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AS level exam content 
 
You will sit two written papers for AS Philosophy, with the AQA board, both of which will be completed at the 
end of the academic year. There are no January modules or coursework options for this course.  
 

Exam title and related topics Exam details Exam 
weighting  
(AS) 

Exam 
weighting  
(A level) 

PHIL1 An Introduction to 
Philosophy 1 
 

 Reason and Experience 

 Why should I be Moral? 

 Why should I be 
Governed? 

 

1.5 hours 
90 marks available 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on Reason and Experience 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on either Why should I be Moral? or Why should 
I be Governed? 
 

50% 25% 

PHIL2 An Introduction to 
Philosophy 2 
 

 Tolerance 

 The Value of Art 
 

1.5 hours 
90 marks available 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on Tolerance 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on The Value of Art 
 

50% 25% 

 
 
 

What’s in this book that’s in the exam? 
 
We encounter the world through our senses; but does what we sense delineate what we think? Isn’t it 
possible to conceive some things that I could never confront via sensation? We experience the world as 
something more or less understood, but does recognising what we see, taste, touch, hear or smell involve 
nothing more than submitting ourselves to stimuli? How much do we contribute to the way the world appears 
to us in experience? How could mere conglomerates of sensation yield the principles we use to judge 
anything? Perhaps these guiding principles are not derived from, but known independently of, experience. If 
these principles are grasped a priori, then do they track the way the world is or just articulate the way the 
world appears to me? 
 
These issues assumed centre stage in the debate between rationalism and empiricism, but have a longer 
history and are still central concerns in contemporary philosophy.  
 
In covering these issues, students will be expected to demonstrate their understanding of terminology: the 
contrasts and connections between necessary and contingent truths, analytic and synthetic propositions, 
deductive and inductive arguments, a priori and a posteriori knowledge. 
 
The issues to be covered are: 
 

Mind as a tabula rasa 
 
The strengths and weaknesses of the view that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined by sense 
experience. 
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 The strengths and weaknesses of the view that claims to know about what exists or occurs must be 
justified by sense experience. 

 
 

Innate knowledge 
 

 The strengths and weaknesses of the view that the mind contains innate knowledge regarding the way the 
world is: the doctrine of innate ideas and its philosophical significance. 

 

 The view that some fundamental claims about what exists can be grounded in and justified by a priori 
intuition and/or demonstration. 

 

 Is ‘certainty’ confined to introspection and the tautological? 
 
 

Conceptual schemes 
 

 The idea that experience is only intelligible as it is, because it presents sensation through a predetermined 
conceptual scheme or framework; and the philosophical implications of this view. 

 
 
 

Mind as a tabula rasa 
 
In this topic, we will be looking at problems to do with human knowledge 
and understanding. We will investigate a number of competing theories, 
which ask questions such as ‘What different kinds of knowledge are 
there’?, ‘Where do our beliefs and concepts come from’? and ‘Is our 
reasoning ability more reliable than using our senses’? As with all of the 
topics we cover in philosophy, we will see how seemingly simple 
questions such as these can be answered in a variety of, often 
complicated, ways.  
 
 

Key terms in epistemology 
 

Propositions and non-propositions 
 
Epistemology, often referred to as ‘theory of knowledge’, is one of the central areas of philosophical study. 
The first thing we are going to investigate is what is meant by ‘knowledge’. In other words, we are asking in 
what conditions can we rightfully claim to ‘know’ something? To answer this question, we first need to 
introduce some terminology. 
 
A proposition or ‘propositional statement’ is a statement which asserts something that is either true or false. 
For example, ‘There is a plane in the sky’, ‘Edinburgh is the capital of Spain’ and ‘Elizabeth is 43 years old’. 
Either these statements are true or they are false.  
 
It is important to note that saying a statement is a proposition is not the same as saying it is true – it is either 
true or false. For example, ‘The Moon is made of cheese’ is a proposition, but a false one. 
 
Not all statements are propositions. If a statement is neither true nor false, it is a non-proposition or ‘non-
propositional statement’. For example, ‘Where are you?’, ‘A pint of beer, please’ and ‘Do all rough work in the 
answer book provided’ are non-propositions. It does not make sense to say that any of these statements are 
true or false.  
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As stated in ‘Introducing philosophy’, areas such as 
religious statements, moral judgments, aesthetic 
judgments and preferences/opinions are, in most 
cases, to be avoided when creating your own 
examples. The main reason for this with regard to 
propositions is there is controversy as to whether 
such statements truly are propositional or not.  
 
Therefore, you’re better off with sticking to things 
like ‘There is a chair in the room’, rather than 
things like ‘God exists’, ‘You shouldn’t kill people’, 
‘This book is boring’, ‘The room is hot’, or ‘Cheese 
& onion crisps are the best flavour’.  
 

1. Create at least four other examples of propositions. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Knowledge 
 
As we are going to go on to look at claims about knowledge and where it comes from, it is important to have a 
clear definition of this term. As indicated above, we ask the question ‘What must be the case for us to have 
knowledge of something?’  In other words, when is it correct to say that we ‘know’ a particular thing? What is 
the definition of knowledge? 
 
Philosophers have argued that the term ‘knowledge’ has different meanings in different contexts. To illustrate 
this, knowledge is often divided into three types: 
 

Knowing how Knowing of Knowing that 
 a.k.a. ‘practical knowledge’ or 

‘procedural knowledge’ 
 
 

 When we know how to do a 
particular thing – skills and 
abilities 

 

 Examples – knowing how to 
swim, drive, write, walk, act, 
give directions 

 
 
 

 Difficult, perhaps impossible 
to express propositionally 

 a.k.a. ‘knowledge by 
acquaintance’ 

 
 

 When we know of a particular 
thing - understanding or being 
acquainted with something 

 

 Examples – knowing of Sara, 
Paris, the works of Goya 

 
 
 
 

 Difficult, perhaps impossible 
to express propositionally  

 a.k.a. ‘propositional 
knowledge’ or ‘factual 
knowledge’ 

 

 When we know a particular 
proposition  

 
 

 Examples – knowing that ‘The 
world is round’, ‘The 
temperature is 18°’, ‘There is a 
cat on the table’, ‘3+3=6’, 
‘2+2≠5’ 

 

 Can be expressed 
propositionally 

 

2. Create at least two other examples of ‘knowing how’. 
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3. Create at least two other examples of ‘knowing of’. 
 
 
 
4. Create at least two other examples of ‘knowing that’. 
 
 
 

 
Another important point to note at this stage is that, like algebra, philosophy often makes use of logical 
symbols, which are used to show the structure and format of arguments in as simplified and clear a form as 
possible. One common example of logical symbol used in philosophy is variables - something that is capable of 
representing different things. 
 
For example, in philosophical arguments about propositional knowledge, the following statement is often 
used: 
 
x knows that-p 
 
In this case, x is a variable being used here to represent any entity that knows that-p. For example, it could be 
you, Clive, my sister, or Donald Sutherland. Furthermore, p is a variable being used here to represent any 
proposition. For example, it could be that ‘You were born’ that ‘There is nothing behind that curtain’, or that 
‘That’s where they’re thinking of building that drive-in bank’. 
 

It is perfectly acceptable for 
you to use logical symbols and 
variables in essays. However, if 
you do, make sure you explain 
what they represent first. As 
the purpose of using variables 
is to present points clearly and 
quickly, if you find it takes 
longer to explain what the 
variables represent than it does 
to write your material out in 
full, it’s probably a good idea 
not to use them.   
 
 

Properties and necessary conditions 
 
Introducing another key term, properties are attributes or features of something. For example, properties of a 
dog might include having four legs, being a mammal, being canine, being able to bark and having fleas. 
Properties of a table might include weighing 15kg, being oak, being covered with a tablecloth, being a table, 
and also not being a crocodile. 
 
A further philosophical concern to be aware of is that of necessary conditions. If x has necessary conditions, 
then certain properties must be the case for x to be x. For example, to be a student it is necessary that you are 
studying something. To be a cat, it is necessary to be a mammal. To be fluent in French it is necessary that you 
understand French. If any of these properties were absent, being the particular thing specified would be 
impossible. 
 
Some things are said to have individually necessary conditions. This means that all of the conditions have to 
be in place for x to be x. For example, the properties of oxygen, fuel and heat are individually necessary for 
there to be a fire. If just one of these properties is absent, there cannot be a fire. 
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5. List at least three properties of each of the following. 
 
Penguins 
 
Coffee 
 
Telephones 
 
Anger 
 
6. Underline any of the properties you have listed which are necessary for that item. 

 
 

The classical definition of knowledge 
 
The majority of philosophers who have written about the definition of knowledge have focused on 
propositional knowledge. Therefore, they are asking what has to be the case for someone to know a particular 
proposition. We will also be focusing on this. From this point, unless the text specifies otherwise, any 
reference to ‘knowledge’ will be of the propositional kind.  
 
The classical definition of knowledge (sometimes known as the ‘tripartite definition of knowledge’) is this: 
 
Knowledge = true, justified belief 
 
This definition is arguing that knowledge requires the three properties of truth, justification and belief. 
Furthermore, these are individually necessary conditions, meaning they are all required for knowledge. 
 
Therefore, using logical symbols, the classical definition of 
knowledge is often expressed like this: 
 
x knows that-p iff p is a true, justified belief 
 
We will now look at what is meant by the three terms used in 
this definition of knowledge. 
 
 

Truth 
 
Firstly, for p to be true, p must be the case. In other words, if a 
proposition has truth, it must assert how things really are. For 
example, for it to be true that ‘The computer is on’, it must be 
the case that the computer is on. 
 
Conversely, if p asserts how things are not, then it is false. For 
example, if I say ‘The computer is on’, and the computer is not 
on, then I have uttered a false proposition.  
 
It is important to note that somebody thinking a proposition is true is not the same as the proposition actually 
being true, no matter how much they want it to be.  
 
Also, remember that non-propositional statements, such as preferences/opinions do not have any truth or 
falsity to them. 
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Belief 
 
Secondly, for p to be a belief, x must think that-p is the case. For example, for Yanis to believe that ‘The truck is 
on the corner’, Yanis must think that it is the case that ‘The truck is on the corner’. In other words, when we 
have a belief, we are thinking that there is something which is true.

1
 

 
 

Justification 
 
Thirdly, for x to have justification in thinking that-p, x must have a good 
reason for believing that-p. What counts as justification is debated by 
philosophers, but if someone were to believe that ‘My name is Laura’ because 
everybody calls them Laura, the name on their birth certificate is Laura and 
every official document they have ever received at their house was addressed 
to Laura, it could definitely be argued they are justified in believing that ‘My 
name is Laura’, as these factors provide a good reason to do so.  
 
To take a different case, if Siobhan were asked how many stars were visible 
that night and she replied ‘Four hundred and seven’ without counting them or 
even looking at the sky, and it turned out there were four hundred and seven 
stars visible that night, it would be wrong to say that Siobhan was justified in 
her belief. Siobhan has a true belief, but not a justified one. 

 

 

 

When students first encounter this material, one main area of confusion is 
distinguishing the difference between truth and justification. Take care to 
recognise they do not mean the same thing – a proposition could be true 
without being justified, and vice versa. 
 
It is also very important to recognise that ‘justification’ does not have the 
same meaning as ‘proof’. As stated, a proposition is justified when there is 
good reason to believe it. Proof is something else entirely. 
 
In connection with this, it is best to avoid any reference to ‘proof’ or ‘proven’ 
in any philosophy essay you write. It will almost always be more appropriate 
to refer to use terms such as ‘justified’, ‘evidence’, ‘persuasive’, ‘convincing’, 
‘intuitively correct’, ‘highly plausible’, and so on.  
 

