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Abstract

The Cogito is considered the hallmark of Descartes’ intellectual system, with
which a great transformation occurred in the history of philosophical thought. The
essence of the Cogito lies in the new meaning that Descartes gives to the soul, and
this meaning-making occurs through the transition from soul to mind. The Cogito
manifests itself in three important works, albeit in different readings: Discourse on
Method, Meditations on First Philosophy, and Principles of Philosophy. However,
among these three, Descartes only considers Meditations as a “treatise” and also
refers to it as his metaphysics. In the present article, we try to examine the place of
the Cogito in Descartes’ intellectual system in terms of the transition from the
Aristotelian soul to the Cartesian mind, by focusing on the “Second Meditation” of
the six meditations in Meditations. It is clear that for this purpose, we must
necessarily present preliminary discussions, especially in the Renaissance period
and in the seventeenth century, to clarify that Descartes’ thought in this regard is
not only an emphasis on negating the ideas of predecessors, including Aristotle, but
also has innovative and innovative aspects. In this transition, Cartesian doubt plays
the role of groundwork and preparation, which must also be addressed.
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Introduction

First of all, I must say that the first idea for writing the present paper goes back some twenty years
ago, when I was writing my doctoral dissertation on ‘Methodological Interpretation of Descartes’
Meditations’, at Tehran University. In searching for secondary resources, | found a book, titled Essays
on Aristotle's De Anima that at first glance, had no relevance to my study. But I, as usual about any
other sources, searched for some keywords like Descartes and Meditations in it. The result was the
article, ‘On Aristotle’s Conception of the Soul” by Michael Frede. This article was my starting-point
for studying more and more about Cartesian mind and its relation to Aristotelian-Scholastic soul. The
article begins as follows:

Philosophers nowadays rarely talk about the soul. But they do talk about the mind. In fact, we are
so used to talking about the mind, even ordinarily, that it is no longer readily apparent to us that to talk
about the mind is to talk about the soul conceived of in a certain way. This becomes clear when we
turn to the historical origins of our talk about the mind. One such origin is Descartes. If we look at
Descartes, we see that Descartes uses both the term 'mind' and the term 'soul’ to talk about the same
thing. If there is a preference for the term 'mind’, it is because Descartes is rejecting a certain
conception of the soul, that of the scholastic Aristotelians, which he wants to replace by another
conception. And so he finds it convenient and appropriate to use the term 'mind’, rather than the term
'soul’, when he wants to talk about the soul as he himself conceives of it. In doing so he deviates from
the established scholastic use of the term 'mind’, and the fact that we follow Descartes in this deviation
is one of the signs that he is an important source of our notion of the mind.

When | began to study this chapter of the book, this paragraph made me to stop and ponder upon it.
The comparison made among Aristotelian soul and Cartesian Mind by the author, attracted my
attention so much that I leave studying it and go to study Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy
in order to understand better what Frede meant by this comparison. By focusing on the subject, |
realize that one can speak of some development or transition from soul to mind in Meditations, and
after two decades, | decided to develop my idea in the shape of the present paper. Now we try to
explain the structure of the paper, and to give an outline to the reader.

The Cogito is considered the hallmark of Descartes’ intellectual system, with which a great
transformation occurred in the history of philosophical thought. The essence of the Cogito lies in the
new meaning that Descartes gives to the soul, and this meaning-making occurs through the transition
from soul to mind. The Cogito manifests itself in three important works, albeit in different readings:
Discourse on Method, Meditations on First Philosophy, and Principles of Philosophy. However,
among these three, Descartes only considers Meditations as a “treatise” and also refers to it as his
metaphysics. In the present article, we try to examine the place of the Cogito in Descartes’ intellectual
system in terms of the transition from the Aristotelian soul to the Cartesian mind, by focusing on the
“Second Meditation” of the six meditations in Meditations. It is clear that for this purpose, we must
necessarily present preliminary discussions, especially in the Renaissance period and in the
seventeenth century, to clarify that Descartes’ thought in this regard is not only an emphasis on
negating the ideas of predecessors, including Aristotle, but also has innovative and innovative aspects.
In this transition, Cartesian doubt plays the role of groundwork and preparation, which must also be
addressed.

In ‘First Meditation’ Descartes introduces the procedure of doubt as a vehicle to devastate the
building of knowledge, that is to say, to eradicate all contents of memory, from sensory data to
imaginary and rational ones so that in the end of this ‘Meditation’, the Cartesian meditator has no
relation with anything other than doubting. He starts the waves of doubt (including such recourse to
the sensory errors, dreaming argument, madness argument, painting argument, and as a hyperbolical
and exaggerated doubt, deceiving god/evil demon argument) to make man free from all preconceived
opinions as a necessary preparation for using correct method. Descartes believes that all man has an
equal share of good sense, or reason. They do not differ in being rational, but they differ in how use of
their rationality. ‘First Meditation’ is designed to ruin all preconceived beliefs and opinions, gathered



The Transition from Soul to Mind in Descartes’ Meditations 89

from senses or through them, so that the light of nature, the natural light, or the light of God-given
reason can shine and guide us. By doubting all things, Descartes makes the meditator, to be an
individual, has no links to material world, and even to other persons. This is a kind of serious
dissension between Cartesian view to human being and Scholastic notion of man. But one can trace
this Cartesian view in Renaissance period, to the extent that it is the renaissance heritage that
Descartes recognizes it as a part of his philosophical task. The individual of the Renaissance was
described most famously by the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt in his Civilization of the
Renaissance in Italy (1860) as follows:

In the Middle Ages . . . man was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, people, party,
family or corporation— only through some general category. In Italy this veil first melted into air; an
objective treatment and consideration of the state and of all things of this world became possible. The
subjective side at the same time asserted itself with corresponding emphasis; man became a spiritual
individual and recognized himself as such.

In the end of ‘First Meditation’ what remains for the Cartesian meditator is but doubting, that turns
to be a kind of thought. Man, philosophically speaking, reduces to the rational soul as we knew it from
the Aristotelian-Scholastic tradition. Now. In ‘Second Meditation’, by introducing two arguments,
Cogito and piece-of-wax, Descartes tries to make some schism between rationality and animality
through which human being can be reduced to pure thought. This is a process that we call it the
transition from Aristotelian-Scholastic soul to Cartesian Mind; the former was ontological part of all
animals, including human beings, intermingled with body, while the latter is but the epistemological
one peculiar to human beings, purely immaterial by which we are deserved to be called human beings.
Descartes in his replies to ‘the Second set of Objections’, in Definition VI, says: ‘I use the term 'mind’
rather than 'soul’ since the word 'soul’ is ambiguous and is often applied to something corporeal.” He
clearly explains what meant by ‘Soul’, in his replies to ‘the fifth set of Objections’, as follows:

If we are to take 'soul’ in its special sense, as meaning the ‘first actuality' or ‘principal form of man’,
then the term must be understood to apply only to the principle in virtue of which we think; and to
avoid ambiguity | have as far as possible used the term "mind' for this. For I consider the mind not as a
part of the soul but as the thinking soul in its entirety.
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