Chapter VI

DESCARTES

Rens Desoartes represents in many ways a pivotal point
in the Wastern attitude towards the existence of God and the
immortality of the soule. His philosophy contains the end of the ‘
past and the begimning of the future. Eis defense of the immortality
of the soul was to Secom the basis for the denial of the immortality -
of ths soul, Objective evidence was to be auporbe&d by avub;}ootiw.

conviotion, Yet his purpose was to defend ?.mrtality.

rh. philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, as slaborated
and clarified by 8t. Augustine and 8¢, !hann»,.m formed the
framework of the greater part of the struotnro of rational, and
simultsneously Christian, mugkt:up until the ci_.xtmnth gentury.
By the time of Descartes, thres lundved years aftsr the death of
8t. Thomas, during which thru hndred years the system of Thomistio-

. Aristotelisa philosophy had not weinteined all the viger it possessed

when astivated by 56, Thomas himself and had on the other hand
becoms somewhat ivy-ooversd, this philosophy had beoccms, 1in the
Wg of many, more & ssries of propositions to bo sooepted on
authority than & ateadily developing system of thought., Likewise
csrtain errors were maintained by their authors' ability to
justify them by the system in question, The time was ripe for o
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i l revolt. The religious revolt ugains® authority had already taken

. place, 1In nl;ia endeavor to bolster that authority from purely

( ] rational grounds and by argumsnts completely untainted by any

i’ ] appeal to the ;ast, Degcortes undertook to prove tho existence of

God and the immortality of the soul in a new way which so captivated

[ i the new world that when later on this same mode of realoning

. appeared to require the denial of the exlistence of God and the
immortality of the soul these seemingly insluctable conclusions

were scrupulously affirmd ag8- the basls of a new materialist

philasophy.

Yhat had impeliod Descartes to attempt a restatement of
the f£indings of man's knowledge! There was on the cne hand his
dissatisfaction with the somewhat antiquated and arbitrary presentation

of scholastic philosophy as he kuew it, There was on the other

~ hand the rmourugmt afforded him by the success of his synthesis
of uﬂmntiél. It could seem only natural to him to spply himself
in the laterests of humaity to establishing a new and henceforth
indestructible certituds comterning the supremely important questions.
of the existence of God and the immortality of the soul, and %o
show by this very fact the value of his new philosophy which was
somewhat suspect to the roéruontatin: of traditional thought,

Thus, in the dedication of his Meditstions om the First
.. FPhiloscphy to the Faculty of Theology of the Serbonne, he states:
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"1l have always bees of cpiuion that the two questions respecting
God andtnz soul were the chiefl of those that oushu to be determined
by l;olp‘ of philosophy retiher thsn of theclosy; for although to us,
tas faithful, it Le swificient to Lold as matlers of Pui th, thet
the Lumen soul does not perish withu thei Lody, aad that God exists,
it yel assuwredly seems Impossible ever to persuade lafidels of

the reulity of i;my religion, or slmost even euy moral virtue,
unless, first of ali, tiose {wo thiugs be proved to them by natural
reasu..” Héw is tlis 1o be acoomplished in the preseﬁt work? |
"es.There is, I spprehend, no more useful service tv be performed
in philosophy, than if some one were, once for all, carefully teo
ssek out the best of these reasons (roz; the imuortality of the soul
and the exlstence of Ged), and expound them so acourately and
clearly that, for the futwrs, it might be manifest to all tiut

they m Peal demonstrations. And finmally, sinoe many persons were
groatly desirous of this, wio knew that I had cultivated s certain
method of resolving all kinds of diffioulties in the sciences, which
is not indeed mew (there being nothing older than truth), but of
which they were awure I had mede suscessful use in ether instances,
I judged it be my duty to make trial of 1% also on the present |
matter.” These demomstrations, Dessartes believes, are "equal or
oven superior to the geometrioal in vertituds and evidence."

