Preface

The main line of reasoning in Descartes’ Meditations' seems to fit
a pattern familiar from Euclidean geometry: Descartes seems to begin
from simple, self-evident propositions and to deduce the conclusions of
the Meditations from those propositions in the way that Euclid deduces
theorems from axioms and postulates. Descartes himself seems to sug-
gest this “geometric” interpretation of his reasoning when, at the end of
prfifs IT he lays out the arguments of the Meditations “in the manner of
a gcomerry” [more gfomffnf'co] (AT 7:160—70).7

Yet those who view Descartes as trying to move from self-evident
axioms to certain conclusions through straightforward deductive reason-
ing face at least six problems:

First, there is the riddle of the Cogito. When Descartes tries to
establish the certainty of “T am” in Meditation I1, is he presenting that
proposition as an axiom oras a theorem? If as an axiom, why does he fre-
quently describe the movement from “I think” to “Tam” as an inference?
On the other hand, if he presents “Tam” as a theorem, what cxacrly are
the axioms from which he deduces it, why does he deem those axioms
more certain than the propesitions that he explicitly called into doubt in
Meditation [, and how can it be that he takes the theorem “I am”—rather
than the axioms from which he deduced that theorem—as the single
“immovable point” on which he builds his system?

Second, there is Descartes exp licit avowal that his method is not the
same as that used in geometry. Near the end of R:;bfifs 1T (AT 7:155—59),
after carefully distinguishing “analytic method” from “synthetic method”
and noting that traditional geometry follows the synthetic method, he
states that, in the Meditations, his method was analytic. (While he does
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go on to present some of the central arguments of the Meditations in
“geomcrrica.l fashion” [AT 7:160—70], he does so rclucmnrly, cautioning
that his synthetic presentation is not an adequate substitute for what
happens in the Meditations themselves [AT 7:159].)

Third, there is the problem of explaining Descartes insistence that
he makes use of doubt to establish his conclusions. (See, for cxa.mplc,
The Search for Truth [AT 2:522].) Although geometric proofs might go
some way toward serrling doubts, it’s difficult, if not im_possible, to see
how doubt might contribute to those proefs.

Fourth, there is the problem of cxplaining why Descartes believed
himself to be justified in taking such propositions as “There is at least
as much reality in a cause as in its effect” as axioms when attempting to
prove that God exists. Such premises don't seem any more obviously true
than propositions like “2 + 3 = 5. but, in Meditation I, he insists that
these simple propositions are subject to doubt and hence that he ought
to treat them as if he knew them to be false. (If he takes himself to ap pre-
hend these premises clearly and disrincﬂy, he might be able to justify his
accepting them by appcal to the principlc, established in Meditation IV
that whatever he clearly and disrincrly apprehcnds is true. But, because
he derived this principle directly from the claim that Ged exists, such a
justiﬁcarion would a_p_parently be unaccepmbly circular. )

Fgﬁﬁ, there is a problcm of circulariry concerning the reasoning in
Meditation V Apparcnrly, having established “God exists” as a theorem
in Meditation I, and having deduced the proposition “Whatever we
clearly and distinctly apprehend is true” as a corollary of that theorem,
Descartes uses that corollary in Meditation V'as a premise of an argument
to the conclusion that God exists. If the reasoning of the Medlitations
does fit the pattern of a formal geometry, it seems undeniable that he
has committed the blunder of having deduced a theorem directly from
iself.

Sixth, there is an ovcrarching problem concerning Descartes’ views
on the certainty of mathematics and geometry While he does say in
Meditation I that the propositions of arithmetic and geometry are more
certain than other propositions that he believes, he does not there say,
or even suggest, that he is pcrf:ecrly certain of their truth. On the con-
trary, in Meditation I, he ex_plicitly demonstrates that he has grounds
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for doubts concerning even these propositions, concluding that “naff’!fng
that [he] used to believe is beyond lcgirlrnarc doubt” (AT 7:20). In Madi-
tation I1I, he seems to use “2 + 3 = 5 as an example of a proposition of
whose truth he is uncertain (AT 7:36), and in Medszation V. he says that,
under certain circumstances, he can have doubts about the Euclidean
theorem “The internal anglcs of a rriangle cqual two righr anglcs” (AT
7:69). But, if Descartes views mathematics and geometry as themselves
uncertain, why would he think that, by procecding ina straightfomardly
geometric manner, he could establish propositions of “first philosophy”
with perfect certainty?

All six of these problems have the same origin: the assumption that
Descartes attempts to become _perfectly certain of propositions, such as
“God exists,” by garnering new and better support for those proposi-
tions. I will challenge that assumption. Descartes calls his beliefs into
doubt in Meditation I by producing grounds for doubt concerning those
beliefs. Regardless of the quantity or strength of the support that he can
produce in favor of those beliefs, he cannot become perfectly certain of
their truth until he somehow nullifies those grounds. hccordingly, his
strategy in Meditations I through IV is not to add support for his beliefs
such as “Geod exists,” but to subtract grounds for doubrt.

