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René Descartes (1596-1690):  
French philosopher, scientist, and mathematician 
 

- Often considered the “father of Modern philosophy” 
-  (where ‘Modern’ refers to the era from the 

Renaissance to roughly the mid-20th century) 

His Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) present his views on 
epistemology, metaphysics, and the mind. 
 

–  These are written like diary entries from six consecutive days         
spent “meditating” (thinking really deeply) on philosophical problems, 
•  ….but that was probably just a rhetorical trick to it seem like        

he revolutionized philosophy in less than a week. 

Much like Russell (who asked “Is there any knowledge in the world        
which is so certain that no reasonable man can doubt it?”), 
 

–  Descartes wanted to know if there is anything                               
“certain and unshakeable” that he could know, free from any doubt. (1) 

2	  



Meditation I concerns “what can be called into doubt”. 
 

•  Descartes is motivated by the realization that                                      
many of his childhood beliefs turned out to be false.  
–  “I was struck by the large number of falsehoods                                              

that I had accepted as true in my childhood,  
–  and by the highly doubtful nature of the whole edifice                                

that I had subsequently based on them.” (1) 

Ø He decides to doubt everything he has ever believed. 

-  “I realized that it was necessary, once in the course of            
my life, to demolish everything completely  

-  and start again right from the foundations if I wanted                 
to establish anything at all in the sciences [i.e., philosophy]                    
that was stable and likely to last.” (1)  

-  “Reason now leads me to think that I should hold back my 
assent from opinions which are not completely certain and 
indubitable just as carefully as I do from those which are 
patently false.” (2) 

Ø Descartes is embracing skepticism: that one should 
withhold belief in x if one lacks true knowledge of it. 3	  



“So today I have expressly rid my mind of all worries                                             
and arranged for myself a clear stretch of free time.  
 

Ø  I am here quite alone, and at last I will devote myself sincerely     
and without reservation to the general demolition of my opinions. 

–  But to accomplish this, it will not be necessary for me to show             
that all my opinions are false,  
•  which is something I could perhaps never manage.  

–  So, for the purpose of rejecting all my opinions,                                               
it will be enough if I find in each of them at least some reason for doubt.  

-  And to do this I will not need to run through them all 
individually, which would be an endless task.  

Ø Once the foundations of a building are undermined,    
anything built on them collapses of its own accord;  
»  so I will go straight for the basic principles                   

on which all my former beliefs rested.” (1)   
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“Whatever I have up till now accepted                      
as most true I have acquired                              
either from the senses or through the senses.”  

–  So, like Locke & Russell,                             
Descartes acknowledges that sensory experience  
is the source of most of our ideas. 

•  “But from time to time I have found that          
the senses deceive,  
–  and it is prudent never to trust completely those 

who have deceived us even once.” (1) 

»  E.g., our senses sometimes 
produce illusions: 
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proof of the “checker shadow illusion”: bit.ly/1KtJIYq 
	  



“Yet although the senses occasionally deceive us  with 
respect to objects which are very small  or in the distance,”   

»  [E.g., in the Leaning Tower of Pisa illusion] 
 

–  “there are many other beliefs about which     
doubt is quite impossible,  

–  even though they are derived from the senses. 
»  for example, that I am here, sitting by the fire,    

wearing a winter dressing-gown,                           
holding this piece of paper in my hands, and so on.”  

 

 

Descartes remarks that it would be especially impossible                          
to doubt one’s belief in the existence of one’s own body. 
 

Ø  “…how could it be denied that these hands                         
or this whole body are mine?  
•  Unless perhaps I were to liken myself to madmen,            

[who]…firmly maintain they are kings when they are paupers,  
•  or say they are dressed in purple when they are naked, 
•  or that their heads are made of earthenware,  
•  or that they are pumpkins, or made of glass.” (1) 
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“A brilliant piece of reasoning!” 
•  [He says this facetiously, as a joke:                                                                 

because he has just found a major problem with his reasoning.] 
 

–  “…As if I were not a man who sleeps at night,  
–  and regularly has all the same experiences while asleep as madmen     

do when awake – indeed sometimes even more improbable ones.   
•  How often, asleep at night, am I convinced of just such           

familiar events  –  that I am here in my dressing-gown,                
sitting by the fire – when in fact I am lying undressed in bed!”  