7. Create an example of a true, unjustified belief, by filling in the following. (The proposition is represented 
by p, and the person saying p is represented by x.) 

 
p = 
 
p is true because 
 
p is unjustified because 
 
p is a belief for x because 
 

                                                 
1
 Note for someone to have a belief it is not necessary they have that explicit thought in their mind at the time. 

For example, three minutes ago it is unlikely that you were explicitly thinking that ‘London is the capital of 

England’, but ‘London is the capital of England’ is nonetheless a proposition that you believed then, and now. 

Consequently, a distinction can be made between dispositional beliefs – ones you are disposed to thinking of, 

such as the example above – and occurent beliefs – ones you are explicitly thinking of at a particular point in 

time. Of course, a dispositional belief can become occurent if we focus on it particularly, as you probably did 

with the example above when you read it. 
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8. Create an example of a false, unjustified belief, by filling in the following. 
 
p = 
 
p is false because 
 
p is unjustified because 
 
p is a belief for x because 
 
 
9. Create an example of a false, justified belief, by filling in the following.  
 
p = 
 
p is false because 
 
p is justified because 
 
p is a belief for x because 
 
 
10. Create an example of a true, justified proposition which is not believed, by filling in the following. 
 
p = 
 
p is true because 
 
p is justified because 
 
p is not a belief for x because 
 
 
11. Create an example of a true, justified belief, by filling in the following. 
 
p =  
 
p is true because 
 
p is justified because 
 
p is a belief for x because 
 
 
12. Explain whether you think it is right to argue that truth, justification and belief are individually necessary 

conditions for knowledge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



PHIL1 An Introduction to Philosophy 1: Reason and Experience 

[11] 

 

Concepts and ideas 
 
A concept is different from a belief. A concept can be defined as an 
abstraction or general notion of something. To put it another way, 
if we have a concept of x, then we understand something by it. 
 
For example, if you have a concept of ‘London’, then ‘London’ 
means something to you. If you have a concept of ‘biology’, ‘7’ and 
‘the 2012 Olympic games’, then ‘biology’, ‘7’ and ‘the 2012 Olympic 
games’ are all terms you understand something by. 
 
Because concepts are abstractions, this means that we are able to 
conceive of them even when we are not perceptually experiencing 
what it is we have a concept of. For instance, if you have a concept 
of ‘Bedfont’, you will be able to do such things as mentally consider, 
visualise or reflect on ‘Bedfont’ even when you are not currently 
experiencing Bedfont. 
 
It is very important to note that concepts are not propositional, as 
they cannot be true of false. This also means we cannot be said to 
believe concepts, as to say we believe something means we think it 
is true. Only propositions can be believed, because they are the 
only types of statements which can be true! 

 

 

 

13. List at least five other concepts you possess. 
 
 
 
 

 
Another important term in epistemology is ‘idea’. Annoyingly, this has had many different applications over 
time, and even individual philosophers can be criticised for being inconsistent in their use of this word. For our 
general purposes, though, idea can be taken as a general term to refer to mental objects – things which are 
the contents of our minds, rather than material objects – things which exist external to our minds. 
 
Therefore, it is appropriate to think of ideas as a term which covers both beliefs and concepts, as their 
existence is a mental one. Consequently, if you are called upon to write about ideas in an essay, it is acceptable 
to include reference to both of these things. 
 
To illustrate further, the concept of ‘bench’ is an idea, the belief ‘I am sitting on a bench’ is also an idea, but 
the material object of a bench is not an idea. 
 
 

Analytic and synthetic propositions 
 
Analytic and synthetic are terms used to describe different types of propositions. They are used in reference to 
what makes a proposition true or false. 
 
A proposition is analytic if it is true or false because of the meanings of the terms within it. ‘Squares have four 
sides’ is an example of an analytically true proposition, because ‘square’ by definition means a four-sided 
object. ‘My sister is not my female sibling’ is an example of an analytically false proposition, because by 
definition to speak of my sister means I am referring to a female sibling. 
 
A proposition is synthetic if it is true or false not because of the meanings of the terms within it. If it is true 
that ‘My dog has fleas’, then this is an example of a synthetically true proposition, because there is nothing 
about ‘dog’ that by definition means it has fleas. If it is false that ‘The king’s first name is Stephen’,  then this is 
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an example of a synthetically false proposition, because there is nothing about kings that means their first 
names are or are not, by the meaning of the term, Stephen. 
 

14. Create an example of an analytically true proposition, and explain why it is analytically true. 
 
 
15. Create an example of an analytically false proposition, and explain why it is analytically false. 
 
 
16. Create an example of a synthetically true proposition, and explain why it is synthetically true. 
 
 
17. Create an example of a synthetically false proposition, and explain why it is synthetically false. 
 
 

 
 

A posteriori and a priori propositions 
 
A priori and a posteriori are another pair of terms used to describe different types of propositions. They are 
used in reference to how we know a proposition is true or false. 
 
Propositions which are a posteriori require experience 
to know if they are true or false (as long as we know 
what all the terms within them mean). In other 
words, our senses rather than reason tell us if they 
are true or false.  
 
For example, if it is true that ‘Dave is five foot six’, 
then this is an a posteriori true proposition, as to 
know it is true, we would have had to use our senses 
to determine this. If it is false that ‘Timothy was eaten 
by a bear’, then this is an example of an a posteriori 
false proposition, as to know it is false, we would also 
have had to use our senses to determine this.  
 
Propositions which are a priori require reason to know if they are true or false (again, as long as we know what 
all the terms within them mean). In other words, our reasoning ability rather than our senses tells us if they 
are true or false.  
 
For example, ‘All female foxes are vixens’ is an a priori true proposition, because to know it is true we just have 
to recognise, using our reasoning ability, that this is the case. We do not have to go and experience all of the 
female foxes to check this is true. ‘If x is larger than y, then y is larger than x’ is an example of an a priori false 
proposition, because to know it is true we just have to recognise, using our reasoning ability, this is not the 
case. As with the previous example, the proposition itself and our knowledge of the meanings of the terms 
used is all we need to know whether it is true or false. 
 

18. Create an example of an a posteriori true proposition, and explain why it is a posteriori true. 
 
 
19. Create an example of an a posteriori false proposition, and explain why it is a posteriori false. 
 
 
20. Create an example of an a priori true proposition, and explain why it is a priori true. 
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21. Create an example of an a priori false proposition, and explain why it is a priori false. 
 
 

 
These terms have also been used with reference to concepts. An a posteriori concept we have acquired from 
experience. An a priori concept is one we have acquired from reason. As we will soon see, a key point of 
disagreement between the philosophical positions of empiricism and rationalism is over whether a priori 
concepts are possible. 
 
 

Necessary and contingent propositions 
 
Necessary and contingent is another pair of terms used to describe different types of propositions. They are 
used in reference to whether the truth or falsity of a proposition logically has to be the case. 
 
If a proposition is necessary, then its truth or falsity has to be the case. This means that if a proposition is 
necessarily true, then there is no logical possibility that it could be false. Likewise, if a proposition is 
necessarily false, then there is no logical possibility that it could be true.  
 
For example, ‘All bachelors are unmarried men’ and ‘5 + 5 = 10’ are necessarily true. 
‘A metre is longer than a mile’ and ‘Clive’s name is not Clive’ are necessarily false. 
 
If a proposition is contingent, then its truth or falsity is not necessary. This means if a 
proposition is contingently true, there is a possibility it could be false. Likewise, if a 
proposition is contingently false, there is a possibility it could be true. 
 
For example, if it is true that ‘My daughter is four years old’, this is contingently true, 
as there is no logical impossibility involved in my daughter being a different age. If it 
is false that ‘Leatherhead is the capital of England’, this is contingently false, as there 
is no logical impossibility involved in it being the capital of England.  
 
One further way of explaining the distinction between necessary and contingent used 
by some philosophers is to refer to possible worlds. In a sense, this involves 
considering alternative worlds or universes, and asking whether it is conceivable that 
the state of affairs expressed by the proposition could be different within them. 

 

 

 
For example, consider the proposition ‘Hexagons have six sides’. In this world, it is a true proposition. And it is 
not conceivable, it can be argued, to consider a possible world in which hexagons were not six sided – if they 
were, they wouldn’t be hexagons. Therefore, ‘Hexagons have six sides’ is a necessarily true proposition, as 
there is no possible world in which it could be false.  
 
To take another example, a proposition such as ‘The Queen of England lives in a council house’ is, in this world, 
false. However, it is conceivable that in another possible world, it is true that ‘The Queen of England lives in a 
council house’. Although her living arrangements would be drastically changed, it would not present a logical 
impossibility for her to continue being the Queen of England, which cannot be said of a non-six-sided shape 
continuing to be a hexagon. Therefore, ‘The Queen of England lives in a council house’ is a contingently false 
proposition.

2
 

 

                                                 
2
 It is also worth noting that arguments and properties can also be described as being necessary or contingent. 

We saw in the previous handbook the term ‘necessary’ was used to describe the connection between premises 

and conclusions in valid arguments.  

 

We also saw that if x requires certain properties to be x, these are referred to as necessary properties. Following 

from this, if x possesses certain properties that x does not need to be x, these are contingent properties. For 

example, the properties of ‘being asleep’ and ‘having a bed made of twigs’ could be contingent properties of 

bears, but they are not necessary ones. 
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22. Create an example of a necessarily true proposition, and explain why it is necessarily true. 
 
 
23. Create an example of a necessarily false proposition, and explain why it is necessarily false. 
 
 
24. Create an example of a contingently true proposition, and explain why it is contingently true. 
 
 
25. Create an example of a contingently false proposition, and explain why it is contingently false. 
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Connections between necessary/contingent, analytic/synthetic and a priori/a posteriori 
 
The connections between these terms have often caused debate among philosophers. For example, the 
following points have general agreement: 
 

 All a priori propositions are necessary. 
 

 All analytic propositions are known a priori. 
 

 All a posteriori propositions are contingent. 
 

 No analytic propositions are known a posteriori. 
 
However, there is some debate over whether some propositions can be both a priori and synthetic. See 
Appendix I for more details. 
 
 

Deductive and inductive arguments 
 
Two other contrasting terms are often used to describe arguments. To say an argument is deductive is another 
way of saying it is valid – i.e. that if the premises are true then the conclusion must be true as well. 
 
At this point, it could be asked, ‘Why, if deductive means the same as valid, are two terms used to describe the 
same thing’? One reason for this is that while ‘valid’ and ‘invalid’ are often presented as oppositional words to 
each other, the term ‘deductive’ is often contrasted with ‘inductive’. 
 
To describe an argument as being inductive means if the premises 
are true they give a good reason to think that the conclusion is true. 
In other words, although the conclusion does not necessarily follow 
from the premises, the conclusion is nonetheless very likely to be 
true if the premises are true as well.  
 
Therefore, because there is no necessary connection between the 
premises and conclusion in an inductive argument, it can be said 
that all inductive arguments are invalid. However, not all invalid 
arguments are inductive, because not all invalid arguments provide 
premises that give a good reason to think their conclusions are true 
if they are true themselves.  
 
Finally, it is important to recognise that a good inductive argument, no matter how plausible, can never 
guarantee its conclusions are true. 
 

Examples of inductive arguments 
Jacques hates watching football matches more than 
anything else. 
I am going to ask Jacques if he wants to go to a 
football match tonight. 
 
Therefore, Jacques is going to say no. 

Ingmar has had a strawberry smoothie at 8am every 
day of his life. 
It is 7.50am. 
Ingmar is alive. 
 
Therefore, Ingmar is going to have a strawberry 
smoothie in 10 minutes time. 

Every lemon everyone has ever tasted has been 
bitter. 
I am about to eat a lemon. 
 
Therefore, I am going to experience a bitter taste 
when I eat the lemon. 

Inductive arguments have been reliable in the past. 
This is an inductive argument. 
 
