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“Scotus argues that the human intellect is capable of achieving certainty in its knowledge of 
the truth simply by the exercise of its own natural powers, with no special divine help. He 
therefore opposes both skepticism, which denies the possibility of certain knowledge, and 
illuminations, which insists that we need special divine illumination in order to attain 
certainty”. (Williams, Thomas. “Theory of Knowledge.” Johannes Duns Scotus. Stanford University. Stanford University, 
31 May 2001. Web. 20 May. 2014.http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/duns-scotus/#TheKno&gt;) 
 



In rejecting Thomas’ intellectualism as excessive, Scotus championed a 
view of God as infinite, absolute will. According to Scotus, God is in no 
way constrained by his reason having first to judge the good before He 
chooses it. Rather, God wills freely so that His choice constitutes the 
good. Scotus’ insistence on the primacy of God’s will over His reason 
fathered the doctrine called voluntarism. This doctrine fed the stream of 
nominalism flowing through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
 





• Descartes in the seventeenth century and Kant in the eighteenth occupy our 
attention since they represent a major shift in the conduct of philosophy. They 
focus philosophy on the knowing subject so that epistemology becomes the 
overreaching concern. The simple realism which characterized scholastic 
thought is no longer assumed. Thus, Descartes begins his philosophical 
journey from the indubitable fact of his own thinking existence: “I think, 
therefore, I am.” 
 
• Emmanuel Kant found his philosophy on the logical analysis of human 
judgment and the a priori conditions it carries with regard to material 
phenomena. In any case, the new fashion of philosophizing occasions a 
realignment: faith and theology lose their former handmaiden, that is, 
philosophy which now couples itself with science. 



• Kant was not insensitive to matters of faith, especially those which found a 
speculative basis in metaphysics and natural theology. Yet he foresaw the 
negative effect his critical examination of reason would have on the traditional 
questions of God’s existence and knowability, freedom, the soul and its 
immortality, etc. 
 
• In the Preface of his first Critique, Kant sharply contrasted the certainty and 
success of logic, mathematics and natural science with what he saw as the 
unfounded claims of metaphysics. In his second critique, he hoped to establish, 
among other things, a more solid basis for knowledge of God and the soul. Kant 
says, “I have therefore found it necessary to deny knowledge in order to make 
room for faith.” 



Kant in his critique resorted to logical inquiry into the various kinds of judgment constituting 
knowledge. Kant distinguished judgments which are analytic from those that are synthetic. Of 
the latter, he further distinguished those a priori from those a posteriori. 
 
Important concepts:  
 
A priori: applies primarily to concepts, propositions and judgments. It means priori to 
experience. A priori has as its opposite the empirical or a posteriori, that is, that which comes 
after in virtue of experience. 
 
A posteriori: applies primarily to concepts, propositions and judgments. It means after 
experience. A posteriori has its opposite a priori, that is, that which comes prior from 
experience.  
 
Analytic judgments are those in which the predicate explicates the subject without adding 
anything to it. That a body is extended or that man is rational tells us nothing that cannot be 
derived from an understanding of the subject itself. 
 



A synthetic judgment, on the other hand, amplifies the subject since the predicate is not 
implicit in it. That  body falls to earth adds to the subject the notion of weight and gravity. 
 
Most synthetic judgments follow upon experience, that is, come afterwards and are, therefore 
called a posteriori. They report that A is B. But Kant postulates that there are synthetic 
judgments which report not only that A is B, but that A must be B. They are necessary 
judgments he calls a priori. 
 
Although Kant acknowledges in such synthetic judgments the presence of empirical elements 
such as matter and motion, he claims that, irrespective of their presence, no experience can 
enable us to know that this synthetic judgments are always apodictically true. 
 
Yet we know that a priori, that is, beforehand, that they will always hold true in every instance. 
Thus, the critical issue for Kant’s theory of knowledge revolves around the question, “How are 
synthetic a priori judgment possible?” From whence do they drive?”  
 
 



In Kant’s view, knowledge comes about because of certain conditions imposed on objects by our cognitive 
faculties. 
 
Substance and cause are two categories from the twelve which Kant discerns. Such categories are logically 
prior to all the concepts we empirically reach through generalization from sense data. Kant postulated that 
the forms and categories were integrally connected and reflective of the fact that our perceptual and 
conceptual lives, were intertwined. In his famous phrase, Kant said, “Percepts without concepts are blind 
and concepts without precepts are empty.” 
 
Thus, the sensible forms of intuition and the categories of the mind are the a priori conditions for the 
possibility of all knowledge. They are presupposed in all experience and Kant referred to them as 
transcendental. 
 
In the main, Kant’s epistemology has the positive effect of justifying in mathematics and in natural sciences 
synthetic a priori judgments. But, an important negative conclusion attached to his analysis. Since space, 
time and the categories applied only to objects of sensuous intuition, he logically reasoned that we can have 
knowledge only of things as they appear to us, that is, what he called phenomena. Things-in-themselves or 
noumena, as he called them, escaped our capacity to know. Hence, he was willing to admit that there are 
things-in-themselves beyond the phenomena but not what they are. 
 
 



In restricting knowledge to the sensate and phenomenal, Kant placed supersensible and 
transcendental objects beyond the reach of reason. His theory of knowledge, therefore, had a 
negative and far-reaching ramifications for metaphysics and natural theology. After all, God, the 
soul, immorality, freedom, etc., corresponded to nothing in the phenomenal world. 
Nevertheless, Kant conceded that reason possessed them as ideas. While according them 
mental reality, Kant treats them in the last section of his Critique, the transcendental Dialectic. 
 
In Transcendental Dialectic, Kant takes aim at those ideas which in their goal mimic the 
sensible forms of mental categories. For while the latter serve as a priori conditions making 
knowledge possible, the ideas of metaphysics and natural theology propose to reach the 
ultimate ground or the unconditioned basis for the objects or phenomenal experience. The 
usual ideas of dialectal thought are those pertaining to the self, to the totality of the world and 
to a supreme Being. 
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