SCEPTICISM AND SCIENCE IN DESCARTES"

Recent work on Descartes hasastically revised thetraditional conception of Descartes as a
paradigmatic rationalist and foundationalist. Thetraditional picture, familar from histories of
philosophy and introductory lectures, is of a solitary meditator dedicated to the pursuit of certainty in
a unified scienceria arigourous process of logicatleduction from indubitable firgarinciples. But

the Descartes that has emerged from recent studies strikes a more subtle balance between metaphysi
physics, epistemology and the philosophysoifence. There imuch to be praised in this revaluation,

but a dangerous amount of over-compensation has gone on, particularly in the reinterpretation of the
role of scepticaldoubt in Descartesthought. This reinterpretion plays down theepistemological
reasons for worrying about scepticism, suggestiteg Cartesian physics is atultimately drives the
introduction of scepticism in the First Meditation.

In the first section | will outline how aertain conception ofthe importance ofscepticaldoubt is
deeply implicated in the traditionaiew of Descartes as paradigm rationalist andfoundationalist.
The second section outlines sometbé principal respects inwhich this traditional view has been
attacked. In the third tliscuss theevaluation of theole of scepticadoubt which hasaccompanied
these attacks on theaditional view. Thefourth section outlines some specifiworries with the
revaluation of the role of sceptical doubt in the First Meditation. These worries arelitahophical
and textual. In the fifth section | outline afternativeaccount of the relatiobetween science and
scepticism in Descartes' thought. Thisernativeaccountpreserves the idea that the ultimaéasons
for worrying aboutscepticism are epistemologicahile arguing that these epistemologicalreasons
are ultimately driven byscience. Myargumentwill be that those aspectsf Descartes'scientific
thought which militate againstthe traditional view are precisely what mak scepticism such a
problem for him.

1. Therole of scepticism on the traditional view

The best place to stairt discussingthe traditionalview of Descartes is witthis own early witings,
particularly the_Rules for the Direction of the Mind. The traditiovialv is best seen as @ne-sided

reading of some of the pronouncements that he makes there.

According to Rule Two, enquiry should lenfined to areas iwhich certainty ispossible, since
considering subjects inwhich proballity is all that can behoped forwill not only not lead to

* Versions of this material have been presented at the Universities of Sydney and Birmingham and to the Scots
Philosophical Club. | am grateful for comments on all three occasions, particularly from Eric Tsui-James and
Stephen Read. This paper has also been much improved by comments from three referees for this journal.

References to Descartes’ writings in the text are given in the standard manner to the Adam and Tannery edition of the
Oeuvres de Descart@Baris, Cerf, 1897-1913: 12 volumes), cited as AT, and to the translation by Cottingham,
Stoothof, Murdoch and Kenny of tihilosophical Writings of DescartéSambridge, Cambridge University Press,



knowledge, butcan endangerwhateverknowledge onemight independently possess. Descartes
suggests that the certainty of mathematics be takeas asparadigm, and his suggestions for how
certainty is to be attained in the sciencesersk the parallel furthe Just asnathematiciangroceed
by deduction from fist principles, so too musphilosophy andthe scienes proceed by a
combination ofintuition and deduction - intuition to yield a knowledge of self-evident first
principles, and deduction to move beyond those first principles in a certainty-preserving manner.

The traditional view of Cartesian method takes these and sipriterouncements abe last word
on his methodology, interpteng them in a rather narroway. In Descartestharacterisation of
deduction everything depends updow ‘following necessarily' isinderstood. On oneeading
Cartesiandeduction mvolves logica entailment so that the conclusions Heed by deduction are
implicitly contained in their premises, but there are weakadingsavailable. Anexamplewould be

Garber's suggestion that a deduction is any argument whose steps are connected biylta'cttsroi

But thetraditional view takes the strongeading and interpretBescartes as holdg that scientific
knowledgeought to be a rigourously deductive and entirely a priori edifice built orfaitnedations
provided by the cogitand the innate idea of God. As Bernard Williams expresses it in his article on
Rationalism in the Encycopedia Philosophy,Descartedhad "a picture of &ompletedscience as a
complete deductiveystem, igally expressed in a ugue system of theorem with necessary truths

(of a metaphysical character) as its axioms".

On the traditionalview, moreover, it is theahreat of philosophical scepticism that gives ipetus
and justification to this mbabdology of a priori deductivism, byforging the connectionbetween
knowledge and certainty. The notion of certainty is parasitical on the notion of indubitability, and the
notion of indubitability is held to be central to the Cartesian methodology because of agesrant
with the philosophical sceptic. Indubitability comasly with certainbasic propositionswhich cannot
coherently bedoubted. Andindubitability can be retained only if nothing can be admitted as
knowledge that isiot deduced fronthose basigropositions,where agenuine dedutve transition
can be understood as one that is immune to sceptical doubt.

The traditional view,lten, has two closely linkedomponents. Theadical scepticism of the First
Meditation and the explicimethodology ofa priori deductivism aresymbiotically related. On the

1 Daniel Garber, 'Science and Certainty in Descartes' in Michael HookerBEschartes. Critical and Interpretive
EssayqBaltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978) pp.117-121. This line of thought is defended in detail in
Stephen Gaukroge€artesian Logic: An Essay on Descartes' Conception of Infe(@xdéerd, Clarendon Press,

1989). The obvious challenge for such an interpretation is giving an account of what the connection between steps i
that is apprehended in acts of intuition.

2 The Encyclopedia of Philosophgdited by Paul Edwards (London, Macmillam. 1967). A recent and sophisticated
version of this aspect of the deductivist interpretation will be found in Peter Schouls, 'Reason, Method and Science
in the Philosophy of Descartes'Australasian Journal of PhilosopB® (1972), 30-39. A classic exposition of the
traditional view will be found in Leon RotRescartes' Discourse on Meth@@xford, Clarendon Press, 1937).

Earlier versions include influential histories like Kuno FiscBerscartes and his Schqabndon, Fisher Uniwin,

1887) and G. H. Lewe3he History of Philosophyol. Il (3rd edition, London, Longman's Green and Co., 1867),
especially pp. 145-149. See also E. A. Burlie Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Sciefiamdon, Routledge




one hand, the radical scepticism of the Firgdiation creates epistemitemandswhich canonly be
met by a process of certaypreserving deduction from indubitablersti principles. On theother
hand, Descartes' preoccupation with sceptidimoomes verylear wheninterpreted inthe light of a
methodology for unifiedscience thatdemands indubitable rit principles fom which scientific
knowledge can be deduced, because dbeplication of sceptical doubt is anobvious way of

identifying those first principle§.

2. The Traditional View Revised

Of course, suppters of the traditionalview have alwayshad to come to terms with the faittat
Descartes' actual scientifipractice fails to comfrm to this methodological modelof a priori
deductivism.What characterises thé&aditional view, however, isthe belief that DescartesScientific

practice fails tomatch up to hismethodological deals* There isnow something approaching a
concensus amon@escartes scholars, hewer,that thisbelief is mstaken, andthat Descartesctual
practice was importantly in harmony with his method.

An important general factan the move away from the traditiongiew has been aecognition
that Descartes' thought is far fraammonolithic whole Whereaghe traditional view is quite happy to
take passages from the Rubssd interpret them as accurate descriptions of thdéadetogy of the
Principles of Philosophywritten nearly twenty year$ater, schadrs havebecome increasinglhaware
that Descartes' thought evolved during his intellectual career, and correspondingly caupitacsngf

too much emphasis on the early work©ne obvious discontinuitypetween the_Ruleand the
Meditations concernshe certainty of mathematics. Thigid deductivismwhich seems to eerge
from the_Ruless based on a particular conception of the certainty of mathematics. By the time of the

and Kegan Paul, 1924) ch.4; and W. A. Merryl&sscartes: An Examination of Some Features of his Metaphysics
and MethodMelbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1934) chs. 9 and 10.

3 This is not to say, of course, that there are no other reasons why Descartes should have been inclined to take
scepticism seriously. The revival of Pyrrhonian scepticism was surely a contributing factor to Descartes' engagemen
with scepticism. See Richard PopKirhe History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spin(@erkeley, University of
California Press, 1979), ch. 9.

