Summary of Descartes’ Meditations

(See also Descartes’ own ‘Synopsis’. Page references to Hackett edition.)

Meditation One

13.5-14.1: The need to build my judgements on firm foundations. I should withhold assent from anything that is not completely certain. I can do this by undermining the foundations.

14.1-14.5: The senses have sometimes deceived me; but it would be mad to think they always might.

14.5-15.7: Argument from dreaming; but this cannot cast in doubt my knowledge of arithmetic and geometry.

15.7-16.5: It seems possible that God should have created me with all these beliefs even though they are false; and if it is suggested that I am simply the product of chance that equally leaves open the possibility that I am deceived.

16.5-17.5: It is difficult to keep this firmly in mind. It will help me to do so to pretend that all my former beliefs are completely false; which I can do by supposing that there is an evil genius who does all that he can to deceive me.

Meditation Two

17.5-18.4: I need to find a point of certainty. The cogito: ‘I exist’ is necessarily true whenever I think of it.

18.4-21.0: But what am I? I used to think I was a man: a being with a body. But in my present state of doubt I can say: I am nothing but a thinking thing; that is, a thing that doubts, affirms, denies, imagines etc.

21.0-23.2: Yet I keep on supposing that corporeal things are better known than the ‘I’. To shake this supposition, consider my understanding of a piece of wax. I am sure it is the same piece of wax despite a complete change in its observable qualities. So the wax is something distinct from its qualities (as the men are something distinct from the clothes that I observe); and so I know it, not by the senses (as I previously supposed), but by the mind (the intellect). 

23.2-24.1: In any judgement I make about the wax, I have more immediate and certain knowledge of myself.

Meditation Three

24.1-25.7: In knowing that I am a thinking thing I also recognise what is required for me to know something: everything I very clearly and distinctly perceive is true. But I have to concede that the demon could deceive me even about that. So to move forward I have establish whether there is a God and whether he could be a deceiver.

25.7-27.7: Some of my ideas (judgements) – for example, that this feeling of heat has an external source – may seem to be revealed by the light of nature (seem to be clear and distinct perceptions), but are not really and could be false.

27.7-32.5: Argument for God: There must be at least as much reality in a cause as in its effect. Applied to ideas this means: an idea that I have must be caused by something that has at least as much reality (perfection) as the thing represented in the idea. This principle leaves open the possibility that most of my ideas derive from nothing external to myself [29.5-30.9]. But, by this principle, my idea of God could only be caused by God: a being that has all the perfections contained in my idea of Him. So God exists.

32.5-34.7: Second argument for God: What caused me to exist? It cannot be that I brought myself into being. The problem is not removed by supposing that I have always existed. For we will be left with the same question in the form: what preserves me in being from one moment to the next? It cannot be anything in myself. If it is suggested that my parents brought me into being, this only pushes the problem back. Only God could be responsible.

34.7-35.7: The idea of God – a perfect being - is innate. He could not be a deceiver since deception is an imperfection.

Meditation Four

35.7-36.5:  Since God gave me judgement it can’t be that that should ever lead to error if I use it correctly. 

36.5-40.6: Yet I do sometimes make mistakes. Why did God allow this? Judgement depends on both intellect and will: the intellect proposes ideas that I can then affirm or deny. Error arises when I freely choose to affirm things I do not understand. When I see something completely clearly I cannot help but believe it (ie while still free, I am not ‘indifferent’)

40.6-41.9: I have no cause for complaint against God: in particular, I can’t complain that he has given me so much freedom. It seems that he could still have made me such that I should never make mistakes. We must accept that we can’t understand everything about him.

41.9-42.3: How to avoid error. 

Meditation Five

42.3-43.8: Whether or not material things actually exist, I can discover their essence by reflecting on my idea of them. I find this to be size, shape, position etc (ie extension.)

43.8-46.2: The ontological argument. Eternal existence is part of my idea of God. (Existence is a perfection, and my idea of God is of a perfect being.) So I cannot think of God except as existing, just as I cannot think of a valley without a mountain.

46.2-47.5: While I attend to a proof, say in geometry, I cannot doubt its conclusion; but when I am not attending to the proof I can wonder whether I may not be so constituted as to go wrong in this kind of thing. Now that the existence of God has been proved, that ground for doubt is removed. Thus certainty and truth in every science depends on knowledge of God.

Meditation Six

47.6-49.2: The difference between pure intellection (which tells me that material things can exist) and imagination (which seems to tell me that they do). Imagination is not required for my own essence. 

49.2-50.5: Can the senses assure me that material things exist? What I used to believe about myself, my body, and other bodies. But then my faith in the senses was weakened; and even my faith in my knowledge of my own body. The dreaming and demon arguments showed by that what I was taught by nature did not deserve much credence.

51.5-51.9: Argument from clear and distinct ideas for the conclusion that I am distinct from my body, and may exist without it.

51.9-53.3: The involuntary ideas that I have of them proves the existence of corporeal things. That God is no deceiver guarantees that there is some truth in all that nature teaches me.

53.3-54.0: Nature teaches me that I have a body, and that I am not merely present in this as a pilot in a ship. It is also teaches that some of the bodies around my own are to be pursued and some avoided. 

54.0-56.5: Other things that I seem to be taught by nature flow from reckless judgement eg that bodies contain something that resembles the heat or colour that I sense: I mistakenly take the senses to be a reliable guide to external bodies. But if God created us why are we sometimes misled about our needs?

56.5-56.9: Argument from the non-divisibility of the mind for its distinctness from body. 

56.9-59.5: Mind-body interaction occurs at a single point within the brain. Physiological considerations, which show why we are sometimes misled. Since God is no deceiver we could always avoid these errors (including that of thinking I am awake when I am dreaming); though the pressure of circumstances means we sometimes fail to.

