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For centuries, the Roman Catholic Church completely dominated European thought. It 

had become the most powerful ruling force, leaving monarchs susceptible to its control through 

the threat of excommunication. For the everyday European, contradicting or questioning any 

aspect of Church doctrine could result in imprisonment, or even death. Scholars were bound by 

fear to avoid appearing too radical. However, the modern academic need not fear such retribution 

today. Learning has moved from the control of the Church and has become secularized due in 

part to the work of such thinkers as Descartes. 

René Descartes, who was interested in both science and philosophy, introduced his 

readers to the idea of separating academic knowledge from religious doctrine. He claimed 

science filled with uncertainty and myth could never promote learning or the advancement of 

society. Descartes responded to the growing conflict between these two forces with an attempt to 

bring clarity. He was willing to challenge the accepted ideas of his day and introduce change. 

Religion had not been separate from science in the past. By philosophy and science using reason 

as its cornerstone, science effected a substantial increase in knowledge. 

After a period of widespread illiteracy, Europe began to move forward in education by 

rediscovering Greek and Roman texts filled with science, mathematics, and philosophy. As time 

progressed and learning increased, the Church began to loosen its iron grip over the people. 

Church officials recognized a need to educate people as long as subject material was well 



controlled. Religious leaders wanted to give the people enough knowledge to benefit them 

without putting the Church in the inconvenient position of losing power.  

“The Dark Ages culminated in an attempt of the Scholastics–Abelard, Albert the Great, 

Thomas Aquinas–to introduce more natural light into religious doctrine. They led the pagan child 

Reason into the Temple of Faith and gave it orders to play there as it pleased–without ever 

leaving the temple.”
1
 In the 13th century, Thomas Aquinas had been given the task of using 

Aristotelian thought, along with other classical influences, to form these ideas into something 

that could be used by the Church. His work was later accepted and employed by Jesuit educators, 

beginning in the 16th century. Earlier, however, during the 14th century Renaissance, men had 

already begun to look back to classical influences for art and to consider science and philosophy 

from a more secular view. The Church saw this as an imminent threat and, rather than omitting 

or doing away with science, decided to blend religion with that threat. Learning could then be 

checked, and any potentially dangerous ideas could be done away with before their influences 

became widespread. However, men like Galileo made their ideas known. These pre-

Enlightenment thinkers saw a need for a separation between faith and science. They were not 

questioning religious doctrine; rather, they attempted to demonstrate the fact that science and 

similar disciplines cannot coexist when they are combined with the ideas of religion. 

Academic scholarship improved in Western Europe after 1453 when the Turks took 

control of Constantinople; additional Greek and Roman texts made their way into Europe 

through Byzantine scholars who migrated westward. Europe now had access to the knowledge 

that the Arabic scholars had preserved after the fall of the Roman Empire. The world, as a result, 

became a vast field for discovery. “In the course of little more than a century there followed, 

namely, the development of printing, the great voyages of Columbus, the explorations and 



conquests of the Americas, the Protestant Reformation, the achievement of the Copernican 

theory of the universe, and finally, in a very large measure through Descartes himself, the 

emancipation of philosophic and scientific thought from the confining bonds of the medieval 

scholasticism.”
2
 Society was greatly altered by the accessibility of this knowledge; feudalism had 

ended in the majority of Western Europe, and education became more widespread. As a result, 

technology and discovery advanced to a higher level and pushed society forward. Descartes and 

other scholars then took advantage of religious and scientific separation to add the final element 

needed to begin modern thought.  

The Jesuit schools, one of which housed the young Descartes, brought a revolutionary 

style to learning. One could study among different social and economic classes despite one‟s 

poverty, which offered some boys the opportunity to emerge from the shadow of medieval 

thinking. Students had to master one subject at a time before progressing to the next, beginning 

with grammar before moving on to the humanities, rhetoric, philosophy, mathematics, and 

science. Physical and spiritual exercise followed mental exercise, with the goal of producing 

ideal members of European society. As a Catholic order, Jesuit educators taught in Latin, only 

employing the vernacular when absolutely necessary. The humanities received the greatest 

attention because they were the subjects one would study at a lower level of education, with the 

remainder being pursued in a university. Science and philosophy were also less developed and 

were not as compatable with the Church as classical languages and rhetoric.
3
 Therefore, the 

Church easily influenced European thought. 