4 This is the view taken in Rotescartes' Discourse on Metha@ahd in Pierre Duhenthe Aim and structure of

the Physical Sciencéblew York, Atheneum, 1962) pp. 43-46. Norman Kemp Smith also thinks, although not for
quite the same reasons, that Descartes failed to live up to his own mplidStudies in the Philosophy of
DescartegLondon, Macmillan, 1966) p.101.

5 It should not be thought, though, that the traditional view reflects Descartes' original conception of enquiry, which
he later modified. Two well known letters to Mersenne written within a few weeks of each other in 1638 will make
the point. On 27 July he wrote that "all my physics are nothing but geometry” (AT Il 268, CSMK 119), although

in May he had claimed that demanding geometrical demonstrations in physics is demanding the impossible (AT Il
142, CSMK 103). Moreover, and particularly in the case of his scientific views, there are important continuities
between the early works and the later ones. Gaukrog@eseartes: An Intellectual Biograpt@xford, Oxford

University Press, 1995) has argued fhiae Worldis the key text for Cartesian physics, despite its explicitly
hypothetical form. According to Gaukroger, the crucial difference betieeWorldand thePrinciplesis the




Meditations, howver, Descartes hashangedhis mind. The radicaldoubt of the First Meditation
extends to the most basic propositions of arithmetic.

In addtion to this, howeverthe traditionalview has suffered from scholarly attention to the
internal complexities othe Rulesthemselves. Agood example here iBescartes' mposal for a

mathesis universalf.In Rule FourDescartes expins that thevarious mathematicadisciplines have
in common an abstraatoncern with questions obrder and measure, and draws amportant
methodological lesson:

This made me realise that there must be a general science which explains all the points
that can be raisedoncerning orderand measurdrrespective of thesubject-matter,
and that this sciencehould be termednathesis universalis a venerable term with a

well-established meaning - for it covers everything #natitles these other sciences to

be called branches of mathematfcs.

The proposal here is for a universal mathematics, a general science of magnitudeyilvhinderpin

the specific mathematicalistiplines. It has seemed toamy thatthis universal mathematics is to be
identified with the general method of discovery that Descartes is putting forward. And from here it is
a short step to theaditional view,because universal mathentaticertainly qualifies aggourously _a

priori and deductivist.

When the Ruleare read carefully, however, éimerges that the generakthod of décovery and

the _mathesis universalkse two very different thing%.The Cartesian method is centred on thisory

of the simple natures being the natural objects of intuition. But the simple natures are not exclusively
concerned with order and measure in the way that the objects of universal mathematigspased

to be. Two examples should make this cléarst, Descartes takes shape asmaonical example of a

material simple nature, and henceaasasic notion foexplaining the physical world In descibing
universal mathematics, however, he maintains that ttiemof shape has no theoretical role to play,
because it is a specific measumhereas universal mfamatics isconcerned only #h measure in
general. SecondlyDescartes aditted three differenttypes of simple natures - comgal natures
(such as shapesxtension andmotion), intellectual natureésuch as volitionand knowledge) and
common natures (existence and durationy fexample).Even if the previoudifficulty is glossed
over, volition, knowledge and existence can hardly be the objects of a mathesis universalis.

6 | am indebted here to John A. Schuster's paper 'Desddatsis Universalis1619-1628' in Stephen Gaukroger
(Ed.),Descartes: Philosophy, Mathematics, Phy@rgghton, Harvester Press, 1980).

7 AT X 378, CSM | 19.

8 See Schuster op. cit.. Schuster records his debt to the detailed textual study in J.-FLAAM®®estitution du

Texte des Requlg@aris, 1964). Particularly significant is Weber's demonstration that Rule Four is in fact
conmposed of two parts written at different times. The second part of Rule Four (which Weber terms 4B), containing
the discussion ahathesis universalislates from 1619 and is believed to be closely related to the proposed
Thesaurus mathematiglen exclusively mathematical work. The first part (4A) seems to date from 1620 and fits
much more closely with the discussions of general method that occupy the next 11 rules.




Another important dcor in undermining the plausibility of the traditionaview has been the
recognition that, despite firsappearances, the Rulean be read in a way that does not support a
strictly a priori deductivistinterpretation. Ongossible strategy here would be stress trsirdition

between presentation and discoveny,io Descartesterms, between synthesasd analysié—.O So, the
deductivist strands in the Rulesuld be interpreted gwescriptions, not for anethod of acqiring
certain knowledge, but rathéor a method of presentinggems of knowledge acquired in aysthat

can on occasion be a posteriori aﬂﬂ;(berimentall.1 This would allow one to preserve the idehat
Descartes is ultimately callingrf@n a prioriscien@, while preserving him from the traditional claim
that one might be able to deduce particular facts about the world from first principles.

A further strategy here would be deny that Descartes &tually calling for an_a priori science
at all. One way ofarguing this would be by stressing the way in which the Cartes@rception of
analysis seems to allow a significant role for experieara experimetnn Analysis is put forward as a
means by which a complex problem can be simplifiedtages until it can bposed in terms of the
simple natures. The example which Descartes gives in Rule Eight is the search for the afthaastic
shape of the refracting surface fromhich parallel rag of light will be deflected to meet & single
point). And the accoundf how theproblem ofthe anaclastic iseduced tothe appropriate simple

nature (that of a 'natural power') does seemontain_a posteriori elemenkts. For example, aSabra
has poinéd out,only experience catell the investigator that theelationshipbetween the angle of

incidence and the angle of refraction is different in different média.

This insight could bedrought into line with the previous point, so that it is synthesis (or the
presentation of the appropriate proof that the conclusion follows from the consideration of the simple
natures) that is a priori. [fernatively, and moreradically, it coutl be arguedthat the process of
synthesis isalso cruciallydependent upon experience and experimerds,-indeed, seems to be
implied by Descartedrequentstatements that synthegisst is analysis in reverse. In the case of the
anaclastic, forexample, Descarteseems taconcedethat knowledge of the nature of light does not
follow straightforwardly from intuiting the simple nae of a naturapotency. Rathe synthesis can

proceed only by comparing light with what is (experimentally) known about other natural p'kﬂNers.
Even in the context of the Rulesmd other early workghen, there ar@ossibilities fo arguing that

10 see, for example, Gaukrog@artesian Logicparticularly Chs.3 and 4. Gaukroger claims: "The distinction

between analysis and synthesis is, for Descartes, effectively the distinction between problem-solving and deduction,
and in advocating analysis and disparaging synthesis he is advocating problem-solving techniques and rejecting the
attempt to advance knowledge deductively" (p.105).

11 This parallels attempts that have been made by Aristotle scholars to deal with the obvious disparity between
Aristotle's methodological demands for a fully demonstrated science and his actual scientific practice. See, for
example, J. Barnes, 'Aristotle's Theory of Demonstration' in J. Barnes, M. Schofield and R. Sorabjtietks),

on AristotleVol. 1, p.77.

12 see AT X 393-395, CSM | 28-29 for the example of the anaclastic.

13 A. 1. SabraTheories of Light from Descartes to Newt@eambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1981) p.30.

Cf Clarke,Descartes' Philosophy of Scier¢éanchester, Manchester University Press, 1982) p. 173. It is also

worth drawing attention to Descartes' explanation of the rainbow Mébeorology for he himself cites thias an

example of the method in action.



the Cartesianmethodology wasot as strictly a priori _and deductivist as thetraditional view

suggestd.d

But although the Rulewill always have arimportant role toplay in discussions of the Cartesian
methodology,the principal motivation for moving away from the tradition&w has beera closer
attention to the actual practice of Cartesian science.cBhty significanthas been aecognition of
the role played by cruciaxperiments. In avell-known and inportant passage fronthe Discourse
on the Method, Descartes notes thatthough the basicprinciples of geometry and meahics
constrain any possible explanation of natural phenomena, they are often compatible withutiany
explanations. So, Descartes continues, crucial experiments are required to rule out all but one of thes

possible explanations®

It would be unwiseto place too mch weight on thediscussion of crucial experiments in the
Discourse simply becauseDescartes ratg finds himself withtwo or nore competinghypotheses

which can be decided betwebp an appeal tsuitable empiricalevidencel.7 But Descartescholars
haveincreasingly recognised theentrality thatDescartesaccordedhypothetico-deduction imoth

science and philosoph'ﬁﬁ The methodological point is clearly made in a passage from the Principles
which anticipates the cosmology and theory of the universe developed in Prifitiples

When philosophizing aboutsuch important mtters, however, itvould seem to be
excessively arrogant for us @ssert that we hawdiscovered the exact truth; and so |
should prefer tdeave this claim on one si& and put forward everything that | am
about to write simply as a hypothesis. And if it is thought that the hypothesis is false, |
shall think | have achievedomething sufficientlyworthwhile if everything deduced

from it agrees with our observationsy fib this is so we shall see that ohypothesis

14 AT X 395, CSM | 29.

15 Of course, Descartes still uses the term 'deductiedu¢erer déduird to characterise the process, but there are
reasons for thinking that his use of the term has little in common with modern usage. SedDetmdumtes'

Philosophy of Sciencpp.63-70, 207-210 for an interesting discussion. He concludes that ". . .Descartes uses the
term'déduireto mean a detailed enumeration of steps in an argument in such a way that the term no longer
characterises the logic of the argument but rather the step-by-step narration which is involved in its articulation”
(p-209). Deduction as Descartes understood it can, he claims, subsume proof, explanation and what we would think
of as induction.

