AS Philosophy – Unit 2 – Rationalism


Introduction

When I throw a ball into the air and watch it fall, I am confirming something that I know to be true about things in the world - that is, that they obey the law of gravity. But how do I know this? Is it from having seen it happen countless times? Or, is it from understanding some principle or law that is fundamental to the universe?

This debate has been part of philosophy for a long time. On the one hand are those who claim that our knowledge of the world comes from experience and the information that we receive through our senses: these are called Empiricists. They would view the law of gravity as being dependent on observation (the ball falls once, twice, ten times, fifty, a hundred, a thousand… and so on). From the empiricist’s point of view, our knowledge of things comes from piecing together all the different bits of experience to arrive at an overall explanation. So, if the experiences change – the ball stays in the air – so must the explanation.

On the other hand, there are those who argue that we understand the world through reason: these are the Rationalists. In the case of the ball, they would argue that we discover the fundamental truth (the law of gravity) which underlies all these experiences. A better example might involve the idea of an object: do we learn this concept from experience (“that thing seems to be a thing”), or is it because we already have the idea of it (“That things seems to be a red thing”). So, for the rationalist, there are certain principles or ideas that form the basis of our understanding of the world. We do not create them; they already exist. The empiricist, on the other hand, doubts the very existence of these “first principles”, and instead tries to show that they can be derived wholly from experience.
In all truth, this distinction between rationalism and empiricism is not really as simple as that; both outlooks are vital to our understanding of the world. Science, for example can’t just rely on the application of laws because those laws may change; on the other hand, it can’t just perform experiments without having an idea of what best explains the underlying behaviour (that is, they must have what’s called a “working hypothesis”). However, the two labels are useful in the sense that they represent the two furthest extremes in how we acquire knowledge and allow us to see what’s good and bad in each approach.
First of all, let's look more closely at Rationalism.

Rationalism

Rationalism - from the Latin ratio, meaning 'reason' - is a point of view that states that reason plays the main role in understanding the world and obtaining knowledge. Whilst rationalism has existed throughout the history of philosophy, it is usually associated specifically with three philosophers during the Renaissance:

1. René Descartes (1596-1650)
2. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716)

3. Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)

All three of these philosophers shared the belief that we can best understand the world through logic and reasoning. However, this does not mean that they were uninterested in science and experiment – on the contrary, both rationalists and empiricists were keen on scientific enquiry. This was because they were reacting against centuries-old traditions which tried to base an understanding of the world upon ideas put forward by the 4th century BC Greek philosopher Aristotle and the world view of the Bible. Such an outlook was therefore based on tradition and authority, rather than reason and experiment.

For example, Aristotle believed that
· The earth is the centre of the universe.
· The sun and the planets orbit the earth.

· The stars are fixed to a crystalline sphere and are unchanging and eternal.

It is therefore amazing to think that this view persisted for almost 2,000 years. So, although scientific enquiry has always been around, it was not until the 16th century that our world view actually began to change. That it did so was based on the overthrowing of tradition in favour of rational and scientific investigation.
Below are a list of important dates in the development of the modern scientific and rational view of the world (though you will not be tested on them, they are interesting and put the above comments in context).
	Date
	Event

	1543
	Copernicus argues that the movement of the stars and heavenly bodies is more “logical” if we consider the Sun as the centre of the solar system.

	1572
	Tycho Brahe discovers, through astronomical observations, that the stars are not stationary or unchanging.

	1609
	Based on Brahe’s work, Johannes Kepler formulates his 3 laws of planetary motion.

	1638
	Galileo Galilei publishes his Mathematical Discourses and Demonstations on Two New Sciences, outlining discoveries which directly contradict the views of Aristotle.

	1687
	Isaac Newton publishes his Principia Mathematica in which he sets out the theory of gravity, basing his work on the discoveries of Kepler and Galileo.


