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Descartes on Error and Madness

by Emanuela Scribano*

Abstract: In the fourth Meditation, Descartes’ theory of error holds bad use of free will
responsible for mistaken judgment. This theory turns out to be apposite only for an
uclult and sound human being. In infancy and if ill. the mind cannot suspend judgment,
because its brain alteration necessarily dictates a judgment, often mistaken. The most
dramatic case is madness, which necessarily induces the mind to make mistaken
Judgments beyond correction. Madness is not just an extreme case of false
representation of the world. In the Dioptrigue, madness is a crucial experiment for
understanding the physiological mechanics of perception. This claim has the
vonsequence of making it hard to distinguish between madness and normality, and
then between error and truth, as La Forge and Malebranche will realize.

Keywords: error, madness, Descartes

In the Fourth Meditation, Descartes takes a clear stance on error: error
depends on free choice and is therefore always avoidable'. This principle is
essential for the metaphysical foundation of science to be complete. Basically,
Descartes” task consists in building a theory to the effect that if the human
mind relies only on its clear and distinct ideas, if it does not fall into the trap
of precipitation, and if it frees itself from the bonds of prejudice, then the
propositions to which the mind is necessitated to assent will also be true, as
they will be guaranteed by divine veracity. The principle appears for the first
lime in all its clarity in the Meditations and is then reiterated in the Principles
of Philosophy. Indeed, the formulation in this latter work is notably resolute:

But whoever turns out to have created us, and however powerful and however
deceitful he may be, in the meantime we nonetheless experience within us the kind of
freedom which enables us always to refrain from believing things which are not
completely certain and thoroughly examined. Hence we are able to take precautions

against going wrong on any occasion’,

* emanuela.scribano@unive.it; Universita Ca’ Foscari. Venezia. Traduzione inglese di

Matteo Favaretti Camposampiero
1. Descartes, Meditationes de prima philosophia, AT VII, pp. 56-62, CSM 11, pp. 39-43.

2. Principia philosophiae, 1. §6.
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distasa.as woll a8 in child etermine judgments alternative to lhcyfor g
i modificatiane o thl hood, the body rules and the mind can onl e
wrong — judgment Tl? body in the form of necessary — and ng g
develope 4 in the Fsc;mhui;l b(_)lh‘the theory of judgment and the fﬁsszr}!y
healthy usans. Th . ?dllatlon pertain only to the case of ad leo Y
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{ when thriving in an adult and healthy body the mind enjoys some liberty tO
ted by the senses, WE know there is not the same
and the younger they are, the less

!
A of uther things than those presen

iy In those who are sick or asleep or very young:
iy they have®.

Descartes ¢laborates geveral times on the case of childhood and the
volves. As a clever and

jon of the mind’s freedom that childhood in
Jihtul disciple of Descartes’ work, La Forge considers childhood as a
adigm for the limits of the mind’s freedom from the body's impulscs°.

I the letter quoted above. disease and childhood, as the conditions in
n to the body prevents the -mind from exercising its
¢ to sensibility, join with dreaming, the permanent

fyeedom with respec
|1ru|ngnnisl of the Cartesian doubt regarding the correspondence between

Wental images and external reality. Madness 1S not mentioned, but cither by
deeming it a sort of disease or by considering its recurrent association with
drenms in Descartes’ texts, we can casily include madness among the
conditions in which the mind cannot exercise its own autonomy from the body
undd thus cannot refrain from judging that the sensory appearances are true,
which are in fact certainly distorted.

Much ink has been dedicated to the association between dreaming and
madness in the First Meditation, where both conditions are mentioned 1o
justify the doubt regarding the correspondence between perceptions and
gxlernal objects, even in the case of macroscopic and close experiences'“.
However, the association between dreaming and madness dates from before

the First Meditation, for it already appears in the Dioptrics, composed in the

sume years Descartes was writing Le Monde, that is, in the early 1630s. In the
Dioptrics, Descartes evokes the «madmen and those who are asleep»''. The
wume association appears again in the Recherche de la vérité. whose date of
composition is still the object of the widest range of hypotheses'?. On the other
hand, the Discourse on the Method insists a great deal on dreaming but it does

not mention madness.

