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Introduction

	Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting One's Reason and of Seeking Truth in the Sciences is a philosophical and autobiographical treatise published by René Descartes in 1637. It is best known as the source of the famous quotation "Je pense, donc je suis", which occurs in Part IV of the work.

	Descartes was born in 1596 at La Haye in France of a noble family, and was educated in the celebrated Jesuit college of La Flèche, where he received a philosophical and scientific education according to the principles of the Scholasticism of his day. Not fully satisfied with this first education, and urged on by a desire to better himself, he went first to Paris, and then enlisted in the army during the Thirty Years' War.

	René Descartes (picture) is justly considered the father of modern philosophy and the founder of the rational method as applied to philosophical research. In fact, he is the first philosopher to begin with the impressions which are in our intellect (intellectual phenomenalism) and lay down the laws which reason must follow in order to arrive at reasonably certain philosophical data.

	This phenomenalism does not find its full development in Descartes. Indeed, Descartes reaches metaphysical conclusions which are no different from those of Scholastic philosophy. He maintains the transcendency of God, upholds human liberty and Christian morality.

	But pantheism is sown deep in every form of immanentism. The rationalism of Descartes was to be quickly and logically bent in this direction by Spinoza, while other Cartesians, such as Malebranche and Leibniz, tried -- with less logic -- middle-of-the-road solutions between pantheism and the transcendence of God.

	On the ninth of November, 1619, while still in the service in winter quarters, he gave himself up to meditating on how to apply the mathematical method of the sciences to philosophy. During this time he conceived the four laws which he described in his work Discourse on Method. He then abandoned the army, but before dedicating himself completely to philosophical meditation he undertook long travels throughout Europe.

	In 1629 he retired to Holland, which offered him tranquillity for meditation and writing. He remained there until 1649. During these twenty years he wrote nearly all his books. In 1649 he went to the court of Queen Christina of Sweden, being summoned there by the Queen, who wished to study philosophy under his direction. Unable to resist the rigors of winter, he died in Sweden during 1650.

	Descartes was a scientist and a philosopher. As a scientist he is noted for his studies in mechanics, physics and mathematics. As a philosopher he opened the period of modern philosophy.

	Not all the philosophical works written by Descartes were published during his lifetime. His Rule for the Direction of the Mind was published posthumously, as was his treatise on The World.

	The philosophical works published by the author were four: Discourse on Method; Meditations on First Philosophy, in which he proves the existence of God and the immortality of the soul; Principles of Philosophy, in four books, a systematic work reviewing the entire thought of the author; The Passions of the Soul, treating of the problem of morality.

	III. The Laws of the Cartesian Method

	Descartes, in his work Discourse on Method, after giving a criticism of the education which he had received (a criticism which is indirectly an attack on the Scholasticism of his day), goes on to set up the new method, according to him, must be the basis of all scientific and philosophical research.

	These laws are four:

	•      To accept nothing as true that is not recognized by the reason as clear and distinct; 

	•      To analyze complex ideas by breaking them down into their simple constitutive elements, which reason can intuitively apprehend; 

	•      To reconstruct, beginning with simple ideas and working synthetically to the complex; 

	•      To make an accurate and complete enumeration of the data of the problem, using in this step both the methods of induction and deduction. 

	To better understand these laws, we must note that for Descartes the point of departure is the ideas, clearly and distinctly known by the intellect -- the subjective impressions on the intellect. Beyond these clear and distinct ideas one cannot go, and hence the ultimate principle of truth consists in the clearness of the idea. Clear and distinct intuitions of the intellect are true. For Descartes, such clear and distinct intuitions are thought itself ("cogito") and the idea of extension.

	Having arrived at this starting point (clear and distinct ideas), the intellect begins its discursive and deductive operation (represented by the second and third rules). The second law (called analysis) directs that the elementary notions be reunited with the clear and distinct ideas (the minor of the Scholastic syllogism). The third law (synthesis) presents them as the conclusion flowing from the premises. The final law (complete enumeration) stresses that no link in the deductive chain should be omitted and that every step should be logically deduced from the starting point (i.e., from the clear and distinct ideas). Thus, working from one step to the next, there will be achieved a system of truths all of which are clear and distinct, because all participate in the same degree of truth enjoyed by the first idea, which was clear and distinct.

	This, as we know, is the method adopted in mathematics. Descartes transferred it to philosophy with the intention of finding clear and distinct concrete ideas, and of deducing from these, through reason alone, an entire system of truths which would also be real or objective.

	The Aristotelio-Scholastic method (as well as that of classical realism in general) is also deductive, but it is very different from that of Descartes. Scholastic deduction is connected with objective reality because ideas are abstractions of the forms of the objects which experience presents. Thus both the concreteness of the ideas and the concreteness of the deductions based on these ideas are justified.

	In Descartes ideas do not come from experience, but the intellect finds them within itself. Descartes declares that only these ideas are valid in the field of reality. Thus the concreteness (or the objective validity) of an idea is dependent upon its own clearness and distinction.

	IV. Metaphysics: From Methodical Doubt to "Cogito Ergo Sum"

	Descartes, as a result of the principles already established in his method, had first of all to seek out a solid starting point (a clear and distinct concrete idea), and from this opens his deductive process. To arrive at this solid starting point, he begins with methodical doubt, that is, a doubt which will be the means of arriving at certitude. This differs from the systematic doubt of the Skeptics, who doubt in order to remain in doubt.

	I can doubt all the impressions that exist within my knowing faculties, whether they be those impressions which come to me through the senses or through the intellect. Indeed, I may doubt even mathematical truths, in so far as it could be that the human intelligence is under the influence of a malignant genius which takes sport in making what is objectively irrational appear to me as rational.

	Doubt is thus carried to its extreme form. But notwithstanding this fact, doubt causes to rise in me the most luminous and indisputable certainty. Even presupposing that the entire content of my thought is false, the incontestable truth is that I think: one cannot doubt without thinking; and if I think, I exist: "Cogito ergo sum."

	It is to be observed that for Descartes the validity of "Cogito ergo sum" rests in this, that the doubt presents intuitively to the mind the subject who doubts, that is, the thinking substance. In this, Cartesian doubt differs from that of St. Augustine ("Si fallor, sum"), which embodies a truth sufficiently strong to overcome the position of Skepticism. In Descartes, "Cogito ergo sum" is assumed, not only in order to overcome the Skeptic position but as a foundation for the primary reality (the existence of the "res cogitans"), from which the way to further research is to be taken.

	This is the point which distinguishes the classic realistic philosophy from Cartesian and modern philosophy. With Descartes, philosophy ceases to be the science of being, and becomes the science of thought (epistemology). Whereas, at first, being conditioned thought, now it is thought that conditions being. This principle, more or less realized by the philosophers immediately following Descartes, was to reach its full consciousness in Kant and modern Idealism. (See: Meditations on First Philosophy, I and II; Discourse on Method, IV.)

	V. From "Cogito" to the Proof of the Existence of God

	The "cogito" reveals the existence of the subject, limited and imperfect because liable to doubt. It is necessary to arrive at an objective and perfect reality, i.e., to prove the existence of God.

	Descartes makes use of three arguments which can be summarized thus:

	•      "Cogito" has given me a consciousness of my own limited and imperfect being. This proves that I have not given existence to myself, for in such a case I would have given myself a perfect nature and not the one I have, which is subject to doubt. 

