
consciousness “is inseparable from thinking, and as it seems to me essential to it.”20 
Again, Locke‟s choice of words clearly suggests a theory of consciousness according 
to which the relationship between our mental states and our awareness of them is not 
that of representation by a distinct, contingently present mental state. What he seems 
to be saying instead is that the “perception of perception” that constitutes 
consciousness is not a higher-order state, but a reflexive, internal component of the 
original perception itself, and therefore a phenomenon on the same level. 

Lastly, there is a solid systematic reason for embracing a first-order reading of 
both Locke and Descartes, one that is related to the main topic of this paper – 
namely, the transparency thesis. As was originally pointed out by Aristotle in De anima 
3.2 and later brought to bear against Locke by Leibniz,21 holding a higher-order 
account in conjunction with the transparency thesis will result in an infinite regress: 
for if all thinking is conscious, and if every conscious thought is accompanied by 
another, higher-order thought, there will be an infinite regress of thoughts having 
other thoughts as their object. Thus, if Locke and Descartes embraced a higher-order 
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account of consciousness, then their accounts would be obviously defective. So stark a 
clash with a commitment as central and as frequently stated as mental transparency is 
best avoided, at least from a systematic point of view.22 
 
3. Mental Transparency 

What has been explained above amounts to a rough description of a working 
theory of consciousness for both philosophers. But the view that consciousness is due 
to a reflexive perception internal to thought does not by itself entail that all thinking is 
conscious. While the textual evidence cited in favor of this interpretation is already 
closely intertwined with talk of mental transparency, these two aspects of 
consciousness are conceptually distinct. Indeed, it would be entirely coherent to hold 
that while we do have first-order consciousness of those thoughts we end up being 
aware of, we simply do not end up being aware of all our thoughts. We must therefore 
ask why Locke and Descartes felt the need to posit that all thinking is conscious. 
Answering this question will be my overarching goal in the rest of this paper. 

But we should perhaps first clarify the question a bit more. Both Descartes 
and Locke are unambiguous about their commitment to the doctrine that all thinking 
is conscious. In his Reply to Arnauld, Descartes writes: 

 
For there is nothing that we can understand to be in the mind, 
regarded this way, that is not a thought or dependent on a thought. 
[…] [W]e cannot have any thought of which we are not aware at the 
very moment when it is in us.23 

 
Similarly, Locke repeatedly declares his staunch adherence to the thesis – for 

example, when he proclaims that the soul “must necessarily be conscious of its own 
Perceptions.”24 So far, the transparency thesis is as easily stated as it is bold: every 
thought is necessarily conscious. But as it stands it also holds potential for ambiguity: 
for if we are conscious of all our thoughts, one could easily be led to conclude that we 
also have some kind of knowledge of all our thoughts. Don‟t we know what is going on 
in our minds by virtue of being conscious of its contents? The concept of epistemic 
privilege concerning the mental – i.e. the view that we have a special kind of first-
person, incorrigible knowledge of our own thoughts – not only is closely related to 
mental transparency, but is also present in both Locke and Descartes.25 In order to get 
a better grasp of transparency, we should now turn to getting rid of this ambiguity by 
pulling apart the concepts of epistemic privilege and mental transparency. 

For both thinkers, it is certain that consciousness is closely connected with a 
distinct epistemic privilege and incorrigibility of the subject when it comes to its own 
mental affairs. On this view, we cannot be mistaken about the contents of our own 
thoughts, i.e. the ideas present to our minds. The Cartesian meditator confesses to 
himself: “Yet I certainly seem to see, to hear, and to be warmed. This cannot be 
false.”26 This claim is strikingly paralleled in Locke‟s Essay: “When we see, hear, smell, 
taste, feel, meditate, or will any thing, we know that we do so.”27 But what is the exact 
connection between mental transparency (the thesis that all thoughts are necessarily 
conscious), and epistemic incorrigibility (the thesis that we have certain knowledge of 
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our thoughts)? If we accept one of these theses, are we perhaps even forced to accept 
the other? 

Conceptually speaking, the answer to the latter question is no. Though the 
two theses seem at first glance to be closely connected, each of them requires at least 
one additional premise to imply the other. Incorrigibility, on the one hand, entails 
transparency only if the notion is taken to rule out ignorance, as opposed to mere 
error. For it would be entirely coherent to suppose that while we do have certain 
knowledge of our mental affairs, this knowledge still might extend only to those 
thoughts we are cognizant of in the first place. We cannot be guilty of epistemic error 
concerning a given thought in cases where we are simply ignorant of it. Transparency, 
on the other hand, precludes the subject having epistemically “opaque” thoughts only 
if we add the further premise that consciousness of one‟s mental affairs directly entails 
knowledge of them. 

