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ABSTRACT

Rescher considers rationality tobe the intelligent pursuit of appropriate goals. The
three main contexts of rationality are the cognitive, the practical, and the
evaluative, which are united in applying the best reasoning that is theircommon
task. He considered the universality of rationality while validating the personal
aspect and surrounding conditions; and he recognizes practical rationality and real
optimality instead of ideal rationality and maximalism .

Rasher's explanation of rationality is one of the most comprehensive and robust
theories presented in this field. But it seems that recognizing the historical aspect
and surrounding conditions in objective and global activity requires a historical
approach and its verification in historical traditions. Also, due to the politically
incorrect insistence on the global rationality of colonialism and endless oppression
of underdeveloped countries, it is necessary to clarify the connection between
global rationality and Orientalism, and the place of this important matter is empty
in Rasher's works.

Keywords: rationality, universality, optimism, Peripheral Conditions, Nicholas
Rescher

Received: 2024/04/09 - Received in revised form: 2024/06/05 - Accepted: 2024/12/26 - Published online: 2025/09/25

[J Sate, N; Sate, M. (2025). Rescher’s Comprehensive Theory of Rationality, Journal of Philosophical Sophia
Perennis, 46(2), 257-284.

https://doi.org/10.22034/iw.2025.421051.1736

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0


https://www.javidankherad.ir/?lang=en
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/6140-2676
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://www.javidankherad.ir/

YOA | Bi-quarterly scientific journal Sophia Perennis, Vol. 21, No.2, 2025

Extended Abstract

Nicholas Rescher’s theory offers a philosophical inquiry into the nature and
rationale of reason, recognized by the sources as one of the most comprehensive
and robust theories presented in contemporary epistemology Rescher defines
rationality as the intelligent pursuit of appropriate goals. This systematic
framework is rooted in the constant application of the best available reasoning,
simultaneously affirming the universality of rationality while acknowledging its
validation through personal aspects and surrounding conditions The theory
emphasizes that rational agents must pursue intelligent objectives through
intelligent methods and adhere to principles that are systematic, meaningful, and
recognizable as appropriate.

The theory structures rationality around three main domains or contexts—the
cognitive, the practical, and the evaluative—which are universally united by the
shared task of applying optimal reasoning:

1 Cognitive Rationality: Concerns the acceptability of beliefs (e.g., what should |
believe?) A belief is rational if it is the best-justified belief the agent should hold
based on available evidence.

2 .Practical Rationality: Pertains to the appropriateness of actions (What should |
do?) and involves selecting the optimal means or tools to achieve desired ends
within contextual constraints.

3 .Evaluative Rationality: Addresses the justification of preferences and values
(What should | value?).

These domains are fundamentally interlinked, where rational activity in one
sphere influences and ensures coherence in the others. Furthermore, the capacity
for rationality is restricted to humans, requiring both intelligence and will and is
explicitly absent in machines or animals.

A core feature of Rescher's philosophy is the validation of practical rationality and
real optimalism over ideal rationality and maximalism. Ideal rationality seeks to
maximize outcomes regardless of feasibility. Practical rationality requires
optimization within the real constraints faced by the agent Optimization is defined
as identifying the best feasible option or course of action in a given environment by
utilizing the most effective available reasoning. This pragmatic orientation is
necessitated by the fact that intelligent agents invariably operate under conditions
of incomplete information and contextual limitations. Rational decision-making,
therefore, involves choosing the action that is the most preferable or profitable
relative to the available options, based on the existing facts and evidence, rather
than striving for absolute perfection. The underlying framework is anchored in a
priori principles, which function as indispensable structural preconditions for
rational engagement.

Rescher maintains that universal rationality requires advising everyone under
identical conditions to make the same rational decision. This implies that the
structure of rationality possesses an objective and universal prescriptive force,
independent of subjective whims While the structure is universal, the theory
remains context-sensitive, acknowledging that different agents or cultural groups
(Geistesgruppen) may employ differing methods and hold differing beliefs in
practice.

Despite the robustness of this framework, critical analysis highlights important
challenges, particularly regarding the global and historical application of universal
rationality. The sources identify a significant gap in Rescher’s work by overlooking
the historical dimension, suggesting that recognizing surrounding conditions
necessitates the verification of rational practices within historical traditions.

A major critique focuses on the unintended consequences of asserting global
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rationality, noting that such insistence can inadvertently rationalize politically
incorrect phenomena, such as colonialism and the endless oppression of
underdeveloped countries. It is deemed imperative to clarify the connection
between universal rationality and Orientalism. Orientalism, defined as attributing
inferior rationality to the East to rationalize domination, is argued to be derived not
directly from the definition of universal rationality, but from its linkage to an
unsubstantiated certainty of correctness that is determined solely by practical
success. This pragmatic validation, evident in the success of colonial economic
exploitation, creates a conflict with ethical universality. Rescher’s works, according
to the sources, leave this problematic nexus unexamined, constituting an empty
space in his oeuvre.

In conclusion, Rescher's theory advances philosophical inquiry by providing a
highly systematic and comprehensive model of rationality, prioritizing practical
adaptation and optimal action over idealized maximization. By meticulously
integrating the cognitive, practical, and evaluative aspects through universal, a
priori principles, it offers a powerful framework for understanding rational goal
attainment, while simultaneously inviting further exploration into its necessary
historical verification and complex ethical implications in global contexts.
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