	•      I have the idea of the perfect: If I did not possess it, I could never know that I am imperfect. Now, whence comes this idea of the perfect? Not from myself, for I am imperfect, and the perfect cannot arise from the imperfect. Hence it comes from a Perfect Being, that is, from God. 

	•      The very analysis of the idea of the perfect includes the existence of the perfect being, for just as the valley is included in the idea of a mountain, so also existence is included in the idea of the perfect. (the argument of St. Anselm). (See: Meditations on First Philosophy, V; Discourse on Method, IV.) 

	Regarding the nature of God, Descartes ascribes to it more or less the same attributes as does traditional Christian theistic thought. In Descartes, however, these attributes assume a different significance and value. God, above all, is absolute substance: the only substance, properly so-called (hence the way is open to the pantheism of Spinoza). An attribute which has great value for Descartes is the veracity of God.

	God, the most perfect being, cannot be deceived and cannot deceive. Thus the veracity of God serves as a guarantee for the entire series of clear and distinct ideas. They are true because if they are not true, I, having proved the existence of God, would have to say that He is deceiving by creating a rational creature who is deceived even in the apprehension of clear and distinct ideas. Thus, with the proof of the existence of God, the hypothesis of a malignant genius falls of its own weight.

	Regarding the origin of ideas, Descartes holds that the idea of God, all primitive notions, all logical, mathematical, moral principles, and so forth, are innate. God is the guarantee of the truth of these innate ideas. Alongside these innate ideas Descartes distinguishes two other groups of ideas:

	•      the adventitious, which are derived from the senses; and 

	•      the fictitious, which are fashioned by the thinking subject out of the former. 

	Both groups are considered of little worth by Descartes because they do not enjoy the guarantee of the divine veracity, and hence are fonts of error. Only innate ideas and the rational deduction made from them have the value of truth. (See: Meditations on First Philosophy, III.)

	 

	VI. The "Res Extensa" and the Mechanism of the Universe

	Descartes proves the existence of the world, not from the testimony of our experience of this fact but from the innate idea of the "res extensa." We have a certain idea that is clear (presenting but one quality, extension), and it is distinct from the "res cogitans." This idea, granted the veracity of God, cannot be false; hence the world exists, and its principal attribute is extension.

	Concerning the nature of this corporeal world, Descartes distinguishes between what is presented to us through the senses (colors, odors, tastes, tactile sensations) and that which comes by way of the intellect, i.e., dimension, figure, weight, position, motion. The first, not guaranteed by the veracity of God, do not have objective value; they are secondary qualities, modes with which the subject represents reality. The second which, according to Descartes, must be innate ideas, are primary qualities and are guaranteed by the veracity of God; hence they are real and objective.

	The Cartesian World is characterized by the essential attribute of extension ("res extensa"), which is infinite. In this extension the power of God has placed force and movement, which are determined by the principle of absolute causality. Not purpose (finalism), but mechanical determination (matter and mathematical laws of motion) governs the succession of phenomena in the physical world, in the "res extensa." The world is a machine. The inorganic world, plants and animals, and even man, as far as his body is concerned, are machines governed by the laws of causality of motion.

	VII. The Dualism of Substances

	The entire Cartesian system rests upon a metaphysical dualism: "res cogitans" (God and the human soul) and "res extensa" (the corporeal world). These two realities are irreducible, in so far as thought, liberty and activity are essential to the world of the thinking being, and extension, mechanical determinism and passivity are essential to the world of the "res extensa." All reciprocal action between the two substances is excluded because it is impossible. Thus there is opened up the problem which was later to be taken up by rationalism: the determination of the relationship between spirit and matter; between God (the infinite spirit) and the world (finite matter).

	This problem presented even graver difficulties in connection with the Cartesian concept of substance -- that which exists without need of the concursus of any other to exist. Such a definition of substance is applicable only to God, who because He is causa sui, is a substance that has no need of the concursus of another in order to exist. But finite beings also are substances; and although Descartes had added that finite beings need the concursus of God in order to exist, the passage to the monistic concept of single substance appears quite open; this was to be the point of departure for Spinoza.

	To this we must add the fact that Descartes considers thought not as an act, but as the thinking substance ("res cogitans"), that is, as a soul, whose essence is thought. Now such an identification belongs only to God; hence it is easy to see in this teaching of Descartes the danger of unifying the concepts of man and God ("homo -- Deus") and hence the latent danger of pantheism.

	In the world of Cartesian matter, there exist no qualities, but only quantity, matter and motion, which act fatally, necessarily and mechanically. The mechanistic concept was to be inherited by Rationalism and Empiricism, which considered the world as a huge machine acting through mechanical forces, without purpose.

	VIII. Ethics

	Cartesian Rationalism finds its application even in ethics. For Descartes, ethics is the science of the end of man, and this end must be determined by reason. Before reason can arrive at the knowledge of such an end, and of the means of reaching it, the philosopher and only the philosopher must construct a provisory morality, a model of life capable of assuring him tranquillity, a standard which he will follow until such time as definitive and rational morality appears to his reason. Provisory morality is made up of a few precepts: Live according to the politico-religious opinions and customs of the country; follow mean (i.e., moderate) and not extreme opinions; govern yourself with constancy, without letting yourself be distracted by opportunistic considerations. In a word, live in such a manner as to assure yourself the greatest tranquillity.

	Regarding definitive morality, Descartes holds to the full liberty of God, so that all depends on the divine liberty. God, if He so wished, could have created a world governed by moral principles opposed to those which hold today. Such an idea brings ethics to the brink of disaster, for a morality like this would not find its justification in the absolute essence of God but in the arbitrary act of His will.

	Granted the present order of creation, Descartes recognizes that the end of man is virtue and happiness. The actuation of this end is brought about through reason -- through the knowledge of God, of the soul, and of the world. It is attained through knowledge of God because God is the creator and unifier of the universe; of the soul, because the soul makes clear to us our superiority over material nature; of the physical world, because, governed by causal necessity, it teaches man the virtue of resignation and indifference in the face of the evils of life.

	As is evident, Cartesian morality does not greatly differ from Stoic ethics in which the wise man appeals to reason in order to assure himself of tranquillity and felicity.

	IX. The Development of Cartesian Rationalism

	Descartes left two questions unsolved:

	•      the determination of the relationship between the infinite substance (God) and finite substance (the world), and 

	•      the relationship between the spirit-substance (the soul) and the extended substance (body). 

	To fill the gap which he left between the infinite and finite, between spirit and matter, there were three possible solutions to be had through recourse to earlier philosophers. All three solutions were tried and developed by later philosophers: Spinoza, Malebranche and Leibniz, whose systems can justly be considered as developments of the rationalistic premises of Cartesian principles.

	The first possible solution lay in uniting Cartesianism with Platonism and conceiving of the two Cartesian substances (thought-substance and extended substance) as attributes deriving from a single divine substance. This was the solution of Spinoza, the strongest and most coherent of the Cartesian thinkers. He abolished the distinction between finite and infinite, and explained monistically and pantheistically the procession of the finite from the infinite. Spinoza answered the first of the unsolved questions, that of the relationship between God and creatures. But he maintained the second distinction and determined the relationship between soul and body by a psycho-physical law: That which is produced in thought by its very nature finds determination in extension (body).

	The second possible solution came from Augustinianism. Augustinianism, faced with the impossibility of deriving concepts from experience, had recourse to God, to a divine illumination in which God actually implants ideas in the human intellect. This supernatural intervention or influence could be extended to all finite reality in such a manner as to fill in the gap between the infinite and the finite, between spirit and matter, through the intervention of God Himself. This was the solution taken by Malebranche, according to whom creatures are the simple occasions; a direct intervention of God is the direct cause of all effects (Occasionalism).