A question that then naturally arises is: How are these two theses linked to 
each other in the philosophies of Descartes and Locke specifically? Answering this 
question will require further consideration of their respective accounts of knowledge. 
In the case of Descartes, there is some degree of prima facie textual evidence 
suggesting that he adheres to epistemic incorrigibility in the Meditations. The 
indubitability of the meditator‟s “I think” is central to the Second Meditation, and this 
notion of thinking is then expanded to cover a variety of mental states: “But what 
then am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that doubts, understands, 
affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory 
perceptions.”28 The meditator‟s rhetoric suggests that the knowledge acquired in 
introspection is so far beyond doubt that it can serve as the foundation for everything 
that follows in his later considerations. Initially, therefore, it appears that everything 
that the light of consciousness touches is subject to indubitable, certain knowledge. 

But accepting this claim is not entirely unproblematic. For as several 
commentators have pointed out,29 there are significant tensions between it and various 
passages scattered across Descartes‟s body of work where he clearly accepts the 
possibility of error about occurrent thoughts. This is due to the mental act accounting 
for consciousness and the mental act accounting for knowledge being distinct from 
one another, as is clear, for example, when he says that “believing something and 
knowing that one believes it are different acts of thinking, and the one often occurs 
without the other.”30 To have knowledge in Descartes‟s sense, we need to form 
judgments about our thinking, which may be subject to error. Consider the 
meditator‟s famed reflections on a piece of wax:31 

 
[T]he perception I have of it is a case not of vision or touch or 
imagination – nor has it ever been, despite previous appearances – 
but of purely mental scrutiny; and this can be imperfect and 
confused, as it was before, or clear and distinct as it is now, 
depending on how carefully I concentrate on what the wax consists 
in.32 
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He is then “amazed at how weak and prone to error [his] mind is.” What is 
important here is that the meditator‟s initial conscious perception of the wax as 
defined by its primary qualities was imperfect and confused. He then discovers that 
the appearance of sameness before and after the wax melted was due to an intellectual 
perception that was not clear and distinct before. Only after reflective consideration 
does the meditator arrive at a certain judgment about his thinking. Mere 
consciousness of any given idea is not sufficient for knowledge of its content in cases 
where the idea we have is confused. Borrowing from the metaphor above, we see that 
not everything touched by the light of consciousness is necessarily known to its full 
extent. 

But this does not exactly square with the initial assumption above that 
knowledge of our thoughts is instantly and utterly indubitable. It is only by having 
thoughts about thoughts, and clearly and distinctly bringing out what is in our minds – 
through introspection and reflection – that we attain knowledge of our mental affairs. 
Given this kind of evidence, it is difficult to preserve the strong interpretation of 
epistemic incorrigibility suggested by a cursory reading of the Second Meditation. 
While consciousness itself may be a necessary condition for ascribing knowledge to 
oneself, it is by no means sufficient. What is lacking is the connection between mere 
consciousness of our thoughts and knowledge of them, and this connection can be 
established only by means of reflective thinking. Thus, a transparent mind does not by 
itself entail incorrigibility for Descartes. We may presume that he adhered to some 
restricted form of epistemic privilege, the extent of which is perhaps closely tied to 
our preferred interpretation of his general strategy in the Meditations;33 but whatever 
form that privilege takes, the entailment is by no means as clear as the unrefined 
interpretation of the transparency thesis would suggest. Keeping in line with these 
remarks, it would make sense to posit that the paradigmatic thoughts required in the 
Second Meditation to meet the meditator‟s further epistemological goals are 
sufficiently clear and distinct to be beyond doubt. 

