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Outline and critically assess Descartes’s method of doubt.

Rene Descartes (1596 – 1650), known as the Father of Modern Philosophy, was a rationalist concerned with understanding universal truths and the process of acquiring knowledge. According to Markie (2017) ‘‘rationalists claim that there are significant ways in which our concepts and knowledge are gained independently of sense experience.’’ This undermines the traditional ‘‘empiricists claim that sense experience is the ultimate source of all our concepts and knowledge.’’ Markie (2017) which was the norm at the time. Rationalist methods have been implemented by philosophers as far back as the pre-Socratic philosophers who were in search of a better understanding of the world derived from reason and not the senses. They challenged the mythological view of the world and sought out answers to metaphysical and epistemological answers (Osborne, 1997). Similarly, only 1600 years later, Descartes, now energised by a scientific revolution, is also seeking new answers to the same questions using a radicalised rational method as will be outlined.

Descartes was a mathematician and scientist, and his work greatly influenced scientific development. Ariew (2015) believes that ‘‘Descartes altered the traditional relations between physics and mathematics and between physics and metaphysics.’’ Descartes bridged the gap between geometry and algebra and influenced Newton’s law of motion. Using a rationalist approach as well as his scientific and mathematic influences, Descartes produced one of the most influential pieces of epistemological work to date - Meditations on First Philosophy.

In the seventeenth century when Descartes was writing, the dominant view of a Christianised version of Aristotle’s physics and philosophical beliefs were ingrained into society. Descartes’ was critical of Aristotle’s views as Mingucci, (2018) explains ‘‘Descartes defines his philosophical system in contraposition to the medieval Aristotelian-based tradition in which he himself was instructed’’. Explaining that Descartes was ultimately still a product of the Aristotelian tradition. However, his work can be viewed as on the edge of throwing out these Aristotelian traditional, rooted views, however, he does not move away from them completely.

Descartes was also acquainted with and influenced by Galileo. Galileo however was an empiricist. Both were writing during the rejection of Aristotle when scientific advancements were beginning to disprove Aristotle’s work. For example, the heliocentric view of the universe, that the sun lies at the centre, was beginning to gain more traction directly disproving Aristotle’s view that ‘‘the true centre, the natural or living centre of the Universe is the sphere of the fixed stars’’ Grenada (2004). Galileo introduced the argument that the world was mechanical, i.e., that objects do not move by themselves, arguing against Aristotle’s’ view that the mind is connected with nature. The invention of the telescope for example, allowed a far better understanding of the planets, stars and moon, and their placement and relationship to one another than ever before. This was close to the beginning of the Scientific Revolution in which Galileo, Newton and Descartes all played a major role. Scientific and mathematical advancements ‘‘led to a revolutionary philosophy… [however,] Aristotelian concepts and terminology persisted’’ (Dea et al. 2018) as can be reflected in Descartes’ work.

However, during this period, it was particularly dangerous to dispute traditional ‘scientific fact’, as Galileo found when he published ‘The Starry Messenger” in 1610 endorsing the heliocentric theory of Nicolaus Copernicus. Following this he proposed a theory of the tides in 1616, crediting the cause of tides to the motion of the Earth. Later in 1632 he published “Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems,” which again endorsed the heliocentric theory (Madsen Pirie, 2019). Galileo was found trailed and found guilty of heresy and sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of his life. Descartes spent much of his life living in Denmark in solitude ‘‘changing [his] residence frequently, protecting his privacy and opportunities for study.’’ (Clarke, 2003) 

Plato, another great philosophical influencer, believed that the physical world was not knowable, as is outlined in his theory of forms, whereby one cannot truly know knowledge, for example beauty, and that the experience of humans is just a projection. As everything is always changing, it would be impossible to have true understanding. (Heinaman, 1997) Descartes argues against the notion that knowledge is a) not acquirable and b) is gained through experience (of the senses). However, Descartes does agree with Plato that knowledge requires certainty. They were both foundationalists – that is, they both look for the ultimate truth that cannot be doubted – in Plato’s case, the forms – and then build further knowledge from this platform. Ali and Richard Fumerton (2018) state that ‘Descartes famously held that all knowledge must rest on a secure foundation of indubitable truths... Many other philosophers of the early modern period, including Locke, Leibniz, Berkeley, Hume, and Reid, all seemed to accept foundationalism as well.’’

