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Abstract

Descartes considered thought to be something of which we are directly aware.
He described an idea as a mode of thinking and believed that innate ideas form
a specific category of ideas that are regarded as self-evident and clear. Doubts
about them can be removed through a process of rational inquiry and
reflection. Furthermore, Descartes made a distinction between empirical
knowledge and deductive knowledge. Deductive knowledge is founded on a
chain of arguments built upon necessary knowledge. This chain of deduction
ultimately leads back to the most certain element in Descartes' philosophy,
which is intuition. He maintained that true knowledge must be unequivocal
and free from any doubt. According to Descartes, clear and distinct ideas serve
as the criteria for truth. Errors, in Descartes' view, arise when we make
judgments or form beliefs based on ideas that lack complete clarity and
distinction. The principle of cogito (I think, therefore | am), which Descartes
expresses in his book "Meditations", is considered the most crucial certainty,
intuitive, and free from bias. However, according to the authors of this article,
the principle of cogito, which is the culmination of Descartes' epistemology,
is purportedly based on at least four hidden and questionable prejudices:
memory, language, a rationality devoid of any possibility of madness, and the
hidden unconscious.
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Extended Abstract

In this article, we pursue two primary objectives: Firstly, to provide a
detailed exposition of Descartes' epistemology. Secondly, to scrutinize
certain prejudices inherent in his epistemological framework.

The debate surrounding Descartes' epistemological biases is both
widespread and renowned. Scholars such as Gilson and Koyré have
extensively analyzed this topic. However, our focus lies specifically on a
particular subset of biases within Descartes' epistemology. We delve into
prejudices that Descartes either inadvertently concealed or intentionally
obscured. Furthermore, we highlight their dubious nature. Despite their
questionable validity, we argue that Descartes, or any adherent of
Cartesian philosophy, cannot extricate themselves from these biases.
Indeed, we aim to demonstrate the inherent inconsistency in the Cartesian
philosopher's position, leading to an epistemological impasse.

This article is structured into two distinct sections: The first part
offers a comprehensive elucidation of Descartes' epistemology. In the
second part, we engage in a critical examination of the dubious
prejudices embedded within Descartes' epistemological framework.

To grasp Descartes' epistemology, it's crucial to begin with his
conception of thought. Descartes defines thinking as the contemplation
of concepts that we possess direct knowledge of. In his view, an idea
constitutes the substance of a thought. Descartes categorizes ideas into
three types: innate, adventitious, and what are sometimes termed
factitious ideas. He accords primacy to innate ideas, considering them
as concepts inherent within the mind. Descartes delineates two
fundamental modes of knowledge: inference and experience. In his
framework, necessary knowledge is derived from propositions that are
themselves inherently necessary. This chain of propositions ultimately
leads to what Descartes deems the most certain entity: intuition.
According to him, intuitions are indubitable ideas apprehended with
utmost clarity and precision.

Descartes asserts that truth is found in the lucid discernment of ideas
with absolute clarity and precision. Conversely, error arises when
judgment is clouded by ambiguity and lacks discrimination. He argues
that by thoroughly contemplating innate ideas, doubt can be entirely
dispelled. In Descartes' estimation, disciplines such as arithmetic and
geometry stand as paradigms of error-free knowledge due to their
simple subject matter and the presence of certain indisputable
propositions in their deductive chains. Consequently, he advocates that
these sciences serve as exemplary models for all other fields of inquiry.
According to him, other disciplines should emulate mathematics by
discarding any uncertain assumptions and adhering strictly to clear and
certain principles.
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In his initial reflection, Descartes methodically employs various forms
of doubt in a specific sequence, aiming to reach a principle that is
inherently unquestionable. Ultimately, he arrives at the principle of
cogito—I think, therefore I am.

However, does Descartes' epistemology harbor hidden and
questionable prejudices? In this article, we endeavor to explore at least
four latent and dubious biases within Descartes’ epistemological
framework.

Firstly, let's consider memory and language. Drawing from Descartes'
systematic application of doubt in his initial reflection, human memory
emerges as highly suspect. Despite Descartes' epistemology, instances
abound where events are either forgotten or recalled inaccurately due to
the passage of time. Consequently, human memory becomes inherently
dubious. Should Descartes' epistemology demand the dismissal or
disregard of memory altogether? Such a proposition presents a paradox. A
person devoid of memory would resemble a newborn, unable even to
recognize their own mother. Hence, discarding or ignoring memory
renders one akin to an infant, bereft of knowledge. Therefore, it seems
necessary to assert that at least some aspects of memory are reliable. But
can Descartes' epistemology accommodate such an assumption?
According to Descartes, no part of memory can be exempt from doubt.
This poses a conundrum within Cartesian epistemology. Similar
considerations apply to language as well.

Secondly, let's contemplate rationality and insanity in the context of
Descartes' epistemology. Could Descartes entertain the notion that an
individual is insane during the stages of doubt? To answer this question,
we must first consider: What constitutes madness, and who qualifies as
a madman?

A madman is typically characterized by erratic and illogical
behavior, often expressing strange thoughts. Interestingly, many of us
experience similar manifestations in our dreams, where we may utter
nonsensical phrases. Hence, it's plausible that each of us, including
Descartes himself, could be deemed a madman by such criteria.
However, within Descartes' epistemological framework, it becomes
challenging to accept the premise that a person is insane. This
reluctance stems from the fundamental inquiry: What prompts the
utterance of such words? If a person acknowledges their insanity, they
implicitly concede that their expressions lack rationality. Yet, when
questioned about their motivations, if their intentions are sincere, they
would find it difficult to justify their words. This predicament arises
from the ingrained prejudice that one's expressions are inherently
reasonable.
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Thirdly, let's delve into the concept of the unconscious within the
context of Descartes' epistemology. The unconscious, as posited by
Freud, constitutes a facet of the human psyche that remains inaccessible
to conscious awareness, owing to repression or societal influences.
According to Freud, Descartes' notion of the "I" is intertwined with the
realm of the unconscious, manifesting in unintentional errors, hysterical
disorders, and dreams.

Does the unconscious factor into Descartes' conception of the

thinking "1"? According to Freud, yes. However, Descartes views the
self as inherently self-conscious. Consequently, the notion that the
unconscious could constitute the essence of the second thinker faces
significant challenges and cannot be readily accepted.
Could Descartes entertain the existence of the unconscious within his
trajectory of doubt? In his initial reflection, Descartes entertained the
possibility of a deceiving demon, suggesting a theoretical openness to
such notions. Yet, the inherent ambiguity and dubiety of forgotten and
repressed memories, upon which the unconscious relies, pose
insurmountable obstacles for Descartes. Consequently, he cannot
readily embrace the concept of the unconscious nor can he reconcile it
with the identity of the second thinker. Once again, Descartes finds
himself entangled in a paradoxical quandary.
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