As opposed to Descartes, we may safely posit that for Locke, consciousness 
of our mental states does entail knowledge. In order for us to do so, however, it needs 
to be shown that knowledge of our mental goings-on is due directly to conscious 
perception, as opposed to some further introspective act of attending to our thoughts. 
Let us briefly consider the evidence. According to Locke‟s definition, knowledge is 
“nothing but the perception of the connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of any 
of our Ideas. In this alone it consists.”34 Of the several sorts of such agreements to be 
perceived, only the first – “Identity, or Diversity”35 – is important for our present 
purposes. When we perceive any idea in the mind, we perceive it “to agree with it self, 
and to be what it is,”36 and we therefore know that any idea in our minds is such as we 
perceive it to be. This pure, unmediated kind of knowledge is called intuitive knowledge.37 
Despite Locke‟s somewhat unwieldy phrasing, we can draw from this not just the 
trivial claim that we perceive (and therefore know) every idea to be identical with 
itself, but also that we perceive (and therefore know) every idea precisely as the idea it is 
before the mind. He then repeatedly affirms that we require no further act of 
introspection in order to attain the highest degree of certainty when it comes to our 
own ideas: “clearly and infallibly” discovering their agreement is “the first Act of the 
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Mind” and it does this “without pains, labour, or deduction; but at first view, by its 
natural power of Perception and Distinction.”38 We can therefore ascribe to Locke the 
position that mere perception of our ideas yields certain knowledge of them, because 
for him ideas as perceived by the mind are always distinct.39 Moreover, it has already 
been established that consciousness is due to an internal, reflexive component in the 
perception of ideas: in perceiving any idea, we are conscious of it. And since it follows 
from the transparency thesis that we are conscious of all our thoughts, the result is 
that we have distinct epistemic privilege concerning the ideas in our minds.40 In this 
respect, Locke was perhaps more Cartesian than Descartes himself. 

But this conclusion should only increase our sense of unease. For if the thesis 
that all thinking is necessarily conscious strikes us as counterintuitive, then surely the 
thesis that we have knowledge of all our thinking seems even less credible. Let us 
therefore now turn to a qualifying aspect of mental transparency, namely, that it can 
come in different degrees. It seems that most of our skeptical intuitions concerning 
the transparency thesis stem from all those cases of unconscious or subconscious 
thinking or perceiving that we seem simply not to notice. Examples abound – for 
example, that annoying itch on my arm that I suddenly cease to be aware of when I 
bang my toe on the refrigerator. But the issue was pressed even in early modern times. 
In the Preface to the New Essays, in one of many attempts to dismantle the 
transparency thesis, Leibniz employs what Jolley calls the “argument from 
attention”:41 

 
[W]hen we are not alerted, so to speak, to pay heed to certain of our 
own present perceptions, we allow them to slip by unconsidered and 
even unnoticed. But if someone alerts us to them straight away, and 
makes us take note, for instance, of some noise which we have just 
heard, then we remember it and are aware of just having had some 
sense of it. Thus, we were not straight away aware of these 
perceptions, and we became aware of them only because we were 
alerted to them after an interval, however brief.42 

 
The scenario described also seems intuitively plausible. Consider, for example, 

a thought-provoking conversation at dinner with the person seated next to you, 
during which you are too preoccupied to notice the noise of the restaurant, the 
clinking of cutlery, and the exchanges of the other guests at the table. Yet if you were 
asked immediately afterwards whether you could remember any of those things 
happening around you, it is probably the case that you could – or so Leibniz would 
argue. Transparency dictates that if those things were actually perceived by the mind 
(which they would have to be, considering the fact that they could be remembered 
later), they would have had to be conscious. But since they seem not to be, the 
transparency thesis must be false. 

It would be mistaken, however, to think that Descartes and Locke, both 
obviously quite skilled at introspection, were oblivious to all those slight perceptions 
that one would not consider conscious either in Leibniz‟s sense of the word43 or in its 
everyday sense. In the case of Descartes, we should first clarify that the argument 
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from attention is geared against occurrent thoughts. Since Descartes is an innatist, he is 
already committed to the existence of inborn ideas of certain mathematical truths, 
God‟s existence, and so forth, the contents of which we are not always aware of, and 
even if we are aware of them we are not always certain of them. Descartes in all 
likelihood considered them to be unactualized dispositions and therefore not 
immediately (or in some cases at all) evident to the transparent mind. But even in the 
case of occurrent thoughts, Descartes is not defeated by Leibniz‟s argument: 
Simmons, for example, argues that there are degrees within what she calls “brute 
consciousness” (as opposed to “reflective consciousness”),44 which correspond to the 
clarity of the conscious thoughts in question. “I call a perception clear,” Descartes 
writes, “when it is present and accessible to the attentive mind.”45 Consequently, 
thoughts or perceptions that are less clear are also less present and accessible to the 
attentive mind, and it would stand to reason that when the mind is inattentive – as 
Leibniz‟s argument would demand – even more of our thoughts are only barely 
present and accessible. But this in no way precludes their being conscious in the way 
the transparency thesis dictates – they can later be remembered, after all! While he 
cannot agree with Leibniz in positing that these perceptions are unconscious, the 
move for Descartes would simply be to say that they were obscure, and were 
conscious in only a bare and rudimentary way, i.e. to a lower degree. 

