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Samevatting
Die Westerse spekulatiewe metafisika neem sekerlik sy vertrekpunt in
die gelykstelling van denke en syn soos dit deur Parmenides na vore
ge bring is. Op hierdie ba sis het daar – te midde en ten spyte van on der -
liggende ooreenkomste – 'n verstommende kaleidoskopiese veel vor -
migheid in the opvattings oor die aard van die menslike ‘rede’ ont staan. 
In hierdie artikel word aandag geskenk aan die ideologiese ver tekenings 
waaronder die ‘rede’ oor baie eeue gely het. Vanaf die statiese syns -
klem in Parmenides se rede-opvatting en via talle tus sen-liggende hoof -
stasies en selfs kleinere afdraai-paaie word ons gedagtegang uiteindelik 
via die Griekse, Middeleeuse en Moderne den ke in Deel I heengevoer
tot by Im man uel Kant. In die tweede vervolg- deel sal daar oorgegaan
word om in die lig van die meer resente moderne ontwikkelinge gedu -
rende die laaste 200 jaar te kom tot 'n bestekopname van die struktuur
en grense van rasionaliteit binne die skeppingsgegewe bestaanshorison 
van die mens. Binne hierdie besin ningskonteks sal daar naas die reeds
be handelde gestaltes van die rede (soos die selfversekerde rede van
Descartes, die logiese skeppingskrag van Hobbes se konstruerende
rede asook die die suiwere rede van Kant) ook stilgestaan word by die
kontemporêre (postmoderne) on gemak met rasionaliteit as sodanig.
Onderweg na hierdie eindpunt sal daar in die vervolg-aflewering onder
meer ook vlugtig stilgestaan word by die be langrikste verskuiwinge wat 
gaandeweg ingetree het – vanaf die dialekties-ontvouende rede van
Hegel, die historiese rede van Dilthey; die tradisie-bewuste rede van
Gadamer, die dwase rede van Thevenaz, en die ontwortelde rede van
die postmodernisme tot by 'n Christelike perspektief op die aard van
rasionaliteit.

1. Orientation

One of the most last ing con vic tions re gard ing the unique ness of be ing hu -
man is found in the be lief that ra tio nal ity is a con sti tu tive fea ture of hu -
man na ture. Even mod ern Dar win ism and con tem po rary neo-Dar win ism,
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in spite of trac ing the or i gins of hu man kind back to an i mal an ces tors and
not with stand ing plac ing hu mans within the realm of an i mals, con tin ues
an es sen tial el e ment of this leg acy in the classificatory des ig na tion: homo
sapiens.

The hu man per son is en dowed with and char ac ter ized by sa pi ens (wis -
dom). It com prises the ca pac ity to un der stand the hu man pre dic a ment, to
think dis cur sively and to ar gue con vinc ingly.

In spite of all other dif fer ences of opin ion re gard ing hu man na ture it may
seem as if uni ver sal agree ment pre vails in this regard. Hu man ra tio nal ity
as such seems to be a de fin ing fea ture of be ing hu man.

Yet, this ap par ent uni ver sal con sen sus seems to be se ri ously threatened as 
soon as one starts to look at the num ber less shapes and forms in which
hu man ra tio nal ity ac tu ally sur faced in the his tory of phi los o phy and with -
in the var i ous academic disciplines.

2. Reason in its multiple shapes

2.1 Thought and Being: the origins of Western Metaphysics

At the cra dle of West ern philo soph i cal spec u la tion one cer tainly has to
ac knowl edge Parmenides with his fun da men tal iden ti fi ca tion of thought
and be ing. Zeno's ar gu ments against mul ti plic ity and move ment (Achil les
and the Tor toise, the fly ing ar row, and so on)  sim ply ex plore the ba sic
po si tion taken by Parmenides in his claim that thought and be ing are the
same.1 Thought can only think what is, be cause it can not con tem plate
what does not ex ist.2 Veling re marks that it was Parmenides who in spired
many later think ers to pur sue a ra tio nal search for “true re al ity” amidst
what is change ful (2000:29). Even tu ally this af fir ma tion of the iden tity of
thought and be ing emerged as the idea that re al ity it self has a ra tio nal
struc ture. We shall re turn to this in a later con text.

2.2 ‘Autocratic’ and ‘dialectical’ reason: Heraclitus and Anaxagoras

The scene of Early Greek phi los o phy also wit nessed the sup pos edly uni -
form “world lo gos” (“world rea son”) of Heraclitus as well as the unity of
con cep tual opposi tions in his di a lec ti cal claim:

For all things are alike in that they dif fer, all har mo nize with one
an other in that they con flict with one an other, all con verse in that
they do not con verse, all are ra tio nal in be ing ir ra tio nal; in di vid ual
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things are by na ture con trary, be cause they mu tu ally agree. For ra -
tio nal world-or der [no mos] and na ture [physis], by means of which 
we ac com plish all things, do not agree in that they agree.1

In the thought of Anaxagoras “nous” (rea son) el e vated it self as a form-
 giv ing au to cratic in stance above the in fi nite mul ti plic ity of (“ho meo- mor -
phic”) ma te rial germs. In or der to rule over form less mat ter the “nous”
ought to be pure and with out mat ter (“matterless”).2

2.3 The ‘intuitive’ reason of Plato

Even in Plato' ac count of the or i gin of the world (cf. his di a logue Ti -
maeus) the “di vine work mas ter” (demiourgos) merely gives form to
form less mat ter. Be cause the world of the senses is sub ject to con tin ual
change, Plato in tro duces his rea son as hav ing the ca pac ity to grasp the
eter nal and static es sences of chang ing things through a su pra-sen sory in -
tu itive noetic act, tran scend ing the world of the senses. The o ret i cal rea -
son, ac cord ing to Plato, can even reach up the realm of di vin ity.