16 The classic example of crucial experiments in Cartesian science is Descartes' debate with William Harvey over
the circulation of the blood. There is a useful discussion of the dispute in @adaartes' Philosophy of Science
pp.148-155. See also Gary Hatfield, '‘Descartes’ physiology and its relation to his psychology' in J. Cottingham
(Ed.)The Cambridge Companion to Descaftéambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992) pp.342-3.

17 Although, as Clarke note®éscartes' Philosophy of Sciermel155), he remains true to his commitment to
experiment when he does find himself in such a situation.

18 As far as philosophy is concerned, Daniel Garber argues that Descartes' proof of the existence of God in
Meditiation Three, as well as his proof of the existence of material objects in Meditation Six, are examples of
‘argument by enumeration’ in which a range of hypotheses is postulated, and all except for one eliminated by




yields just as mch practical benefifor our lives as wewould have derived from

knowledge of the actual truf?

It is not just modesty that dies himhere. Two sectionsfurther on heappeals taconsiderations like

those in the Discourse. Although we can know with certainty (and by reason alone) that everything in
the universe isiltimately composed of aingle matter divided intdnumerable parts moving in
circular motionsaccording todeterminate principles such as the principle of the conservation of
motion, these facts alone will not determine a cosmology:

.. . we cannot determine by reason altwev big these pieces ahatter are, or how

fast they move, or whatkinds of circle they describe. Since there aamuntless
different configurations whiclsod might have istituted here,experience alonenust

teach us which configuration he actually selected in preference to the rest. We are thus
free to make any assumption on these matters with the sole proviso that all the

consequences of our assumption must agree with our expe?i@nce.

The assumptions he lists are: that God created parttiestter which areoughly equalin size;that
He imparted to them an amount wiotion equal tahat existing now in the universe; atdo more
detailed assumptions about the movemefit such particles thatre supposedio explain the

emergence of vortices!

In the closing sections of the Principl@escartes seems to drahe obvious mdtodological
conclusion from this and to accept that Hependence upon hypothetical reasgnmeansthat the
most he can claim for his scientific explanations is that they have moral authority, "suffieréainty
for application to ordinary life, even though they may be uncertain in relation to the absolute power

of God" (Principles IV.206).22 Of course, Descartes is explicthat the lksic principles of
metaphysics have more tharoral certainty, but it is clear that he has expliciélyandonechis call
for absolute certainty in science.

The weight of the textual evidence against the traditional view seems overwhelming. The only way
in which it could possibly be preserved would be by significantly weakening the strength of the a

19 principleslil.44 (AT VIIIA 99, CSM | 255).
20 principleslil.46 (AT VIIIA 100-101, CSM | 256-257).

21 These sections of tHerinciplespresent exegetical problems, because Descartes seems to be explicitly denying

the truth of these hypothesé&xincipleslll.45 begins: "I shall even make some assumptions which are agreed to be
false" (AT VIIIA 99, CSM | 256). This is one of the points where Cartesian science comes into conflict with the
Christian faith. What Descartes is undertaking is to give some indication of how the present state of the universe
might have evolved out of an original chaos. But since according to the Bible God created the universe in the state i
is now, it follows that no such process of evolution could have taken place. And so Descartes describes his
assumptions as false. This can hardly be taken at face value, though, and the interpretation | suggest is this.
Descartes is putting the assumptions forward as hypotheses, and is convinced that they provide an adequate
explanation of the real world. What we are supposed to think of as false is the suggestion that the real world evolved
from a primeval chaos. Nonetheless, God could have created such a primeval chaos, and it is a further point in favou
of Descartes' hypotheses that they can explain how the real world could have evolved from such a chaos.



priori deductivism being ascribed to Descartes. It couldnléntained thaDescartes was calling, not

for certainty and_a priori deductivism in science as a whole, but rather for an adpdogtion of the

basic principles of metaphysics and the basic principles of physics. Such a view is taken by Sabra whe
refers to the realm of thrimary truths' and their logical ceequences, therinciples of physics,

describing it as "the domain of miori truth, of strictdemonstration and of absolute certairdy".
There are reasons to think that a strict deductiistiel might not be appropriate even in thmited
sphere, but let us leave these asade considethow nuch of the traditionalview such aweakening

would preserve2.4 Adopting this weakened versioaf the traditionalview would certainly preserve
the connection between certainty and a priori deductivism. But that is not all there isttaditienal
view as originally presented. We neetb ask whether it wouldalso succeed in preserving the
symbiotic relation between scepticism and certainty. The crucial issue in particular is whethke#
comprehensible Descartes' engagement with radical scepticism in the First Meditation.

A defender of theweakened version othe traditionalview might argue that it explains the
pumpos of Descartesexamination ofscepticism in theFirst Meditation, fo the following reason.
According tothe weakenedersion, thetype of certainty that brings with it a demd for apriori
deductivism isrequired only for metaphysics anthe fundamental principles of physics. But
providing certainty \thin this limited sphere, itmight be argued, igrecisely whatDescartes
undertakes inthe Meditatons. In whichcase,the connectionbetween scepticisnand certainty is
preserved. The engagement with scepticisiinénFirst Meditation patiels the progct of providing a
certain,_a priori, andigorously deductivegrounding for medphysics and the basic principles of
physics, which is the project that Descartes undertakes in the Meditations.

This attempt to salvage theditional view'sexplanation ofDescartestliscussion of scepticism in
the First Meditation is attractive, but ultimately untenable. The most obvious difficulty with it is that it
is committed to the thesis that the fundamental principles of physics are established deductively in the
Meditations. Although there is room fordoubt aboutprecisely where the dividing line between
metaphysics and physics is dralm Descartes, it i€lear that thfundamentalprinciples of physics
will include atleast thethree laws of motion, ogether withthe theses that the essence of matter is
extension and that phical explanation should pceed ultimately in terms of the movement and
geometrical properties of material particles. Of these fiiwelamentalprinciples only the hesisthat
the essence of matter is extension is discussed in_the Meditations, and it is far from clear that this i
discussed andlemonstrated as a phyaicrather than metaphysicdiesis in the_Meditations. It is a
long way from the famous discusai of thepiece ofwax to thefoundations ofphysics. And in any
case, the three laws of motion do not feature at all in the Meditations, nor dewssabout particles.
On this weakened versiant the traditionalview, then, the symbiotigelation betweencertainty and
scepticism breaks down. The encounter with sceptigisthe Meditations canndbe explained by its
part in the projectof providing an indubitabldoundation for metaphysics andhe fundamental

23 sabraTheories of Lightp.44.
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principles of physics. It cannot be paft that project, because that project is natdertaken in the
Meditations.

The last resort, then, for defenders of the traditiaeabunt of the rolef scepticismin Descartes'
thought isto maintain thatDescartes restrictethe realm of certainty tonetaphysics, and that the
encounter withscepticism must be seen as@ollary of the search for metaphysical certainty. But
this imposesa highly artificial and unacceptablalivide betweerDescartesphysics andmetaphysics.
Even if Descartes' metaphysical work is mdended to provide the sort oértainfoundations fo his
work in naturalphilosophy that theinterpretation of him aan apriori deductivistsuggests, it can
hardly be denied tha central aspecperhaps_the central agpeof themetaphysical project of the

Meditations is thedgitimationof Cartesianscience?® The introductionof the sceptical chiéenge in
the FirstMeditation needs to beinderstood inthe context ofthis project of legitimation. The
question is how.