Therefore, this argument is reliable. 
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26. Create two examples of inductive arguments 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Rationalism and empiricism 
 
The terms rationalist and empiricist have been used to describe two 
different approaches to epistemology. It is generally recognised that these 
terms are rather broad and imprecise, and have sometimes been used to 
describe the theories of philosophers retrospectively. Some philosophers 
that have been labelled as falling under one of these categories did not 
have these terms at their disposal when they were composing their 
theories. Indeed, there is something to be said for the view that to label 
several philosophers as being of these types results in the meanings of the 
terms being overly broad, possibly too much so. However, there is 
certainly the counter view that the two terms provide a generally useful 
labelling system for differing epistemological positions.  
 
But what do rationalists and empiricists argue? A number of competing accounts of the differences between 
them have been made, and they are not necessarily incompatible with each other. For example: 
 
(1) One account focuses on where our ideas come from. It states that empiricism argues all of our ideas are 

ultimately derived from sense experience. In other words, every belief and concept we have can be traced 
back to the empirical or ‘sensible’. This means even our most complex ideas are nothing more than 
‘conglomerates of sensation’, meaning collections of different sensory inputs. Therefore, empiricism is 
associated with the claim that it is not possible to conceive of things we have never confronted via 
sensation. Another way of putting this is to say that what we sense delineates what we think, meaning 
that the limits or borders of what we are able to have ideas about is determined by what we have 
perceived. 
 
This account goes on to claim that rationalism holds that at least some of our ideas are instead derived 
from reason, and are not empirically based. In other words, rationalism claims at least some of the ideas 
we possess cannot be wholly explained or linked back to what we have experienced. Therefore, there is 
more to some of our ideas that their simply being mere conglomerates of sensation, and it is possible to 
conceive of some things which we have not experienced. Consequently, rationalism is associated with the 
view that what we sense does not wholly delineate what we think. 

 
(2) A second account focuses on the possibility of innate ideas. The most common definition of an innate idea 

is that of a belief or concept we have which cannot be entirely explained through reference to what we 
have perceived. In other words, it has not been wholly derived from experience. 
 
To add further detail, it can also be said of innate ideas that they develop naturally within us as part of our 
human development, perhaps ‘triggered’ by some experience, but is not wholly attributable to it. Innate 
ideas, if they exist, will therefore either be present from birth or emerge during our normal mental 
development. Experience, if it does play a part in our forming an innate idea, has a decidedly minimal role, 
and certainly not enough to account for the presence of the idea by itself. 

 
Theories which agree with the view that we possess innate ideas are known as innatist or ‘nativist’. 
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Supporters of this account of the distinction between the two theories argue that rationalism is an innatist 
theory, whereas empiricism is not. On this account, then, it is appropriate to describe empiricists as non-
nativist/non-innatist.  

 
One extremely important thing to note here is that innate ideas, being either concepts or beliefs, are not 
examples of know-how or practical/procedural knowledge. For instance, abilities such as speech, eating, 
use of sight, defecation etc. can all be argued to be innate (furthermore, would anyone argue they were 
not innate?), but as these are not beliefs or concepts, they do not count as being innate ideas. 

 
(3) A third account focuses on the differing methodology of rationalism and 

empiricism. A C Grayling (b. 1949 in Luanshya, Zambia) writes: 
 

The model for the rationalists is mathematics and logic, where necessary 
truths are arrived at by rational inference [i.e. deduction]. The model for 
empiricists is any of the natural sciences where observation and 
experiment are the chief motor of inquiry [i.e. induction]... For both 
traditions in epistemology, however, one of the central concerns is to 
investigate whether our means of getting knowledge are trustworthy.  
 
On this account, the difference is that rationalists place more trust and 
emphasis in methods that follow a mathematical, deductive approach, 
and empiricists put their focus in methods that follow the methodology 
of the natural sciences – arguably, as we have seen, an inductive 
approach. 

 

 
A C Grayling 

 

27. Summarise the distinctions which have been made between empiricism and rationalism 
EMPIRICISM 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RATIONALISM 

 
 
 

The view that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined by sense 
experience 

 
To say that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined by sense experience means our ideas are 
taken/derived/imported from what we have perceived, and that what our ideas are is fixed or decided by the 
content of what our experience has been. A further implication of this view is that none of our ideas are 
innate. As we can see from what was said above, this viewpoint is associated with empiricism.  
 
We shall firstly be looking at this theory with regard to concepts, and after that with regard to beliefs. We shall 
consider what is persuasive about this view, and then conclude by looking at some of the major criticisms of 
empiricism. 
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Sense experience as the source of all concepts 
 
To form any beliefs, it is necessary that we first possess concepts. Without concepts, beliefs can never be 
formed, which is why we are looking at concepts first. (For instance, to have the belief ‘These are Woody 
Allen’s pretzels’, one of the concepts we must possess is ‘pretzels’.) 
 
From the empiricist point of view, a human being who has not had any 
experiences will not have any ideas, as they cannot be derived using 
any other method. To reflect this, the mind prior to experience is 
described as being like a tabula rasa. This claim is principally associated 
with John Locke (b. 1632 in Somerset, England d. 1704 in Essex, 
England), who writes: 
 
Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper [tabula 
rasa], void of all characters without any ideas, how comes it to be 
furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store, which the busy and 
boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost endless 
variety? Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To 
this I answer, in one word, from EXPERIENCE. 
 
As well as ‘white paper’, tabula rasa has also been translated as ‘blank 
slate’. One other point that can be said here is that empiricism can be 
taken as arguing that all concepts are a posteriori – meaning there are 
no a priori concepts. (Note that empiricists do not necessarily deny the 
existence of a priori beliefs, just a priori concepts.) 

 
 

 
John Locke 

 
From this starting position of an empty mind, empiricism argues we then accumulate our concepts as a result 
of what we experience. On this account, the world as we experience it comes to us as a variety of sense 
impressions or ‘sense data’ – individual shapes, colours, textures, sounds, movements, and so on. If we were 
to describe our experience in terms of sense data, it would be in the simplest or ‘purest’ descriptive terms 
possible. For example, a ball placed on a table might be described as a blue, soft, spherical object above and 
touching a brown, hardened rectangular surface that has four cylindrical protuberances extending downwards 
from each of its four corners. 
 
According to this empiricist model of the mind, this is how we ultimately experience the world around us. 
Roughly speaking, it can be said that from our experience of similar groupings of sense data, we come to form 
particular concepts. For instance, associating spherical objects of a particular sort with the concept ‘ball’, 
associating similar-looking patches of colour in our vision with the concept ‘yellow’, or particular types of high-
pitched sounds with the concept of ‘whistling’. 
 
Returning again to the writings of Locke, we find this passage: 
 
The senses at first let in particular ideas, and furnish the yet empty cabinet: and the mind by degrees growing 
familiar with some of them, they are lodged in the memory, and names got to them. Afterwards the mind 
proceeding farther, abstracts them, and by degrees learns the use of general names. In this manner the mind 
comes to be furnished with ideas and language, the materials about which to exercise its discursive faculty. 
 
What Locke means by this is that as we remember particular experiences through their repetition, we start to 
label them. Through this process, we acquire concepts. From there, we abstract from the individual cases to 
talk about ‘types’ of experience. For example, we move from ‘dog’, ‘cat’, ‘monkey’, and so on, to the idea of 
‘animal’. 
 
Elsewhere, another empiricist, David Hume (b. 1711 d. 1776 in Edinburgh, Scotland) writes: 
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A blind man can form no notion of colours; a deaf man of sounds. Restore either of them that sense in which he 
is deficient; by opening this new inlet for his sensations, you also open an inlet for the ideas; and he finds no 
difficulty in conceiving these objects. 
 
As stated, the empiricist argument claims that, without exception, all of our concepts are formed in this way – 
they are ultimately imported or derived from experience.  
 
 

Sense experience as the source of all beliefs 
 
As stated, to go on to form beliefs, we must possess concepts. For example, to form the belief ‘That’s a dog’, 
one necessary concept we must have is ‘dog’. If the empiricist argument that all concepts are derived from and 
are determined by sense experience is correct, then it must also be true that all beliefs are ultimately derived 
from and determined by our sense data as well. In other words, what we sense delineates what we think. 
 

Take care with regard to exam questions that 
focus on the role of experience. For example:  

 If the question specifies ‘concepts’, 
clearly your focus should just be on 
these, rather than beliefs or 
propositions.  

 If the question specifies ‘knowledge’ or 
‘beliefs’, you will first have to explain 
how concept acquisition is necessary 
before any knowledge or beliefs can be 
acquired. 

 If the question specifies ‘ideas’, 
remember this is a term used to refer to 
both concepts and beliefs.  

 

 
David Hume 

 
 

Strengths of the view that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined by sense 
experience 
 
A key strength of the empiricist argument that the ideas we have imported are derived from and determined 
by sense experience has a key strength, in that there does seem to be a strong connection between the ideas 
we possess and what we have perceived using our senses. For instance, people who have never had the sense 
of sight are unable to form the same ideas about such things as colours, perspective and visual beauty as those 
who can see. People who have never had the sense of hearing are unable to form the same ideas about such 
things as tone and pitch as those who can hear. This suggests that our senses play an extremely important role 
in the import of ideas. 
 
Secondly, it is clear that our acceptance of knowledge claims are heavily affected by what has been 
experienced. We are often very suspicious and dismissive of anyone who claims they have knowledge of 
something which has not or cannot be perceived. For example, somebody telling us their beliefs about a place 
they have never visited or seen any information on, or people claiming to have knowledge about other 
individuals they have had no kind of contact with whatsoever. This suggests the connection between 
knowledge and experience is a strong one. 
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Weaknesses of the view that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined by 
sense experience 
 
Firstly, one problem empiricism raises is accounting for our having ideas of things we have not directly 
confronted via sensation. For instance, someone who has not been to Moscow can still have a concept of 
‘Moscow’, and also have beliefs about Moscow, such as ‘Moscow is a city’. 
 

In response to this, an empiricist could argue we can nonetheless acquire ideas relating to things we 
have not directly experienced, but it is still required that we have had some form of experience that 
relates to them. For example, a person who has not been to Moscow could still develop a concept of 
it through other experiences. For instance, from hearing accounts of the city, seeing pictures or films, 
and so on. Another way of putting this is to say that as long as we have had direct or indirect 
experience of something, we can form ideas about it. 

 
Secondly, another problem is accounting for how we have ideas not only of things we have not experienced, 
but of things we cannot experience. That is, concepts of things which do not exist, such as dragons, 
werewolves or moomins. These are examples of things we could never confront via sensation. 
 

(1), in response to this objection, an empiricist could state that concepts such as these will all be 
‘complex concepts’ – that is, they can be broken down to other concepts. For instance, although we 
have not experienced dragons, we will have experienced other things which have given us concepts 
that, when conglomerated, can be said to form the concept of ‘dragon’. For instance, experiences of 
fire, lizards, wings etc. Furthermore, even the most fantastical concepts will surely be ultimately 
composed of the simplest concepts we have experienced, such as particular shapes, colours and so 
on.  
 
(2), a different response 
could also be given by 
the empiricist, stating 
that although we have 
not, for example, had 
experience of real 
werewolves, to form a 
concept of them it is 
sufficient that we have 
nonetheless had sensory 
experience of them in 
fiction, such as through 
stories, illustrations and 
so forth.  

 
Thirdly, another objection to the empiricist claim that sense experience is the source of all ideas is that many 
mathematical concepts we have do not relate to anything we have experienced. For instance, ‘2’, ‘equals’ and 
‘square root’ do not seem to be things we can have experience of, but we can concepts of all of these things. 
 
The rationalist Descartes (b. 1596 in Touraine, France d. 1650 in Stockholm, Sweden) develops this point 
further. He states we can have a concept of a chiliagon (1 000 sided-shape) or myriagon (10 000 sided-shape) 
without having had to experience such things. Furthermore, we are able to conceive of these objects without 
being about to mentally picture what they would look like. 
 

