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ABSTRACT





The term “Cartesianism” is commonly applied to a wide range of philosophical and scientific doctrines. The question of what constitutes the spirit or essence of Cartesianism – providing a common core for the works of Descartes, Arnauld, Rohault, La Forge, Rיgis, Spinoza, Le Grand or Malebranche, among others – has elicited a great variety of answers. Without attempting a comprehensive response to the question, I begin by presenting some main presuppositions and goals commonly attributed to Descartes and other Cartesian doctrines – both by their proponents and opponents. 


A fundamental Cartesian postulate concerns the metaphysical dualism of body and mind. Thoughts (e.g., ideas, volitions and judgments) are regarded by Descartes as modifications of the mind, whereas extension, size, shape, motion or rest are modifications of matter. According to the Cartesian “way of ideas,” the mind is directly acquainted only with its own modifications, and the objects external to the mind are known only through the mediation of ideas. External reality is viewed as given independently of any individual subjective consciousness. Although Descartes was not the first to posit this view, he invested it with a new meaning in his novel conception of the human mind. Within this framework, the Cartesian subject has been viewed mainly as an observer – one who can only represent independent reality rather than constitute it. Some indication of this view may be found in the third part of the Discourse on Method, where Descartes tells us that for nine years preceding the composition of that text, he did nothing but roam about in the world, trying to be a spectator rather than an actor in all the comedies played out there (AT VI 28:CSM I 125).� 


Interpreters commonly understand the ultimate goal of Descartes’ project as bridging the gulf that he himself presupposed to exist between the contents of the knowing subject’s own thoughts and the true nature of reality – by establishing the capability of the human mind to apprehend external reality “as it is.” According to this reading, however, Descartes is generally regarded as having failed to attain his goal. He has been blamed for being chained to the subjective contents of his thoughts, confined within the subjective certainty of the self. He was accused of not succeeding in bridging the abyss between the knowing subject and the real objects of his thoughts, between certainty and truth, between consciousness and reality. And thus we find in many commentators the Cartesian subject, detached and solitary, reflectively contemplating his own ideas, unable of becoming acquainted with the external world.


A notable expression of this traditional reading may be found in the oft-cited charge of circularity, leveled against his metaphysical argument in the Meditations. This criticism, in its various forms, implies that Descartes failed in his main task: to establish the objective validity of his criterion of truth – clarity and distinctness; that he failed to validate his general principle that whatever we clearly and distinctly perceive is also true (i.e., corresponds to reality). Descartes’ failure to establish the normative status of the clarity and distinctness of perceptions – as a faithful guide to the truth – was rooted in his reliance upon his arguments for the existence of God. The core of the problem is that the validity of these arguments is not only a necessary condition for the validity of the criterion, but is also conditioned by it. If the criterion of truth cannot be established unless the existence of God is proved, and if this latter proof is wholly dependent upon the validity of the criterion, we have a vicious circle, and none of these premises can be independently established. This problem seems to be destructive of Descartes’ project: apparently, if there is no ground for the claim that what is certain to the human mind is also true, then Descartes failed to attain his ultimate goal, the end to which his entire project was aimed.     





This work attempts to offer a different perspective for analyzing Descartes’ writings, one that may cast a new light on his main presuppositions and goals. I would like to show that there is another dimension in Descartes’ thinking, one that considerably influences his course of thinking and structures his views. This dimension coexists – side by side – with his explicit, manifest views. Through an analysis of various issues in Descartes’ writings, giving weight to these inner tensions, I wish to expose a non-substantive, procedural and dynamic conception of rationality underlying, in my view, the various aspects of his thought. In light of this, I argue that it is precisely what is considered as Descartes’ failure that made possible, and even yielded, one of his most significant achievements: his procedural, non-substantive conception of rationality – a conception that reached its full expression only about a hundred and fifty years after Descartes. 





The key to the analysis of Descartes’ non-substantive, dynamic conception of rationality in this work is a reexamination of his views regarding the nature of error. I would like to suggest that the notion of error may be used as a distinctive interpretative tool, one that can uncover implicit epistemological presuppositions and views that can hardly be detected otherwise. In order to exemplify this claim I analyze, in the last chapter of this work, the implicit Leibnizian substantive conception of rationality, as it emerges from his notion of error, and compare it with the Cartesian conception.