Key Notions


Whilst rationalists shared an appreciation for science and empirical enquiry, they also emphasised certain key notions that were not shared by empiricism and became the subject of keen debate between the two camps.
1. A Priori Knowledge – “Some ideas are true independent of experience”. Whilst rationalists did not deny that the senses give us important information about the world, they did not consider them to be the sole means of knowledge. In fact, they quite often thought that the senses mislead us. For this reason, they argued that knowledge which is independent of experience must be more trustworthy because it has less to do with the senses. So, for instance, maths was considered “more pure” than Geography or physics. Such ideas they called a priori, which is a Latin phrase meaning “prior to” or “before” – experience, that is. Examples of such knowledge include:
a. Mathematical propositions (2 + 2 = 4).
b. Things which are true by definition (all bachelors are unmarried).
c. Self-evident truths (such as “I think therefore I am” or “God exists”).
2. Innate Ideas – “Some ideas are present from birth”. Amongst those ideas which do not require the proof or suggestion of sense experience are concepts which are present from birth. These ideas – which are called innate – can theoretically be discovered or ‘brought out’ (the original meaning of the word “education”) from within the mind of each individual. So, for example, one of Descartes’ arguments for the existence of God is that the idea is present in the mind from birth, left there almost as if an artist had signed his work or left a trademark.
3. Logical Necessity – “Some things cannot be conceived of as otherwise”. Another important idea for rationalists is that of necessity. Although we may use the word everyday, the rationalists actually meant something very specific by it. So, for instance, we might say something like, “In order to pass your exams you have to study hard”. However, in reality, there are lots of ways you might pass your exams: you may have a natural talent for learning so that you don’t have to work hard (it just sticks); you may be lucky; you may bribe an examiner – or cheat. However, if we were to say something like, “In order to have 3 things you have to have more than 2 things,” then we are approaching more what the rationalists meant by the term. To distinguish between these two uses, philosophers generally call the first sort – passing your exams – “empirical necessity” (it could be otherwise); the latter sort (having 4 things) is called a logical necessity or logical truth. So, if we can prove that something is true because “it could not be otherwise”, then we have achieved logical necessity and an absolute degree of certainty. The goal for rationalists was therefore to find those “logical necessities” which would help us find certainty in the world and answer those difficult moral, religious and metaphysical questions that interest us so much.
We will now look at each of these in turn in more detail.

A Priori Knowledge

As we have already seen, the term a priori refers to knowledge which we can claim independent of experience. So, that Dave likes red wine is not an a priori truth – even if it is true – because we can never know the truth of the statement without asking Dave. Because of this, such knowledge is termed a posteriori – Latin, “after” – because if comes after or follows from experience.

However, a posteriori knowledge is not as reliable as a priori knowledge. It is not, as philosophers say, “true in all possible worlds”. In other words, the Dave I know may like red wine, but the Dave you know may be teetotal. Furthermore, the Dave I know may eventually give up drinking altogether. A priori knowledge, however, is absolute. If I say that something is absolutely true, then there is no possible situation in which it can be false.
Exercise
Given the above definitions, which of the following statements would you say are a priori. To help yourself, ask the question, “Could it be any other way?” If the answer is yes, then it is not a priori.
	Statement
	A priori?

	I have a body 
	

	27 + 25 = 52 
	

	Internal angles of a triangle add up to 180 degrees 
	

	There is a God 
	

	There is no God
	

	What goes up must come down
	

	Every event has a cause 
	

	Time is linear 
	

	Every cloud has a silver lining 
	

	I am a thinking thing 
	


Innate Ideas
To say that an idea is a priori is simply to say that we don’t need experience to settle whether it is true or not. So, to know that “All bachelors are unmarried” is true, I don’t need to go out and count how many bachelors are actually single. This is because to be a bachelor is to be unmarried. However, to find out whether “All bachelors are called Kevin” is true, I would need to go and find out by asking them or conducting a survey.

In this sense, innate ideas are a type of a priori knowledge. To know that they are true, we do not need to conduct a survey, perform an experiment, etc. – they are just true. However, although an innate idea is a form of a priori knowledge, not all a priori knowledge is innate. This is because an innate idea is present from birth. So, although things which are present from birth are true independent of experience (because when we are born we haven’t had any), things which are true independent of experience are not necessarily present from birth.
A good way to illustrate this is to point out that empiricists do not deny the existence of a priori knowledge, but they do deny the existence of innate ideas. The reason for this is that empiricists consider the mind to be a blank slate. That is, that when we are born our minds are clear of any ideas or impressions. However, as we have seen, a priori knowledge also includes such things as mathematical truths (2 + 2 = 4) and things which are true by definition (all bachelors are unmarried). So, we can deny the possibility of innate ideas without having to deny that some things are true independent – or prior to – experience.
Plato and the Slave Boy
One of the first philosophers to hold the theory of innate ideas was the Greek philosopher Plato. In the Meno, Plato imagines an uneducated slave boy who cannot be assumed to have any knowledge of mathematics. However, by a process of questioning, Plato shows that the boy is capable of arriving at mathematical truths (in this case, the area of a square).
For Plato, all knowledge was merely memory. This was because he held a belief in reincarnation and believed that the soul, before it is reborn, is in touch with the divine source of all knowledge. Then, once it is born, it forgets not only its previous lives but also the knowledge that it once had. However, by a process of education and prompting, the person can be encouraged to remember that knowledge.