In his di a logue Theaitetos Plato ac tu ally high lights a very cru cial trait of
hu man ra tio nal ity when he ar gues that the lo gos is di rected at dis cern ing
dif fer ences on the ba sis of which a spe cific en tity may be dis tin guished
from what ever else there is (see Theaitetos 208 b – 210 a). We shall see
that one of the most ba sic fea tures of our log i cal-an a lyt i cal abil ity is in -
deed given in the in ev i ta bil ity of be ing in volved in acts of iden ti fi ca tion
and dis tin guish ing.

In his dis cus sion of the na ture of these (sup pos edly) eter nal, static and
uni ver sal ideal forms (eidè) Plato an tic i pates prob lems and the o ret i cal po -
si tions stretched out over more than two mil len nia. Par tic u larly in his
eleatic di a logue Parmenides he ex plores the other side of the coin by ex -
plor ing the lim its of con cept for ma tion, by higlighting what can not be af -
firmed but only de nied.

But in the mean time his pu pil, Ar is totle, wants to think through in more
depth the na ture of con cept for ma tion.
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1 The se words, which were ex pres sed by a la ter dis ci ple of Her acli tus, were er ro ne ous ly
as cri bed to Hip po cra tes' wri ting, Peri; di aivth", I, xi, 6  (see Dooy e weerd, 2003:45-46,
note 2):

Peri; diaivth", I, xi, 6. pavnta ga;r o{moia ajnovmoia ejovnta kai; suvmfora pavnta
diavfora ejovnta, dialegovmena ouj dialegovmena, gnwvmhn e[conta ajgnwvmona,
uJpenantivo" oJ trovpo" eJkavstwn oJmologeovmeno": novmo" ga;r kai; fuvsi", oi|si
pavnta diaprhssovmeqa, oujc  oJmolo gei'tai oJmologeovmena:  

2 Diels-Kranz, B Fr.12: nou'" dev ejstin a[pei ron kai; aujto kra te;" kai; mevmeik tai oujd eni;,
ajlla; movno" ejp ejstin.



2.4 The self-contemplative Nou" (reason) of Aristotle

Ar is totle also re al ized that uni ver sal ity plays a key role in hu man un der -
stand ing, though in his Cat e go ries he starts with the strictly in di vid ual
pri mary sub stance (proten ousian).1 How ever, in its in di vid u al ity it pre -
cludes con cep tual knowl edge – some thing Ar is totle did not want to sac ri -
fice. As a con se quence he in tro duced the sec ond ary sub stance, which is
sup posed to be the uni ver sal sub stan tial form of an en tity. This sec ond ary 
sub stance is des ig nated as the to ti èn einai (De Anima, 412 b 16 and
Metaph. 1035 b 32). Ac cord ing to Ar is totle a con cept is al ways fo cussed
upon what is gen eral or uni ver sal.2 In this way he wants to safe-guard the
uni ver sal ity of the o ret i cal knowl edge.

Clearly, “rea son” at the very out set of West ern philo soph i cal re flec tion,
was trun cated and con fined to con cep tual knowl edge. The lim its of know -
l edge co in cides with the scope of con cept for ma tion. If it turns out to be
im pos si ble to form a con cept of what is in di vid ual, then by def i ni tion in -
di vid u al ity is un know able. In the thought of Ar is totle this re stric tion is in -
ti mately con nected to the fun da men tal du al ism be tween form and mat ter.
Aristotle's “un moved mover” is in volved in eter nal self-con tem pla tion,
dis con nected from all mat ter (cf. Metaph. 1074 A 30 ff.). Pötscher even
says that Ar is totle not only un der stands his ‘God’ to be spir i tual and im -
ma te rial, but po si tions it also in rad i cal op po si tion to mat ter.3 

The two fold split pres ent in the op po si tion be tween form and mat ter and
in the ac knowl edge ment of the bound aries of con cept for ma tion in spired
al ter na tive routes to be pur sued dur ing the early mid dle ages.

2.5 Thought, being and unity: the mixed legacy of Plotinus

The is sue of unity and mul ti plic ity sur faced ex plic itly in Plato's di a logue
Parmenides. Krämer even holds the opin ion that the ‘One’ (e{n) al ready in 
the ear lier di a logues plays a hid den role sim i lar to the idea of the good
(tou' ajgaqou' ijdeva) (Krämer, 1959:135).

