
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

CARTESIANISM

Authored by

mohammad looti

November 13, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). CARTESIANISM. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67762

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67762
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67762
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


CARTESIANISM 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

CARTESIANISM

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Philosophy (Epistemology, Metaphysics, Ethics), Mathematics,

Natural Science

Proponents: René Descartes; Post-Cartesians (Nicolas Malebranche, Baruch Spinoza, Gottfried

Leibniz)

1. Core Definition and Disciplinary Context

Cartesianism designates the comprehensive philosophical and scientific system developed by the

French philosopher and mathematician, René Descartes (1596-1650). It represents a pivotal

moment in intellectual history, fundamentally shifting the Western philosophical tradition away from

scholastic Aristotelianism and initiating the era of modern rationalism. The system is characterized

by its reliance on reason and innate ideas to establish certain knowledge, modeled after the

precision and deductive certainty found in mathematics. Descartes sought to build a complete

intellectual structure--encompassing metaphysics, epistemology, physics, and morality--upon a

single, irrefutable foundation, striving for absolute clarity and distinctness in all principles derived.

This drive for certainty positioned Cartesianism as the first major attempt in the modern era to unify

all knowledge into a single, cohesive, and logically rigorous structure, thereby replacing centuries

of accumulated, often contradictory, dogma with a new, architectonic philosophy.

At its heart, Cartesianism is predicated on the revolutionary idea that the subject--the individual

thinking mind--is the primary locus of truth and the starting point for all inquiry. Unlike previous

systems that relied on external authority (Scripture, Aristotle) or sensory data as the ultimate test of

reality, Descartes insisted that only those truths recognized by the mind with absolute clarity and

distinctness could be accepted. This methodological shift mandated the invention of a new way of

thinking, famously detailed in his work, Discourse on the Method (1637). The disciplinary scope of

Cartesianism is vast, influencing not only metaphysics through its famous mind-body dualism but

also laying the groundwork for modern physics, optics, and the invention of analytical geometry.

2. The Methodological Foundation: Doubt and Certainty

The foundation of the entire Cartesian system rests upon the process of Methodic Doubt,

sometimes referred to as hyperbolic doubt. Descartes employed this systematic, radical skepticism

not as an end, but as a crucial tool for purification. He resolved to doubt everything that could

possibly be doubted--including the testimony of the senses, the existence of the external world,

and even the simplest mathematical truths (via the Evil Demon Argument)--until he reached a

truth so self-evident that it was absolutely immune to doubt. This process was necessary because

Descartes believed that the existing structure of knowledge was built upon shaky foundations,

requiring a complete intellectual reconstruction.
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The culmination of this methodological exercise is the famous dictum: *Cogito, ergo sum* ("I think,

therefore I am"). The act of doubting itself proves the existence of a doubter. Even if deceived

about everything else, the existence of the thinking substance (the *res cogitans*) cannot be

denied, as deception requires a subject to be deceived. This discovery of the self as a thinking

entity provides the first, absolutely certain principle (the *Archimedean Point*) upon which the rest

of the Cartesian edifice is constructed. From this primary certainty, Descartes then deduces the

existence of God and, subsequently, the reliability of the external material world. The *Cogito* thus

establishes the non-material, spiritual nature of the mind as distinct from the body, leading directly

into the core metaphysical concept of dualism.

3. The Three Foundational Tenets of Knowledge (Epistemology)

Based on the certainty established by the *Cogito*, Cartesian epistemology asserts three primary

tenets governing the acquisition and structure of valid knowledge. These tenets emphasize the

rationalist approach, prioritizing internal mental operations (intuition and deduction) over empirical

observation.

The Unity of All Knowledge (Scientia): The first tenet posits that all knowledge, regardless of the

specific field--whether physics, metaphysics, or mathematics--is fundamentally interconnected and

derived from the same root principles. Descartes envisioned a tree of knowledge where

metaphysics formed the roots, physics the trunk, and specialized sciences (like medicine and

mechanics) the branches. This unity implies that the criteria for truth are universal; the same

standard of clarity and distinctness that validates mathematical propositions must apply to

philosophical or theological claims. This vision rejected the historical compartmentalization of

knowledge inherited from scholasticism.

Knowledge as Mastery of the World: The second tenet insists that the ultimate purpose of

acquiring knowledge is practical utility and the domination of the material environment. Descartes

did not pursue knowledge merely for theoretical contemplation; he sought a "practical philosophy"

that would enable humans to become "masters and possessors of nature." This concept was

instrumental in promoting the empirical and technological drive that characterized the Scientific

Revolution, moving philosophy away from passive observation toward active manipulation and

control of the physical world, particularly through applications in engineering and medicine.

Knowledge Builds from Primary, Intuitive Principles: The third tenet dictates that all complex

knowledge must be built up deductively from simple, self-evident, and intuitive principles. These

principles are not learned empirically but are innate ideas implanted in the mind by God (e.g., the

idea of God, the idea of perfection, the basic axioms of logic and mathematics). Cartesian inquiry

involves breaking down complex problems into their simplest components (analysis) and then

systematically reconstructing the knowledge through logical steps (synthesis), ensuring that each
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step is as certain as the initial intuitive foundation. This rigorous method guarantees the solidity

and certainty of the resulting intellectual structure.

