Rationalism, Empiricism, and the Kantian Response
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I. The Epistemological Crisis

A. Voyages of Discovery

B. Reformation

C. The Copernican Revolution

Traditional claims to knowledge about both the natural order and the moral order of the universe were shown to be deeply problematic. 

Results: 
· Social upheaval
· Wars
· Persecution
· Revolts and Revolutions
II.A. Rationalism 

Continental Rationalists: 

Descartes 


Spinoza 


Leibniz

(1596-1650) 


(1632-1677) 


(1646-1716)

How can I be certain that any of my beliefs are true?

How do I know that …


… I actually see what I seem to see? 


… I have a body?


… 2+3=5?

… by letting go of an object I will cause it to fall?

The Rationalist Response:
There are truths that are innate in our minds.

We can discover these truths by reason. 

Examples:
I am a thinking thing.

God exists and is perfect in all ways.

Everything happens for a sufficient reason.

Q: What justifies us in believing that these are true? 

A: They are truths of reason. 

(Translation: They’re true because they just are!)

Rationalism = Dogmatism

II.B. Empiricism.

British Empiricists: 

Locke 



Berkeley 


Hume

(1632-1704)  

(1685-1753) 


(1711-1776)

Empiricist Response to Rationalism:

There are no innate truths.

The human mind is a blank slate at birth.

All knowledge comes from sensory experience.

The Problem with Empiricism. 

We have no experience of … 

1. Cause and effect

“When we look about us towards external objects, and consider the operation of causes, we are never able, in a single instance, to discover any power or necessary connexion; any quality, which binds the effect to the cause, and renders the one an infallible consequence of the other. We only find, that the one does actually, in fact, follow the other” (Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sect. 7, Pt. 1).

2. The future

“For all inferences from experience suppose, as their foundation, that the future will resemble the past, and that similar powers will be conjoined with similar sensible qualities. … It is impossible, therefore, that any arguments from experience can prove this resemblance of the past to the future; since all these arguments are founded on the supposition of that resemblance” (Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sect. 4, Pt. 2).
3. Human Freedom

A prisoner, who has neither money nor interest, discovers the impossibility of his escape, as well when he considers the obstinacy of the gaoler [i.e., jailer], as the walls and bars, with which he is surrounded; and, in all attempts for his freedom, chooses rather to work upon the stone and iron of the one, than upon the inflexible nature of the other. The same prisoner, when conducted to the scaffold, foresees his death as certainly from the constancy and fidelity of his guards, as from the operation of the ax or wheel. … Here is a connected chain of natural causes and voluntary actions; but the mind feels no difference between them in passing from one link to another” (Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sect. 8, Pt. 1).

4. Morality

“Reason judges either of matter of fact or of relations. Enquire then, first, where is that matter of fact, which we here call crime; point it out; determine the time of its existence; describe its essence or nature; explain the sense or faculty, to which it discovers itself. It resides in the mind of the person, who is ungrateful” (Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, Appendix 1).
Consequence.
We have no experience of cause and effect, the future, freedom, or morality.

All our knowledge comes from experience.

Therefore, we have no knowledge of cause and effect, the future, free will or morality.

Empiricism —> Skepticism

III. The Kantian Response.

We do know various truths about the future, cause and effect, human freedom, and morality.

The problem is to explain how we know these truths.

Rationalists just assume that we know these truths about the world innately; but they offer no explanation of how we know them. 

Empiricists not only fail to explain how we know these truths; they cannot even claim that we know them. 

Kant’s “Copernican Revolution”
The explanation for why we know these truths is to be found partly in the way the world is, and partly in the way we are constituted. 

Kant’s Analogy with the “real” Copernican Revolution






Kant’s Transcendental Idealism

Rational beings are constituted so as to perceive and to understand the world as fitting within particular formal structures: e.g., space, time, cause and effect, substance, necessity, possibility. 

We cannot say that those formal structures will fit the world, independently of how we experience it.

But we can say that those formal structures will always fit the world as we experience it. 

“Two worlds”

1. Phenomenal World = World we experience: partly shaped by the way we experience it. 

2. Noumenal World = World independent of our experience: unknowable by us.

IV. Kant’s Ethics.

We are rational beings. 

= We are able to conceive of the world as ordered by general concepts, and we are able to conceive of objects in the world as related by universal laws of nature. 

We are practical rational beings.

= We are able to act under the conception of universal laws. 

= We can develop plans of action that presuppose the operation of universal laws, and we can conform our behavior to those plans.

The Natural Order and the Moral Order.

The natural order of the universe is everything outside the bounds of rational beings.

We cannot depend on the natural order of the universe to be good. (“Remember Lisbon…?”)

Therefore, we must depend only on our own nature as practical rational beings to be good.

Human nature includes not only reason and the will but also various inclinations (=desires, appetites). 

Our inclinations are not part of the moral order but part of the natural order — they have no moral worth.

The Categorical Imperative.

Good will = act from duty.

Acting from duty = acting from reason alone

(No inclination)

Imperative (Maxim) —> Action 


usually conditioned by inclinations

Imperative (Maxim)—> Dutiful Action 




(stripped of inclination)

What’s left? only the idea of conforming the maxim of our action to “the universality of a law as such” (p. 30).

(CI) Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.
The Practical Imperative.
Only rational beings are worthy of respect.

“Rational nature exists as an end in itself.”

For this reason:

To be practically rational is to create ends (goals).

For any created ends to have worth, they must be grounded in something.

The only possible ground is the being who created them.

The Practical Imperative recognizes this and raises it to the level of a universal principle: 

“Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of another, always at the same time as an end and never simply as a means” (p. 36).

Summary Features of Kant’s Ethics.

Not founded on a natural order that is independently and objectively good.

Not founded on appeal to Divine Command as a source of moral law.

Instead: 

Founded on a conception of human beings as practical rational beings.

Each of us carries the moral law within us. 

We are acting from our distinctly human nature when we act from duty. 

Only when we act from duty are we truly free in our action.











































































































































Earth and observer are in motion, so are not neutral. 





Observed motions of planets are explained partly by planetary motion, partly by motion of observer. 








Heliocentric Model





Geocentric Model








Observed motions of planets are taken to represent actual motion of planets. 





Earth and observer are assumed to be stationary, and therefore, neutral to the explanation. 


































































