The first antinomy dis cussed by Plato in his di a logue Parmenides pro -
ceeds from the as sump tion that the unity of the ‘One’ is ab so lute in the
sense that it does not al low for any mul ti plic ity. Yet it is not pos si ble to
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zur Ma te rie ge bracht, mit wel cher er nichts, aber schon gar nichts und in kei ner Wei se
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af firm any thing of that un dif fer en ti ated unity. Sup pose one claims that it
is a whole, then this af fir ma tion be comes self-de struc tive be cause a whole 
is only a whole when all its parts are pres ent. There fore, in af firm ing that
it is a whole one has ac tu ally in tro duced mul ti plic ity (ALL the PARTS)
into the ‘One’! Thus the dis cus sion leader ar gues that it is im pos si ble to
af firm that the one is with out limits, that it has this or that form, that it is
some where, that it is mov ing or at rest, that it is iden ti cal to or dif fer ent
from it self, and so on (cf. Parmenides 138 a – 142 a).

Plotinus wants to con tinue this leg acy, but at the same time he suc ceeds –  
con tra dict ing his true in ten tion – in show ing that it is im pos si ble to do
away with pos i tive de ter mi na tions al to gether. His con tri bu tion to the leg -
acy of a via negativa can not be de nied, just as lit tle as one can ar gue that
he has suc ceeded in mak ing ac cept able a con sis tent ne ga tion of all pos si -
ble con cep tual de ter mi na tions.

Where Parmenides iden ti fied thought and be ing, Plotinus considers the
‘One’ (e{n) to be el e vated above all thought and be ing. Al ready at this ba -
sic point I have intensionally ital i cized the words “el e vated above,” be -
cause it al ready dem on strates the in her ent untenability of ev ery at tempt to 
de fend a “neg a tive theo log i cal” ap proach: if the e{n is truly to tally  diffe -
rent from what ever there is (‘be ing’), then it is not war ranted to use terms
with a spa tial con no ta tion in or der to de scribe this con di tion (or: the in -
tended lack of pos i tive fea tures) of the e{n. Properties like be ing el e vated
or be ing above something else im ply par tic i pa tion in ‘be ing’.

Al ready when Plotinus wants to af firm the iden tity of the ‘One’ and ‘the
Good’ he can not side-step the em bar rass ing re mark that it should not be
seen as a pred i ca tion. With out the (un in tended) aid of such pos i tive af fir -
ma tions Plotinus would not have been able to ar tic u late the rad i cal op po -
si tion in his thought be tween the e{n and mat ter. The for mer is good, the
lat ter bad; the for mer is first, the lat ter is last [cf. En. ( = Enneads) 1,8,13; 
V,3,11; VI,7,25 and VI,9,2). To these min i mal positive af fir ma tions he
even adds fur ther qual i fi ca tions. For ex am ple, he des ig nates the e{n as the
pri mary beauty (to; prw'ton kalovn – En. I,6,9,40 nd 43). Sim i larly the e{n
is exhanged with terms like ab so lute beauty (aujtokalon) and the ab so lute 
good (aujto agaqovn) (En. I,8,13,10).

Plotinus ac tu ally – and still con tra dict ing his stated in ten tions! – opened
the way for em ploy ing spe cific terms in ap par ently rad i cally dif fer ent
mean ings (anal o gously or stretched be yond their orig i nal in tended do -
main of pos si ble mean ing nu ances). Con sis tent with his neg a tive ap -
proach he holds that dis tinct from the e{n (the ‘Good’) there is a de rived
good which is a copy of the orig i nal (el e vated) good. The same ap plies to
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beauty. This ammounts to the af fir ma tion that there is a Good above good 
and a Beauty above beauty (see En. VI,9,6,41 where he re fers to the e{n –
which is iden ti cal to the ‘Good’ – in terms of the ex pres sion “el e vated
above the good”: uJperavgaqon!). The ex pres sion used for Beauty above
beauty is: kavllo" uJper kavllo" (En. VI,7,32,29).

The most com pe tent Plotinus schol ars did not re al ize why Plotinus ac tu -
ally had to move to and fro be tween a neg a tive and pos i tive mode of
think ing.  A con sis tent neg a tive approach is sim ply im pos si ble. One al -
ways finds sub tle af fir ma tions which can cel the de nial of all pos i tive de -
ter mi na tions. For that rea son Plotinus even made a dis tinc tion be tween
the orig i nal unity (aujtoevn – En. V,3,12,51) and the non-orig i nal unity of
the Nous, the eJnoeidou'" (En. VI,9,5,26). The term ‘unity’ is thus em -
ployed both in the sense of ‘or i gin’ and in a sec ond ary de riv a tive mean -
ing.

Plotinus ac tu ally quite ef fec tively dem on strated the in ev i ta bil ity to side-
 step the em ploy ment of terms in con texts which tran scend the bound aries
of their orig i nal do mains of em ploy ment. The term ‘one’ may be used in
an orig i nal nu mer i cal con text (its orig i nal do main of ap pli ca tion) and it
may be used in a sense which tran scends the lim its (bound aries) of nu -
mer i cal re la tions as such. It is pref er a ble to des ig nate such “con cept tran -
scend ing” us ages as in stances of idea-knowl edge.