	As a Christian Malebranche maintains the distinction between God and the world, two forces which were unified in Spinoza. But in determining the relationship between God and the world, Malebranche also has recourse to God. This he achieves in such a manner that the immanentism latent in Cartesian Rationalism is not revealed in the concept of substance but in the relationship between the two substances.

	The third possible solution was sought in bringing Cartesian Rationalism into harmony with Aristotelian Scholasticism, and attempting to fill in the relationship between spirit and matter with the concept of potency flowing spontaneously into act according to a law pre-established by God. This law would also explain the relationship between the finite and the infinite. The monad of Leibniz is developed according to a pre-established harmony; its development is a passage or transition from a potential state to a state of representation.

	Despite these intrinsic deficiencies and notwithstanding the opposition which Cartesianism caused from its first appearance both in the field of philosophy (Gassendi, Hobbes) and in that of religion (both Catholic and Protestant), Cartesianism spread rapidly throughout Europe and represented the dominant thought of the period. It influenced all branches of culture. Catholic thinkers for example, those at noted centers like the Paris Oratory and the Benedictine abbey of Port-Royal, favored the supereminent position it gave to God and the soul. The Jansenist polemics which Cartesianism instigated are a proof of this; scientists liked the geometric spirit of the system; philosophers and litterateurs were pleased with the clear and distinct ideas and the spirit of criticism carried out according to rational methods. The classic land of Cartesianism, naturally, is France during its golden age of literature, the age of Louis XIV.

	Empiricism also developed along with Cartesian Rationalism, and felt its influence. Certainly Empiricism is opposed to Rationalism as sensitive and intellective knowledge are in opposition. Nevertheless, it felt the influence of Cartesianism, first in a negative sense, in so far as Empiricism now rose to reaffirm its premises in its debates with Rationalism (Hobbes, Locke); in a positive way it was also influenced in so far as the principle of immanence in common to both Empiricism and Rationalism. We may conclude that Cartesianism, directly or indirectly, is that predominating tendency in the philosophy of this period; it prepares the way for Illuminism, and through Illuminism it reaches Kant.

	 

	 What Is Wrong With Descartes' Philosophy? 

	It is from the views of Descartes that most of the metaphysical systems of the last three centuries begin, trying to improve upon them, or to overcome what they regard as difficulties in the Cartesian system.

	Background study: The Philosophy of René Descartes

	 

	René Descartes is responsible for the predominance of the problem of human knowledge in modern philosophy. Many of the systems of philosophy and theories of knowledge which have arisen in the last three centuries can trace their lineage directly to the influence of the questions Descartes raised and the method he employed in answering them. He promulgated the principle of "science without presuppositions" and thereby introduced a new epoch in science and philosophy. It will, therefore, not be amiss to analyze his fundamental ideas and evaluate his method.

	As his starting point Descartes begins with the contention that we rely entirely too much on traditional doctrines and spontaneous convictions, so that our supposed knowledge of truth rest mostly on unproved presuppositions. This makes it difficult for us to distinguish between truth and error, since we do not know what is true knowledge and what is unwarranted belief. Hence, he would tear down the whole edifice of knowledge and rebuilt it from the foundation, and he would not begin to build until he had reached the one and ultimate truth which the bedrock of human knowledge.

	Methodic Doubt

	Being a mathematician, Descartes felt convinced that he could deduce all truth from a single fundamental principle. As the instrument of his search for truth he used a universal methodic doubt. His own words will best reveal his line of thought.

	I. In order to seek truth, it is necessary once in the course of our life, to doubt, as far as possible, of all things. 

	  

	As we were at one time children, and as we formed various judgments regarding the objects presented to our senses, when as yet we had not the entire use of our reason, numerous prejudices stand in the way of our arriving at the knowledge of truth; and of these it seems impossible for us to rid ourselves, unless we undertake, once in our lifetime, to doubt of all those things in which we may discover even the smallest suspicion of uncertainty. 

	  

	II. We ought also to consider as false all that is doubtful. 

	  

	Moreover, it will be useful likewise to esteem as false the things of which we shall be able to doubt, that we may with greater clearness discover what possesses most certainty and is easiest to know. 

	  

	III. We ought not meanwhile to make use of doubt in the conduct of life... 

	  

	IV. Why we may doubt of sensible things. 

	  

	Accordingly, since we now only design to apply ourselves to the investigation of truth, we will doubt, first, whether of all the things that have ever fallen under our senses, or which we have ever imagined, any one really exists; in the first place, because we know by experience that the senses sometimes err, and it would be imprudent to trust too much to what has even once deceived us; secondly, because in dreams we perpetually seem to perceive or imagine innumerable objects which have no existence. And to one who has thus resolved upon a general doubt, there appear no marks by which he can with certainty distinguish sleep from the waking state. 

	  

	V. Why we may also doubt of mathematical demonstrations. 

	  

	We will also doubt of the other things we have before held as most certain, even of the demonstrations of mathematics, and of their principles which we have hitherto deemed self-evident; in the first place, because we have sometimes seen men fall into error in such matters, and admit as absolutely certain and self-evident what to us appeared false, but chiefly because we have learned that God who created us is all-powerful; for we do not yet know whether perhaps it was His will to create us so that we are always deceived, even in the things we know best: since this does not appear more impossible than our being occasionally deceived, which, however, as observation teaches us, is the case. And if we suppose that an all-powerful God is not the author of our being, and that we exist of ourselves or by some other means, still, the less powerful we suppose our author to be, the greater reason will we have for believing that we are not so perfect as that we may not be continually deceived... 

	  

	VII. We cannot doubt of our existence while we doubt, and this is the first knowledge we acquire when we philosophize in order. 

	  

	While we thus reject all of which we can entertain the smallest doubt, and even imagine that it is false, we easily indeed suppose that there is neither God, nor sky, nor bodies, and that we ourselves have neither hands nor feet, not, finally, a body; but we cannot in the same way suppose that we are not while we doubt of the truth of these things; for there is a repugnance in conceiving that what thinks does not exist at the very moment when it thinks. Accordingly, the knowledge, "I think, therefore, I am," is the first and most certain that occurs to one who philosophizes orderly. (1) 

	This is indeed a most radical procedure, a veritable revolution of method. Descartes applied the method of universal doubt to "all things," attempting to empty the mind completely of all traditional views, preconceived ideas, and spontaneous convictions without exception. Nothing is allowed to remain, no matter how seemingly clear and evident. Even the simplest arithmetical and geometrical problem is not permitted to stand, like "2+3=5" and "a square has but four sides." As he expresses himself: "How do I know that I am not also deceived each time I add together two and three, or number the sides of a square, or form some judgment still more simple, if more simple indeed can be imagined?" (2)

	Not only the whole physical world, our own body, sense-perception, and the internal states of our consciousness, are thus drawn into universal doubt, but also the trustworthiness of our cognitive faculties and the fundamental laws of thinking, like the principle of sufficient reason and the principle of contradiction. This a most important feature of his method that must not be overlooked.