3. Therevisionist account of scepticism

What | am calling the revisionist accowftthe role of scepticisnn Descartes'nought is an attempt
to explain how the scepticisorf the First Medtation functions in the metaphysical legitimation of
Cartesian science, in a way that accomodates the inappropriateness of the traditional view.

As a way into therevisionist pogion we can consideiDescartes' iportant statement in the
Synopsis to the Meditatiortd what he thought he had achieved in the First Meditation;

In the First Meditation reasons are provided whgole us possible gunds fordoubt
about all things, especially material things,lsng as wehave nofoundations for the
sciences other than thosénich we havehad uptill now. Although the usefulness of
such extensive doubt is not apparent at first sighigreatest benefit l&in freeing us
from all our preconceived opinions, angroviding the easiest route by which the

mind may be led away from the sengés.

Whereas the First Meditation begins witle famous calfor a complete demolitiorof the edifice of
knowledge, it is presented the Synopsis as a way ebunter-balancing preflice and freeing the
Meditator from excessive reliance on the senses. The passage does make reference to foundations, k
it seems to be implied thate lack adequatéoundationsbecause we are in the grip pfeconceived
opinions and put too much faith in osenses. And one might concluttat soting this problem out

will provide the firm foundations required to remove possible grounds for doubt.

It is precisely thignferencethat is drawnby therevisionistconception ofCartesianscepticism.
The Meditationsare indeed, as Descartes wrote to Mersennefahedations ofhis physics.They

25 | borrow the reference to legitimation from Stephen Gaukrdgscartes: An Intellectual Biography
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provide suchfoundations intwo ways.First, they demonstratehe basicprinciples of the existence
and immutability of God which stand at the roofsthe tree ofCartesianunified science. 8condly,

they provide epistemologicalfoundations. But the epistemologicalfoundationsare rot, as on the
traditional view, provided by thecertainty attained byefuting thevarious levels of scepticaldoubt

canvassed in the Firdfleditation. Rather, the process @ngaging withthose sceptical dohts is

supposed to detach the Meditator from the baleful effects of prejudice and reliancesengbg and
reveal the proper epistemological procedure by which truth may be gained and error avaidety,

the method of clear and distinct ideas.

On the revisionistview, this attack on prejudiceand the senses is inteded to provide an
epistemology appropriate fo€artesian science. It ihe demands ofscience,and in particular
physics, that drive the employment of scepticism as a tool. As Daniel Garber has stressed, the sceptic:
arguments of théirst Medtation can be read as attemptsutaderminethe faith in thesenseghat

underpins scholastic/Aristotelianscience2’ The objects of scholastic science are the objects of
common sense unscigific perception, and scholastic Ylomorphism is intended to dge the
appearances' of commaense. Descartes discusses hmaritical reliance on theenses is grime
cause of scientifierror in theReplies to the Sth Objections, givingthe example ofgravity. The
sense-based temptation is to treat gravitg &gal quality' inhenig in bodieswhich somehow 'knows'

where the centre of the earth is and impels bodies towa?@sStmiIarly, thetestimony of thesenses

seems to copel belief in the existence of the vacuum, because air Iookﬂy&ﬁ Another good
example would be the natu of light, and the firsparagraph of The Wfld is particularly revealing
here:

The subject | propose to deal with in this treatise is light] the first point | want to

draw to your attention is that there may be a difference between the sensation we have
of light (ie the idea of light which is fared in our imagination by the mediation of

our eyes) and what it is in the objects thaiduces this sensatiomithin us (ie what it

is in the flame or the sun that we call by the name 'light). aRtilough everyone is
commonly convinced that the ideas that we have in our mind are wholly similar to the
objects from which they proceedgvertheless tannotsee anyreasonwhich assures

us that this is s80

As emerges clearhhere, 'dedchment from thesenses' involvesidding oneself of thebelief that
objects really resemble the ideas we havéhem. In all these casdaith in veridicalityof the senses

27 See Daniel GarbeSémel in vitaThe Scientific Background to Descartegditationsin Rorty (Ed.),Essays on
Descartes' Meditationand Daniel GarbeDescartes' Metaphysical Phys{€&hicago, University of Chicago, 1992)
pp.94-103. This way of reading the First Meditation was initially pressed in GHsades sur le role de la
philosophie mediévale dans la formation de la pensée Cartégitami® Vrin) pp.168-173. See also Wilson: op. cit.
pp.7-8, and Desmond Clarke, 'Descartes' philosophy of science and the scientific revolution' in Cottingham (Ed.)
The Cambridge Companion to Descartes

28 AT VII 442, CSM 11 298.

29 seePrinciplesll. 17-18 (AT VIIIA 49-50, CSM | 230).
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creates tghly significantscientific errors. In attackinghis faith scepticism eradicates tcemmon
source of error.

But the introduction ofscepticism is not just netjae . In attacking a sense-basegistemology
Descartes can be seen togreviding indirect gpport fa his ownnon-sense-based epistemology of
clear and distinct ideas. elevanthere is Descartes' aply to Hobbes' accusation in thehird
Objections thathe FirstMeditation contains nothingriginal. Helists three reasons fointroducing
sceptical doubts. The first of these is "to prepare my readers' minds for the study of the things which

are related to the intellect, am@lp them to distinguish those things from corporeal thiﬁésGary
Hatfield comments on this passage that the doubt is;

. . indispensable irthis regard because provides the mean for freeing one's
attention from sensoryideas in order to attendto an ndependentsource of
knowledge: the pure deliverances of the intellect. It tlsesves a unction in
DescartesMeditationssimilar to that ofdoubt and other "purgings of tleenses” in

the tradition of spiritual meditation stemming from St. Augus@Re.

In addition to, but nonetheless in virtue of, 'leading the mind away from the senses’, then, the sceptica
doubts of the First Meditation effectively lead the mind towards the intellect as the only true source of
knowledge.

And just as the attack on tteenses isultimately driven byCartesian science (bacse of the
dependence of scholastic physics upon the evidence of tees$)esaoo is the activgpromotion of
an intellectualepistemology.Cartesianphysics, with itscentral tenet that the essence of matter is
extension and that events in the physical world can ultimately be explained in termsnodvément
of particles, demands specific epistemologywhich will explain how we carmapprehendthe relevant
properties of extension in the appropriate manner.

What emerges is a picture wihich the scepticism othe FirstMeditation should not be taken at
face value. Instead, as Gaukroger puts it in an important paper;

While the problem itself may have come to look likea perennial ondts source in
Descartes isnything but perennial. is, in fact,specific to aparticularapproach to
foundational problem in seventeenth-centumpathematical physics andttempts to
readit, in an anachronisticfashion, as beinglue to purely epistemologicaoncerns

must inevitably result in a misinterpretation of Descartes' prgj%ct.

30AT X1 3, CSM | 81.

31 AT VII 172, CSM 11 121.

32 Gary Hatfield, 'The Senses and the Fleshless EyeMEdéationsas Cognitive Exercises' in Rorty (EcEssays
on Descartes' Meditations47.

33 Stephen Gaukroger, 'Descartes' Project for a Mathematical Physics' in GaukrogeegEdrles: Philosophy,
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Epistemology is, its being claimedsubordinate tghysics,althoughthe ostensiblergument of the
Meditationsproceeds in the opposite direction. Thidden agenda thahotivates thentroduction of
the various forms ocepticaldoubt inthe First Medtation is oneset by Cartesian science. One can
argue (as Gaukroger hiniseloes) thatDescartes creatl a monstewhich hecould not control, but
the crucial suggestiois that Descarteshtroduction ofthe problem ofscepticism in théMeditations
has a purpose andrationale quite different &m that which he gives ifmntroducing it - apurpose
and a rationale that come from outside the sphere of pure philosophical enquiry.

To summarise, therthe differencedetweenthe traditionalview and therevisionistview are as
follows:

1). Whereas the traditional view sees the introductionadfcal scepticismn the First Meditation
as intimately connected with a need for indubitabiliyy scientific knowledge that can only be
satisfied by a putativela priori deductivistmethodology,the revisionistview suggests that theeal
purpose of introducing scepticism is to lead the mind away from the senses.

