
 
 

101 Fall 2018 René Descartes 
 

 

● 1596-1650 
● the epistemological turn 
● Descartes’ sceptical methodology 

○ paste rrors 
○ dream hypothesis 
○ evil demon hypothesis 

● the unique indubitability of the ‘I am’ 
● mini discussions: 

○ does being wrong about some things mean you should worry about being 
wrong about others? 

○ can we know that we are not in a dream? can we know that we are not a brain in a vat? 

the epistemological turn 
● defines modern philosophy 

○ “first philosophy” no longer “what is 
there” (metaphysics) 

○ but “do we and how can we know” what 
there is (epistemology) 

 

 

 

sceptical worries and doubts 
● So what makes an investigation of knowledge necessary? 

○ Descartes comes up with a real concern and extends it through thought experiments 
○ “Several years have now passed since I first realized how numerous were the false opinions that in my 

youth I had taken to be true, and thus how doubtful were all 
those that I had subsequently built upon them.” M17 

○ What gets him started is the realisation that he has been 
wrong about things before 

● consequently, it is not enough just to 
eliminate the past mistakes and everything 
built upon them 

○ a suspicion has been introduced! 
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○ now he knows it is possible to be confident about things he nevertheless is 
wrong about 

○ if he was wrong about things before, why should he not suspect he might be 
wrong about things now? 

■ even things which seem certain to him now 
● mini discussion: 

○ does being wrong about some things mean you should worry about being wrong about others? 
● solution: 

○ “At last I will apply myself earnestly and unreservedly to this general demolition of my opinions.” M18 
○ not only what is false, but belief which is not absolutely certain must be put in doubt 

■ what does that leave? 
● what about knowledge through the senses 

○ senses can be deceptive 
○ but often they aren’t 

● there are things which he could hardly be mistaken about 
○ “But on what grounds could one deny that these hands and this entire body 

are mine?” M19 

The dream hypothesis 
● Descartes takes things further with the hypothesis of the dream 

○ “I see so plainly that there are no definitive signs by which to distinguish being awake from being 
asleep.” M19 

● Anything that you could appeal to as evidence that you are really seeing what you seem to be seeing would 
look no different if you were in a holistic, self-contained and systematically falsified illusion (such as a dream 

● the dream hypothesis doesn’t affect all knowledge, though 
○ what is left untroubled—mathematics and geometry 

■ because the basic postulates and axioms of the ideal sciences are invariant whether or not you 
are sleeping or awake 

● of course, the proofs couldn’t get too complicated or my error-proneness would cover 
them again 

The Evil genius hypothesis 
● Descartes ups the ante again with this thought 

experiment 
○ an evil genius with the power of God is 

deceiving me at every turn 
■ contemporary examples: 

● any number of brain in a vat 
thought experiments (Hilary 
Putnam) 

● the simulation argument 
○ “Are you living in a 

computer simulation?” 
Nick Bostrom in 
Philosophical Quarterly 
(2003) Vol. 53, No. 211, pp. 243-255. 
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○ argues that either the human race will soon go extinct, or else we are more likely 
to be living in a simulation 

● the matrix 
● analytic truths which would be correct regardless of the existence of the external world, may be rendered 

dubious by the possibility that I am deceived by an evil genius 
○ analytic ideas: These are ideas such as the rectangle only having four sides or 2 plus 3 totaling 5—ideas 

which can’t be denied without contradiction.  

○ the rule that a square must have four equal sides is exact and true whether or not it is formulated in a 
dream. 

● the evil demon does not make it possible that the rules concerning squares are false, it introduces the 
possibility that I could be mistaken about it 

● mini discussion: 
○ can we know that we are not in a dream? can we know that we are not a brain in a vat? 

the ‘I am’ 
○ self-evidence 

■ identity, not individuation 
■ read m25 

○ impervious to doubt 
■ because of the simplicity of the claim 
■ the identity of the claim itself with what is being claimed 

● the fact that I can think “I am” is evidence that I am 
○ evidence, not argument: 

■ the “I am” is evidence 
■ the argument is what surrounds it: 

● the claim that it cannot be a false thought 
○ that wherever the thought exists it is necessarily true 

■ ‘I am, I exist’ is a simple claim 
● “I think, therefore I am” (Discourse on Method) looks like an argument, but it isn’t one 

■ If it were a general argument, it should include a general premise; something like “whatever 
thinks, exists”. 

● could the argument be solidified by supplying this missing premise? 

● could this supply us with an argument that had the indubitability of the “I am”? 

■ no, to do so would be to complicate the simple claim 

● it would first be necessary to investigate and determine the meaning of thought, 
existence, the self, and every other term  

● the complexity of the argument would leave it open to error and deception 

○ the evil genius could deceive me about the general necessity of existence for 
thought the same way that they could deceive me about 2+2=4  

Simplicity 
● the “I am” works as a starting point 
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● it is absolutely simple 
○ it’s strength is that it does not prove something, but provides evidence of something 

● what Descartes seeks at this point is an absolutely certain starting point for teh demonstrations 
that are to follow 

meditation 
■ preface: “I do not advise anyone to read these things except those who have both the ability and 

the desire to meditate seriously with me” 
■ it’s not enough to read Descartes, you have to meditate with him 
■ why? 

● the “I am” constitutes evidence 
○ you can only get this evidence meditating 
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