Descartes and the Trademark Argument
As mentioned earlier, Descartes also believed in innate ideas, one example of which is his trademark argument for the existence of God. Just to remind you, the trademark argument attempts to show that God must exist because I have an idea of him. Therefore, this idea must have been placed there by God Himself as a sort of signature or trademark left by the maker.

The question here, obviously, is if there is any other possible source of the idea of God. Descartes argues no, suggesting that the idea of an infinite being – such as God is – cannot have arisen from a finite being – such as Descartes is. Furthermore, since – as Descartes puts it – “a cause must have as much reality as its effect” – whatever has produced this idea must share in some way in the quality of the idea. In other words, when we see an effect, we would expect the cause to be something capable of producing it. So, if a wall displays a bullet hole, then we would expect the gun which produced it to be powerful enough to make that hole in the wall. In a similar way, Descartes relies on the idea that infinity (something without end, immeasurable) cannot come from something finite (something with an end, measurable). Therefore, God must have been the source of the idea and so He must exist.

Exercise
You have been presented here with two examples of innate ideas. How convincing are they? What – if any – are their weaknesses? Might they have similar weaknesses? As an exercise, note down what you think are the strong and weak points of each argument. If there is a weakness in one or both of the arguments, could you think of any way in which the argument might be rescued by being rephrased or changed? Do this for both arguments (use the box below for notes).
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Empirical and Logical Truths
We looked briefly earlier at the different types of truth. These are of two main types: empirical and logical. The first type - empirical truth - deals with things that might have been otherwise. So, the United Kingdom has a flag made up of red, white and blue – but it might easily have been red, white and green. So, an empirical truth is therefore called contingent. This simply means that it is dependent on other things and could change. Perhaps another point worth making here is that empirical truths do frequently change. A sort of pre-historic duck which was thought to be extinct, for instance, turns out to be thriving in a remote part of the Congo. Similarly, something which is empirically false may turn out to be true one day (or might possibly have been true if things had happened differently). As such, empirical truths are less certain.
Logical truths, however, are necessary. This means that there is no possible way that they could have been otherwise. So, that black is the colour of mourning in western countries might have been different (as it is in China, where they wear white); but that black is white, is something that could never be possible. Similarly, that black is black (called in philosophy, “the law of identity”), is an absolute certainty.
Here is a simple table to help you remember:

	Type of  Truth
	Degree of Certainty
	Meaning
	Example

	Logically True
	Necessary
	Could not have been otherwise (absolutely certain)
	Up is not down

	Logically False
	Necessary
	Could never have been true (impossible)
	Left is right

	Empirically True
	Contingent
	Happens to be true (could have been otherwise)
	Most humans have two legs

	Empirically False
	Contingent
	Happens to be false (could have been true)
	Humans can breathe underwater unaided


Now, to get this straight in your head, move on to the next page and do the exercise there.

Exercise

This exercise is a little bit tricky, so you should spend some time on it.

(a) First of all, you need to decide for each of the statements whether they are true or not. If it is, simply write “true” in the right hand part of the “Type of statement” column; if you think it’s false, write “false”. If you don’t like the way a statement is written – perhaps you think it’s ambiguous - you may change it to something that you think it is easier to call “true” or “false”. Once you’ve done this for all of them, go on to part (b).
(b) Now, go back through each of the “true” statements and for each of them ask the question, “Could it possibly have happened any other way?” If the answer is yes, then it is an empirical truth – so write “empirically” to the left of the word “true” that you had written before (so it now reads “empirically true”). If the answer is no, then write the word “logically true”. Do this for all the true statements and move on to part (c).
(c) Next, go through all the statements which you thought were false. Now, for each of these, ask the question, “Is it possible that this might have been true (in another world, perhaps)?” If the answer is yes, then the statement is simply “empirically false”; otherwise, if no, it is “logically false” (philosophers would say, “false in all possible worlds”.
To help you I have done the first one for you. It happens to be true (as far as we know) that there is no life on the moon. However, it could have been otherwise, so it is an empirical and not a logical truth.
	Statement
	Type of statement

