Assignment 1

Critically assess Descartes’ method of doubt. How successful is it as a way of acquiring knowledge?
For this essay I shall structure it in sections and subsections. In chronological order, those sections will be Introduction, body, critique of Descartes methods and finish with a conclusion. After reading Descartes work, I can confidently say that it is written in a convoluted and hard to follow way; the structure aims to make his work easy to understand without simplifying his points, ideas and doubts.

Introduction
Contextualise Descartes’ methods:
Rene Descartes (1596-1650) is a French philosopher, mathematician and scientist. He is often seen as an important figure in the regard of western philosophy. His philosophical approach, known as cartesianism, has had an impressive impact on multiple disciplines that include mathematics, physics and metaphysics. Three important ideas of his philosophical approach consist of the cogito, dualism and his method of doubt. I will now give a brief explanation of each idea and go into extra detail regarding his method of doubt.
1. Cogito, Ergo Sum (I think, therefore I am)
In his work ‘A Discourse on Method’ (1637) Descartes states “I am, I exist, whenever it is uttered by me, or conceived by the mind, necessarily is true.”[endnoteRef:1] To expand somewhat from this statement; Descartes asserts that while one can doubt everything, including the existence of the physical, external world and the senses, the act of doubt is a form of thinking, ergo an existing self. This idea became a cornerstone for his philosophy. [1:  A Discourse on Method, Descartes. Translated by John Veitch. (J.M Dent & sons LTD – Bedfd ST – London)] 

2. Cartesian dualism
Descartes also challenged the mind-body problem by using a dualistic approach. His conclusion was that the mind (or soul) and the body are two distinct substances with the mind being non-material and immortal whilst the body is material and susceptible to the laws of nature. This is shown with a quote from the sixth meditation “On the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am simply a thinking, non-extended thing that is, a mind, and on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an extended, non-thinking thing.”[endnoteRef:2] [2:  A Discourse on Method, Descartes] 

3. Descartes method of doubt 
Descartes method of doubt begins as he wishes to find something of complete certainty, something indubitable. To find this certainty he puts every possible thing through a high amount of scepticism, excluding the existence of God. To put his method of doubt in one sentence: To attain certainty in knowledge, one must systematically doubt everything.




Method of doubt
For a more detailed explanation, Descartes method of doubt is an extremely sceptical approach to achieve indubitable knowledge which he believes is needed for a greater understanding. Descartes bring forth multiple arguments for his reasoning and I will present said arguments in a more coherent way. 
Sensory perception doubt 
Descartes points out that the senses cannot always be trusted to give us a truthful and factual account of objects and our surroundings. This is shown with a quote from meditation I: “All that I have, up to this moment, accepted as possessed of the highest truth and certainty, I received either from or through the senses. I observed, however, that these sometimes misled us…”[endnoteRef:3] He gives an example of this deception by pointing out optical illusions and mirages.  [3:  A Discourse on Method, Descartes, pg.80
] 

Variability of sensory perceptions 
To reinforce this argument that the senses cannot be trusted he shows that we, as humans, do not perceive things the same way. He talks about what is now known as ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ qualities of an object. Descartes states that the primary qualities (such as shape and size) cannot be doubted as they are intrinsic; Secondary qualities (such as colour and smell) can in fact be doubted as they are reliant on the senses and the senses cannot be trusted. It should also be mentioned that this argument gives credence to the idea of deceitful senses for there is a lack of consistency with how objects are perceived. Descartes cannot find something unduplicable by using something that gives a different answer dependant on the person.
The dream argument 
To highlight his point Descartes brings forth the dream argument: “But I cannot forget that, at other times I have been deceived in sleep by similar illusions; and, attentively considering those cases, I perceive so clearly that there exist no certain marks by which the state of waking can ever be distinguished from sleep, that I feel greatly astonished; and in amazement I almost persuade myself that I am now dreaming.”[endnoteRef:4] In simpler terms, Descartes is suggesting that when dreaming our experience is indispensable from the waking world. With this information he questions if we can be truly certain that we are not dreaming now. Because this experience is reliant on the senses and fails to give certainty on your surroundings, it only further proves Descartes argument. [4:  A Discourse on Method, Descartes, pg.81] 

The wax argument 
In meditations II Descartes imagines a piece of wax, describing its size, taste, colour, smell. He then places the piece of wax next to a fire which causes the wax to melt. During this process of alteration, Descartes points out that the sensory qualities of the wax is changing when it melts and becomes a liquid. Despite the radical transformation of the wax, Descartes argues that the melted wax is the same as the solid wax.  His reasoning behind this is that the wax does not rely on the sensory qualities that are subject to change but instead rely on clear and distinct ideas brought to us by intellect, or more simply, reasoning. Said ideas go beyond what we can perceive from the senses so our intellect must be used instead. The argument is used to illustrate Descartes broader point that sensory perceptions and understandings are unreliable and likely to change whilst intellect or reason is more reliable and consistent.