2) Unlike the traditionaliew, the revisionistview does not accephat Descartes wasommitted,
either methodologically or in practice, to a priori deductivism.

3) On the traditional view, the demand for certainty and indubitability emerge naturally out of the
sceptical arguments difie First Meditation. Onthe revisionistview, in contrast, the actuarguments
are serving a kiden agenda derived ultimateisom the epistemologicatequirementsof Cartesian
science. It is a mistake, according to tbeisionist view, totake the scepticadrguments at facealue,
as concerned with the truth and warrant of beliefs.

4. Reasonsfor dissatisfaction with therevisionist view of scepticism

In the remainder othis paper lwill argue that rejecting the traditionalew does notcompel
acceptance othe revisionistview of the role ofphilosophicalscepticism. In thisection, howver, |
will simply give some powerfuleasons, bét philosophical andextual, fornot being satisfied with
the revisionist view. Thisvill pave the way for what | tekto be the correct account of thelation
between Cartesian science and scepticism in the next section.

1. The first point to be stressed is that if sceptical doubt is introduced for the reasons claimed by
the revisionist view, then it is self-defeating. We cagitbeby notng that the scepticalarguments of

the First Melitation fall into three distinct stagé4. The first stagedevelops arguments from
perceptual error. The second presdhes dreaming argument, based the claim that eperience
contains no criterion through which one can determinewhether one isawake andgenuinely
experiencing what one takes oneself to bexperiencing, orasleep anddreaming ratherthan
experiencing.The third level of the scepticathallenge comes witthe hypothesiof the Malicious
Demon



13

Each level of doubt introducedto reinforcethe preceding oneThus, whernthe Cartesiaralter
egosuggests that, although instances of sensory illusion do irgéstithere are nonetheles®rtain
things which weknow on the basisf the sensesand which we canot reasonably doubDescartes
shifts to thedream hypothesis. And hen the_alter ego points out that, even if it makes sense to
suppose that we mightally bedreaming vinen we think we arawake,the contents of dreams are
nonetheless not completely the products of invention butlaraysbasedupon waking experience,
Descartes responds with the idea of the Malicious Demon.

Since Cartesian physics obviously revises the testimony ofetiges, it i<lear that the firstevel
of doubt is appropriate. And the level of doubt posed by the dream hypothesis is eqabypriate.
The brunt of the dream hypothesistli®e idea that we might be stgmatically deceived in our
common sense perceptions of the world, and, as Bernard Williams emphasises, Cartesiamacdgsnce
the commonsense world we inhabit to be tipeoduct of'systematicpre-reflective error'So, in this
respect the dream hypothesis is actually well-founded. But this is not the case with tiypdheolic
doubt communicated througtihe hypothesis of the Miaious Demon. This servesnot to reinforce,
but to undercut, the process ofr@xting the conmon senseconception ofthe world. Whereas the
first two levels of doubt point out, quite justifiably, that the worldnight not resemble our
prereflective conception ofit, and point the wayowards gaining drue and accurat (scientific)
understanding othat reality, the Micious Demon hypothesisastsdoubt upon ourreasons for
thinking that that scientific understanding of reality is the last word to be said upon the matter.

The supporter of the revisionist view of sceistie, then, musexplain whyDescarteshould have
raised the hypothesis of the Malicious Demon if his purpose in discussing scepticism is simply setting
the scene for his physics by 'leading the mamahy from thesensesaind towardghe intellect'. Ifthat
wasall he was trying to do, then why not callhalt at the dream hypothesis? The malttecomes
even more presing foranyonewho agrees witlBurnyeat thatt is precisely the Malicious Demon
hypothesis thaintroduceswhat isdistinctiveand revolutionaryin Cartesianscepticism,namely the

problem of the existence of the external wWorRIIt seemspeculiar to suggest thathat distinguishes
Cartesian fromPyrrhonian andheo-Pyrrhonianscepticism is nobnly surplus to requirements, but
actually counter-productive.On the other hand, the transition from the dream hypothesis to the
Malicious Demon hypothesis &asily explained if epistemological concerase taken to belriving

the First Meditation. It isjust the next step in the processagplying doubtwherever it is logsally
possible to do so.

34 cf Bernard Williams, 'Descartes' Use of Scepticism' in Myles Burnyeat [Hx Skeptical TraditiotBerkeley,

University of California, 1983).

35 Myles Burnyeat, 'ldealism and Greek Philosophy: What Descartes Saw and Berkeley Missed' in G. Vesey (Ed.),
Idealism Past and Preséftambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1984). Burnyeat states that hyperbolic doubt ". .

. poses in an absolutely general way the problem of the existence of the external world" (p.47). But there are reason:
for disputing this claim, however. Descartes is not doubting the existence of the external world - he is doubting the
existence of the external world as we think we know it. The problem is not that there might not be an external
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2. But it is not just thathe introduction ofscepticaldoubt seems too strong to achiewdhat the
revisionist view claims it is iended toachieve. It does not even seémbe necessary. In tHeules,

for example, Descartds actively promoting anepistemology designed tead the mind away from
the senses and towards the intellect. But there is no mention of scepticismRnléeewhichcontain
only a general injunction to restrict oneself to intuition and deduction, rather than ". flugtimting
testimony of the senses or the deceptive judgemietite imagination as it botches things together. .

36 Similarly, when Descartes presents theditationsaccording tothe synthetic mthod in the
Replies to the Second Obijections his first postulate is the very general request to his readers that ". .

they eventually acquire the habit of no longer placing too much trust inethees87 |f leading the
mind away from the senses is all that is required, why are general injunctions like these not sufficient?

It is helpful at thispoint to draw a distinctioetween the very limited scepticism of Theoid
and the radicalscepticism of theFirst Meditation. In the first chapteof The World Descartes
introducesa series of examples aimed wtdermining commonsense faith in the veridicality of
perception. He ends the chapter with the cautious statement:

Now, | seeno reasonwhich compels us tdelieve thatwhat it is inobjects that gives

rise to the sensation of light is any more like this sensation than the actions of a
feather and a strap are like a tickling sensation and pain. And yet | haveouathbr

up these examplet® make youbelievecategorically thatthe light in the objects is
something different from what it is iyour eyes. | merelywantedyou to suspecthat

there might be a difference, so as to kegp from assuminghe opposite, and to

make you better able to help me in examining the matter fudther.

What Descartes is trying to achieve here ishake faith in the uncorrectégistimony of thesenses in

a way that will overcom resistance tthe mechanistic worldiew that hewill go on to develop. It is
very plausible to describe this peecisely the sort of process of 'leading the mind away from the
senses' that the revisionist view sees as the ultimate aim of Cartesian scepticism. But the stegticism
Descartes introduces here is fundamentally different from the sceptical doubts of the Fitstidfed
Not only are the arguments different, butteo is the upshotin The Wobrld a poductive degree of
doubt is introduced with a series of examples, but without threatening completely to paraiysey.
Unlike the First Meditation, the first chapter of The World is obviously a preludgraund-clearing,
before getting down to the serious business of science.

The problem for theevisionistinterpretation ighat the limited scepticism of The aid fits the
revisonist characterisation of scepticism far better tharradical doubt othe FirstMeditation. So, it
has to explain why Descartes ever goes beybadort of remindersf the dubitability of the senses
that he found adequate in the earlier work. It is noraspondingthat one needs to havereason

36 AT X 368, CSM | 14.
37 AT VII 162, CSM 11 115.

AN
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for revising the belief in the reliability of the senses as sources of knowledge - it is no gobdingst
told not to trusthtem. Therevisonist isarguing that thescepticalarguments of théirst Meditation

are not directed at the truth and warrant of beliefs in the way that they appear to. To sugga&tr, how
that the general (and scientifically motivated) injunctiomiistrust the testiony of the senseseeds

to bereinforced bythe details of scepticahrguments isffectively to claim that scepticism gives
reasons for revising any pre-reflective belief one migdate in the reliability of thesenses. Or, in
other words, that scepticisprovides a rationalvarrant for'leading the mind awafrom the senses'.
But accepting this means that we can take the First Meditation at face value after all.

