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Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Meditations on First Philosophy by René Descartes has long been regarded as a seminal work within the field of Epistemology; for this essay I will be looking into the main characteristics of Descartes methodology, how he dissects the knowledge of everything he takes to know or understand through what has come to be known as Cartesian methodological doubt, and then pieces back together only once achieving a degree of foundationalism.
The version of this work that I will be using is Elizabeth S. Haldane’s English translation under the title of The Philosophical Works of Descartes (1911).
Meditation I
Of the things which may be brought within the sphere of the doubtful.
Descartes sets about in Meditation I, with aid from radical, methodological scepticism/ doubt to systematically ascertain the indubitable foundations of knowledge (foundationalism); meaning that if any statement can be doubted, even in the slightest, that it is that anything indubitable to be removed from the inquiry[footnoteRef:1]. [1:   “…if I am able to find in each one some reason to doubt, this will suffice to justify my rejecting the whole…”
Descartes, R. “Meditations on First Philosophy” (1641/1911; p. 6)] 

Naturally, Descartes finds himself treading, within this thought experiment, very close to solipsism and infinite regress. He realises that although he does not believe himself to be insane, inebriated or dreaming; he cannot know for certain that he isn’t being deceived by an omnipresent/potent being. He reaches a conclusion that this being cannot be equablesynonymous  with God, since he believes God to be omnibenevolent, incapable of deceit[footnoteRef:2]; a new entity enters the discussion, the Evil Genius, a maximally great being (not incomparable to God) whose sole purpose is to deceive Descartes and keep him from the truth.   [2:  “…I shall then suppose, not that God who is supremely good and the fountain of truth, but some evil genius not less powerful than deceitful, has employed his whole energies in deceiving me; I shall consider that the heavens, the earth, colours, figures, sound, and all other external things are nought but the illusions and dreams of which this genius has availed himself in order to lay traps for my credulity…” 
Descartes, R. “Meditations on First Philosophy” (1641/1911; p. 8)] 



 indubitably trust his senses as they could possibly be deceived, by a maximally great entity which goes by many names, among “The Evil Genius” which is used in Haldane’s (1911) translation. The proposition of this evil deceiver makes securing indubitable truths exceedingly difficult and ends this meditation with complete doubt.



Near to infinite regress, prevention, Russel and Hume disagree and believe that even the known existence of the mind isn’t infallible 



But in as much as reason already persuades me that I ought no less carefully to withhold my assent from matters which are not entirely certain and indubitable than from those which appear to me manifestly to be false, if I am able to find in each one some reason to doubt, this will suffice to justify my rejecting the whole.  And for that end it will not be requisite that I should examine each in particular, which would be an endless undertaking; for owing to the fact that the destruction of the foundations

Foubndationalism, indubitable foundations of knowledge

Within this meditation, Descartes attempts to 
Using radical, methodological doubt to 
Arriving eventually in the state of solipsism, (The view or theory that the self is all that can be known to exist, oxford dictionary), an a priori proposition that only “I” can be known to exist beyond any possible doubt.
Meditation II
Of the Nature of the Human Mind; and that it is more easily known than the Body.
Meditation II continues where Meditation I left off, with Descartes invention of the Evil Genius to explain the potential of being deceived and his sense data corrupted. The author shortly comes across the realisation that within all this methodological doubt, there does exist the doubt itself, a thought and of course the originator of that thought, the thinker themselves[footnoteRef:3], the Latin adage “Cogito ergo sum” or “I think, therefore, I am” translated into English.  [3:  “…Then without doubt I exist also if he deceives me, and let him deceive me as much as he will, he can never cause me to be nothing so long as I think that I am something.  So that after having reflected well and carefully examined all things, we must come to the definite conclusion that this proposition:  I am, I exist, is necessarily true each time that I pronounce it, or that I mentally conceive it…” Descartes, R. “Meditations on First Philosophy” (1641/1911; p. 9)] 

Through his thoughts, Descartes realises that it is impossible at this stage to be certain that the Evil Genius can be ruled out, the world around him, material or immaterial could just be a seamless illusory world which could be virtually undetectable. This idea of an illusory world was later used by Bertrand Russell in his “Five minute hypothesis”[footnoteRef:4] which assumed that it was possible that the world could possibly be no longer than 5 minutes old as it is not easily possible to prove the claim as a fallacy, especially if certain knowledge of res extensa (extendable and unthinking body, an aspect of Cartesian dualism, alongside res cogitans and God; covered more in Meditation V) is flawed by the fact that what is sensed can be doubted, and only the action of sensing can be indubitable, this is also highlighted by the “Wax Argument”[footnoteRef:5] as through the action of heat, the lump of wax (as a model of res extensa) loses all of its essential characteristics. [4:  Russell, B. (1921) “The Analysis of Mind” George Allen and Unwin Ltd. London p.170-173\]  [5:  “…I should not conceive [clearly] according to truth what wax is, if I did not think that even this piece that we are considering is capable of receiving more variations in extension than I have ever imagined.  We must then grant that I could not even understand through the imagination what this piece of wax is, and that it is my mind alone which perceives it…” Descartes, R. “Meditations on First Philosophy” (1641/1911; p. 11)] 