Their desired result is "that henoeforward all errors which have
besn entertained on these questions .wiu very soon be effaced from -




~ world since from-it illusions may arise: "All that I have, up to

‘been deceived (ibid,)"

‘maturs of the ooneept itself must meke it 204 )t must be olear

" independent of any influensce of the senses and so that the "natural .

the minds . of men.”

How does Descartes proceed in setting forth his demonstration
of the immortality of the soul? The initial step is to make a c¢lean
aweep of all previous knowledge: | "I will at length epply myself
earnestly and freely to the general overthrow of all my former
opinions. ... «..As the removal from below of the foundation
necessarily involves the downfall of the whole edifice, I wi.ll at
once approach the oritioisms of the principles on which all ny
former beliefs rested (1lst l(editatibn) «" This separation from all

provious knowledge also entails the separation from the external

this moment accepted as possessed of the highest truth and certainty,
I received either from or through the senses. 1 observed, howsver,
that these sowetimes misled us; and it is the part of prudencs not
to place absolute eonfidence in that by whish we have even once -

What then is %5 be the oriteriom of truth? The comcept
in the mind must have mathematical certitude such that it remains -
eternally and universally trus, as for instance the truth that the
sun of the angles of & triangle equals two right angles. . The very

and distinet so that it campels the assent of the mind in a way
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i1igit" can have uno other alternative but tu accept it.

Thus the existence of the mind is established, since it
is always present in all one's perceptions, whether true or false.
The mind is necessarily seen as separable from the body since it is
indivisible, whereas the body is divisible. "...Becauss, on the
one hand, I have a clear and distinot idea of myselfl, iﬁ as far
es I am only a thinking and unextended thing, and as, on the. other
hand, I possess a distinct idea of body, in as far as it is only an
oxtended and unthinking thing, it is certain that I, that is, my
migd. by which I am what I am, is entirely and truly dictinot from
ny body and may exist ﬁthout 4t (6th Meditation)." Consequertly,
also, sizce what is dlearly snd distinetly known is trus (5th
Meditation) and fruth is identical with existence (ths notion of
irisngls, for instance, even if mapomi of the senses, is
something sxisting), to the idea of God, which is clear and distinot
in the highest daéru end w. there necessarily corresponds .
existence. (3rd Meditation)

Although Descartes was suppoa;dly striving for the
glery ef the God 1# which he believed, and states that even in this
1ife the necessarily imperfect combemplation of the Divine is the
sourss of the highest satisfaction of which we are suscsptible
(5rd Meditation), nevertheless his system opensd the way to the
denial of God ard all that is not material. He suscessfully




aidsrmined tho value of objsotive svidonce but waus unshle to
substitute another certitude in its place. Kant was to briag what
he had begun to its terrifying conclusions, Benceforth truth was
destined to be szuhject to man, rather than man to it. Descartei
.n. somewnat like a men busily engeged in sawing of ths branch ks

is sitting on.

How was this adoompliahed? First of all, by calling
into question the testimony of the senses Descartes paved the way
to a dpnial of the axiom that truth is measured by obJjective
reality, since that objective reality is priﬁarily known by the.
senses. The criterion of truth becumes the knower hingelf, To put
1t brutally, nothing can be trus unless the knower acoepts it as
true, "...(I) am constrained at last to svow that there s nothing
at all that I formerly belisved to be true of whioch it is imposaible
to doubt, and that not through thoughtlessness or levity, but from
cogent end maturely considered roasonsiss (1st Meditation)" One

‘does not clsarly and distinetly perceive the esrth, the sky, the

stars, but only the ideas ons has of them, Even God oould cause

us to err in matters in which we think we have the highest evidence.
Truth thus does not omi-ﬁ in the eguatiocn ar the lmower and the
knowa, dbut rather in the olearnsss and distinctuess of the ides
iteelf which renders any denial of it impossible. "But the chief
and most ordimary error that arises in them (our judgments)
consist in judging that the ideas which are in us are like or
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confemmed to the thi.gs that are external e va; for assuredly, if
we tul considered the ldeas tliemsalves ae certeain modes of cur
thought (consciousness), without referring thew to aaything beyond,

they would hardly afford azy occasioa of ecror." (3rd Veditation)