A similar view can also be ascribed to Locke, the difference being that little 
interpretative work is needed, since he is quite explicit on the issue. In discussing the 
different states of mind when thinking, Locke mentions that “the mind employs it self 
about them [i.e. ideas] with several degrees of Attention.”46 Sometimes, he continues, 
“it barely observes the train of Ideas, that succeed in the Understanding, without 
directing, and pursuing any of them: And at other times, it lets them pass almost quite 
unregarded, as faint shadows, that make no impression.”47 In these passages, Locke 
clearly qualifies the transparency thesis so as not to imply that all thinking is equally 
conscious. Naturally, the ideas perceived in my mind when I accidentally touch a hot 
stove are far more present to me than those perceived from the feeling on my skin of 
the clothes I am wearing. The latter ideas are so low on the perceptual spectrum, as it 
were, that calling them conscious strikes us as counterintuitive. But while these 
thoughts are indeed “dim and obscure to that degree, that they are very little removed 
from none at all,”48 they are nonetheless conscious. 

As is evident from the passages examined above, neither Locke‟s nor 
Descartes‟s version of the transparency thesis is needlessly strong. Their respective 
theories of mind can accommodate phenomena such as those raised in Leibniz‟s 
argument from attention or in our examples above. But the question remains: Why 
would they adhere to a thesis that, even when qualified in this way, some may find 
both highly problematic49 and non-obvious? We should therefore turn to investigating 
the possible reasons for their shared commitment to transparency. 

In the case of Descartes, his metaphysical considerations on the mind and 
body are a good start. For him, thinking is the sole and defining attribute of mind: the 
mind is essentially a thinking thing. Without thought, there is no mind. Moreover, 
thinking itself is defined in terms of consciousness: “I use [the term „thought‟] to 
include everything that is within us in such a way that we are immediately aware of 
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it.”50 Considered this way, the answer to the question why Descartes subscribed to 
mental transparency is trivial: the mind is transparent by definition. 

But perhaps there is a more satisfying answer to be found if we consider the 
question against the background of Descartes‟s epistemological ambitions in the 
Meditations. The gist is the following. The meditator begins by questioning any of his 
beliefs for which he finds reason to doubt it. He then arrives at the “I think,” and 
from this new starting point begins to expand the realm of his knowledge to all his 
other thoughts, to God, to essences, and finally to objective reality. An important 
premise in this line of thought is that the mind is better known than the body, and 
perhaps even safe from doubt.51 Establishing this latter point is the goal of the Second 
Meditation. In this vein, it ends with the meditator concluding: “I know plainly that I 
can achieve an easier and more evident perception of my own mind than of anything 
else.”52 Any interpretation of the role of mental transparency must pay respect to 
these epistemological considerations on the self, which, as mentioned above, are not 
quite as clear as one may first be led to think. Mental transparency and epistemic 
privilege come apart. Nevertheless, it is certain that consciousness plays an important 
role in our knowledge of our own thoughts. Regardless of how exactly we spell out 
the degree to which Descartes was actually convinced that we have epistemic privilege 
concerning our own minds, it must be noted that mental transparency provides the 
bare principal condition of foundational knowledge. Consciousness extends as far as 
the mind reaches, and what is enclosed within consciousness defines the realm of 
what, for Descartes, any inquiry into the nature of reality must start with. Regardless 
of whether his primary intention was to defend against the skeptic or to draw a clear 
line between the mental realm and the corporeal,53 consciousness provides a firm 
criterion for that of which foundational knowledge is even possible. The certainty of 
self-ascriptions, where permissible, is derived from careful reflective consideration 
against a backdrop of conscious accessibility. 

But what of Locke? When he wrote his Essay, the intellectual world had 
changed considerably in the aftermath of Descartes‟s Meditations. Under Cartesian 
influence, mental transparency had found its way into the works of thinkers such as 
La Forge and Malebranche. The question now is: What sort of advantage did Locke 
hope to gain by incorporating such a powerful premise into his philosophy? Quite a 
significant one, in fact: while Locke never argues explicitly for transparency, he gets a 
lot of mileage from its adoption by turning it against precisely the philosophical 
tradition from which it originated – that is, Cartesianism – most notably in his 
arguments against innatism and the thesis that the mind always thinks, i.e. that 
thinking is the essence of the soul. Moreover, statements of transparency figure 
prominently in Locke‟s account of personal identity, thereby advancing a theory of 
personal identity that runs counter to the substantial metaphysics of his time. For 
these reasons, we should not be led astray by our everyday intuitions about the 
unconscious (or subconscious) and simply assume that transparency is a cumbersome 
relic that somehow slipped into Locke‟s Essay due to his Cartesian roots, for this 
would seriously understate the role that it plays in his anti-Cartesian polemic. 
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4. Locke’s Arguments54 
In this section, I will closely examine Locke‟s arguments against the cherished 

Cartesian doctrines of innate ideas and an ever-thinking soul. The role that mental 
transparency plays in this polemic becomes evident once we take into consideration 
the fact that (in the first edition of the Essay at least) mentions of the thesis pertain 
mainly – if not exclusively – to these arguments.55 I will first examine the argument 
against innatism. In order to do so, it will be necessary to argue that memories – 
which might initially seem to be what is at stake with Locke‟s transparent mind – do 
not pose a problem for his version of the thesis. I will then turn to two separate but 
related arguments against the ever-thinking Cartesian soul. 
 
