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Chapter 1

“Rethinking Intuition”: A Historical and Metaphilosophical Introduction

Gary Gutting

 


 


I want to begin by placing this volume’s discussion of philosophical intuition into a broader historical context. My history (greatly indebted, as will be apparent, to Richard Rorty) will be absurdly sketchy, but I hope the effort will lead to a better understanding of the implications of the issues discussed here.1

For the ancients, philosophy was the “queen of the sciences,” first, crowning and synthesizing the efforts of the special sciences and, second, providing a basis for the good human life. These two functions were closely connected because knowledge of nature—particularly of human nature—was regarded as the ground for knowledge of the good; our vision of the world and of our place in it was the basis for our knowledge of how to live. (The Middle Ages, of course, brought a significant modification of the role of philosophy, which, having been trumped by divine revelation, fell to the place of “handmaid” to the new queen, theology.) The modern period was initiated by the replacement of the ancient sciences (Aristotelian physics, biology, etc.), of which philosophy had been the culmination and queen, by the new modern sciences of Galileo, Newton, Dalton, and (eventually) Darwin.

The triumph of these new sciences was quickly seen by many intellectuals—Hobbes and Descartes, for example—as the destruction of the ancient system of philosophy, what had become the philosophy of the schools. This was fundamentally because the new science, taken realistically, undermined the metaphysical heart of scholastic philosophy. The new scientific world was one merely of inert matter and mechanistic forces; a world of, to use the old terminology, material and efficient but no formal or final causes. Then, as now, this new view was most plausible for the external, material world, less so for the phenomena that we have come to call mental. Descartes initiated the modern period’s efforts to come to terms with this disparity by drawing in a new way the distinction between mind and body.

Before Descartes, philosophers had typically seen the mind/body distinction as one between reason and nonreason, thus including sense perception, for example, on the side of the body rather than the mind. Descartes, in an effort to make the entire bodily realm the domain of the new mechanistic science, needed a sense of the distinction that eliminated from our understanding of “body” anything that could not be explained by this science. This led him to assign to the mind everything intentional and phenomenal (hence all “thoughts” in his maximally extended sense of all consciousness). Later modern philosophers often enough rejected Descartes’ dualism of two substances, mind and body; but they accepted his fundamental way of understanding the division between the mental and the physical as one between what was conscious and what was not. Even those who denied one or the other term of the distinction (materialists and idealists) accepted this understanding of the categories.

Descartes is the “father of modern philosophy” in the sense that his sharp division between mind and body provided the basis for the distinctively modern view of the mind as the object of philosophical inquiry. This was a particularly attractive approach, since, as noted above, the new mechanistic sciences seemed quite capable of an adequate account of matter but less capable of dealing with the mind. However, the full development of this new conception of philosophy was not achieved for more than a century, with Kant’s critical philosophy.

The development began with Locke, who, following Descartes, took the mind as the proper domain of philosophical investigation. Locke, however, did not himself have a clear notion of philosophy as an independent discipline. He was inclined to see his work as the development of a mechanistic account of the mind, a moral philosophy paralleling Newton’s natural philosophy. (Similarly, Hume aspired to be “the Newton of the moral sciences.”) But at the same time, Locke was interested in questions about the justification of knowledge, the very questions that later (with Kant) come to define the distinctively philosophical discipline of epistemology. The central feature of Locke’s work is his collapsing of these two interests, in mechanistic explanation and in epistemological justification, into a single conception of knowledge. On this conception, to know something is simply for the mind to have been affected in an appropriate way by the object known. That is, the normative state of being justified in making a given assertion is identified with the factual state of having been casually determined in a given way. To take an example from Wilfrid Sellars, Locke would identify knowing a red triangle with having a sense impression of a red triangle, that is, having an image of a red triangle produced in one’s mind (cf. Sellars 1967).

Locke is led to this identification because, like Aristotle and his medieval successors, he regards knowledge as fundamentally of an object rather than of a proposition (knowing a rather than knowing that a is B). To know a proposition is a matter of being justified in making various assertions, and knowledge in this sense is not readily identified with being causally determined in a certain way. Such an identification would seem to involve, as Sellars remarks, an epistemological version of the naturalistic fallacy (cf. Sellars 1963a). But to know an object is presumably a matter of being somehow related to it, and it is natural to regard this relation as a matter of some sort of causality. For Aristotle the causality was formal; the mind “became” (assumed the intentional form of) the object. But for Locke, who was trying to sustain a mechanistic picture of the mind, the causality could be only efficient, a matter of the object somehow making an “impression” on the mind.

With Locke, then, the Cartesian mind emerges as the locus of the fledgling discipline of epistemology, the philosophical study of knowledge. The mental was the domain of certainty (indubitability), since we could, as Descartes pointed out, be entirely sure about the contents of our mind. Accordingly, these contents were the obvious starting point for the effort to build an entirely reliable body of knowledge, a project enjoined by the desire to overcome the skepticism about established truths encouraged by Renaissance humanists such as Montaigne and by the modern revolutions in science and religion. The great problem was to move from the mind’s certainty about itself to knowledge of things outside it. Here, according to Rorty, epistemology is based on, first, Descartes’ assumption that knowledge of the external world is a matter of having mental representations that accurately picture that world and on Locke’s assumption that the accuracy of a representation depends on the manner of its causal production.

But these assumptions, at least as they were understood by the standard empiricist and rationalist accounts of knowledge that followed Locke, found no way of guaranteeing the accuracy of our mental representations of extra-mental reality and avoiding the skeptical conclusion that we are trapped behind a “veil of ideas.” It was Kant’s frustration with this failure that led to his Copernican Revolution. The two assumptions of truth as representation and of origin as guarantee of accurate representation continue in Kant’s account, but in an inverted and transformed manner. Our ideas (of space, time, substance, causality) accurately represent the world not because they are causally produced by the world, but because they themselves are necessary conditions of the mind’s noncausal production (“constitution”) of the world as an object of knowledge. Knowledge of this constitution and its conditions is unproblematic in view of Descartes’ assumption of the mind’s privileged access to itself.

The key to Kant’s approach is his distinction between two types of mental representations: concepts and intuitions. He saw his predecessors as either empiricists, who tried to reduce concepts (generalized ideas) to intuitions (immediate sense impressions) or rationalists, who tried to reduce intuitions to concepts. Both, he maintained, failed to realize that an experience of an object requires both conceptual and intuitive elements; the conceptual providing the framework of intelligibility without which the object could not be presented, and the intuitive providing the content without which the framework would be merely an empty scheme. The answer to the defining question of epistemology, How can our representations accurately represent objects?, was that the very meaning of “object” (at least in the crucial context of empirical knowledge) requires that an object be properly correlated with the mind’s rules for forming representations of it.

Kant restored philosophy to an autonomous and privileged position in the domain of knowledge. Every other type of knowledge presupposed the conceptual (analytic or synthetic a priori) truths to which philosophy alone had access. Moreover, only the conceptual truths of philosophy could be known with the maximal certainty of direct intellectual insight. Philosophy is no longer, as in ancient times, the culmination of human knowing. But it is the foundation of human knowing, providing the ultimate justification of all epistemic claims and adjudicating conflicts between rival bodies
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