Tak ing this dis tinc tion into ac count ex plains why it is in cor rect to ap ply
con cep tual stan dards when it co mes to the idea of the e{n as or i gin in
Plotinus' thought. Heinemann is a vic tim of this mis con cep tion when he
asks: “Where in the world do we find a One that is not at the same time a
many, and a Many that is not at the same time a One” (1921:250)?

Also Kremer falls into the same trap. He states that in the iden ti fi ca tion of 
the ‘One’ and the ‘Good’ Plotinus vi o lates his own prin ci ple. Im plic itly
he clearly ap plies the yard stick of the neg a tive ap proach of Plotinus
(1966:195). But in terms of this norm the pri mary choice to speak about
the ‘One’ in it self should al ready be seen as a vi o la tion of a con sis tent ad -
her ence to the neg a tive ap proach.

Af ter Plotinus me di eval phi los o phy trans formed his dis tinc tion be tween
the ‘One’ and Rea son (the ‘Nous’) by re com bin ing it within the es sence
of God. Plotinus con ceived of the Nous as the “one-in-many” and  in -
fluenced the re al is tic view ac cord ing to which the pre-ex ist ing ideas in the 
divine mind are cop ied in the ex ist ing crea tures.
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2.6 The chain of being: stretching reason to the “ipsum esse”

Thomas Aqui nas' as sess ment of rea son largely con tin ued the leg acy from
Greece and neo-Pla ton ism. He con sid ers the hu man in tel lect to be in de -
pend ent of the ac tiv ity of the body and as an abil ity not rad i cally in fected
by sin but just ‘wounded’ by it. The true be ing of things is given in their
par tic i pa tion in the be ing of God. The au ton omy of nat u ral rea son (natu -
ralem rationem) im plies that the hu man be ing can ar rive at knowl edge of
God as the first cause of ev ery thing (secumdum quod est prima om nium
causa – Summa Theologica, II,62,3).

Un for tu nately the ar ti fi cial syn the sis be tween Greek an tiq uity and bib li cal 
Chris tian ity – sus tained by the so ci etal power of the Ro man Church – did
not sur vive the disintegrating ef fects of the nominalistic move ment
emerg ing dur ing the late 13th and early 14th cen tury.

3. The new assessment of human reason since the Renaissance

The new Re nais sance spirit car ried through to its ex treme the dis in te grat -
ing im pli ca tions man i fest ing themselves in the as sump tions of mod ern
no mi nal ism. John the Scott and Wil liam of Ockham de nied the pri macy
of the hu man in tel lect as op posed to the will and opened up an av e nue for 
an ar bi trary cre ativ ity by means of which the hu man in tel lect can ac quire
con trol over the sur round ing world. In stead of look ing at the world from
the per spec tive of a pre-or dained hi er ar chi cal or der of be ing with God as
the high est be ing, the nominalistic at ti tude stripped re al ity of any and all
forms of or der-de ter mi na tion. It thus leaves open a new do main of ex plo -
ra tion man i fested in the Re nais sance urge to wards the ra tio nal mas tery of
the world – which soon found a pow er ful ally in the rise of mod ern nat u -
ral sci ence.

3.1 Enthroning ‘self-assured’ human reason

Par tic u larly Des cartes, with his well-known me thod i cal skep ti cism, af -
firmed the au ton omy of the think ing sub ject as the ul ti mate start ing-point
for philo soph i cal thought. He car ried through the con se quences of de ny -
ing any uni ver sal ity out side the hu man in tel lect. The most im por tant im -
plicit con se quence of this nominalistic ori en ta tion is that it does not
 acknow ledge any or der tran scend ing the hu man be ing as such. A uni ver -
sal law-or der for crea tures and also the or der li ness of such crea tures
(which are sub jected to creational laws), are trans posed to the hu man
mind. The seem ingly in no cent re mark that “num ber and all uni ver sals are
only modes of thought” (Des cartes, The Prin ci ples of Phi los o phy, LVIII)
con tains the rad i cal re ori en ta tion caused by nomi nal ism.

In the mould of this new spir i tual cli mate the “world” no lon ger em braces 
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the hu man be ing. Rather, it is pro jected and seen as an en tity, an ob ject, at 
the dis posal of the au ton o mously free ra tio nal hu man be ing.1 The circulus 
vitiosis pres ent in the proof used by Des cartes for the ex is tence of God
ac tu ally dem on strates his ul ti mate trust in hu man rea son. Hav ing found
his point of de par ture in the cogito (I think) he pro ceeds un der the guid -
ance of the maxim that ra tio nal think ing ought to be clear and dis tinct. In
his Med i ta tions III he takes as a “gen eral rule, that all that is very clearly
and dis tinctly ap pre hended (con ceived) is true.” How ever, the fun da men -
tal ques tion is: “What guarantees the truth of clear and dis tinct thought”
(Des cartes, 1965:95-96)?