One possible empiricist response to this objection is that we derive concepts of numbers by inducting 
from our own experiences. For example, if we see a single stick, and then another stick, we recognise 
it is two sticks. From such experiences, we can derive concepts such as ‘1’, ‘2’, and so on, and acquire 
beliefs such as ‘1 + 1 = 2’. 
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However, this empiricist response has difficulties. As mentioned above, to identify a quantity 
of something – such as sticks – we must surely possess concepts of numbers already. As it 
does not seem that we can explain how we have acquired our concepts of numbers with 
reference to sense experience alone, the case could be made that such concepts are innate.  
 
Furthermore, it is clear that we can also have concepts of numbers where it is very difficult 
to see how they relate to any experience we may have had. For example, the concept of 
‘9,345,985,031,322’. While it is perhaps possible to accept we have developed the concept of 
‘2’ from seeing two objects and making the required mental connections from such an 
experience, this doesn’t seem as possible for extremely large numbers we have had no 
comparable experiences of. Similar problems could be said to exist for fractions, decimals, 
negative numbers, and pi. 

 
Fourthly, another criticism against the argument that all ideas are acquired by experience is that we seem to 
have an innate tendency to treat certain types of sense experience differently to others. To be more specific, 
when we perceive other individuals (and, arguably, some animals), we do not regard them in the same way as 
when we perceive other objects such as trees, tables, and plants. Clearly, we are unable to perceive the 
thoughts and feelings of others. As the problem of other minds theory claims, we have no certainty that 
anyone besides ourselves even has thoughts and feelings like we do, because all we can ever perceive is their 
external behaviour. What is going on ‘inside’ is unperceivable.  
 
Despite this, we nonetheless seem to automatically regard others as having 
minds like our own, despite not having experienced other minds. Let’s see 
what the psychologist Steven Pinker (b. 1954 in Quebec, Canada) has to say 
about this: 
 
Experiments show that one-and-a-half-year-old babies are . . . intuitive 
psychologists who psych out other people’s intentions before copying what 
they do. When an adult first exposes a baby to a word, as in ‘That’s a tom,’ 
the baby will remember it as the name of the toy the adult was looking at at 
the time, not as the name of the toy the baby herself was looking at. If an 
adult fiddles with a gadget but indicates that the action was an accident (by 
saying ‘Whoops’), a baby will not even bother trying to imitate him. But if the 
adult does the same thing but indicates that he intended the action, the baby 
will imitate him. And when an adult tries and fails to accomplish something 
(like trying to press the button on a buzzer, or trying to string a loop around a 
peg), the baby will imitate what the adult tried to do, not what he did do. 

 

 
Steven Pinker 

 
In other words, we learn from others who we regard as thinkers like us. Relying on raw sensory experience 
alone – the shapes, colours, sounds etc. – presented to us, does not seem to be enough to do this. Perhaps our 
experience of other human beings triggers an innate belief that they are thinking, perceiving beings like 
ourselves. In other words, perhaps a belief that ‘Other individuals possess minds’ is innate, and this belief is 
triggered when we experience other persons. 
 
Fifthly, there are a number of important concepts we possess which seem very hard to link back to sense 
experience. For example, consider the concepts ‘same’ and ‘different’. If we did not possess these concepts, 
we would be unable to distinguish experiences from other experiences. To illustrate this, imagine perceiving a 
three-sided shape. According to empiricism, this can lead to us acquiring the concept ‘triangle’. However, it 
can be argued that the only way this could happen is if we are able to distinguish how experiences of three-
sided shapes are the same as other experiences of three-sided shapes, and different to experiences which are 
not of three-sided shapes.  
 
Therefore, for us to acquire the concept ‘triangle’, we would have to already possess the concepts ‘same’ and 
‘different’. Otherwise, we would be unable to ‘pick out’ our experience of three-sided shapes from other kinds 
of experiences. Furthermore, this problem seems to be the case for other concepts as well. For example, for us 
to gain the concept ‘dog’, we must first be able to distinguish how some of experiences are the same or 
different to each other.  
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The reason this creates a particular problem for empiricism is 
because it is hard to see how ‘same’ and ‘different’ could be 
derived from sense experience. After all, for us to make use 
of them, we would already have to have some understanding 
of them. Therefore, it can be argued these are innate 
concepts. 
 
Sixthly, it can furthermore be argued that concepts such as 
‘all’, ‘some’, ‘many’, ‘few’, ‘if’, ‘then’, ‘is’, ‘is not’, ‘or’ and ‘so’ 
– are also required for us to meaningfully form concepts that 
we gather from our sense impressions. But it is difficult to 
see how any of these concepts relate to sense experience 
themselves. It can be argued that, like ‘same’ and ‘different’, 
we must already possess them if we are to make use of 
them. Consequently, they may also be innate concepts. 

 
 

 

 

28. For each of the five criticisms given of the view that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined 
by sense experience, (i) briefly sum up what they are, and (ii) explain whether you think they provide 
significant problems for the theory. Give reasons for your claims, and take into consideration any possible 
responses which could be made to these criticisms. 
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The view that claims to know about what exists or occurs must be justified by 
sense experience 

 
As we saw above, empiricism argues that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined by sense 
experience. Therefore, empiricists claim all ideas can ultimately be traced back to the experiences we have 
had. 
 
In this section, we look at another claim found in empiricism: that 
claims to know about what exists or occurs must be justified by 
sense experience. Whereas the concern in the previous section 
was with where ideas come from, this claim is more focused on 
whether or not our experience reveals to us what is truly there. In 
other words, does experiencing something provide justification it 
is real? Empiricism argues that it does. 
 
We have already seen indications that empiricism supports the 
view that claims to know about what exists or occurs must be 
justified by sense experience. For example, we have looked at 
how empiricism favours the methodology of the natural sciences, 
arguing that basing our investigations on experience and 
induction is a good method of acquiring truths. Empiricists 
typically hold that along with all of our ideas being imported from 
sensory impressions, this method is also a highly justified one.  
 
Therefore, it can be said that with regard to the classical definition of knowledge, if a proposition is ultimately 
derived from sense experience, empiricists would be highly likely to argue that it is justified. 
 
 

Strengths of the view that claims to know about what exists or occurs must be justified by 
sense experience 
 
The view that claims to know about what exists or occurs must be justified by sense experience can be very 
appealing from a common sense point of view. It certainly seems reasonable to argue that because we can 
experience something, then it is justified to believe that it exists. This may be considered particularly true if the 
experience we have of something is direct, such as perceiving an object first-hand. 
 
However, even when our experience of something is indirect – e.g. reading about a place in a textbook, 
hearing someone’s testimony about an earlier event – for us to feel justified in believing it, it seems reasonable 
to demand that those we are acquiring the information from have used experience themselves, rather than 
pulling ideas irrelevant to anyone’s sense perception. 
 
 

Weaknesses of the view that claims to know about what exists or occurs must be justified 
by sense experience 
 
We will see in later sections of this handbook that other theories question the view that claims to know about 
what exists or occurs must be justified by sense experience. These include:  
 

 Rationalism, which often argues using reason over experience provides greater justification. 
 

 Global scepticism, which doubts whether any claims to know propositions can justifiably be made. 
 

 Kant’s argument on conceptual schemes, which is critical of both empiricist and rationalist positions 
regarding any knowledge claims about what exists. 

 



PHIL1 An Introduction to Philosophy 1: Reason and Experience 

[24] 

 

Innate knowledge 
 

The view that the mind contains innate knowledge regarding the way the 
world is 

 
As discussed above, rationalism is an example of a theory that is ‘innatist’, or ‘nativist’. This means rationalists 
support the doctrine that at least some of our ideas are innate. One of the things which makes this view 
philosophically significant is its opposition to the empiricist view that the import of all ideas derives from and is 
determined by sense experience. 
 
In the previous section, we also saw another position supported by empiricists, that claims to know about 
what exists or occurs must be justified by sense experience. Although many rationalists agree that if we have 
perceived something, this provides a good reason to believe it exists or occurs, it is also common to find in 
rationalist arguments the claim that if an idea is innate, this provides an even greater or more reliable 
justification that the content of the idea exists. 
 
For example, if idea x can be traced back to sense experience, a rationalist may well argue it is justified to 
believe that idea x relates to what truly exists. However, if idea y is innate, a rationalist may well argue it is 
even more justifiable to believe that idea y relates to the way the world is.  
 
Clearly, empiricists would not argue that innate ideas provide justification in our claims to know about what 
exists or occurs, because they deny we have any innate ideas at all. 
 

It is worth stressing and clarifying here a number of points which are often 
confused by students in the exam. Pay attention! 
 

 Rationalism is an example of an innatist theory. There are other 
theories which are innatist, but not rationalist. For example, Kant’s 
theory of conceptual schemes. 

 

 Nativism can be described as the view that at least some of our ideas 
are innate. Another way of putting this is to say that all innatists argue 
that more than none of our ideas are innate. A common error that 
appears in exams is for students to say that rationalists or innatists 
argue that all our ideas are innate. Although some rationalists and 
nativists do hold this position, it is a very uncommon one. 

 

 To say an idea is innate is to say it cannot be wholly explained by 
reference to sense experience. Another common error in exams is to 
say that innate ideas are those which are present from birth. This is not 
necessarily the case, as innate ideas may also develop later on, 
perhaps ‘triggered’ by a particular sense experience. 

 

 Don’t forget what ‘innate ideas’ refers to – i.e. concepts and beliefs. 
Rationalists and empiricists are not concerned with innate know-how 
or abilities, so do not use examples such as innately knowing how to 
walk, speak, eat, or anything like that. 
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The view that some fundamental claims about what exists can be grounded 
in and justified by a priori intuition and/or demonstration 

 
We will shortly be looking at some theories presented by specific philosophers associated with rationalism. 
Before we do, it is necessary to know that many of them have focused their claims on one or both of the 
following methods for acquiring innate ideas: 
 

 A priori intuition, where we come to possess an idea 
through simply considering it. In other words, it is self-
evident, meaning (for a concept) we recognise its 
relevance and how it accurately relates to what actually 
exists, or (for a belief) we see it is clearly true, accurately 
describing what actually is the case. For either concepts or 
beliefs of this type, experience is not required for us to 
reach these self-evident conclusions – we just have to use 
our reasoning ability. 

 

 A priori demonstration, where we use deduction from a 
priori premises. This means we take an a priori idea, and 
see what can be deductively derived from that. In other 
words, we take our existing a priori ideas as foundational, 
meaning a starting point to build up from, and ask what 
necessarily must follow from them. (Note it is not 
considered acceptable to see what inductively or probably 
follows from these a priori foundations – rationalism has 
typically considered such conclusions to lack the rigour 
and certainty that is required.) 

 
 

↑ 
 

DEDUCTIVE 
REASONING 

 

↑ 

 
. . .  

 
. . .  

 
. . .  

 
Demonstrated a priori 

belief 

 
Foundational a priori 

intuition 
 

 
With reference back to the classical definition of knowledge, it can be said that rationalists argue if a belief is 
acquired through a priori intuition or demonstration, then it has justification.  
 
It should also be noted that empiricists are not automatically against the claim that a priori intuition and 
demonstration provides us with justified beliefs. However, empiricist arguments have typically focused more 
on processes of induction, taking their foundational starting points in ideas we have derived from experience.  
 
One further thing that can be said about rationalism is its mistrust in reliance on induction and experience – 
they regard deduction and reasoning as more likely to provide us with justified beliefs than induction and 
experience. 
 
We will now look at two examples of rationalist theories, both of which argue the mind contains innate 
knowledge regarding the way the world is, and that some fundamental claims about what exists can be 
grounded in and justified by a priori intuition and/or demonstration. 
 

29. What advantages and disadvantages might there be in using a priori intuition and demonstration as a way 
of attempting to acquire knowledge? 
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1. Descartes 
 
Rene Descartes (b. 1596 in Indre-et-Loire, France d. 1650 in Stockholm, 
Sweden) presents arguments in favour of the view that the mind 
contains innate knowledge regarding the way the world is, and that 
some fundamental claims about what exists can be grounded in and 
justified by a priori intuition and demonstration. 
 