When 2 clear eand distinot concept is nttéximd, then that
concept is necessarily true. "...As oftén» as I g0 restrain my
will within the limits of my knowledge, that it forms no Judgment

regarding objects waich are clearly and distincily represented to

~ it by the understanding, I can never be deceived; because every clear

and distinct conception is doubtless something, and as such cannot
owe its origin to nothing, but must of necessity have God for its

author- = Ged, I say, who, as supremely perfeot, cannot without

& confracicfion be the cause of my error; and comsequently it 1s

necessary h, oonclude thet svery such conception or judgmeat is

" true (4th ligditation)." How does one kmow that one has attained a -

cloar and distinmot,; and therefore, true, conoept? It ias the natural

1ight whichisees the eoncept =8 clear and distinot., Once it is

elear and distinot, the will accepts it as true; "for it is a diotate
of the natural light, that the knowledge of the understanding ought
always to preceds the determination of the will (4th Meditation).”
Errer comsists in the will affirming ss true what the wnderstanding
does not ses olesrly and distimetly, -

In the understanding itself, there is neither truth mor’
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falsity., It is only the intervention of. the will which, adhering
to vdmt is clear and distinoct, constitutes truth. Thus Descartes
inadvertently laid another besis for materialism and in particular
dielectical materialism. In effect, by lntroducing the will as a
componsnt of truth, he paved the way to a conception of truth as )
that which contributes to the good desired by the will, as illustrated
by the following excerpt from Lenin: "Marx did not stop st the
materialism of the eighteenth 6ontury, but moved philosophy forward.
Hs enriched it by the achievements of German classical philosophy,
especially by Hegel's system, which in turn led to the ‘uterialim
of Feusrbach. Of these the main ashievemsnt iz disleotiecs, i.0.
the dootrine of development in its fuller, desper form, free
frem one-sidedness, - - the doctrine also, of the relativity of
hvman kmowledge that provides us with a reflection of sternally
‘developing matter...(V.I.Lentn, Marx, Engels, Marxism, New York,
1835, p.61)." This is but & restatement of Engels: "Ia the courss
of progress all sarlier reality beocomes wreality, loses its |
necessity, its right of existence, its rationslity; in placs of the
dying reality comes a new vital reality, pescable when the old is
sufficiently sensible to go to its desth without a struggle,
foroible when it #trives sgainst this mecessity.” (Engels Basey
on Feusrbash, Buglish translation, Chicago, 1903, p.40) - (ludwig
Peusrbech und der Ausgang der Klsssischan deutschen Philosophie)

Thus, by undermining the criterion of truth whereby it
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consists in the recognition of a judgment's correspondence to objective
roality. by bringing into doubt the validity of sense knowledge, and
setting up the will as the final determinant of truth, since it is
the will which ultimately deocides whether a ccncept is clear and
dictinct and therefore true, Descartes may be said to be the founder
of modern materialism. It is trus that he relide upon God to

assure that a clear and distinct concept could not be erronsous,

as he relied upon God to vindicate one's judgments of external
reality, but onoe God as the suprems criterion of truth is rémcnd,
man alons remains as sole judze and messure of truth, Ku:}, séplying
the logio of Descartes! lﬁm. found himself obliged to eliminate
that certeinty Desoartes felt ahout the intervention of God,
Fousrbach and the Marxists were to unequivocally prooleim the

humen will as the ultimste determimant of the trus and the good.

