Critically Assess Descartes’ Attempt To Find A Secure Foundation For Knowledge

[bookmark: _Hlk155540733]Descartes was a French philosopher born in 1596, and his foundation for knowledge is not secure because his method fails on many levels. His method of doubt is flawed and he completely disregards the use of sensory experience despite our experience being the main way we as human beings interact with the world. Further, his argument for the existence of God is circular and contains false premises as he seems to be using God as a failsafe for the existence of the external world. The changing nature of knowledge also poses problems for Descartes because his method focuses only on his moment in reality, not knowledge we can gain in a moment’s time, or one hundred years’ time. Therefore, his foundations for knowledge are not secure in many respects, however dismissing reason in its entirety also has its problems. Descartes begins with his method of universal doubt, moving onto the existence of God and finishes with his theory of the reality of nature with each section of his theory building on the previous. I hope to show that in order to gain secure knowledge, we need to use both rational methods and empirical methods in communication with each other. 

Descartes’ Method Of Doubt
 Set out in his Meditations, Descartes’ method of universal doubt uses hyperbolic doubt and extreme scepticism in attempt to find a secure foundation for knowledge. In the first meditation he begins by considering what, if anything should be believed: “I must avoid believing in things which are not entirely certain and indubitable” (Descartes, 1968, p. 95). He attempted to find a way of deciding which things he could know for certain, which involved doubting everything and casting aside anything which incurred even the “slightest ground for doubt” (Descartes, 1968, p. 95) In this way, he decided he need examine only the bases of his ideas as “the destruction of the foundations necessarily brings down with it the rest of the edifice” (Descartes, 1968, p. 95).
From here, Descartes moves on to The Dreaming Argument in which he argues that there are no “conclusive signs” by which we can tell if we are awake or dreaming (Descartes, 1968). Norman Malcolm presents arguments surrounding this as Descartes writes: “I recall having often been deceived in sleep by similar illusions” (Descartes, 1968, p. 97) and Malcolm suggests in his essay ‘Dreaming and Skepticism’ that this deceit would mean that “a man might have thoughts and make judgements while sleeping and if those thoughts are ‘clear and distinct’ they are true” (Malcolm, 1967, p. 55). This suggests that Descartes considers being asleep and dreaming a part of his continued mental life, insinuating the reality behind mental events that occur as a result of the dream, i.e. they are real thoughts and feelings (Malcolm, 1967). The dreaming argument conveys that Descartes knows he cannot trust his senses, therefore leans heavily on rationalism rather than empiricism for his argument.
Descartes goes on to propose a “great deceiver” who is capable of convincing him that the physical world is real when it is not as grounds for his rejection of sensory proof (Descartes, 1968, p. 100) (Cottingham, 1986, pp. 29-30). This deceiver must be a “malicious demon of the utmost power and cunning” to have the power of deceit, but on the off chance that he is deceiving him, Descartes resolves to believe that nothing can be known for certain, other than that he is a conscious being (Cottingham, 1986, p. 30). AJ Ayer explains that the theory of the deceiver is “empty”, but it is instead a way of expressing that “intuitive conviction is not a logical guarantee of truth” (Ayer, 1967, p. 80). Ayer argues that a deceiver could not deceive a being into thinking that they did exist when they did not, because by Descartes own logic, to be thinking, one must be existing (Ayer, 1967). Therefore, if your mind can comprehend the logical possibility that you may not exist, you must exist (Ayer, 1967). Using Descartes’ own ideas against him in this way is a rather clever way of arguing against him and suggests that Descartes’ logic seems to get confused and ideas contradict each other in this way in multiple places. 
For example, Patrick Shaw argues that Descartes reasoning leads to a contradiction as he argues that he will follow his method of doubt even if the only thing he can know for certain is that nothing can be known for certain (Shaw, 1997). He explains that “this assumption leads to the claims that nothing is known for certain and that something is known for certain” to exist simultaneously, which is a logical contradiction (Shaw, 1997, p. 183). 
Eventually, Descartes decides that all he can know for certain is that he is thinking and therefore, that he exists. This is often expressed as the famous phrase: “Cogito ergo sum” however this is not specifically mentioned in the Mediations, but in his Discourse. In the meditations this is expressed as Descartes recognising that his thinking and doubting means that he must be existing too: he is “certain that [he is] a thinking being” (Descartes, 1968, p. 113). AK Stout further presents the Cogito (the argument that Descartes in a thinking being) as circular as it is based on the principle that that which is “clear and distinct” must be true and confirmed by his argument for the existence of God (Stout, 1967, p. 170). However, Stout also notes that although Descartes words imply this circular argument, this is perhaps not quite what he meant. He suggests that instead, by “clear and distinct” Descartes intended to write that reason indicates that what we perceive is self-evident, and so whilst perceiving it one should not doubt its truth (Stout, 1967, p. 171). Stout suggests that “clear and distinct perception” simply means ‘perceived in such a way that I may not doubt its existence’ (Stout, 1967, p. 171). Hence the apparently explicit suggestion that the Cogito is “itself an intuition, not an inference” (Stout, 1967, p. 171). 
Descartes conclusion from his method of universal doubt and extreme scepticism is that nothing aside from his own being in thought can be known for certain – as to be doubting is to be thinking (Koyre, 1970).

