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Philosophical theories about rationality
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Hegel's view of freedom is that only a substance can be fully free, and
that a rational social world is a substance. Moreover, individuals can attain
the fullest freedom available to them, as opposed to the misguided auton-
omy of Kant's ethics, only by becoming self-reflecting and endorsing acci-
dents (as Hegel says) of a rational social world. The term “accidents” brings
out that for Hegel, individuals cannot by themselves be substances, cannot
be free on their own. Rather, they are accidents, as it were, of a substance—
of a rational social world—and it is through that substance that they achieve
their real freedom. Do not be antagonized by Hegel’s use of the substance-

accident terminology, although it is not entirely without fault and may
encourage misinterpretation. It is crucial to stress that it is only through

the self-reflection of individuals, and only in their being reconciled to their
(rational) social world and in their correctly seeing it as rational and living
their lives accordingly, that the social world itself is brought to its full sub-
stantiality. So while rational social institutions are the necessary background
for freedom and for individuals’ real autonomy, the reflection, judgment,
and rational (reasonable) conduct of individuals are necessary to bring about
the substantiality and freedom of their social world.
Thus for Hegel, in contrast to Kant, the aim of the account of ethics
.. as .« 'isnot to tell us what we ought to do—we know that—but to
reconcile us to our real social world and to convince us not to fix our thinking
and reflection on an ideal social world. For when we contemplate an ideal
social world, we are likely to dwell on our real social world’s shortcomings
and then to criticize and condemn it. Whereas what we need to do is to
become reconciled to the real social world by gaining insight into its true
nature as rational; to gain this insight, we need a philosophical account of
that world, and eventually a philosophical conception of the world as a

whole, including a philosophy of history.

conception of rationality that no-one who

may be classified as either affirmative or
negative. Affirmative theories endorse one or
more culturally accepted roles for rationality,
or propose some f{urther role, while negative
theories are sceptical about the validity of one
or more such roles.

Thus the tripartite analysis of the soul that
PLATO propounds in his Republic guarantees a
dominant role for the faculty of reason both
in the cognitive task of discovering the
explanation of how things are and the justi-
fication of how they ought to be and also in
the practical task of gorrectly managing a
person's life. Reason, according to Plato, is
like an eye of the soul and, after a due process
of education and study, it can discern
ultimate reality. Knowledge and virtue are
therefore so bound up together in Plato's

knows the right way to act can act wrongly.
ARISTOTLE, however, insisted on the indepen-
dence of cognitive and practical rationality,
and thus allowed for the possibility of a
person's doing what he knows tc be wrong.
Both Plato and Aristotle may be said to have
held affirmative theories of rationality. But,
while Aristotle's theory endorses culturally
accepted norms in allowing room for an
agent to feel remorse, Plato’s theory attri-
butes greater potential to the faculty of
reason than ordinary norms of rationality
assume. - - .

But in modem philosophy the most influen-
tial sceptical challenge to everyday beliefs
about rationality was originated by HumMme.
Hume argued the impossibility of reasoning
from the past to the future or from knowledge
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about some instances of a particular kind of
situation to knowledge about all instances of
that kind. There would be nothing contradic-
tory, he claimed, in supposing both that the
sun had always risen in the past and that it
would not rise tomorrow. In effect therefore
Hume assumed the only valid standards of
cognitive rationality were those of the first
three kinds listed above - viz. deductive,
mathematical or semantical. Induction was
not a rational procedure, on his view,
because it could not be reduced to the
exercise of reason in one or another of these

three roles.
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