Session 1
Descartes I: Foundations for Knowledge
· In offering his theory of knowledge Descartes seeks to refute scepticism. A sceptic is someone who holds that nothing can be known for certain. 
· Descartes aims to show that there is at least one piece of knowledge we are safely in possession of and cannot doubt. He attempts to construct his own theory by employing a ‘sceptical method’, i.e. by doubting everything that it is possible to doubt. Only when this has been done will it be possible, Descartes argues, to elucidate the foundations of knowledge, and thereby secure a structure upon which to build a stable and lasting knowledge. 
· It would be rather impractical to go through all of one’s beliefs and show each of them to be false. Descartes tells us that it is sufficient to bring into question those beliefs that form the ‘foundation’ for all the rest. ‘One 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’ (Meditation 1). 
· Descartes casts doubt on evidence of the senses. He argues that his senses alone cannot provide him with knowledge (i.e., beliefs that are certainly true). He may be dreaming, or an evil demon may be deceiving him. 
The Dreaming Argument:

1.  If I am now dreaming, then my experiences and beliefs might be false.

2.  I cannot be certain that I am not dreaming.

3.  Therefore, my experiences and beliefs might be false. 

The Evil Demon Argument:

1. If there is a malicious demon, then all my experiences and beliefs are false.

2. I cannot be certain that there is no malicious demon.

3. Therefore, my experience and beliefs might be false. 
· Descartes argues that one thing remains certain. Even if he is being deceived, he is still thinking. ‘[I]f I convinced myself of something, then I certainly existed… I must finally be conclude that this proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived by my mind’ (Meditation 2). 

But how is this supposed to work? Why does it follow from there is thinking that I exist?  

Note that the famous sentence ‘I think, therefore I am’ is not in the Meditations (it can be found in the Discourse on the Method, part 4). 

Reading for sessions one and two
The key text is Descartes’ Meditations. Recommended version: Key Philosophical Writings, translated by Elizabeth S. Haldane, edited and introduction by Enrique Chavez-Arvizo (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth, 1997). This book contains many of Descartes’ texts.

Essential reading

- Descartes, Meditations.

Meditations is a series of six meditations. Although Meditations 1 and 2 are particularly relevant to session one, you should read them all. Read them in sequence, one each day. Meditations 2, 3, 5 and 6 are particularly relevant to session two. 
Recommended reading

- John Cottingham, Descartes (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), chs.2, 3 & 4.

- Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry (London: Penguin, 1978), chs. 1, 2, 4, 5 & 10.

Further reading

- Descartes, Discourse on the Method, part 4.

- Tom Sorrell, Descartes (Oxford, OUP Past Masters, 1987).

Other useful books on Descartes
- Gary Hatfield, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Descartes and the Meditations (London: Routledge, 2003). 

- Kenny, A., Descartes: A Study of His Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1968).

- Margaret D. Wilson, Descartes: The Arguments of the Philosophers (London: Routledge, 1978).
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