Rationalism vs Empiricism
To follow from the aforementioned Dreaming Argument, our sense experience can deceive and it “is prudent never to trust entirely those who have once deceived us” (Descartes, p. 96). Therefore, trusting the senses is not, in Descartes’ view, a useful course of action for identifying what can be held to be true. Descartes believed we cannot gain true knowledge of ourselves and our surroundings through experience alone, and we need to use our reason in order to have a secure foundation for our knowledge. This is shown in the second of his Meditations, in which Descartes uses the example of a sheet of wax to demonstrate his argument that reason is required to recognise changes and properties of objects in the physical world (Descartes, 1968, pp. 108-110). We must use our reason to recognise change in state and other properties as the wax melts and sets as it can move and change in more ways than we can perceive: “I could not even conceive by means of the imagination what this wax is, and that it is my understanding alone which conceives it”. 
Later, in the fifth Meditation, Descartes turns to mathematic examples to further illustrate this point, as he refers to knowledge he can gain through reason about a triangle. He states that the concept of a triangle is “immutable and eternal”, not invented by him and “does not depend in any way on [his] mind” (Descartes, 1968, p. 143). In modern understanding of mathematics, Descartes is held to be right here as a perfect triangle, much like Plato’s form of the perfect circle, is a concept of mind and does not exist in reality. This, therefore, sufficiently demonstrates that reason is required to help us categorise and make sense of the physical world. However, it does not prove that empirical knowledge is as useless as Descartes seems to attempt to suggest, as many philosophers suggest that we should use our senses to at least some extent as this is our primary way of interacting with the world and gaining firsthand knowledge about it. The modern study of science for example, focuses almost entirely on using sense perceptions to draw conclusions. However, reason is also required in many ways in order to understand reactions or cause and effect scenarios, as well as the scientific capability of predicting elements, prompting Mendeleev to leave gaps on the periodic table for such elements which has not been discovered, some of which have since been filled such as Geranium which we did not know about when the table was created (BBC, n.d.).
Descartes does not go as far as others such as Berkeley to deny the existence of material things, as he is a dualist so he accepts the reality of the physical world, immaterial minds and God, whereas Berkeley appears to only accept the existence of immaterial minds of which God is one (Dancy, 1998). 

