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Making claims or demanding evidence on a particular issue involves knowledge. In technical terms, they are epistemological issues. Epistemology is the “branch of philosophy that studies the nature and possibility of knowledge” (Soccio, 2010, p. 278). Throughout modern philosophy, people have always wondered where knowledge actually comes from. In attempts to answer fundamental epistemological questions, it gave rise to two major orientations of modern philosophy: rationalism and empiricism.

Rationalism is an “epistemological position in which reason is said to be the primary source of all knowledge, superior to the senses” (Soccio, 2010, p. 249). It is based on the method that complex ideas are only true if they cohere with basic ideas. This is called the coherence theory of truth. Unlike rationalism, empiricism is the “belief that all knowledge is ultimately derived from the senses and that all ideas can be traced to sense data” (Soccio, 2010, p. 278). It is based on the method that things are true if they correspond to what things actually exist. This is called the correspondence theory of truth.

René Descartes was a rationalist himself. He believed that “abstract reasoning can produce undeniable, absolutely certain truths about nature, existence, and the whole of reality” (Soccio, 2010, p. 249). These truths were known as a priori (or innate) ideas because they were known prior to or independently of sense experience. A posteriori ideas, on the other hand, are ideas known after or dependent upon sense experience. According to Descartes, we can know “some things are a priori because they are innate (that is, they have been implanted in our minds by God)” (Soccio, 2010, p. 255). In fact, he had innate ideas that he himself was a thinking thing (or the cogito) and that an infinitely perfect being is God. He had a theory stating that if he exists and that God exists, then the external world must exist also. To distinguish truth from falsity or reality from fiction, Descartes proposed that “only those things we can accept as clear and distinct should be accepted as true” (Soccio, 2010, p. 254). 

John Locke, on the other hand, was an empiricist. He believed that “all ideas can be traced back to sense data, and that reason is unable to provide knowledge of reality (as rationalists had claimed)” (Soccio, 2010, p. 278). He wanted to examine how the way things work in nature to shed light on the truth or falsehood of complex ideas. In other words, he wants us to look at nature, use nature to form basic ideas, and use basic ideas to formulate complex ideas. According to Locke, “all ideas originate in sensation and reflection” (Soccio, 2010, p. 279). He insisted that “ideas are copies of the things that caused the basic sensations on which they rest” (Soccio, 2010, p. 280). This was known as the copy theory. Unlike Descartes, Locke rejected the theory of innate ideas. He even “accused the rationalists of labeling their pet ideas innate in order to convince others to accept them secondhand, without question” (Soccio, 2010, p. 281). 


Among these, there are a few similarities with Descartes and Locke. They are both dualist. They agree that “something substantial underlies and holds together the sensible qualities of experience” (Soccio, 2010, p. 281). This substantial something was substance. They believed that existence is divided into two completely distinct kinds of substances. In addition to distinguishing between two kinds of substances, Locke “distinguished between two kinds of qualities” (Soccio, 2010, p. 283). Primary qualities are sensible qualities that exist independently of any perceiver, such as shape, size, location, and motion. Secondary qualities are qualities whose existence depends on a perceiver, such as color, sound, taste, and texture. According to this distinction, “dualism is between the object as it is and the object as we know it, between the knower and the known” (Soccio, 2010, p. 283). 
Rationalism relies on reason, whereas empiricism relies on the senses. They are the two major orientations of modern philosophy. Descartes was able to “establish the momentary certainty of the cogito but had difficulty moving beyond his own mind when he attempted to provide a certain foundation for the external world and God’s existence” (Soccio, 2010, p. 284). Locke, on the other hand, was able to “demonstrate the importance of experience as an element of knowledge and show that many of our ideas are based on sensation and experience” (Soccio, 2010, p. 284). Unfortunately, both Descartes and Locke were unable to move from direct knowledge of their ideas to direct knowledge of external reality. 
Bonus:


Berkeley’s famous question: “Does a tree falling in the forest make a sound if no one is there to hear it?” raises questions regarding on observation and knowledge of reality.  Locke would answer no to this question. The question itself “all relates to Locke’s primary and secondary qualities” (Soccio, 2010, p. 283). Primary qualities are based on shape, size, location, and motion. If a person can get an idea in their mind that a tree falling in the forest is in motion, then it is considered as a primary quality. Secondary qualities, on the other hand, are based on color, sound, taste, and texture. Since Berkeley’s question is based on the principle of sound, this makes it more appropriate. Sound is only dependent upon the perceiver or observer. According to Locke, things are true if they correspond to what things actually exit. To explain further, Locke says that “sound is subjective and requires a listener. If there is no listener, there will be no sound” (Hewitt, 2010, p. 352). According to the opposition, people may say that “sound is not something in a listener’s head and that it is an objective thing” (Hewitt, 2010, p. 352). Either side to Berkeley’s question is correct, but it depends on how the definition is taken.
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