Meditations on First Philosophy

Rene Descartes

Meditation One

The Method of Doubt

Descartes’ method of doubt: extreme, exaggerated or hyperbolic doubt.

Doubt everything.

Treat the doubtful as false.

If anything is left, that will be the  indubitable foundation for the  New Science

It will be impervious to attack  from all sceptics, including the  Sceptical Inquisitors

The Foundations

Descartes realizes that he cannot possibly examine each  and every one of his ideas  individually

That would take forever

Therefore, he further refines his  plan

Rather than examining each  and every idea, he will consider  his ideas according to their  foundations, origins or sources 

The Senses

Principle source or foundation of all his ideas: sensation

It is common sense that we learn about the world by using our five senses: we look, we listen, we touch, we smell, we taste, and in doing so we find out about the world around us

So the first set or class of ideas Descartes will examine are those ideas that come from the senses: sensations. Descartes notices right away that the senses do sometimes deceive us or provide us with false information especially under what we might call adverse conditions of perception

For example: when it comes to very small and distant things

the sun looks like a very small glowing ball, a very small object may look smooth but under magnification looks rough,

a straight object, like an oar or a pencil, placed in the water looks bent, and so on

The Senses

Everyone knows this

No one naively accepts the reports of their senses, especially under what we have called adverse conditions of perception,

 when they are far away or very small, or when light must travel from one medium to another, from air to water as in the pencil in water

Everyone is a skeptic about the senses, especially under adverse conditions of perception 

That we do not trust them is revealed by the fact that, as with all  reliable witnesses and sources of evidence,  we compare their reports with one another  and use our judgment 

The Senses

We even try to discover laws  which describe, predict and  explain the ways in which they  are unreliable such as The Law  of Refraction: tells us how light  bends when it travels from one  medium to another; explains  why the oar or pencil  looks  bent

As a matter of fact this law,  Snell ’s law, was discovered by  Descartes

Summary

every one is  rightly skeptical of what the senses report especially under unfavorable conditions

Descartes, along with everyone else, never placed much trust in these kinds of ideas

Descartes already doubts them so they are immediately discarded, set aside

Sensations under adverse conditions of perception: doubtful: therefore false

Must All Sense Perception be Doubted?

But some things the senses tell  us do seem at first to be certain

It seems that we cannot  reasonably doubt them

Descartes’ example:

I am sitting here next to the fire, wearing my winter dressing gown, holding this sheet of paper in my hands, etc.

I am here, now doing such and such.

It seems more than unreasonable to doubt this kind of idea

 It seems mad, insane

Am I here, now, doing such and such?

But, on second thought,  Descartes tells us, we often  think we are in a certain place,  at a certain time doing such and  such, when we are not

Dreaming

Consider the world ’s most  common anxiety dream …

The Dream Problem

I am here, now doing such and such: doubtful: therefore false

This stage in Descartes ’  process of doubt is referred to  as the Dream Problem

We are absolutely certain about  where we are and what we are  doing, but we are wrong

The Dream Problem

Analogy: The Matrix:  the  premise: people think that they  are living a normal life, in a  normal body, interacting in a  normal way with other normal  people

Brain-in-a Vat

While your were sleeping, an evil scientist sneaked into your room, anaesthetized you, kidnapped you, took you back to her lab

Once there: removed your brain, put it in a vat, hooked it up to a sophisticated computer programme that lets it feed your nerve endings with signals that duplicate the sensory impulses your brain usually gets from your body

Later,  think you perceive your body, your room and seem to go about your normal life

You never suspect a thing

You are now …

Brain-in-a-Vat

a brain-in-a-vat

The Problem at the Heart of All of these Scenarios

You have an Idea, an image, a  representation, a sensation:  of  Fluffy, the cat, for example …

The Dream Problem

The dream problem is really  about the cause of this idea

There is no qualitative  difference between your idea of  Fluffy, whether it is caused by  an actually Fluffy stimulating  your senses, or a computer, or  alien overlords acting directly  on your brain

The Problem

Ideas are qualitatively the same whatever their causes

Now, when you are no longer dreaming, when you are awake, you can reflect on your dream, notice that it is not consistent with the rest of your like experience

But this is not a criterion you can apply inside your dream experience

You apply this criterion when you know you are awake and compare your waking life to a dream experience

Can Any Ideas Survive the Dream Problem?

