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Rene Descartes (1596-1650)

——

Descartes, & Frenchman, was born in Touraine in 1596. He came of a wealthy
family. Throughout his life he remained a bachelor and his inheritance enabled him
to dedicate himself to philosophical meditation. Apart from being an epoch-making
philosopher, Descartes was a creative mathematician. His great fame induced
Queen Christiana of Sweden. At her invitation he went to Stockholm in October,
1649 but the following year in February, 1650 he died of pneumonia.

2.01. The Method of Descartes

Descartes was very much worried by the uncertain state of philosophy in his times.
He saw that philosophy was cultivated for many centuries by the best minds that
had ever lived and there was yet not a single proposition in it which was not under
dispute.! However, Descartes did not despair of knowledge, and knowledge for him,
must attain a certitude equal to that of the demonstrations of Arithmetic and
Geometry.2 This knowledge, he thought, could be attained if we use an appropriate
method of enquiry. Seeing that knowledge proper has already been attained in
Arithmetic and Geometry, he was surprised to find that philosophers had not reared
a lofty edifice on such a firm and solid foundation. However, it was the method
and not the subject-matter so much which had enabled mathematics to attain
certitude. So Descartes attempted to understand the method of mathematics which
could be utilised for advancing knowledge in any subject. He called his own enquiry
as “Universal Mathematics’ in Rule IV of his Regulae. This will be called “meta-
mathematics’ today. «Such a science”, according to Descartes, “should cont?ifn thc
primary rudiments of human reason, and its province ought to extend to the eliciting
of true results in every subject”.’ _

[Descartes has noted that deduction alone could yield certain results and
experiential inference could not yield errorless results.! But he did not see that these
methods dealt with two different kinds of propositions. Furthe‘r.. only PG
beginning to realise that philosophy does not deal with cogmitive but wnl:;\ m
cgijivc propositions concerning self-realisation. Such distinctions woulds

1.

\ S. Haldane &
“Discourse on the method” in Philosophical Works of Descartes, Translated by E.S. Haldane

2 FRT. Ross (Dover Edition 1931) pp. 85-86.
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3, Ibid, o 11.ll'ecuom, Ibid., p. S.

4 Ibid, p. 4.
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that the criterion of mathematics cannot be applied to the Undcrstanding “

i s. .
phﬂlgsczz:lrf:: tphr:'l:lfz:lc v1as very much concerned with t!mc Cffquy Intothe Metheg
of philosophising. He had proposed to lay down thirtysix “’t]:s of wiich y,
mentioned thirtyone in the Regulae. The object of C.artcsmr:):)nt:i .°d°'02y' Was f
apply mathematical method of philosophy Yvnh a v1;w t(t)) y ::lng Certlt'ude i
knowledge. As a result of his enquiry, he laid down four broad rules for his gy

uidance.! .
5 1. Never to accept anything as trué unless I clearly know it as such.? ﬁ

Descartes believes that errors arise from poorly comprehended experiences o
from hasty, groundless and preconceived notions. Tl?c only remedy, therefore, p,
thinks, lies in resolute refusal to believe in what is not clearly and msﬁM’

perceived. o
2. Divide up each of the difficulties, under examination into as many parts as ﬂ

ossible.
i We begin with something vague and indefinite and later on, step by step, attaip
clearness and distinctness. ‘

3. Commence with the simplest objects and ascend, step by step to the more
complex. 513 . ‘

The explanation must be ordered and systematic. Here Descartes is in favour
of deductive use in philosophical thinking, for he implies that later steps, should
be clearly deducible from earlier ones. ;

4. In every case make the enumeration so complete that I might be assured that
nothing was omitted.

The complex thing can be understood when we know its (i) several constituent ﬁ
.factors separately, clearly and distinctly, and when we (22) know the order or system
in which they are found. ,

Descartes, being himself a great mathematician, was struck by the excellenct H
of mathematics. Therefore, in order to make philosophy truly scientific he hoped
to make its method patterned on mathematics, Now in Geometry we first of all start
l»)vxth a few self-evident axioms and then reach the whole body of its conclusioss
hZ t':ﬁ:ﬁf otf sg mple cl‘?borati've deduction. Now in the same way in philosophy 10
Wit bieoc ;]td Out“by an inductive enumeration and a critical sifting of all idess

elgee gle certain point to dec.luce all further truths. The first task of philOsoPhy

;“of:‘hc the second synthetic.” (Windelband, Ibid,, p. 390)
that the s n(;lv: c::n:;f:::ﬂ; P Which s surs and certain? Deacartcs e

’ can be systematically sought by deliberate doubt. Whe?

doubt i : .y
indubit?b]zuf:;? hto Its farthest limit then it will reveal something Wh‘f" "
— » WIICR s clearly perceived. Now in order to discover the indubit®

