JH

Journal of Philosophical Investigations

——

O
Journal of Philosophical Investigations &@ ﬁ

Print ISSN: 2251-7960  Online ISSN: 2423-4419 llniver’:i’:y of Tabriz

Homepage: https://philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir |

Epistemological Explanation of Sense Experience in Cartesian Thought

Seyyed Mostafa Shahraieni® 1" | Mojtaba Jalili Moghaddam?

! Corresponding Author, Associate Professor of Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, Iran. Email: m-

shahraeini@ihcs.ac.ir

2PhD Candidate of Philosophy, University of Tabriz, Iran. Email: m.jalili61@yahoo.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:

Received 3 May 2023

Received in revised from 8 June
2023

Accepted from 11 June 2023

Published online 13 August
2023

Keywords:
experience, truth, thinking I,
composite |

It seems that in Cartesian thought the possibility of sense experience cannot
easily be put forward because of the theoretical foundations of his
philosophy. He, in his masterpiece, i.e., Meditations on First Philosophy,
from the very beginning tries to erase any sign of sensory world - the main
subject-matter of sense experience and its pre-condition — through (ordinary
or hyperbolical) doubts. His attack on senses is so giant that until Sixth
Meditation they cannot be restored unless through theology by recourse to
the non-deceiving God. The restoration upon which there are great
differences among scholars. In our paper, we try to show that regarding to
the end of Cartesian philosophy as the mastery over nature, to the extent that
he explicitly calls his philosophy, “practical” as opposed to the “theoretical”
philosophy of Scholastics, we cannot help but accept not only possibility of
sense experience but also its necessity. This mastery over nature can only be
attained, for human beings, within the realm of sense experience which is the
final link among man as the thinking thing and nature as the extended one,
through which the Cartesian science is to be established. Now, if sense
experiences have remained unexplained in Cartesian thought, Descartes’
claim that “our philosophy makes us the lords and masters of the nature”
remains unexplained, too.
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Extended Abstract

Descartes as the father of modern era speaks of ‘discovering a practical philosophy which might
replace the speculative philosophy taught in the schools ... This philosophy makes ourselves, as it
were, the lords and masters of nature.” He, throughout his writings, stresses on ‘practical’ benefits
of his philosophy. But when we begin to read his masterpiece on metaphysics, Meditations on First
Philosophy, it is hard to find any sign of this practical aspect and mastery over nature to which he
has hoped us. Strangely enough, as we proceed Meditations, we are detaching from nature in
ordinary language, i. e. the world of sense and approaching to its philosophical notion, i. e. that of
reason. The Cartesian promised mastery over nature, if it is to be attained, would be done through
science not through metaphysics; and it is clear that what is the basis in science is nothing but sense
experience. Again, it is strange that sense-data upon which sense experience is based is set aside
from the very beginning of the First Meditation.

We, in present paper, try to show that detaching from sensible nature and setting aside sense
data are all consistent with Cartesian doubt and his method of analysis. There is no inconsistency
in Cartesian promised mastery over nature in his Discourse on Method and the seemingly opposite
practice in his Meditations. It is true that from the very beginning of First Meditation, the reader
encounters him/herself with the succeeding waves of doubts target of which is five senses and their
objects. But the upward phase of Cartesian method of analysis is accomplished up to the end of
Third Meditation and from the beginning of Fourth Meditation from which the downward phase of
his method proceeds one can see little by little, sensation is revived. In Fifth Meditation, Descartes
speaks of imagination, sense perception and from natures of corporeal things which can be
understood by mathematics. And finally, in Sixth Meditation, he turns to establish the corporeal
world through appealing to the faculty of sensation as a capacity in human mind.

Now, we try to show how Descartes establishes first the possibility of sense experience, and
second its necessity. To do this, he should prove the possibility and necessity of sensible world,
and to prove this, in turn, he should redefine human beings whom defined formerly in Second
Meditation as comprising of two mutually incompatible substances, thinking and extended. Man
as composite of thought and extension cannot be able to have sense perception as a result of which
in Sixth Meditation Descartes tries to revive the two faculties of man, that is to say, sensation and
imagination. In the title of Fifth Meditation, it is clear that it concerns with the essences of the
material things and Descartes explicitly begins this Meditation by saying that “before | inquire
whether any such things exist outside me, | must consider the ideas of these things, in so far as they
exist in my thought”. Then this Meditation devotes to the possibility of material things in so far as
they are objects of mathematics. And in the final paragraph of this Meditation, says that “now it is
possible for me to achieve full and certain knowledge of ... the whole of that corporeal nature
which is the subject-matter of pure mathematics”. The opening paragraph of the Sixth Meditation
begins as: “It remains for me to examine whether material things exist”.
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After establishing the ideas of corporeal things in mind as the subject-matter of mathematics,
Descartes argues that: “God has given me no faculty at all for recognizing any such source for these
ideas; on the contrary, he has given me a great propensity to believe that they are produced by
corporeal things. So, | do not see how God could be understood to be anything but a deceiver if the
ideas were transmitted from a source other than corporeal things. It follows that corporeal things
exist.” Now, he tries to transcend from man as composed of two distinct substances to man as
possessing two distinguished faculties: imagination and sensation. This redefined Man as sensing
being is a man who can live a normal life in sensible world: “Nature ... teaches me, by these
sensations ... that I am not merely present in my body as a sailor is present in a ship, but that I am
very closely joined and, ... I and the body form a unit”. During the Sixth Meditation, Descartes
transmits from dualistic notion of man to unitary one whom can be identified with the pre-
Meditations ordinary man.

Sense experience is established both as possible and necessary when ordinary world of senses
revived and Cartesian man as composed of two mutually incompatible substances was replaced by
ordinary man who can live in sensible world. Corresponding to epistemological situation of
ordinary man, certainty reduces from absolute certainty to the moral or practical one with which
all science deals. Here is the phase that the Cartesian Tree of Knowledge can be flowered in its
three branches.
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