The next question:  even if we  cannot distinguish real  experiences from dreams, are  there any ideas that still might  be true

Can any ideas survive the dream problem?

Can Any Ideas Survive the Dream Problem?

Here is how Descartes reasons

First he reminds us that the dream problem does not mean that we doubt that things appear to us in a certain way

What we doubt is the cause of these appearance

Our senses tell us that we are in a class room – we have ideas or images of the desks, the blackboard, the other students, and so on

If were are merely dreaming that we are in a classroom, it is still the case that we have ideas or images of desks, the blackboard, the other students, and so on, even if nothing in reality corresponds to these images

Can Any Ideas Survive the Dream Problem?

Next , he notes that there are  certain things that all images,  mental pictures if you like, have  in common

Descartes refers to these as  “the components”  out of which  images are fashioned What are  these components of images ?

Thought Experiment

Try to construct an image; try to imagine or draw Fluffy

 Now any image much have certain characteristics

shape, size, location and number

Now you can change all of these

You can make it a fat Fluffy or slim her down: change its shape making her rounder or more linear

You can change her size: make it a small or a larger Fluffy

Location: move it on the page

Number: draw two Fluffies

But try drawing an image with no shape, no quantity, no size

It cannot be done

Can Any Ideas Survive the Dream Problem?

These properties are what  Descartes is referring to when  he speaks of the components  out of which all images in our  thoughts are fashioned

He gives them a collective  name

Extension

Arithmetic and  Geometry

There are two sciences or subjects that study extension:  arithmetic and geometry

Arithmetic studies quantity

Geometry studies spatial properties such as shape, taking up space

Therefore, even if everything is a dream, if our ideas, experiences and images do not correspond to anything outside the mind, it seems that you cannot doubt arithmetic and geometry, they must be true

Arithmetic:  2+3=5

Geometry:  the sum of the interior angles of a triangle = 180 = the sum of two right angles

“whether I am awake or asleep, two plus three make five, and a square does not have more than four sides.”  

Arithmetic and geometry survive the Dream  Problem

The Evil Genius

When Descartes takes an inventory of his ideas he finds that besides his ideas of bodies he has an idea of God who is able to do anything

God is omnipotent

if he is all powerful, he could certainly make it the case that I am wrong, that I am deceived every time I add two and three or count the sides of a square”

This problem is called the Evil Genius Problem: We might be deceived even about geometry and arithmetic

So geometry and arithmetic survive the Dream Problem only to succumb to the Evil Genius Problem

Meditation One

Summary

“…I realized that once in my life I had to raze everything to the ground and begin from the original foundations, if I wanted to establish anything firm and lasting in the sciences.” (p. 27)

Hyperbolic Doubt

Reject anything that is doubtful  as false.

Divide ideas into their origins,  sources or foundations.

The Stages of Doubt

Sensation: Empirical  knowledge gained under  adverse conditions of  perception

Survivor: Propositions such as  “I  am here now doing such and  such.”

The Dream Problem

Survivor: Arithmetic and  Geometry: The sciences of  extension

The Evil Deceiver (Genius)  Problem

Survivor: ?

Meditation 2

Two important discussions of Meditation Two: set the agenda for all of modern philosophy

Descartes investigates:

1) his own nature as a thinking thing: What am I? What is thinking, thought?  What is mind?

2) the natural of material things: Investigation of the piece of wax.  What is matter? What is extension?

Introduction

Descartes’ legacy to modern  philosophy: Substance  Dualism.

World is divided into two kinds  of things: mental and physical.

Very different characteristics.

Subsequent problem:  interaction: how can two very  different things causally  interact?