	Descartes' universal methodic doubt is not merely simulated for the sake of an unprejudiced search after truth; it is a real, genuine doubt. "As I desired to give my attention solely to the search after truth, I thought...that I ought to reject as absolutely false all in regard to which I could suppose the least ground for doubt, in order to ascertain whether after that there remained aught in my belief that was wholly indubitable." (3)

	Mark the words: "to reject as absolutely false." He does not intend to hold his mind in a state of suspended judgment, or merely to leave his spontaneous convictions aside for the time being, in order to investigate their possible validity, which would be methodic doubt as generally understood; he is convinced that he ought "to reject them as absolutely false," and he actually carries out his plan, so that he really rejects everything down to the one indubitable fact: "Cogito, ergo sum -- I think, therefore I exist."

	This is more than mere doubt, because a doubt presupposes a suspended judgment due to the absence of all reasons for and against a proposition (negative doubt) or reasons of more or less equal value for an against it (positive doubt). Descartes "supposes, for a time, that all these opinions are entirely false and imaginary," (4) and he "will continue always in this track until he shall find something that is certain, or at least, if he can do nothing more, until he shall know with certainty that there is nothing certain." (5) He assumes the attitude that all spontaneous convictions and laws of thought are errors.

	It makes little difference whether Descartes could and did, actually and really, doubt everything without exception; or whether he merely thought he could and did. The fact is, he did thus doubt everything in principle. He was, of course, not a skeptic, since his purpose was to arrive at the ultimate base of certainty and truth and to rebuild on this indubitable foundation the edifice of knowledge. He compared himself to Archimedes. "Archimedes, that he might transport the entire globe from the place it occupied to another, demanded only a point that was firm and immovable; so also, I shall be entitled to entertain the highest expectations, if I am fortunate enough to discover only one thing that is certain and indubitable." (6) Descartes was fortunate enough to discover his firm and immovable fulcrum: his own existence -- "I think, therefore I am." He had now his fulcrum; what would be his lever?

	It would have to be the trustworthiness of his reasoning powers. But how could he establish this, seeing that this also was involved in universal doubt and destroyed with all other spontaneous convictions? Descartes hit upon an ingenious idea. He would demonstrate the existence of an infinitely perfect Being, who must have given man faculties which are trustworthy and capable of discovering truth. The only thing absolutely certain so far for Descartes was his own existence; and from this fact alone he would be obliged to deduce God's existence.

	Here is his line of thought:

	•      We have in our mind the idea of God as an infinitely perfect Being. 

	•      But an infinitely perfect Being must have existence, otherwise it would not be infinitely perfect. 

	•      Ergo, God exists. (7) 

	This is an a priori or ontological argument.

	Descartes attempts to prove God's existence a posteriori, by means of an argument from causality:

	•      We have the idea of God in our mind. 

	•      Since this idea represents an infinitely perfect Being, we, as finite beings, cannot have originated such an idea in virtue of our own powers. 

	•      This idea being beyond our mental capacity, it could have originated only from a Being who possesses such infinite perfection. 

	•      Ergo, God exists. (8) 

	Having proved to his own satisfaction that God exists, Descartes proceeds to show that He is the creator of man. (9) But the infinitely perfect God cannot be a deceiver; consequently, He cannot have given man deceptive powers of knowledge, and man's faculties are thus shown to be trustworthy, "provided we separate what there is of clear and distinct in the knowledge from what is obscure and confused." (10) In the light of this criterion of "clear and distinct" knowledge all previous doubts about the world, sense-perception, and intellection must vanish. Skepticism is defeated, and valid knowledge is possible.

	The Failure of Descartes' Method

	Descartes' fundamental purpose was laudable; he desired to defend human knowledge against the attacks of skeptics. Generally speaking, he was justified in demanding that the investigation into the nature and limits of knowledge exclude preconceived ideas, traditional doctrines, and unwarranted presuppositions as evidence and proof, since the validity of all spontaneous convictions was at stake.

	But when he proposed to approach the problem in an attitude of universal real doubt, discarding even the capability of the human mind to know truth and refusing to accept such essential principles as the principle of contradiction and the principle of sufficient reason, he made the solution of the problem impossible for himself. Here are a few considerations which compel us to reject his system.

	Descartes began his inquiry by doubting all knowledge without exception; he was even willing to accept it as "entirely false." This being the case, what about the idea of God as an all-perfect Being, since he admits that he discovered this idea in his own mind? According to his own principle of universal doubt, he simply cannot know whether this idea of God is correct or incorrect; as a matter of fact, according to this principle, he should consider it as "entirely false," until proved otherwise. But if his idea of God as an all-perfect Being may be incorrect, he cannot logically deduce from this idea God's existence and veracity.

	Since the very idea of God is doubtful, these other things must remain doubtful, and the trustworthiness of man's faculties must also remain doubtful. Descartes cannot escape his own real doubt.

	Irrespective of the intrinsic value of the proofs with which Descartes attempts to demonstrate God's existence, we must not overlook the fact that he uses a process of reasoning to make this demonstration. Since his very reason and the process of reasoning is as yet of doubtful validity, how can be validly demonstrate God's existence and veracity? The trustworthiness of Descartes' reasoning powers is supposed to flow as a necessary consequence from the infinite perfection of God; and God's infinite perfect is made certain to him by means of a proof developed by these very reasoning powers, before he has proved that these reasoning powers are valid and trustworthy: he thereby gratuitously assumes the very thing beforehand which he intends to prove afterwards. (A logical fallacy called Begging the Question, or a circular argument.)

	Descartes unconsciously accepts the trustworthiness of his faculties in attempting to demonstrate the existence and infinite perfection of God, and that is an illegitimate procedure; because a doubtfully valid faculty can produce only a doubtfully valid argument, and a doubtfully valid argument can only lead to a doubtfully valid conclusion.

	The whole argument for God's existence and veracity is thus nullified by his doubtful reason and reasoning process; and, since he proves the reliability of his reason and reasoning process by means of God's veracity, which (according to his supposition) must be doubtful, the proof for the trustworthiness of his own powers is nullified and can never be established beyond doubt.

	His attempt, therefore, to vindicate the validity of human knowledge failed essentially, because, by rejecting the reliability of his own powers to discover and know truth, he made it impossible for himself to extricate himself from the net of his own universal doubt.

	Moreover, there are glaring inconsistencies in his procedure. He claims to reject everything, even the principle of contradiction and the principle of sufficient reason. But he does not. He surreptitiously assumes the truth of these principles and uses them continually.

	As obvious a fact as the "Cogito, ergo sum" is really based on the validity and truth of the principle of contradiction. This principle asserts that it is impossible for something to be and not to be at the same time. Descartes becomes certain of his own existence by the very fact of his "thinking" or "doubting." True. But why? Because he perceives clearly that it is impossible to "think and not think," to "exist and not exist" at the same time. If Descartes were consistent and really doubted the principle of contradiction, he would have to affirm that it could be possible for a being to "think and not think," to "exist and not exist" at the same time. But, then, according to his own supposition, he could not be sure after all that the ultimate fact of his existence is certain, and his famous "Cogito, ergo sum" has no real objective value.

	Only by granting the validity and truth of the principle of contradiction beforehand, can his existence be established as an objective fact; and that is exactly, though inconsistently, what Descartes does.

	The same line of reasoning applies to his proofs for God's existence and infinite perfection. Notwithstanding his proofs, his rejection of the principle of contradiction will forever invalidate his arguments, because, as long as this principle is not established and accepted, he could never be sure whether it would not be possible for God to "exist and not exists," to "be infinitely perfect and not infinitely perfect" at the same time.

	Similarly, he would always be compelled to remain in doubt whether God could not be "veracious and not veracious," "deceiving and not deceiving," unless the principle of contradiction were taken as granted before he begins to prove God's existence. Unwittingly Descartes does accept this principle of contradiction throughout his demonstrations, but that is an inexcusable inconsistency.

