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Abstract
In René Descartes’ philosophy, the primary attribute of res corporea is
extension (extensio), while the defining attribute of the ego cogito is thought
(cogitatio). In Richard Rorty’s interpretation of Cartesian philosophy, the
world is stripped of any divine dimension. Rorty explicitly appreciates this
mechanistic worldview, insofar as it refrains from imposing spiritual, moral,
or theological meanings upon reality, instead adopting a thoroughly
materialistic outlook. At the same time, Descartes conceives the thinking
substance as an immaterial and indubitable entity—clear and distinct—and
thus establishes it as the foundation of epistemology. Rorty, however,
criticizes this conception of the soul on two main grounds. First, he rejects
the dualism between mind and body. Second, by adopting a form of non-
reductive physicalism, he extends his critique to the notions of mind,
epistemology, and, more broadly, the entire philosophical tradition that takes
Cartesian thought as its starting point. Using a descriptive-analytical
approach and drawing on library-based sources, this article seeks to articulate
Rorty’s critique of Cartesian philosophy and to examine the fate of
Descartes’ notion of the “man without a world” within Rorty’s philosophical
framework.
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Richard Rorty’s philosophical project can be understood as an attempt to
critically engage with the Western tradition, particularly by challenging key
concepts inherited from Plato. In his effort to move beyond Platonic
philosophy, Rorty initially turns to René Descartes, yet ultimately goes
beyond him as well, subjecting Cartesian thought to sustained 2 and
reinterpretation. Rorty’s simultaneous admiration and criticism of Descartes
must be understood within the broader trajectory of his _sill, which moves
from ontology to epistemology, from epistemology to language, and finally
toward analytic philosophy. Each of these transitions reflects a shift in how
fundamental philosophical problems are framed. In what follows, we
examine several of these key themes in light of central philosophical
concerns.

Truth

Rorty praises Descartes for advancing a mechanistic understanding of the
world and for sharply distinguishing between human beings and the external
world. In his view, this move represents a decisive break from Platonic
rationalism, insofar as it removes spiritual and moral burdens from our
conception of reality. Through Cartesian doubt, even the notion of divine
substance is subjected to questioning. As a result, Descartes effectively
displaces God from the center of philosophical inquiry and replaces it with
the human subject. As noted by Joseph Bochenski, Descartes “removed man
from the age of attention to God and made the subject the center and focus
of beings.” From Rorty’s perspective, this shift leads to a profound
transformation: the truth of objects becomes dependent on human certainty,
and the existence or non-existence of things is evaluated in relation to human
conviction. In this way, theocentrism gives way to anthropocentrism, and the
human being assumes a quasi-divine role. This development also underlies
Rorty’s critique of Plato’s view that philosophy is a divine gift oriented
toward the discovery of eternal Truth. In Philosophy and Social Hope, Rorty
famously describes the Platonic quest for Truth as ultimately “hopeless.” His
partial admiration for Descartes thus stems from the latter’s role in
desacralizing truth and relocating it within human practices. At the same
time, Rorty uses Descartes as a stepping stone to critique the broader
philosophical tradition, particularly its commitment to objectivity. He argues
that the metaphysical-epistemological framework of Western philosophy is
no longer effective in guiding human inquiry. Philosophers such as Plato
sought to ground truth in a non-human reality, often withdrawing from social
life in the process. Rorty rejects this orientation, proposing instead a
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pragmatist view in which truth is tied to human solidarity rather than abstract
objectivity.

The World

Rorty conceives of the world as fundamentally physical-—composed of
nothing more than matter and void. By drawing on Descartes’ mechanistic
philosophy, he critiques the Platonic tendency to imbue the world with divine
or metaphysical significance. The result is a thorough “de-divinization” of
reality. The world, in this view, contains no intrinsic spiritual, moral, or
religious dimensions. This separation of spirit from nature reinforces a
materialistic and mechanistic outlook.

Soul

Rorty attributes the emergence of the modern concept of the mind as
“subject” to Descartes. This conception, he argues, gave rise to the search for
secure foundations of knowledge and led to the development of
epistemology as a central philosophical discipline. At the same time, it
deepened the divide between human beings and the world. Although Rorty
acknowledges that post-Cartesian idealists made important strides by
emphasizing the role of the subject, he criticizes them—along with
Immanuel Kant—for continuing to treat the mind as possessing an essential
and innate structure. In Rorty’s view, Descartes’ doctrine of innate ideas
mirrors Plato’s notion of a fixed, transparent essence. Rejecting this
framework, Rorty denies that the soul possesses any intrinsic or pre-given
nature. In his “third model” of the human-world relationship, he abandons
the idea of the soul as a thinking substance altogether and rejects any
conception of it as having a stable essence.

Reason Replacing God

Another major criticism Rorty levels against Descartes is that, although
Descartes appears to move beyond the Platonic conception of God, he
ultimately replaces God with Reason. In doing so, he reproduces the same
structural error: elevating a single principle to an absolute, foundational
status. Thus, both the “Age of Faith” and the “Age of Reason,” in Rorty’s
view, follow a misguided path. Despite their differences, they share a
common commitment to grounding human thought in something beyond
contingent social practices.

Epistemology

According to Rorty, the central problem of the Western philosophical
tradition lies in its mistaken conception of the human being. From ancient
Greece onward, philosophers have tended to view the human self as
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possessing a fixed, transparent essence. After Descartes, this idea takes the
form of the mind as a “mirror of nature,” containing internal representations
of an external reality. Rorty identifies this model as the root of the subject-
object dualism that has shaped modern philosophy. In order to overcome this
dualism, he initially turns to behaviorism and later develops a form of non-
reductive physicalism.

Within this framework, mental and physical states are not fundamentally
distinct entities but rather different ways of describing the same underlying
reality. As Rorty puts it, the relationship between the human self and the
world has been fully naturalized—a development that reflects the trajectory
of American philosophy, which seeks to be naturalistic without being
reductionistic.

Conclusion

Rorty’s engagement with Descartes is marked by both admiration and
critique. He praises Descartes for placing the human subject at the center of
philosophical inquiry, thereby making truth dependent on human certainty
and contributing to the desacralization of reality. This shift leads to a
mechanistic understanding of the world and a human-centered conception of
truth. At the same time, Rorty criticizes Descartes for perpetuating key
elements of the Platonic tradition. The Cartesian conception of the mind as a
foundational subject gives rise to an epistemology that deepens the divide
between human beings and the world, reinforcing the dualism between
subject and object. As a result, Descartes’ philosophy leads not only to the
emergence of a “worldless” human being but also to the confinement of truth
within the domain of the mind. This marks the beginning of a form of
idealism that Rorty ultimately seeks to overcome—partly through
engagement with thinkers such as Martin Heidegger, who characterizes the
Cartesian subject as a being detached from the world.
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