The Result of Meditation  One

the method of doubt has left  Descartes feeling as if he had  suddenly fallen into a deep  whirlpool

He says of himself:

The Whirlpool

“I am so tossed about that I can  neither touch bottom with my  foot, nor swim up to the top.” (p.  30).

Meditation Two: The  Project

Method of the Meditations: Hyperbolic Doubt

Consider ideas according to their foundations, origins or sources

Treat any idea that is doubtful as if it were false.

Mediation Two: The  Project

Descartes will  “stay on this  course” of hyperbolic doubt

“until I know something certain,  or, if nothing else, until I at least  know for certain that nothing is  certain.” (p. 30) 

Study Questions: General Question

Do you exist?  Are you certain?   How do you know?

Hyperbolic Doubt

Descartes can no longer trust  that he has senses or a body,  that there is anything in the  world, other bodies or other  minds

Question:  Should Descartes  doubt his own existence? 

Should Descartes doubt that he exists?

The Evil Genius

Descartes thinks back to the  Evil Genius Problem

God could be a malign deceiver  who fools him about everything

“But there is some deceiver or  other who is supremely  powerful and supremely sly and  who is always deliberately  deceiving me.” (p. 30).

Voluntarism

Essence of God: infinitely powerful free will

God can always cause the phenomena by other means

an omnipotent Creator was not to be confined by the reasoning of a merely human science.  

An omnipotent creator could always bring about any given physical effect in many ways, some of them outside human understanding

Galileo: The Medicine at the End

“An admirable and angelic  doctrine, and well in accord with  another one, also Divine, which,  while it grants to us the right to argue about the constitution of the universe   … adds that we cannot discover the work of His hands .”

Out of the Whirlpool

But if he is deceived, he must  exist:

“Then too there is no doubt that  I exist, if he is deceiving me.   And let him do his best at  deception; he will never bring it  about that I am nothing so long  as I shall think that I am  something.” (p. 30)

Out of the Whirlpool

‘I am, I exist’ is necessarily true  every time I utter it or conceive  it in my mind. (p. 30)

Out of the Whirlpool

Cogito ergo sum

I think, therefore I am.

If he is deceived, if he thinks, if  he has any experiences at all,  he must exist.

I know that I am.

What am I?

Descartes continues to follow  the method:  treat anything as  false that is doubtful

Am I a body?

First thing that comes to mind  when you ask what you are,  you think of your body:  hands,  arms, feet, legs, face

What am I?

No.

Meditation One has undermined  his belief in bodies

Dream Problem:  there may be nothing that corresponds to his ideas

He may not have a body

Matrix:  they are shrivelled  creatures living in pods

What am I?

Am I a soul?

Considers the activities attributed to the soul

Thinking?

He cannot doubt that he thinks

Or to doubt that he thinks is to think

Descartes can be certain that he is a thing that thinks.

P. 31:  “I am therefore precisely nothing but a thinking thing.”

What am I?

This survives both the Dream Problem and the Evil Genius Problem

Even if he is asleep and  dreaming, even if he is  constantly deceived, he must  exist because dreaming and  being deceived are modes of  thinking

What am I?

“But what then am I?  A thing  that thinks.  What is that? ”  (p.  31)

“A thing that doubts,  understands, affirms, denies,  wills, refuses, and that also  imagines and senses. ”

What am I?

Thinking = all those of mental  functions of which  we are  conscious 

FIRST PERSON AUTHORITY

In his investigation of the nature  of thought a very important  characteristic of the mental  emerges

first person authority

Let ’ s unpack this term

two key passages: 

First text: first-person

Second text: authority

THESE THOUGTHS ARE MINE:  FIRST PERSON

“I must be careful lest I  unwittingly mistake something  else for myself.” (P. 30.)

Discovery:

“For it is so obvious that it is I  who doubt, I who understand,  and I who will, that there is  nothing by which it could be  explained more clearly. ”  (p. 32)

THESE THOUGTHS ARE MINE:  FIRST PERSON

these thoughts are mine, not someone else’s 

thoughts are in the first person

my experiences, of red, blue, pain, etc. are experienced as MINE

I do not entertain the possibility that I am thinking your thoughts, or that my thoughts are really yours

Thoughts always come in the possessive case

if I have a pain, I know it is mine

THESE THOUGTHS ARE MINE:  FIRST PERSON

If I have a headache, I do not  wonder if it is yours instead of  mine.