In the resounding debate about madness that involved Derrida and

Foucault, the Dioptrics passage was not considered. Against Foucault's claim
alfirming the marginalisation of madness in Descartes’ text, Derrida
maintained with full approprialeness that, far from being marginalised,

madness was rather integrated by Descartes into ordinary experience precisely

8. Descartes & X**%, August 1641, AT 111, p. 424, CSMK, p. 190, emphasis added.
9. La Forge 1974, p. 218: «Mais cette union quoy que (res-estroite, auroit encore pa
|'estre davantage, si, comme nous voyons dans les plus jeunes Enfans, Dieu avoit tellement

assuiety toutes les pensées de |"Esprit aux mouvemens du Corps, qu'il n’en elit jamais

aucune, qui ne luy vint des Sens [...]; mais il n’estoit pas expedient ny 3 I'Homme ny a son

Esprit, et cela auroit porté trop de preiudice
10. AT VIL, pp. 18-19, CSM 11, pp. 12-3.
\1. La Dioptrique, AT VI, p. 141, CSM L, p. Y2
12. Descartes 2002, p. 1 { cit. infra. The mad people who believe that they are vases Of
that a part of their body is of enormous size are termed «melancoliques».
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1 vrder to make their thoughts understood; whereas there is no other animal, however
poifect and well-endowed it may be. that can do the like [...] it would be incredible
it o superior specimen of the monkey or parrot species should not be able to speak as
well as the stupidest child — or at least as well as a child with a defective brain— if their
souls were not completely different in nature from ours'®.

Second, it is worth explaining the reason for the steady association
hetween dreams and madness. On this issue, the Search for Truth is even more
enlightening than the Meditations, as the First Meditation seems to suggest
that dreams and madness are stronger arguments against the certainty of sense
Uxperience than the traditional cases of sense deception, simply because they
ke us doubt even the veracity of the perception of large and close objects!”.
0 the contrary, in the Search for Truth Descartes stresses the fact that —
vontrary to what happens in-sense errors — in both dreams and madness the
perceptual deception is not recognisable as such as long as this condition
persists, and this is the reason why dreams and madness represent a deeper
und more unsettling level of deception than ordinary perceptual errors.

In the Search for Truth, when Eudoxe mentions instances of the
unreliability of sense perceptions, Poliandre replies by minimising the risk of
being deceived by the senses, as “such defects of the senses are all quite easy
10 recognize, and do not prevent me from being quite sure at present that I am
seeing you, that we are walking in this garden, that the sun is shining on us,
und in a word, that everything which ordinarily appears to my senses is
genuine.” Eudoxe in turn replies by mentioning dreaming and madness as
cuses where error is not recognisable and thus not correctable:

S0 if I wish to make you fear that the senses are deceptive on occasions when you ate
wnaware of the deception, it is not enough for me to tell you that the senses deceive
you on certain occasions when you perceive the deception. 1 shall have to go further,
and ask if you have never seen one of those melancholic individuals who think
themselves to be vases, or take some part of their body to be enormous; they will
swear that what they see and touch is just as they imagine it to be. [...] you cannot take
it amiss if I ask whether you are not, like all men, liable to fall asleep, and whether you
cannot think, while asleep, that you are seeing me, that you are walking in this garden,
that the sun is — in brief, all the things of which now you are certain. [...] In particular,
how can you be certain of this when you have learned that you were created by a
superior being all-powerful, would who, being have found it no more difficult to
create us as I am describing, than to create us as you think you are?'®

16. Discours de la méthode, AT V1, pp. 57-58, CSM [, p. 140, emphasis added.

17. Cfr. Meditationes de prima philosophia, AT VII, p. 18, CSM 11, pp. 12-13: «Yet
although the senses occasionally deceive us with respect to objects which are very small or
in the distance, there are many other beliefs about which doubt is quite even though they
are from the senses — for example, that 1 am here, sitting by the fire, wearing a winter
dressing-gown, holding this piece of paper in my hands, and so on. Again, how could it be
denied that these hands or this whole are mine? Unless perhaps 1 were to liken myself to

madmen. . .»,
18, Descartes 2002, p. 11, CSM 11, pp. 407-8. (emphasis added).
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20. Traité de I'Homm
e e, AT XL p. 1
21. La Dioptrique, AT VI, p. 1 41;_ C7$7MCIS;A 17;; 106; AT XI, pp. 197-198.

et on Lrror and Madness . -

B opniding (hose which refer 10 certain parts of our body [...]. Thus often when we
Wi sometimes even when we are awake, We imagine certain things sO vividly
4 wo (hink we see them hefore us, or feel them in our body. although they ar¢ not
il
Whereas in the Treatise on Man and in the Passions of the Soul Descartes
Jaes on what is common (o sensation, imagination, and dreaming, in the
pptrics he evokes dreaming and madness tO confirm that the actual
diloning of the perceptual mechanism corresponds to the theory formulated