However, it is important to recognise that the theories he presents 
here are also made in response to the philosophical position known as 
global scepticism. Because of this, we will take a brief tangent to find 
out what it is: 

 
Rene Descartes 

 

Simply put, the problematic argument global scepticism presents to epistemology is this: 
 
P1. A belief is not knowledge if it can be doubted. 
P2. All beliefs can be doubted. 
C. Therefore, no beliefs are knowledge. 
 
It is important to stress the point that global sceptics argue all beliefs can be doubted. This includes not just a 
posteriori beliefs like ‘I have a physical body’, but also a priori beliefs such as ‘Squares have four sides’ and ‘All 
dogs are not squirrels’. Only if it is impossible to doubt a belief will global scepticism argue that a belief can be 
known. However, as they argue all beliefs can be doubted, global sceptics state we therefore know nothing.

3
 

 
Pyrrho (b. c.360 BCE d. c.270 BCE in Elis, Greece) is often regarded as being the first 
global sceptic. He argues in favour of global scepticism by stating that, for every 
proposition, there is always reason to believe that it is false. After all, even the 
wisest people disagree over the most basic things – no belief seems immune to the 
possibility that it is wrong. And even if the possibility of falsity is extremely low, as 
long as there is any possibility of doubt, we have reason to be sceptical. Therefore, 
as there is always room for doubting the truth of any proposition, global scepticism 
is a sound argument. Because of this, Pyrrho felt it was wrong to claim anything as 
decisive as ‘There is a chair in the room’. At best, we can only comment on how 
things appear to us. Therefore, a statement like ‘There appears to be a chair in the 
room’ could be acceptable, whereas ‘There is a chair in the room’ would not be. 

 
Pyrrho 

 
Descartes states his aim is to conclusively show that global scepticism is false. He intends to do this by 
attacking the second premise of the argument – i.e. he intends to show there are some beliefs which cannot 
be doubted. As we will see, in doing this he uncovers what he argues are examples of innate ideas which 
provide knowledge regarding the way the world is, and he makes use of the methods of both a priori intuition 
and a priori demonstration throughout his investigations.  
 
To decisively confront global scepticism, Descartes states he intends to attack it in its most persuasive form. He 
reasons that if he can successfully argue against global scepticism at its strongest, then it will be conclusively 
defeated, and thereafter can be justifiably ignored. In his approach, Descartes makes the important resolution 
to not accept any belief unless it is absolutely certain. In doing this, he shows he accepts the first premise of 
global scepticism – ‘A belief is not knowledge if it can be doubted’. 
 

                                                 
3
 One tempting response to global scepticism that is often made when people first encounter it is to draw 

attention to the fact that global sceptics must surely doubt the belief ‘Global scepticism is true’. 

 

In response to this, a consistent global sceptic would have to say, yes, a belief in global scepticism is also 

something that can be doubted, and therefore not known. However, two things should be noted here. Firstly, 

global scepticism is saying every belief can be doubted, not that every belief is definitely false, which are two 

very different things. Secondly, even if global scepticism can be doubted, this does not mean all other beliefs 

become absolutely certain. Doubting scepticism does not ‘save’ every other belief you have from doubt. 
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To begin, Descartes wonder what would give him sufficient cause to doubt all his 
beliefs. He concludes it would take the existence of an all-powerful being, which he 
chooses to describe as a ‘malignant demon’, which is purposefully deceiving 
Descartes into thinking all of his beliefs are true, when in fact they are not. 
 
Before we go any further, it is extremely important to note that Descartes does not 
believe this demon actually exists. He is simply considering what conditions would 
have to be met for him to doubt all of his beliefs.  
 
Descartes argues that if he is to claim it is impossible to doubt his beliefs, then he 
needs to show, without any possibility of being mistaken, that the demon does not 
exist. He states that if there remains any chance there is such a demon, then global 
scepticism is undefeated.  
 
Given the extent of the demon’s powers, it is able to deceive Descartes regarding his beliefs and concepts that 
relate to his experiences. After all, although Descartes perceives the world and his body to be a certain way, 
the demon has the ability to deceive him, by creating an illusory experience for Descartes. Consequently, the 
possibility of the demon casts doubt on beliefs such as ‘My senses are reliable’, ‘I have a physical body’, ‘There 
are substances’, and ‘The world exists’. 
 
However, given that the demon is all-powerful, even seemingly more secure beliefs become doubtable. For 
example, beliefs such as ‘Triangles have three sides’ and ‘If x is larger than y, then y is smaller than x’ can also 
be doubted. Descartes argues the demon would be able to manipulate him into thinking his reasoning ability 
was correct, when in fact it isn’t. For instance, it may be the case that ‘2 + 2 = 5’, but every time Descartes uses 
his reasoning ability, the demon manipulates him into wrongly believing that ‘2 + 2 = 4’. 
 
Therefore, although Descartes does not make use of such terms – given the period of philosophical history in 
which he was writing – his arguments suggest that the possibility of the demon gives him reason to doubt not 
just his a posteriori and contingent beliefs, but also his a priori and necessary beliefs as well. In other words – 
all of his beliefs. Consequently, the possibility of the demon means that global scepticism’s second premise of 
‘All beliefs can be doubted’ is a justifiable claim to make.

4
 

 
Descartes recognises that from his current philosophical position, being manipulated in every epistemological 
way possible by an all-powerful, malignant demon, that there doesn’t seem anything he can be certain about. 
But then he makes what is perhaps the most well-known argument in Western philosophy: 
 
Descartes reasons that there is one belief the possibility of the demon does not cast doubt on – ‘I am thinking’. 
After all, even if all of Descartes’ beliefs are mistaken, they are still his beliefs, he must be having these 
thoughts. What he is thinking could be completely false, but Descartes concludes it is an indisputable truth 
that he is thinking.  

                                                 
4
 Given the amount of misunderstanding this always creates, it is again worth drawing attention to the fact that 

Descartes is not claiming there really is a demon manipulating his thoughts. He recognises this situation appears 

extreme and incredibly unlikely. However, it is not completely impossible that there is a demon. And given it is 

not completely impossible, this means all of our beliefs can be doubted, and so global scepticism is a legitimate 

philosophical position that needs to be dealt with. 

 

It is also worth stating that the reason why we are likely to think the demon scenario is so ridiculous and 

improbable is because the universe as we understand does not operate in such a way. However, if it actually is 

the case that there is a manipulative, all-powerful demon, then everything we think about what is likely and 

improbable may bear no relation to how things really are.  

 

This may raise questions as to why the demon is doing this at all, and also why the demon allows for Descartes 

to consider that the demon might exist – wouldn’t it want to remain hidden? These may seem intriguing 

questions to consider, but even if they could be answered, they do not make the philosophical problem of the 

demon go away. And besides, why would we attribute human motivations to a demon? But enough of this – get 

back to what Descartes does next. 
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Descartes’ argument here is philosophically significant for a number 
of reasons. Firstly, the belief ‘I am thinking’ can be argued to have 
been acquired through the process of a priori intuition, as Descartes 
recognises its truth using reason rather than experience, and also that 
it is clearly self-evident in its truth. Secondly, because it is not 
acquired by reliance on sense experience, the true belief ‘I am 
thinking’ can be described as an example of an innate knowledge. 
Thirdly, if Descartes is correct in his view that the truth of ‘I am 
thinking’ cannot be doubted, then global scepticism’s claim that all 
beliefs can be doubted is false. 
 
As stated, Descartes can be said to arrive at ‘I am thinking’ through a 
priori intuition. From this point, he intends to use deduction, to see 
what else can necessarily be inferred from this starting principle. 
Therefore, Descartes is also engaging in a priori demonstration, as he 
aims to move from a foundational a priori belief, in deductive steps, 
to other beliefs. He does this in the following way: 

 

 
Descartes reasons that if ‘I am thinking’ is true, then it must also be the case that ‘I exist’ is true. After all, if I 
am a thinking being, then I surely must exist. If he is right, then ‘I exist’ is an example of an a priori innate 
truth, acquired through a priori demonstration.  
 
Admittedly, at this stage of the argument, it is still highly questionable exactly what the true nature of 
Descartes’ existence is. Beyond being a thinking thing, he is able to say very little else at this point. After all, he 
has not (yet) shown that his perceptual beliefs are without doubt, so, for example, he may not possess a 
physical body. In fact, there may not even be any physical objects at all. However, he has more to say. 
 
Descartes further deduces that the belief ‘The mind can exist separately from the body’ is also an a priori 
innate truth. He reaches this understanding from the recognition that this conscious collection of thoughts and 
feelings – the self – can be considered as a separate entity to his physical body, given that he can conceive of 
the self existing without one. Because of this reasoning, Descartes also manages to argue there is an innate a 
priori concept of ‘self’.  
 
Descartes then searches his mind for more ideas. He 
recognises that among his other thoughts is the 
concept of a perfect being. As it is perfect, the being 
has perfection in all of its qualities. Therefore, it is 
omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent. He 
calls this perfect being God. Therefore, the a priori 
concept of ‘God’ is innate. 
 
Descartes then questions whether this concept is a 
reliable one to hold. In other words, he questions 
whether such a being actually exists. He notes that he 
himself is not a perfect being. After all, he is capable 
of making mistakes and is uncertain about many 
things. He reasons that as he is imperfect, he could 
not conceive of perfection himself, as he argues that 
perfection cannot come from a source that is 
imperfect. Perfection can only come from perfection, 
states Descartes. 
 
Therefore, the perfect being he conceives of must be 
the source of this conception. Consequently, ‘God 
exists’ is a priori true, and a further example of innate 
propositional knowledge, arrived at through a priori 
demonstration.  
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Descartes returns to his reasoning that as God is perfect, God is necessarily omnipotent and omnibenevolent, 
for a final big push through his a priori deductive method: 
 
He reasons that a perfect being would not wish to deceive him, and would be powerful enough to ensure this 
does not happen. Therefore, it is true that ‘There is no malignant demon deceiving me’.  
 
Furthermore, the presence of God justifies Descartes’ other beliefs, and also gives the reassurance that 
Descartes’ reasoning ability – which led him to these conclusions – is not in error. In other words, Descartes’ 
many a posteriori and a priori beliefs and his use of reason are justified as they can be deductively inferred 
from ‘God exists’. The necessary existence of God guarantees the certainty of many of Descartes’ other beliefs, 
and shows him his ideas must relate to the way the world is, and not a constructed, imaginary universe. 
Because of God, Descartes’ beliefs have certainty, as God is ensuring he is not being deceived. 
 
However, as Descartes has already indicated, he is capable of making mistakes himself, because he is not a 
perfect being. This imperfection explains those occasions when he has beliefs that are mistaken. In other 
words, any mistaken beliefs he holds are the result of his own imperfections. After all, they clearly cannot be a 
result of God’s imperfections, as God is perfect. 
 
Since he argues that he has demonstrated that God exists, Descartes concludes that we know ‘The external 
world of physical objects exists’. We do not know this because sense experience shows us that it does, but 
through a priori intuition and demonstration.  
 
In summary, Descartes has a theory which appears to show that global scepticism is wrong, we can trust our 
senses, God exists, innatism is correct, and that a priori intuition and demonstration reveals necessary innate 
truths to us about what exists. 
 

30. Create either a script for a performance, or a comic strip, which explains and illustrates Descartes’ 
arguments. Each stage of his theory should be included, with the concepts and beliefs brought up clearly 
specified. 

 
 

Criticisms of Descartes 
 
However, Descartes’ argument has received a number of criticisms. In 
considering the following points, it should be remembered that 
Descartes claims he will assume nothing until he has reason to think it 
absolutely certain. This method was adopted in order to establish 
absolutely certain foundations for his beliefs and concepts. 
 
Firstly, Descartes has been criticised for his claim that an imperfect 
being cannot conceive of a perfect being. Some philosophers have 
found this a persuasive point, but whether it is necessarily true has 
been questioned. If Descartes is wrong here, his argument for the 
existence of God has a serious flaw. 