» He has just realized that                                           
he cannot establish that his beliefs are indubitable   
by contrasting them with the beliefs of a “madman”, 
•  because during his dreams he falls prey to beliefs     

just as bizarre as a madman’s. 

» Descartes is concerned that if we’re susceptible                  
to believing falsehoods in our dreams,  

» we might be susceptible to believing falsehoods 
while we’re awake. 
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He tries to reassure himself that his current experiences 
correspond to what is real, and aren’t part of a dream: 
 

•  “Yet at the moment my eyes are certainly wide awake   
when I look at this piece of paper;  
–  I shake my head and it is not asleep;  
–  as I stretch out and feel my hand I do so deliberately, 

and I know what I am doing.  
–  All this would not happen with such distinctness       

to someone asleep.” (2) 

…but then he realizes that what he believes                
to be true from these seemingly ordinary experiences             
could just be falsehoods from his dreams, too! 
 

•  Indeed! As if I did not remember other occasions        
when I have been tricked by exactly similar thoughts  
while asleep!” (ibid.) 

Ø  If what happens in our dreams can seem so real, 
Ø  why couldn’t everything that seems so real                 

in ordinary life turn out to be just a dream? 
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“As I think about this more carefully,  
Ø  I see plainly that                                                                                  

there are never any sure signs                                                                                 
by means of which being awake                                                                           
can be distinguished from being asleep.”  

 

Ø  This conclusion of Descartes’ famous Dream Argument                                                
is the basis of many thought experiments                                                               
(like ‘the brain in the vat’, & the idea of The Matrix) 

-  all of which suggest that we may never know for sure                                 
whether we are experiencing reality, or a mere simulation. 
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» How do you know you’re not dreaming                         
right now? 

Descartes says that we don’t know for sure that we’re not dreaming, 
–  because the contents of our dreams sometimes are           

indistinguishable from ordinary experiences. 

…But perhaps we can conclude that the contents of our dreams                   
must be modeled off of something real: 
 

–  “Suppose then that I am dreaming, and that these particulars                            
-- that my eyes are open, that I moving my head                                             
and stretching out my hands  -- are not true.  
•  Perhaps, indeed, I do not even have such hands or such a body at all.  

–  Nonetheless, it must surely be admitted that the visions                             
which come in sleep are like paintings,  

–  which must have been fashioned in the likeness of things that are real, 

•  and hence that at least these general kinds of things                                  
-- eyes, head, hands and the body as a whole --                                       
are things which are not imaginary but are real and exist.” (2)  
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Descartes suggests that we may be able to infer that                                      
the following things are real, since they are basic elements of all our ideas: 
 

–  “corporeal nature in general, and its extension [i.e. matter];  
–  the shape of extended things;  
–  the quantity, or size and number of these things; 
–   the place in which they may exist, 
–   the time through which they may endure” (2) 

“…a reasonable conclusion from this might be that…                        
arithmetic, geometry and other subjects of this kind,  

–  which deal only with the simplest and most general things, regardless of whether 
they really exist in nature or not, contain something certain and indubitable.  

-  For whether I am awake or asleep,  
-  two and three added together are five,  
-  and a square has no more than four sides.  

-  It seems impossible that such transparent truths should 
incur any suspicion of being false.” (2) 

Ø So maybe mathematical truths are                   
the only thing we cannot possibly doubt. 
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2	  +	  3	  =	  5	  
a2	  +	  b2	  =	  c2	  



Now Descartes raises another worry: 
–  how do we know that an omnipotent God                                    

isn’t just deceiving us by putting all these ideas into our minds? 

•  “…firmly rooted in my mind is the long-standing opinion       
that there is an omnipotent [all-powerful] God                          
who made me  the kind of creature that I am.  

– How do I know that he has not brought it about that        
there is no earth, no sky, no extended thing                
[physical objects], no shape, no size, no place,  
» while at the same time ensuring that all these things 

appear to me to exist just as they do now?” (3) 
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He reasons that God must have allowed that our senses                       
sometimes deceive us, since we do succumb to illusions.  
 

•  This suggests to Descartes that: 
1)  If God can allow us to be deceived sometimes,                                                

then it is possible that God deceives us all the time. 

He considers a potential objection: 
 

•  “But perhaps God would not have allowed me to be deceived in this way,  
–  since he is said to be supremely good.” 
 