Wi in the previous pages of this work:

{4 order that you may have no doubits at all that visi(;n works as I have explained

| wonild again have you consider the reasons why it sometimes deceives us. First, it
W soul which sees, and not the eye; and it does not see directly, but only by means

{he brain, That is why madmen and those who are asleep often see, OF think they
varlous objects which are nevertheless not before their eyes: namely, certain
d in vision

frours disturb their brain and arrange those of its parts normally engage
atly as they would be if these objects were present™.

As this passage shows, there are¢ two features of madness to which

Poscartes in the Dioptrics attaches major importance. First, the primary cause
ul the hallucinations experienced in madness is not to be found in a
dyslunction of the perceptual system. put precisely in its specific structure.

Indeed, «the reasons why (vision) sometimes deceives US> in dreams and
erception is aroused in the

mudness lie in the fact that, properly speaking, p

mind not by the external objects but by a brain tracc. According to an
Atistotelian tradition that had been recently revived by Gerolamo Fracastoro,
what brings about perception is the external objects or the images originating
{rom them. If this were the case, however, then madness would either not exist
ot it would take different forms; for in such a case, it would not be possible
{0 perceive objects that are not present or o perceive them differently from
how they really are. This is why nothing better than dreams and madness
refutes the claim that perception is brought about cither by the external objects

ihemselves or by the images originating from them. This first point in the
analysis of madness has an important consequence, which introduces the
second role played by madness in the Dioptrics. As everybody agrees that in
delirium or hallucinatory states one perceives objects that arc not present, it is

precisely these anomalous conditions and not the standard perception that

22. Les Passions de I’ame. 1, art. 26. CcSM 1, p. 338.

23. La Dioptrique, AT VL p. 141, CSM 1, p. 172.

24. The account of representation in terms of corporeal images that detach from the
object and reach the perceiving subject corresponds exactly to the theory of representation
presented by Fracastoro in the First Book of Turrius. See Fracastoro 1574. On Fracastoro’s
theory of knowledge sec Spruit 1995, pp- 46-49. Fracastoro’s work strongly suggests
revising the received view — still endorsed by Perler 1997 — that Descartes’ talk of images
h the air and travelling from the object to the perceiving subject is merely a

flying throug
simplified and parodic version of the scholastic theory of knowledge.
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25. Reid 1785, essay II, chap. 5, p. 108,
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: :[r)no n[;::;c:?aii tgfl;lemplus. 3 October 1637, ATJHI. c;ns;ztgatcl;iedlgpt;lscsl;adlitranslr)nltted ln
Y i g + P- 420, » P. 64. Here, Descartes
et it Ao 0se arm had been amputated as confirming his brain-
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The physiological mechanism of perception is briefly described in the
Nixth Meditation to explain the origin of perceptual errors, These take place in
the case of disease as a consequence of the normal invariable structure of the
hisly, The amputee feels pain in the phantom limb because the brain
mudilication is the same, regardless of the part of the nerve where stimulation
uetually originates, and the dropsical person feels thirsty even though drinking
tnmages the body, because the brain is modified in the very same way, even
when abnormal bodily conditions determine the same stimulation that in the
normal dehydration of the body provokes thirst. Erroneous perceptions are
(hus explained by the rigidity of the nervous system. Even here, however,
Descartes adds that the source of every perceptual error lies in the standard
structure of perception, that is, in the fact that perception is always brought
uhout only by a brain modification?’.

The heuristic value that the Dioptrics ascribes to madness and dreams is
ulso what explains why these states represent in fact such formidable reasons
for Clartesian doubt. The impossibility of distinguishing dreams and madness
Irom normal perception is ultimately justified by what physiology has shown,
numely that the cause of these altered or even pathological conditions is
precisely the standard mechanism of perception and not some perversion of it.