 
 

 

 
Secondly, Descartes has also been criticised for his use of ‘I am thinking’ as an absolutely certain belief. 
Descartes is, by his own admission, unjustified in assuming any belief which is not absolutely certain. If he does 
not establish an absolutely certain foundation, anything he infers from such a foundation cannot be certain 
either.  
 
Remember Descartes concluded that ‘I am thinking’ as a result of the recognition that there were thoughts, 
and that the existence of these thoughts could not be doubted. He argued that because there were thoughts, 
they must all originate from a thinker, which must be himself – therefore, ‘I exist’. 
 
Some philosophers have argued that in stating the belief ‘I am thinking’, Descartes is making the implied 
assumption that ‘Thoughts must originate from a thinker’ and that the thoughts in question are all originating 
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from one common source i.e. himself. At the position in his argument when he makes this assumption, the 
only thing he can be certain of is the presence of thought. After all, he has not yet established the existence of 
God to guarantee the certainty of any other beliefs. 
 
Therefore, philosophers who support this objection to Descartes’ argument suggest that the only belief that 
has any certainty is not ‘I am thinking’, but ‘There are thoughts’ (and, equally, ‘There are perceptions’). If this is 
correct, Descartes cannot use ‘I am thinking’ as a foundational basis for his other beliefs, as it is not completely 
certain. 
 
If this criticism is correct, it is possible that it could still be claimed that ‘There are thoughts’ and ‘There are 
perceptions’ are truths that are innately known. However, given that there may not be an existing self who 
could know these propositions, this may not be much comfort. Furthermore, it does not seem possible to 
deduce any further propositions from such a starting point. In other words, the foundational method of 
building up from certain beliefs may begin and end with these foundations. 
 
Following this, it could still be said that global scepticism is false, as the beliefs ‘There are thoughts’ and ‘There 
are perceptions’ cannot be doubted. This therefore goes against global scepticism’s claim that all beliefs can be 
doubted. If this is right, then it is also possible to have knowledge of beliefs such as ‘There is the appearance of 
a chair’, or ‘There is the sensation of happiness’, as it is possible to believe with certainty how things seem to 
be. But it would be wrong to claim that we can know such beliefs as ‘There is a chair’ or ‘I am feeling sad’, or 
even ‘I exist’.  
 
Thirdly, Descartes’ justification for the 
existence of God has been criticised for 
relying on a circular argument: 
 

 Descartes concludes that God exists 
as a result of using his reasoning 
ability. 

 

 Descartes argues that his reasoning 
ability is justified because the 
existence of God guarantees that his 
reasoning is not in error. 

 
In other words, he is assuming his 
reasoning ability can lead him to certain 
beliefs before he has established evidence 
that his reasoning ability is reliable. 
 
Therefore, it does not look like Descartes 
can be so certain that ‘God exists’, as his 
possibly flawed reasoning ability has 
brought him to think this belief is true. 
After all, what is to stop the omnipotent 
demon from twisting Descartes’ logical 
processes to deceive him into thinking 
that God’s existence is an a priori 
necessary truth? ‘Ha ha ha ha ha ha’, says 
the demon, while God sadly gets shoved 
out of the epistemological picture, having 
less of a firm basis for existence than the 
demon seems to. Sorry, God. Sorry, 
Descartes. 

 

 
 
 
 

http://www.last.fm/music/Avril+Lavigne/+images/2246484
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2. Euclid 
 
Rationalists have often placed particular importance on the role of mathematics in epistemology. Descartes 
was of this belief, as was his contemporary, the scientist and astronomer Galileo (b. 1564 in Florence, Italy d. 
1642 in Tuscany, Italy), who argued the only way to read and understand nature is through the language in 
which it is written – the language of mathematics. Mathematics can reveal to us a lot about how the world is. 
 
In looking into these types of rationalist arguments, we are therefore crossing over into the philosophy of 
mathematics. This is a difficult area, as it requires knowledge of maths to look at in any depth. Because of this, 
we will therefore not be looking at it in much depth. The main thing to recognise is that it shows further the 
rationalist method of a priori intuition and demonstration, and the uncovering of innate ideas and how the 
world is. 
 
One of the easier areas in maths to look at for this is geometry – the 
study of shapes. The foundations of geometry were established by the 
Greek mathematician Euclid (around 300 BCE). He sets out what is 
known as an axiomatic system, meaning a system in which all the 
propositions are derived from a foundational set of initial axioms, 
which are propositions taken to be self-evidently true. In other words, 
axioms are propositions that through a priori intuition, we recognise as 
being true. For example, among those in Euclid’s initial axioms are the 
following: 
 

 ‘All right angles equal one another’  

 ‘A circle is a plane figure contained by one line such that all the 
straight lines falling upon it from one point among those lying 
within the figure equal one another’

5
 

 
They get far more involved than these, so let’s run away fast. From 
these foundational axioms, Euclid deduces further ones. Therefore, he 
is using a priori demonstration, in a similar manner to Descartes – 
starting from self-evident, a priori principles, and building further levels 
of beliefs on these starting foundations. For example, among Euclid’s 
derived axioms are: 
 

 ‘If a straight line falling on two straight lines makes the alternate 
angles equal to one another, then the straight lines are parallel to 
one another’ 

 
It is also important to note that because we recognise the truth of 
these geometric propositions without being wholly reliant on 
experience, they can be claimed as examples of innate knowledge.  

 
Galileo (above), Euclid (below) 

 

 
Euclid’s approach was of great inspiration to the later rationalists. They felt that his taking self-evidently true 
propositions, and then, through deductive inference, seeing what other propositions could be further 
established, was a method that should also be used outside of mathematics. This influence can particularly be 
seen in Descartes’ earlier argument, where he sets out to establish undoubtable a priori foundational beliefs, 
and then add to these by use of deduction. 
 

31. Explain in which respects Euclid’s theories are similar to those of Descartes. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5
 Meaning a circle is a single line whereby every point on it is the same distance from the centre. 
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Criticisms of Euclid 
 
In Euclid’s favour, regarding geometry, it would seem that we are able to move from self-evident a priori 
beliefs about shapes, to other beliefs that we deductively infer from these foundational beginnings. We can 
then do things like construct bridges and buildings that rely on matter and space behaving in the ways 
described by geometry. We can even correctly predict the angles and properties of shapes that have never 
before existed. Geometry, therefore, seems to be telling us truths about the nature of physical space. So it 
would seem that with geometry we have an example of how we can gain knowledge of the world 
independently of the senses, using a priori intuition and demonstration. 
 

However, it can be said there are some problems with this. Firstly, it can be argued that geometry is 
simply working out the logical implications of the initial axioms. This means that any further 
propositions inferred from the starting ones do not provide us with anything that can truly be 
described as new knowledge – it is just making explicit what the further implications are.  
 
Secondly, more recent mathematics has argued the axioms established by Euclid’s geometry aren’t 
actually true. It is said these axioms can only provide us with approximations, which become less and 
less accurate as the scale we are looking at increases. For example, over extremely long distances, it is 
argued that parallel lines do actually meet, because space itself is non-Euclidean – space is curved. It 
turns out that, in real space, parallel lines do actually meet; it is just that this can’t be observed on the 
scales that the human eye deals with. As the ‘Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy’ puts it: 
 
In the nineteenth century, geometry, like most academic disciplines, went through a period of growth 
verging on cataclysm. During this period, the content of geometry and its internal diversity increased 
almost beyond recognition… and the ground was laid for replacing, in the description of physical 
phenomena, the standard geometry of Euclid… Modern philosophers of all tendencies — Descartes 
and Hobbes, Spinoza and Locke, Hume and Kant — had regarded Euclidean geometry as a paradigm 
of epistemic certainty. The sudden shrinking of Euclidean geometry to a subspecies of the vast family 
of mathematical theories of space shattered some illusions and prompted important changes in the 
philosophical conception of human knowledge. Thus, for instance, after these nineteenth-century 
developments, philosophers who dream of a completely certain knowledge of right and wrong secured 
by logical inference from self-evident principles can no longer propose Euclidean geometry as an 
instance in which a similar goal has proved attainable. 

 
Because of this, problems are raised for the rationalist claim that the methods of mathematics and 
logic, given that they deal in necessary certainties, should be made use of in other fields. If, as seems 
to be the case, intuitively derived mathematical axioms are not necessarily true, then it no longer 
looks like such a great methodology to take inspiration from. 
 
In conclusion, this all means that relying on what appear to be self-evidently true propositions as 
foundations for knowledge is not necessarily going to be reliable. Therefore, rationalism may be 
mistaken in thinking this is an approach which uncovers truths regarding the way the world is.  

 

 

 

In Euclidean space parallel 
lines never meet and stay the 
same distance apart. 
However, this is not true in 
other possible geometries 
such as hyperbolic and 
elliptic. It is also suggested 
the world itself is not 
Euclidean – it merely appears 
to be on the scale relevant to 
the human eye. 
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Is ‘certainty’ confined to introspection and the tautological? 
 

Tautological beliefs and certainty 
 
Following our earlier look at global scepticism and the problem of certainty in our beliefs, we will now look at 
whether introspective beliefs or tautological beliefs are in any way immune to uncertainty. Remember that if a 
belief is certain, then it cannot be doubted. Let’s begin with tautologies. 
 
A tautological proposition or ‘tautology’ is a proposition that says 
the same thing twice in different words. For example, ‘All bachelors 
are unmarried men’ is tautological, because ‘bachelor’ means the 
same thing as ‘unmarried man’. Similarly, ‘All dogs are canines’ is 
tautological, because by definition, ‘dog’ necessarily involves 
‘canine’. Also, a number of philosophers have argued mathematical 
equations are tautological. For example, in ‘2 + 2 = 4’, it can be said 
that ‘2 + 2’ is the same thing as ‘4’. If this view of maths is correct, 
then even complicated mathematical propositions are equally 
tautological, even if they are not so obvious. This is because 
anything on one side of the ‘=’ means exactly the same thing as 
whatever is on the other side of it.  

 
It can be said that tautological truths are all analytic, because what makes them true is the meanings of the 
terms within them. In other words, they are true by definition.  
 

Tautologies (analytic) Non-tautologies (synthetic) 
 ‘All squares have four sides’ 

 ‘Sam is older than Jerome, so Jerome is younger 
than Sam’ 

 ‘(x + x) - x = x’ 

 ‘Elephants are elephants’ 

 ‘Today is Friday’ 

 ‘I am sitting in a chair’ 

 ‘There exists a world of physical substances 
which I am a part of’ 

 ‘You’ve got shoes on’ 

 

32. Create two other examples of tautological propositions. 
 
 
33. Create two other examples of non-tautological propositions. 
 
 

 
It can also be argued that tautologies have more certainty to them than non-tautological beliefs. This is 
because it would take a more extreme situation for us to doubt our tautological beliefs were not true than for 
us to doubt our non-tautological beliefs. For instance, if we doubt the reliability of our sense experience, this is 
likely to cause many of our non-tautological beliefs to be questioned, as they no longer appear certain. 
However, it would take a lot more than this for us to doubt that our tautological beliefs lack certainty. One 
thing that may bring about such uncertainty for tautologies is the theory of global scepticism, perhaps because 
of something like Descartes’ demon, which undermined Descartes’ confidence in the power of his reasoning to 
uncover truths, including tautological ones such as ‘Triangles have three sides’ and ‘2 + 2 = 4’. 
 
Therefore, while tautological beliefs may have more certainty than non-tautological ones, because the 
conditions required for casting doubt on non-tautological beliefs are less extreme than those required for 
tautological ones, the problem of global scepticism renders all types of belief open to doubt. 
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Introspective beliefs and certainty 
 
However, it is very important to recognise that some 
philosophers have claimed there is a type of non-tautological 
belief which has at least as much certainty as tautological 
beliefs. These are known as introspective beliefs. An 
introspective belief is one that is about our own individual 
mental states and processes. For instance, beliefs about how 
we are feeling, what we are thinking, and what our 
perceptions are. Such as: 
 

 ‘I feel pain’ 

 ‘I am thinking about a dog’ 

 ‘I believe that ‘It is January’’ 

 ‘I am having a perception of a snowman’ 

 ‘I can hear a loud noise’ 

 ‘I feel miserable’ 

 ‘There appears to be a chair in the room’ 
 
Introspective beliefs can be argued to have certainty because 
we cannot be mistaken about how we feel, what we are 
thinking about, or how things appear to us. For example, if I 
believe ‘I feel happy’, it would seem odd to doubt whether this 
is true – surely I know how I’m feeling.   

