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                1  Notes on Descartes ’ Meditations on First Philosophy  (All quotes below are from Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy )   1. A Universal Experience  In the opening lines of his Me ditations , Descartes describes a universal experience which he  thinks should provoke a similarly universal anxiety:   “Several years have now elapsed since I first became aware that I had accepted, even from my  youth, many false opinions for true, and that consequently what I afterward based on such principles was highly doubtful; and from that time I was convinced of the necessi ty of  undertaking once in my life to rid myself of all the opinions I had adopted, and of commencing anew the work of building from the foundation, if I desired to establish a firm and abiding superstructure in the sciences ”   Notice first the experience De scartes describes. He is talking about how in the past he found that  many things that he once believed to be true turned out to be false. Surely every single one of us has had this experience. But if we think about it a little deeper, this should provoke a kind of  anxiety. For if in the past I’ve had the experience that things I believed to be true turned out to  be false, then how do I know that the beliefs that I have now are in fact true? It seems quite  likely that at least one if not more of my beliefs is false. This experience and anxiety motivate  two goals for Descartes. 2. Two Goals  Recall the passage where Descartes states “…I was convinced of the necessity of undertaking  once in my life to rid myself of all the opinions I had adopted, and of comm encing anew the  work of building from the foundation, if I desired to establish a firm and abiding superstructure in the sciences ”. Here he seems to be identifying two goals: (a) Certainty : given the aforementioned experience of error, Descartes wants to see if there is at  least one thing that he can be certain of, if there is one thing that he is incapable of doubting.   (b) Foundation : his hope is that if he can find one belief that is certainly true , then he can then  use that as a pote ntial foundation for justifying all his other beliefs. 3. Strategic Doubt  “… my reason convinces me that I ought not the less carefully to withhold belief from what is not  entirely certain and indubitable, than from what is manifestly false, it will be sufficient to justify  the rejection of the whole if I shall find in each some ground for doubt. ”   Descartes’ strategy to achieve his goals is to doubt everything that he doesn’t know with  certainty until he gets to something that he can’t possibly deny. T o do so he considers four  possible sources of error. 2  4. Sources of Error  (a) Senses  “All that I have, up to this moment, accepted as possessed of the highest truth and certainty, I received either from or through the senses. I observed, however, that these sometimes misled us;  and it is the part of prudence not to place absolute confidence in that by which we have even once been deceived.”   Descartes is not so much outright denying the reliability of sensory perception as much as he’s asking a kind of “what if” question: what if our senses systematically deceived us? Would there be anything that we could know with absolute certainty?   (b) Insanity  “But it may be said, perhaps, that, although the senses occasionally mislead us respecting minute  objects, and such as are so far removed from us as to be beyond the reach of close observation, there are yet many other of their informations (presentations), of the truth of which it is manifestly impossible to doubt; as for example, that I am in this place, seated by the fire, clothed  in a winter dressing gown, that I hold in my hands this piece of paper, with other intimations of the same nature. But how could I deny that I possess these hands and this body, and withal escape being classed with persons in a state of insanity, whose brains are so disordered and  clouded by dark bilious vapors as to cause them pertinaciously to assert that they are monarchs when they are in the greatest poverty; or clothed [in gold] and purple when destitute of any covering; or that their head is made of clay, their body of glass, or that they are gourds? I should certainly be not less insane than they, were I to regulate my procedure according to examples so extravagant ”   Here, Descartes is asking how do you know th at you’re not insane? How do you know that,  though you think you’re a student taking online classes at NCC that you’re not in fact a patient in a mental hospital? The same point can be made a little less dramatically by asking how do you  know that you don’ t have some cognitive defect that you’ve hitherto been unaware of?   (c) Dream Argument  “I must nevertheless here consider that I am a man, and that, consequently, I am in the habit of sleeping, and representing to myself in dreams those same things, or eve n sometimes others less  probable, which the insane think are presented to them in their waking moments. How often have I dreamt that I was in these familiar circumstances, that I was dressed, and occupied this place by the fire, when I was lying undressed in bed?”   