Iz this way Descartes indeed represents a pivotal point
in the history of Western thought, since he was at once the last | |
recognised thinker to elaborate a prefeasedly raticmal proof of the
Wtydm.oumdm‘mumorm,muwt&

. 'raundatiou.ot‘ & manngy of thinking which was ultimately to lead

to the dental of both and the proclamation of man, his intelligence
and will, uthnsuprmtntou hthtmimn,mdtht Muponsibh
meagures of all that is trus or good. By a atrangs paradox Descartes
in endeavoring to set the soul emphhly out of the realm of
material things in order to pru-om its identity contributed to
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{ | ¢ purely mschenistic idea of the body which would eventuelly lead
( to the dernial of the soul as guperfluous. In prcposing e mathematical
e | clarity for all intellectual knowledge, he contributed unwillingly
P to the reduction of all intellectusl knowledge to the level of
mathematics.

The words of Pascal: "L'hozme n'est ni ange, ni béte;
mais le malheur veut que celui qui fait l'ange fait la béte," have
been applied to Descartes. -The modern effort at the complete

possession of self, at Selbstbewusstsein, is Justified by man's

supposed prerogative of possessing himself in a purely intellectual
mode, as was the aim of Desoartes. Thereas man is a rational oreature,

and is destined by nature to gain hisidmowledge from the senses, the
urge for self-possession impels him to refuse this humble attitude
n}d start with the best, rith 'lhtt is nost knowm in itself, lile

God and the angels. This is scmewhat similar to stealing instesd
of working for a living, What is the result of this attempt? This
inordiante desire o possess the self in & mode detter than humen
leads inevitably te ‘l‘-hn destruotion of the best and exaltation of the
worst im man, “"Qui fait l'ange, falt la bite." Desoartes was
merely snother step in this destruotive process wguoh‘ found
expression in Pelagianimm, Averrcism, and the MIM§ and was
carried out to its inevitable ccnolusions im modern philesophy by
the successors of Descartes.
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Rationally sepeaking, in philosophy one goes from what is

most known in itself to what is most known to us. Modern philosophy

"has emphasized the identification of these two orders. God has

become mathematice, Prometheus has stolen the divine fire, and will
not yield, and Karl Marx is right behind him, But in man, that which

1s most knowsble in itself is least known as to what it is.

Consequently, the best things simpliciter and the best things in man

can be known only in an imperfect mods. On the other hand, the

natural process of rationslization consists in en effort to seise,

to otpﬂﬁ all things in ‘n@ of ﬁw.t is least conditioned in owr

Imowledge. This means that if man icz to ohdoavor to possess all

things in a purely intellectual mods, he will necessarily be reduced,

by & sort of natural retribution, to identifying that whioh is

best :ln him with that which is most knowm to him, This process

will consist in trying to reduce the objectively intelligible, 1.e.
the form and nature of things, to the irratiomality of pure multiplicity

with formal identity, thus freeing it from amy objoctivity. The
stuff of the wniverss will be rendered completely homogenscus., That

which canmot be assimilated will be termed irrational, and irratio-

nality will therafors become the base of objectivity: ZThus, in

man'ts striviag for selfepossession, m imperfaction of the

tatellect which obliges it to rely upen the lowsst form of kuowledge,
1,0, sonse knowledge, as a principle, and whioh ia oouim an

affront to its pure intsllectuality, is obviated by a voluntary -
uniformising of reality.
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But this towr de force is rewarded with a poetic justice,

which, if if did not enteall such tregic conssquences, woull be
humorous in its resulte, Thet which is first.imowa, and most knowmn
to ug, has its certituds precisely hecause of its ccafusion, This
ie Just the opposite of the "clear and distinct ides" of Descartes.
Quite naturally, the intellect wants to be most certain éf that
which is in iteelf most eértain, but such & certitude is reserved
for the beatific vision. .If man tries to have about what is best
in him the kind of nowledge he has of what is least in him he is
usurping the angelic mode., The tragic aspect of this usurpation is
that, nmummnummmﬂa&poﬁmuum
ratio sub quk all is knows aotually, by e kind of insviteble revenge
the enly thing that cen be achieved is a reduction of what is best
and most knowadls in us to what is MMMdhmhh to us,
in other words, $0 the 1dentificetion of the spiritual and the