By the term “rationality” I refer here to the standard used for the normative evaluation of human judgments and beliefs, as far as their epistemic value is concerned. In this regard, I distinguish between two opposing conceptions. A substantive conception of rationality, in my terms, determines the normative status of a judgment according to both the semantic truth-value of its content and the strength of the reasons given for the justification of its truth. Moreover, according to such a conception, the justification of a judgment is subject to abstract and objective standards, derived from the essence of truth itself. By contrast, a procedural conception of rationality, again in my terms, determines the normative status of judgments according to the “appropriateness” of the cognitive procedures actually carried out, in terms of the actual way in which a given judgment is affected. According to such a “dynamic”, non-substantive conception (that I attribute to Descartes), the standards to which a justification of a judgment is subjected are intrinsic to the human mind. These standards are not derived from the essence of truth, but rather, from the “natural” operations of the pure mind, when it follows its own nature and operates as a pure intellectual competence. 





The first four chapters of this work are the building blocks for the construction of this main thesis. The first two chapters examine the “negative” aspects of Descartes’ non-substantive conception of rationality, through the analysis of his notion of error. The main object of this part of the work is to explicate the meaning of the term �“error” in Descartes’ usage. As I show, error is identified by him with the unfounded implementation of an act of judgment, irrespective of the truth-value of the judgment’s content. The third and fourth chapters concern the “positive” aspects of Descartes’ conception of rationality, in as much as they are manifested in his conception of knowledge, in the constructive nature of his method�, in his non-formal notion of justification, as well as in his views concerning the relation between justification and truth. In this part of the work I intend to show that the Cartesian subject, although he does not constitute the real objects of his knowledge, does build his own justifications and the cognitive procedures needed for the knowledge of truth. More specifically, I show that Descartes identifies the proper method with the “natural” working of the human mind, when it operates as pure intellectual power. Therefore, I argue that the natural operation of the pure mind constitutes for him both a direct and immediate source of validity for his method, and a standard for the evaluation of every particular justification and proof. In addition, I suggest that there is a close connection between Descartes’ non-substantive conception of error and the constructive nature of his method. Finally, I consider the question of how we can reconcile the conception of the subject as constituting his own mental procedures and justifications with Descartes’ ultimate goal – establishing the capability of the human mind for attaining the truth. 








***





1. Error without falsity


The problem of error plays a central role in Descartes’ later writings. At the beginning of the First Meditation he introduces the issue as one of the central motivations behind his entire project. The problem of error, which preoccupied most seventeenth-century thinkers, comprises two essential aspects, closely interconnected: the first is epistemic and consists in the attempt to reconcile the existence of error with the possibility of knowledge. The second is metaphysical-theological, and consists in the attempt to reconcile the existence of error with the perfection of God.


Descartes’ uncompromising striving for certainty compels him to confront the presence of error in human cognition, and to address the challenge it poses for the various aspects of his work. The attempt to do so develops into one of his most important aims, and is also decisive for his conception of the nature, structure and operation of the human mind. 


Descartes’ conception of error has been the subject of much interpretation and criticism. One important question, however, has not been given much consideration: what exactly is the meaning of the term “error” in Descartes’ usage? Most commentators tend to presuppose – in a manner which, in my view, is unfounded – that Descartes’ notion of error means, or is at least reducible to, the affirmation of what is semantically false. This interpretation, which I call “substantive,” is often taken for granted, without even considering the possibility that Descartes gives quite a different meaning to this term. The main object of this chapter is to question the substantive interpretation of Descartes’ concept of error by showing that he provides us with an alternative, non-substantive one. To this end, I distinguish between two senses of the term “error”:


The substantive sense of the term, in my view, is based upon the semantic concepts of falsity and truth. An erroneous judgment, in this sense, is one that either affirms a false propositional content or denies a true one. Such a substantive conception of error, which fits the everyday use of the term, may be found, inter alia, in Leibniz’s writings. According to this view, the affirmation of a true propositional content will never result in error, irrespective of whether or not we have the appropriate grounds for the justification of its truth. By contrast, the non-substantive sense of the term, which is assigned in this work to Descartes, consists in a flaw in the procedures through which the act of judging was actually carried out, and not in the semantic value of its content. 


Error, according to Descartes, consists in the affirmation or denial of a certain idea, which is not clearly and distinctly apprehended. For error to occur, two simultaneous conditions must obtain: an obscure or confused idea, and a voluntary judgment, which affirms or denies its truth. Error will occur only and necessarily, when we apply any judgment (whether affirmative or negative) to what we have confusedly or obscurely apprehended.  


