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1 A Brief History of Interpretations of Carte-

sian Sensations

Qualia reading: secondary quality sensations and bodily sensations do not
have intrinsic intentionality.

– “sensations of tastes, smells, sounds. . . do not represent anything lo-
cated outside our thought” as evidence for their reading (Principles
I.71, AT VIIIA: 35/CSM I: 219).

– Malebranche, Mackenzie, Cunning, Field

Representationalist reading: Descartes’ theory of the biological function
of sensations requires that sensations have intentionality, and thus represen-
tational content.

– “the proper purpose of the sensory perceptions given me by nature is
simply to inform [significandum] the mind of what is beneficial or harm-
ful for the composite of which the mind is a part” (Sixth Meditation,
AT VII: 83/CSM II: 57)

– Simmons, De Rosa, Hatfield, Schmitter

2 Intentionality and Representation

The debate between qualia and representationalist readings is guided by an
assumption about the nature of intentionality, namely, that intentional prop-
erties are identical to representational properties (intentional-representational
identity). For example:
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“I use ‘representationality’ interchangeably with ‘intentionality.’
The property of intentionality is the property ideas have of repre-
senting, or seeming to represent, something outside themselves”
(De Rosa, 2010).

intentional-representational identity is unnecessarily restrictive, and pre-
cludes the possibility of other kinds of intentional content. There is no un-
equivocal evidence to suggest that Descartes ascribed to intentional-representational
identity.

Central Question: If we abandon intentional-representational iden-
tity, how should we read the content of bodily sensations? In particular,
pain, hunger, and thirst?

Imperativist reading: pain, hunger, and thirst are commands, not represen-
tations.

Strategy:

– Show that Descartes can be read as an imperativist once intentional-
representational identity is abandoned

– Show that representationalist readings are not tenable

– Show that the imperativist reading avoids the problems of representa-
tionalist readings, and fits with Descartes’ broader commitments.

3 What is Imperativism?

Types of Imperative Content:

Proscription imperativism: the content of pain is a negative imperative
(a proscription) to not perform certain actions, namely, those actions that
would exacerbate the harm done to the injured bodily region—Take weight
off that ankle!

Elimination Imperativism: The content of pain is an imperative that
would be satisfied if the sufferer of pain merely ceased to be in a particular
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bodily state. No specific course of action is proscribed—See to it that this
bodily state does not exist!

Extent of Imperative Content:

Austere imperativism: the content of pain consists only in imperative con-
tent

Mixed imperativism: the content of pain consists in a compresence of im-
perative and representational content.

4 The Best of All Possible Sensations

Any given movement occurring in the part of the brain that im-
mediately affects the mind produces just one corresponding sen-
sation [unum aliquem sensum]; and hence the best system that
could be devised [in re melius posse excogitari ] is that it should
produce the one sensation which, of all possible sensations [ex om-
nibus quos inferre potest ], is most especially and most frequently
conducive to the preservation of the healthy man [hominis sani ].
And experience shows that the sensations which nature has given
us are all of this kind; and so there is absolutely nothing to be
found in them that does not bear witness to the power and good-
ness of God. (Sixth Meditation, AT VII: 87-8/CSM II: 60)

Descartes is claiming that sensations have a strong health-preserving role.

– what makes a sensation strongly health-preserving is the type of infor-
mation it carries, i.e. its type of content.

Descartes is recognizing a range of possible types of content.

– visual sensations could have content of type T1 because that is best
given that they play role R1 in the preservation of the mind-body com-
posite, and hunger sensations could have content of type T2 because
they play role R2 in the preservation of the mind-body composite.
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5 The Imperativist Reading

When the nerves in the foot are set in motion in a violent and
unusual manner, this motion, by way of the spinal cord, reaches
the inner parts of the brain, and there gives the mind its signal
for having a certain sensation, namely the sensation of a pain as
occurring in the foot. This stimulates the mind to do its best to
get rid of the cause of the pain, which it takes to be harmful to
the foot [a quo illa excitatur ad eius causam, ut pedi infestam,
quantum in se est, amovendam]. It is true that God could have
made the nature of man such that this particular motion in the
brain indicated something else to the mind; it might, for example,
have made the mind aware of the actual motion occurring in the
brain, or in the foot, or in any of the intermediate regions; or it
might have indicated something else entirely. But there is nothing
else which would have been so conducive to the continued well-
being of the body. In the same way [eodem modo], when we need
drink, there arises a certain dryness in the throat; this sets in
motion the nerves of the throat, which in turn move the inner
parts of the brain. This motion produces in the mind a sensation
of thirst, because the most useful thing for us to know about the
whole business is that we need drink in order to stay healthy [quia
nihil in toto hoc negotio nobis utilius est scire, quam quod potu
ad conservationem valetudinis egeaumus ]. And so it is in other
cases. (Sixth Meditation, AT VII: 88/CSM II: 60-1)

Imperativism: Pain

– “This stimulates the mind to do its best to get rid of the cause of the
pain”

– Mixed elimination imperativism (literal) – Get rid of the cause of the
pain!

– Proscription imperativism – Take weight off your toe!

– Elimination imperativism – Get rid of this bodily state now!

Imperativism: Thirst
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– “This motion produces in the mind a sensation of thirst, because the
most useful thing for us to know about the whole business is that we
need drink in order to stay healthy”

– Prescription imperativism: Drink!

Imperativism: Hunger

– “Why should that curious tugging in the stomach which I call hunger
tell me [admoneat ] that I should eat, or a dryness of the throat tell me
to drink, and so on?” (Sixth Meditation, AT VII: 76/CSM II: 53).

– Prescription imperativism: Eat!

6 Representationalist Alternatives

Ecological Representationalism (Simmons #1): sensations are intrin-
sically intentional, and accurately represent external bodies as having eco-
logical properties. Pain represents bodily damage. (Simmons 1999)

– Problem: Ecological properties unnecessarily inflate Descartes’ meta-
physics

Geometric Representationalism (De Rosa): sensations are intrinsicially
intentional, and accurately represent external bodies as having geometric
properties

– Problem: Minimal information cannot allow for sensations to have a
strong health-preserving role.

Evaluative Representationalism (Schmitter): sensations are intrinsi-
cally intentional, and accurately represent external bodies as having evalua-
tive properties

– Problem: Evaluative properties also inflate Descartes’ metaphysics be-
cause they are (most likely) identical to ecological properties.

Projectivism (Simmons #2): sensations are intrinsically (say) beneficial
and harmful; but these properties are projected onto (and experienced as)
properties of external bodies in virtue of the relation sensations bear to dis-
tinct higher-order judgements.

– Problem: Projectivism loses intrinsic intentionality.
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7 Imperativism vs. Representationalism

Desiderata

(D1) Intrinsic Intentionality: Cartesian sensations have intentional prop-
erties, but not in virtue of their relations to other distinct mental states.

– Imperativist response: true by definition.

(D2) Anti-inflation: The repraesentata of Cartesian sensations do not il-
legitimately inflate Descartes’ metaphysics.

– Imperativist response: neither austere nor mixed imperativism requires
us to posit problematic properties in res extensa.

(D3) Strong health-preservation: Cartesian sensations not only have the
biological function of preserving the health of the mind-body composite, but
they comprise the “best system” and are strongly health-preserving by having
the best type of content.

– Imperativist response: pain, hunger, and thirst are homeostatic sensa-
tions.
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