Task 1: RH
Critically assess Descartes’ method of doubt. 
How successful is it as a way of acquiring knowledge?
Rene Descartes (1596-1650) was a French philosopher, mathematician, scientist and could be seen as the father of modern philosophy.  Descartes shifted philosophy towards questions of knowledge, certainty and the mind. One of Descartes’ key philosophical issues is his ‘method of doubt’, which is mostly developed in Meditations on First Philosophy, this means that we should systematically doubt every belief that can be doubted to find certainty, he does this through his cogito/ergo sum which is “I think, therefore I am”[footnoteRef:1]. Descartes here suggests that the very act of thinking proves one’s existence. Descartes through his ‘method of doubt’ attempts to achieve at least one belief that cannot possibly be doubted, so that all other knowledge can be built on it securely, he attempts to achieve this through beliefs from the senses, external world beliefs (through his dreaming argument) and even mathematical beliefs (through his evil demon argument). While Descartes’ method is influential and succeeds in acquiring foundational certainty, it has been highly contested for its contributions to achieve the goal of acquiring knowledge fully, therefore we would assume that it could be a useful way in acquiring knowledge of some sort, but not absolute, certain knowledge. [1:  J.Cottingham – Western Philosophy: An Anthology, 2nd Edition 2008, pg. 36
] 

Firstly, I will be outlining Descartes ‘method of doubt’ in depth to achieve the goal on if it is a successful or unsuccessful way of acquiring knowledge. In Meditations, specifically Meditations I and II, Descartes uses methodological scepticism for its own sake, and he believed that any belief that is possibly false should be set aside temporarily. Through Descartes ‘method of doubt’ he creates a hypothesis and that is to uncover a belief that remains indubitable even under extreme sceptical scenarios as he states, “I will suppose…that everything I see is false[footnoteRef:2]”. Descartes radical approach here ensures that whatever survives the doubt must be completely secure. Descartes was dissatisfied with the instability of beliefs inherited from education and tradition and seeks to form of knowledge that possesses the certainty of mathematics, it is through his doubt that he reaches his cogito “I think, therefore I am”. [2:  J.Cottingham – Western Philosophy: An Anthology, 2nd Edition 2008 p.g 80
] 

Descartes investigates doubting the senses, as he believed that sometimes “the senses…deceive us”[footnoteRef:3], an example is that straight sticks can look bent in water, or objects look smaller in the distance. Descartes becomes very contradictory here as he explains that some sensory experiences are extremely reliable, an example is the warmth he feels when sitting by a fire and holding a piece of paper – “I am here, sitting by the fire…holding this paper”[footnoteRef:4].  Descartes method here is too strict, because just if something is occasionally unreliable doesn’t mean that it is always unreliable. An example is our vision, sometimes it can mislead in unusual conditions, such as fog, but can work well in normal conditions. At this stage, Descartes doubt is relatively moderate, he doesn’t yet claim that all beliefs are false, but he argues that beliefs are not sufficiently certain to serve as foundations of knowledge. Although, Descartes rejection of sensory beliefs is consistent with his goal of identifying absolute certainty about acquiring knowledge. In Mediations II, Descartes presents his wax argument to highlight the limits of sense knowledge because how is knowledge of external objects possible after the method of doubt?. Descartes explains that the “perception of the wax is not vision or touch or imagination…but an inspection of the mind alone)[footnoteRef:5]. Descartes explains that the wax has a particular smell, colour, hardness etc. It is through the wax he argues that if the wax was based on senses, then when all sensory qualities change, we should judge that the wax no longer exists, yet it does not. This indicates that the senses provide only variable appearances, and they cannot account for our judgment of identity over change. This ultimately makes true knowledge arise from clear and distinct intellectual perception, not from sensory data, as it survives this sensory deception. Descartes also applies this to the external world, as though this isn’t fully secured, this comes later via God, the wax argument shows how knowledge of bodies will be possible once their existence is established. [3:  J.Cottingham – Western Philosophy: An Anthology, 2nd Edition 2008 p.g 75-76]  [4:  J.Cottingham – Western Philosophy: An Anthology, 2nd Edition 2008 p.g 75-76]  [5:  J. Cottingham - Western Philosophy: An Anthology, 2nd Edition 2008 p.g 348] 