Des cartes an swers:

And the whole force of the ar gu ment of which I have here availed
my self to es tab lish the ex is tence of God, con sists in this, that I per -
ceive I could not pos si bly be of such a na ture as I am, and yet have 
in my mind the idea of a God, if God did not in re al ity ex ist,—this
same God, I say, whose idea is in my mind—that is, a be ing who
pos sesses all those lofty perfections, of which the mind may have
some slight con cep tion, with out, how ever, be ing able fully to com -
pre hend them, – and who is wholly su pe rior to all de fect [and has
noth ing that marks im per fec tion]: whence it is suf fi ciently man i -
fest that he can not be a de ceiver, since it is a dic tate of the nat u ral
light that all fraud and de cep tion spring from some de fect (Des -
cartes, 1965:110).

If God can not be a “de ceiver,” how do we know that he re ally does ex ist? 
In or der to an swer this ques tion Des cartes once again ap peals to the
maxim of clear and dis tinct thought:

For, with out doubt, those that rep re sent sub stances are some thing
more, and con tain in them selves, so to speak, more ob jec tive  reali -
ty [that is, par tic i pate by rep re sen ta tion in higher de grees of be ing
or per fec tion] than those that rep re sent only modes or ac ci dents;
and again, the idea by which I con ceive a God [sov er eign], eter nal, 
in fi nite [im mu ta ble], all-know ing, all-pow er ful, and the cre ator of
all things that are out of him self, – this, I say, has cer tainly in it
more ob jec tive re al ity than those ideas by which fi nite sub stances
are rep re sented (1965:100).

As long as one thinks clearly and dis tinctly (and do not al low the will to
dis tract one from this path), one can not be de ceived and what ever is ap -
pre hended is al ways true – be cause it will not de ceive us. Of all the ideas
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in the hu man mind the idea of God is the clear est and most dis tinct of all
of them, hence God must ex ist. The vi cious cir cle is ‘clear(!)’: that God
ex ists is seen through clear and dis tinct think ing. Why is clear and dis tinct 
think ing true? Be cause God en sures us that clear and dis tinct think ing
will not de ceive us. Thus the ex is tence of God is de pend ent upon the truth 
of clear and dis tinct think ing while the truth of clear and dis tinct think ing
is de pend ent upon the non-de ceiv ing God!1

This cir cle ac tu ally un veils the fact that Des cartes merely used his idea of
God to im preg nate his new math e mat i cal method of anal y sis with the fea -
ture of in fal li bil ity. Un der neath the me thod i cal doubt lead ing to the con -
clu sion: “I think, there fore I ex ist” (cogito ergo sum), one finds his deeply 
rooted mod ern trust (‘faith’) in the rationality of ‘rea son.’ Un for tu nately
his ar gu ment is self-de feat ing. While doubt ing what ever oth er wise seems
to be true, he ‘dis cov ered’ that he can not doubt that he is doubt ing –
which is a form of think ing – and from that ba sic fact he came to the
affirmation of his own ex is tence as a think ing be ing:

Ac cord ingly, see ing that our senses some times de ceive us, I was
will ing to sup pose that there ex isted noth ing re ally such as they
pre sented to us; and be cause some men err in rea son ing, and fall
into pa ralo gisms, even on the sim plest mat ters of ge om e try, I, con -
vinced that I was as open to er ror as any other, re jected as false all
the reasonings I had hith erto taken for dem on stra tions; and fi nally, 
when I con sid ered that the very same thoughts (pre sen ta tions)
which we ex pe ri ence when awake may also be ex pe ri enced when
we are asleep, while there is at that time not one of them true, I
sup posed that all the ob jects (pre sen ta tions) that had ever en tered
into my mind when awake, had in them no more truth than the il lu -
sions of my dreams. But im me di ately upon this I ob served that,
whilst I thus wished to think that all was false, it was ab so lutely
nec es sary that I, who thus thought, should be some what; and as I
ob served that this truth, I think, hence I am, was so cer tain and of
such ev i dence, that no ground of doubt, how ever ex trav a gant,
could be al leged by the scep tics ca pa ble of shak ing it, I con cluded
that I might, with out scru ple, ac cept it as the first prin ci ple of the
phi los o phy of which I was in search (Des cartes, 1965:25-26).

His ar gu ment dis qual i fies ev ery pos si ble per cep tion (ob ser va tion) and all
reasonings for merly taken to be re li able and true. But then he says: “But
im me di ately upon this I ob served that, whilst I thus wished to think that
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1 Von Weiszäcker has a sound un der stan ding of the mo dern cha rac te ris tic pre sent in Des -
car tes' ap pro ach. Des car tes re aches cert ain ty about God not by con si de ring the world,
but by fo cus sing upon him self (cf. 1972:16).



all was false ...” – a re mark that dem on strates that he sud denly el e vated
one ob ser va tion amongst oth ers above all doubt!

4. ‘Reason' dressed in changing ‘clothes’

The arena has now been set for the ex plo ra tion a de i fied hu man rea son in -
de pend ent  of any given or der which de ter mines its ex is tence. What even -
tu ally be came known as the Co per ni can rev o lu tion in epis te mol ogy,
namely as sign ing pri macy no lon ger to the ‘world’ but in stead to the
think ing sub ject (who trans formed the lat ter into a con trol la ble ‘ob ject’),
was ex plored fur ther by the in ter me di ate phase in which Hobbes ex plored 
the mo tive of log i cal cre ation and Locke, Hume and Berke ley at tempted
to see where their trust in sense-ex pe ri ence can take them – with out re al -
iz ing that they sim ply traced a dif fer ent path for rea son, so-called ‘psy -
cho log i cal rea son.’ 

