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3e: Mechanism


Lesson 1: Student Resource Sheet 1 

Who was René Descartes and what 
were his views on the natural world?

[image: image2.wmf]René Descartes was born in 1596 into a French Roman Catholic family. When he left his school (run by Jesuits, a particular order of Catholic brothers and priests), he vowed that he would henceforth ‘bid adieu to school and book learning’ and gain knowledge only from himself and nature.

When he was twenty years old he became a soldier in the army of the Prince of Orange for five years. He then lived first in Paris, and then in Holland where he worked on his scientific and philosophical projects undisturbed.

Descartes was a brilliant mathematician and the founder of analytic geometry. He was also a philosopher, very interested in what we can really know about the world.  All his life, he believed in reason as the chief means of discovering the natural world.
He is famous for saying, “I think, therefore I am”. (In the original Latin it is, “Cogito, ergo sum”.) By this phrase, he meant ‘the one thing I can be sure of is that I am having this thought, so this proves that I exist’.  From this beginning, or first premise, he went on to develop his ideas about mind and matter (what our thinking minds are made of, and how they relate to our bodies).  He believed that humans are made up of soul (spirit or mind), which is not made of matter, and body, which is made of matter and behaves rather like a machine. He decided that the two ‘interacted’ in the pituitary gland deep within the brain. This picture of the human being came to be called ‘the ghost in the machine’.

Descartes, however, carried these ideas further. He is called the first mechanist because he came to see all living things as machines, simply obeying the laws laid down by God when he created the world. Amazingly, he declared animals to be automata, with no soul and no mind, being no more conscious than the rest of the physical world. Even more amazingly, people were swept along by this idea. He decided that the world, and everything in it, ran like clockwork. Only the human mind, or soul, by being conscious, could make choices and so was outside the workings of this machine. 

Descartes’ mechanistic ideas caught on in the newly developing world of science. Famous scientists such as Robert Boyle and Isaac Newton based their own search into nature on mechanistic foundations, though they both thought that there were invisible forces such as gravity that were not simply properties of matter.

The doctrine of mechanism has now been cast aside by both science and religion. However it laid the foundations for many of today’s attitudes, and lies behind many of our current problems and ethical dilemmas regarding animal welfare issues and the use by humans of the world’s resources.
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