sensual. The sensual is sublimeted by = logicel mode which itself
~will be nothing but purs repstition, i.e. fundamertelly pursly

reticnal hemogeneity, The Tesult is an {rrationel ratiemality, i.e.,
& rationality based om hemogensity, which by its lack of form, and
consequently, intwlligibility, is fvndumentally irretiomal, Thus,

whereas the objeotive beocmes "irratiomel,” the truly irratiomal

becomas "ratienal®, This nﬁmmug. when carried to the

1ndt, leads inevitably to the dostrustion of matural form, and,

as a corollary, to the destruction of the soul. Thus the dissolutiom .-
of the Ego is the punisiment for the seeking of the Ego, as in the
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ocase of the farmer who, intent upon rendering his ass self-guf-
ficing by feeding him less and less, eventuslly starved the poor

beast to deeth.

Because of his starting point, Descartes' world had
- necessarily to end in matter in its most undetermined sense, because

=
[
S

the stuff of his universe could be nothing but homogensous and all

was to be reduced to this homogeneity. But irrational matter is
precisely the omﬁy of the mullocwty man is seeking. This is
' the cause of the note of despair in modérn philosophy. The Ego =
has sought to exalt itself and finds itself redused to nothingness.
"To speak with Engels of the "strength of misery” is only to make a
virtus of mecessity, to freely submit to the unfeeling extérmination
of all by the matier to which all has besn reduced. “Erief and

— O

o O

powerless 13 man's life; on him and all his race the slow surs doom
falls pitiless and derk. Blind to good and evil, reckless of éstruot~

ion, cumipotent matter roils om its relentless way ; for man, con-
~dexned today to loss his desrest, tomorrow to pass himself tlrough
the 'gm. of darkmess, it remains only to cherish, ere yet the bdlue
falls, the lofty thoughts that ennoble his little day.” (Bertrand
Russell, "A Free Man's Worship,” from Mysticiem and Loglo. It is
significant that it should'be & mathematician who whbsrs thess words.
Yot why is the universe crusl and irrational ? The irmy of it all
is that man has made it so, and would soocner Acocptdou;t its M,

i '
. ‘.;‘: )
o ’

since he has made 1t, than retract his freedom and live as a sudject
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!( ' in a rational universe madeby God. T¥hat man has made, man can destroy,
and this man-made, antagonistic, irrational universe only holds
[ together by the slender strengih of a stubborn human will. Such is

the spell which Descartes had his share in weaving, and whose

imaginary bonds Kant will draw ever tighter. Such ill the literally

U : suicidal bent in the effort at self-possession. _

P N




Chapter VII

KANT

The devastation that Descartes had begun "seated by the
fire, clothed in a winter dressing gown,” were to be continued in
the next contﬁry by Immanuel Xant, the solitary and purwtua_i
stroller of quiet Koenigsberg. Descartes still maimtained that the
immortality of the soul could be demonstrated by resson, as well as
held by faithe Kant was to state unequivocally that such a demonstra=
tion was besyond the reach of resson and was a matter of belief
alone, ~After Kant it remained only to do away with faith o attain
the camplets denisl of the immortality of the soul. Hemoeforth man
were o be content with ab most a collective, Lmpersoual, and
material imsortality. The question of the existénce of God and the
immortality of the soul baving besn dispensed with, the struggls was
to be engaged between the autonomous intellect and the autonocmous
will, but notwithstanding, the question of immortality wiil gontinue
to resr its ugly head. .

