LECTURE 5

German LITERATURE
After Berkeley, the two most important philosophers of the eighteenth century were David Hume (1711-1776) and Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Hume and Kant were both very dubious about allowing even the possibility of metaphysical knowledge. On one hand, Hume believed that all our knowledge is limited to what we experience, namely, sensory impressions. (Although he was not willing to go with Berkeley and say that sensible objects are just clusters of sensory impressions.)
    On the other hand, Kant was slightly more generous about what we can know. We do have knowledge of objects that exist outside the mind, Kant said, but our knowledge is of these objects only insofar as they are experienceable. About external objects as they are in
themselves we can have no knowledge, he said.
    To be more specific, according to Kant, human reason can discover categories and principles that apply absolutely and without exception to experienceable objects. These categories and principles apply absolutely and without exception to experienceable objects because, according to Kant, the mind arranges or orders raw sensation in accordance with them. It is only by being so arranged, he said, that raw sensation can qualify as experience. If that data of raw sensation were not so organized, they would be mere stimulation and not experience.
    In short, according to Kant, the mind imposes a certain form and order on experienceable objects. For example, the mind imposes spatiotemporal relationships on the things we experience. But it is beyond our capacities, he said, to know anything about things-in-themselves, things as they are apart from and independent of experience. Furthermore, whenever we attempt to apply the concepts that pertain to experienceable objects to things-in-themselves, paradoxes and errors result.
    Let’s back up and look at each of these two thinkers, Hume and Kant, more closely.

immanuel kant
It is time now to turn to Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Most scholars regard Kant as one of the most brilliant intellects of all time. Unfortunately, they also consider him one of the most difficult of all philosophers to read. Difficult or not, Kant provided a significant and ingenious response to Hume’s skepticism.
The ordering Principles of the Mind

Kant agreed with Hume that all knowledge begins with experience. But it does not follow, Kant maintained, that knowledge must therefore arise from experience. Experience is the occasion for the awakening of the knowing mind, Kant said; but the mind, thus awakened, is not limited in its knowledge to what it has found in experience.
    Why is the mind not limited to what it has found in experience? According to Kant, the constituents of experience must themselves always be ordered and organized in certain ways even to count as experience. And it is possible to have knowledge of these underlying principles by means of which the constituents of experience are ordered and organized. Because this knowledge is of the universally applicable preconditions of experience, it is absolutely certain, he held.
    Space and time are thus different from other qualities, and their universal applicability to experienced things can only be explained, according to Kant, on the supposition that they are necessary preconditions of experience. To even qualify as experienced, a thing must be experienced as in space or time.
    To put it another way, our certain knowledge that everything we encounter will be experienced in space or time cannot be derived from experience, for experience informs us only of the way things have been so far, and not of the way they must be. So our knowledge of space and time results from the fact that space and time are the way experienced items are experienced: they are the form under which experience takes shape. Sensation provides the content of perception; space and time provide the form.
Perceptions Must Be Conceptualized and Unified

Perceptions by themselves are “blind”, according to Kant: they must be organized under concepts for genuine experience to occur. In other words, perception of unconceptualized entries is not experience. Experience is perception of this type of thing: this car, this person, this song, this piece of lead, and so on.

    To understand what Kant means, just think of an electric door or an auto focus camera. They are able to process information that comes to them from the external world, but they do not really experienced anything, for they do not recognize the information that comes to them. They “perceive” a  person in front of them, but they do not experience a person, for they do not conceptualize what they perceive as a person or as anything else.
Things –in-Themselves
In substance, the, this was Kant’s response to the challenge put to epistemology by David Hume. Yes, knowledge begins with experience. But no, knowledge does not all arise from experience. Because there are certain underlying principles and categories in terms of which the raw data of sensation must be ordered if these data are even to count as experience, we have universally valid knowledge of experienceable objects. Thus, we have certain knowledge that experienceable objects are in space and time, stand in causal relationships with one another, and must otherwise conform to other rules of the understanding. They must so conform, to repeat, because if they did not, they could not qualify as experienced.
    So Kant showed that there can be epistemology after Hume.

    Now one very important final point must be mentioned about Kant’s epistemology to Kant, we cannot say that sings as they are in themselves, independent of experience, must also conform to these principles and rules of the understanding. Concerning the experienceable object we can have certain knowledge, because an object, to be experienced, must conform to these rules and principles. But concerning the other world, the world of the thing-in-itself, das Ding-an-sich (as it is said in German), complete skepticism is unavoidable, for Kant. And when rules that apply to the experienced world are applied to a reality-beyond-experience, contradictions and mistakes are the result.

    So, relative to the experienceable world, Kant was not skeptic; but relative to things-in-themselves, he was.