Descartes is one of the most influential philosophers regarding the quest for epistemological understanding. Epistemology, the process of the acquisition of knowledge and to what extent we can acquire and understand knowledge, is something philosophers have been debating for centuries. The pre-Socratic philosophers were one of the first groups of philosophers to begin looking outside of mythological reasonings for the existence of the world, the construction of the universe and our understanding of it. Plato and Aristotle followed, and it was the Aristotelian theory that then dominated views for centuries.

Descartes’ objective was to devise a strategy with the goal to understand how one can acquire knowledge – the method of doubt, also known as Cartesian doubt – is outlined in Descartes’ Mediations. Descartes’ strategy put pressure on the Aristotelian tradition. The method of doubt is based on Descartes desire for absolute certainty, and the ability therefore to not be able to doubt. As previously mentioned, Descartes wished to use this universal certainty as a foundation to then rebuild his knowledge and understanding of the world. Rosenthal (2015) described the method as ‘‘an exploration of how much it is psychologically possible to doubt if one puts as much mental effort into the doubting as one can.’’ Descartes is interested in a metaphysical understanding and uses the mediations to begin to prepare his audience for inevitable big scientific changes. These scientific new discoveries would require a new way of thinking, looking at, and understanding of the world. As Descartes saw first-hand what happened to Galileo if someone were to undermine to church’s beliefs (with new scientific advancements), this work was written to facilitate change by exploring an extreme rebirth in the method of contemplating and debating our epistemological beliefs. 

Descartes’ Method of Doubt strategy to acquire real knowledge can be broken down into three main steps. The first step sees Descartes take his previous beliefs and subject them to doubt. The second step therefore is to disprove their truth and categorise them as false. Descartes finally methodologically repeats this until he can find the universal truth, or something which cannot be doubted and then builds up from there. Descartes first describes and then implements this method throughout the 6 meditations within Meditations on First Philosophy. Almog (2009) describes the meditations as broken down as follows: In Meditation 1 Descartes outlines how wrong our current foundations are. Throughout Meditations 2 to 6 we re-find our knowledge and Descartes ends with Meditation 6 ‘‘presenting us with a now secure and well justified system (really, architecture) of knowledge, with the all-powerful sceptical virus finally contained.’’

To begin, Descartes debates the certainty of four main subjects: the senses, the physical world, the existence of God, and mathematics. The senses had long been perceived as the window to knowledge. Many influential philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle had outlined their theories of epistemology based on the experienced gained from the senses. Plato’s cave allegory depicts a group of men imprisoned in a dark cave with only shadows of the human world as their reality. This representation of humans without true knowledge is clearly determined by the senses, for when a prisoner is freed and released outside the cave, his growth of knowledge is directly linked to his senses wakening in the outside (real) world. It is only once the prisoner’s senses have adjusted to the real world is he enlightened with true knowledge and understanding of the world in which he lives. When outside of the cave (the representation of how we all live), the prisoner experiences what Plato calls ‘the forms’ i.e., the purest form of knowledge of which every object or quality has. Aristotle too believed that sensory experience, including the minds interpretations of the senses, led to a better understanding of the world. In contrast to Plato’s theory of forms, Aristotle did not believe we only experience imitations of experience. 

Finally, mathematics, the laws of mathematics have guided many and are believed to be sound and unfathomable true. As we know, Descartes himself was a mathematical genius and is responsible for the Cartesian coordinate system as well as analytical geometry. Descartes disputing the existence of mathematics shows us that the thoughts outlined in the meditations are clearly not his own. However, the method is a platform in which to show a different, radical perspective and way of thinking and critiquing information. 

Descartes begins implementing his Method of Doubt by stating he wishes to ‘challenge directly all the first principles on which everything I formerly believed rests. Everything I accepted as being true up to now I acquired from the senses or through the senses.’ (Descartes, 2003, p.19). He challenges his truth derived from the senses. The senses have provided him with much of his version of the truth and knowledge. He then subjects the senses to doubt. Descartes outlines the notion that the senses are unreliable as there are many examples of when the senses perceive false truths. For example, that the sun looks small as it far away, or that straight lines can bend if in water or a reflection. There are numerous examples of this, colours being perceived as different in different lights, echoes making sounds seem closer or further away than they are and shapes changing shape depending on the angle in which they are held. This directly argues against the empiricist view that knowledge is acquired by experience, which relies heavily on the senses. George Dicker (2015) outlines an argument made by Maurice Mandelbaum whereby he says that this argument is self-refuting. A self-refuting statement, or in this case argument, is one which disproves itself using the same argument posed. Mandelbaum would argue that the examples Descartes outlines proving his senses deceive him, are in fact also disproved by his senses. For example, a shape that seems to be a different shape, when turned to the correct position or angle can then be seen for what it truly is (and you use your senses, in this case sight, to decipher the truth). Dicker (2015) goes on to refute this critique ‘‘He [Descartes] does not argue from the premise that his senses are sometimes deceptive to the conclusion that they may always be deceptive. Rather, he concludes that he should not trust his senses completely.’’ 