However, my contention is that Descartes does not consider all confused and obscure ideas as semantically false. This means that in viewing error as the affirmation or denial of a confused or obscure idea, he does not consider the semantic falsity of the judgment’s content as a necessary condition for error. According to his view, any act of judgment (whether affirmative or negative), applied to what we confusedly or obscurely apprehend, will necessarily be erroneous, even when the content of the judgment happens to be true (i.e., corresponds to reality. AT VII 60:CSM II 41).�  Moreover, Descartes identifies the justification of a judgment with the actual implementation of the “proper” cognitive procedures. Therefore, I maintain, error is understood by him as the affirmation or denial of a certain propositional content which is not known by us to be true, irrespective of whether it is in itself true or false. The notion of justification, which plays no part in the substantive concept of error, plays a constitutive role in Descartes’. 





Descartes’ non-substantive notion of error shifts the focus from the substantive value of the content being judged to the question of how we conduct our thinking activity and employ our free will. The key concepts here are the “use” and “misuse” of free will, and not the semantic concepts of falsity and truth. The fault (culpa) he ascribes to any instance of error lies in what constitutes the very essence of error: in our misuse of free will, that is, in our failure to follow the inner rule of reason which commends us “never to accept anything as true if we did not have evident knowledge of its truth” (AT VI 18:CSM I, 120) –  irrespective of the results.  


Descartes’ use of the term “fault” (culpa), when speaking of the misuse of free will, has a bearing on the ethical and religious implications of falling into error, as understood by him. In discussing the relation between theoretical and moral errors (or sins), I submit, both kinds of error are not essentially distinct from each other. In neither case does the emphasis lie in the object of assent, but rather, in the operation itself. In both kinds of error, the fault lies in the misuse of our freedom of choice, in a failure to follow the inner rule of reason – be that either the natural light of reason (in intellectual, speculative error) or divine grace (in moral wrong).� 


 On these grounds I claim that Descartes’ implicit conception of rationality has to do with process rather than result – it is dynamic rather than static, procedural rather than substantive. Descartes identifies human rationality, both intellectual and practical, with the mastery of reason over the passions and sensations. This self-control constitutes for him not just a means to obtain a certain outcome but a virtue in its own right. 





The last part of this chapter is devoted to an examination of the prevailing substantive interpretations given to Descartes' notion of error by various commentators and critics. In addition, it discusses Descartes’ own “contribution” to this misunderstanding, arising from the constant tension between the implicit and explicit levels of his thought.





2.  The mechanism of error


The second chapter deals with the epistemic aspects of error, and focuses on Descartes’ view regarding the sources of error, the conditions that make it possible and the means for avoiding it. 


The opening section deals with Descartes’ distinction between idea and judgment, upon which his notion of error rests. The term “idea,” in Descartes’ usage, is ambiguous. It signifies, as he himself indicates, both the act of thinking and the immediate content of thought itself (AT VII 8:CSM II 7). Cartesian ideas may express propositions, that is to say, may have propositional contents and thus be either true or false. This means that judgments are not to be understood, in Descartes’ thinking, as the sole locus of falsity and truth. Since he does not identify “judgment” with “proposition,” he does not mean by “judgment” the product of the unification of two terms into one proposition (which may fit the Kantian sense of the term). In most cases, while speaking of judgment, Descartes refers to the act of judging, rather than to the judgment in regard to its content. The content of a judgment, for Descartes, as suggested by Martial Gueroult, is nothing but “the affirmation or negation of the truth of an idea, meaning the acceptance or refusal of its objective validity”. 


Descartes’ discussion of the causes of error is negative and eliminative in its nature. He offers some possible causes and then eliminates them one after the other. First, he rules out the possibility that God is the source of human error and, thereafter, endeavors to show that the source of error does not lie in either of the two mental operations of the mind – neither the intellect nor the will. An attempt to formulate Descartes’ positive stand regarding the sources of error is the main object of the present chapter, and it involves an analysis of his views on the freedom of the will. Descartes’ view regarding the causes of error, I contend, is based upon the distinction he makes between the competence of the will (which he does not consider the cause of error), and the actual choice one makes, in every particular instance, as to how to use this competence. After discussing some of the difficulties inherent in his account, I suggest various ways in which it may be understood. In addition, I discuss the criticism raised by two of his contemporaries on this issue (Thomas Hobbes and Pierre Gassendi), followed by Descartes’ replies.     





