Descartes’ Meditations
Lecture 2

Structure of the Meditations:

6 Meditations together with Objections and Replies: From Caterus; Mersenne (2 sets); Hobbes; Arnauld; Gassendi; Bourdin.

1. Meditator engages in a process of doubt.  

2. Meditator finds that the existence and nature of his own mind are better known than are material things.

3. Meditator considers two proofs of the existence of God.

4. Meditator learns to guide judgement in order to find truth and avoid error.

5. Meditator considers the essence of material things and considers another proof for the existence of God.

6. Meditator discovers a real distinction between mind and body and proves the existence of material things.

First Meditation: What can be called into doubt

‘Semel in Vita’: The Method of Doubt as an exercise that it is necessary to undertake “once in the course of my life” in order to establish “anything at all in the sciences that is stable and likely to last”.

Providing grounds for doubting something is not equivalent to showing that thing to be false. Providing grounds for doubt involves providing reason to withhold assent. 

Undermining the foundations – the source of one’s beliefs – the senses.

1. The existence of sensory error: the senses sometimes deceive. But Meditator notes the limitations of this strategy. Note also that he rejects the idea of reasoning on the assumption that he is mad.

2. The dream argument: “There are never any sure signs by means of which being awake can be distinguished from being asleep.” Note that one’s own body and bodily action comes under sceptical attack here: “moving my head”, “stretching out my hand”. “Perhaps, indeed, I do not have such hands or such a body at all”. 

3. The Painting Analogy: “although these general kinds of things – eyes, head, hands and so on – could be imaginary, it must at least be admitted that certain other, even simpler, and more universal things are real”. Dreams are based on previous experiences, just as the fictitious, imaginary renderings of a painter are based on the previously perceived. (Compare the idea that in order to imagine/dream the existence of something red, I must have previously seen something red). Considers the possibility that disciplines that depend on the study of “composite” things are doubtful, while those that deal with the simplest and most general things, regardless of whether they exist in nature (arithmetic and geometry), can be certain.

4. The Deceiving God Hypothesis: introduces the hypothesis that there is no shape, no size, no place. Note also the scepticism concerning judgements in arithmetic and geometry. Is the Meditator putting our use of reason in question here? If so, in what way and to what extent? How does this square with the dismissal of the hypothesis that the Meditator is mad?

5. Supposition and Pretence: “My habitual opinions keep coming back… despite the fact that they are in a sense doubtful, it is still much more reasonable to believe than to deny”. “I will pretend for a time that these former opinions are utterly false and imaginary”. “The task now in hand doesn’t involve action but merely the acquisition of knowledge” (Notice that the Meditator gives himself a “free stretch of time” to engage in this method, do he is not distracted by practical questions.)

6. The Malicious Demon: “I will suppose…  some malicious demon of the utmost cunning and power has employed all his energies to deceive me.” (Note that Descartes talks of the kind effort involved in this exercise “this is an arduous undertaking”. What kind of effort? Physical effort? Can he be said to be doing anything? 

General Questions about the Scepticism of the First Meditation:

Descartes talks of ‘doubt’ and ‘certainty’. How are we to understand these terms? Is certainty simply stubborn belief? 

The assumption seems to be that the notion of certainty is to be understood in epistemic terms. We can have epistemic grounds for belief and epistemic grounds for withholding assent. Withholding assent isn’t simply a matter of not believing something. There are lots of things I don’t have beliefs about simply because I’ve never considered them. But if I do consider whether something is true, I am not rationally obliged to assent to it or deny it. An alternative option is to withhold assent. The Meditator is searching for epistemic reasons to withhold assent. A proposition is certain if there can be no such grounds for withholding assent from it. Does this just mean that withholding assent from the proposition would be irrational? There may be certain things concerning which it would be imprudent to withhold assent. But note the significance of Descartes’ claim that “The task now in hand doesn’t involve action”.

Can Descartes’ argument be applied to undermine ordinary claims to know? Do these sceptical arguments just target our knowledge as to whether or not we know? 

In the first Meditation Descartes seems to be appealing to different sceptical hypotheses/scenarios – e.g. the possibility that I am dreaming, the possibility that I am being deceived by a malicious demon. If these sceptical scenarios actually obtain, there are a lots of things I don’t know – e.g. ‘that I am sitting by the fire’. But since we have no reason to think that they do actually obtain, why should my knowledge be threatened in any way? Does the mere possibility that they might actually obtain somehow undermine my knowledge? 

The fact that it’s possible that I don’t know p doesn’t in itself entail that I don’t know p. So how is my knowledge supposed to be threatened? 

We might reason in the following way:
I know that p entails q. 

If I know p, and I know that p entails q, then I know that q.

So if I don’t know that q, I don’t know that p.
I don’t know that q, therefore I don’t know that p.
E.g. I know that if I’m giving a lecture, I am not a brain in a vat.

If I know that I’m giving a lecture, and I know that if I’m giving a lecture then I’m not a brain in a vat, then I know that I’m not a brain in a vat.

So if I don’t know that I’m not a brain in a vat, then I don’t know I’m giving a lecture.
I don’t know that I’m not a brain in a vat. Therefore, I don’t know that I’m giving a lecture.
Do I know that I’m not a brain in a vat?

Do I have any evidence that I’m not a brain in a vat?

I seem to have evidence that I’m not a brain in a vat. But if I were a brain in a vat, perhaps it might seem to me as though I have such evidence. So perhaps, after all, I lack any evidence that establishes that I’m not a brain in a vat.

In which case, I don’t know that I’m not a brain in a vat.

In which case, I don’t know that I’m giving a lecture. 

Reading

First Meditation

Objections and Replies on Meditation One [pp. 63-67 in Cottingham]
Preface and Synopsis (the latter, in particular, is extremely helpful)

*G. Hatfield: Descartes and the Meditations, chs. 1 & 3
*B. Williams: Descartes: The Project of Pure Inquiry, ch. 2 (and Appendix 3)
