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In   1781   Immanuel   Kant   changed   everything.   During   the   Enlightenment   there   were   two  

main   philosophical   ideas   circulating,   Rationalism   and   Empiricism.   Rationalism   functioned   under  

the   idea   that   human   reasoning   was   the   primary   part   of   our   ability   to   think   consciously.  

Empiricism,   on   the   other   hand,   stated   that   experience   was   the   basis   of   human   decision   making.  

Although   these   broad   categories   were   usually   correct,   there   were   many   people   who   stood   in  

between   the   two   ideas   or   apart   from   them   all   together.  

The   divide   between   these   two   groups   remained   stagnant   until   David   Hume   began   his  

work   uncovering   the   assumptions   of   philosophy.   David   Hume   was   a   Skeptic,   meaning   that   he  

tried   to   find   every   assumption   philosophers   were   making   and   correct   them.   For   instance   Rene  

Descartes   famously   said   “I   think   therefore   I   am”.   These   are   probably   the   most   influential   words  

in   philosophy,   although   that   title   is   very   hard   to   give   to   a   single   statement.   It   would   be   an  

assumption   to   presume   that   your   quality   of   consciousness   applies   to   everything   else   you   observe  

to   be   “Conscious.”   Alternatively,   to   conclude   that   objects   we   observe   exist   exterior   to   ourselves  

would   be   assuming   that   our   ability   to   observe   is   incapable   of   being   fooled.   These   were   the   things  

David   Hume   was   obsessed   with.   

 

David   Hume   uncovered   many   presumptions   that   philosophers   had   been   making   but   even  

he   made   one   crucial   assumption;   that   was   were   Immanuel   Kant   came   in.   As   the   story   goes  



Immanuel   Kant   was    re -reading   the   work   of   David   Hume   when   something   struck   him.   The   great  

skeptic   himself   had   made   a   crucial   assumption.   The   Rationalists   and   the   Empiricists   both  

believed   that   human   consciousness   was   at   least   partially   caused   by   experience   and   reason   but  

Immanuel   Kant   came   to   the   conclusion   that   it   was   impossible   to   say   human   consciousness   was  

caused   by   merely   experience   or   reason   alone.   Think   about   it,   how   is   it   possible   to   say   what  

experience,   reason   and   the   physical   world   even   are,   when   you   must   first   know   where   the  

physical   world   ends   and   where   you   begin.   To   even   know   what   consciousness   is,   you   must   first  

have   an   understanding   of   what   you   are.   This   discovery   changed   philosophy   forever.   

In   order   to   comprehend   the   thought   process   of   philosophers   who   lived   during   the   time   of  

the   Enlightenment,   we   must   first   understand   what   sort   of   positions   these   philosophers   were  

placed   into   that   would   influence   their   later   decisions.   Immanuel   Kant   was   born   in   1724   in  

Prussia,   where   he   attended   Konigsburg   University   and   eventually   taught   their   as   well.   From   the  

day   he   was   born,   Immanuel   Kant   was   immersed   in   the   Enlightenment.   Newtonian   physics   had  

become   widespread   and   gave   the   world   a   much   more   logical   environment.   He   was   also   able   to  

take   advantage   of   the   philosophers   that   came   before   him   such   as   David   Hume   and   Rene  

Decartes.   

Kant   theorised   that   human   consciousness   was   formed   by   our   ability   to   reason,  

experience,   and   certain   A-Priori   knowledge.   This   refers   to   our   ability   to   understand   the  

difference   between   ourselves   and   the   outside   world   as   well   as   several   other   things   such   as   our  

ability   to   comprehend   what   reason   and   experience   even   are.   Kant   theorised   that   our   human  

minds   have   a   habit   of   giving   this   quality   called   “Space”   to   everything   we   see   in   order   to  

understand   the   world   around   us;   however,   Kant   says   that   this   is   inaccurate.   We   have   no   reliable  

way   of   knowing   where    or   what    things   really   are.   Kant   spent   the   rest   of   his   life   attempting   to  

track   down   what   we   are   really   capable   of   knowing.  

The   question   “What   can   we   know”   has   persevered   past   the   time   of   David   Hume   and  

Immanuel   Kant   and   into   the   modern   era.   Philosophers   and   scientists   have   been   attempting   to  

answer   this   single   question   for   centuries   but   without   success.   The   question,   “What   can   we   know”  

is   impossible   to   answer   because   we   can   never   know   whether   we   know   everything   or   when   we  

know   nothing   without   a   prior   knowledge   of   what   we   are   capable   of   knowing.   Which,   in   and   of  



itself,   would   be   impossible   to   know   is   not   an   assumption   made   by   our   brains.   So   it   can   be   agreed  

upon   that   the   only   thing   we   are   really   capable   of   knowing   is   “I   think   therefore   I   am.”  