3. Clarity and distinctness


The third chapter elucidates the terms “clarity” and “distinctness,” in Descartes’ usage, as well as his notion of representation. Descartes does not offer us a precise definition of the terms “clarity” and “distinctness”. Rather, he illuminates their nature by means of an analogy with the visual perception of an object. The clarity of an idea, as is introduced by him, lies in its being “present and accessible to the attentive mind” (Princ. I 45), whereas its distinctness lies in its being “so sharply separated from all other perceptions that it contains within itself only what is clear” (ibid.). Among the critics who have dealt with this issue, many have identified the clarity of an idea with the immediate awareness of the mind to its content. But shouldn’t we say, rather, that every idea, by its very nature, must necessarily satisfy this condition? Descartes assigns to the clarity and distinctness of perception a normative status, rather then seeing them as descriptive features which every idea must possess. How, then, is it possible for any idea not to meet the standard of clarity, and thus be obscure? A similar problem arises with regard to the distinctness of ideas and perceptions. If an idea is identified with the immediate content perceived by the mind, how is it possible for an idea not to contain what is clearly and immediately present to the attentive mind? In other words, how is it possible for an idea not to satisfy the requirements of distinctness and thus be confused?  In order to deal with these questions, I ask in what sense it is possible for an idea to represent its object to the mind differently from what it really is, at the pre-judgmental level (that is, before being the object of a voluntary act of judgment). This problem was raised by one of Descartes’ contemporaries, Antoine Arnauld, who claimed: “If cold is only an absence, then I cannot have an idea of cold that presents itself to me as something positive” (AT VII 206:CSM II 145). In discussing this question I analyze Descartes’ notion of representation. In addition, I consider the question of what endows an idea with its “identity” as an idea of either this or that; that is, what is the criterion for determining the ideatum of an idea (be that object either actual or possible). Throughout my discussion, I examine a number of interpretations of Descartes’ notion of representation, which imply various answers to the questions raised above. Considering the difficulties in elucidating the meaning of the terms “clarity” and “distinctness” in Descartes’ usage, I suggest that these properties, in his view, are inviolably bound to the concrete experiences of particular clear and distinct ideas.


Finally, I discuss the question of why Descartes needed the epistemic categories of clarity and distinctness in the first place, and why he did not content himself with the two other categories, namely, certainty and truth.





4. Justification and truth


In the fourth chapter I wish to uncover Descartes’ implicit views of the relation between epistemic justification and truth, by analyzing the constructive and non-formal nature of his method. Acknowledging that real and external objects are not accessible to the human mind, how can we possibly ensure that our clear and distinct ideas exhibit the essences of things as they really are? This question opens up two main interpretative possibilities. The first, that Descartes can ensure the truth of our clear and distinct ideas only by reference to a certain “external” device, i.e., by reliance upon divine guarantee. Descartes repeatedly insists that the only thing that may ensure us of the truth of our distinct perceptions is the acknowledgment of the existence of a reliable God. It is this move that has exposed him, as is well known, to a charge of circularity. However, can we just rule out the possibility of an intrinsic or essential connection between the clarity and distinctness of perceptions, on the one hand, and their truth, on the other? This question opens up another possibility, according to which, the truth of our clear and distinct ideas can be intrinsically justified, with no need of any “external” reference to the veracity of God. Otherwise, it would appear that we would have to acknowledge the accidental (or even arbitrary) nature of these signs, or, at least, the arbitrary nature of the divine choice of precisely these and not others, as a criterion for truth.    


Both of these alternatives are given a certain expression in the interpretative discussion of the problem of circularity in Descartes’ metaphysical argument. Throughout a critical discussion of four of the main interpretations of this problem, I purport to show that none of them, for different reasons, is satisfactory. The interpretation I suggest in the present chapter does not eliminate the problem, but may lead to a reevaluation of the conditions for its resolution, and cast new light on the gravity and scope of the problem itself. 


In the main, my contention is that Descartes’ appeal to the veracity of God, even though necessary to his entire metaphysical argument, is not intended as a direct justification for every particular piece of reasoning. Nor is it an “external” guarantee for an accidental or arbitrary connection between clarity and distinctness, on the one hand, and truth, on the other. In my view, this appeal is intended as a meta-justification, a justification of a higher-order, for that which directly and immediately validates the truth of our clear and distinct ideas: the “natural” operations of the pure mind. 