So, revisionists are caught in a dilemma. If they play down the details of the scepjcalents
and argue that their presence in Biesst Meditation shoule explained with reference to a science-
driven hidden agenda, then they need to explain quite thbaarguments are doing there at all. Why
not just have aeneral warning against the testimony of gemsesand then move straighihto
constructing a new epistemology suitable for Cartesian sciencel?, Batthe other hand, thegrasp
the nettle and claim thalhe scepticabhrgumentsactually provide reasons fatoubting the testimony
of the senses, then they undermines tbein position byconcedingthat thescepticalarguments are
doing pretty muchwhatthey seem to be doing, and hence that Fivet Medtation really can be
taken at face value after all.

3. The revisionistinterpretationstressegassages in which Descartdascribes the aim of the

First Meditation as leading the mind away from the senses. An obvious example is the Synopsis, from
which | have already quoted. But other passages in the corpus describe the aim of theditegidv

in very different ways. The SecondReplies areparticularly important. Responding to Mersenne's
attack on the clainthat the Second Meditatioshowsthat the essence ahind is thought, hanakes

some highly pertinent comments amhat is going on in the first two Meditations. The First
Meditation is given a rather traditional-sounding interpretation:

Now the best way of achieving firm knowledge of reality is st to accustom
ourselves todoubting all things, especially cporeal things. Athough | had seen
many ancient wtings by the Academics an&ceptics onthis subject,and was
reluctant to reheat anskerve thisprecooked matrial, | could not avoid devoting one

whole Meditation to i89
Descartes does indeed discuss the need for the mind to be led away from the senses. He states:

All our ideas of whabelongs to the md haveup till now been veryconfused and
mixed up with the ideas of things that dam perceived by the sens@is is the first
and most important reasonrfour inability to understand witlsufficient clarity the

customary assertions about the soul and Hdd.

39 AT VII 130, CSM Il 94.
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But his remedy for this contamination by the sense®ntained, he claims, the Second Meditation,
not the First:

Admittedly, many peoplehad previously said #t in order to understand
metaphysical matters the mind must be drawn away fromséhsesput no one, so
far as | know had shown how this could be done. The correct, and wiemnunique,

method of achieving this is contained in my Second Meditétion.

And, of course, it is at thend of the Second Médtion that Descartestates: ". .. | now knowthat
even bodies are not perceived by the sensdseofaculty of imagination but bythe intellectalone. .

42 \What leads him tdhis conclusion is the ax argument, withts two-pronged argument dh, on
the one hand, the essenoé matter is extension and, on the other, that extension crdg
apprehended by a process of intellectual intuition.

Of course, the crucial issueere is not jushow Descarteslescribes his owprocedure,since he
wasprone totailor his descriptiondo what he hought peoplevould want tohear, and itmight be
objected here that the Second dricst Meditationscannot beseparated irthis manner. There is a
senseafter all, in which Descartes uses the sceptigahihilation of theexternalworld as a way of
clarifying his idea of the mind as something tbanh exist without the bodynd thisin turn provides
an important groundingor the intellectualism of his clear and distinct ideas. There are three points
to be made in response to this, howevde first is that thi®bjection effectively concedes thgoint
that the sceptical arguments of the First Meditation should be read at face value, as concerned with th
truth andwarrant of beliefspecause this is the onlyay in which the scepticaannihilation of the
physical world will beachieved. Secondly, moreover, we can reitetiagepoint that scepticaloubts
do not seem necessary for iatellectualistepistemology — fo the reasons alreadjiscussed, awell
as because it seems to enthiét accepting that thieody not only exists buis in 'substantialunion’
with the mind would threaten thgeploymentof clear anddistinct ideas. And there is also a third,
more general point. It seems to benfusing cause and effect to read the end result ofsérées of
sceptical arguments as a hidden motivation for embarking upon those arguments.

4. The revisionist view stresses taatonomy ofthe intellect inDescartes' i@ture epistemology.

Its central claim is that the mind neddsbe led away fronthe senseand towardsclear and distinct

ideas. This can, of course, be read in diffeseays. The strongest readj available here wouldhold

that in the enterprise of gaining knowledge thases have no role to playall. On sucta view, clear

and distinct ideas are completely independent of the senses, to be apprehended by the 'natural light ¢
reason'. This seems to be Hatfield's view. He expressly compares Descartes' epistemology of clear an
distinct ideas with Plato's 'eye of the mind': essentially, he claims, both share the folbmmirgption

of understanding:

41 AT VII 131, CSM Il 94.



17

The objects of pw geometry -points, lines, and surfaces withoutolour or any
sensory quality - belong to the domain in¥isible, unchangingobjects. Hence they
must be known by daculty appropriatelydirected towardthat donain (dianoia),
which employs unitary(indivisible) ideas to grasp objects that dseparate” from

from sensible thingd3

Of course, the 'separateness' of dbgects of understandinig not supported by anything likelato's

theory of forms. Rather, God hasplanted inus an innate knowledge of th@wvs of geometry that

define the essence of matter. But nonetheless, on this view, the intellect is completely distinct from the
senses, and it alone is to be trusted.

Certainly, Descartes' posii does resupon a sharpdistinction betveen the senseand the
intellect. This can bebrought outby pressingthe contrast suggested éarl between Descartes'
epistemology andhe scholastic/Aristoteliaraccount against which he waseacting. Thegeneral
principle of schtastic episternlogy, as exemplified for exampléy Thomas Aquinas, is the
Aristotelian principle that all knowledge is ultimatelydependent uponsensory evidece, and
intellectual cognition depends upon @ocess of abstraction frosensory evidence. lnognizing a
particular theintellect abstracts from what igresented by thesenses (thesensible species) to
apprehend the universal form of thatparticular (the intelligible species). So, although the
apprehension of what is universal is an intellectual operatios an intellectual ogration performed

upon magrial supplied by theenses. This, of course,vihat Descartes rejec"ﬂé‘. On the Cartesian
view, our intellectual ideas are not derived frotime sensebut are innate. We have innate ideas not

only of God and the self, but also of extension #ndnodes?® The central ideas in terms of which
Cartesian science is framed are all innate.

This doctrine does indeed offersharp distinction betweete senseand the intellect. Butdoes
it support the attributiorio Descartes of aeoplatonist theoryf scientific understanding orwhich
the intellect is completely independent of the senses? Hnereertainly passages where it looks as if
it does. The following from the Sixth Replies is a case in point and often quoted:

| demonstratedin the Opticshow size, distance and shape can be perceived by

reasoning alone, which works out any one feature from the other fedfures.

43 Hatfield, 'The Senses and the Fleshless Eye. . .' p.65.

44 For an interesting analysis of how the rejection of the Thomist theory of abstraction fits in with the project of
the Second Meditation see John P. Carriero, 'The Second Meditation and the Essence of Mind' in Rorty (Ed.),
13Essays on Descartes' Meditations

45 The question of exactly what Descartes meant by innateness is a difficult one. In the Third Meditation an innate
is 'one that derives simply from my own natuaed he contrasts them with adventitious and fictitious ideas, but
there are places where he suggests that almost every idea is innate. For ex&opleaémts on a Certain
BroadsheetAT VIIIB 357-361, CSM | 303-5) he claims that innate ideas include not just the ‘common notions' but
also the ideas of pains, colours and sounds.
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If we look at the context, haaver, thishardly qualifies as acase of whaGrene terms “intellection

unmediated by see"47 Descartes isliscussing the generidsue of howsensory judgements relate

to sensory experience, in response to the objection that sensory error can only be corrected by th
senses. Sensory experience proper, he maintaioenfined to immediate perceptions of colour and
light. Anything more than that is a judgement, and as such an act of the intellect:

But suppose that, as a result of being affectethisysensation of colour, judge that

a stick located outside me, is aated; and suppogbat on thebasis of theextension

of the colour andts boundaries together witits position in relation to the parts of

the brain, | make a rational calculation about the size, shape and distance of the stick:
although such reasoning isommonly assigned tahe senses (which is why | have
here referred it to the third grade of sensory response), it is clear that it depends solely

on the intellecf8

There thenfollows the reference tothe Opticsalready quotedBut whereashere he talksabout
'perceiving by reasoningalone’, the details suggest that tlhigght not to beread too literally.
Obviously, the 'rational calculation' is carried out by reasoning alone, and the ideas of size, shape an
distance which arérought to bearare innate andience 'dependolely upon theintellect'. But this
does not add up to an "intellemti unmediatedoy sense". Rather, it is a process of reflectiggon

sensory experiencélhe intellect isoperating on the datahich the senseprovide.49 What makes
this Cartesian acount different from the scholastic theory is thatgbeations ofthe intellect are not
abstractionsof universals. Rathethey are operatns whichapply innate concepts and modes of

explanations to sensory experier%.