	There is no life on the moon 
	Empirically true

	All cows eat grass 
	Empirically true

	All humans are mortal 
	Empirically true

	Some pigs can fly 
	Empirically false

	Children are younger than their parents
	Logically true

	The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plains 
	Empirically true or false

	Dave likes red wine 
	Empirically true or false

	2 + 2 = 5 
	Logically false

	The Sun is round 
	Empirically true

	God is good 
	Logically true

	The devil is good 
	Logically false


Foundationalism and the Cogito
As we have seen, the rationalists were primarily interested in logically necessary truths. But why was this? Well, if you think back to some of the problems we looked at in regard to scepticism, you will remember that the extreme sceptic thought that it was possible to doubt everything. Now, if this is the case, then even the most everyday-type bits of knowledge become uncertain. So, to avoid this, the rationalists tried to find knowledge which was beyond doubt.
However, up until the 17th century, no one had ever really done this in a systematic way. There had been discussion of scepticism and what it was and wasn’t possible to know, but there had been no real attempt to answer the question, “What is there which is beyond doubt?”

This all changed with the work of the French philosopher, Rene Descartes, and his Meditations on the First Philosophy (1641). In it, rather than asking the question, “What can we know?”, instead asked, “What is it possible to doubt?” In doing this, he established what he called his “method of doubt” in order to arrive at something indubitable (that is, beyond doubt).

It was his hope that, once arrived at, this indubitable truth would act as a foundation for all other knowledge. This approach to knowledge is therefore known as Foundationalism, and can be likened to an upside-down pyramid with the single stone acting as a foundation or basis for all the others.

What, then, in Descartes’ case, what was this single stone, this single indubitable truth? In the second of the Meditations, Descartes has reached a point where he can conceivably doubt everything. His senses cannot be trusted, he may be dreaming – he may even be unwittingly deceived by some evil and all-powerful demon. However, he concludes that, even if he is deceived, dreaming or mistaken, he cannot be deceived about the following facts:

1. That he is thinking.
2. That this seems to be his essential activity.
3. That he, as a thinking thing, exists.
In another work, he sums this up in the famous Latin phrase, “Cogito Ergo Sum”, meaning, “I think, therefore I am”. For this reason, this argument is often known simply as the Cogito. In his foundationalist system, the cogito therefore acts as the fundamental basis of all other knowledge. All other things, he argues, I may doubt; but that I exist, that I am a thinking thing, I cannot. From here, he attempts to build up proofs and certainties with which to guarantee the information received through the senses and so defeat scepticism.
Exercise

What do you think of Descartes’ cogito. Do you agree with it? Is it absolutely certain, or are there flaws in it?
Clear and Distinct Ideas
We have now seen what the Rationalists considered to be the most certain truths and why. But what is it that is supposed to give such ideas their certainty? It may seem ludicrous to question why it is that we believe that 2 + 2 = 4, or that "Black is not white", but if we are trying to find reasons for knowledge (as the Rationalists are), we may feel entitled to ask this question. You may recall that one category of a priori knowledge which the rationalists held was that of self-evident truths. Rationalists like Descartes were well aware that there was a need to find some criteria for establishing what exactly makes a truth self-evident. Well, the answer Descartes gives relies on what he calls the clarity and distinctness of an idea. What does he mean? What he says can be summarised as follows:

a) An idea is clear if we cannot help taking notice of it. Examples of this would be strong physical sensations, such as pain, or thoughts, such as the desire for something.

b) An idea is distinct if it cannot possibly be confused with anything else. Some ideas, such as toothache, are clear (we must take notice of it), but indistinct (we may be unsure of exactly where the pain is).

Descartes also claimed that an idea could be clear without being distinct, but could not be distinct without first being clear. This is because if an idea were distinct enough not to be confusable with other ideas, this would also single it out so that we could not help but be aware of it.

Exercise
1. Look at the following list of ideas/feelings and see which of them (if any) you think are clear and distinct. Whilst you do this, note down exactly what you think is clear/unclear and distinct/indistinct about them. I have done the first one for you.
	Idea/Feeling
	Is it clear?
	Is it distinct?