The nineteenth century
Kant died in 1804, at the beginning of the nineteenth century. In philosophy, although Kant’s successors did nit exactly repudiate what he had written, they certainly did stand it on its ear. This dramatic response to Kant was German Absolute Idealism, the philosophies of Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814), Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling (1775-1854), and George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel [HAY-gul] (1770-1831).
    Kant had argued that the mind imposes certain categories on the objects of experience and that this is what makes it possible to have knowledge of the world of experience. The Absolute Idealists, however, transformed this epistemological skepticism into metaphysical idealism. What could there be such that the mind could not know it? They asked. If it not knowable, they reasoned, then it is unthinkable; and if it unthinkable, why, it just plain isn’t. So thought does not merely categorize reality: its categories are reality. There cannot be unknowable things-in-themselves, they said, for everything that is, is a product of the knowing mind. 
    Reality is not, however, the expression of your thought or ours or any other particular person’s, they said, for neither you nor we nor any other person created the world of independent external things that exists around us. Rather, reality is the expression of infinite or absolute thought or reason. And when we think or philosophize about reality, this is the rational process becoming aware of itself that is, becoming infinite.
    So, from the perspective of Hegel, the cosmos and its history are the concrete expression of thought. Absolute Idealism, as this philosophy is called, attempted to achieve a complete and unified conception of all reality, a conception that gave meaning to each and every aspect in relationship to the sum total.

Main Themes of Hegel

Hegel’s philosophy is difficult, but the main themes are these:

1. “Everything depends on grasping the truth not merely as Substance but as Subject as well.” This means that what is true, what is real, is not merely that which is thought of, but that which thinks. Thus, what is most real – the Absolute – is thought thinking of itself.
2. Hegel’s idealism is different from Berkeley’s. For Berkeley, the objective world in fact exists in the minds of individuals. For Hegel, the objective world is an unfolding or expression of infinite thought, and the individual mind is the vehicle of infinite thought reflecting on itself.
3. Reality, the Absolute, for Hegel, is not a group of independent particulars or states of affairs but rather, like a coherent thought system such as mathematics, it is an integrated whole in which each proposition (each state of affairs) is logically connected with all the rest. Thus an isolated state of affairs is not wholly really; likewise, a proposition about this or that aspect or feature of reality is only partially true. The only thing that is totally true (or totally real, because these amount to the same thing) is the complete system.

4. The Absolute, the sum total of reality, is a system of conceptual triads. To formalize Hegel’s system somewhat artificially: for proposition or concept A there is a negation, not-A; and within the two there is synthetic unity, or synthesis, B. B, however, has a negation, not-B, and within B and not-B there is a synthesis, C. And so on. Thus, the higher levels of the system are implicit in the lower levels—for example, C and B are both implicit in A. In this way the entire system of thought and reality that is the Absolute is an integrated whole in which each proposition is logically interconnected with the rest.
Ultimately, therefore, we come to the apex, or highest triad, of Hegel’s system: the synthesis of “Idea” and “Nature” in “Spirit”. And Idea and Nature are each, in turn, the synthesis of two lower opposing concepts. Thus, Idea is the synthesis of subjectivity (that which thinks) and objectivity (that which is thought of). What Hegel means by “Idea” is self-conscious thought, which is exactly what you would except to be the synthesis of that which thinks and that which is thought of. “The absolute Idea”, “Hegel wrote”, “alone is being, eternal life, self-knowing truth, and it is all truth”.
    The antithesis of Idea is Nature. In other words, on one hand there is self-knowing or self-conscious thought (“Idea”), and on the other there is what we might call the independent world (Nature), the external expression of Idea, or Idea outside itself. (It is in his philosophy of Nature that Hegel attempted to integrate the various concepts of science into his system.)

    Nature and Idea, as thesis and antithesis, have their own synthesis. This is the synthesis of the main triad of Hegel’s entire system and is what Hegel called “Spirit”. We might translate “Spirit” as “thought knowing itself both as thought and as object” or as “the Idea returning into itself”. We did not say that Hegel is easy.
    The philosophy of Spirit also has three main subdivisions: subjective spirit and its antithesis objective spirit, with synthesis as Absolute Spirit. Subjective spirit is the realm of the human mind; objective spirit is the mind in its external manifestation in social institutions. Hegel’s analysis of objective spirit contains his social and political philosophy, in which he attempts to display the relationships (always more or less triadic) among such various concept as property, contract, crime, punishment, right, personality, family, society, and the state. 

    In the end, therefore, we come to know the part played be every aspect of reality in the whole, and we are led to understand tat the highest conception of the Absolute is as Spirit.

    So, Hegel’s system is really a grandiose vision of the history of the universe and the history of human consciousness as a necessary unfolding of infinite reason. It purports to be a complete conceptual framework for each aspects of reality and for every component of human thought and history. This system represents the towering summit of metaphysical speculation.