4.1. Against Innate Ideas 

Tracing Locke‟s polemic against innatism in its entirety would be a long and 
tedious task,56 so I will concern myself only with the argument in in chapter 4 of Book 
I of the Essay, where he proclaims that there is no sense in which an idea can be “in 
the mind” without being either remembered or occurrently perceived. He challenges 
the innatist by confronting her with a dilemma: “Whatever Idea is in the mind, is either 
an actual perception, or else having been an actual perception, is so in the mind, that 
by the memory it can be made an actual perception again.”57 He then states that 
memories, when occurrently remembered, differ from regular perceptions in two 
ways: first, they must have been perceived previously, and secondly, this fact must be 
epistemically and phenomenally accessible to the subject that is remembering them. 
The latter difference is due to accompaniment by “a consciousness that it had been 
there before, and was not wholly a Stranger to the mind.”58 In other words, an idea in 
the mind either is occurrently perceived and therefore – because of transparency – 
occurrently conscious, or was perceived at some previous point. This bifurcation is 
intended to contest the sense of being “in the mind” that the innatist requires to 
determine the ontological status of inborn ideas (e.g., as unactualized dispositions). 

But this leads naturally to the question: How did Locke himself conceive of 
memory? For while it is obvious that mental transparency is the central assumption 
underlying the dilemma, it might be hard to see how this does not spell trouble for 
Locke himself. We should first get clear on why memories – which are also “in the 
mind” but not actually perceived – are not a problem for Locke‟s transparent mind. 
To do so, I will take my cue directly from Leibniz, who pointed out this apparent 
tension in the Preface to the New Essays: 

 
[W]e are not always aware of our acquired dispositions or of the 
contents of our memory, and they do not even come to our aid 
whenever we need them, though often they come readily to mind 
when some idle circumstance reminds us of them.59 

 
At first glance, it would seem that a certain memory – say, of what I had for 

breakfast this morning – somehow involves various ideas (e.g., those of coffee and 
bread). Memories therefore seem to require the presence of ideas in the mind. But 
since we are not consciously aware of all our memories at any given time, it would 
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follow that treating memories as full-blown ideas in the mind is incompatible with the 
transparency thesis. 

But it would be premature to accuse Locke of simply ignoring this obvious 
problem. As the following passage reveals, Locke acknowledges the fact that we are 
not constantly conscious of all our memories: 

 
Memory […] is as it were the Store-house of our Ideas. For the narrow 
Mind of Man, not being capable of having many Ideas under View 
and Consideration at once, it was necessary to have a Repository, to 
lay up those Ideas, which at another time it might have use of.60 

 
At first glance, this solution is less than elegant. For Locke simply denies 

memories the status of mental items, and even seems to deny them any ontological 
status at all when they are not actively remembered or brought into view: 
 

But our Ideas being nothing, but actual Perceptions in the Mind, 
which cease to be any thing, when there is no perception of them, 
this laying up of our Ideas in the Repository of the Memory signifies no 
more but this, that the Mind has a Power, in many cases, to revive 
Perceptions, which it has once had […]. And in this Sense it is, that 
our Ideas are said to be in our Memories, when indeed, they are 
actually no where, but only there is an ability of the Mind, when it 
will, to revive them again.61 

 
It is clear from historical context that Locke added this passage in the second 

edition of the Essay in order to defend his conception of memory against a critique 
made by John Norris, who argued against it on similar grounds.62 The language used 
here is unambiguous: memories “cease to be anything” and are “actually nowhere” 
when not remembered. What Locke is claiming is that the mind has a certain capacity 
to remember, and it is only when that faculty is exercised that these past ideas are 
again perceived, i.e. are again conscious. 

