Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes on Descartes’
Meditations on First Philosophy

Meditation I
A. Descartes’ Program
· Descartes is writing in a time when philosophers/scientist are re-conceiving and reconstructing science
· To do this, he will occupy himself with Metaphysics (First Philosophy) and Epistemology
· He is concerned with method, since if sciences don’t have a good method, they cannot be trusted

· Like Galileo, he believes that method should be akin to that of mathematics

· “The book of nature is written in the language of mathematics.”

· To retain the certainty attainable in math, we must employ the method of demonstration, and not just rely on probabilistic reasoning

· Knowledge implies certainty, and if science is to be concerned with knowledge, it must proceed rigorously

· It has been through the efforts of people like Descartes that modern science is so wedded to mathematics

B. The Method
· Descartes’ method is to doubt
· He will systematically doubt everything and anything (well, almost)

· Then he will take whatever it is that he cannot doubt, and from it, reconstruct the entire universe
· Since his reconstruction will come from an indubitable assumption, everything that he builds on it will be secure
· This is how he proposes to have absolutely certain knowledge of the world
· He will take things he’s always believed in the past and call them into doubt
C. Doubting the senses (contingent truths)
· Upon reflection, I realize that many of the things that I’ve learned are actually false, and so I come to doubt what I know
· My senses are a main source of my knowledge, yet I know that they can sometimes deceive me.

· bent stick in water

· water on the road ahead

· square tower looks round from afar

· Should I trust my senses if they’ve lied to me in the past?

· Do we trust people once we know they’ve deceived us?

· Perhaps some, but we can never be certain that they’re telling the truth

· But aren’t there some things I can be certain of, like my being here writing right now? Can’t I trust my senses that far?

D. The Dream Hypothesis (doubting the waking state)
· Aren’t there things my senses make utterly plain to me

· But haven’t there been times when I was dreaming and I was sure I awake?

· Examples: 

· my mundane dreams (I remember buying the hardware)
· Stan Laurel’s dream (“I was dreaming I was awake, but woke up to find I was asleep.”)
· Alethea’s question (“How do we know we’re not God’s dream?”)
· How can we know that we’re not dreaming at any given time?
· pinch yourself?

· can’t you do that in your sleep?

· Is it not possible, then, to doubt all testimony of the senses?

· Hence to doubt all physical realities

· hence all physical sciences
E. Doubting Mathematics (necessary truths)
· But aren’t there some things that we can know are true whether or not we are dreaming?

· Aren’t the truths of geometry and arithmetic (simple natures), for instance, true regardless of our dreaming or waking state?

· Isn’t 2+2=4 true regardless of any circumstances?
· Malicious Demon/Evil Genius

· But isn’t it possible that there’s a malevolent deity that wishes to deceive me?

· Couldn’t it be that he makes me think that 2+2=4 when it’s really 5?

· How could I know if he were manipulating my mind in this way?

· By virtue of this it’s even possible to doubt necessary truths such as 2+2=4, a² +b²=c²
Summary of Meditation I
A. Descartes’ Doubt
· Recall what Descartes is up to: reconstructing science using doubt as a method

· To clear the way for the mathematician of science, Descartes will first inquire into the nature of ultimate reality – he will do metaphysics (“First Philosophy”)

· To find the nature of reality, he will focus on his own consciousness, considering what kinds of things he can know for sure (i.e., beyond doubt).
· To find what it is that he can know for sure, he will conduct a thought experiment
· In this experiment, he will find what it is that he can’t doubt, hence be certain about, by seeing what it is possible to doubt
· So his first task is to set out to doubt everything, and see where that leads him

B. What He Can Doubt
· Remember, we’re not considering what Descartes does in fact doubt, but what he can doubt

· It’s an important difference since if he can find something he cannot doubt, that may serve as his foundation

· First, he doubts the senses (contingent truths):

· They deceive me through illusions
· Even where they don’t (or can’t) it’s always possible that I’m dreaming
· Second,  he doubts mathematics (even necessary truths):

· It’s possible that a great and powerful deceiver is manipulating my mind into thinking 2+2=4 when it’s really 5

· Since he’s so powerful, he can do this any time I reason out the simplest demonstration