Thought  Experiment

Imagine you have a terrible headache.  You are in agony.  The pain is such that if it is not stopped in five minutes whoever feels it will die.  

You are in a room with one other person.

On the table is a pill that will immediately cure the pain and as such prevent its sufferer from dying.

Complication:  If you take the pill when you do not have a terrible headache, you will die instantly and agonizingly

Summary: Pain: do not take pill, will die.  No pain: take the pill and will die.  

Question:  Would you wonder which one of you would get the pill?

Would you wonder if the pain is really yours?

I CANNOT DOUBT THAT I HAVE A PERCEPTION: AUTHORITY

Texts: “…although perhaps, as I supposed before, absolutely nothing that I imagined is true, still the very power of imagining really does exist, and constitutes a part of my thought.” (32)

“… I now see a light, I hear a noise, I feel heat.  These things are false, since I am asleep. Yet I certainly do seem to see, hear, and feel warmth.  This cannot be false.” (32)

AUTHORITY

I cannot doubt that I sense or have a perception

You might doubt that it corresponds to anything, but you do not doubt that you have the perception.

You are an authority about your own mind because you can know about it directly or immediately.

This is very different from the type of access others can have to your mental states.

I have access to my thoughts in a way that no one else has.  

How do I know that you are in pain?  I have to observe your behaviour.

How do I know that I am in pain?  I do not have to look in the mirror. 

 I introspect.

Authority

Red dot on my face. 

Someone else would have to  tell me, or I would have to  observe myself.

Perceptions are not like this.

Authority

What is Meant by the  “ Authority ”  in First Person  Authority?

This notion of authority is  vague, how can we sharpen it?

Two possibilities: 1) infallibility  2) incorrigibility

1) Infallibility

First person authority consists  in the infallibility of your  judgements about your own  mental states

If you claim sincerely to be in  pain, then you cannot be wrong

This seems to be Descartes ’   view

Infallibility

“…although perhaps, as I supposed before, absolutely nothing that I imagined is true, still the very power of imagining really does exist, and constitutes a part of my thought.” (32)

“… I now see a light, I hear a noise, I feel heat.  These things are false, since I am asleep. Yet I certainly do seem to see, hear, and feel warmth.  This cannot be false.” (32)

Infallibility

even if there is no external  world, I cannot doubt that I  have a perception, or  experience

even if there is nothing, I no not  doubt that I see red, hear noise,  feel heat

Infallibility

Now this claim of infallibility  might be too strong.  Can you  be wrong about your mental  states?

2) Incorrigibility

Less radical that infallibility

Your judgements about your  pain might be wrong, but you cannot be corrected by others

You count as the highest  authority

Another Characteristic:  Self-Intimation

Your mental states are  transparently available to you

It does not seem possible to  say that you have a pain,  experience or idea but you do  no know you do

If you are in pain, you know it

This is known as self-intimation

A perception, thought or  experience is something of  which you are conscious

Counter-privative states?

Could you be in a mental state and not know it?

Could there be mental states that only others can know you are in?

Denial?

Is denial a state in which you have an experience and do not know it?

Or instead is it a state which you do not acknowledge or do not properly label?

Conclusion

We can be mistaken even about the existence of our own bodies while we could not be in error about what passes in our minds

Equally, have an access to our own minds that we do not have about the external world or other person’s minds

Called first person authority with respect to contents of own mind

Others, third persons, can only get at these contents  indirectly.

say by observing my behaviour

 example: pain, I know that I am in pain in a way that is different from the way I know that you are in pain

Conclusion

Will argue that thinking about the mind is fundamentally different from thinking about matter

This means that minds and matter are very different things

Dualism of knowing about minds and matter will ground his dualism of substances

We have access to the contents of our own minds in a way denied to us in respect to matter.

