Abuses of Empiricism  

My aim is to show that, although it had served the interests of physical science well, empiricism ran into problems when applied (or misapplied) to the human “sciences” and philosophy. (The changes in attitude towards strict empiricism in the 20th century occurred in the physical sciences as well as in the human sciences, but I cannot do more than refer to this fact in this brief note.)
The eye can observe everything in its visual field except itself.  The observer can see his own eye only by looking in a mirror.  Likewise, when the human mind turns inward to study its own workings, it cannot do so by direct observation.  It also requires a mirror. Language is a mirror of the mind, and may provide the only access to the workings of the mind.  It may also be claimed that the power conferred by language is crucial to the development of a species with free will. My own view is that the most descriptively accurate name for our species is not homo sapiens, but homo loquens.
The outline of my talk is as follows:

Empiricism, the rise of science and the advent of logical positivism


The development of the social sciences in the 20th century  

Noam Chomsky – how he started a revolution in linguistics


Chomsky’s clash with Skinner and behaviourism/empiricism in general

The issue of mind and free will – (Free will explains why human actions are unpredictable, and this makes hypotheses difficult to test. Some behaviourists reject the notion of free will on those grounds, but a more moderate position would be to reject it on the grounds that human behaviour can in principle be explained without resorting to reference to “internal states”, i.e. the workings of the mind, free or otherwise.)


Chomsky’s debt to Descartes, and his appeal to “rationalism” as he sees it.

Turing – the modern version of the “Descartes test”

Conclusion:  Problems or Mysteries?  Empiricism, provided it is not too strict, leads to knowledge of a reliable kind. This knowledge is called science. It cannot, however, provide reliable answers to the most important questions of philosophy. This does not mean that the questions themselves are meaningless – rather that they remain open for every thinking person to pursue for himself and to search for understanding on a level beyond factual knowledge.
