EMPIRICISM & ‘EMPIRICAL PHILOSOPHY’ PCES 2.31

One of the most remarkable features of the developments in
England was the way in which the pioneering scientific work
was influenced by certain philosophers, and vice-versa. The
politician of great importance in the courts of Elisabeth I and
James I. He felt strongly that to obtain knowledge of the world,
one had to proceed by first
organizing empirical facts/data,
then formulating a theory, and then
testing it by means of experiment.
He clearly recognized that this was
an “inductive” process, ie., that
repeated tests of a theory gave
inductive evidence for its truth. His
ideas were very influential, first on
the founders of the Royal Society in

1662 (particularly on Newton), and
later on writers from Voltaire and Kant to Charles Darwin.

Thomas Hobbes was the first philosopher to advocate an
entirely materialistic philosophy, explicitly rejecting the idea
that mind was a distinct entity or substance. All processes,
including psychological ones, were purely physical motions
of matter (an idea inspired by his visit to see Galileo). These
2 philosophers reflected and inspired a strong empirical
streak in 17" century England, of great importance for
subsequent developments.

Francis Bacon (1561-1626)



BACONIAN EMPIRICAL PHILOSOPHY PCES 2.32

Bacon believed in something that has been called “Immaculate Perception” —
‘all depends on keeping the eye steadily fixed upon the facts of nature and so receiving their

images simply as they are. Or, to put it another way:

‘One method of delivery alone remains to us which is simply this: we must lead men to the
particulars themselves, and their series and order; while men on their side must force themselves for
a while to lay their notions by and begin to familiarize themselves with faczs’.

However, it should be noted that:

Human understanding is “like a false mirror, which, receiving rays irregularly, distorts and
discolours the nature of things by mingling its own nature with it”.

Thus, science is a combination of empirical observation and reasoning:

“But the bee takes a middle course: i1t gathers its material from the flowers of the garder
and of the field, but transforms and digests it by a power of its own. Not unlike this is
the true business of philosophy; for it neither relies solely or chiefly on the powers of
the mind, nor does it take the matter which it gathers from natural history and
mechanical experiments and lay it up in the memory whole, as it finds it, but lays it up
in the understanding altered and digested. Therefore from a closer and purer league
between these two faculties, the experimental and the rational (such as has never yet
been made), much may be hoped.”



PCES 2.33

Desartes -
(1596-1650)

In philosophy he is best known for his work on the
theory of knowledge (published in 1637 and 1641)
which tried to derive an understanding of the world
starting from an indubitable premise (the famous
“cogito ergo sum”); for this he is considered the
father of modern philosophy. In mathematics he
made the crucial link between algebra and geometry,
by inventing coordinate geometry- this, along with
the integral & differential calculus, set off the
development of modern mathematics.
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PCES 2.37

SPINOZA: an Inﬁnlty of Attributes

_ One of the most extraordinary thinkers in 17" century
- Holland was Spinoza. With Descartes & Leibniz, he was
one of the 3 great ‘rationalist’ philosophers. Spinoza
took this approach as far as anyone is likely to go- in

his posthumously published work ‘The Ethics’ he
attempted an axiomatic approach to all of metaphysics.
The actual axioms & the reasoning are less interesting
than the final result- a single universe which for him IS
God- there is nothing else- & which possesses an
infinity of ‘attributes’.

Spinoza also advocated a political philosophy quite close to modern
liberalism- these ideas, along with his metaphysics, were considered to
be extremely subversive at that time. He was excommunicated &
execrated by both Jewish & Catholic churches, for having preached
universal love. Little of this affected him- nor was he interested in fame
or prestige, preferring to make money grinding lenses. It is unlikely he B. de Spinoza
would have survived anywhere except Holland at this time. (1632-1677)