We can know what we think, feel and want and know this with a special kind of certainty that contrasts with our knowledge of the physical world

Meditation 2 – Cont.

Two important discussions of Meditation Two: set the agenda for all of modern philosophy

Descartes investigates:

1) his own nature as a thinking thing: What am I? What is thinking, thought?  What is mind?

2) the natural of material things: Investigation of the piece of wax.  What is matter? What is extension?

Introduction

Descartes ’ legacy to modern  philosophy: Substance  Dualism.

World is divided into two kinds  of things: mental and physical.

Very different characteristics.

Subsequent problem:  interaction: how can two very  different things causally  interact?

The Nature of Bodies

“Let us consider those things  which are commonly believed  to be the most distinctly  grasped of all: namely the  bodies we touch and see.” (p.  32)

CORPOREAL OBJECTS : The Piece of Wax

Takes up a piece of wax

What seems most obvious  about it?

Its properties that we perceive  with our senses

Corporeal Objects – The Piece of Wax

Takes up a piece of wax

What seems most obvious about it?

Its properties that we perceive with our senses

Honey flavoured, smells of flowers, has a golden colour, a certain size and shape, if you rap on it with you knuckle it makes a certain sound

These seems to be the most obvious things we know about it and that allow us to identify it as wax

Corporeal Objects

“It has been taken quite recently from the honeycomb; it has not yet lost all the honey flavour.  It retains some of the scent of the flowers from which it was collected.  Its colour, shape and size are manifest.  It is hard and cold; it is easy to touch.  If you rap on it with your knuckle, it will emit a sound.” (p. 32)

“… everything is present in it that appears needed to enable a body to be known as distinctly as possible.” (p. 32)

Thought Experiment

Place the wax in the fire so that  it begins to melt

All of the properties grasped by  the senses that allowed us to  identify it as wax change

Colour changes, scent  vanishes, loses its original  shape, it liquefies and so  increases in size and no longer  makes a sound when you rap it

Corporeal Objects

Change all of these by bringing  it close to the fire

Does the same wax remain?

Yes. No one would deny this.  (p. 32)

Essential vs. Accidental Properties

Essential

Cannot be changed

Triangle: three sides

Corporeal Objects

Question:

Does the same wax remain?

Is this the same wax you  started out with?

Yes.

What remained the same while  all the properties we learned  about from the senses changed  ?

Conclusion about the Wax

The same wax remains.

No one would deny this

Question: “So what was there in the wax that was so distinctly grasped.?” (p. 32)

If it is still the same wax, and we know it to be the same wax, we cannot have known it by means of all the properties that changed.

“For whatever came under the senses of taste, smell, sight, touch, or hearing has now changed; and yet the wax remains.” (p. 32)

The Nature of Bodies

“Let us focus our attention on this  and see what remains after we  have removed everything that  does not belong to the wax …

The Nature of Bodies

... only that it is something  extended, flexible, and mutable. ”  (p. 32)

Extension

Known by  “an inspection on the  part of the mind alone.” (p. 33)

The Flexible and  Mutable

… Therefore this insight is not  achieved by the faculty of  imagination. ” (p. 32)

Extension

“… distinguish the wax from its  external forms, as if stripping it  of its clothing, and look at the  wax in its nakedness …(p. 33)

Review

Can Any Ideas Survive the Dream Problem?

Descartes notes that there are  certain things that all images,  mental pictures if you like, have  in common

Descartes refers to these as  “the components”  out of which  images are fashioned What are  these components of images ?

Thought Experiment

Try to construct an image; try to imagine or draw Fluffy

 Now any image much have certain characteristics

shape, size, location and number

Now you can change all of these

You can make it a fat Fluffy or slim her down: change its shape making her rounder or more linear

You can change her size: make it a small or a larger Fluffy

Location: move it on the page

Number: draw two Fluffies

But try drawing an image with no shape, no quantity, no size

It cannot be done

Can Any Ideas Survive the Dream Problem?