Descartes insists that our pure intellectual faculty, the vis cognoscens, is infallible, in so far as it follows its own nature and operates as a pure spiritual competence, devoid of all interference of the senses, imagination, memory or prejudice. As such, it is capable by its own means of directing us towards the knowledge of truth, without the help of any “external” devices (such as the use of signs, formal logic, or abstract methodical rules). Descartes views the working of the vis cognoscens as a model for the ”proper” way of thinking, one that cannot but lead us to the knowledge of truth. On these grounds, he develops a non-formal conception of justification and proof, the standards of which are derived from the “natural” functioning of the pure mind rather than from the essence of truth.  In his view, the objective validity of every particular piece of reasoning depends upon the extent to which it embodies the natural working of the pure mind. In the Second Replies, Descartes explains his adherence to the analytical method of proof, which he employed in the Meditations, a method that “shows the true way by means of which the thing in question was discovered methodically” (AT VII 155:CSM II 110). It is this method alone, he states, that can serve as a means to discover new truths (AT VI 17:CSM I 119). Descartes seems to hold that in order to justify any particular judgment one should not only establish the truth of the matter at hand, but also reflect upon the epistemic order of discovery that was actually carried out. Consequently, each and every justification is not evaluated by an orderly system of formal and abstract methodical rules, but rather, according to the extent to which it expresses the vis cognoscens at work. 


Descartes’ conception of method is in accord with this view. Firstly, he does not furnish us with a comprehensive “theory of method”, but rather, with a limited number of operative rules. The full meaning of these rules depends upon the use to which they are actually put when applied to concrete contents. As Descartes wrote to Mersenne, his method “is concerned more with practice than with theory” (AT I 349:CSMK 53). This methodical practice is based upon a “natural method,” innate in our minds. Descartes believes that everyone must acquire competence in this methodical practice by himself, by means of prolonged training. In this process, the pure and attentive mind reflects upon its own procedures and thus gradually refines its skill and ability to manifest its “natural” functioning. Secondly, his attack on the syllogistic mode of reasoning and on any system of abstract rules of thought is grounded in these very assumptions. These rules, in his view, divert the mind from the subject matter at hand and distract it from its own natural operations. Descartes believes that concrete and self-evident contents of thought are epistemically prior to general forms of thought (AT IXA 205-6:CSM II 271). In the same fashion, he states that “it is in the nature of our mind to construct general propositions on the basis of our knowledge of particular ones” (AT VII 141:CSM II 100).


In view of these considerations, I draw a number of conclusions: Firstly, it would seem that the truth – the ultimate goal of every inquiry – does not constitute the standard for the normative evaluation of every particular piece of reasoning, nor does it function as the direct source of the validity of the Cartesian method as a whole. This standard is intrinsic to the human soul, and is derived from the “natural” functioning of the pure mind. Therefore (and this is my second conclusion), when we come to ask what it is that provides the Cartesian method with its normative status as a reliable guide for the truth, we should not immediately refer to the veracity of God. What makes Descartes’ method a trustworthy guide for the knowledge of truth is its embodiment of the vis cognoscens at work. 


This explanation does not eliminate the “role” of God. In order to justify the claim for the infallible nature of the pure mind and, thus, establish its status as a direct source of the validity of his method, Descartes turns to the veracity of God. However, the arguments for the existence of God are not directly involved in the justification of each and every particular judgment. In order to justify any particular judgment one has to show that the mental procedures actually carried out manifest the “natural” functioning of the pure mind.�  It is in this sense, I believe, that the Cartesian subject may be considered as one who constitutes his own justifications and builds his own cognitive procedures needed for the knowledge of truth. 


The interpretation suggested here does not eliminate the problem of circularity. The infallible nature of the pure mind is the source of the validity of the arguments for the existence of God, while these arguments justify the infallible nature assigned to the pure mind. However, in terms of the current reformulation of the problem I suggest, a new evaluation of its scope and a reexamination of the conditions for its resolution emerge. What I would like to suggest is mainly that if it is not the divine guarantee that constitutes the direct and immediate source of the validity of the method, but rather, the natural working of the pure mind (which is an inner source), then the direct justification of the truth of our clear and distinct perceptions, although extrinsic with regard to the perceptions themselves, is intrinsic with regard to the mind in which they inhere. This interpretation seems to rule out the two alternatives raised above, regarding the nature of the connection between clarity and distinctness, on the one hand, and truth, on the other. Firstly, it rules out the possibility that this connection is wholly “extrinsic,” accidental, inessential, or even arbitrary. Secondly, it also rules out the opposing alternative raised, namely, that the truth of particular intuitions, as long as they are present to the mind’s eye, is intrinsically justified, with no need of any “external” justification whatsoever. In terms of this reconsideration of the problem, its resolution will depend upon the question of whether or not we can possibly justify the claim for the infallible nature of the human mind, without any reference to the veracity of God. 