	So, too, Descartes conducts his inquiry under the supposition that he has doubted the principle of sufficient and the principle of causality. But he does not hesitate to use these principles before he has established their validity. Consider his a posteriori argument for the existence and infinite perfection of God.

	He contends that the idea of God as an all-perfect Being could not have originated in our mind, because such an idea would exceed the causality of the human mind, the latter being less perfect than the contents of the idea itself; consequently, this idea had to be produced in us by God Himself (and this proves that God exists as an infinitely perfect Being), otherwise there would be no sufficient reason for the presence of such an idea in our mind.

	This line of reasoning shows plainly that Descartes uses the principles of sufficient reason and causality in demonstrating God's existence, although he doubts their validity.

	Now, if he lets these principles stand as doubtful, his entire demonstration is vitiated and nullified by doubt; and if he accepts them as valid prior to establishing their validity, he acts contrary to his fundamental doubt and is inconsistent: in either case he makes the demonstration of God's existence impossible.

	His actual procedure in all the arguments he makes is such, however, that he presupposes the validity of the laws of thought; and that is for him a glaring inconsistency, since his universal methodic doubt will not permit him to accept their validity before he has proved the existence and veracity of God.

	Finally, Descartes' universal methodic doubt leads logically to universal skepticism. No certitude can ever be attained in a system where the very foundations of human reason are completely destroyed. When he rejects as doubtful and even as "absolutely false" all in regard to which he could imagine the least ground for doubt, he saws off the very limb upon which he is seated.

	If the nature of his mind and the laws of thought are called into real doubt (not to speak of considering them to be "absolutely false"), then all acts and facts of consciousness, all ideas, judgments, and inferences, can no longer be trusted.

	But how can the mind attempt to validate its own trustworthiness except by means of these things? If Descartes mistrusts the simple judgments of "2+3=5" and "A square has four sides," how can he trust his faculties in making the far more complicated arguments with which he tries to prove God's existence and infinite perfection?

	Conclusion

	The effort of Descartes to find his way back to certitude by means of the roundabout detour of the existence and veracity of God, shows the desperate plight in which he had placed himself by his universal doubt. The steps he takes in retracing his way are these:

	•      His own existence; 

	•      The existence and infinite perfection of God; 

	•      God's absolute veracity; 

	•      His creation by God; 

	•      The trustworthiness of his faculties, due to the veracity of God who created him; 

	•      The truth and validity of all those spontaneous convictions of his mind which are "clear and distinct." 

	But we have seen that Descartes could not consistently prove God's existence, since he could only do so by means of a reasoning process which, according to his own principles, was essentially doubtful in its validity, and even "absolutely false." The only thing of which he could ever be certain was his own existence; and this, too, strictly speaking, Descartes should have doubted, because he had doubted the principle of contradiction and the testimony of his own consciousness. Our modern Archimedes had indeed found his fulcrum, namely his own existence; but now he could not move the world, because he had thrown away his lever.

	Descartes, if he had been consistent, should have embraced universal skepticism, because his universal doubt left him no other choice: he had no way of retracing his course. He was like a mariner who scuttles his boat and swims to a rock in mid-ocean. The rock is the solitary fact of his own existence. True, he had found a solid point. But it is a lonely and desolate spot; and he is marooned on it forever, doomed to die of mental starvation, surrounded by an unbridgeable ocean of doubt.

	The Cartesian universal methodic doubt, therefore, is not a proper approach to the problem of human knowledge. It is in reality only a variation of universal skepticism, and as such it is absurd. We will have to make our approach in a different fashion.

	The necessary conclusion to be drawn from the above critical examination of universal skepticism is obvious:

	Complete doubt cannot be the proper approach to the problem of human knowledge. It would be fatal. Starting with complete doubt, we can no more reach a solution of the problem of human knowledge than a bird can fly with amputated wings.

	Another important conclusion is this:

	Any theory of knowledge which leads logically to universal skepticism is intrinsically false.

	Nothing could be plainer. There must be an essential flaw in a theory which, if consistently carried out to its logical conclusions, ends in the absurdity of skepticism.
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	DISCOURS QUI A REMPORTÉ LE PRIX DE
L'ACADÉMIE FRANÇAISE EN 1765.

	Lorsque les cendres de DESCARTES, né en France et mort en Suède, furent rapportées, seize ans après sa mort, de Stockholm à Paris; lorsque tous les savants, rassemblés dans un temple, rendoient à sa dépouille des honneurs qu'il n'obtint jamais pendant sa vie, et qu'un orateur se préparait à louer devant cette assemblée le grand homme qu'elle regrettait, tout-à-coup il vint un ordre qui défendit de prononcer cet éloge funèbre. Sans doute on pensoit alors que les grands seuls ont droit aux éloges publics; et l'on craignit de donner à la nation l'exemple dangereux d'honorer un homme qui n'avoit eu que le mérite et la distinction du génie. Je viens, après cent ans, prononcer cet éloge. Puisse-t-il être digne et de celui à qui il est offert, et des sages qui vont l'entendre! Peut-être au siècle de Descartes on étoit encore trop près de lui pour le bien louer. Le temps seul juge les philosophes comme les rois, et les met à leur place.

	Le temps a détruit les opinions de Descartes, mais sa gloire subsiste. Il est semblable à ces rois détrônés qui, sur les ruines même de leur empire, paroissent nés pour commander aux hommes. Tant que la philosophie et la vérité seront quelque chose sur la terre, on honorera celui qui a jeté les fondements de nos connaissances, et recréé, pour ainsi dire, l'entendement humain. On louera Descartes par admiration, par reconnoissance, par intérêt même; car si la vérité est un bien, il faut encourager ceux qui la cherchent.

	Ce seroit aux pieds de la statue de Newton qu'il faudroit prononcer l'éloge de Descartes; ou plutôt ce seroit à Newton à louer Descartes. Qui mieux que lui seroit capable de mesurer la carrière parcourue avant lui? Aussi simple qu'il étoit grand, Newton nous découvriroit toutes les pensées que les pensées de Descartes lui ont fait naître. Il y a des vérités stériles, et pour ainsi dire mortes, qui n'avancent de rien dans l'étude de la nature: il y a des erreurs de grands hommes qui deviennent fécondes en vérités. Après Descartes, on a été plus loin que lui; mais Descartes a frayé la route. Louons Magellan d'avoir fait le tour du globe; mais rendons justice à Colomb, qui le premier a soupçonné, a cherché, a trouvé un nouveau monde.

	Tout dans cet ouvrage sera consacré à la philosophie et à la vertu. Peut-être y a-t-il des hommes dans ma nation qui ne me pardonneroient point l'éloge d'un philosophe vivant; mais Descartes est mort, et depuis cent quinze ans il n'est plus; je ne crains ni de blesser l'orgueil ni d'irriter l'envie.

	Pour juger Descartes, pour voir ce que l'esprit d'un seul homme a ajouté à l'esprit humain, il faut voir le point d'où il est parti. Je peindrai donc l'état de la philosophie et des sciences au moment où naquit ce grand homme; je ferai voir comment la nature le forma, et comment elle prépara cette révolution qui a eu tant d'influence. Ensuite je ferai l'histoire de ses pensées. Ses erreurs mêmes auront je ne sais quoi de grand. Ou verra l'esprit humain, frappé d'une lumière nouvelle, se réveiller, s'agiter, et marcher sur ses pas. Le mouvement philosophique se communiquera d'un bout de l'Europe à l'autre. Cependant, au milieu de ce mouvement général, nous reviendrons sur Descartes; nous contemplerons l'homme en lui; nous chercherons si le génie donne des droits au bonheur; et nous finirons peut-être par répandre des larmes sur ceux qui, pour le bien de l'humanité et leur propre malheur, sont condamnés à être de grands hommes.