 
Equally, it can also seem wrong to doubt we are having introspective beliefs such as ‘I believe that ‘There is a 
giraffe in the zoo’’. While it is of course possible to doubt whether the non-introspective belief ‘There is a 
giraffe in the zoo’ is true, it doesn’t seem possible to doubt the introspective belief ‘I believe that ‘There is a 
giraffe in the zoo’’. Again, I must know the content of my own mind. 

 
Also, while it may be possible to doubt a perceptual belief such as ‘There is a dog here’, it does not seem as 
possible to doubt an introspective belief such as ‘I am having a perception of a dog being here’, or ‘There 
appears to be a dog here’. As before, although there can be uncertainty about whether what I perceive truly 
exists, there cannot be uncertainty that I am having particular perceptions. If I can perceive a dog, there might 
not actually be a dog, but there must be a perception of a dog. 
 
Introspective beliefs can be described as being a priori, because their truth is recognised through reason alone. 
For instance, ‘I am having a perception of a circle’ is a belief whose truth is recognised automatically – it is self-
evidently true, not needing further experience to clarify this. 

 
It is also worth noting that the beliefs ‘I am thinking’ and ‘I exist’, which played a key role in Descartes’ 
arguments earlier, are both examples of introspection. 
 

34. Create four examples of introspective beliefs. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
However, the certainty of introspective beliefs can still be questioned, if we recall one of the 
arguments made against Descartes. It was stated that we cannot be certain of the existence of 
ourselves, the ‘I’ or ‘self’; we can only be certain of the existence of thoughts and perceptions. If this 
is right, then the claims that ‘I seem to be seeing a table’ and ‘I feel pain’ are not quite right, as they 
assume the presence of a self, an ‘I’. Perhaps all that can be said with certainty in circumstances like 
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these is ‘There is the perception of seeing a table’ and ‘There is the feeling of pain’. In other words, 
remove reference to the self/’I’, and certainty remains. 

 
As the question raised in title of this section asks, is certainty confined to introspection and the tautological? 
We have seen that both introspective and tautological beliefs can both make some claim to certainty, although 
both have their related problems in doing so. But does this mean that non-introspective and non-tautological 
beliefs, given that they are less certain, cannot be known? Certainly, as we have seen, they are open to doubt, 
particularly if the arguments of global scepticism are taken seriously. So it looks like we need to ask: 
 
 

Do we need certainty for knowledge? 
 
The requirements for knowledge are much disputed among philosophers. With similar evidence one person 
may be inclined to say they know a proposition whereas another person may not. Some philosophers think 
that to truly know a proposition you must be absolutely certain (e.g. global sceptics, Descartes), whereas 
others are less strict (e.g. empiricists).  
 
Let’s look at again at the global sceptic argument: 
 
P1. A belief is not knowledge if it can be doubted. 
P2. All beliefs can be doubted. 
C. Therefore, no beliefs are knowledge. 
 
Most attempts to defeat global scepticism have focused on P2. This was Descartes’ approach, as he attempted 
to show that some beliefs are certain. However, another route of attack is to challenge P1. Why do we have to 
have such stringent requirements on what is known? Rather than insisting for absolute certainty as a 
necessary requirement for knowledge, why not just say we need to be as certain as we can be? Or even ‘pretty 
sure’? 
 
If you can be 100% certain of a proposition’s truth 
then you must, indeed, know it. But it does not then 
follow that in order to know a proposition you must 
be 100% certain of it. To claim this would be to take a 
particular stance of the nature of knowledge: a stance 
that would mean the human race as a whole knew 
very little at all – possibly nothing.  
 

A global sceptic, of course, would be fine 
with the claim that we know nothing, and 
would question why certainty isn’t a 
necessary property for knowledge. If that 
means we know nothing, then we know 
nothing. Never mind, eh? 

 

 

 

35. Do you think we need absolute certainty to have knowledge? Explain why. 
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Conceptual schemes 
 

The idea that experience is only intelligible as it is, because it presents 
sensation through a predetermined conceptual scheme or framework 

 
We saw in our study of empiricism the view that what we sense delineates what we think, meaning the limits 
or borders of what we are able to have ideas about is determined by what we have perceived. According to 
empiricism, we have no innate ideas, and the way we acquire them involves nothing more than submitting 
ourselves to stimuli – for example, through sight, taste, touch, hearing and smelling. We begin life as a tabula 
rasa, but because we have experiences, we do not stay this way for very long. 
 
After that, we looked at rationalist arguments in favour of innate ideas, claiming that through a priori intuition 
and demonstration, we can acquire knowledge about ourselves (e.g. ‘I exist’), and the external world (e.g. ‘God 
exists’, ‘If a straight line falling on two straight lines makes the alternate angles equal to one another, then the 
straight lines are parallel to one another’). 
 
Now, we raise the question as to how much we contribute to the way the world appears to us in experience. 
Another way of putting this is to ask whether the ideas we form are purely a result of what we have 
experienced, or whether they are in some way shaped or influenced by other factors. This may sound a bit 
odd, but hopefully it won’t soon. 
 
 

Conceptual schemes 
 
So far, we have spoken about individual concepts that we 
have – abstract notions we possess or, to put it another way, 
terms that have meaning for us. As we have seen, concepts 
are necessary for us to form beliefs – e.g. we must possess 
the concept of ‘cat’ to form the belief ‘There is a cat in the 
kitchen’. As we have also seen argued, for us to possess 
knowledge, our beliefs must be true and justified.  
 
This means that if we lack a concept of something, it can be 
said we will be unable to form any beliefs or knowledge 
regarding it. To take the above example, we would be unable 
to believe or know that ‘There is a cat in the kitchen’ if we do 
not possess the concept of ‘cat’. Consequently, the concepts 
we have (or have not) acquired have a significant impact on 
the knowledge we are able to attain. Taking this further, it 
can also be said that if we possess no concepts at all, we 
would be unable to form any beliefs. This means that 
without concepts, knowledge is impossible. 

 

 

 

 
Before we go on, it is important to distinguish our concepts from our experiences. To have no concepts is not 
the same as having no experience or sense data. An individual with no concepts would still take in sensory 
input – sights, sounds, smells etc. – but would be unable to think or say anything substantial about them. For 
example, consider your experience of a classroom, and then imagine what it would be like without your 
possession of concepts such as ‘table’, ‘chair’, ‘whiteboard’, ‘window’, ‘student’, ‘room’, ‘book’, and so on. 
Going a stage further, imagine experiencing it without concepts such as ‘self’, ‘substance’, ‘causality’, ‘time’, 
‘space’, ‘same’ or ‘different’. While you would still be having sensory experiences, your lack of concepts would 
result in you being unable to order, categorise or label them in any way. So, while it is possible to imagine 
having experience without having concepts, the nature of that experience would be vastly different from how 
it presently operates. 
 



PHIL1 An Introduction to Philosophy 1: Reason and Experience 

[37] 

 

As indicated above, your experience of the classroom without any concepts with which to organise and label 
your sensory impressions would mean the beliefs you could form about it would be severely limited – in fact, it 
is highly likely you would be unable to form beliefs about it at all. And, as we have seen, without beliefs, we 
cannot have knowledge. 
 

36. Pick out at least two concepts you have. Explain how different your experience would be if you did not 
possess them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
All of this leads us to consideration of a conceptual scheme. Simply put, a conceptual scheme is a collection of 
concepts which we possess. We will be looking at a philosophical argument which claims our experience is only 
intelligible as it is, because it presents sensation through a predetermined conceptual scheme or framework. 
But what does this mean? 
 
To say we have a predetermined conceptual scheme means it is already in existence. In other words, we have 
a collection of innate concepts. Philosophers who support this view claim these predetermined concepts make 
intelligible experience possible. In other words, it is thanks to our predetermined conceptual scheme that the 
experiences we have – sights, sounds, smells etc. – make any sense to us at all. Therefore, without the 
predetermined conceptual scheme, our experience would be unintelligible.  
 
 

Kant and conceptual schemes 
 
Immanuel Kant (b. 1724 d. 1804 in Konigsberg, Prussia) argues that both the 
empiricist and rationalist approach to answering how we acquire concepts and 
beliefs have their problems. He states that rationalism is mistaken in holding 
that a priori intuition and demonstration can reveal to us beliefs about the 
world which we can be certain about. (Note that Kant lived after Descartes’ 
theory, and was aware of its failings.) 
 
Furthermore, empiricism is mistaken in claiming that our experience comes to 
us without any structure. Why Kant criticises empiricism in this way is because 
he believes that human beings have an innate, predetermined conceptual 
scheme. This scheme provides structure and order to our experience. In saying 
this, Kant shows his disagreement with the tabula rasa position. 

 
Immanuel Kant 

 
Kant notes that according to the tabula rasa view, we enter the world without any concepts, and then develop 
them as a result of our experiences. He argues this theory cannot be correct, because for us to understand and 
make sense of our experiences, we must already possess a number of important concepts. Experience without 
concepts, argues Kant, would be an unintelligible ‘buzz’ of sensation. Certain concepts are necessary for us to 
be able to engage with what our senses provide us with, so that we can go on to form other concepts and 
beliefs. 
 
It is important to note that Kant is not denying that concepts and beliefs can be derived from experience. He is 
claiming that for this process to begin, we must already have a particular group of concepts, in order that we 
are able to make sense of what we perceive. Kant argues that because we don’t perceive our experience as a 
meaningless ‘buzz’, this gives evidence that we enter the world with a predetermined conceptual scheme that 
allows our experience to be intelligible to us. 
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Kant argues that we, as human beings, are predisposed to think of our experiences as happening in ‘time’ and 
‘space’. Because we innately regard our experiences as happening in ‘time’, this conceptual intuition places 
structure on what we perceive, placing events in relation to one another. With a concept of ‘time’, we can 
regard our experiences as being divided into separate events, which can happen before, after or at the same 
time as other events. If we lacked this intuition of ‘time’, it would be perhaps impossible to make any sense of 
what we perceive at all.  
 
Because of this predisposition to organise our 
experiences in this way, Kant argues that this enables us 
to conceive of objects existing over time. For example, 
when I perceive an object on two different occasions, 
my concept of ‘time’ allows me to regard it not as a 
new object on my second encounter with it, but as the 
same object later on. 
 
To illustrate this, Kant gives the example of perceiving a 
house on different occasions and from different 
perspectives. For example, we might walk through 
different rooms, and see the house from different 
angles. We could perceive it in different lighting 
conditions – e.g. in the day, and then at night.  
 
If we lacked the concept of ‘time’, we would be unable 
to conceive of the house as being the same object in 
each of our very different experiences. We would fail to 
conceive of our experiences of the house being linked, 
and how a change in them does not necessarily mean 
the object itself has changed, or that it is an entirely 
different object to the one we experienced previously. 
 
A similar point can be made about our intuitive concept 
of ‘space’, which results in us being able to categorise 
our experiences as having spatial relationships with 
each other. We can regard our experiences as involving 
objects which are arranged in ways such as being next 
to, over, under, near, far from each other, and so on. 
Without a pre-existing concept of ‘space’, we would not 
be able to make sense of our experience in this way. 

 

 
Two different objects, or the same object at 

different times? 

 

 
To do all of this, Kant argues, we must also possess the concept of ‘substance’, or ‘object’. Without this 
concept, we would be unable to conceive of individual material objects. We would not make sense of our 
experiences in the way we do, because we would not conceive of individual substances as being separate to 
other substances, or their having a continuing existence of their own when we are not perceiving them. 
 