With his usual intelligent fidelity, La Forge presents Descartes’ unsettling
theory in his Treatise on the Human Mind at the end of a long chapter devoted
{0 imagination. The association between imagination and madness already
highlights the affinity between involuntary imaginations caused by the animal
spirits rising from the heart to the brain and mental disorders — an affinity
deriving from Descartes’ account of the perceptual mechanism. Furthermore,
La Forge, as with Descartes, associates dreams with madness: «I shall
conclude this chapter by saying in a few words what is the cause of errors in
our dreams and of the delirium of melancholics»?®. In his detailed analysis of
madness, La Forge grasps the main point of Descartes’ view. The cause of

madness is the standard mechanism of perception:

The general cause of all these mistakes [erreurs] results from the fact that all the ideas
which are joined with species of the gland [...] give the mind no opportunity to beware
that it only perceives the image of objects, which send nothing to the brain and gland
but the effects of certain movements [la suite de quelques mouvemens]. On the
contrary, they represent objects to the mind as if they were external to us and present
0 our sense, to which — or at least to our external limbs — the mind relates all the

qualities which are represented to it by the ideas it has®.

27. Meditationes de prima philosophia, AT VII, p. 86, CSM 11, pp. 59-60: «the mind is
not immediately affected by all parts of the body, but only by the brain, or perhaps just by
one small part of the brain, namely the part which is said to contain the ‘common’ sense.
Every time this part of the brain is in a given state, it presents the same signals to the mind,
even though the other parts of the body may be in a different condition at the time. This is
established by countless observations, which there is no need to review here.»

28. La Forge 1974, p. 275; La Forge 1997, p. 174.

29. La Forge 1974, pp. 275-276; La Forge 1997, p. 174.
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33. Malebranche 1997, p- 570, emphasis added.
34. Ibid., translation slightly modified.

35, Ivi., p- 571, translation slightly modified.
36. de Buzon 2010.

37. Regius 1654, p. 1. Regius has recently aroused some interest among scholars: cf.
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Regius is an early and important witness of the physiological root of the

loss of the external world in the Cartesian culture.

As for the use of madness in Descartes’ metaphysical path, the Dioptrics
and Cartesian physiology in general suggest a further reflection. In the case of
the mad person, who — as everybody acknowledges — perceives a non-existent
reality, it would be more appropriate to say that she «thinks that she sees»
things that in fact she does not see: «it is the soul which sees, and not the eye;
and it does not see directly, but only by means of the brain. That is why
madmen and those who are asleep often see, or think they see, various objects
which are nevertheless not before their eyes»®®. As is well known, however,
for every human being, it is true that «it is the soul which sees, and not the
eyerand that «it does not see directly, but only by means of the brain». Thus, it

has to be true for every human being that they «often see, or think they see,
various objects which are nevertheless not before their eyes».

The expression used by Descartes to explain and illustrate the illusions

of mad people is the same that he happens to use in the Second Meditation
to reduce perception to the appearance of perceiving. What is certainly true
and indubitable in my vision is that it seems to me that [ am seeing: «videre
videor»*’. Seeing is actually the appearance of seeing. If read in light of the
physiological writings, Descartes’ doubt about the existence of the external
world looks like the meditative transposition of the difficulty in progressing
from perceptions to the external world — a difficulty made insurmountable
by the physiological theory of perception. Even the reduction of perception
to consciousness, whose originality in the field of perceptual analysis has
been always and rightly underscored®’, originates directly from that
difficulty. But in fact, if seen in light of the physiological analysis of
perception, such a reduction appears to be a sort of philosophical
transposition of what only physiology makes it possible to affirm.
Considering madness from the same point of view taken by Descartes in the
Search for Truth, Fénelon happens to compare with perfect symmetry both
appearances of seeing, that of the mad person and that of the meditator:
«How can I be assured that I am not in this condition [i.e. of insanity]? If
someone is in it, he does not think that he is; he is as sure as I am that he is
not in this condition. My own belief that I am seeing what it seems to me
that I am seeing is not stronger than his own»*!

Verbeek 1994a,b, Wilson 2000; Clarke 2010; Kolesnik-Antoine 2010; Bos 2013 and Bellis
2013.

38. La Dioptrigue, AT VI, p. 141, CSM I, p. 172, emphasis added.

39. AT VII, p. 29, CSM 1L p. 19: «I am now seeing light, hearing a noise, feeling heat.
But I am asleep, so all this is false. Yet 1 certainly seem to see, to hear, and to be warmed.
This cannot be false; what is called “having a sensory perception” is strictly just this, and in
this restricted sense of the term it is simply thinking.» (emphasis added).

40. Among the most recent contributions see Davies 1990; Carraud 2010; Palaia (ed.)
2013; and Viano 2013.

41. Fénelon 1997, p. 579.
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