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The Rationalist versus The Empiricist
	Throughout the course of this semester I have certainly acquired a new appreciation for philosophy. I have also developed a greater understanding of the philosophical views held by many famous philosophers. In this course we have explored a wide variety of philosophers from the significantly controversial beliefs of Peter Singer to the relationship between moralism and truth expressed by Immanuel Kant. Although I have encountered views that I have felt very strongly about, both negative and positive, I would have to say that I have felt most inclined to take a closer look at and compare the philosophical beliefs of The Rationalist, Rene Descartes, and the Skeptical Empiricist, David Hume. 
	To start, we take a look at the beliefs of Rene Descartes and the impact he had on modern philosophy. In studying philosophy, Rene Descartes symbolizes the transition from the medieval worldview, which was centered on God and the Earth, into the modern worldview. Descartes had a significant interest for science, mathematics, knowledge about knowledge itself, and knowledge about how knowledge is obtained. Like most philosophers, Descartes worked to provide an adequate definition of truth along with a reasonable method to get there. Descartes was a rationalist. He placed significant emphasis on reason and was a firm believer that we should work to build our own belief sets based solely on our reason and common sense. When compared to the many philosophers of the medieval era, Descartes criticized those with authoritarian habits who relied on the opinions of others to establish their beliefs. He aimed to relate ideas to the thinking mind itself as opposed to focusing on the ideas and their relationships to other ideas. 
	According to Descartes, “we must not accept anything we can doubt at all” (Soccio). He believed that when we adopt the thoughts and opinions of others without testing them for ourselves, we become non-rational. In order for him to develop a set of only certain ideas, Descartes rejected any ideas that he did not know to be “clear and distinct” (Soccio). 
	In his efforts to build the perfect philosophy, Descartes denied any ideas supported strictly by sense experience for the fact that our senses can deceive us. He introduced us to the idea of the evil genius: a master of deception who is the reason for all delusion. With the idea of an evil genius tricking him into believing that things are real when they aren’t, Descartes worked to establish a solid and unquestionable foundation for his philosophy. The base of this foundation was the cogito (the self, “I think therefore I am”). Descartes identified himself as an individual with the ability to think and his own existence was the first thing that the evil genius could not deceive him of. 
	The second block in his perfectly established foundation is his idea of God. Descartes claimed, “I have in me the clear and distinct idea of perfect, infinite being.” Descartes calls this idea of an infinite and all-perfect being his innate idea of God; this idea is “innate” because it cannot be obtained through his senses. According to Descartes, because he cannot be the cause of his own existence, he must credit his existence to the all-powerful being: God. Also, because God is good and powerful, he will not allow Descartes to be constantly deceived by an evil genius. 
	The final block of Descartes philosophical foundation is his knowledge of the external world. Now that he has established the certainty of himself and the certainty of God, Descartes concludes that because God is all-powerful he must have the power to create anything and everything that Descartes himself, and others, can know exist distinctly. Descartes aimed to develop a set of beliefs and ideas based solely on this foundation. He was a skeptic, to a degree, and used skepticism as a means to establish only certain truths about existence and the universe.
	Now that we have a basic understanding of Rene Descartes’ philosophy, we take a closer look at the skeptic and empiricist, David Hume. Hume, like Descartes, doubted everything. He played a significant part in the movement away from metaphysics and towards epistemology. Hume was especially critical of all metaphysical ideas and found that they were “irrelevant to the lives of ordinary people” (Soccio). He would not adopt any idea or belief that was unclear, unobservable, or doubtable. 
	He worked to define the difference between ideas and impressions. Hume claimed that ideas are subject to impressions which can always be traced back to senses and experience. Hume created the empirical criterion of meaning. Hume’s criterion for meaningful ideas challenges us to consider all of our ideas and beliefs. Any idea is meaningless if cannot be traced back to senses or experience. Hume challenged Descartes even down to the primary block of his philosophical foundation: the self. According to Hume, there can be no certainty regarding the self because there is no specific impression that is constant enough for the self to be traced back to. Hume’s theory is referred to as his bundle theory of the self which refers to his belief that we cannot be sure of a fixed self and that the self can more appropriately be referred to as a “bundle of perceptions” or a “habitual way of discussing certain perceptions” (Soccio).