	La philosophie, née dans l'Égypte, dans l'Inde et dans la Perse, avoit été en naissant presque aussi barbare que les hommes. Dans la Grèce, aussi féconde que hardie, elle avoit créé tous ces systèmes qui expliquoient l'univers, ou par le principe des éléments, ou par l'harmonie des nombres, ou par les idées éternelles, ou par des combinaisons de masses, de figures et de mouvements, ou par l'activité de la forme qui vient s'unir à la matière. Dans Alexandrie, et à la cour des rois, elle avoit perdu ce caractère original et ce principe de fécondité que lui avoit donné un pays libre. A Rome, parmi des maîtres et des esclaves, elle avoit été également stérile; elle s'y étoit occupée, ou à flatter la curiosité des princes, ou à lire dans les astres la chute des tyrans. Dans les premiers siècles de l'église, vouée aux enchantements et aux mystères, elle avoit cherché à lier commerce avec les puissances célestes ou infernales. Dans Constantinople, elle avoit tourné autour des idées des anciens Grecs, comme autour des bornes du monde. Chez les Arabes, chez ce peuple doublement esclave et par sa religion et par son gouvernement, elle avoit eu ce même caractère d'esclavage, bornée à commenter un homme, au lieu d'étudier la nature. Dans les siècles barbares de l'Occident, elle n'avoit été qu'un jargon absurde et insensé que consacroit le fanatisme et qu'adoroit la superstition. Enfin, à la renaissance des lettres, elle n'avoit profité de quelques lumières que pour se remettre par choix dans les chaînes d'Aristote. Ce philosophe, depuis plus de cinq siècles, combattu, proscrit, adoré, excommunié, et toujours vainqueur, dictoit aux nations ce qu'elles devoient croire; ses ouvrages étant plus connus, ses erreurs étoient plus respectées. On négligeoit pour lui l'univers; et les hommes, accoutumés depuis longtemps à se passer de l'évidence, croyoient tenir dans leurs mains les premiers principes des choses, parce que leur ignorance hardie prononçoit des mots obscurs et vagues qu'ils croyoient entendre.

	Voilà les progrès que l'esprit humain avoit faits pendant trente siècles. On remarque, pendant cette longue révolution de temps, cinq ou six hommes qui ont pensé, et créé des idées; et le reste du monde a travaillé sur ces pensées, comme l'artisan, dans sa forge, travaille sur les métaux que lui fournit la mine. Il y a eu plusieurs siècles de suite où l'on n'a point avancé d'un pas vers la vérité; il y a eu des nations qui n'ont pas contribué d'une idée à la masse des idées générales. Du siècle d'Aristote à celui de Descartes, j'aperçois un vide de deux mille ans. Là, la pensée originale se perd, comme un fleuve qui meurt dans les sables, ou qui s'ensevelit sous terre, et qui ne reparoît qu'à mille lieues de là, sous de nouveaux cieux et sur une terre nouvelle. Quoi donc! y a-t-il pour l'esprit humain des temps de sommeil et de mort, comme il y en a de vie et d'activité? ou le don de penser par soi-même est-il réservé à un si petit nombre d'hommes? ou les grandes combinaisons d'idées sont-elles bornées par la nature, et s'épuisent-elles avec rapidité? Dans cet état de l'esprit humain, dans cet engourdissement général, il falloit un homme qui remontât l'espèce humaine, qui ajoutât de nouveaux ressorts à l'entendement, qui se ressaisît du don de penser, qui vît ce qui étoit fait, ce qui restoit à faire, et pourquoi les progrès avoient été suspendus tant de siècles; un homme qui eût assez d'audace pour renverser, assez de génie pour reconstruire, assez de sagesse pour poser des fondements sûrs, assez d'éclat pour éblouir son siècle et rompre l'enchantement des siècles passés; un homme qui étonnât par la grandeur de ses vues; un homme en état de rassembler tout ce que les sciences avoient imaginé ou découvert dans tous les siècles, et de réunir toutes ces forces dispersées pour en composer une seule force avec laquelle il remuât pour ainsi dire l'univers; un homme d'un génie actif, entreprenant, qui sût voir où personne ne voyoit, qui désignât le but et qui traçât la route, qui, seul et sans guide, franchît par-dessus les précipices un intervalle immense, et entraînât après lui le genre humain. Cet homme devoit être Descartes. Ce seroit sans doute un beau spectacle de voir comment la nature le prépara du loin et le forma; mais qui peut suivre la nature dans sa marche? Il y a sans doute une chaîne des pensées des hommes depuis l'origine du monde jusqu'à nous; chaîne qui n'est ni moins mystérieuse ni moins grande que celle des êtres physiques. Les siècles ont influé sur les siècles, les nations sur les nations, les vérités sur les erreurs, les erreurs sur les vérités. Tout se tient dans l'univers; mais qui pourrait tracer la ligne? On peut du moins entrevoir ce rapport général; on peut dire que, sans cette foule d'erreurs qui ont inondé le monde, Descartes peut-être n'eût point trouvé la route de la vérité. Ainsi chaque philosophe en s'égarant avançoit le terme. Mais, laissant là les temps trop reculés, je veux chercher dans le siècle même de Descartes, ou dans ceux qui ont immédiatement précédé sa naissance, tout ce qui a pu servir à le former en influant sur son génie.

	Et d'abord j'aperçois dans l'univers une espèce de fermentation générale. La nature semble être dans un de ces moments où elle fait les plus grands efforts: tout s'agite; on veut partout remuer les anciennes bornes, on veut étendre la sphère humaine. Vasco de Gama découvre les Indes, Colomb découvre l'Amérique, Cortès et Pizarro subjuguent des contrées immenses et nouvelles, Magellan cherche les terres australes, Drake fait le tour du monde. L'esprit des découvertes anime toutes les nations. De grands changements dans la politique et les religions ébranlent l'Europe, l'Asie et l'Afrique. Cette secousse se communique aux sciences. L'astronomie renaît dès le quinzième siècle. Copernic rétablit le système de Pythagore et le mouvement de la terre; pas immense fait dans la nature! Tycho-Brahé ajoute aux observations de tous les siècles; il corrige et perfectionne la théorie des planètes, détermine le lieu d'un grand nombre d'étoiles fixes, démontre la région que les comètes occupent dans l'espace. Le nombre des phénomènes connus s'augmente. Le législateur des deux paroît; Kepler confirme ce qui a été trouvé avant lui, et ouvre la route à des vérités nouvelles. Mais il falloit de plus grands secours. Les verres concaves et convexes, inventés par hasard au treizième siècle, sont réunis trois cents ans après, et forment le premier télescope. L'homme touche aux extrémités de la création. Galilée fait dans les cieux ce que les grands navigateurs faisoient sur les mers; il aborde à de nouveaux mondes. Les satellites de Jupiter sont connus. Le mouvement de la terre est confirmé par les phases de Vénus. La géométrie est appliquée à la doctrine du mouvement. La force accélératrice dans la chute des corps est mesurée; on découvre la pesanteur de l'air, on entrevoit son élasticité. Bacon fait le dénombrement des connoissances humaines et les juge: il annonce le besoin de refaire des idées nouvelles, et prédit quelque chose de grand pour les siècles à venir. Voilà ce que la nature avoit fait pour Descartes avant sa naissance; et comme par la boussole elle avoit réuni les parties les plus éloignées du globe, par le télescope rapproché de la terre les dernières limites des cieux, par l'imprimerie elle avoit établi la communication rapide du mouvement entre les esprits d'un bout du monde à l'autre.