A possible objection here would be thaisifpotentially misleading to placeo muchweight on
the discussion in the SixttReplies, because Descartes is notexplaining proper scientific
understanding ofhe sort associated with clear and distiitgtas,but ratherjudgements basedpon
sense perception. He explicitly says thatis discussing ". .. all the judgementswhich we havebeen

47 Marjorie GreneDescarte¢Brighton, Harvester Press, 1985) p.62 where she writes: "And it is just such a
loosening of thought from experience that the Cartesian turn acknowledges - in order, morei@ectly,
intellection unmediated by sense, to approach reality in its mathematicisable and evident nature” (p.62).
48 AT VII 437-438, CSM Il 295.

49 For a challenging interpretation of the details of Descartes' theory of perception see Nancy L. Maull, ‘Cartesian
Optics and the Geometrization of Nature' in Gaukroger (Bégcartes: Philosophy, Mathematics, Physics

50|t is this that is potentially misleading. A commitment to innate ideas can easily be confused with a complete
rejection of the senses, and many of the passages that seem to support the latter really only support the former. A
case in point occurs in the Fifth Replies, where Descartes is responding to Gassendi's query about what idea he
would have of God had none of his senses been operational. Descartes replies: "I do not doubt that the mind —
provided we suppose that in thinking it received not just no assistance from the body but also that it received no
interference from it — would have had exactly the same ideas of God and itself that it now has, with the sole
difference that they would have been much purer and clearer. The senses often impede the mind in many of its
operations, and in no case do they help in the perception of ideas" (AT VII 375, CSM Il 258). | take it that the ideas
referred to here are the innate ideas, and it is very plausible that the senses impede the mind in the perception of
innate ideas. After all, one of the principal results ofMleglitationsis to clarify the innate idea of God. But neither
Descartes' reply, nor Gassendi's original question, warrants the further thought that the senses have no part in the
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accustomed to make from our earliest years - judgements which are occasioned by the movements ¢

these bodly organs™1 Since this includes all theensory judgements ah fall prey to sceptical
doubt, he can hardly be talking about clear and distiteas. But in thepassage referred tDescartes
explicitly distinguishes judgements ‘formed without any reflectioour earlychildhood' from those
judgements based oreasoningwhich correct the errors made in the firsto grades of sense
perception, and states that hediscussing the latteThe judgementsvhich 'dependsolely upon the

intellect’ are not thaintutored judgementmade by children andcholastics who take thestimony

of the senses as unquestionable.

Moreover, it is only some such theory of judgement that will allow Descartes to admit that we can
have knowledge of particular objects at all. When in the Sui#ditation he concedes that corporeal
objects exist he makes rtoriously ambiguous comment dhe sort of knowledge of corporeal
objects available to us:

It follows that corporeabbjects exist. They magot all exist in a way thaéxactly
corresponds with my sensory grasp of them, for in many cases the graspsehsks
is very obscureand confusedBut at leastthey possess all thgroperties which |

clearly and distinctly understand, thiatall thosewnhich, viewed ingeneralterms, are

comprised within the subject-matter of pure mathema¥cs.

The ambiguity iswhether we can hav&nowledge of particular clely and distinctly conceived
(primary) properties (eg the particular size ahépe of an object), or whether he is allowing simply
that we can know that objects do have such properties (eg the fact that an object has a gadizelar

and sizef?3 If 'all the propertieswhich | clearly and distinctly understand'include particular
determinate properties, thenDescartes clearlyneeds to explainwhat such clear and distinct
understanding consists in, and it ischdao see how that could ne without construingclear and
distinct understanding as an operation carried out orddte provided by sensomgxperience in the

way we have suggested. Of course, this will not be conclusive until it is shown that Descartes did allow
clear and distinct ideas of particular determinate properties. Boe#t show at leastahdenying that

he did is implicated in accounts of clear and distinct ideas as 'intellections unmediated by sense'.

A further point here ishat Descartes' cleand distinctunderstanding irthe Second Mditation
that the essence of the wax is its extens®mextricably linked with sensory experience of the wax.
As he stresses, the clear and distinct ideatki®atvax isessentiallyextended, flexible andhangeable
cannot actually be derived from tleenseshecause all the senstbl propertieshave changed and
hence cannot be essential. Nor can it be derived from the imagination, because the idebdamgf it
changeable in indefinitely many ways, and this catmotepresented imagistically.idtonclusion is,

S1 AT VII 437, CSM 11 295.
S2 AT VII 80, CSM Il 55.
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of course, that it is "perceived by the mimatbne", an mstance of "purely menteetcrutiny".54 But
nonethelessyunderstandinghe essence of the wax in this clear and distinaeinner ispossibleonly
because we peeive it through the senses. It is the fattliat we havesensory experience dhe wax
changing inall its sensible aspects thapens the way fothe hought tlat the wax isstill the same
thing after the changes, and hence for the demand for an explaoatwom this could be possible -
an explanationwhich appeals to thenate idea ofextension. ldre, then, we seem to hasensory
experience deeply implicated in Descartes' showpiece example of a clear and distinct idea.

It is highly significant here that theevisionistview is in danger of collapsingnto the strict a
priori deductivism of the traditionaliew if this extreme Platonism imaintained. If it is deniedhat
the senses have any role to playthe acquisition ofscientific knowledge, then it is hard to see how
experimental science can ever get started. In this situtiteoronly path lefiopen for theacquisition
of knowledgewould strictdeduction fromfirst principles. As we saw in 82, h@wer, thisbears no
relation to Descartes' mature thinking on scientific method.

If it is acceptedthat Descartes intellectualistpistemology doesot depend upon aigid
distinction betveen the intellect ands clearand distinctideas, on theone hand, and obscure and
confusedideasprovided by thesenses orthe other,then therevisionistview starts to dok alittle
simplistic in its suggestion that the mind needs to leel away fromthe sensesnd towards the
intellect. On theview | have beerurging Descartes' pason is more that the mind needs to be led
away from unreflectiveacceptance ofintutoredsensory judgements, aridwards drawing theight
conclusions from sensory experience, cosidns inwhich the innate ideas have a crucial role to
play. But once the complexities of his positiare recognisedthen itstarts to ok implausiblethat
Descartes' hiden reason fointroducing sceptical arguments was to effect such a process of
reeducation.

5. Science as a sour ce of scepticism

The position wehave reaked isthis. There aregood reasons for rejecting the traditionailew of
Descartes as drivelny a purelya priori deductivistmethodology.This creates groblem, however.
Rejecting thetraditional view meansthat we canno longer use the symbiotic relation between
scepticism andcertainty to explainwhy Descartes inbduces radicalscepticism into the First
Meditation. This in turn seems to leave room tfeg thought that iDescartes was not involved in the
search for certainty as traditionally construéiden perhaps the epistemologicabrries which the
scepticalargumentsraise are not as iportant as their pason in the Meditationsmight suggest. In
the precedingtwo sections wehave considered one way of substiating this hought - with the
suggestion that Descartes' real but disguised reason for introducing sceptical worriecowagdoact
the effects of common sense and prejudice. But this approach seems susceptible tolsieitions.
And so the challengstill remains of integratinghe centrality ofscepticism inthe Meditationswith
the recognition that the traditionalview is flawed and inacaate. Any account of the role of
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scepticism will have to take into accouhe scientific context o€artesianepistemology.But can this
be done while still accepting that the First Meditation should be read at fase agbosing sceptical
doubts about the truth and warrant of beliefs?