Meditation III
Of God: that He exists.
Descartes starts to debate the possibility of being deceived again and rather quickly comes to the secular understanding that the God he knows of is perfect and unlimited, a maximally great being[footnoteRef:6] which is omnipresent, omnipotent and most importantly, omnibenevolent, incapable of deceiving him. He argues that god won’t/ can’t deceive the thinker due to God’s perfect nature[footnoteRef:7]; this is to Descartes “Clarus et distinctus” or clear and distinct, knowledge is evident by natural light and indubitable. [6:  “…by the name God I understand a substance that is infinite [eternal, immutable], independent, all-knowing, all-powerful, and by which I myself and everything else, if anything else does exist, have been created…, …we must conclude that God necessarily exists...” Descartes, R. “Meditations on First Philosophy” (1641/1911; p. 16)]  [7:  “…From this it is manifest that He cannot be a deceiver, since the light of nature teaches us that fraud and deception necessarily proceed from some defect…” Descartes, R. “Meditations on First Philosophy” (1641/1911; p. 19)] 

Meditation IV
Of the True and the False.

In this part, it is noted that the self is not infinite (like say God). Although the will is unlimited, intelligence is limited; our perception and knowledge is learnt but is only partial and only gained from experience. Thus, to exercise complete free will, we must withhold judgement when the subject is not clear and distinct.
Meditation V
Of the essence of material things, and, again, of God, that He exists.
Cartesian dualism covered within this section goes deeper into the forms of reality; res extensa, res cogito and God. Res extensa being the subject of objects in materiality, or as Ryle describes “material objects that are in space”[footnoteRef:8]; res cogito being thought and the immaterial, and as “happening within insulated fields” according to Ryle[footnoteRef:9]; and God being the supreme, omnipresent, maximally great creator, Descartes describes in Meditation on First Philosophy (1641). Also within this meditation the evil genius also meets its end when the author realises that God, being omnibenevolent would not tolerate an evil genius set to work deceiving God’s subjects; also that in being maximally great, God would be well within his power to eradicate the genius from existence and as God is maximally great (and the creator), the genius would never have been created (nor erroneously created) and would never have existed to deceive anyone. [8:  “…Material objects are situated in a common field, known as `space,' and what happens to one body in one part of space is mechanically connected with what happens to other bodies in other parts of space…” Ryle, G. (1949) “Descartes’s Myth; Chapter 1”: The Concept of Mind. Penguin Classics, London p.12]  [9:  “…mental happenings occur in insulated fields, known as `minds,' and there is, apart maybe from telepathy, no direct causal connection between what happens in one mind and what happens in another. Only through the medium of the public physical world can the mind of one person make a difference to the mind of another…” Ryle, G. (1949) “Descartes’s Myth; Chapter 1”: The Concept of Mind. Penguin Classics, London p.12] 

Meditation VI
Of the Existence of Material things, and of the real distinction between the Soul and Body of Man
For thoughts to come into existence, they have to have an origin (that is sense data), an inspiration which Descartes doesn’t believe can be doubted, and this is that of what we perceive, our physical world; according to him, even if we are deceived, the ideas have to be inspired by something, as imagination itself doesn’t yield “clear and distinct”, only bridges ideas to make a chimera of two (or more) pre-existing concepts.
Conclusion
Although philosophers are often critical of Descartes’ work, in particular Cartesian Dualism; his work has set down a strong benchmark for further thinkers to enhance upon such as Husserl[footnoteRef:10]. It has also inspired a wide range philosophers to further the field of philosophy including, Sartre and Wittgenstein. [10:  Husserl, E. (1931) “Cartesian meditations” Armand Collin, Paris] 

It also deserves to be recognised that at the time of its writing, the church had iron fist of control across Europe which could explain Descartes’ obvious avoidance of questioning faith and his dedication to the Theology Department in Paris[footnoteRef:11]. With the arrest (house arrest) of Galileo Galilei (1633-1642) for heresy [footnoteRef:12], this is possibly something that Descartes was aware of and could have acted as a deterrent against the thorough questioning of theism, this is necessary for an accurate examination of epistemology through the means of methodological doubt. [11:  “…to the most wise and illustrious the dean and doctors of the sacred faculty of theology in Paris…” Descartes, R. “Meditations on First Philosophy” (1641/1911; p. 2)]  [12:  In support of the Heliocentric model. Galileo, G. (1632) “Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems” under license by the Roman Inquisition, Florence] 