	Tout étoit disposé pour une révolution. Déjà est né celui qui doit faire ce grand changement1; il ne reste à la nature que d'achever son ouvrage, et de mûrir Descartes pour le genre humain, comme elle a mûri le genre humain pour lui. Je ne m'arrête point sur son éducation2; dès qu'il s'agit des âmes extraordinaires, il n'en faut point parler. Il y a une éducation pour l'homme vulgaire; il n'y en a point d'autre pour l'homme de génie que celle qu'il se donne à lui-même: elle consiste presque toujours à détruire la première. Descartes, par celle qu'il reçut, jugea son siècle. Déjà il voit au-delà; déjà il imagine et pressent un nouvel ordre des sciences: tel, de Madrid ou de Gènes, Colomb pressentoit l'Amérique.

	La nature, qui travailloit sur cette âme et la disposoit insensiblement aux grandes choses, y avoit mis d'abord une forte passion pour la vérité. Ce fut là peut-être son premier ressort. Elle y ajoute ce désir d'être utile aux hommes, qui s'étend à tous les siècles et à toutes les nations; désir qu'on ne s'étoit point encore avisé de calomnier. Elle lui donne ensuite, pour tout le temps de sa jeunesse, une activité inquiète3, ces tourments du génie, ce vide d'une âme que rien ne remplit encore, et qui se fatigue à chercher autour d'elle ce qui doit la fixer. Alors elle le promène dans l'Europe entière, et fait passer rapidement sous ses yeux les plus grands spectacles. Elle lui présente, en Hollande, un peuple qui brise ses chaînes et devient libre, le fanatisme germant au sein de la liberté, les querelles de la religion changées en factions d'état; en Allemagne, le choc de la ligue protestante et de la ligue catholique, le commencement d'un carnage de trente années; aux extrémités de la Pologne, dans le Brandebourg, la Poméranie et le Holstein, les contre-coups de cette guerre affreuse; en Flandre, le contraste de dix provinces opulentes restées soumises à l'Espagne, tandis que sept provinces pauvres combattoient depuis cinquante ans pour leur liberté; dans la Valteline, les mouvements de l'ambition espagnole, les précautions inquiètes de la cour de Savoie; eu Suisse, des lois et des moeurs, une pauvreté fière, une liberté sans orages; à Gênes, toutes les factions des républiques, tout l'orgueil des monarchies; à Venise, le pouvoir des nobles, l'esclavage du peuple, une liberté tyrannique; à Florence, les Médicis, les arts, et Galilée; à Rome, toutes les nations rassemblées par la religion, spectacle qui vaut peut-être bien celui des statues et des tableaux; en Angleterre, les droits des peuples luttant contre ceux des rois, Charles Ier sur le trône, et Cromwell encore dans la foule4. L'âme de Descartes, à travers tous ces objets, s'élève et s'agrandit. La religion, la politique, la liberté, la nature, la morale, tout contribue à étendre ses idées; car l'on se trompe si l'on croit que l'âme du philosophe doit se concentrer dans l'objet particulier qui l'occupe. Il doit tout embrasser, tout voir. Il y a des points de réunion où toutes les vérités se touchent; et la vérité universelle n'est elle-même que la chaîne de tous les rapports. Pour voir de plus près le genre humain sous toutes les faces, Descartes se mêle dans ces jeux sanglants des rois, où le génie s'épuise à détruire, et où des milliers d'hommes, assemblés contre des milliers d'hommes, exercent le meurtre par art et par principes5. Ainsi Socrate porta les armes dans sa jeunesse. Partout il étudie l'homme et le monde. Il analyse l'esprit humain; il observe les opinions, suit leur progrès, examine leur influence, remonte à leur source. De ces opinions, les unes naissent du gouvernement, d'autres du climat, d'autres de la religion, d'autres de la forme des langues, quelques unes des moeurs, d'autres des lois, plusieurs de toutes ces causes réunies: il y en a qui sortent du fond même de l'esprit humain et de la constitution de l'homme, et celles-là sont à peu près les mêmes chez tous les peuples; il y en a d'autres qui sont bornées par les montagnes et par les fleuves, car chaque pays a ses opinions comme ses plantes: toutes ensemble forment la raison du peuple. Quel spectacle pour un philosophe! Descartes en fut épouvanté. Voilà donc, dit-il, la raison humaine! Dès ce moment il sentit s'ébranler tout l'édifice de ses connoissances: il voulut y porter la main pour achever de le renverser; mais il n'avoit point encore assez de force, et il s'arrêta. Il poursuit ses observations; il étudie la nature physique: tantôt il la considère dans toute son étendue, comme ne formant qu'un seul et immense ouvrage; tantôt il la suit dans ses détails. La nature vivante et la nature morte, l'être brut et l'être organisé, les différentes classes de grandeurs et de formes, les destructions et les renouvellements, les variétés et les rapports, rien ne lui échappe, comme rien ne l'étonne. J'aime à le voir debout sur la cime des Alpes, élevé, par sa situation, au-dessus de l'Europe entière, suivant de l'oeil la course du Pô, du Rhin, du Rhône et du Danube, et de là s'élevant par la pensée vers les deux, qu'il paroît toucher, pénétrant dans les réservoirs destinés à fournir à l'Europe ces amas d'eaux immenses; quelquefois observant à ses pieds les espèces innombrables de végétaux semés par la nature sur le penchant des précipices, ou entre les pointes des rochers; quelquefois mesurant la hauteur de ces montagnes de glace, qui semblent jetées dans les vallons des Alpes pour les combler, ou méditant profondément à la lueur des orages6. Ah! c'est dans ces moments que l'âme du philosophe s'étend, devient immense et profonde comme la nature; c'est alors que ses idées s'élèvent et parcourent l'univers. Insatiable de voir et de connoître, partout où il passe, Descartes interroge la vérité; il la demande à tous les lieux qu'il parcourt, il la poursuit de pays en pays. Dans les villes prises d'assaut, ce sont les savants qu'il cherche. Maximilien de Bavière voit dans Prague, dont il s'est rendu maître, la capitale d'un royaume conquis; Descartes n'y voit que l'ancien séjour de Tycho-Brahé. Sa mémoire y étoit encore récente; il interroge tous ceux qui l'ont connu, il suit les traces de ses pensées; il rassemble dans les conversations le génie d'un grand homme. Ainsi voyageoient autrefois les Pythagore, et les Platon, lorsqu'ils alloient dans l'Orient étudier ces colonnes, archives des nations et monuments des découvertes antiques. Descartes, à leur exemple, ramasse tout ce qui peut l'instruire. Mais tant d'idées acquises dans ses voyages ne lui auroient encore servi de rien, s'il n'avoit eu l'art de se les approprier par des méditations profondes; art si nécessaire au philosophe, si inconnu au vulgaire, et peut-être si étranger à l'homme. En effet, qu'est-ce que méditer? C'est ramener au dedans de nous notre existence répandue tout entière au dehors; c'est nous retirer de l'univers pour habiter dans notre âme; c'est anéantir toute l'activité des sens pour augmenter celle de la pensée; c'est rassembler en un point toutes les forces de l'esprit; c'est mesurer le temps, non plus par le mouvement et par l'espace, mais par la succession lente ou rapide des idées. Ces méditations, dans Descartes, avoient tourné en habitude7; elles le suivoient partout: dans les voyages, dans les camps, dans les occupations les plus tumultueuses, il avoit toujours un asile prêt où son âme se retiroit au besoin. C'étoit là qu'il appeloit ses idées; elles accouroient en foule: la méditation les faisoit naître, l'esprit géométrique venoit les enchaîner. Dès sa jeunesse il s'étoit avidement attaché aux mathématiques, comme au seul objet qui lui présentoit l'évidence8. C'étoit là que son âme se reposoit de l'inquiétude qui la tourmentoit partout ailleurs. Mais, dégoûté bientôt de spéculations abstraites, le désir de se rapprocher des hommes le rentraînoit à l'étude de la nature. Il se livroit à toutes les sciences: il n'y trouvoit pas la certitude de la géométrie, qu'elle ne doit qu'à la simplicité de son objet; mais il y transportoit du moins la méthode des géomètres. C'est d'elle qu'il apprenoit à fixer toujours le sens des termes, et à n'en abuser jamais; à décomposer l'objet de son étude, à lier les conséquences aux principes; à remonter par l'analyse, à descendre par la synthèse. Ainsi l'esprit géométrique affermissoit sa marche; mais le courage et l'esprit d'indépendance brisoient devant lui les barrières pour lui frayer des routes. Il étoit né avec l'audace qui caractérise le génie; et sans doute les événements dont il avoit été témoin, les grands spectacles de liberté qu'il avoit vus en Allemagne, en Hollande, dans la Hongrie et dans la Bohème, avoient contribué à développer encore en lui cette fierté d'esprit naturelle. Il osa donc concevoir l'idée de s'élever contre les tyrans de la raison. Mais, avant de détruire tous les préjugés qui étoient sur la terre, il falloit commencer par les détruire en lui-même. Comment y parvenir? comment anéantir des formes qui ne sont point notre ouvrage, et qui sont le résultat nécessaire de mille combinaisons faites sans nous? Il falloit, pour ainsi dire, détruire son âme et la refaire. Tant de difficultés n'effrayèrent point Descartes. Je le vois, pendant près de dix ans, luttant contre lui-même pour secouer toutes ses opinions. Il demande compte à ses sens de toutes les idées qu'ils ont portées dans son âme; il examine tous les tableaux de son imagination, et les compare avec les objets réels; il descend dans l'intérieur de ses perceptions, qu'il analyse; il parcourt le dépôt de sa mémoire, et juge tout ce qui y est rassemblé. Partout il poursuit le préjugé, il le chasse de retraite en retraite; son entendement, peuplé auparavant d'opinions et d'idées, devient un désert immense, mais où désormais la vérité peut entrer9.