These properties are what  Descartes is referring to when  he speaks of the components  out of which all images in our  thoughts are fashioned

He gives them a collective  name

Extension

Extension

“This class of things appears to  include corporeal nature in  general, together with its  extension; the shape of extended  things; their quantity, that is their  size and number; as well as the  place where they exist …” (p. 28)

Arithmetic and  Geometry

There are two sciences or subjects that study extension:  arithmetic and geometry

Arithmetic studies quantity

Geometry studies spatial properties such as shape, taking up space

Therefore, even if everything is a dream, if our ideas, experiences and images do not correspond to anything outside the mind, it seems that you cannot doubt arithmetic and geometry, they must be true

Arithmetic:  2+3=5

Geometry:  the sum of the interior angles of a triangle = 180 = the sum of two right angles

“whether I am awake or asleep, two plus three make five, and a square does not have more than four sides.”  

Arithmetic and geometry survive the Dream  Problem

Extension

The property of being spread  out in space

Shape, size, quantity, location

Cartesian Physics

Because matter is the inert  extension of the geometers, in  Descartes ’ hands physics is  reduced to geometry. The only  principles required or accepted  in physics are “those of  geometry and pure  mathematics” (Principles of Philosophy  P 2Art64, AT  VIIIA:78; Descartes 1985  [1644]: 247). 

Mathematical Physics

“The only principles which I  accept, or require, in physics  are those of geometry and pure  mathematics; these principles  explain all natural phenomena,  and enable us to provide quite  certain demonstrations  regarding them.”

Mathematical Physics

“For I freely acknowledge that I  recognize no matter in corporeal  things apart from that which the  geometers call quantity, and take  as the object of their  demonstrations, i.e. that to which  every kind of division, shape and  motion is applicable … I do not  think that any other principles are  either admissible or desirable in  physics.”

Known  by the Senses

Aristotle ’s Qualitative  Physics

The New Science

Galileo 

Galileo

“Now, whenever I conceive of  any material or corporeal  substance, I am necessarily  constrained to conceive of that  substance as …

Galileo

Bounded and as possessing this  or that shape, as large or small in  relation to some other body, as in  this or that place during this or  that time, as in this or that place  during this or that same, as in  motion or at rest, as in contact or  not in contact with some other  body, as being one, many or few  … ” (p. 9)

Galileo

“But I do not at all feel myself  compelled to conceive of bodies  as necessarily conjoined with  such further conditions as being  red or white, bitter or sweet,  having sound or being mute, or  possessing a pleasant or  unpleasant fragrance.” (p. 9)

Galileo

Primary and real properties (p. 9)

Vs.

Qualities such as taste, odor,  color, etc.

Galileo

No more essential to bodies  than tickling is to a feather

Aristotelian Physics

An elaborate account of the  world as we experience it

The Sublunary Elements

The elements

Earth, air, fire and water

These are understood in terms of qualities which form pairs of contraries

The hot and the cold

The wet and the dry

E.g.: Fire: hot and dry

Connected to places

Fire and air move to outer boundaries

Earth and water move towards the centre

This physics is irreducibly qualitative

In principle, cannot be reduced to mathematical description

Aristotelian Physics

Irreducibly qualitative:

The hot, the cold, the wet, the dry

Galileo

breaks with Aristotelian  qualitative physics

book of nature is written in the  language of mathematics

Landscape with Ruins

Landscape with Ruins

Can we solve the Evil Deceiver  problem?

Can we be certain about  arithmetic and geometry?

The Stages of Doubt

Sensation: Empirical  knowledge gained under  adverse conditions of  perception

Survivor: Propositions such as  “I  am here now doing such and  such.”

The Dream Problem

Survivor: Arithmetic and  Geometry: The sciences of  extension

The Evil Deceiver (Genius)  Problem

Survivor: Cogito ergo sum

The Stages of Resolution of the Doubt

Sensation: Empirical knowledge gained under adverse conditions of perception

Survivor: Propositions such as “I am here now doing such and such.”

The Dream Problem

Survivor: Arithmetic and Geometry: The sciences of extension

The Evil Deceiver (Genius) Problem

Survivor: Cogito ergo sum