Descartes, having now taken a belief, subjected it to doubt and deemed it as unreliable, repeats the process. This time contemplating the truth found in, and the existence of, the physical world. Recollect here that the object of the method of doubt is to continue to disprove truths (born from infancy) once thought of as certain until he reaches his goal of not being about to doubt the truth of something. Gassendi (Descartes 2003) objects to Descartes’ longwinded method asking ‘‘why didn’t you didn’t say, simply and briefly, you were regarding your previous knowledge as uncertain so that you could later single out what you found to be true?’’ Gassendi (Descartes 2003) argues that it was unnecessary and unbelievable. To which Descartes (2003) replies ‘‘Is it really so easy to free ourselves from all the errors we have soaked up since our infancy?’’ Hence why Descartes continues his quest for truth by methodically ruling out ‘once thought-of truths’ one by one.

Now looking at the physical world, Descartes ask if we can trust our senses in general. For example, is that really a tree, a table, a book? He concludes that yes, you can doubt this using the dream analogy. Descartes compares the sensation of dreaming and being awake. When you are dreaming of a table, you believe this object to be real. If you dream of a tree, you do not doubt its existence. Only upon waking do you release it was a not real, but a dream. ‘I see so clearly that I can never distinguish, by reliable signs, being awake from being asleep’ (Descartes, 2003, p.19). Therefore, can we ever trust that the physical world exists and that we are not just dreaming? Descartes is using dreaming as a mechanism to show that you can prove the physical worlds’ existence, not that he necessarily believes this himself.

Using the method of doubt, Descartes goes on to dispute the existence of God. He believes that God is ‘good in the highest degree’ (Descartes, 2003, p. 21). He challenges His existence as he cannot believe that God would deceive him. He argues that an evil genius, who has the ultimate power of God could be deceiving us into believing that there is a physical world, when there might not be. He described him as an ‘evil mind, who is all powerful and cunning [and] has devoted all their energies to deceiving me’ (Descartes, 2003, p.22). As God is entirely good, why would He make a world in which our senses deceive us? Descartes therefore concludes that God might not exist.

Descartes has concluded thus far that there is no true evidence of the physical world as we cannot trust the senses or know for sure if we are awake or asleep, and that it is possible an evil genius is controlling us and deceiving our depiction of the world and our knowledge of it. We begin to see the radical lengths the method takes Descartes.

Moving to the next topic to be doubted, Descartes looks at Mathematics. The pre-Socratic philosophers often went to the laws of mathematics when search for understanding of truth and knowledge. Hussey (2008, p.130) explains that Pythagoras believed ‘‘mathematics reveals an abstract structure in things; and secondly that this abstract structure may be the key to the essential nature of things. Plato also found certainty within mathematics According to Hacking (2011) ‘‘Mathematical truths mattered to him [Plato], because they are eternal.’’ Despite this and Descartes’ own belief in mathematics, Descartes turns to the laws of mathematics as his next subject to doubt. As a mathematician himself, it does seem highly unlikely that Descartes would question the laws of mathematics, but of course, this is the effect of the method. Olson (1988) outlines how Descartes, a mathematician can bring mathematics into doubt at all. Olson (1988) reminds us that in meditation 1, whereby the method of doubt is implemented, Descartes is questioning everything, and must question everything – specifically the things he trusts in most. Only in Meditation 5 when Descartes proves the existence of God, can he then accept that mathematics exists. Descartes observes that ‘physics, astronomy, medicine, and all other disciplines that involve an examination of composite things are indeed doubtful; but that arithmetic, geometry, and other such disciplines that discuss only very simple and general things, are not concerned with whether or not they exist in nature, contain something that is certain and beyond doubt’ (Descartes, 2003 p.20).  However, his mind soon goes back to the concept of the evil genius. Descartes begins to doubt the certainty in mathematics as it is possible to make mistakes when completing mathematical equations. He argues that the evil genius could in fact be leading us astray by allowing us to make mistakes during the problem-solving process, therefore how we trust in maths?