4. Key Metaphysical Concepts: Substance Dualism

Perhaps the most enduring legacy of Cartesianism is its metaphysical division of reality into three

fundamental substances, leading to the doctrine known as Cartesian Substance Dualism. This

framework provided a clear structure for viewing the world, separating the divine, the mental, and

the physical realms.

Res Cogitans (Thinking Substance): This substance is the mind, soul, or consciousness. Its

essential attribute is thought (or consciousness, reasoning, willing). The *res cogitans* is

immaterial, unextended in space, indivisible, and inherently private. This substance defines the self

derived from the *Cogito* and is the seat of rationality and free will.

Res Extensa (Extended Substance): This substance constitutes the material world, including the

human body. Its essential attribute is extension (occupying space). All physical matter, according

to Descartes, operates purely mechanically, much like a complex clockwork machine, adhering

strictly to the laws of motion and geometry. Matter possesses no consciousness, sensation, or

inherent purpose; it is merely geometry in motion.

God (The Infinite Substance): God serves as the guarantor of reality and the ultimate source of

both *res cogitans* and *res extensa*. God is the infinite, perfect substance whose existence

Descartes attempts to prove via variations of the ontological and cosmological arguments.

Crucially, God's perfection ensures that the innate ideas implanted in the mind are reliable and that

the external world perceived clearly and distinctly actually exists, preventing the Cartesian system

from collapsing into solipsism.

The most significant challenge immediately raised by this dualistic structure was the Mind-Body

Interaction Problem: if the mind is entirely immaterial and unextended, and the body is purely

material and extended, how do they causally interact? Descartes famously hypothesized that this

interaction occurred in the pineal gland, a small organ in the brain, though this biological

explanation failed to satisfy later philosophers and spurred subsequent attempts, such as

Occasionalism and Parallelism, to resolve the problem while maintaining the dualistic framework.

5. Historical Development and Immediate Successors

Following Descartes' death, Cartesianism rapidly spread throughout European universities,

particularly in the Netherlands and France, becoming the dominant philosophical paradigm. It

inspired a generation of thinkers, collectively known as the Post-Cartesians, who struggled

primarily with the implications of dualism and the role of God within the system.
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Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715) developed Occasionalism, arguing that since mind and body

cannot causally interact directly, God must intervene on every occasion of interaction. When the

mind wills an action (e.g., raising an arm), this mental event is merely the occasion for God to

cause the corresponding physical movement. This solved the interaction problem but required

constant divine intervention. Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), while starting from Cartesian premises

(mathematical method, reliance on definition and axioms), radically transformed the system into

Monism, positing that there is only one substance--God, or Nature--with thought and extension

being merely two of its infinite attributes. This eliminated dualism entirely. Gottfried Leibniz

(1646-1716) proposed Pre-established Harmony, suggesting that mind and body, while non-

interacting, were created by God to operate like two perfectly synchronized clocks, maintaining the

appearance of interaction without actual causal contact.

6. Impact on Science and Philosophy

The impact of Cartesianism on the development of modern thought is immense and multifaceted.

Philosophically, it established epistemology (the theory of knowledge) as the central focus of

inquiry, demanding that we first understand *how* we know before we claim to know *what* we

know. It cemented rationalism as a powerful alternative to empiricism and set the stage for the

crucial debates of the Enlightenment.

Scientifically, Descartes' emphasis on geometry and mechanism profoundly influenced the

physical sciences. He is credited with the invention of analytic geometry, which unified algebra

and geometry, providing the essential mathematical tools necessary for Newton's subsequent

formulation of classical mechanics. His mechanistic view of the material world--treating animals

and the human body as complex, soulless automatons--allowed scientists to study living organisms

without theological constraints, paving the way for physiology and modern biology, despite the later

limitations of his vortex theory of cosmology. Cartesianism thus fundamentally altered the

relationship between human beings and the world, transforming nature from an animated,

purposeful cosmos into a quantifiable, manageable machine.

7. Criticisms and Post-Cartesian Reactions

Despite its foundational status, Cartesianism faced significant and enduring criticisms almost

immediately upon its publication, primarily focused on its dualistic metaphysics and its reliance on

theological arguments.

The Interaction Problem: The most pressing internal flaw was the causal gap between the mind

and the body, which was never satisfactorily resolved by Descartes. Critics found the pineal gland

solution inadequate, arguing that merely locating the point of interaction did not explain the

mechanism by which an immaterial entity could affect a material one, or vice versa. This criticism
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fueled the Monistic systems of Spinoza and the occasionalist solutions of Malebranche.

The Cartesian Circle: Critics accused Descartes of committing a logical fallacy known as the

Cartesian Circle. He used the criterion of "clear and distinct ideas" to prove God's existence, but

then relied on God's non-deceptive nature to guarantee the validity of the very "clear and distinct

ideas" used in the proof. This perceived circularity undermines the absolute certainty he claimed to

have achieved.

Empiricist Challenge: British Empiricists, notably John Locke and David Hume, rejected the

Cartesian concept of innate ideas, arguing instead that all knowledge derives ultimately from

sensory experience. Locke attacked the idea that principles could be present in the mind without

the individual being consciously aware of them, while Hume's radical skepticism eventually

dismantled the notion of substance and causality, challenging the very possibility of constructing a

unified, certain system of knowledge in the Cartesian manner.

Further Reading

René Descartes (Wikipedia)

Descartes' Epistemology (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Dualism (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)
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