
RS: Philosophy of Religion and Ethics 
 

Pre-course assignment 

Aim: 

The aim of this assignment is to explore two philosophical ideas what are central to many of 

the topics we will explore – the ideas of Rationalism and Empiricism. The following tasks 

and reading will introduce you to epistemology – the study of the nature and limits of 

human understanding, of how and what we can know. 

 

Tasks: 

1. (a) Write down five things you know. 

 

(b) For each of the things you have listed, consider “How do I know this?” 

 

(c) How can you be sure that what you think you know about the things listed is correct? 

 

(d) What things do you think we can know about? Is there anything we cannot know? 

What might this be? 

 

(e) Do we experience objects as they really are or might our perception be different to 

the reality? Can you think of any examples that might show that perception is different 

to reality? What might prevent us from experiencing things as they really are? 

 

(f) Find three examples of how animals might perceive (see, hear, taste, feel) things 

differently to humans. What do these examples suggest about perception and reality? 

 

2. Read the chapters (included below) “1: Knowledge and Reason” and “2: Theories of 

Knowledge.” There is no need to make notes – the purpose of this reading is to 

introduce some of the ideas which have and still do influence philosophers. 

 

3. Read “10: Knowing through the mind” and “11: Knowing through the senses” (included 

below).  Use the information to write: 

• A summary of Rene Descartes’ ideas about what we can know and how we can 

know things. The following crash course philosophy episode is also helpful in 



explaining the ideas of rationalism and Descartes: Cartesian Skepticism - Neo, 

Meet Rene: Crash Course Philosophy #5 (youtube.com) 

• A summary of John Locke’s ideas about what we can know and how we can know 

things. The following crash course philosophy episode is also helpful in explaining 

the ideas of empiricism and Locke: Locke, Berkeley, & Empiricism: Crash Course 

Philosophy #6 (youtube.com) 

• A definition of rationalism. 

• A definition of empiricism. 

 

4. Based on your reading of rationalism and empiricism, what approach to knowledge do 

you think science adopts? Explain why? What does this suggest about scientific truths? 

Extension reading (optional): “Rationalism and Empiricism” Alison wood (included below). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLKrmw906TM&list=PL8dPuuaLjXtNgK6MZucdYldNkMybYIHKR&index=6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLKrmw906TM&list=PL8dPuuaLjXtNgK6MZucdYldNkMybYIHKR&index=6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5C-s4JrymKM&t=79s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5C-s4JrymKM&t=79s






































Rationalism and Empiricism 
 

Alison Wood 
 
Throughout this article, there are questions and activities. Try to answer or do them for yourself, 
before reading on. The point of this article is not to tell you everything about Rationalism and 
Empiricism.  It is not to tell you about the different arguments for the existence of God. It is not 
even to present a fair and even handed discussion about whether or not God exists – you’ve seen 
all that before.  It is to get you to start to think about the basis on which we make claims to 
know things. It might even persuade you to read a bit of non-religious Philosophy. I do hope so. 
 
 
Write down five things that you might think that you know - any five at all. 
 
Here’s my list: 
 

I know that Washington is the capital of the USA. 
I know that 2+3=5 
I know that fairies have got wings. 
I know that I am writing this article. 
I know that daisies are white and yellow. 

 
Now look at them and ask youself “How do I know them?” 
 
Some of them, you will know because you have experienced them. For example, I know that 
daisies are white and yellow, because I have seen them outside on the grass. Some things you 
will know because you have been told about them or have read about them in books. I have 
never been to Washington, but I have been told about it by someone who has. I know that fairies 
have got wings, because I have seen pictures in books. I know I am writing this article, because I 
can see the words on the screen in front of me. I know all these things, because I have had certain 
experiences. I have seen things and heard them and touched them and tasted them and smelled 
them. 
 
But how do I know that 2+3=5. Well, some people might argue, it is because you have 
experienced two things and three things, making five things. This is possible, but I know all sorts 
of sums which I have not experienced. How can I know them? Some people argue that I know 
that 2+3=5 because I have reasoned it out myself. 
 
Here, we can see two quite different kinds of knowledge: knowledge which comes from 
experience and knowledge which comes from reasoning. 
 
There has been a long debate in Philosophy about how we acquire our knowledge. Some 
philosophers argue that all our knowledge comes from experience. Without experiences, we 
know nothing at all. When we are born, we are like ‘blank slates’ and our experiences provide 
the ‘writing’ on the slates. These philosophers are known as Empiricists. 
 
Do you think that, when a baby is born, it is like a ‘blank slate’? Is there any way in which 
you could find out? 
 