But one might wonder how this faculty is supposed to operate upon quite 
literally nothing. Even clarifying the account by positing that memories are 
dispositions seems not to help: memories are commonly considered thoughts in the 
proper sense with a phenomenal or propositional content, and simply rephrasing this 
to mean “dispositions to have occurrent thoughts with a phenomenal or propositional 
content” does not explain what those dispositions are grounded in. Rather, it merely 
shifts the problem, such that the relevant question becomes: Where are the contents 
of our memories stored (to use Locke‟s own metaphor)? In the corresponding part of 
the New Essays, Leibniz expresses similar doubts about Locke‟s proposed solution: 

 
What is needed is a somewhat clearer explanation of what this faculty 
consists in and how it is exercised […]. If nothing were left of past 
thoughts the moment we ceased to think of them, it would be 
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impossible to explain how we could keep the memory of them; to 
resort to a bare faculty to do the work is to talk unintelligibly.63 

 
Before searching for an answer in Locke‟s own text, it is perhaps helpful first 

to turn to Descartes, who faced the same problem but was much more explicit in 
proposing a solution. Notably, Descartes did not have a singular concept of memory, 
but rather distinguished between corporeal and intellectual memory, the latter being 
either memory of intellectual (i.e. non-sensory) ideas, or memory stored in the 
intellect. In a letter to Mesland from May 2, 1644, he writes: 
 

As for memory, I think that the memory of material things depends 
on the traces which remain in the brain after an image has been 
imprinted on it; and that the memory of intellectual things depends 
on some other traces which remain in the mind itself. […] The traces 
in the brain […] dispose it to move the soul in the same way as it 
moved it before, and thus to make it remember something.64 

 
Indeed, it is just this distinction that poses its own problems for Cartesian 

transparency, simply because it is explicitly stated that it does not admit of the clean 
solution provided for the case of sensory memory immediately beforehand – namely, 
that sensory memories are grounded in traces in the brain.65 More importantly, 
however, this further complication is not relevant to the Lockean account of memory, 
for Locke does not draw any such distinction. 

With a possible solution to the problem whether the transparency thesis can 
be reconciled with the storehouse metaphor of memory, the next question would be: 
Is there any evidence for it in the Essay? The answer is yes. Weinberg argues that there 
is, in fact, textual evidence suggesting that Lockean memories, when not remembered 
as conscious, occurrent thoughts, are stored as traces in the brain, which can later be 
revived by an effort of the mind.66 For example, in describing how songbirds retain 
melodies sung previously, Locke notes: 

 
Since there is no reason why the sound of a Pipe should leave traces 
in their brains, which not at first, but by their after-endeavours, 
should produce the like Sounds; and why the Sounds they make 
themselves, should not make traces which they should follow, as well 
as those of the Pipe, is impossible to conceive.67 

 
On the assumption that the memory of songbirds is similar to that of more 

developed animals, it seems that impressions are stored as traces in the brain, to be 
revived by our “after-endeavours,” i.e. the workings of our faculty of memory. These 
and similar passages suggest that Locke could save himself from Leibniz‟s argument 
by positing that memories are stored physically, as opposed to mentally. We would 
then not be constantly conscious of them, because they are not mental items, but 
rather physical ones. Weinberg‟s solution moreover fits quite neatly with Descartes‟s 
treatment of corporeal memory.68  
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With this qualification, then, the overall argument provides Locke with a 
strong case against the Cartesian agenda. Providing a coherent account of how 
memories can be said to be “in the mind” when not occurrently perceived allows 
Locke to challenge the innatist with the dilemma mentioned above, by closing off the 
possibility of there being anything in the mind that is neither perceived now nor was 
perceived previously. It is mental transparency that allows Locke to present the 
innatist with a forced choice, and his account of memory that prevents him from 
falling victim to his own dilemma. This argument strengthens his anti-innatist polemic, 
since it is also applicable (albeit questionably) to theories in which innate ideas are 
unactualized dispositions, which the rest of his arguments in Book I of the Essay 
would miss. 
 
4.2. Against an Ever-Thinking Soul 

Let us now turn to the second anti-Cartesian use to which Locke puts the 
transparency thesis: his polemic against the thesis that the mind always thinks. His 
motivation for rejecting the thesis is twofold. First, he argues against it because it is 
untenable according to his own views on substance. As already mentioned, Descartes 
is convinced that the soul always thinks, because the soul is essentially a thinking 
thing. But since on Locke‟s account the nature of substance is unknown to us, to the 
extent that it is even epistemically possible for matter to think, the thesis of an ever-
thinking soul is too bold a metaphysical claim. Locke‟s own considerations on the 
issue reveal that for him the question must be settled empirically: “But whether that 
Substance perpetually thinks, or no, we can be no farther assured, than Experience 
informs us.”69 Second, the doctrine entails a hidden argument for innatism, which 
Locke hoped to have refuted in Book I of the Essay. For if the soul always thinks, it 
would follow that it also entertains thoughts from the very moment of its creation – 
that is, before it could have acquired any ideas from sensation or reflection. And if 
there were any ideas in the mind that did not stem from either sensation or reflection, 
Locke‟s concept empiricism would be compromised, since the innatist could point to 
them as innate. 