Descartes‟ left for the Jesuit school of La Flèche when he was eight years old.
4
 Because 

of his poor health, he was excused from participating in many student responsibilities. Descartes 

remained in bed while his peers performed their morning chores and activities, which led to his 



custom of morning contemplation and meditation before beginning the day.
5
 He had little interest 

in language, history, or similar subjects, but was greatly fascinated by mathematics, science, and 

philosophy. However, science and philosophy had been reduced to distorted translations of 

Aristotle and other earlier thinkers to satisfy the Church. This censorship was merely a device 

employed to keep inquiring minds at bay and to uphold the Church‟s control and order. 

Counteracting this censorship, mathematics was the only subject that could be presented 

factually, thus giving Descartes the certainty he desired in all things.
6
  

After he had completed his education, Descartes had an urge to see the world. He joined 

the military in order to travel. The Thirty Years War, which was still very much alive despite the 

end of feudalism, gave Descartes the opportunity to see much of Europe. The war, along with the 

rest of his military involvement, catapulted the young Descartes into the company of intellectuals 

serving in the military who were free to come and go as they wished. This setting was ideal. Not 

the most daring soldier, he found an environment where his thirst for learning was satisfied with 

little danger to his well-being. It is highly unlikely that Descartes fought in any battle or conflict, 

giving him the opportunity to indulge his love of idle thinking. It was during his time with the 

Catholic army that he finally reached the overwhelming conclusions that were the product of his 

years of previous thought and contemplation. He found the answer to all of the doubts of his 

youth that had been a subject of unending meditation until adulthood.
7
  

After his military service had come to a close, Descartes traveled throughout Europe. At 

twenty-nine years old, he felt that the time had come to “develop the thoughts which for years 

had been seething within him.”
8
 He began pursuing his passion during a time when the 

scholasticism of the Church was under attack and was ever so slightly losing its footing. Over 

time, the Church‟s use of the Inquisition as retaliation against scholars left Holland as the only 



safe haven for academic inquiry. The country had just won its independence and was extremely 

tolerant of religion. One could practice any doctrine to which he was inclined; therefore, 

academic scholars flocked to Holland to be free of the Inquisition. Descartes also found refuge 

for his pursuit of knowledge. However, he did not feel that Holland was completely secure.
9 

He had nearly completed his first major work of philosophy, The World, when he learned 

of Galileo‟s fate, before the Inquisition, for his works in science. Although Descartes had been 

working secretly in Holland, with his whereabouts known only to his friend Father Marin 

Mersenne, he completely destroyed his book and notes. He was safe in Holland but thought it 

best to take every precaution necessary to preserve his well-being. The power of the Church 

reduced four years of his time and effort to a pile of ashes. He feared publishing any of his works 

before his death lest they fall into the hands of the Inquisition. Yet, there was pride rooted in 

Descartes that overcame his fear. He believed that his ideas were so solid and unquestionable 

that he felt they must be made known, and so he was eventually persuaded to publish. The 

language of the Church was Latin and because of the Church‟s control over academics, any 

significant piece of literature followed custom and was also distributed in Latin. Descartes chose 

to break tradition and publish his Discourse on the Method in the vernacular French. This made 

his philosophy more easily accessible to the common man of his day and left very little room for 

distortion from the Catholic Church.
10 

Descartes was a man who believed deeply in his ideas, to the point of conceit. Despite its 

many errors, he felt there was no need for correction in his Discourse on the Method. 

Disregarding the study of works of past thinkers, he believed that his findings were of such value 

that they did not need the support of previously accepted ideas. According to Virgil C. Aldrich, 

“this naïve contempt for book-recorded knowledge of the past was reflected in his disciple 



Malebranche, who said simply: our revered parents Adam and Eve knew no history; why should 

we know any?”
11

 Although he was brilliant, Descartes made mistakes in his work that could have 

been corrected if he had merely accepted the need for admitting error. 

Descartes‟ use of doubt to demonstrate his thesis in Meditations was completely 

unorthodox. As R. E. Langer observes, 

It is not easy for us to recognize now the profundity of these conclusions, which 

then exalted Descartes almost to the point of ecstasy. They were, however, 

revolutionary enough, and in their development in later years was to be 

consummated the transition from the medieval to the modern philosophy. It was 

in every sense a feat of magnificent intellectual heroism, to conclude that the spell 

of the past could and must be broken, that the oracular authority of antiquity had 

to be disregarded, and that a true reliance could be placed, and could only be 

placed, upon one‟s self and upon one‟s power to think.
12 

He continues by demonstrating Descartes‟ methods of widening the gap between faith and 

academics. Descartes began his composition of the Meditations by expressing a need to disregard 

all of his beliefs from childhood until his present state, including any Thomism from La Flèche. 

