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Rene Decartes
1596-1650

· Named the father of Modern Philosophy:
 
· Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditations 1, 2, 3

· Decartes method- hyperbolic/systematic doubt 
-He is not a skeptic 
-Hyperbolic: Exaggeration
-He has an agenda (doesn’t want to assume) 

· Decartes proposes to systematically follow a process of doubt 

· The doubt is not simply a common-sense one, as when I doubt whether black cats are bad. (He focuses on philosophical doubt) 

· Instead his doubting process is a philosophical one: the issue is whether a class of knowledge can be in any way doubted. 

· The goal: to arrive at knowledge, which is beyond any possible doubt, that is, absolutely certain knowledge. 

· Decartes does not intend to doubt the truth of every specific judgement, and impossible task- but to undermine, wherever possible, the foundation of his views. (doubt the sources of his knowledge) 

-Decartes can do this by discussing broad classes of supposed knowledge, such as sensory knowledge or mathematical knowledge. 

-The main class of knowledge he brings under suspicion is sensory knowledge. 

-Yes Decartes thought sensory knowledge was unreliable, but he thought it was important because it is the biggest chunk of our knowledge. Doesn’t think it’s completely knowledge unlike Plato. 

-In order to test sensory knowledge Decartes embarks on a journey of a series of a experiments. 

Meditation #1: Examination of Sensory Knowledge: 
· Three arguments which represent 3 stages of doubt. 
-The goal of all the arguments is to get to the absolutely certain knowledge. 

· The first argument: the dream argument. The goal here is to explore what I can doubt and if there is anything that I cannot doubt. 
“In dreams it almost feels real, making it difficult to distinguish from waking life” 

· The result of the argument: my sense deceive me, as they bring to me a representation of what I think is real and undistorted, when it turns out that it may or may not be real, and might be seriously distorted.
 
· So the first stage of doubt confirms that sensory knowledge is unreliable. 

· However there are two positive results from the dream argument: 
1) Sensory knowledge is not completely unreliable. 

-The distorted representations of objects and events that our sense bring to us in our sleep, are at least, representations of something real (existent), even if not accurate. 

-If you haven’t seen the fireplace than how can you know what it looks like and if you haven’t felt the warmth of the fire  how do you know what it feels like. (Probably perceived it before which is being projected in your dream) 

-If you can perceive something there is at least some element of truth

-Example: When I dream of a unicorn, I combine my representation (from the real life) of a horse, and my representation (from the real life) of a horn. 
 
-So the faculty of imagination  cannot be conjured up images unless they were once perceived. (that is unless they were true representations of existing objects)


· 2) Even in my dreams, “2+2=4” is still true! (mathematical truths) 

-We are 3 dimensional creatures, so there is certain conditions in our knowledge which apply even in our dream. 