He replies to this objection: 
 

–  “But if it were inconsistent with his goodness to have created me                     
such that I am deceived all the time,  

–  it would seem equally foreign to his goodness to allow me to be deceived      
even occasionally; yet this last assertion cannot be made.“ (3) 

Ø  In other words, Descartes thinks: 
–  It must be true that God allows us to be deceived sometimes. 
–  If someone denies the possibility that God deceives us all the time because he 

only does good, then they must also deny that God ever allows us to be deceived. 
•  If they deny a fact which he has established as true they must be wrong. 14	  



He remarks that some people may refuse to believe                                        
that God’s omnipotence means that God can deceive us. 

–  “Perhaps there may be some who would prefer to deny the existence of               
so powerful a God rather than believe that everything else is uncertain.  
•  Let us not argue with them, but grant them that                                       

everything said about God is a fiction.”  
–  i.e., God is not perfect, omnipotent, supremely good, etc. 

•  “According to their supposition, then, I have arrived at my present state       
by fate or chance or a continuous chain of events, or by some other means;” 
–  [instead of by God’s actions] 

•  “yet since deception and error seem to be imperfections, 
•  the less powerful they make my original cause [that is, God],                      

the more likely it is that I am so imperfect as to be deceived all the time.” (3) 

»  Descartes thinks that if God isn’t perfect after all,                               
then God’s creations are probably quite imperfect,  

»  and if we are imperfectly made, then it’s even more likely that              
we are susceptible to developing false beliefs through deception. 

Ø  So either way – whether God is perfect & omnipotent, or imperfect &              
not all-powerful – it seems quite possible that we are being deceived. 15	  



  Descartes laments that: 
•  “My habitual opinions keep coming back,  
•  and, despite my wishes, they capture my belief,  
•  which is as it were bound over to them as a result                                               

of long occupation and the law of custom.” (3) 

Ø  “In view of this, I think it will be a good plan to turn my will                                         
in completely the opposite direction and deceive myself,  

Ø  by pretending for a time that these former opinions are utterly false and imaginary.   
–  I shall do this until the weight of preconceived opinion is counter-balanced  
–  and the distorting influence of habit no longer prevents my judgment             

from perceiving things correctly. 
 

“I will suppose therefore that  
»  not God, who is supremely good and the source of truth, 
»  but rather some malicious demon of                                   

the utmost power & cunning has employed all his energies                                 
in order to deceive me.” (3) 

Ø Pretending that he is being deceived helps him                 

to really cast doubt on everything he believes.     16	  



Meditation 2 concerns “The nature of the human mind,                                  
and how it is better known than the body” 
 
 

“Anything which admits of the slightest doubt                                                  
I will set aside just as if I had found it to be wholly false; 

–  and I will proceed in this way until I recognize something certain,  
–  or, if nothing else, until I at least                                                

recognize for certain that there is no certainty.”     
 

 
 

 

Ø  “…I will suppose then,                                                                     
that everything I see is spurious [that is, false]. 

 

–  I will believe that my memory tells me lies,  
–  and that none of the things that it reports ever happened.  
–  I have no senses.  
–  Body, shape, extension, movement and place are chimeras [illusions]. 

•  So what remains true?  
•  Perhaps just the one fact that nothing is certain.” (4) 
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Yet apart from everything I have just listed,  
•  how do I know that there is not something else which does not allow                     

even the slightest occasion for doubt?  
•  Is there not a [demon]…who puts into me the thoughts I am now having? 
•  But why do I think this, since I myself may perhaps be the author of these thoughts? 

»  In that case am not I, at least, something?” (4)  
•  But I have just said that I have no senses and no body…what follows from this?  

–  Am I not so bound up with a body and with senses                                             
that I cannot exist without them?  

–  But I have convinced myself that there is absolutely nothing  in the world, no 
sky, no earth, no minds, no bodies.  

» Does it now follow that I too do not exist?  
» No: if I convinced myself of something then I certainly 

existed.” (5)  

Ø  Let’s put this argument into a Modus Ponens form: 

1)  If I convinced myself of something,                                         
then I must exist in order to be convinced. 