1. “Discourse on method”
" » Philosophi
2. This he algo states in rule D(‘::t u::;::"::s WS
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« us doubt all that can be doubted.
| se-testimony can be doubted. Things of our daily life like tables, chairs,

0 S‘W through the senses. But the senses deceive us as is clear from illusions,
B w':mn_ms etc. Now prudence demands that we should not rely on things which
pallve once.
dtt"‘f:: ;ccnved not only by distant and minute objects but also by other things.

we r. some may think that it is impossible to doubt that we are seated here,

’wc:ﬂ}, place ata certain time. but similar certainty is also found in our dreams,

in3 C;no ws that we may be dreaming and the things of the present sense-experience
who . D)

may be deceiving us!’ i '

Thus some sense-beliefs are more probable than others. All of them, again

appear convincing, as long as they last. But, thcn whether even one of them is

certain, past doubt we have no grounds of believing; on the contrary have ample
ds for doubting.

(ii) Even the truths of science can be doubted. At this stage, it might be objects
that the truths of sciences like 2+2=4 cannot be doubted, even in dreams. However,
the case does not seem to be quite clear. We cannot know whether any truth of
knowledge is at all intended for us finite beings; whether God has not created us
rather for mere opinion and error. Besides, who knows there might be no God at
all. There might be a demon at once potent and malignant who tricks us to believe
in falsehood.

That I doubt cannot be doubted. When the doubt has done its worst it finds a
fact of completely unassailable certainty. I may doubt anything but I cannot doubt
that I am doubting. Whether it be a dream or a real consciousness, I must exist as
a doubting or thinking being. Let there be a demon to deceive me, but then I must
exist as a thinking being to be deceived. Hence, I doubt or think, therefore, I exist,
i.e., cogito ergo sum is the one certain truth which may be taken as the foundation
of philosophy. '

The doubt of Descartes should not be confused with psychological doubt. For
€xample, in darkness, when a small creature Crosses our path, we may doubt
Whether it was a mouse or a mole. The two may be thus contrasted:

Gon, le

Descartes’ Doubt Psychological Doubt

L Itis nota thing of direct feelingand 1. This is directly felt and expen-
€Xperience but is a deliberate and - enced by us as such, as in the
dispassionate attitude towards hu- previous example.

Man experience in general.

2. ltis Dot directly determined bythe 2. Itiscaused by the nature of object
3 Nature of objects. about which we want to know.
© The logical doubt of Descartes 3. Itis independent of our will. How-
::-l?clibcratc, depending on the ever, hard we my will, the doubt
ill,

continues.
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4. This is concerned with attitude 4. Tt is concerned wigy e .
towards total things or ultimate things of daily life. ticyy,
things.

Descartes should not be confused with .
Descartes is not asserting that whatever caf) bc'doubtc.d _is false, but pe i o,
supposing it to be false. Again, the scepticism is the finished conclusjq, al:"

knowledge which professes the denial of any c.crtain . knowledge Whatsog,
However, the Cartesian doubt is only a starting point to find out that which can,;

be further doubted.!

Again, the doubt of

2.02. Cogito Ergo Sum

This cogito ergo sumis the first final certainty and as such we have to be carefy
ding its position in the Cartesian philosophy

in its interpretation as well as in deci '
First, what Descartes tried to establish is not an inference but a simple fact o

primitive knowledge ora self-evident axiom. Had it been an inference, then it woulg
be merely dependent on premises for its certainty and then again these premises
on other premises for their certainty. This would lead to infinite regress withou
reaching the indubitable truth. However, the certainty of the cogitoi§ clear and
distinct, and, that nothing else could be perceived or intuited with the same
certainty. Cogito ergo sum means that my consciousness is the means of revealing
myself as something existing. Here is the indubitable truth of the inseparability of
thought and thing. My being implied in my being conscious is the first principle
both logically and psychologically. Of course the use of the term ‘therefore’ was
unfortunate for it led to the interpretation of the cogito as an inference. However,
‘therefore’ primarily means a step in inference but secondarily it means a relatioo
of necessary connection. Descartes uses the term ‘therefore’ in the secondary sense-
Again, ‘I think therefore I am’ should not be emphasized to hold that thinking
alonc. guarantees self-existence. The important thing is to show that it is my
consciousness which carries with it the existence of myself. No other function apart
t?c OI:I c(()):sat(())us function can guarantee the existence of the self. Therefore it would
conscioui canflao): it:nc;?; izlf.lc;‘;::k thercfore L am’, for viplking withowt ot
Further, in Cogito I know that f - ’
or that which constitutes the self is naol?l’czm e gae S 000";;
this is that which doubts, imagines, sen own- Al that we can say that the tlllnhsl)'
that lr::'t body is myself or not. Ty £ OGS Ko (TS i
ly, we can s ¢ : 3 :
ottt g e e e, 8 el
ca a ident or
nnot be without a substance of which it is the acg'vit;f: ARG

1. Discourse on the'mothod, Ibid, p, 99,







