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CHAPTER 7: THE EIGHTEENTH AND NINETEENTH CENTURIES
Main Points
David Hume
1. Hume believed that knowledge is limited to what is experienced; that is, sensory impressions. Though he displays total skepticism in some passages, in most he appears to be a modified skeptic who focuses on the nature of the self, causality, induction, God, and the external world.
2. Hume’s epistemology rested on four assumptions: (1) Every claim that something exists is a factual claim. (2) Factual claims can be established only by observation or by causal inference from what is observed. (3) Thought, knowledge, belief, conception, judgment consist in having ideas, (4) all of which are copies of impressions of sense or of inner feelings.
3. The quarter experiment. “The only existences, of which we are certain, are perceptions.” Hume held, in his A Treatise of Human Nature, that we may observe a conjunction or relation of cause and effect only between different perceptions and can never observe it between perceptions and objects. Therefore, from the existence of perceptions, we can never form any conclusion concerning the existence of objects.
4. Hume on the self. We have no experience of the self or mind, supposedly an unchanging nonmaterial substance within us.
5. Hume on cause and effect. We have no experience of a cause actually producing an effect; and even after we observe a frequent and constant conjunction between a cause and its effect, there is no rational justification for supposing that that conjunction will repeat itself in the future.
6. Hume: All reasoning based on present and past experience rests on the unprovable assumption that the future will resemble the past: all inferences from experience are only suppositions. This leads to total skepticism. But even the total skeptic will have his doubts!
Immanuel Kant
7. Kant believed that knowledge that was certain does exist and tried to show how this could be possible given Hume’s arguments that indicate the opposite.
8. The ordering principles of the mind. Kant’s theory is sometimes known as the Copernican revolution in philosophy; it meant that the fundamental properties or characteristics of objects in the world outside the mind are due to our minds, not to the objects themselves.
9. For sensations to qualify as experience, they must be subject to spatial-temporal shaping (the perceiving part of the mind must perceive them as objects existing outside us in space and time) and they must also be conceptualized—brought under concepts.
10. Further, to qualify as experience, sensory stimulation must be connected together or unified in a single, connected consciousness. Kant said his theory explained how it can be known that no one will ever experience uncaused change: to qualify as experience in the first place, a change must be subject to causation (that is, the mind “imposes” causation on experienced change).
11. Kant: All knowledge begins with experience, but not all knowledge is derived from experience. Hume believed that knowledge came from experience alone.
12. Things-in-themselves. But we cannot say that things as they are in themselves, as they are independently of experience, must also conform to the principles and rules “imposed” by the mind. We can only know “phenomena” or experienceable objects. We cannot know “noumena” (things that exist outside experience). Skepticism is unavoidable as to the thing-in- itself (das Ding-an-sich).
13. Relative to the world of experience, Kant was not a skeptic. Relative to things-in-themselves, he was.
The Nineteenth Century
14. Response to Kant’s epistemology was absolute idealism, the philosophies of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. Whatever is, they said, is knowable; therefore thought doesn’t merely categorize reality, its categories are reality. There cannot be unknowable things in themselves, for everything is the product of the knowing mind.
15. Hegel, the most important of the German idealists, believed that the categories of thought are the categories of being. He held that the cosmos and its history are the concrete expression of infinite or absolute thought.
16. Main themes of Hegel. (1) What is most real (the Absolute) is thought thinking of itself; (2) the objective world is an unfolding or expression of infinite thought; (3) reality is an integrated whole in which each proposition (each state of affairs) is logically connected with all the rest; (4) the Absolute (the sum total of reality) is a system of conceptual triads (thesis, antithesis, synthesis).

17. Nature and Idea, as thesis and antithesis, have their synthesis in what Hegel called Spirit (“thought knowing itself both as thought and as object”). The philosophy of Spirit has three main subdivisions: subjective spirit (thesis, the realm of the human mind), objective spirit (antithesis, the mind in external manifestations in social institutions), and Absolute Spirit (synthesis).
18. Hegel’s all-inclusive system represents the towering summit of metaphysical speculation.
Arthur Schopenhauer
19. Schopenhauer famously attacked Hegel’s exuberant rationalism. Schopenhauer regarded all phenomena as the objectification of the will. Will-in-itself is the originating source of everything that happens and is not determined by anything else. Blind and purposeless, will-in- itself manifests itself in the constant striving of human beings. The world is in disarray because persons are witless lackeys of this errant, cosmic will.
20. Peace can be achieved only by escaping the tyranny of the will, by moving beyond knowledge of one’s own will to objectivity and understanding of will-in-itself, in which state the world of phenomena becomes a kind of nothingness. This detached state of ecstasy and rapture could be glimpsed through art, music, and aesthetic experience.
21. Schopenhauer’s views influenced the psychoanalytic theories of Sigmund Freud.
Boxes
Profile: David Hume
(A philosopher who seems to have achieved ataraxia, unperturbedness)
Profile: Immanuel Kant
(Though he hardly ever left his birthplace, his ideas traveled far)
Profile: Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
(He was called “the old man” while still a university student)
Ludwig van Beethoven
(The link between the Classical and Romantic Eras)
Readings
7.1 David Hume, from An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding
Argues that the contents of the mind fall into two and only two categories: higher thoughts or ideas, and “impressions” (the material given by our senses and experience). The difference between ideas and impressions is solely that thoughts and ideas are less vivid or forceful than sensory impressions. All the creative power of the mind amounts to is nothing more than the power to compound and transpose the material given by the senses and experience.
7.2 Immanuel Kant, from Critique of Pure Reason
Kant’s metaphysical exposition of the concept of time with his conclusion that “Time is the formal a priori condition of all appearances whatsoever.” This means that time is not derived from sensory impressions or what Kant calls “intuitions.” Hume is wrong in his argument that all concepts are derived from sensory “impressions.”
7.3 Georg Hegel, from The Philosophy of History
Hegel asserts that everything is a construct of Reason. No argument is presented in this passage, but it is a nice, clear statement of the basic Hegelian thesis.
7.4 Arthur Schopenhauer, from The World As Will and Representation
Schopenhauer’s case for idealism and argument against the notion that the world can be explained most fundamentally in terms of matter or intellect. He concludes that “the world, as we know it, exists only for our knowledge, and consequently in the representation alone, and not once again outside that representation.”

Philosophers


•
‑Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel  was the premier exponent of Absolute Idealism. He ​rejected the concept of “the thing-in-itself” (das ding-an-sich) and held that all reality is the expression of thought or reason.  133


•
‑David Hume  held that there is no metaphysical knowledge and maintained that knowledge is limited to what we experience. He summoned powerful arguments to question our supposed knowledge of the self, causality, God, and the external world.  125


•
‑Immanuel Kant  believed the mind imposes a certain form and order on experienceable ​objects. He held that there can be no knowledge of things “as they are in themselves,” independent of experience.  130

•
‑Arthur Schopenhauer  held that the world is structured and driven by will.  136
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