4.1 Berkeley: ‘esse est percipi’ 

Berke ley ar gues that the ex is tence of what ever there is, is given in its be -
ing per ceived. His fa mous dic tum is: esse est percipi.1 If I am not look ing
at or sens ing an ‘ob ject’ there is some “other spirit” who “ac tu ally does
per ceive it.” Berke ley takes the sub se quent step: “that there is no sense -
less un per ceived sub stance” (Berke ley, 1969:100). When no hu man be ing 
per ceives or ob serves things their ex is tence is guar an teed by God as an
ever-per ceiv ing mind, who through this act of per ceiv ing also un der girds
the con stant and uni form man ner in which things ex ist:

That is to say, that there are cer tain per ma nent and dis tinct par cels
of Mat ter, cor re spond ing to our ideas, which, though they do not
ex cite them in our minds, or anywise im me di ately af fect us, as be -
ing al to gether pas sive and un per ceiv able to us, they are nev er the -
less to God, by whom they are per ceived, as it were, so many oc ca -
sions to re mind Him when and what ideas to im print on our minds
– that so things may go on in a con stant uni form man ner (Berke -
ley, 1969:100)
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1 “And to me it is no less evi dent that the va ri ous SENSATIONS, or ide as imp rin ted on
the sen se, ho we ver blen ded or com bi ned to ge ther (that is, wha te ver ob jects they com po -
se), can not exist ot her wi se than in a mind per cei ving them – I think an int ui ti ve know -
led ge may be ob tai ned of this by any o ne that shall at tend to what is me ant by the term
exist when ap plied to sen si ble things. The ta ble I wri te on I say exists, that is, I see and
feel it; and if I were out of my stu dy I should say it exi sted – me a ning the re by that if I
was in my stu dy I might per cei ve it, or that some ot her spi rit ac tu al ly does per cei ve it.
The re was an odour, that is, it was smelt; the re was a sound, that is, it was he ard; a co -
lour or fi gu re, and it was per cei ved by sight or touch. This is all that I can un der stand by 
the se and the like ex pres si ons. – For as to what is said of the ab so lu te exis ten ce of un -
think ing things wit hout any re la ti on to their being per cei ved, that is to me per fect ly
unin tel li gi ble. Their esse is per ci pi, nor is it pos si ble they should have any exis ten ce out 
of the minds or think ing things which per cei ve them” (Ber ke ley, 1969:66).



4.2 ‘Pure reason’: Kant

Kant re al ized that an un re stricted use of the cat e gory of cau sal ity (un der -
stood in a de ter min is tic sense) nec es sar ily leads to an ab o li tion of all free -
dom. There fore he aimed at con fin ing the ap pli ca tion of rea son only to
sen sory phe nom ena in or der to leave open a super sen sory do main for the
eth i cal au ton omy and free dom of the hu man be ing. Dis cuss ing the so lu -
tion of the third cos mo log i cal idea he once again ex plains that we are not
al lowed to as cribe any ab so lute re al ity to ap pear ances:

The com mon but fal la cious pre sup po si tion of the ab so lute re al ity
of ap pear ances here man i fests its in ju ri ous in flu ence, to the con -
found ing rea son. For if ap pear ances are things in them selves,
free dom can not be up held (I am ital i ciz ing – DS).1.

Al though Kant agrees with Hume that all knowl edge be gins with  expe -
rience, he holds that it does not fol low that all knowl edge also to tally
arises out of ex pe ri ence (B. 1). Knowl edge which is in de pend ent of ex pe -
ri ence and even of all im pres sions of the senses is en ti tled a pri ori. Such
knowl edge is dis tin guished from what is em pir i cal, that is to say, from
knowl edge that has its sources a pos te ri ori in ex pe ri ence (CPR, B:2).
Kant dis tin guishes two stems of knowl edge, namely sen si bil ity and un -
der stand ing. The a pri ori con cepts of un der stand ing are in tro duced as     ca -
tegories of un der stand ing and they ap ply a pri ori to ob jects of in tu ition in 
gen eral (CPR, B:105-106).

When com bined with the modes of pure sen si bil ity or with one an other,
these a pri ori cat e go ries gen er ates a large num ber of de riv a tive a pri ori
con cepts.2 The or di nary em ploy ment of our un der stand ing gives us for
ex am ple the prop o si tion: ‘ev ery al ter ation must have a cause’ (CPR, B:5). 
In this case the very con cept of a cause so man i festly con tains the con cept 
of a ne ces sity of con nec tion with an ef fect (and of the strict uni ver sal ity
of this rule), that Kant could not fol low the at tempt made by Hume, to de -
rive it from a re peated as so ci a tion of what hap pens with what pre cedes,
and from a cus tom of con nect ing rep re sen ta tions, con sti tut ing there fore a
mere ly sub jec tive ne ces sity (CPR, B:5).