But is the thought that Descartes’ method is subtractive incom-
patible with the view that his reasoning fits the geometric model? His
grounds for doubt concerning the beliefs with which he begins the
Meditations are provided by hypotheses that he considers in Meditation
F—and apparently his method for refuting these hypotheses is to begin
from self~evident axioms, deduce that a veracious God exists, and infer as
a corollary that the doubt-producing hypotheses of Meditation [are false.
Then can't we say both that Descartes proceeds in a geometric manner
and that he becomes certain by subtracting grounds for doubt?

I think not. As I will argue, Descartes does not neutralize the
doubt-producing hypotheses of Meaditation I by showing them to be false.
Rather, by constructing various arguments in Meditations IT through Vi
he tries to work himself into a position from which these hypotheses no
longer make sense to him. The strategy seems counterintuitive because
we generally expect continued study to expand the range of our under-
standing rather than to narrow it—but the strategy is, | will suggest,
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acceptable. A hypothesis can serve as grounds for doubt enly if it seems
coherent, and clarification of concepts can sometimes reveal to us that
hypotheses that once seemed plausible are in fact nonsense.,

That Descartes adoptcd this strategy is revealed, T will argue, by
what he writes in the Meditations. In part, however, my case for the sub-
tractive interpretation will be philosophical rather then textual If we ac-
cept the usual interpretation of Meditations, we must view the problcrns
that T have sketched as unsolvable—and we must therefore view Des-
cartes’ strategy as Funda_mentaﬂy flawed. On the other hand, as T will
show, if we take the reasoning of the Meditations to be aimed at revcaling
the incoherence (rather than the f:alsity]l of various doubr—producing hy—
potheses, the strategic knots that T have outlined—induding the _prob-
lems of circularity—loosen.

To lay the foundation for the explicarlon of Descartes’ strategy, 1
will offer analyses of two notions of doubt and outline Descartes’ reasons
for saying that he has grounds for doubt concerning each of his beliefs
(Chapter 1). Next T will examine the aim that Descartes sets for himself
in the Meditations perfccr certainty (Chaprcr 2). Descartes insists that, to
attain this end, he must isolate himself from the influence of his previous
beliefs, and he therefore begins writing in a fictitious voice—the voice of
someone who has the same experiences as he does and regards the same
reasoning as valid, but who believes that he is drca.ming and that his
mind is the producr of an evil demon. For convenience, I will view this
voice as belonging to someone distinct from Descartes, whom I will call
the Demon’s Advocate (Chapter 3). Descartes’ primary rule of methed
carly in the Meditations is, T will argue, to accept a proposition into his
system of belief if and only if he can convince the Advocate of its truth.

For purposes oFconvincing the Demon’s Advocate, srmightforward
argument would be useless. If Descartes were to construct a compelling
argument to the conclusion that 2 + 3 = 5, for cxample, the Advocate
would have an easy reply “In view of your argument,” he might say to
Descartes, “it seems undeniably true to me that 2 + 3 = 5. But my mind
is so poorly designed that what seems most obviously true to me is in
fact false. So the proposition "2 + 3 = 5’ must be false.” Understandably,
faced with the possibility of such a reply, Descartes wonders whether he
will be able to convinece the Demon’s Advocate of anything. But, early in
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Meditation Il he does find a way to convince the Advocate of the truth
of the propesition “Tam” (Chaprcr 4). As T will show, alrhough this way
does involve Descartes’ inferring “T am” from the doubt-producing hy-
pothcses of Meditation I, he performs this inference to reveal a relation of
entailment between propositions, not to prove that “T am” is true in the
usual sense Ofpi‘ﬂi’f.

Just as Descartes does not offer the argument of Meditation II to
Provide confirmation for the proposition “T am.,” he does not construct
the theclogical arguments of Meditation Il to demonstrate the truth of
the proposition “God exists.” On the interpretation of these arguments
that T will offer (Chaprers 5 and &), their function is to compcl our Wills
to affirm the proposition “God exists,” thereby leaving us unable to en-
tertain various doubt—producing hypothcses. (At the end of Cha_pter G,
T will rcply to the objccrion that, if T were righr about this, the program
of the Meditations would amount to nothing more than psychological
trickery.)

Armed with the reasoning of Meditation ITI, Descartes thinks
that he can deprive the Demon’s Advocate of one of his foundational
belicfs—na.rnely, the belief that his mind is the producr of an evil de-
mon. For this reason, after Meditation IV the primary rule of Descartes’
method changes from "Accept a proposition inte your system of belief if
and only if you can convince the Demon’s Advocate of its truth” to "Ac-
cepta proposition into your system of beliefif and only if you clearly and
distinctly apprehend it” (Chapter 7). Descartes’ first application of this
rule, which oceurs in Meditation V has to do with the proposition “God
exists’ (Chaprer 8. As T will argue, alrhough Descartes establishes this
rule because he believes that God exists, his applicarion of the rule to the
proposition “God exists” does not invelve him in circular reasoning,

Finally, T will look at the central arguments of Meditation V1. An
investigation of Descartes argument for mind-body dualism (Chaprcr 9)
will show that the device of the Demon’s Advocate is at work even at this
late stage of the project, and an examination of his “_proof'” of the exis-
tence of _physical objects (Cha_pter 10) will reveal how he tries, without
cnrirely abandoning his initial aims, to set the method of the Meditations
aside and return to commonplace standards of evidence.