Evil demon/Great deceiver argument
In the first meditation, Descartes states: “I will suppose, then, not that Deity, who is sovereignly good and the fountain of truth, but that some malignant demon, who is at once exceedingly potent and deceitful, has employed all his artifice to deceive me; I will suppose that the sky, the air, the earth, colours, figures, sounds, and all external things, are nothing better than the illusions of dreams, by means of which this being has laid snares for my credulity…”[endnoteRef:5] This point has come to be known as the evil demon argument. In simpler words, the argument is that because we are deceived, we must find the reason why we are deceived. We are made in the image of God so why would he create us to be able to be deceived, however this cannot be the case for God is unquestionably good and truthful, therefore the deceit is cause of an evil demon; with this knowledge how is it possible to believe anything we perceive? This is by far Descartes most radical argument compared to his others. Whilst most of his arguments focus on sensory perception and the potential for dreaming, this argument doubts everything. It suggests that the evil demon will go so far as to deceive us in our most fundamental ideas such as beliefs, reasoning and mathematical truths.  [5:  A Discourse on Method, Descartes, pg.84] 

By introducing the evil demon hypothesis, Descartes shows that he will push the boundaries of doubt to the extreme. Its purpose is to show that if there is even a miniscule amount of doubt in our beliefs, they cannot be believed for they are the work of this malignant demon. This argument is incredibly important to Descartes’ method of doubt. By having this hypothesis, he efficiently eliminates any belief that could potentially be the result of the evil demon i.e. deception. This process gives the result that only certainty will be left, ideas immune and untouched by this malevolent demon. 
Foundation of knowledge
So, in summary to show how Descartes reaches a conclusion: Descartes begins to tackle the idea of certainty by subjecting all beliefs to radical doubt and scepticism. This scepticism extends to sensory perceptions, the possibility of dreaming, the external world and gives birth to the idea of an evil demon. This scepticism is used as a methodological tool to remove uncertain and dubitable beliefs; all this doubt has left nothing that can be believed, except for the doubt itself. Descartes’ believes that the act of doubting is proof of or an act of thinking. 
Descartes’ foundation of knowledge is based upon the unduplicable act of self-awareness – the recognition that, in the act of doubt, there is a thinking subject. This certainty becomes an anchor for Descartes to build upon, allowing him to reconstruct knowledge and have a stable point for him to create his philosophical system. 
Method of doubt: Pros and cons
Now that we have a strong understanding of Descartes’ method of doubt as well as an understanding of his other ideas, we can look to Criticise and/or praise his works. I will begin with a balanced criticism, afterwards I will give my personal opinion on Descartes’ method of doubt in the conclusion.
Descartes’ starting point
Descartes’ subjected all things to scepticism in hopes of finding certainty, which he believed he did with the idea of the cogito, the realization that one is thinking. For Descartes’ this is indubitable truth and he has found his foundation of certainty for him to begin his philosophical system, Huzzah! However, can this foundational knowledge be believed? Critics have said no based on the idea that for the cogito to be certain, we must have a pre-existing idea or awareness for it to be believed. Descartes’ has failed to subject everything to scepticism for he has not doubted this pre-existing idea. It can be said that Descartes’ cogito falls into circular reasoning, making it arbitrary. For an example of a critic, take G.W Leibniz, Leibniz had the belief that for something to exist there must be sufficient reason. Descartes’ starting point, in his eyes, did not have sufficient reason and therefore his foundation of knowledge was in violation of this principle.
Limited scope of certainty
With Descartes’ belief of the thinking self, he builds from just that, the thinking self/ the mind. Critics have said that this is a rather small part compared to the world itself. This method of doubt completely disregards the external world, the existence of other minds or empirical knowledge. The point of this critique is to highlight that Descartes’ foundation of certainty does not stretch far enough to be used as a robust basis for knowledge. Take this metaphor to make it easier to understand: The foundation holds up the house splendidly, I know everything in this house for it is sitting atop a foundation I trust. However, when I open the door there is nothing there for my foundation can only support my house. 
Reliance on God’s existence 
In his meditations, Descartes’ introduces the idea of a benevolent God to guarantee clear and distinct ideas as well as lending credence to the ‘evil demon’ argument. Critics have said that this creates more problems for Descartes as this brings an assumption that may not be universally accepted. His reliance on God is troublesome for it can be easily doubted and critiqued, take Kant’s objection to Descartes ontological argument[endnoteRef:6]: Descartes’ argues that God exists in the same way a triangle has three sides. Kant agrees that if you have a triangle, you have three sides. However, if you do not have a triangle, you do not have three sides. Kant’s point being that if you believe in God, you must believe that he is necessary, but you do not have to accept there is a God.  [6:  Critique of Pure Reason (2007, Penguin Classics)] 

Practical impracticality/Neglect of empirical knowledge
Throughout his way to find certainty, Descartes encourages extreme doubt and scepticism in all things. However, it has been critiqued that this way of thinking would make the external world untraversable and has drastic affects on practical decision making. The argument being that Descartes’ scepticism is too radical for everyday life. The impracticality is only furthered when it is to be believed that we cannot trust our senses. While Descartes’ gives his reasons for why the senses cannot be trusted, we are incapable of going without them, we cannot shut ourselves off from them. In complaisant to Descartes, John Locke argued for the need of the senses. In Locke’s primary work “An Essay Concerning Human Understanding”[endnoteRef:7] Locke proposed the idea of the “Tabula Rasa” (Blank slate) that suggests that the human mind starts as a blank slate and we acquire knowledge through sensory exploration and experience. This is an obvious contrast to Descartes distrust towards the senses. [7:  An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (!996, Hackett Publishing co, inc)
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Conclusion
In conclusion, I believe that Descartes method of doubt is an unsuccessful way of finding knowledge. I believe that the arguments Descartes brought forward do not hold up when critiqued. His ‘Foundation of knowledge’ is proof of that. However, I do not believe Descartes is completely wrong and he could have found a greater understanding of the world if his methods were not so intransigent. His radical scepticism, whilst useful in removing the ideas that cannot be trusted, left him with nothing but doubt itself. This was highlighted by the critiques that his ‘foundation’ was too small to take in the knowledge of the external world. His belief in God took away the credibility of his words as it returns to faith. If one does not believe in God, his arguments become flawed, his foundations crack and his house sinks into the world Descartes’ cannot trust.