2)  I convinced myself that I had no body or senses. 
3)    Therefore, I must exist. 
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He continues reasoning: 
 

–  “But there is a deceiver of supreme power and cunning                                  
who is deliberately and constantly deceiving me. 

–  In that case I too undoubtedly exist, if he is deceiving me;  
•  let him deceive me as much as he can, he will never bring it about          

that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something.  

Ø Another Modus Ponens: 

1)  If I am being deceived, then I must exist. 
2)  I am being deceived. 
3)  Therefore, I exist. 

“So after considering everything very thoroughly,  
•  I must finally conclude that this proposition, 

–  I am, I exist,  

•  is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me                                   
or conceived in my mind.” (5) 

» He has found something which he cannot doubt:  
Ø his own existence! 19	  



Now that he knows for sure that he exists, he wants to understand              
the nature of his existence: what kind of thing is he? 

•  He reflects upon how he used to think of himself as                                         
having all sorts of body parts and physical processes, 
–   like eating, moving, sensing, etc. 

•  …but his meditations have called all of those attributes into doubt. 

–  “But what shall I now say that I am,  
–  when I am supposing that there is some                      

supremely powerful and…malicious deceiver,                      
who is deliberately trying to trick me in every way he can?  

»  Can I now assert that I possess                                     
even the most insignificant of all the attributes       
which…belong to the nature of a body?” 

•  He answers his own question with a no: 
•  “Since now I do not have a body,                             

these [attributes] are mere fabrications.” (5) 
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Descartes then asks himself,  
•  “But what about the attributes I assigned to the soul? 

–  At last I have discovered it— thought; this alone is inseparable from me. 
•  I am, I exist—that is certain.  
•  But for how long? For as long as I am thinking.  
•  For it could be that were I totally to cease from thinking,                                

I should totally cease to exist.  
•  At present I am not admitting anything except what is necessarily true. 

•  I am, then, in the strict sense only a thing that thinks;  
–  that is, I am a mind, or intelligence, or intellect, or reason—words whose 

meaning I have been ignorant of until now. 
–  But for all that I am a thing which is real and which truly exists.  
–  But what kind of a thing? As I have just said—a thinking thing.” (6) 

 

Ø Descartes concludes that he is essentially an immaterial mind. 
–  “But what then am I? A thing that thinks.  
–  What is that? A thing that doubts, understands, affirms, denies,               

is willing, is unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory 
perceptions.” (6) 
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So, according to Descartes,  
•  the one thing that we know with      

complete certainty,  
•  and absolutely cannot doubt,  

–  is that we each exist as                          
“a thinking thing”: an immaterial mind.  

In his Discourse on Method (1637) and 
Principles of Philosophy (1644), 
•  Descartes phrases this principle as                   

“I think, therefore I am.” 
Ø In Latin, Cogito, Ergo Sum. 

An 8-Bit video recapping the whole argument:  
•  bit.ly/1NFZxMp 
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Cogito, 
ergo sum. 



Descartes defends his claim that he is an immaterial mind (and not a body) 
with the analogy of the wax (7) 
 

–  We might think we know what the wax is by summarizing                               
all of its sensible qualities (shape, color, hardness, etc.) 

–  But if the wax melts, all of those features change                                                
– yet we can still identify it as wax. 

Ø Hence, we must be able to know the true nature of things                           
by something other than the use of our senses. 

Descartes reasons that we must know the true nature of things only by        
“the faculty of judgment which is in [our] minds”, i.e., our reason. (9) 

–  This reinforces his certainty that he has figured out his own true nature               
by doubting his senses and using reason instead. 
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“But what am I to say about this mind, or about myself?  
 

•  …if I judge that the wax exists from the fact that I see it, 
–  clearly this same fact entails much more evidently      

that I myself also exist.  

•  It is possible that what I see is not really the wax;  
•  it is possible that I do not even have eyes with which             

to see anything.  
–  But when I see, or think I see…, it is simply not possible       

that I who am now thinking am not something. 
–  …every consideration whatsover which contributes          

to the perception of the wax, or of any other body,      
cannot but establish even more effectively                       
the nature of my own mind.” (9) 

 

Descartes concludes that                                                
every single thought, feeling, desire, etc. that we have 
reaffirms the truth of our own existence as thinkers. 
 

–  A video raising some critiques (starting at 2:17):            
bit.ly/1MkZeoS 
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