Moreover, my main intention is to show that even if the problem of circularity has not been resolved and it is possible that the proper use of our mental faculties will yield false ideas and beliefs, this mere possibility cannot in any way detract from the rationality of human nature and thought. Human rationality, in Descartes’ thinking, does not depend upon the substantive truth of the contents of our thoughts, but rather, only on the proper use we make of our intellectual competence, on the rule of reason over sensations and passions, on our obedience to the natural laws of reason.  


These considerations lie behind the non-substantive nature of Cartesian error, and have a significant explanatory role. Firstly, they explain why Descartes binds together the actual way in which a given judgment is affected with the justification of its truth.  Secondly, they throw light on the origin of Descartes’ very assumption that the justification of a judgment, thus understood, constitutes an essential condition for its non-erroneous status and not merely for the knowledge of its truth. 





In the last portion of this chapter I aim to show that Descartes assigns to the notion of semantic falsity a marginal role throughout his work. Not only is error not taken as the mere affirmation of what is false, but the Cartesian method and criterion of truth are also not based upon, nor defined in terms of, the distinction between the true and the false. One may ask, however, whether it is possible that Descartes regards the search for truth as his ultimate goal, and still does not assign a central role to the negation of truth, to the notion of semantic falsity. In discussing this question I point to an asymmetrical element in Descartes’ conception of method, which is procedural (methodical) and not substantive (essential). Although Descartes does not reject the bivalence principle, he provides us with no criterion or procedure whatsoever for the detection of false propositions – unless they contain self-contradiction. 


Since Descartes does not identify the confusion and obscurity of ideas with their falsehood, it would appear that his criterion of truth – clarity and distinctness – can be of no use in identifying instances of false propositions. In the absence of any other “negative” criterion (with the exception of self-contradiction), it seems that Descartes provides us with an asymmetrical procedure that can only serve for the verification of propositions, but not for their falsification.


Throughout my discussion, I show that in most cases where Descartes uses the term “falsity,” he does not refer to the semantic sense of the term, but rather, to one of the two following categories: formal falsity of judgments, which is, for him, a synonym for error, or material falsity of ideas, which is ascribed by him to ideas that are confused and obscure to such a degree that they do not enable us to judge whether they are true or false (e.g., ideas of sense). Neither of these categories, I suggest, in spite of the word “falsity” attached to them, necessarily incorporates a semantic element of falsity. 


Note that even in the context of the hyperbolic doubt, Descartes insists that by saying in the First Meditation that we should regard what is doubtable as if it were false, he does not mean that we should consider its opposite to be true. It is just that in order to withhold assent from what is doubtful, we must consider it as if it were false, in order “to counter-balance the weight of preconceived opinions so that I should not incline to one side more than the other” (AT VII 22, 465-6:CSM II, 15, 312-13). I suggest that the skeptical method of the First Meditation implies a presumption of falsity: every proposition should be considered false, unless its truth is proved beyond reasonable doubt.


Finally, I discuss the marginal role assigned by Descartes to the notion of semantic falsity in his “practice of debates.” In the absence of any procedure for falsification, one may wonder how he can falsify the counter-statements raised by his correspondents and critics. Trying to answer this question, I analyze some of the debates between Descartes and his critics, in order to uncover the strategies he uses in the course of these debates. Descartes assumes that none of the parties to the debate is required to prove the falsity of the counter-statements of his opponent. In order to shift the “burden of proof” (onus probandi), each of them has only to verify his own positions in a “positive” manner, and weaken, to a certain degree, those of his opponent. It is also in this context, I believe, that Descartes posits a presumption of falsity: every proposition should be considered false (hypothetically and provisionally), unless its truth is proved beyond reasonable doubt. On these grounds I suggest that Descartes has no need of a negative procedure of falsification, which, in any case, would be insufficient for the identification of particular errors, and unnecessary for the practice of debates. 


Descartes expresses his deep reservations with regard to the epistemic value of philosophical controversies and dialogue. He not only divests them of any positive value, but also attributes to them a negative one, as being liable to divert the mind from the truth (AT VII 157:CSM II 112). In this regard, I refer to the disagreement between this view and the fact that Descartes himself has sent the manuscript of the Meditations to various scholars and decided to publish their objections, followed by his own replies.