The Existence of God
Descartes lays out his a priori ontological argument in the Third Meditation. Put simply, he suggests that we can conceive of a “supremely perfect and infinite being” who is God, using our “clear and distinct” perceptions of ideas belonging to us, and those belonging to others (Descartes, 1968, pp. 122-124). He further states that existence is a predicate of a “supremely perfect and infinite being[s]” such as God, so He must therefore exist (Descartes, 1968, p. 124). A being who does not exist cannot be perfect as to be perfect means to lack nothing. In his fifth meditation, Descartes states:
[I]t becomes manifest that existence can no more be separated from the essence of God […] than the idea of a mountain can be separated from the idea of a valley: so that there is no less contradiction in conceiving a God, that is to say, a supremely perfect being who lacks existence, that is to say, who lacks some particular perfection, than in conceiving a mountain without a valley”  (Descartes, 1968, pp. 144-145). 
Existence is, in Descartes’ view, an intrinsic property of God which cannot be separated from Him. Immanuel Kant criticises this in Critique of Pure Reason with his thaler example to show that existence is not a predicate. Existence, Kant argues, adds nothing of consequence to an object or being, aside from introducing it to reality: “A hundred real thalers do not contain the least coin more than a hundred possible thalers” (Kant, 2003, p. 505). The real (object), in Kant’s view, does not hold any more power than the possible (concept). The object, when proven to exist, is added to the concept, which makes it powerful – just as a hundred thalers exists somewhere, but unless it is at my disposal it is of no more worth to me than a hundred possible thalers. If I were to have this real one hundred thalers in my pocket, my financial position would be affected, and therefore the concept added to the object affects me. With the existence of God though, we do not add to the concept of God when we “declare that [He] is” (Kant, 2003, p. 505). If that were so, “it would not be exactly the same thing that exists, but something more than we had thought in the concept; and we could not therefore say that the exact object of my concept exists” (Kant, 2003, p. 505). God would not exist as we think we know Him if we agree with Descartes that existence is a predicate.
Descartes’ ontological argument for the existence of God is circular because the conclusion comes back to the original premise without having proven that God exists – we can conceive of the existence of a “supremely perfect and infinite being”, is largely the same as God, the “supremely perfect and infinite” being in question, exists (Descartes, 1968, p. 124).
The Cartesian Circle refers to this criticism as it is presented by a variety of philosophers and is likely Descartes’ downfall. His argument for the existence of God as benevolent and trustworthy relies on us conceiving of such a being, and therefore perceiving something in the world around us which is “clear and distinct” (Descartes, 1968, p. 123). However, without knowledge of God’s existence, that knowledge gained from “clear and distinct” perception would not be “certain” (Descartes, 1968). This reveals one of the fatal flaws in Descartes arguments: each of his premises rely on a separate part of the argument for their reliability, meaning that as a whole, his theories are circular, which does not make them “certain and indubitable” as Descartes himself says all knowledge must be in the first meditation. This means that Descartes attempt to find a secure foundation for knowledge is unsuccessful as circular arguments cannot be proven in themselves due to their reliability on their own premises leading to conclusions which cannot be externally verified. 
One of the issues with Descartes’ argument for the existence of God as it relates to the Method of Doubt is Descartes’ seeming lack of doubt of God’s existence. God seems to act as a failsafe for resisting doubt in every other capacity so why does he not doubt God Himself? He seems to doubt God’s nature in the first meditation, as he lays out the Evil Demon argument which I mentioned earlier, but His existence seems to be a given from the beginning. One answer for this may be the wars of religion in France around Descartes time, as the Edict of Nantes was signed by Henry IV in 1598, granting a measure of freedom to Protestants, Huguenots and Calvinists in a predominantly Catholic nation (Lualdi, 2004). France remained religiously unsettled despite this, as the people struggled to reconcile their differences, and so perhaps Descartes could not safely doubt the existence of God publicly, requiring him to posit God as a universal truth and not appear to call His existence into doubt (Lualdi, 2004).
As a result, Descartes argument for the existence of God makes sense in the context of the era in which it was written, even if it is flawed in its content.

Circular and Changing Knowledge
Returning to the idea of the circular argument, Descartes jumps between his premises and the conclusion he draws, which does not necessarily follow. It is important to note that knowledge is constantly changing and therefore, that nothing can be constantly certain. GE Moore argues that the use of extreme scepticism to attempt to gain knowledge of the self is absurd and the use of the term ‘I think’ does not make sense in this context, as Descartes uses it to mean “it is very likely indeed […] but I can’t be quite sure” (Moore, 1967). Further, Moore states that many things which the common man may take as knowledge are “contingent propositions” – ie, they cannot be necessarily true or false but are liable to change, such as Moore’s own example: “I am standing up” (Moore, 1967). However, he argues that the fact that this statement is contingent is not enough for us to doubt the truth in it as things in the world change all the time, and although something may be true now but false later, this does not negate the fact that it is true now (Moore, 1967). For example, I am sat down now, but in ten minutes I might be stood up. This does not mean that I was never sitting down. However, Descartes appears to discard any knowledge which is not necessarily true all of the time. Moore argues that this is a mistake and makes the distinction between knowledge and absolute certainty – he suggests that only necessary truths can be certain, whilst contingent truths can be known. Descartes misunderstands the idea of certainty in this sense, as we can gain knowledge about the world which may change later and be uncertain about some things which we find to be absolutely true later. Knowledge is constantly changing and therefore we should not dismiss ideas on the grounds that they cannot be necessarily proven. 

In conclusion, Descartes’ attempt to find a foundation for knowledge is insecure for many reasons. His method of doubt is flawed and he completely disregards the use of sensory experience despite experience being the primary way we interact with the world. His argument for the existence of God is circular and contains false premises as he seems to be using god as a failsafe for the existence of the external physical world, however it is important to note that due to the religious structure of European society at the time of writing, he needed to demonstrate a theistic belief. The changing nature of knowledge also poses problems for Descartes because his method focuses on his knowledge in the moment, not the contingent knowledge which can change depending on us as a result of our free will and the world’s physical changes. Therefore, his foundations for knowledge are not secure in many respects, however dismissing reason in its entirety also has its problems as demonstrated by the wax argument, as Descartes proves that some reason is required to recognise changes in the world around us. Therefore, in order to gain secure knowledge, we need to use both empirical and rational methods alongside each other.
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