· What Descartes is suggesting, without proving it yet, is that there is another type of knowledge, knowledge that comes from Geometry and Arthmetic ( not just any scientific knowledge) 
· Descartes mentions things twice because the first time he is mentioning it and the second time he is  proving it 
· This knowledge is unchangeable, regardless of my state of mind (awake or asleep) 
· It doesn’t seem to be unreliable, or at this stage, at least, not as unreliable as sensory knowledge 
· When I am sleeping my sense are fooled so therefore they are not trust worthy 
· The next argument is God the Deciever argument. With this argument Descartes doubt knowledge even further 
· The argument in a nutshell 
· I have discovered that my senses deceive me, but I know with certainty that 2+2=4. But what if God, the creator of everything, including me, deceives me? In other words, what if 2+2=4 is not true (because God tricks me into thinking that it is what I think it is?
· Descartes quickly rejects this possibility (he will come back to this argument in Meditation 3, though) why?
· God is omnipotent, omniscient and above all, benevolent, so God cannot deceive me (God the Deceiver is a contradiction of terms) 
· However, Descartes doesn’t give up on the idea of being deceived by a creature whose intelligence and power is higher than mine. He calls this creature evil genius (evil demon) 
· The evil genius argument has the purpose of sweeping the whole ground of knowledge clean.
· If there is any knowledge left after the test, then this will be absolutely certain knowledge 
· The argument in a nutshell: 
· Of there is an evil genius ( a creature which is more powerful then I, in every respect, but unlike God the creature is evil) then isn’t it possible that this creature can deceive me about 2+2=4 
· The answer is yes, it is always possible that there is such a creature and I am being deceived
· Is there, then, anything that I can be certain about?
· The answer is yes, (discussed in med 2) 
· Meditation 2: what can I be certain about, even if I am being deceived by an evil genius?
· If I am deceived, it mean that I am thinking (decieveing is part of thinking process) and if I am thinking or being deceived then it means that I can be certain that there is, at least, something that is being deceived 
· This is how Descartes formulates his famous argument cogito argument which says, Cogito ergo sum ( I think therefore I am ) 
· So, this is wht lies at the very bottom of all knowledge: nobody not even an evil genius can deceive me that I exist because I think. 
· In other words ‘I think therefore I am” is the only thing that I can know with absolute certainty at this point
· Criticisms : the cogito argument doesn’t really follow because there’s a missing premise (from a strict logical point of view) 
· Descartes ‘response’ he cogito is not deduced but it is recognized by the mind as a clear and distinct immediate act of the mental intuition 
· In other words the cogito is self evident, a distinct and clear idea. 
· At this point Descartes is done with sweeping (his hyperbolic doubt has done its job) and he will start building up the edifice of his theory of knowledge. 
· Cogito is foundation of knowledge upon which all certain knowledge rests.
· There are two thinks that Descartes has established so far:
· There is absolutely certain knowledge and 
· Clarity and distinctness are criteria for truth and certainty. 
· The next step is to establish what kind of a thing he is
· The answer is a thinking thing
· A thinking thing is a thing which is being deceived , which doubts,imagines, feels, desire, hestitate etc 
· Are there any other things in the world, except for the thinking thing 
· Yes there are extendeded things (bodies, res extensa) 
· Descartes only hints here what will later become known as the infamous Cartesian dualism) 
· According to Cartesian dualism there are two substances, body and mind, which are not only distinct but also fully independent substance of each other.
· Descartes will proide proof for this view later in the Meditations. Here he only notes that I the thinking thing is aware of my body 
· The first thing that he needs to establish is an account of what we know (positively) 
· It seems that what we know better (more clearly and distinctly) are physical things (through our senses) and not our own minds.
· However, this is wrong as we actually know best our minds 
· The example shows us that when we try to describe what we know eg, when we say that we know physical things (which we know through our senses) we actually get confused 
· The wax changes its shape and consistency so much after being heated, that it’s unrecognizable. 
· This shows that we don’t really know physical reality (physical bodies)
· Secondary qualities – taste, smell, color,etc are generally unreliable because they come form the subject 
· Primary qualities: shape, quality, magnitude, etc belong so to speak, to the extended object itself and that is why they are more reliable than secondary qualities. 
· So, we know the primary qualities of all physical objects more clearly and distinctly than we know their secondary qualities. 
· The next thing that Descartes wants to know is, which cognitive faculty (Which part of the mind) is in charge of our clear and distinct ideas (the primary qualities for example)?
· A few opinions the faculty of perception, the faculty of imagination, or the faculty of judgment (which Descartes sometimes call faculty of knowledge. 
· First he analyzes the faculty of imagination 
· Even though imagination is responsible for the organization of the information coming from the senses, it is limited by whatever the senses bring to it. 
· Also imagination needs to be coordinated if left on its own it gets out of control and makes mermaids and unicorns 
· Imagination is not the reliable 
· What about the faculty of perception?
· Here Descartes gives an example which is sometimes referred to (not by him!) as the zombie example
· The example: if you look out the window and you asked what you see, you will normally say ‘I see people’. However, what you actually see is coats and hats moving. For all you know, there might be aliens or zombies (automatic machines) under the hats and coats. 
· So, we actually assume that there are people under the hats and coats. 
· And this assumption is delivered by the faculty of judgment 
· These assumptions that we often take for  granted, are actually intuitions of the mind
· So, the faculty of judgment also called by Descartes the faculty of knowledge, is superior to the faculty of perception in that it organizes the sensory information. 
· It is also superior to the faculty of imagination in that it doesn’t go out of control when left on its own
· So judgment brings us understanding of the world, including ourselves 
· And what we understand is that we know our own mind best. 
· Descartes has established three things so far :
· 1) there is absolutely certain knowledge and it is the knowledge that our minds exist (which we know in virtue of the fact that we think) 