Other philosophers disagree. They argue that there is some knowledge which does not come 
from experience. There are some things which we can know, without needing to have 
experiences. We know by reasoning or thinking alone. These philosophers are known as 
Rationalists. Rationalists argue that there are certain ideas which we are born with. These are 
known as innate ideas. We do not need experience to acquire these innate ideas. 
 
Can you think of anything which might be an innate idea? 
 
Whether you are a rationalist or an empiricist will determine the kinds of arguments which you 
use to prove the existence of God. 
 
What starting point would (a) an Empiricist and (b) a Rationalist use in any argument for 
the existence of God? 
 
An Empiricist has to start with what is experienced, so any proof of the existence of God needs 
to start with experiences. Some people claim that you can experience God directly, through a 
Religious Experience. This might be an empiricist argument for the existence of God. Other 
people claim that you can experience design (as purpose or regularity) in the world and this 
might be the starting point for an empiricist argument for the existence of God. 
 
These two suggestions raise interesting questions for Empiricists and for empirical arguments in 
general. 
 
The first argument, that we can experience God, leads us to the very general question, which 
empiricists answer in very different ways: “If all knowledge comes from experience, what 
exactly do we experience?” 
 
Some people say “Well, we experience objects, as they really are?” So, what I experience are 
tables and chairs and flowers and trees. 
 
Can you think of any immediate problems with the claim “Well, we experience objects as 
they really are?” 
 
The difficulty with this claim is that we very seldom actually do experience objects as we think 
they really are. Many of our claims about what we experience are not at all about what we 
actually do experience. 
 
Look at the table in front of you - what are you experiencing? 
 
Most people would claim that they are experiencing a hard, rectangular object, of a certain 
colour. If you think again, and say what you really are experiencing, you might well say 
something rather different. 
 
Look again - exactly what are you experiencing? 
 
Your experience is not of something which is rectangular in shape (unless you are hovering 
directly above it). Your experience is actually of something that is changing shape, as you move. 
Your experience is not of something which has a certain colour. Look again - the colours change 
as you move. If the sun is shining, certain parts of the table are white and shining; other parts are 



dark. The table is all sorts of colours. 
 
Such arguments have led certain Empiricist philosophers to put forward a theory - Sense Data 
Theory. This theory points out that we do not experience objects themselves, but their qualities. 
In the case of the table, I do not experience the table itself, but the qualities of the table. These 
qualities are experienced as my Perceptions, or Sense Data. So, instead of saying “I am 
experiencing a table” if we are good empiricists, we should say “I am perceiving brownness and 
hardness and so on.” If I want to talk about a physical object table, I have to make an inference 
from my sense data. I have to say “I am perceiving brownness, hardness etc, therefore, I am 
perceiving a table.” I must remember, however, that I am not perceiving the table itself, but only 
its qualities. Anything I want to say about the table is an inference - I am making a claim which 
goes beyond the evidence I have. 
 
Now, watch Total Recall or Red Dwarf - Back to Reality.  Go on, it’s homework! 
 
Whatever you have watched should have shown you that there can be occasions when my sense 
data can seriously mislead me. It can seem to me that I am having certain experiences, when, in 
fact, I am not. All that is happening is that I am experiencing certain sense data and inferring, on 
the basis of that sense data, that I am having experiences. So, in “Back to Reality” the crew are 
not really going through the events they are experiencing; they are in a virtual reality. They are 
having exactly the same sense data as someone who is really going through the events in 
question, but this does not mean that the events are really happening. In “Total Recall” Arnie is 
in exactly the same situation (and we do not know, even at the end, whether his adventures are 
real or not). 
 
So, on Empiricist grounds, we cannot make claims about reality on the basis of our experiences, 
as easily as we first thought. These claims are inferences from what we experience and, as the 
Virtual Reality example showed, all sorts of inferences are possible from our experience. 
 
Now, let’s look at the Argument from Religious Experience. Someone might claim, on the basis 
of an experience, that they have empirical reasons for believing that there is a God. 
 
Look back at the argument above. What special problems might someone who claims to 
have experienced God have, in putting forward an empiricist argument? 
 
The first problem is that God does not obviously have the kind of qualities which an empiricist is 
used to experiencing. God is not a thing, or a person, in the usual sense of the word. He does not 
have a shape, or a size, or a colour or a texture!  When someone claims to have experienced 
God, they are claiming an experience of qualities (or sense data) which are radically different 
from those in other experiences. 
 
Find an account from someone who has claimed to have experienced God. How are the 
qualities of God different from the qualities of other things? What problems does this 
cause? 
 
The second problem is that, even if we accept that certain qualities are experienced, we still have 
to justify the inference from “I am perceiving certain qualities” to “I have experienced God.” 
 