The method of doubt takes Descartes further as he continues to try to discover something that he cannot doubt. As he contemplates, he begins to understand that to be deceived, there must be someone to deceive. Therefore, whilst he is doubting, he must exist. And thus, the famous line ‘Cognito ergo sum’, also known as, ‘I think, therefore I am’, was coined. This is the product of the method of doubt - the foundation Descartes has been searching for. For as long as he is thinking, he must exist, and this cannot be doubted. He has found certainty in his sceptic method. This momentous acknowledgement of certainty then forms the basis for the ongoing mediations. Descartes further describes himself as a ‘thinking thing’, (Descartes, 2003, p.25) contrary to Aristotle’s belief that we are rational animals (Oaksford and Chater, 2009). That is, he exists and the main characteristic of himself is thinking – i.e., he does not need a body to exist. Looking back at Descartes’ statement of not needing a body, this ties in with the theory that in order to exist you only need a mind, a mind that can reason. Descartes outlines that ideas must be clear and distinct in order to be true. They must be self-evident and rational (correlating to the Aristotelian tradition).

Descartes now with his foundation, his ultimate and universal truth can begin to bind more to it. Descartes goes on to determine the relationship between mind, a non-physical entity whose characteristic is thinking, and physical objects, who cannot think and whose main characteristic is an extension of space with their role purely mechanical. The outlines what is known as ‘The Wax Argument’ using a candle made of wax to illustrate our perception of an object. He argues that a block of candle with a scent, feeling and what we see of it, changes in every way if melted. The candle loses its structure turning from a solid to liquid form. It also loses it scent. Each of its physical properties are transformed – however, at no point does one not know that it is wax. Our senses have experienced a dramatic change in their intake, yet we have used our intuition, our rationality to determine what the object is. Descartes therefore concludes that an object can keep or change its identity and that its only role is as an extension of space. It is our minds and not our senses that make sense of the world and the objects in it. This is Descartes’ dualist theory, that there are two fundamentally distinct elements to reality. Firstly, the mind, which is a non-physical entity whose main characteristic is thinking. Secondly, physical objects, which cannot think and only takes up space with their main characteristic as mechanical.

This leads to further thoughts about how we interact with ideas and experiences. Descartes theorises that the immaterial mind produces the experiences of the physical world and not the physical world itself, corresponding later with Locke’s distinction between primary and secondary qualities (see Wilson, 2002).

Descartes has already argued that God might not exist as God is not deceptive but as the senses are deceptive can he trust in God’s existence. However, this argument is quickly turned on its head as Descartes claims that he cannot have a conception of an infinite being as you cannot gain something from nothing. That is, he cannot know the effect of knowledge (God) without a cause. Therefore, an infinite being must exist as the source of the idea. Allan (2017) strong critiques Descartes’ argument as contradictory, whereby now concluding that God exists Descartes is also saying that God can in fact be deceitful. Descartes’ conclusion again has similarities to Aristotle’s teachings. Hume in his ‘An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding’ believed that Descartes’ method held little use and that pure evidence was needed as proof of God’s existence. (Hume, 1912).

There are many further critiques to Descartes’ theories from his method of doubt. One is that the physical body and mind are constantly interacting with one another. For example, if you have an itch, you scratch it. If the mind is non-physical and immaterial, how can it be affected by anything physical? 

Descartes’ philosophical methods and findings have influenced many philosophers and scientists of his time and thereafter. The interpretations and value of his work has changed over time, some in agreement with his views, others against. He had several followers who developed his theories further such as Anotine Le Grand, Geraud de Cordemoy, as well as Benedict de Spinoza and Leibniz. Spinoza and Leibniz in particular are known alongside Descartes are the founders of rationalism, although each had their own distinct arguments. 

In conclusion, Descartes’ method of doubt is unquestionably extreme in its requirements for fulfilment. As has been argued, it is longwinded, and some may find it impossible to disregard all their previous knowledge and work their way from nothing to an unbiased result. However, as radical scientific advancements were occurring, perhaps the world needed a radical method in which to digest this new information to pave the success of the scientific revolution. As a scientist and mathematician, Descartes was able to bridge together his desire for scientific truth with epistemological truth. His attempt to move away from the Aristotelian traditions, although perhaps not entirely successful, and to enlighten others has inspired countless of academics, scholars, philosophers, scientists and more leading to profound and important epistemological and metaphysical theories. 
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