· 2) we know that there are extended things (bodies), but he hasn’t proved yet that we know for sure that there are bodies (independent of the mind) 
· 3) the clear and distinct ideas come form the faculty of judgment which is the most reliable source of knowledge 
· Meditation 3: next Descartes has to prove that there are things outside of him and that he can know them. Why?
· In order to make the leap form knowing what’s inside the mnd and knowing  what’s outside the mind, Decrates needs to prove that God exists and that he is not a deceiver
· The argument of the existence of God is central for mediation 3. 
· First we need examine what types of things are in the mind so that we know what knowledge we have.
· What I have in my mind are thoughts
· There are three types of thoughts 
· 1) ideas( also referred to as images) such as apples, tables, etc 
· 2) the manner of having images/ ideas, namely through volition (wanting) and through affection (liking) 
· for example. When I say I want this apple, this is an expression of volation; when I say like this apple, this is an expression of affection. 
· 3) judgement such as ‘The apple is on the table’
· another distinction that Descartes makes is between this type of ideas/images he distinguese three types of ideas
· 1) fictious 
· 2) adventitious 
· 3)innate ideas
· ficititous ideas are produced by the mind (imagination) and they are unrelaiable 
· adventitious ideas are caused by external objects (outside the mind)
· how can I distinguish between a fictitious and as adventitious idea (to avoid deception)
· Descartes points to two criteria 
· Nature 
· And will
· The idea of the sun: we have two distinct and quite different idea of the Sun, depending on whether we look at it with a naked eye, or observe it with a telescope. 
· Then, the natural impulse that I  have in me to believe adventitious ideas is a blind impulse after all and shouldn’t trust it.
· So the criteria (human nature and the will) seem to be inadequate to make the connections between my ideas/ representations of the object and the actual external objects 
· But there is another way of determining whether there are any objects outside of e, of which my ideas are representations 
· The way that Descartes talks about is to take ideas as modes of thought 
· When I take them as modes of thought. I ignore the connection between the idea (the representation) and its cause  (the external object) 
· So, when I think of my ideas as modes of thought, they are all equal in the sense that they are all produced by the mind 
· If I think that each idea represents something, then I will soon enough realize that some ideas represent things which contain more objective reality than others
· For example the idea of substance has more objective reality than the idea of color. Why?
· Because substance is an entity that is more real and more perfect than the idea of color. (think of Plato’s forms. The form, that is, the essence, of something is more real and more perfect then the individual thing) 
· It needs to be noted here, however, that, according to Descartes, every idea that is in my mind, is an idea of something real (but not necessarily of something existent) 
· For example, the idea of a mermaid represents mermaids which are real, but do not exist in the external world 
· In other words, we need to distinguish between reality and existence 
· Real and existence do not always overlap 
· This idea will help us understand the principle of casuality that Descartes introduces here 
· When Descartes talk about perfection of anidea or an object he mean their reality 
· Then more real an idea is, the more perfect it is 
· The perfection or reality of an idea comes form its cause (the object of its representation) 
· For example, the idea of mermaid has little perfection because it has little reality (it is fabrication of the mind after all) 
· So the idea of a mermaid represents an entity which has little reality 
· By the same token, the idea of a stone will have more perfection, that is, more reality, because it represents (is cased by) something which has more reality then a mere fabrication of the mind
· The idea of  God as an all powerful etc, creator must be the most perfect idea, that is, it must be caused by something which has the most objective reality 
· The idea of infinity (which is one of the attires of God) is more perfect than the idea of finitude. 
· The idea of something infinite has more (objective) reality in the sense that it is caused by something which is more real, compared to the idea of something finite, which is less real 
· Then the idea of god has more objective reality than the idea f a human being because HB are finite creatures 
· Descrtes uses this to debunk the idea that we are the sources
· It is here that Decartes introduces his idea of casuality which is borrowed from Aristotle and goes by the name of the principle of sufficient reason 
· Why does Descartes need to go into the whole business of causuality 
· If he proves that our more perfect ideas are caused by more perfect (external) objects, he will be able to prove that God exists 
· If he proves that God exists he will be able to prove that there is such a thing as external reality (because God is the guarantor of reality) and he will prove that there res extensa 
· The principle of sufficient reason says that the cause must be adequate to bring about the effect. 
· In other words, something cannot comeout of nothing 
· Then, our world must have come out of something 
· This something cannot be us because the world is infinite and we are finite 
· The same argument works for our own existence 
· If we ask ourselves who have caused us to exist 
· We cannot cause ourselves since if we did we would be perfect
· But we are not we are being constantly deceived by our senses 
· What about ou parents? Why can’t that have caused us?
· Descartes has argued that we are thinking things that we know with certainty that we are thinking things
· Then we cannot have been ultimately caused by physical entites (bodies) such as our parents 
· Then we must have been caused by a mind 
· Only God creates with his mind
· Then the creator of the universe, including ourselves is god who is an infinite and absolutely perfect creature. 
· Back to how casually works: the idea of a stone cannot exist in me unless it has been placed there by something which possessed in itself at least as much reality as the idea of a stone. 
· The principle of sufficient reason tells us that it applies to both ideas and physical objects alike
· On one hand more perfect ideas are more perfect representations of reality 
· On the other hand more perfect ideas are caused by more perfect objects 
· How do we know the principle of sufficient reason, thought? Is it an adventitious idea? 
· No it is an innate idea 
· Innate ideas do not come from experience they are in the mind prior to any experience
· It is what we call a prior idea 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The light of nature causes me to know clearly that the ideas in me are representations of something else.
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