However, he did not fully reject every aspect of religion or attack the belief in God‟s existence. 

Instead, he doubted his senses and anything they revealed. For instance, he moved to his famous 

“Dream Argument:” since his senses had fooled him into believing that he was awake while 

dreaming, he questioned whether he was awake as he sat before his fireplace writing. Although 

he never used the term, he performed what has been labeled a “thought experiment.” He relied 

completely upon what his mind revealed to him to prove the reality of any component of the 

physical world before accepting its existence. Sensory observation and religious doctrines were 



until that time the only elements used to confirm reality, yet Descartes felt it necessary to 

challenge these methods. 

Descartes wanted to use doubt to show what was true. He was challenging all of the ideas 

accepted on the basis of prejudice and tradition, as well as those notions circulated by the Church 

without any factual basis. By forcing the reader to examine his beliefs, he hoped to bring clarity 

and truth.
13

 His method of proving his point was completely new for his time; for example, he 

examined philosophy from the first-person standpoint. In fact, his first realization was that he, 

Descartes, existed because he was able to think. This further separates his reasoning from the 

influence of the Church. He did not first say that he existed because he has been created by an 

all-powerful God; completely independent of God, he knew that he existed because he was 

thinking. Descartes took a very secular approach to philosophy by removing himself from 

religious influences as much as possible and, as previously stated, by writing in the vernacular. 

Although still wishing to separate scholarship from faith, Descartes was careful not to 

seem too radical. He knew the strength of the Church and the ways of the Inquisition. He states 

in his writing that “there may indeed be those who would prefer to deny the existence of a God 

so powerful, rather than believe that all other things are uncertain.”
14

 He excluded himself from 

this group to avoid seeming sacrilegious. Descartes knew that to insult the Church could mean 

jeopardizing both his work and his life, which was far from his goal. He sought to bring absolute 

certainty rather than conflict.  

Descartes also had personal reasons other than those mentioned above for maintaining an 

air of respect for the Church. He had a great deal of esteem for the Jesuit fathers and sought their 

approval even in adulthood. He was also Catholic and did not wish to be excommunicated. That 



would have been an unbearable disgrace for Descartes. Even though he was not very spiritual, he 

attempted to uphold all aspects of Catholicism.
15

 

The Meditations‟ format also reveals Descartes‟ mathematical background. His argument 

is structured as a logical proof, beginning with that which is being proven and arriving, through a 

detailed explanation, at the desired conclusion. Descartes‟ discussion of universal qualities also 

reflects mathematics: “extension, the figure of extended things, their quantity or magnitude and 

number, as also the place in which they are, the time which measures their duration, and so 

on.”
16

 Descartes sought to provide certainty to the world by employing mathematics in the 

Meditations since he believed in its correctness. He had been trained by some of the most 

brilliant mathematical minds of his day and was confident in their methods.  

Descartes work greatly contributed to the secularization of academics. Science and 

philosophy broke away from tradition to bring a new form of scholarship that continues to 

benefit and influence society. Medical advances, an increase in technology, and many other 

changes resulted. He used methods that were completely unconventional for his time to express 

his points. His works followed a logical, mathematical pattern that incorporated his knowledge 

of that field. In a revolutionary step, Descartes removed as much of the Church‟s influence as 

possible from his research. He focused on man‟s own knowledge and reasoning to initiate a 

change in philosophical approaches. Recognizing the danger of allowing faith to completely 

dictate the works of scholars, he helped open the gate to the Enlightenment, in which science was 

able to more clearly explain how the world functions. As R. E. Langer writes, “He awakened 

mankind out of the sleep of dogma, and, again quoting from Carlyle, he continues „ruling from 

his grave whole nations and generations.‟”
17

 Descartes paved the way for the academics of today 

and continues to have an impact upon modern society. 
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Dr. Forrest’s Comments: Sarah’s paper on Descartes demonstrates three things that can 

benefit students in their writing. First, she actually read the work of Descartes himself in 

addition to her secondary sources. Students tend to limit their research only to the secondary 

sources about their chosen thinkers. Second, the paper shows the value of a good research. 

Sarah’s research was well-focused, producing excellent sources that were relevant to her topic. 

Third, her paper demonstrates how a few good sources, used thoroughly, can be better than a 

greater number used superficially. Sarah used five sources extremely well. She was thus able to 

actually spend the time necessary to read and understand what she used. Her comprehension of 

her sources enabled her to write a paper that truly demonstrates what she learned from this 

assignment.  