Just ss Descartss stated in the dedisstion of his

Meditations that the two questions of the existenoe of God and the

imorhntyefthnulmwm.totﬂwuhhm
by philosophy, so alse Immul Kant, in hh introduction to t!a
Critique of Pure Reason, states the same quos'eims "So high «

value do we set upén these investigations, that even u'.t the risk
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of error, we persist in following them out, and permit neither
doubt nor disregerd nor indifference to reatrain us from the pursuit.,
These unavoidable problems of mere pure reason are GOD, FREEDOM

(of will), and IMMORTALITY." (Mod. Library Edit, p. 28)

Just as Descartes had set out to defend these questions,
80 also did Kant. But whereas Descartes had endeavored to do so by
showing the power of ﬁuon to attain to a knowledge of these truths,
Kant set cut to do so by showing the powerlessness of iouox; to ate
tain them. Howsver, Xant is merely a logical step forward. In
making, mmorz»dil,:oumwworm intel-
lect, In remsking the world around mas, the irrationmality introduce
od into the imtellect is maturally followsd by a decres of the will
mtm.ammm.bntum suthority of the self. Thus
supernatural faith 1 superseded by natursl belief, which like
superzmatural faith is alsc 40 B¢ beyond the reack ef reason. ZThis
authoritarian belief is to guarantes and, whare desired, transform
the very natural essences of things. As with the Averreists, this
was dons by Kant to protect these zatures from what he considered
pure wishful thinking, 1.6, & reasen not subject to Kamk. In place
of a rational demonstration, he sudbstitutes a dsmonstration of hl
own which he dessribes in glowing berms. It is nome other than
his om mﬁy. |

hhﬁboqnm, Descartes wmas to exclude any appeal
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to the extermal world, which he considered possibly doceptivn; and
endsavor to reer hig proof of immorﬁality by the mode of reason |
elone. EKant, awakened from his dogmatio slumbers by Hume, who, by
denying causality made communication with the world beyond experien-
ce impossible, and by denying that any miracle could be a mods of
faith eliminated the possibility of a supernatural order, was to be
suddenly struck with the appalling discovery that apperently up to
his time no ons had troubled to examine the capacity of reasom it-
self and had been allowing it to plungs far beyond its dspth.
Metaphysics, which he defines in Certesian fashion as that kmowledge
ons strives to atiain by reascn alons without the aid of experisnce,
and which exbraces the qusstion of tha .tmorblity of the soul, had
consequently fallen into soora and disrepute. He saw the wealmess
of Descartes effort to estsblish truth by the pure mode of reason,
tut rather than recur to sxperisnce, he matuwrally preférred to recur
to an authority as squally wunfettered as the Cartesian ressca.

It is his purpose to rescus metaphysics from the sorry
state to which the dogmatists, by their pretentious despotism, and
the sceptics, by their weariness and indifference engendered by the
fruitlesmoss of their past efforts, have reduced it. Since the
natural can lead t0 the supsraatursl and loss of self-possessiem,
it must be eliminated as dogma. Mr. Dewey does the same thimg., The.
inability of man to attain that self~posssssion by resson can almo
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be comveniently called scepticism. This is to be dons by 'ramoving .

)
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the errors which have hitherto set reason at variance with itself

- in the sphere of non-empirical thought, a task which Kant considers
{.. i he has accomplished to complete satisfaotion. (op. eit. p. .5) In
effect, it is today metaphysics in the Kantian sense which is used

—
.

a8 the straw man upon which the denial of all metaphysics is besed.

1

{ J

Just as he was to carry the subjectivism of Descartes into the plans

of tyra.nnica.l' action by the oategorical imperative, so also he

™

elaborated a pseudcw-spiritusality which leads necessarily to ‘
M materialism.

- | This purification will entail, of course, the regrettable

- but necessary conclusion that reason is unable to attain to the
knowledge of the existence of God and of the immortality of the

soul. But this is of no great moment, since thess dootrines have
never had any influsnce wpen mazkind in general. (What of the Greeks?)
"I appeal to the most obstinute dognatist, whather the proof of the
continued existense of the soul after death, derived from the sime
plicity of ita substance, «+s has ever been able to pass beyond the
linits of the schools, to penetrate the publis mind, or to sxeroise

the slightest influence on its comvistions.” (op._eit. p. 18) EHowe
ever, Kant overlooks that this disorepancy betwsen selientifie and

popular belief is in no wise a proof of a denial on the part of tho‘

7

poople.




