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Note: ‘AT’ is the standard Franco-Latin edition of the complete works of Descartes. Cross references to ‘CSM’ and ‘CSMK’, the standard English edition, are given for the reader’s convenience, but in a number of the passages quoted I have made occasional minor alterations in phrasing and/or punctuation. In some of the quotations, I have also put certain key words and phrases in italics to draw the reader’s attention to their importance for the argument under discussion.
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THE CARTESIAN REVOLUTION



Descartes the scientist



The name of René Descartes is synonymous with the birth of the modern age. The ‘new’ philosophers, as he and his followers were called in the seventeenth century, inaugurated a fundamental shift in scientific thinking, the effects of which are still with us today. Indeed, Descartes was one of the principal architects of the very notion of ‘scientific thinking’ as we now understand it. All scientific explanation, Descartes insists, must be expressed in terms of precise, mathematically defined quantities:


I recognize no matter in corporeal things apart from that which the geometers call quantity, and take as the object of their demonstrations, i.e. that to which every kind of division, shape and motion is applicable. Moreover, my consideration of such matter involves absolutely nothing apart from these divisions, shapes and motions … And since all natural phenomena can be explained in this way, I do not think that any other principles are either admissible or desirable in physics (Principles of Philosophy [1644], Pt II, art. 64).


Our ordinary everyday picture of the world is of course very far from purely quantitative: it involves, apart from size, shape and motion, a host of different qualities – all the various colours, tastes, smells, textures and sounds we are aware of through our five senses. And the traditional ‘scholastic’ philosophy that had dominated the European universities for many centuries had tended to explain the natural world in terms of just such ‘real qualities’ (‘heaviness’, ‘moistness’, ‘dryness’, and so on) that were supposed to inhere in things. Today, by contrast, all scientists take it for granted that to try to explain things purely at this ‘common sense’ level is not enough: we need to probe deeper, to the micro-level, and investigate the interactions between the various particles out of which our ordinary world of medium-sized objects is composed. Descartes’ resounding declaration of his scientific principles underlines just this need. Physics, from henceforth, becomes the investigation of explanatory mechanisms operating at the micro-level; and the operations of those mechanisms have to be described in the exact language of mathematics.


But Descartes’ vision of science was yet more ambitious. He insisted that the same underlying explanatory schema held good for all observable phenomena, ranging from the vast revolutions of the heavenly bodies down to events in the atmosphere and on the earth’s surface, and even the microscopic processes going on inside our own bodies. He was, in short, a reductionist; that is, he claimed that all natural phenomena, terrestrial or celestial, organic or inorganic, no matter how striking their surface differences, can be reduced to, or fully explained in terms of, the elementary mechanics of the particles out of which the relevant objects are made up:


Consider how amazing are the properties of magnets and of fire, and how different they are from the properties we commonly observe in other bodies: how a huge and massively powerful flame can be instantaneously kindled from a tiny spark when it falls on a large quantity of powder; or how the stars radiate their light instantly in every direction over such an enormous distance. In this volume I have deduced the causes – which I believe to be quite evident – of these and many other phenomena from principles which are known to all and admitted by all, namely the shape, size, position and motion of particles of matter. And anyone who considers all this will readily be convinced that there are no powers in stones and plants that are so mysterious, and no marvels attributed to ‘sympathetic’ and ‘antipathetic’ influences that are so astonishing, that they cannot be explained in this way. In short there is nothing in the whole of nature … which is incapable of being deductively explained on the basis of these self-same principles (Principles of Philosophy, Pt IV, art. 187).


All of science becomes, for Descartes, an integrated whole – a great tree of knowledge (to use one metaphor he favoured), where the solid trunk of physics branches off into all sorts of particular sciences (like medicine), but without departing from the same fundamental set of explanatory principles (cf. Principles of Philosophy, Preface to French edition of 1647).


But there is one exception. In the triumphant exposition of the Cartesian scientific creed just quoted, one crucial phrase has been omitted from the final sentence. What Descartes in fact added was the vital caveat which, in some form or another, he always inserted when extolling the scope and range of his new scientific programme:


In short there is nothing in the whole of nature, nothing, that is, which should be referred to purely corporeal causes, i.e. those devoid of thought and mind, which is incapable of being explained on the basis of these self-same principles.


With the phenomena of ‘thought and mind’ the grand Cartesian project of explanatory science grinds to a halt. For Descartes divides reality into two fundamental categories: in addition to res extensa (‘extended substance’) – the three-dimensional world of physics, a world explicable entirely in terms of moving particles of a specified size and shape – there is the quite distinct realm of thought. Each conscious mind is a res cogitans or ‘thinking substance’, a being whose essential characteristics are entirely independent of matter and wholly in explicable via the quantitative language of physics.


Descartes’ ‘dualistic’ division of reality into two fundamentally distinct kinds of entity – thinking stuff and extended stuff – bequeathed a massive conundrum for philosophy that has been with us ever since: what exactly is the nature of consciousness, and what is its relationship to the physical world? Not many modern philosophers are much enamoured with Descartes’ own position (that thought is the property of an entirely immaterial substance); but all agree that the ‘mind–body problem’, as it has come to be known, is a philosophical-cum-scientific puzzle of enormous importance, and that Descartes’ ideas on the subject have had, for good or ill, an extraordinarily pervasive influence on subsequent ways of approaching it.


Descartes’ famous, or infamous, theory of the mind is the subject of this essay. The next chapter will explain his arguments for the non-material nature of the thinking self, and the paradoxes and tensions which his ‘dualistic’ theory creates. The final chapter will discuss the fascinating insights arising from his (much lesser known) attempts to resolve those paradoxes and to show how, despite their distinctness, the spiritual self and the mechanical body are intimately united, so as to constitute what Descartes called a ‘genuine human being’. But first it will be useful to give a brief account of the life and work of that remarkable Frenchman who is so aptly known as ‘the father of modern philosophy’.



Life and works



Descartes was born on 31 March 1596 in a small town between Tours and Poitiers, then called La Haye, but now renamed after its greatest son. His mother died when he was thirteen months old, and he was brought up by his maternal grandmother; his father remarried when he was four. At the age of ten, he was sent away to boarding school at the Jesuit college of La Flèche (between Angers and Le Mans). A sickly child, he was given the privilege of ‘lying in’ in the mornings, a habit that remained with him all his life. In 1610 (aged fourteen) he took part in a lavish ceremony commemorating the death of the college’s founder, Henry IV, and among the recitations arranged for the occasion was a poem heralding Galileo’s discovery, earlier that same year, of the moons of Jupiter. That the Earth was the centre of all motion had been a central doctrine of the scholastic philosophy, based on a synthesis of Aristotle and the Bible, which had long formed the basis of the curriculum in most schools and universities. But the old order was beginning to crumble.
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