A further concept which Kant argues is necessary for our experience to be intelligible is that of ‘causality’. 
Without this concept, we would not conceive of events having connections to other events – we would not 
regard our experiences as having any cause and effect relationship between them. This would severely impact 
on our understanding of our sense impressions, resulting in them being unintelligible, as events would be 
occurring for no reason we could conceive of. 
 
These concepts categorise our sense impressions in such a way that we regard them as occurring within time 
and space, and that they involve individual, physical objects that have cause and effect relationships with each 
other. None of these concepts, argues Kant, can be derived from experience. We clearly possess them, so they 
must be predetermined and innate.  
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Kant, empiricism and rationalism 
 
As suggested above, Kant’s arguments can be taken as a rejection of both the empiricist view of a tabula rasa, 
and the rationalist view that we can rely on our innate concepts and beliefs to lead us to uncover truths about 
how things are.  
 
It should be clear by now why Kant’s theory of conceptual schemes is oppositional to the empiricist tabula 
rasa theory, but further explanation is required as to why he feels rationalism was mistaken in its view that 
relying on innate ideas could lead to knowledge. After all, it seems that Kant himself is placing great emphasis 
on innate concepts. Like rationalists, he supports innatism. So how is he different to the rationalists? 
 
To show further how Kant distances himself from both theories, he talks of there being two ‘worlds’: 
 

 Phenomenal world – This is the world as we perceive it to be. It is the combination of our experiences and 
our predetermined conceptual scheme. (This phrase comes from the term phenomena, which some 
philosophers use to mean our sense data or experiences.) In the phenomenal world, for example, we 
unavoidably regard our experiences as existing within time and space, that events have causes, and that 
there are substances. To put it in another way, we are ‘pre-programmed’ to interpret our experiences in 
this manner. It can be said that our experience only comes to us through the filter or structure of our 
conceptual scheme. 

 

 Noumenonal world – This is the world as it truly is. Unlike the rationalists, Kant does not argue that our 
innate concepts necessarily reflect reality. Although our experiences are unavoidably shaped by our 
concepts of ‘space’, ‘time’, ‘substance’ and ‘causality’, we have no way of knowing if this is what reality is 
actually like. All we can have access to, as the veil of perception argument suggested, are our own 
experiences and thoughts. In opposition to both the empiricists and the rationalists, Kant argues we 
cannot know if our experiences or our innate ideas have any truth or reliability to them. For instance, in 
truth, there may not be time, space, substance or causality. All we can justifiably form beliefs about is the 
content of our own minds and perceptions, and our predetermined conceptual scheme greatly influences 
how we do this. Therefore, an innate belief such as ‘Every event has a cause’ may not actually be true, but 
we cannot tell either way. Because of this, Kant argues that although knowledge is possible, it can only be 
of the phenomenal world, and not the noumenonal. 

 
This means our idea of an object being a causal substance existing in time and space doesn’t reflect the world 
as it truly is, it just reflects the mind’s inbuilt way of conceiving of things. In other words, what we perceive is 
determined by our mind’s conceptual scheme, which is very different to the empiricist claim that the mind is a 
tabula rasa which is then ‘filled up’ by unstructured experience. We impose structure on our perceptions, 
because human beings have this particular conceptual scheme. 
 
So now if we try to think of how things really are, of what reality 
actually is – the noumenonal world – we find that we cannot do 
so independently of our conceptual scheme. We may want to 
say that something exists independently of our minds, and that 
this something is what causes our experiences. But we cannot 
know anything about this ‘something’. We have to think using 
our predetermined a priori conceptual scheme. Therefore, our 
conceptual scheme does not necessarily track the way the world 
is. Instead, it just articulates the way the world appears to us. 
 
Ultimately, what this means is that while we can have 
knowledge of the phenomenal world, we cannot have 
knowledge of the noumenonal world, as it is not accessible to 
us. So, we can have knowledge of how things appear to be, but 
not how they actually are. This claim is something both 
empiricism and rationalism would disagree with. 
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37. Create a script for a performance which explains Kant’s arguments. The following points should be 
included: 

 What a predetermined conceptual scheme is 

 The connection between a predetermined conceptual scheme and intelligible experience 

 The concepts Kant argues our conceptual scheme is composed of 

 The reasons why Kant argues these concepts are innate 

 The distinction between phenomenal and noumenonal worlds 

 Why Kant argues for the existence of these two worlds 

 The limits of our knowledge 
 

One way to help explain all this could be to show what our experiences would be like if we did not possess 
the concepts Kant argues are predetermined. 

 
 
 

Appendix I – Rationalism, empiricism, Kant and a priori synthetic knowledge 
 
Earlier, we saw three different ways in which philosophers have 
distinguished between rationalist and empiricist arguments. We now 
look at a fourth distinction which is made between the two, and it is 
this: 
 

 Rationalism argues it is possible to have a priori synthetic beliefs 
about the external world. 

 

 Empiricism argues it is not possible to have a priori synthetic 
beliefs about the external world. 

 
As we have seen, for a belief to be a priori and synthetic, it must be 
known to be true or false through reason (a priori), and what makes it 
true or false is not the meanings of the terms within it (synthetic). For 
a belief to be about the external world, it needs to be concerned with 
things which are outside of our minds. In other words, non-
introspective beliefs.  
 
We saw Descartes argue in favour of a priori synthetic knowledge 
about the external world – e.g. ‘The mind can exist separately from 
the body’, ‘God exists’, ‘There is no malignant demon deceiving me’, 
and ‘The external world of objects exists’. None of these statements 
are true because of the meanings of the terms within them, so they 
are synthetic. Descartes claimed he knew these beliefs were true by 
reason, so they are also a priori. (We also saw there were some 
criticisms of Descartes’ arguments here.) 
 
A similar thing can be said of Euclid’s arguments. Working from his 
initial axioms, he claimed to derive knowledge about the external 
world such as ‘If a straight line falling on two straight lines makes the 
alternate angles equal to one another, then the straight lines are 
parallel to one another’. 

 

 

 
We also saw Kant support the view that we can have a priori synthetic knowledge of the phenomenal world, 
but not the noumenonal. Because of this phenomenal/noumenonal distinction, Kant does not fit under the 
label ‘rationalist’. If Kant’s theory is correct, propositions such as ‘Objects must be experienced in space and 
time’, and ‘Every event has a cause’ could be claimed to be a priori synthetic truths about the external 
phenomenal world, but not the noumenonal world. As above, these propositions are a priori because, given 
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that we derive them from our innate conceptual scheme, we use reason rather than experience to know they 
are true. They are also synthetic, because it is not the meanings of the terms that make them true. 
 
 
 

Appendix II – Induction, falsifiability and the philosophy of science 
 
One topic not explicitly covered in this course is the 
philosophy of science. However, we will now have a brief 
tangent into this area. We did this once before in the first 
handbook, where we saw Popper’s view of the scientific 
method, which argued that it is based around putting 
forward falsifiable statements. We now consider an 
alternative view on what the scientific method involves. 
 
This view argues that sciences such as physics, chemistry and 
biology are based around induction. For instance, scientists 
make claims such as ‘In ordinary circumstances, water boils 
at 100 degrees’, ‘Nothing can travel faster than light’, and ‘As 
energy is converted from one form to another, the total 
amount remains constant’. How scientists come to these 
conclusions, it is argued, is by observing a (possibly 
extremely high) number of instances in which certain 
circumstances seem to prevail.   
 
With regard to the boiling point of water, for example, this conclusion has been reached after observing and 
recording previous cases of boiling water, and the circumstances under which they occurred. Similarly, to 
reach the conclusion that nothing travels faster than light, scientists have noted that, to date, no other thing 
that has been observed has reached greater speeds. 
 
Therefore, it can be argued the scientific method is inductive, because it makes conclusions about how the 
universe will operate in the future, based on how it has been observed to operate in the past. However, such a 
process of reasoning can only provide us with conclusions that are, at best, very likely to be true, not 
conclusions that are true by necessity. 
 
To this, the response could be made that, for example, ‘Of course when energy is converted from one form to 
another the total amount will remain constant! It’s an established scientific law’! However, the only reason 
such a claim is considered to be an unchangeable law of the universe is because, so far, whenever we’ve made 
observations in this area, this seems to have been the case. But this just describes the inductive method of 
reasoning, which is fundamentally unable to establish necessarily true laws of action. 
 
Consequently, it can be argued that the whole method of scientific observation and reasoning is fundamentally 
incapable of providing us with necessary truths. 
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Glossary 
 

Term Definition Illustrative example 

Analytic 
proposition 
 

  

A posteriori 
concept 
 

  

A posteriori 
proposition 
 

  

A priori concept 
 
 

  

A priori 
demonstration 
 

  

A priori intuition 
 
 

  

A priori proposition  
 
 

  

Axiom 
 
 

  

Axiomatic system  
 
 

  

Belief  
 
 

  

Classical definition 
of knowledge 
 
 
 

  

Concept  
 
 

  

Conceptual scheme 
 
 

  

Contingent 
proposition 
 

  

Contingently false 
 
 

  

Contingent 
property  
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Contingently true  
 
 

  

Deductive 
argument 
 
 

  

Dispositional belief 
 
 

  

Empirical  
 
 

  

Empiricism  
 
 
 
 
 

  

Epistemology  
 
 

  

False proposition 
 
 

  

Foundational idea 
 
 

  

Global scepticism  
 
 
 
 

  

Idea  
 
 

  

Individually 
necessary 
conditions  

  

Inductive 
argument 
 
 

  

Innate idea  
 
 

  

Innatism (a.k.a. 
nativism) 
 

  

Intelligible 
experience  
 

  

Introspective belief 
 
 

  



PHIL1 An Introduction to Philosophy 1: Reason and Experience 

[44] 

 

Justified 
proposition 
 

  

Necessarily false 
proposition 
 

  

Necessarily true 
proposition 
 

  

Necessary 
condition 
 

  

Necessary 
proposition  
 

  

Non-proposition 
(a.k.a. non-
propositional 
statement) 

  

Noumenonal world 
 
 
 

  

Occurent belief  
 
 

  

Phenomena  
 
 

  

Phenomenal world 
 
 
 

  

Possible worlds  
 
 

  

Predetermined 
conceptual scheme 
 
 

  

Problem of other 
minds  
 

  

Property  
 
 

  

Proposition (a.k.a. 
propositional 
statement) 

  

Rationalism  
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Self-evident  
 
 

  

Sense impressions 
(a.k.a. sense data) 
 

  

Synthetic 
proposition 
 

  

Tabula rasa 
 
 

  

Tautological 
proposition (a.k.a. 
tautology) 

  

True proposition 
 
 

  

Variables  
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Sources 
 
PRINT 
 
Atherton M et al (2008) AQA Philosophy AS Nelson Thornes 
 
Descartes R (1968) Discourse on Method and The Meditations Penguin Classics 
 
Dunn J, Urmson J O, Ayer A J (1992) The British Empiricists Oxford 
 
Gardner S (1999) Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Kant and the Critique of Pure Reason Routledge 
 
Grayling A C (ed.) (1998) Philosophy 1: A Guide through the Subject Oxford 
 
Gregory R L (1998) The Oxford Companion to the Mind Oxford 
 
Honderich T (ed.) (1995) The Oxford Companion to Philosophy Oxford 
 
Jones G, Hayward J, Jones G (2008) AQA An Introduction to Philosophy Hodder Education 
 
Lacewing M (2008) Philosophy for AS Routledge 
 
Magee B (1997) Confessions of a Philosopher: A Journey through Western Philosophy Phoenix 
 
Williams B (1978) Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry Penguin 
 
 
 
 
 



PHIL1 An Introduction to Philosophy 1: Reason and Experience 

[46] 

 

ONLINE 
 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/rationalism-empiricism/ 
 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/geometry-19th/ 
 


