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Abstract
The redefinition of human being is among the foundations on which
Cartesian thought is based. Descartes, in his Meditations on First Philosophy
and Search for Truth, explicitly criticizes the Aristotelians formal definition
of man as 'rational animal’ because of the fact that two pivotal concepts in it,
i.e. animality and rationality, both are vague and confused. Instead, in
Cartesian philosophy man is redefined as the unextended thinking thing that
is very different from Aristotelian formal definition in that being thinking for
Descartes, is so remote from being rational for Aristotle. The former relates
only with the sphere of mind, while the latter with soul. Both animality and
rationality are excluded from Cartesian new definition of man because within
his dualistic thought/extension paradigm, all confused, qualitative notions
have been replaced with clear and distinct ones.
Now, in present paper, we try to explore that weather we can yet expect from
the Cartesian man whose soul has been reduced to mind, rationality to
speaking, and animality to movement and heat of internal organs, to behave
morally within the world, as we do from Aristotelian one. Basically, can the
Cartesian man, who has no sensation and imagination at first, do ethics, and
has any moral obligation before the other beings.
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Introduction

The present paper tries to study the situation of ethics within Cartesian
system of thought by focusing on provisional morality in Discourse on
Method, from one hand, and on the tree of knowledge metaphor in Descartes
‘Preface to the French Edition” of his Principles of Philosophy. To prepare
the mind of readers and help them to understand the Cartesian framework,
here we first quote two passages from these two works and then go on the
discussion. From one hand, we read in Discourse that: ‘Likewise, lest I
should remain indecisive in my actions while reason obliged me to be so in
my judgements, and in order to live as happily as | could during this time, |
formed for myself a provisional moral code consisting of just three or four
maxims ...". From the other, in Principles, as follows: ‘Thus the whole of
philosophy is like a tree. The roots are metaphysics, the trunk is physics, and
the branches emerging from the trunk are all the other sciences, which may
be reduced to three principal ones, namely medicine, mechanics and morals.
By 'morals' | understand the highest and most perfect moral system, which
presupposes a complete knowledge of the other sciences and is the ultimate
level of wisdom.’

Now, we return to Meditations on first Philosophy as Descartes’ most
important work on metaphysics in which there in no sign of ethics or
morality. It is our main question, in this article, that while in Discourse,
Descartes speaks of provisional morality, and in Principles he counts
‘morals’ as ‘ultimate level of wisdom’, why we did not see any trace of
morals, morality or ethics, even one word, in Meditations. We are of the view
that the relation between metaphysics and ethics in Cartesian thought is not
but that of held between root and branch. In Meditations in which Descartes
is preparing the ground to plant his seeds of tree of knowledge, there is no
room for morality. Morality, as noted earlier, is the most important branch
of this tree from which we can and must gather some fruits. Descartes in his
masterpiece on metaphysics, only deals with root of knowledge not with its
trunk, not to mention the branches.

To sum up, one can say that man as composed of two substances, res cogitans
and res extensa, needs not to ethics except provisionally. But man as a one
composite substance, that is to say as res sentiens, needs to ethics or
permanent morality. Man, as long as only thinks, cannot be a moral being,
but when he/she is provided with imagination and sensory perception,
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morality can be developed and dealt with, by human beings. Morality
alongside the two other branches, medicine and mechanics, cannot be
discussed in Cartesian system unless man as composed of two incompatible
substances, thought and extension, has been set aside and a sensing thing
recognized. This is a process that begins only in ‘sixth meditation’ by ‘ship
and sailor’ analogy and seeing man as ens per se rather than ens per accidens.
It is ordinary man as a unum quid (a unit) who can begin to do ethics,
medicine and mechanics. In sort, for Descartes, all branches of knowledge
tree, the most important of which is ethics, begin to bear some fruits only
when people in ordinary life try to use of science for conducting the worldly
life. And this would not be attained unless metaphysics as its root and physics
as its trunk have been established through six meditations in the sphere of
theoretical reason.
Conclusion
The relation between metaphysics and ethics in Cartesian thought is the
relation between the root and the branch in Cartesian tree of knowledge.
Descartes in his Meditations on First Philosophy tries to destroy all
preconceived opinions in order to establish the foundations of knowledge
building. This establishment is a long-time process to which he deals through
the sixth meditations starting from hyperbolical doubts and continues
through Cogito and piece-of-wax arguments, establishing God’s existence,
and finally transition from dualistic to unitary view of man in sixth
meditation. Ethics as a science emerges in this phase for conducting of
ordinary life.
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