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      Early Modern Philosophy: Lecture 1—Descartes on Doubt and the Senses 1. The Argumentative Structure of the First Meditation There is room for dispute about the structure: here’s a simple account. This takes Descartes to be using two general principles. Here is the first: (D1) You should doubt (not accept) whatever can be doubted (not accepted). We might take Descartes to be endorsing this when he says this: [N]ow my reason convinces me that I ought not the less carefully to withhold belief from what is not entirely certain and indubitable, than from what is manifestly false. The second principle is this: (D2) You can doubt whatever you can find some reason to doubt. Perhaps that appears in the next sentence of Descartes’s text: [I]t will be sufficient to justify the rejection of the whole if I shall find in each some ground for doubt. The stages of doubt now seem to be these: (S1a) You should doubt the senses, because they have occasionally deceived you; (S1b) But that only applies to perception of objects in peculiar circumstances; it does not give reason to doubt your sense perception of your present environment; (S2a) You should doubt your sense perception of your present environment, because, for all you can tell, you might be dreaming; (S2b) But even dreams have something in common with reality; so that does not give reason to doubt the most fundamental features of reality; (S3a) You should doubt the most fundamental features of reality, and even such things as that 2 + 3 = 5, because if there is an omnipotent God, he could have deceived you into believing these things when they were not really so, and if there isn’t, you have no right to any confidence in the way you form beliefs; (S3b) But the idea of a deceiving God is not really credible; you need instead to suppose that you might be being deceived by a malicious demon. This seems to leave us in a position of fantastic scepticism, accepting almost nothing. Descartes hopes to avoid getting stuck in this position by means of two claims: (D3) You cannot doubt that you exist and that you have the thoughts you have; (D4) Given that you have the idea of God (which you can’t doubt that you have), you cannot doubt that God exists. 1 2. Descartes’s Purposes The key thing to note is that Descartes himself was not a sceptic. His concern was to try to set science on a new foundation. There was at this time a major movement against the Aristotelian science which had been dominant for centuries. Galileo was perhaps the major figure in that movement, but Descartes was also significant—as a scientist as well as a philosopher. Key features of the ambitions of this new science:  It aimed to be systematic  It aimed to be more thoroughly explanatory  It was mathematical  Its province was matter In effect, it was physics, in a sense explained by W. V. Quine in this famous passage: [N]othing happens in the world, not the flutter of an eyelid, not the flicker of a thought, without some redistribution of microphysical states. It is usually hopeless and pointless to determine just what microphysical states elapsed and what ones supervened in the event, but some reshuffling at that level there had to be; physics can settle for no less. If the physicist suspected there was any event that did not consist in a redistribution of the elementary states allowed for by his physical theory, he would seek a way of supplementing his theory. Full coverage in this sense is the very business of physics, and only of physics. (Quine, Theories and Things: 98) The contrast was with merely local sciences, with a threat of empty explanation (e.g., the famous ‘virtus dormativa’), and perhaps no conception of fundamental matter (though this is disputed among Aristotelian scholars). So it looks as if Descartes’s primary purpose was to clear away what led to bad science, and put good science on a new foundation. 3. Descartes’s Method Descartes seems to have thought that the problem was due to an over-reliance on the senses. Why? Perhaps the reasoning is this. If you think that the fundamental nature of things is revealed by a science like physics, it seems that some of the features of things which we ordinarily perceive do not reveal the fundamental nature of things. So, to take a favourite example, colour may not figure at the level of fundamental physics. It is quite natural to take this as indicating that the senses do not reveal things as they really are. And in that case, it seems legitimate to cast doubt on reliance on the senses. And this seems to be the primary purpose of the scepticism in Meditation I. See the description in the Synopsis. 2 4. Two Things to Note a. The ‘Real Colours’ The claim here seems to be that (what turn out to be) the fundamental features of (Cartesian) physics can be seen as essential to the very idea of the world: that is, that provided our experiences relate to the world at all, the world must contain these features. You might wonder whether the reasoning here can be sustained, once we accept that the world may not be as it seems to be. b. The Simple Arithmetical Case Descartes apparently thinks that the certainty that 2 + 3 = 5 survives the dream doubt, but is undermined by the deceiving-God/evil-demon doubt. How is this possible? What does it show about how Descartes thinks of numbers? 5. The Nature of the Scepticism People often forget that Descartes originally used his doubt for a very specific purpose, and it has grown to be seen as a more general kind of doubt. The scepticism which Descartes is exploiting here is Pyrrhonism (after Pyrrho, who lived in the late 4th and early 3rd centuries BC; the chief surviving source for these ideas is the work of Sextus Empiricus). Pyrrhonism tends towards (though it cannot precisely assert) this conclusion: (PS) You should suspend judgement about everything. This is distinct from modern forms of scepticism, which argue or assert: (MS) Knowledge is impossible. Despite this distinction, I suspect that the modern form, (MS), is only taken as seriously as it is because it is implicitly taken to lead to the Pyrrhonian form, (PS). You might make the link by means of this claim: (K1) You should only believe that p if you think you know that p. (MS) presumably implies this: (K2) You should never think you know anything. And (K1) and (K2) together seem to imply (PS). Modern scepticism uses a version of Descartes’s malicious-demon hypothesis to make its threat compelling. What if you were nothing but a brain in a vat on Alpha Centauri, being fed various stimuli by a mad scientist? In that case, the fact that you believed something would be no indication that it was likely to be true. But you don’t know that you’re not a brain in a vat on Alpha Centauri. So (the argument is supposed to run) you don’t know that any of your beliefs are true. 3 6. How Should You Deal with Scepticism? a. Try to refute it on its own terms? Thus Descartes, who tries to find a foundation of indubitable truths. Or: you might try to prove you’re not dreaming, not being deceived by a demon, not a brain in a vat, etc.. But (as Descartes says) every bit of evidence looks as if it’s something which could itself have been dreamed, etc.. b. Attack the sceptic’s argument? E.g., claim that you could know that many of your ordinary beliefs are true even though you don’t know that you’re not a brain in a vat on Alpha Centauri. c. Show that accepting scepticism involves presuppositions which are inconsistent with scepticism This means that the sceptical conclusion cannot rationally be accepted. This kind of argument is in the style of arguments proposed by Kant, known as transcendental arguments. Notice, however, that it does not show that the sceptical conclusion is false. 7. Self-Refutation? Are (D1) and (D2) self-refuting, on reflection? Michael Morris 4 
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