	Toothache
	Yes. I am clearly aware of it and can’t deny it.
	Not really. I may feel the pain to be in another area than it’s actually in, or all over the side of my face.

	A ghost
	
	

	The number 5
	
	

	Myself
	
	

	God
	
	


2. Given your experiences in part 1. of this exercise, what do you think are some of the difficulties involved in using the clarity and distinctness of its idea as a guide to its truth? Did you find it an easy and straight forward thing to do?
Summary

In this unit we have looked at one of the main approaches to knowledge – Rationalism – and outlined some technical concepts which are generally useful in discussing philosophy. However, don’t be put off by all the strange terms – all subjects have them. It is not necessary to memorise them at this stage, and the ideas that they represent will come up throughout the course.

We have also looked briefly at some of Descartes’ philosophy. We will look more closely at this later on, but for next we are going to look at the other main approach to knowledge: empiricism.

Assignment
1. To help with the unfamiliar terms that you will come across as you study the course, I think it would be a good idea if you created your own glossary of terms. All that this means is when you come across a new term that you are unfamiliar with simply write it down, together with its meaning. This will be more and more useful as we progress through the course and more new terms arise. What I suggest is that you get hold of a small notebook – or even an A4 pad with a ringbinder – and start a page for the first letter of each new term as they arise. If possible, give a simple definition (in your own words) and an illustration or example. So, for instance, typical entries might go something like this:

a priori – Knowledge which has no need to be tested in order to be true. Example: “Black is not white”
argument from illusion – the idea that our senses do not allow us to see the world as it really is and even sometimes deceive us. Example: A mirage.
2. If you have not already done so, get hold of a copy of Descartes’ Meditations and read the first two Meditations. There should be a copy in the Learning Centre, but you will also find an online text on my website:

http://www.philosophyonline.co.uk/desnew/desframe1.asp.

There are also notes and commentary on the whole Meditations here.

Appendix A: Biographies of the Main Rationalists

Rationalism existed as a movement during the 17th and 18th centuries. The main three names usually mentioned in connection with it are:

· René Descartes 

· Baruch Spinoza 

· Godfried Willhelm Leibniz  

René Descartes
The French philosopher Descartes (1596-1650) is considered the father of modern philosophy. His main work, The Meditations, represents his attempt to establish a firm rational foundation for knowledge. To do this Descartes employed a method of doubt, whereby everything that he believed was called into question. Through this method Descartes claimed to have discovered the only undeniable truth: "I think, therefore I am". This allowed him, by combining this with other arguments - such as that for the existence of God, to guarantee that certain types of knowledge gained in certain ways were certain.

He is also famous for his views on mind and body, whereby he claims that the two are distinct and of different natures (this is called Cartesian Dualism). 

Principal works: Discourse on Method; Meditations on the First Philosophy; Passions of the Soul; Principles of Philosophy.
Baruch Spinoza

The Dutch philosopher Spinoza (1632-1677), influenced by Descartes, developed a system within which he considered the problems involved in Descartes' philosophy could be overcome. For Spinoza, God was the identical with the world, leading many to view him as a pantheist (someone who believes that God is nature).

Spinoza's solution to the mind-body problem was to argue that mental and physical substance were in fact modes of the same substance (i.e. God). In this sense, he was a monist (someone who believes in one substance) as opposed to a dualist like Descartes (someone who believes in two). 

Principal works: Short Treatise Concerning God, Man and His Happiness; Theological-Political Treatise; Ethics Demonstrated Through the Method of Geometry (more commonly called simply the Ethics).
Godfried Willhelm Leibniz
The German philosopher Leibniz (1646-1716) opposed both Descartes and Spinoza by arguing that the world was composed of an infinite number of substances (instead of one or two) which he called Monads. Leibniz's main contribution to philosophy is his idea that we live in the best of all possible worlds. This is an attempt to reconcile the idea that everything is pre-determined from the beginning of time by God, but also that human beings have free will. He held this position by arguing that although it was possible that the world could be different, it was not actually the case.

Leibniz also contributed to mathematics and is credited with the invention of the infinitesimal calculus.

Principal works: Theodicy; Discourse on Metaphysics; The New System of Nature; New Essays Concerning Human Understanding; Monadology.
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