Descartes is asking here whether or not we can distinguish our waking life from our dreaming life? One couldn’t just merely pinch one’s self to test whether or not one is dreaming (as the saying goes) since whatever sensations one feels could be part of th e dream. Think of either the  best or the worst dreams that you’ve had. What made them so bad or good? Oftentimes, it was because they felt so real. (d) Simulation Argument  “… the belief that there is a God who is all powerful, and who created me, such as I am, has, for  a long time, obtained steady possession of my mind. How, then, do I know that he has not 3  arranged that there should be neither earth, nor sky, nor any extended thing, nor figure, nor magnitude, nor place, providing at the same time, howe ver, for [the rise in me of the perceptions  of all these objects, and] the persuasion that these do not exist otherwise than as I perceive them?”   Descartes is here making an argument that is a version of The Matrix . How do I know that some  higher power ha s not made it seem like the world exists in the way that I perceive it when in fact  it doesn’t exist in that way at all?   So again, the question for Descartes is: supposing that all four of these sources of error are true, is there anything that I could be absolutely certain of?   5. Cogito Argument  What comes out of the consideration of the sources of error is perhaps one of the most famous lines in the history of philosophy. Although originally written in a different text of Descartes’ (his Discou rse on Method ), its logic is identical in this text. The line, of course, is:  I think,  therefore I am . This is often referred to as the cogito argument (originally written in Latin, the  argument is cogito, ergo sum ).   Why does this argument work? Why is it that Descartes can be certain of his existence even if  the four sources of error enumerated above are true? The idea here is that the act of thinking  assumes the existence of a thinker . So even if Descartes is deceived by the four sources of err or  above, something still needs to exist in order to be deceived.   Stated more formally, the argument is: P1: The act of thinking assumes the existence of a thinker   P2: Everything that thinks exists   P3: I think C: Therefore, I exist 6. Argument from Essences  In the Second Meditation, Descartes turns to a consideration of what the essence of the “I” in the “I think, therefore I am” argument is.  When considering the essence of something, we are  broadly speaki ng considering what makes something the kind of thing that it is. More precisely,  we can state the following definitions: • Essence: that without which something couldn’t be conceived  • If Y is essential to X, then I can’t conceive X without Y   Consider such definitions in relation to the following passage:   “…it is plain I am not the assemblage of members called the human body; I am not a thin and penetrating air diffused through all these members, or wind, or flame, or vapor, or breath, or any of all the things I can imagine; for I supposed that all these were not, and, without changing  the supposition, I find that I still feel assured of my existence . But it is true, perhaps, that 4  those very things which I suppose to be non -existent, because th ey are unknown to me, are not in  truth different from myself whom I know. This is a point I cannot determine, and do not now enter into any dispute regarding it. I can only judge of things that are known to me: I am conscious that I exist, and I who know t hat I exist inquire into what I am. It is, however,  perfectly certain that the knowledge of my existence, thus precisely taken, is not dependent on things, the existence of which is as yet unknown to me ”   Take particular note of the lines in bold print. Wh at Descartes is drawing attention to is whether  or not his body is essential to the existence of the “I” in the cogito argument. Recall that one of  the sources of error Descartes considered was the simulation or matrix argument. If such a hypothesis were true – if, in other words, one was living in a computer simulation – one would  be deceived about the existence of their body. But, as the cogito argument demonstrates, even if  I am deceived about my body, something still must exist in order for deception to take place.  Thus, Descartes’ argument above can be re -stated: P1 : If Y is essential to X, then I can’t conceive X without Y  P2: Let X = I, Y = body  P3: I can conceive the I without the body.  C : Therefore, the body is not essential to the I   7. Significance of Descartes’ Argument  Descartes’ arguments in the Meditations have been very influential. His arguments have:  • Established a basis for absolute certainty  • Established the centrality of consciousness as an area of study  • Provoked questions as to whether consciousness is fundamentally reducible to physical  states            
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