The most im por tant trait of Kant's pure rea son is that it em bod ies the mo -
tive of log i cal cre ation in its ul ti mate ra tio nal is tic shape.3 Ga li leo turned
the clas si cal con cep tion up side down with his ar gu ment that a mov ing
body does not need a dy namic force to con tinue its move ment. He holds
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1 “Denn, sind Erschei nung en Dinge an sich selbst, so ist Frei heit nicht zu ret ten” (Kant,
CPR B:564).

2  Yet he does not at tempt to give a com ple te in ven to ry of such con cepts (cf. CPR, A:82).

3 See Strauss, 1982 and 1988.



that with out the ef fect of im ping ing forces a body in mo tion will sim ply
con tinue its mo tion end lessly. In his Di a logues and math e mat i cal dem on -
stra tions con cern ing two new sci ences (1638 – Ger man trans la tion, 1973,
Darmstadt), Ga li leo for mu lates this idea in terms of a thought-ex per i ment
in which he as sumes that a body is be ing placed on a hor i zon tal plane
where it con tin ues its mo tion with out any im ped i ment. This pro vides the
ba sis for his con clu sion that the mo tion of this body will be uni form and
ever-en dur ing, if the plane is in fi nitely ex tended.

The formuation given by Ga li leo to the prin ci ple of in er tia ex erted a
strong in flu ence on Kant. It is par tic u larly Holz who traced these roots of
the kantian view re gard ing the thought cat e go ries (cf. Holz, 1975:
345-358). C.F. von Weizsacker (1971:128) framed Kant’s prob lem in
terms of the ques tion:

What is na ture, that it must obey laws which man could for mu late
with his un der stand ing? Kant, in fact, in his con cep tion of the cat e -
go ries, even moved a step fur ther (1972:128).

The strik ing el e ment in Ga li leo's thought-ex per i ment is that he did not
com mence with any “sense-data” in or der to ar rive at his law of in er tia.
This law is de rived from and pre scribed to mov ing en ti ties solely by mak -
ing an ap peal to the pure un der stand ing of a per son in its  spon ta ne ous
sub jec tiv ity. This high lights the cru cial epistemological turn to which we
have al luded above: pri macy is no lon ger as cribed to the ob ject, but to the 
sub ject.

Just com pare the words used by Kant in a slightly dif fer ent con text when
he asked how “sub jec tive con di tions of thought can have ob jec tive  vali -
dity, that is, can fur nish con di tions of the pos si bil ity of all knowl edge of
ob jects” (CPR, B:122). The so lu tion to this prob lem pro vided by Kant
dem on strates that he drew the rad i cal hu man is tic con clu sion: the laws of
na ture are a pri ori con tained in our sub jec tive un der stand ing:

... the cat e go ries are con di tions of the pos si bil ity of ex pe ri ence,
and are there fore valid a pri ori for all ob jects of ex pe ri ence (CPR,
B:161); Cat e go ries are con cepts which pre scribe laws a pri ori to
ap pear ances, and there fore to na ture, the sum of all ap pear ances’
(CPR, B:163).

In his Pro le gom ena one finds this ac count em bed ded in his dis tinc tion be -
tween em pir i cal laws of na ture and the a pri ori form-giv ing func tion of
hu man un der stand ing:

We rather have to dis tin guish em pir i cal laws of na ture, which al -
ways pre sup pose par tic u lar per cep tions, from the pure or gen eral
nat u ral laws, which, with out hav ing a foun da tion in par tic u lar per -
cep tions, only con tain the con di tions of their nec es sary con nec tion
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in an ex pe ri ence. In re spect of the lat ter na ture and pos si ble ex pe ri -
ence are en tirely the same; and since within these the law-con for -
mity of the nec es sary con nec tion of ap pear ances in an ex pe ri ence
(with out which we are to tally in ca pa ble of know ing any ob ject of
the world of the sense), ac tu ally is based upon the orig i nal laws of
the un der stand ing, so it ini tially does sound strange, but it is none -
the less cer tain, when I state with re spect to the lat ter: un der stand -
ing cre ates its laws (a pri ori) not out of na ture, but pre scribes them
to na ture (1783 par.36:320).

In this way Kant at tempted to con sol i date and strengthen the nat u ral
 (math e mat i cal1) sci ence-ideal of mo der nity – re stricted to the (ra tio nal is ti -
cally el e vated) un der stand ing which he con sid ers to be the a pri ori law -
giver of na ture!2

The idea that hu man un der stand ing con structs (struc tures) re al ity in a ra -
tio nal way is ar gu ably the most pow er ful and in flu en tial stance of mod ern 
Hu man ism. Al though Kant ex plored this ori en ta tion in ra tio nal is tic terms, 
it in her ently con tains the start ing-point for its op po site, be cause out side
the hu man mind no uni ver sal ity is found. Thus a rich va ri ety of irrationa -
listic stances are found in post-Kantian think ing – our con cern in Part 2 of 
this study which in tends to end with a pos i tive as sess ment of the struc ture 
and limitations of “hu man rea son.”

5. Bibliography
BERKELEY, G. 1969. The Prin ci ples of Hu man Knowl edge with other Writ ings,

ed ited and in tro duced by G.J. Warnock. Lon don: The Fontana Li brary.