We can distinguish a variety of different arguments Locke employs to refute 
the thesis that the mind always thinks, but the two that are perhaps the most cogent 
both make use of the transparency thesis. Let us turn first to the argument from 
dreamless sleep. It appeals to the fact that we seem not to be thinking while we are 
asleep and not dreaming: “„Tis doubted whether I thought all last night, or no; the 
Question being about a matter of fact, „tis begging it to bring, as a proof for it, an 
Hypothesis which is the very thing in dispute.”70 Locke thus considers it fallacious to 
conclude that the soul thinks during dreamless sleep simply on the basis of the 
supposition that it thinks essentially, and the thesis itself is evidently proven false by 
this example. But to give a positive answer as to how we can know that the soul does 
not think during dreamless sleep, Locke must allude to the transparency thesis, 
arguing that it is impossible for us to think or to perceive without being conscious of 
it: We “cannot think at any time waking or sleeping, without being sensible of it.” 
With mental transparency as a premise, Locke has merely to call on the reader to 
introspect and to discover that we seem not to think while asleep, thus allowing Locke 
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to expose the opposing view as question-begging. But he can insist on settling the 
matter empirically only by asserting that the connection between consciousness and 
thought is necessary. For if he conceded that the soul can think without being 
conscious of it, a proponent of the thesis could simply press this point and say that 
the mind does in fact do so, at least in sleep. 

Interestingly, in chapter 1 of Book II of the Essay Locke even considers a 
response to his claim based on an argument made by Descartes in his Replies to the 
Fourth Set of Objections by Arnauld.71 It might be objected against Locke that the 
soul does in fact think during dreamless sleep but that those thoughts are immediately 
forgotten. Even though this counterargument is notorious for its ad hoc character, 
Locke takes it at face value.72 His reasoning against this objection is that having such 
thoughts would be excessively uneconomical: “To think often, and never to retain it so much 
as one moment, is a very useless sort of thinking.”73 Locke claims that these thoughts would 
serve no functional purpose, because we cannot recall or interact with them in any 
way that is helpful to conducting our daily lives. His point is reinforced by an appeal 
to theological pragmatism: Why would God create man with a faculty of thinking that 
is “so idlely and uselesly employ‟d” for so many hours every day? The claim that 
thought should have some useful purpose is especially important, since it also 
implicitly makes it seem much less credible that thoughts entertained during dreamless 
sleep could be conscious, even if only to a low degree (see above). 

In the context of Locke‟s polemic against an ever-thinking soul, the 
transparency thesis allows him to dismantle Cartesian substantial metaphysics by 
insisting on settling the matter by simple observation and substituting the bold 
metaphysical claims of Descartes with his own much more modest account, according 
to which thinking is an activity rather than the essence of the soul. Leibniz would 
later, in an effort to vindicate the originally Cartesian doctrines of innatism and the 
ever-thinking soul, devote a considerable amount of space in the New Essays to his 
own polemic against Locke‟s views. Leibniz‟s main goal in the Preface and Books I 
and II is to advance his theory of petites perceptions – minute perceptions below the 
threshold of consciousness – thereby combating the notion of mental transparency in 
order to pry open the door once again for a full-fledged rationalist and substantial 
metaphysics of mind.74 This further illustrates the importance of mental transparency 
as a tool for Locke to claim and safeguard his empiricist principles against his 
rationalist adversaries. 
 