	In his argument regarding personal immortality, Hume says, “We cannot step twice into the same river, for the water into which we first stepped has flowed on” (Soccio). He calls our personal identity a “mental act” rather than a “property of things”. Hume placed emphasis on the imagination and the part that it plays in our beliefs and our expectations for the universe. In conclusion, Hume placed significant doubt on everything and believed that nothing in life can be certain.
	There are very obvious similarities between Rene Descartes and David Hume. For example, the skeptical elements present in each of their philosophies. However, there are also some very significant differences between them. The main difference that I found most important when comparing and contrasting the two philosophers was the fact that Descartes believed in innate ideas or a priori knowledge. Descartes’ work was based on his belief that there are certain truths that are not subject to senses or experience, such as his idea of God. In contrast, David Hume would argue that we cannot accept anything as true unless it can be traced back to some sort of impression. 
	In closely studying the two philosophers, I find myself relating more to Hume than Descartes and can see myself adopting a similar philosophy to that of David Hume. Although they are both skeptics, it is difficult for me to accept the philosophy of Descartes. In my eyes, he certainly has a better philosophy than a lot of the well-known philosophers we have studied this semester and I agree that we should build our belief sets very carefully and based solely on ideas that we know to be absolutely certain and distinct. I also agree with the difference between a priori and a posteriori knowledge. However, I find myself struggling to understand his theory of the innate idea of God. I have a hard time grasping Descartes’ attempt to relate any a priori knowledge, such as the knowledge that 2 + 2 = 4, to a priori knowledge of the existence of God. In my own opinion, there is some certainty to most a priori ideas as they can almost always be confirmed through senses or experience (hence why I am fonder of David Hume). For example, I know that 2 + 2 = 4. Sure, a teacher or parent some time many years ago told me this, however, if you were to hand me two bananas and two oranges then asked me how many pieces of fruit I was holding, I could physically count four pieces of fruit with certainty. Now, the idea of God is something very different. This is something that cannot be touched, cannot be seen with the eyes, and cannot be heard. Because there is no physical proof of the existence of God, it is one thing that I will probably never fully accept. 
	Although I do not necessarily accept Descartes’ innate idea of God, I was very intrigued by his explanation of God and the deceitful evil genius and I can definitely understand how his views had such a huge impact on modern philosophy. Descartes was different form preceding philosophers who placed philosophical emphasis on religion. He provided us with a new understanding of God that even people with no religious background can consider. I have heard the beliefs from religious people all my life and it was until I really studied the views of Rene Descartes that I secretly criticized their beliefs. Descartes explains the existence of God as more of an idea than a person which was a completely new concept to me. He gives us a thorough explanation of the idea that there is a higher power who would not let us be deceived and he calls this idea God. Although this is only a very basic understanding, it was interesting to me and certainly opened my mind to the beliefs of others. 
	It might seem a bit obvious why I relate more to David Hume. Now that I have a more in-depth understanding of philosophy, I am convinced that I have always had the heart of a skeptic; I just never knew there was a name for it. I have never been one to accept claims introduced by others without hard evidence or proof. Any claim made by an individual that cannot be supported by evidence remains an idea or a belief and nothing more. In my opinion, it cannot be deemed absolutely true or undeniable if there is any question at all of its existence. 
	I think that David Hume introduced a fantastic philosophy that we must doubt everything and that we should not accept anything that we cannot personally identify as true. I believe that this is a good philosophy to live by; to an extent of course. In building a belief set based only on things that we can see, hear, and/or touch, I am convinced that thoughts will be pure and free from deception. On the other hand, however, there may be a downside to having only provable beliefs. There are a lot of people who base their entire lives around God and religion. Every decision they make revolves around their idea of God. If they were at one point placed in a new light and faced with the idea that the God they have spent their entire life believing in could not exist at all (hypothetically speaking that they would even be open to such ideas), it could potentially be detrimental to them. Some people view God as a representation of hope and losing hope can have dramatic consequences for almost anyone. 
	I can imagine other issues associated with the life of a skeptic who doubts everything. There are some questions about the universe and about existence that are just too difficult to answer. Some people adopt the ideas and beliefs of others because it puts them at peace. If we are constantly running our brains and doubting potential answers to these difficult questions, it might just make us crazy. In my own opinion, there are some questions that should just be left unanswered unless we can find the answer ourselves for certain. If leaving the questions unanswered does not put us at peace than our only other option would be to accept the ideas of someone else. 
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