Epilogue: Leibniz and Descartes – on Rationality and Error


The last chapter explicates and contrasts the substantive Leibnizian conception of error and rationality with the non-substantive Cartesian one. Through the analysis of the essential differences between the two, I hope to promote a better understanding of my main thesis concerning the non-substantive nature of Descartes’ thinking. 


Leibniz holds a substantive notion of error. For him, error consists in a discrepancy between the truth-value of a certain propositional content and the truth-value ascribed to it in a given act of judgment. Error, thus understood, is identified with an affirmation of falsity or a negation of truth. The notion of justification has no place in the Leibnizian notion of error. 


Leibniz’s and Descartes’ opposing conceptions of error are anchored in fundamental assumptions on their part regarding the nature and competence of human cognition. First and foremost, Leibniz emphatically rejects the infallible nature assigned by Descartes to the human mind. Assuming that the ideas themselves are not immediately accessible to our consciousness, Leibniz believes that human cognition, being in the main symbolic or “blind,” requires the mediation of signs. Therefore, in order to become familiar with the nature of ideas and their interrelations, we must employ a formal and logical method of proof and various semiotic aids. It is precisely because he considers human cognition to be fallible, that he calls on us not to be satisfied with our “natural” intellectual prowess – even when it is at its “best.” 


The disparity between the two thinkers is so profound that the means proposed by Descartes for acquiring knowledge not only do not suffice, according to Leibniz, but are also one of the main causes of human error. And vice versa: what Leibniz sees as the means for acquiring true and sound knowledge, Descartes sees as a direct cause of error.


The substantive nature of Leibniz’s conception of rationality consists in two main features. Firstly, he does not consider the lack of justification as a sufficient condition for error. Secondly, Leibniz’s notion of justification, which is taken by him to be a necessary condition for knowledge, is subject to external and objective standards, derived from the essence of truth itself. Although the proper implementation of the formalistic method constitutes for him a necessary condition for knowledge, the method itself, as well as any of its particular applications, is subject to formal, logical and objective standards, which are derived from the nature of truth rather than from the natural functioning of the human mind.


Leibniz’s and Descartes’ opposing notions of error suggest two conflicting presumptions with regard to the burden of proof. Descartes, as mentioned above, presumes that every affirmation is (hypothetically) considered false unless its truth has been proved. This tentative presumption of falsity is interlinked with the non-substantive notion of error: under this presumption, Descartes does not confine the extension of error to affirmations whose falsity has been “proved.”  In order to err, in his view, it is enough merely to affirm something that leaves even the slightest room for doubt, irrespective of whether it is, in itself, true or false. Under his presumption of falsity, anything that is doubtful should be seen as if it were false, unless its truth is evidently shown.


Leibniz, however, suggests a presumption of truth: every claim is (provisionally and hypothetically) presumed to be true, unless its falsity has been proved. On the basis of this “positive” presumption, he accepts as erroneous only affirmations whose falsity has been “proved” by his formal method of proof.





Finally, I show that neither of the two philosophical enterprises fully embodies either of the two opposing conceptions of rationality. Both of them are located somewhere along the continuum between the two polar conceptions, incorporating, in different proportions, elements of both. Descartes’ thinking involves definite procedural elements. However, at the same time, it is not devoid of substantive elements, although their weight is less than that of the procedural ones. The same is true of Leibniz’s thinking. Though it contains weighty substantive elements, it is not devoid of procedural ones. 





***





Descartes is commonly viewed as a thinker who began with a radical and daring opening move that reached its peak in the certainty of the Cogito, but who, thereafter, declined into dogmatic objectivism, which ultimately made him a prime target of skepticism. Throughout my work I wish to show that it is precisely what has been considered his main failure – his inability to transcend the subjective boundaries of the self – that actually made one of his most significant achievements possible, his non-substantive, procedural, conception of rationality in its various manifestations. This conception, although it does not reach full fruition in Descartes’ philosophy, may be viewed as his most significant response to the Pyrrhonistic skepticism of his day.   


