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How must we and the world be constituted if science is possible? René Descartes had some ideas: For example, he wrote in 1639 to Marin Mersenne, “The imagination, which is the part of the mind that most helps mathematics, is more of a hindrance than a help in metaphysical speculation.” In another missive he suggested that, “besides [local] memory, which depends on the body, I believe there is also another one, entirely intellectual, which depends on the soul alone” (pp. 59, 52).

Peter Schouls marshals brief passages such as these alongside discussions of Descartes’ major works to sketch a partial portrait of the human being and the universe.  Schouls touches on both metaphysics and cognition, asking how things must be arranged to allow Descartes’ famous method to be mobilized. His conclusions run as follows. First, what should come as no surprise, Descartes “insists on a thoroughgoing dualism that allows him to characterize human beings as essentially free and to characterize nature as causally determined.” (44) Science is based in the free activity of intuiting necessary connections among ideas, rather than in a Baconian presentation of instances to the intellect and induction. (40, 154) Second, Schouls develops from Descartes’ cues a theory of cognition that allows for the pursuit of science by the exploitation of that free human creativity. The mind includes divisions into reasoning, intellectual imagination and memory, and corporeal imagination and memory. Establishing the intellectual/corporeal divide, which is not made entirely explicit by Descartes, is the primary focus for Schouls’ development. It rests on fairly strong arguments: As Descartes points out to Hobbes, we need non-corporeal imagination, for example, to successfully discuss the properties of God – according to Descartes’ conception of God, anyway (48, 97).  Third, Schouls brings the previous points into full development with a speculative discussion of intellectual argument and scientific method. Descartes is taken to suggest that the free process of generation of hypotheses and intuition of connections carried through in the intellectual imagination is judged to be true of this world by the “disciplining” activities of the corporeal imagination and of experimental manipulation. The broader range that is coherent possibility is narrowed to the scope of reality by its application in the corporeal world. (95, 141)


This book is a work in the history of philosophy narrowly defined for latter-day philosophers, and does not make efforts toward presenting intellectual history or history of science. Practically no citations and very few references to Descartes’ contemporaries are made. While the book attempts to clarify Descartes’ own efforts at categorizing mental capacities and metaphysics, discussion is revisionary and is not carried out in the terminology of the times. As Schouls acknowledges, we’re dealing with our question: “ ‘What must nature and mind be like for human progress to be possible?’ is not one which, in this form, Descartes himself poses.” (42, fn. 24) 


Schouls’ main concern is to provide a consistent interpretation of method, metaphysics, and cognition across several key Cartesian works: the Rules for the Direction of the Mind – an especially early work – the Discourse on Method and its accompanying essays (especially the Geometry), and Meditations on First Philosophy. Schouls’ references are current, though thin (three pages of bibliography). Schouls’ claim that the Rules shows strong continuity with later work concerning method and cognitive theory makes for an interesting challenge (74). He brings his view on this matter into discussion with relevant work by Dennis Sepper and Véronique Foti, but neglects an important contribution by John  Schuster ("Descartes' Mathesis Universalis, 1619-28," in Steven Gaukroger [Editor],  Descartes: Philosophy, Mathematics, and Physics, [New Jersey: Barnes & Noble, 1980], see especially 62-7). The third (very interesting) thesis noted above is light on support. Schouls does not provide enough material to bolster the claim that Descartes held that an intellectual imagination, independent of “a perceptual physical world” can provide a clear understanding of “various realms of possibility, while geometric or imagistic figuration indicates possibilities, or actualities, in the specific realm which constitutes the human sensible world” (119, 134-5). This seems likely to be true of Descartes’ later work, but is not supported by Schouls for works and areas of thought distinct from the Geometry, which itself is rather light on theory of cognition. It also flies in the face of Descartes’ derision in the Rules of the “wonderful and mysterious … sheer nonsense” that may arise from “incorrect judgment of the intellect alone.” (The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Cottingham et. al., [Editors] [Cambridge, U.K: Cambridge, 1985] I: 61, 59)
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