Descartes’ Meditations
Lecture 3

Second Meditation

The nature of the mind and how it is better known than the body

How much does Descartes purport to establish about the nature of the mind in the second Meditation? Note that in the synopsis he warns that full knowledge of the mind’s essence must won’t be established until the sixth Meditation. He also says there that the immortality of the soul is not demonstrated in this work.

1. The search for an Archimedean point: the hope of finding one thing that is “certain and unshakeable” which will lead to further knowledge.

The Meditator raises the question of his own existence. “But I have said that I have no body and no senses… what follows from this?” “Am I not so bound up with a body and with senses that I cannot exist without them?”

The Meditator re-rehearses his lack of certainty concerning the existence of the material world including his body. The ground for doubt is re-introduced: “a deceiver of supreme power and cunning who is constantly deceiving me”.

Here we reach the Archimedean point:

“I undoubtedly exist, if he is deceiving me.” This proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind”.

2. Understanding what this ‘I’ is: The strategy is to start with former opinions, subtract what is not certain, and so determine what is left as “unshakeable”.

Previous opinions: (a) I have a body. (b) I am nourished, move about, engage in sense-perception and thinking – described as “attributed to the soul”. What else did he previously believe about these things? The nature of the soul is “imagined to be something tenuous” – like a wind or fire or ether. Body has shape, location, occupies space in way that excludes other bodies. Self-movement, sensation, and thought as “quite foreign to the nature of body”, and a “source of wonder”.

Given the sceptical hypothesis, which of these things can be “subtracted”? Anything to do with body, including sense-perception. Note here the claim that sense-perception “surely does not occur without a body”. So what are we left with?

Thinking. Thought alone is inseparable from me. “It could be that were I to cease from thinking I should totally cease to exist”. What kind of thing am I? “a thinking thing”.

Note Descartes’ caution here: “may it not perhaps be the case that these very things which I am supposing to be nothing, because they are unknown to me, are in reality identical with the ‘I’ of which I am aware? I do not know…” But he does say that “none of the things that the imagination enables me to grasp is at all relevant to this knowledge of myself which I possess.” The claim here appears to be that my certainty that I exist does not depend on sense-perception or imagination. Implicit here seems to be the idea that this certainty depends solely on the Intellect. 

3. What is a thinking thing? The Meditator lists a number of things: “A thing that doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory perceptions.” How to square this with the earlier assertion that sense-perception requires a body?

“Even if… none of the objects of imagination are real, the power of imagination is something which really exists and is part of my thinking.” “I certainly seem to see, to hear… This cannot be false… in this restricted sense of the term it is simply thinking”.

What makes the activities that are listed here all instances of ‘thinking’? Is there something they all have in common?

4. Giving the mind a “free reign”: The hope is that this will address the worry that it is intuitive to think that what can be sensed and imagined is better known than what isn’t sensed and imagined. This leads to the discussion of the piece of wax. What I know of the wax by means of the sense alters, but the wax remains. “I can grasp that the wax is capable of countless changes, yet I am unable to run through this immeasurable number of changes in my imagination… The nature of this piece of wax is in no way revealed by my imagination, but is perceived by the mind alone.” “Something which I thought I was seeing with my eyes is in fact grasped solely by the faculty of judgement which is in my mind”. Note the claim implicit here about the role of judgement in acquiring knowledge through sense-perception. Note the Meditator’s claim that he is not here distinguishing between seeing something and thinking that he is seeing something. The suggestion here appears to be that the Intellect is required for sense perception.

5. Re-affirming the idea that the mind is better known than body: “every consideration whatsoever that contributes to my understanding of the wax, or of any other body, cannot but establish even more effectively the nature of my own mind”. An important conclusion of this Meditation is that “even bodies are not strictly perceived by the sense or the faculty of the imagination but by the intellect alone… and in view of this I know… that I can achieve an easier and more evident perception of my own mind than anything else.”

Note the relevance of this discussion to Descrates’ aim of providing a metaphysical foundation for his physics.

The Cogito Argument

Is this a deductive argument? If so, what are the premises of the argument and what entitles the Meditator to them? E.g. is the conclusion ‘I exist’ deduced from the premise ‘I am thinking?’ If so, what further premise is needed to make the argument valid?

The Lichtenberg objection: what entitles to Meditator to the claim ‘I am thinking’, rather than ‘thinking is occurring’?

What are the presuppositions of engaging in the method of doubt, and how does this bear on the Meditator’s certainty that he is thinking and that he exists?

Does ‘I know that I am thinking’ follow from ‘There can be no grounds for me to doubt that I am thinking’?. Has Descartes given us here any account of how we know our own minds?
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