	Voilà donc la révolution faite dans l'âme de Descartes: voilà ses idées anciennes détruites. Il ne s'agit plus que d'en créer d'autres. Car, pour changer les nations, il ne suffit point d'abattre; il faut reconstruire. Dès ce moment, Descartes ne pense plus qu'à élever une philosophie nouvelle. Tout l'y invite; les exhortations de ses amis, le désir de combler le vide qu'il avoit fait dans ses idées, je ne sais quel instinct qui domine le grand homme, et, plus que tout cela, l'ambition de faire des découvertes dans la nature, pour rendre les hommes moins misérables ou plus heureux. Mais, pour exécuter un pareil dessein, il sentit qu'il falloit se cacher. Hommes du monde, si fiers de votre politesse et de vos avantages, souffrez que je vous dise la vérité; ce n'est jamais parmi vous que l'on fera ni que l'on pensera de grandes choses. Vous polissez l'esprit, mais vous énervez le génie. Qu'a-t-il besoin de vos vains ornements? Sa grandeur fait sa beauté. C'est dans la solitude que l'homme de génie est ce qu'il doit être; c'est là qu'il rassemble toutes les forces de son âme. Auroit-il besoin des hommes? N'a-t-il pas avec lui la nature? et il ne la voit point à travers les petites formes de la société, mais dans sa grandeur primitive, dans sa beauté originale et pure. C'est dans la solitude que toutes les heures laissent une trace, que tous les instants sont représentés par une pensée, que le temps est au sage, et le sage à lui-même. C'est dans la solitude surtout que l'âme a toute la vigueur de l'indépendance. Là elle n'entend point le bruit des chaînes que le despotisme et la superstition secouent sur leurs esclaves: elle est libre comme la pensée de l'homme qui existeroit seul. Cette indépendance, après la vérité, étoit la plus grande passion de Descartes. Ne vous en étonnez point; ces deux passions tiennent l'une à l'autre. La vérité est l'aliment d'une âme fière et libre, tandis que l'esclave n'ose même lever les yeux jusqu'à elle. C'est cet amour de la liberté qui engage Descartes à fuir tous les engagements, à rompre tous les petits liens de société, à renoncer à ces emplois qui ne sont trop souvent que les chaînes de l'orgueil. Il falloit qu'un homme comme lui ne fût qu'à la nature et au genre humain. Descartes ne fut donc ni magistrat, ni militaire, ni homme de cour10. Il consentit à n'être qu'un philosophe, qu'un homme de génie, c'est-à-dire rien aux yeux du peuple. Il renonce même à son pays; il choisit une retraite dans la Hollande. C'est dans le séjour de la liberté qu'il va fonder une philosophie libre. Il dit adieu à ses parents, à ses amis, à sa patrie; il part11. L'amour de la vérité n'est plus dans son coeur un sentiment ordinaire; c'est un sentiment religieux qui élève et remplit son âme. Dieu, la nature, les hommes, voilà quels vont être, le reste de sa vie, les objets de ses pensées. Il se consacre à cette occupation aux pieds des autels. O jour, ô moment remarquable dans l'histoire de l'esprit humain! Je crois voir Descartes, avec le respect dont il étoit pénétré pour la Divinité, entrer dans le temple, et s'y prosterner. Je crois l'entendre dire à Dieu: O Dieu, puisque tu m'as créé, je ne veux point mourir sans avoir médité sur tes ouvrages. Je vais chercher la vérité, si tu l'as mise sur la terre. Je vais me rendre utile à l'homme, puisque je suis homme. Soutiens ma foiblesse, agrandis mon esprit, rends-le digne de la nature et de toi. Si tu permets que j'ajoute à la perfection des hommes, je te rendrai grâce en mourant, et ne me repentirai point d'être né.

	Je m'arrête un moment: l'ouvrage de la nature est achevé. Elle a préparé avant la naissance de Descartes tout ce qui devoit influer sur lui; elle lui a donné les prédécesseurs dont il avoit besoin; elle a jeté dans son sein les semences qui devoient y germer; elle a établi entre son esprit et son âme les rapports nécessaires; elle a fait passer sous ses yeux tous les grands spectacles et du monde physique et du monde moral; elle a rassemblé autour de lui, ou dans lui, tous les ressorts; elle a mis dans sa main tous les instruments: son travail est fini. Ici commence celui de Descartes. Je vais faire l'histoire de ses pensées: on verra une espèce de création; elle embrassera tout ce qui est; elle présentera une machine immense, mue avec peu de ressorts: on y trouvera le grand caractère de la simplicité, l'enchaînement de toutes les parties, et souvent, comme dans la nature physique, un ordre réel caché sous un désordre apparent.
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