i the mind‘ bas s0 much in it by which it can make
t.‘-unccption of itself distinct that what comes to it
»l‘ n ph\'sical objects har(ﬂy seems to matter,
mﬂ\nd ‘how | have brought myself back to where
" ed to be. 1 now know that physical objects are
gras’}“"d‘ not by the senses or th.e power of having men-
;—;i mages, but b:\* und.crstfmdmg alone. And, since 1
e Ph‘\-gk‘al ()b]cc&s‘m virtue of their being under-
" ndable rather than in virtue of their being tangible
e isible, 1 know that I can’t grasp anything SR v
iy o p}ainly than my mind. But, since it takes time to
preak old habits of thought, I should pause here to al-
jow the length of my contemplation to impress the new
thoughts more deeply into my memory.

(ommentary and Questions

Descartes seems to have gotten nowhere by doubt-
ing. What to do? He resolves to press on, Jsuspvct—
ing that the terrors of skepticism can be overcome
or;ly by enduring them to the end. The monster
i the child’s closet will disappear only if the child
can muster the courage to look at it directly. If we
avert our eyes in fear, we will not conquer.

The particular horror, of course, is that all our
beliefs might be false—that nowhere would they
connect at all with reality. If Descartes has carried
us with him to this point, we know that we have lots
of ideas and beliefs, but whether any one of them
represents something that really exists must seem
quite uncertain. Perhaps they are just webs of illu-
sion, like those spun by a master magician-—or the
evil demon.

Descartes here presents a pattern of thought
that deserves a name. Let us call it the representa-
tional theory of knowledge and perception, or the
representational theory for short. The basic
ideas of this theory are very widely shared in mod-
¢m philosophy. We can distinguish five points:

L We have no immediate or direct access to

things in the world, only to the world of our

ideas *

b

that * l be American philosopher John Searle calls this view

\'m;l‘:("ﬂnl} perceive our ideas of objects “the greatest

'\:}:; (,hsmer in the history of philosophy over the past four
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2. “ldeas” must be understood broadly to include
A1l the contents of the mind, including percep-
tions, iMages, memories, concepts, belichs, in-
tentions, and decisions. ‘

3. These ideas serve as FEPiSEESTns of things
other than themselves. o

4. Much of what these ideas represent, they rep-
resent as “out there,” or “oxternal” to the mind
containing them. |

5. Itisin pr?nciple possiblc for ideas to represent
these things correctly, but they may also be

false and misleading.

In Meditation I, Descartes draws a certain con-
sequence of the rcprcscntational theory. It seems
that mind and world could be disconnected in
a perplexing way, that even the most solid ideas
might represent things all wrong-—or maybe even
not represent anything at all! This possibility, fore-
shadowed by the ancient skeptics and by William of
Ockham in his reflections on God’s omnipotence,
provokes thinkers to try to find a remedy. What
we need is a bridge across the chasm between mind
and world, and it is clear that it will have to be
built by inference and argument. We want good
reasons to believe that our ideas represent the “ex-
ternal” world truly. But the good reasons must be
of a peculiar sort. We have to start this construc-
tion project while isolated on one side, restricted
in our choice of materials to those available there.
It is from the vantage point of the mind that we try
to stretch the girders of our argument across the

ulf to the world. Al :

We will examine Descartes’ effort to build
<uch a rational bridge. The difficulty of that task is