This conception, I suggest, lays the foundations for what will later become the transcendental way of thinking in its Kantian form. This way of thinking begins with what is given to the private consciousness, and continues by inquiring into the necessary conditions that make this “given” possible. The Cartesian Cogito, and (what is commonly called) the “anthropological” proof of the existence of God both exemplify this way of thinking and may be seen as the seeds of transcendental thinking. In both, the thinker begins with the private and immediate consciousness of his own skeptical cognitive activity, which serves him as a given, and then inquires into the conditions that make this activity possible. Firstly, he becomes acquainted with his own intellectual existence, as the carrier of his doubts. Then, he recognizes with full certainty the existence of a transcendental entity which has implanted the idea of perfection in his mind, considered by him as a necessary condition for his skeptical activity.


This way of thinking provides Descartes with the means for routing the attacks of the Pyrrhonistic skeptic, precisely with his own weapons. The latter, by his very skeptical activity, is forced to reject his skepticism by acknowledging the fact of his own spiritual existence.  


 


Another notable element of Kantian transcendental thinking anticipated by Descartes can be found in the Regulae. Descartes insists that every inquiry should begin by defining the limits and nature of the human mind. In his view, it is wrong to study various external objects (such as the secrets of nature, the stars in the heavens and other scientific matters) before inquiring first whether or not human reason is capable of knowing these matters: 


The most useful inquiry we can make at this stage is to ask: What is human knowledge and what is its scope? We are at present treating this as one single question, which in our view is the first question of all that should be examined by means of the Rules described above. This is a task which everyone with the slightest love of truth ought to undertake at least once in his life, since the true instruments of knowledge and the entire method are involved in the investigation of the problem. There is, I think, nothing more foolish than presuming, as any do, to argue about the secrets of nature, the influence of the heavens on these lower regions, the predication of future events, and so on, without ever inquiring whether human reason is adequate for discovering matters such as these. It should not be regarded as an arduous or even difficult task to define the limits of the mental powers we are conscious of possessing, since we often have no hesitation in making judgments about things which are outside us and quite foreign to us (AT X 397-8:CSM I 31). 





Descartes believes that through the inquiry into the nature and scope of human reason we also become acquainted with the method for the investigation of the truth, which reflects the natural operations of the pure mind. This view of Descartes has been given not only a theoretical expression but also a practical one. Descartes began his new philosophical undertaking by developing his method long before he crystallized his complete metaphysical outlook – all that about a hundred and fifty years before the emergence of Kant’s transcendental philosophy.     
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Notes


� References to Descartes’ works are made in parentheses in the main body of the text, by volume and page number of the standard Latin and English editions of Descartes (AT and CSM or CSMK respectively). In the cases of Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy (hereafter Princ.) and The Passions of the Soul parenthetical references are given by the part and article numbers (which are reproduced in all editions). In some cases I explicitly refer to the earlier English translation of Haldane & Ross (hereafter HR) to the later French version of the Meditations (1647). 


� By the term “constructive” I do not mean to signify any artificial, non-natural character of the method. On the contrary: I mean that Descartes views the human mind as constituting its own justifications and cognitive procedures, and also as the direct source of validity for every particular course of thought. On these grounds I suggest that Descartes holds a pragmatic, non-formal conception of method, the full meaning of which depends upon its use when applied to concrete contents. 


� This reading is strongly confirmed by a passage from the Fourth Meditation, in which Descartes claims: “If, however, I simply refrain from making a judgment in cases where I do not perceive the truth with sufficient clarity and distinctness, then it is clear that I am behaving correctly and avoiding error. But if in such cases I either affirm or deny, then I am not using my free will correctly. If I go for the alternative which is false, then obviously I shall be in error; If I take the other side, then it is by pure chance that I arrive at the truth, and I shall still be at fault since it is clear by the natural light that the perception of the intellect should always precede the determination of the will. In this incorrect use of free will may be found the privation which constitutes the essence of error” (AT VII 60:CSM II 41. Emphasis added). 


�  AT VII 148:CSM II 105; AT VII 60-61:CSM II 42; AT VII 126-7:CSM II 90. In discussing this issue I endeavor to show how Descartes’ notion of the “provisional moral code”, in the third part of his Discourse on Method, is also rooted in this view (AT VI 22-28:CSM I 122-125). In addition, I show how his stand regarding the essence of sin may be reconciled with his general belief that matters of faith – by their very nature – cannot be clearly and distinctly apprehended. 


� In this manner we should read Descartes’ claim in the Meditations, that having once proven the existence of a reliable God, one is not required to attend the premises of the proof each time anew, and can rely upon remembering that he has once proven it (AT VII 70:CSM II 48; to Regius, 24 may 1640, AT III 65:CSMK 147). 