On the basis of the actual experience that someone has when s/he claims to have had a 



religious experience, which other inferences might be made? How might you decide which 
inference is the correct one? 
 
If we are choosing between inferences, there might be a strong temptation to argue that the most 
reasonable inference is “I am having a hallucination,” especially given that religious experiences 
tend not to be public, or repeatable. To justify the inference “I am experiencing God,” that 
inference must be the most likely of all possible inferences. 
 
So, here is the empiricist’s problem. How does she move from her own experience (from her 
sense data) to claims about things existing independently of her sense data. How does she get 
beyond her own experiences? 
 
So, as an empiricist, I can construct arguments for the existence of God, but those arguments are 
not conclusive. That is the downside for a religious empiricist. The upside is that, as an 
empiricist, I can construct arguments for the existence of an external world, but those arguments 
are not conclusive either.  That is the upside for a religious empiricist. 
 
The question (and I leave it with you) is, “On empiricist grounds, is the existence of God 
more likelv or less likely, than the existence of an external world?” 
 
Turning to Rationalism, if you want a rationalist argument for the existence of God, you need an 
argument which you can do entirely without needing to appeal to experience. You need an 
argument which you can do with your eyes shut and your fingers in your ears! 
 
The most famous rationalist argument for the existence of God is the Qntological Argument. In 
essence, the Ontological Argument goes: 
 

God is a perfect being. 
 A perfect being is: omnipotent 
  omniscient 
  omnipresent 
  morally perfect 

A perfect being is also existent (because if it didn’t exist, it wouldn’t be perfect). 
Therefore God exists. 

 
The reason why the Ontological Argument is a rationalist argument is because - allegedly - you 
can prove the existence of God just by thinking about the definition of ‘God’. 
 
There are all sorts of problems with the Ontological Argument and I expect that you know them 
all very well. The issue that I would like you to consider now is: 
 
Is it possible to prove the existence of anything, purely by thinking about it? 
 
Consider the argument below: 
 
I can prove the existence of the Missing Link between people and apes, just by thinking about it. I 
know that people and apes share many characteristics and we are very similar. We are not 
exactly the same, however, so there must, at some point, have been some creature, the Missing 
Link, which was between people and apes. It was more like people than apes are and more like 



an ape than a person is. No one has ever experienced the Missing Link, therefore this cannot be 
an empiricist argument. So, purely by reasoning, I have shown that there must have been a 
Missing Link. 
 
Why isn’t this a rationalist argument? 
 
The reason why this is not a rationalist argument is that it depends on all sorts of knowledge 
from experience. It depends on knowledge from experience about apes and people and genes and 
evolution and all sorts of other things. There is reasoning involved, but it is reasoning about 
things which we have experienced. Of course, there is also reasoning about something which we 
have not experienced (the Missing Link itself), but this is just an extension of the empirical 
reasoning. 
 
The Ontological Argument is rationalist, because, once you know what the definition of ‘God’ is, 
you know that God must exist, because ‘exists’ is in His definition. 
 
And here is the big problem with the Ontological Argument. Many people say that all the 
Ontological Argument is doing is playing with words. If you define God as a perfect being and 
you say that perfection includes existence, they argue, of course God exists. You have defined 
him as existing and then proved that he does! 
 
And so here is your problem. As a Rationalist, how do you get beyond your mind? How do you 
move from what you can think about to what exists, out there, independent of your thoughts? 
How do you reason to the existence of something outside your mind? 
 
This should sound familiar. The Rationalist is now in a rather similar position to the empiricist. 
Both want arguments for the existence of God. Both can construct arguments, but neither of 
them seems able, without problems, to move beyond themselves, to make claims about what is 
the case “out there.” The empiricist is stuck with her experiences; the rationalist with her chain 
of reasoning. Although Rationalism and Empiricism are diametrically opposed philosophical 
positions, they do seem to end up, in this particular case, with a very similar problem. 
 
In fact, the Rationalist and the Empiricist share another, very fundamental problem. It is possible, 
for Rationalist or Empiricist reasons, to believe in Solipsism. Solipsism is the theory that you are 
the only person who exists. More on this (maybe) in a future edition …   
 
 
 
Suggested reading: 
 
For an interesting, story based discussion of whether or not there are innate ideas, and 
specifically whether “God” is an innate idea, read A Knowledge of Angels by Jill Paton Walsh. 
 
The empiricist argument about the table is taken straight from Chapter 1 of Bertrand Russell’s 
The Problems of Philosophy. This is an excellent introduction to some of the major ideas in 
Philosophy (well, to be honest, it’s great up to the end of chapter 6, then it’s all downhill after 
that). 
 
For a good, activity centred introduction to Philosophy in general, try reading Philosophy in 



Practice by Adam Morton. 
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