Context and Questions for Discussion Forum 

Unit 10 – The British Empiricists
Context of DF questions

Galileo 1564-1642;    Descartes 1596-1650;    Spinoza 1632-1677;   Locke – 1632-1704;   
Newton 1642-1727; Berkeley 1685-1753;   Hume 1711-1776
Reformation—1517 on

Scientific Revolution—1600 on

Baroque: 17th century – 1600-1700

Enlightenment – 1700-1800

In this unit we follow the British Empiricists as they take up the many questions that Descartes’ Meditations provoked. Science is becoming a commanding epistemology, but Christianity, revived in the Reformation, still holds the spirit of most of the Baroque and Enlightenment philosophers.  Above I have provided some dates to give you sense of the progression of philosophical ideas and period. Note that nearly all of the philosophers (including the scientists, since Galileo and Newton were both religious and philosophical) lived within the Baroque period where “irreconcilable tensions” were being created as empiricism and rationalism struggled for epistemological dominance.
“These paradoxical developments were paralleled by the simultaneous progress of modern philosophy as it analyzed the nature and extent of human knowledge with ever-increasing rigor, subtlety, and insight.  For at the same time that modern man was vastly extending his effective knowledge of the world, his critical epistemology inexorably revealed the disquieting limits beyond which his knowledge could not claim to penetrate” (Passions p. 233).
“It was the irony of modern intellectual progress that man’s genius discovered successive principles of determinism—Cartesian, Newtonian, Darwinian, Marxist, Freudian [we will consider these in coming units]—that steadily attenuated belief in his own rational and volitional freedom, while eliminating his sense of being anything more than a peripheral and transient accident of material evolution” (Passions p.332).

This Baroque period is a pivotal time in Western history when the nascent paradigms of rationalism and empiricism that first arose in the Greek mind—the Natural Philosophers, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle—had come to full fruition in a mixture of religious reformation, scientific discovery, and epistemological uncertainty—all of which drove the inquiries of the British Empiricists.
Questions(s)

Drawing on what you learned in this unit about the philosophers and philosophical periods mentioned above, and using your own experience and ideas, answer the question below:

1. In what ways did the philosophical conclusions of the British Empiricists—Locke, Berkeley, and Hume—reflect the intellectual turmoil of their time and the collision of the paradigms of rationalism and empiricism?
Remember! This question is very broad and you may want to focus on just one of the philosophers, or some common area between all three, or maybe some special area of insight or interest that you had while working through the unit. Remember though, your answer must still rely on, and express, unit learning to give it substance. Think critical thinking!