4.3. Personal Identity 

In this last section on Locke‟s arguments against Cartesian metaphysics, I will 
turn to the transparency thesis as it figures in personal identity. We can identify two 
separate prongs of Locke‟s attack: first, the above-mentioned use of personal identity 
in a concrete argument against the ever-thinking Cartesian soul, and secondly, the 
broader role of Locke‟s consciousness-based account of personal identity as an 
alternative to a substance-based theory. This latter point, however, will have to be 
considered only briefly, since personal identity – and more specifically the role 
consciousness plays in it – are independent issues in the scholarly literature,75 and 
subject to their own intricacies.76 
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Concerning the former, Locke‟s intention is to drive home the point that the 
Cartesian views on the soul are incompatible with transparency. The argument is 
similar in spirit to the one examined in the preceding section, in that it advances the 
claim that Descartes‟s position (this time if considered by the lights of what it entails 
for personal identity) opens up a host of dubious possibilities. It comes in the form of 
a thought experiment based on three Cartesian premises, the first two of which we are 
already familiar with – namely, that the soul is essentially thinking and that all thought 
is conscious; the third, Locke posits, is that on the Cartesian account it should be 
metaphysically possible for bodies to exist without their souls, and vice versa. In the 
Essay, he draws this conclusion from Descartes‟s well-known position that animals 
have no souls: This “is no impossible Supposition for the Men […] who so liberally 
allow Life, without a thinking Soul to all other Animals.”77 Indeed, Descartes locates 
the source of selfhood in a person‟s immaterial, ever-thinking soul: “I can infer 
correctly that my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing. It is true 
that I may have […] a body that is very closely joined to me.”78 This rather weak link 
of “being closely joined” points to the body not being a constitutive element of 
selfhood, properly speaking. In the Discourse, Descartes further reinforces the 
possibility raised by Locke, writing that “the soul by which I am what I am – is 
entirely distinct from the body, […] and would not fail to be whatever it is, even if the 
body did not exist.”79 

Locke then puts forward the following challenge: since the Cartesian position 
is firmly committed to the theses that the soul always thinks, that this thinking is – qua 
transparency – always conscious to its subject, and that it is metaphysically possible 
for the soul to think apart from its body, it should follow that our souls do not inhere 
in our bodies while we are asleep. Moreover, this implies the further possibility of our 
souls inhabiting other bodies and doing their thinking there: “For if Castor’s Soul can 
think whilst Castor is asleep, what Castor is never conscious of, „tis no matter what 
Place it chuses to think in.”80 Here Locke implicitly appeals to the assumption that our 
own conscious experience would necessarily inform us of any thinking that goes on 
while we are asleep. Since (for obvious reasons) it does not so inform us, our soul 
would have to think apart from us. His point in this first half of the polemic is that 
Descartes would presumably prefer to avoid the possibility of such scenarios. 

But Locke then asks where we are to place personal identity in cases where 
two persons share one soul: 

 
I ask then, Whether Castor and Pollux, thus, with only one Soul 
between them, which thinks and perceives in one, what the other is 
never conscious of, nor is concerned for, are not two as distinct 
Persons, as Castor and Hercules; or as Socrates and Plato were?81 

 
On the one hand, Locke seems simply to be pressing his preceding point, 

adding to the already numerous counterintuitive consequences of Cartesian 
metaphysics; on the other hand, however, he subtly points to the inadequacies of 
substance as a general criterion for personal identity. Although personal identity may 
not be a traditional point of contention between Locke and Descartes, it becomes 
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obvious over the course of Locke‟s polemic that even more cracks emerge in the 
Cartesian picture. Descartes and his followers would have simply pointed to the soul 
as that which guarantees personal identity,82 but Locke discovered that there are 
questions, such as those above, that are left unanswered by this view. These questions 
must have intrigued Locke himself, since he elaborated upon his claims in the now 
famous chapter 17 of Book II of the Essay, which he added in its second edition in 
1694. This, then, is the second prong of Locke‟s polemic and the positive thesis 
contained therein – that is, the departure from immaterial substance as an objective 
means of determining the identity of persons over time, and the subsequent shift to 
consciousness as a criterion that is accessible from a first-person, subjective point of 
view. 

The upshot of Locke‟s initial arguments presented in this subsection is an 
innovative attempt to dismantle the Cartesian doctrine of the ever-thinking soul. But 
even more important is the crucial role they subsequently play in paving the way for 
an entirely original theory of what constitutes the self, which is ultimately motivated 
by Locke‟s conviction that the metaphysics of personhood should be moved back into 
the realm of our experience. 
 
5. Conclusion 

In the introduction to this paper, I presented the problems associated with 
the thesis of mental transparency by alluding to our uneasy intuitions concerning the 
seemingly obvious counterexamples our experience provides. One could easily have 
been led to think that the thesis is an odd concept, one that is philosophically 
outdated and empirically on shaky ground. But this impression is misguided, for it fails 
to take into account what mental transparency accomplished in the philosophical 
context of its time. I hope to have shown how the premise of mental transparency – 
which Locke shares with Descartes in the context of their respective theories of 
consciousness, which are remarkably similar in structural terms – is used by Locke to 
great effect against his adversary. The Essay‟s overarching theme of turning to 
introspection and experience rather than bold metaphysical claims – such as those 
about innate ideas and essentially thinking souls – to explain the working of the 
human mind is underscored by cogent arguments aimed at exposing the Cartesian 
view as either question-begging or plagued by all sorts of odd consequences. And 
although mental transparency does not square well with our post-Freudian notions, its 
historical impact can hardly be overestimated. 
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