Moreover, Descartes uses a dreaming argument in Meditations I. The core of this argument for Descartes is that when we dream, our experiences can feel just as vivid and real as when we are awake, he also claims that while we are dreaming, we often believe we are awake and perceived objects, people and events that do not actually exist. Descartes argues that if there are no clear signs that always distinguish waking experience from dreaming, then any sensory belief I have right now could be a dream. The significance of Descartes argument here is that it casts doubt not merely on specific sensory judgements but on the entire belief of the external world. If one is dreaming and believes they are holding a cup of tea, Descartes claims that even beliefs formed under apparently conditions, such as these could be false if someone is dreaming as he states “how often, asleep at night…that I am here in my dressing gown, sitting by the fire when in fact I am lying undressed in bed!” [footnoteRef:6]Descartes’ argument here is partly successful but ultimately limited.  [6:  J.Cottingham – Western Philosophy: An Anthology, 2nd Edition 2008 pg. 155] 

On the one hand, the dreaming argument is successful for acquiring knowledge as it eliminates unreliable beliefs, it shows that sense-based beliefs about the external world cannot be absolutely certain as Descartes highlights “it is possible that I am dreaming, and that none of the things that I see is true[footnoteRef:7]” In this case, it removes false foundations and forces Descartes to search for what cannot be doubted, it acquires genuine knowledge, rather than false certainty. Another reason why his dreaming argument is successful is because this argument pushes Descartes to look for truths that remain certain even if he is dreaming, it leads his to his cogito in Meditations II. Philosophers like David Hume (1711-1776) accepts that beliefs based on perception lack rational justification and that vivid impressions, such as dreams can generate belief without certainty s “The mind has never anything present to it but its perceptions”[footnoteRef:8]. It is through Hume’s own research that he agrees that experiences alone cannot guarantee truth, and he accepts the sceptical force of dream-like perceptions. However, from a knowledge point of view, Hume never uses the dreaming argument as a source of acquiring knowledge, he only uses it to accept its sceptical implications. Plato is another philosopher who agrees with Descartes’ dreaming argument, he raises the idea that dreaming and waking experiences may be indistinguishable, challenging claims to knowledge based on perception, “How can you determine whether at this moment we are asleep…or awake and talking to one another in the waking state?”[footnoteRef:9]. It is through Plato’s work that he argues the perception alone cannot be knowledge and he also tries to push towards intellectual rather than sensory understanding. Essentially, Plato supports the dreaming argument through the same concern that Descartes carries, which is that subjective experience cannot be guaranteed truth. [7:  J.Cottingham – Western Philosophy: An Anthology, 2nd Edition 2008 pg.156]  [8:  David Hume - A Treatise of Human Nature - Book I, Part IV, Section II, p. 188, OUP ed.]  [9:   Plato – “Theaetetus” pg. 56] 

The dreaming argument itself doesn’t necessarily produce positive knowledge; it does take the required steps in acquiring knowledge by removing what cannot be serve as a foundation. Nevertheless, there are limitations to the dreaming argument, one being that it doesn’t establish all knowledge. In support of its unsuccessfulness, various philosophers challenge Descartes’ dreaming argument, an example is G.E. Moore (1873-1958) in “Certainty” in 1962. Moore accepts that that dream-like experiences are possible, but Moore argue that Descartes cannot show that he does not know he is awake without assuming what he is trying to prove, this being that the sceptic must already know that they are not dreaming to use their dreams as their evidence. This is a self-undermining or inconsistent strategy[footnoteRef:10] in regards to acquiring knowledge. Another argument is produced by Canadian philosopher Barry Stroud (1935-2019) in “The Significance of Philosophical Scepticism” (1984). In Stroud’s work he provides a deeper critique for Cartesian scepticism. Stoud attempts to highlight that the dreaming argument is only powerful is knowledge requires ruling out any sceptical possibility, as he further explains that this requirement isn’t known as part of our ordinary concept of knowledge, it assumes too much about what counts as knowing - “I know this is a zebra” to also rule out that they are dreaming — because there is no special reason to think they are dreaming. Requiring such a condition would impose an unreasonably strong standard and isn’t part of our ordinary concept of knowledge.”[footnoteRef:11] [10:  G.E. Moore “Certainty” 1962 pg. 30-31.]  [11:  Barry Stroud “The Significance of Philosophical Scepticism”  1984, Chapter II] 