DESCARTES, R. 1965. A Dis course on Method, Med i ta tions and Prin ci ples, trans -
lated by John Veitch, In tro duced by A.D. Lindsay. Lon don: Ev ery man's Li -
brary.

GAUSS, H. 1960: Philosophischer Handkommenar zu den Dialogen Platos.  Vo -
lume III, First Part. Bern.

DOOYEWEERD, H. 2004. Ref or ma tion and Scho las ti cism in Phi los o phy. The
Greek Pre lude. Vol ume I. The Col lected Works of Herman Dooyeweerd,
Se ries A, Vol ume 5, Gen eral Ed i tor D.F.M. Strauss. Lewiston: The Edwin
Mellen Press.

HAPP, H. 1971. Hyle, Studien zum aristotelischen Materie-Begriff. Berlin.

HEINEMANN, F. 1921. Plotin. Leip zig.

Jour nal for Chris tian Scholarship / Tydskrif vir Christelike Wetenskap – Spe cial Edi tion, 2002

83

1 This qua li fi ca ti on is jus ti fied by Kant's rem ark that “in eve ry par ti cu lar na tu ral the o ry
the re is only so much ge nui ne scien ce as the re is ma the ma tics in it” (“Ich be haup te aber, 
daß in je der be son de ren Na tur leh re nur so viel ei gent liche Wis sen schaft ang etrof fen
wer den könne, als da rin Mat he ma tik an zut ref fen ist” (Kant, 1786:A-VIII = 1968:14).

2 The ap pli ca ti on of un der stan ding is li mi ted to sen si bi li ty in or der to save-gu ard a se pa -
ra te su per-sen so ry do main for hu ma ni ty in its prac ti cal-et hi cal free dom and au to no my. 



KANT, I. 1783. Pro le gom ena einer jeden künftigen Metphysik die als Wissen -
schaft wird auftreten können. Ham burg: Fe lix Meiner edition.

KANT, I. 1786. Metaphysiche Anfangsgründe der Naturwissenschaft. Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft. Kant Werke. Vol ume 8 (1968).

KANT, I. 1787. Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1781). 1st print 1781 (ref er ences to
CPR A or B).

KRÄMER, H.J. 1959: Arete bei Plato und Aristoteles. Zum Wesen und Geschichte
der platonischen Ontologie. Heildeberg.

KREMER, K. 1966. Die neuplatonische Seinsphilosophie und ihre Wirkung auf
Thomas von Aquin. Leiden.

PÖTSCHER, W. 1970. Strukturprobleme der aristotelischen und theophrastischen
Gottesvorstellung. Leiden.

PRANTL, C. 1855. Geschichte der Logik im Abendlande. Leip zig.

STRAUSS, D.F.M. 1982. The Place and Mean ing of Kant’s Cri tique of Pure Rea -
son (1781) in the leg acy of West ern phi los o phy, Suid-Afrikaanse Tydskrif
vir Wysbegeerte. 1982. (pp.131-147).

STRAUSS, D.F.M. 1998. Die postmodernisme – metodologiese oorwegings, in: 
Jour nal for Chris tian Schol ar ship. April 1998 (pp.13-33).

VON WEISZÄCKER, C.F. 1972. Voraussetzungen des naturwissenschaftlichen
Denkens, Herderbücherei. Band 415.

VON WEISZÄCKER, C.F. 2002. Große Physiker, Von Aristoteles bis Werner Hei -
sen berg. München: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag.

VELING, K. 2000. Ruimte voor de rede, Filosofie als systematische reflectie.
Kam pen: Agora.

Reason: Its Kaleidoscopic Ideological Interface

84


	2. Reason in its multiple shapes 72
	2.1 Thought and Being: the origins of Western Metaphysics 72
	2.2 ‘Autocratic’ and ‘dialectical’ reason: Heraclitus and Anaxagoras 72
	2.3 The ‘intuitive’ reason of Plato 73
	2.4 The self-contemplative Nou" (reason) of Aristotle 74
	2.5 Thought, being and unity: the mixed legacy of Plotinus 74
	2.6 The chain of being: stretching reason to the “ipsum esse” 77

	3. The new assessment of human reason since the Renaissance 77
	3.1 Enthroning ‘self-assured’ human reason 77

	4. ‘Reason' dressed in changing ‘clothes’ 80
	4.1 Berkeley: ‘esse est percipi’  80
	4.2 ‘Pure reason’: Kant 81

	5. Bibliography 83


	Critical remarks on entrepreneurship and innovationin higher education
	A.H. Snyman
	1. Introduction 85
	2.6 The chain of being: stretching reason to the “ipsum esse”

	3. The new assessment of human reason since the Renaissance
	3.1 Enthroning ‘self-assured’ human reason

	4. ‘Reason' dressed in changing ‘clothes’
	4.1 Berkeley: ‘esse est percipi’ 
	4.2 ‘Pure reason’: Kant

	5. Bibliography


	Critical remarks on entrepreneurship and innovation in higher education
	A.H. Snyman
	1. Introduction
	2. Entrepreneurial and innovative universities
	3. Definitions
	4. Perspectives from ideology theory

	Berkeley    80
	Kremer    76
	Scott    77