Furthermore, Descartes goes on to present his evil demon hypothesis in Meditations I. It is in this that Descartes imagines a powerful, malicious being who deceives him about everything, including mathematical truths – “some malicious demon of the utmost power…deceiving me”[footnoteRef:12]. It is important to highlight here that the purpose is not to asset the demon’s existence, but to extend doubt to its logical extreme. An example is the evil demon says that even ‘two plus three equals five’ could be false if the demon systematically manipulates Descartes reasoning. The evil demon is used here as a heuristic device designed to push doubt to its logical limit, and if any belief can survive this level of scepticism, then ultimately it must be certain. It is at this point, Descartes has suspended belief in the senses, the external world, and even mathematics. Descartes method of doubt leads to total scepticism, yet it is here that Descartes claims to discover a belief that cannot be doubted. [12:  J.Cottingham – “Western Philosophy: An Anthology” pg. 344] 

The evil demon argument has it successes for acquiring knowledge, the first being that it completes Descartes indubitable belief, as despite the evil demons supposed power, it is discovered that one belief cannot be doubted, Descartes includes this by stating “I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward to me”[footnoteRef:13]. It is here that without the evil demon, mathematical truths might appear, and that the demon forces Descartes to find a certainty that depends on thinking itself, not on reasoning or perception. To follow on from this, it also clarifies standard knowledge, as it shows that Descartes needs to take knowledge to require this impossibility of doubt as he explains “I must withhold my assent from beliefs which are no9t completely certain”[footnoteRef:14]This shows the productivity of it being successful in one sense as it establishes a clear criterion for foundational knowledge. It is through the evil demon argument that this criterion is consistently applied to acquire this knowledge. Philosophers such as Bernard Williams (1929-2003) support Descartes evil demon argument as Williams stated it is essential for acquiring knowledge because it prevents premature acceptance of beliefs. It is clear to Williams that the demon ensures that all assumptions re ripped away and that knowledge beings from what cannot be doubted under any condition. Again, Williams uses his findings to support Descartes reaching his cogito and states in his work “a structure of knowledge which does not depend on any assumptions which could intelligibly be doubted”[footnoteRef:15]. Williams here is showing that without the demon, the enquiry w9uld stop too early as there wouldn’t be anything to doubt. [13:  J.Cottingham – “Western Philosophy: An Anthology” pg. 345]  [14: J .Cottingham – “Western Philosophy: An Anthology” pg. 340]  [15:  Bernard Williams - Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry, 1978] 

It must be noted however, that the evil demon argument does have its flaws and inconsistencies. One could view that it destroys knowledge rather than acquiring it as while the argument identifies Descartes cogito, it leaves him with limited certainty as he admits “I see no way of escaping from this doubt”[footnoteRef:16]At this stage, it is apparent that the method has eliminated nearly all beliefs but hasn’t provided the means to acquire a new one. This ultimately identifies that the evil demon argument is destructive rather than constructive. Another criticism is that the cogito is insufficient to rebuild kno9wledge. Even though Descartes’ cogito survives the evil demon argument, it tells us very little beyond the existence of the thinking self. This raises serious problems as if the evil demon argument yields only self-knowledge, then it fails as a method for acquiring broader knowledge about the world. [16: J .Cottingham – “Western Philosophy: An Anthology” pg. 344] 

To conclude, after reviewing various philosophers work in support or conflict to Descartes method of doubt as a source for acquiring knowledge, it is evidential that his method of doubt is successful as a methodological tool but is unsuccessful in its own complete account of acquiring knowledge. It does succeed in clearing away unreliable beliefs by showing that anything based on the senses or tradition can be doubted as this is how Descartes reaches his cogito, which survives even the most radical doubt and shows that certainty is possible.
However, the method of doubt seems too limited and comes with inconsistencies for a route of acquiring knowledge. It removes false or uncertain beliefs, but it fails to explain how a rich body of knowledge can be rebuilt. Descartes focuses too much on the cogito, which subsequently leads him to be too strict in his findings. These additions introduce controversial assumptions and raise worries for the Cartesian circle, which weakens the method of doubt as a route for acquiring such knowledge, or at least a sufficient amount.
Overall, the method of doubt is successful in identifying a secure starting point for knowledge, but it becomes majorly unsuccessful as a self-sufficient method for acquiring knowledge of the world. It prepares the ground for knowledge, rather than completing the task itself.
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