As a first step towards meeting this challengs important to bear in mind a distinction between

two different ypes of general epistemologicptoject55 The first (explanatory epistemology) is the
project of explaining how it is that weave theknowledge that wéave. One irmportant formwhich
an explanatory epistemology mightkkéawould be an angdis of knowledge andts varioussources
(sense perception, introspection, testimony etc), togetheraniticcount of hovknowledge isrelated
to other mental state$Vhat guidesexplanatory epistemology the view thatknowledge isa central
facet of human existence to be taken foragted and elucidated on thasis of its beingaken for
granted. In contrast, justificatory epistemology aimgtovide an analysiand theory oknowledge
that will explain how knowledge is possiblat all. Its salient feature ia conviction thatclaims to

knowledge need tde grounded and validated,because we @mot strictly speaking possess any
knowledge at all unless we have a theory that explains how it is possible to have theksomvleddge
that we think we have. The operative idea is that withoutafipropriateepistemological justification
we will have no good warrant for thinking that \Wwaveknowledge atall. There isa clearconnection
between theproject of justificatoryepistemology and takg epistemologicakcepticismseriously.
This allows us topose the questn of why scepticahrgumentemerges in a different way - as the
guestion ofwhy ajustificatory epistemology might be thoughmecessary, aspposedsimply to an
explanatory epistemology.

The first step in answering thistis look more closelyat the optimisticconception ofknowledge
that might underlie théhoughtthat the possibilityof knowledge is not irdoubt and tht the only
epistemologicalissues areexplanatoryones. We can takdristotle as a casén point here,both
because he set the intellectieamework for sholastic epistemology andbecause he salearly
exemplifies such epistemigptimism. In Aristotle we donot find themodernsense of a dtinction
and possible radical divergence between the way things seetheangy they really are, between the
world as itappears to thuman mindand theworld as it mightbe in completeindependence of
human epistemic limitations and idiosyncrasies. For Aristthi@ight andanguage ar¢he waythey
are because their structure reflects the structure of the world.isTaiinction of the centrality he
accorded teology, both as dorm of understandingthe world, and as the principle whereby the
world is structured. Knowledge is knowledge of the universfithe formswhich explain why things
are and why they develop the winyey do. Andthis knowledge is possible because each intliai
thing possessesuch a form which théhuman sensory andognitive apparatuss designed to
apprehend. The relation between knower and known is a reciprocal one.

55 The contrast between justificatory and explanatory epistemologies is closely related to the distinction between
descriptive and legitimatory accounts of cognition that Gaukroger makes in discussing Rule TRedeartes: An
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An essentially Aristotelian faith in the constitutive reliabiligf our sensory and cognitive

apparatus is one of the craktiplanks of skolastic natural philosophyrr’6 Scholastic physics is
underpinned by d&aith in thesensesand the world of scholastic physitsvery muchthe world of

common sense unsentific perceptionE?7 Although this considerably simplifies the process of
scientific enquiry, it does not mean that scholastic physissno need of aapistemology. Qite the
contrary, scholastic physics needed the support of a complex epistemology to explain how it could be
possible toapprehendsubstantial forms, real qualities aride other paraphernalia ofscholastic
hylomorphism. Aquinas, for example, had a cptax account of thdnternal facultiesinvolved in

sense perception - the sensus commwhish collates the data fromifferent sensory ndalities, the

vis aestimativa whictapprehends formghrough the senseand thevis menorativa which conserves

those forms.Senseperception producesmiages of particularsvhich are thestarting-points for the
apprehension ofvhat is universal (the species expressa), a procasslertaken bythe ative and

passive intellects. Scholastic physics, then, cleantgquires anexplanatory epistemology. But
scholastic physicslid not demandvhat we havaermed ajustificatory epistemology. For medieval

natural philosophers the existence of knowledge was generally riwiuint28 So, holding on to the

idea that Cartesian science has a vital role to play in setting the agenda for Descartes' phildsdphy,

we need to ask is whether the differences between scholastic science and Cartesian science are such
to determine a shift from explanatory epistemology to justificatory epistemology.

As an initial step towardsxplaining this onemight point outthat Cartesian scienceveals our
common sense perceptions of the world to be mistaken. It shows that there is systempéio/aside
error in our experienceMost obviously iteffects this by making what is effectively a dstinction
between primar and secondaryualities and raintaining that the latter are ultimatelyeducible to

56 A good example of this in the case of Aquinas is to be fouSliinma Theologic®t 1, Q. LXXXIV art. 6,

where he offers an extremely cursory reply to Augustine's argument that intellectual knowledge cannot be derived
from sensible things, because what we perceive by the senses cannot be distinguished from deceptive images.
Augustine had clearly been led to this view by his engagement with the arguments of classical scepticism. As far as
Augustine is concerned those arguments do not establish all that they set out to establish, but they do succeed in
casting doubt upon the testimony of the senses. Aquinas, however, seems impervious to them. His comment upon
Augustine's argument is extremely cursory: "These words of Augustine mean that truth is not entirely from the
senses. For the light of the agent intellect is needed, through which we know the truth of changeable things
unchangeably, and discern things from their likenesses." See Andrew B. SchoedindgeedHitds in Medieval
Philosophy(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1996) p. 441.

57 There are, of course, exceptions, such John Buridan's impetus theory of projectile motion which is explicitly
targeted at Aristotelian and commonsense conceptions of motion. See the extracts from Buridan's commentaries on
Aristotle's physics translated in Andrew B. Schoedinger (Eeadings in Medieval Philosopk®xford, Oxford

University Press, 1996) pp. 830-842.

58 Many historians of medieval philosophy, following the lead of Konstantin Michalski, have identified what they
take to be powerful sceptical tendences among fourteenth century followers of William of Ockham, of whom the
best-known are probably Nicholas of Autrecourt and Richard Holcot. Increasingly robust interpretations of divine
omnipotence following the Paris condemnations of 1277 led many of the theologians and philosophers at Oxford and
Paris during the fourteenth century to entertain the possibility of divine intervention in all types of cognition and
perception. Parallels with the possibility of deception by an omnipotent God which Descartes discusses in the First
Meditation have been noted. The relationship between the extremely complex philosophical and theological issues
surrounding the doctrine of divine omnipotence in late scholasticism and the scepticism of the First Meditation is

too deep to go into here. | hope to address it in subsequent work. For the moment | will just say that, although
some of the fourteenth century philosophers showed definite sceptical tendencies (in one sense of the word), they did
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the differential motion of 'packets' @f continuous extendedubstance. Our commosensebeliefs
that cobur andheat, sayreally inhere in objects have to Ibevised. But so too do otherommon
sense beliefs - the belief, fexample, that bodies imotion have atendency tocome torest (which
conflicts with Descartes' first law of ation) or that apparently emptyair really is empty (which
conflicts with hisprinciple that pace is identical wittbody). The world of Cartesian physics, and
indeed the world of the New Science in generaprifoundly alien, a world oforbiting planets and
moving particles which act on ue produce our(ultimately mistaken) everydaghenomenalworld.
The turn towards a justificatory epistemologyghti be interpreted asrasponse to the siioverythat
error is so pefasive, onthe general principle that we ne¢d establish the possibility dénowing
anything at all, given that science haveaaled that sonuch of what we hought weknew we do not
actually know. And it is easy to skew scepticisnmight fit in here, becausscepticism is ltimately
the line of thought which argues that, if we arstaken in our common sengiew of the world, then
perhaps we are mistaken about absoluteerything. Oncethe existence of systeatic error is
established, it is only a short step to the idea that global error is perfectly possible.

But this suggestin is not quite right yet.The existence of systetic error in everyday
experience cannot iitself a compelling reason foembracing sceptical worries and the general
project of a justificatoryepistemology. Therare ways inwhich it can beaccommodated ithin an
explanatory epistemology. If, faexample, one coul@xplain how systemati@rror arses by giving
an appropriatgscientific) account ofwhy we make thamistakes that we do makigether with an
account of how we can correct those mistakesamnigle at a trueknowledge of the nature of things,
then systeratic error ceases to be source of worry. If our science good enough, then we can
account forsystematicerror within science,and henceresist theinference fromthe existence of
systematicerror to the possibility of global erroiThis would mean that there is no need for a
justificatory epistemology.

This would beanalogous to dine of argumentcanvassed modiamously in ourown day by
Quine. In his dfence of anaturalistic epistemology, and hiepudiation of what hesees as a
Cartesian-derived epistemology, Quipkaces cosiderable wight on the claim that scepticdbubts
arise within science and can be dealt with by science. There is no need to step outside the corpus
scientific knowledge inorder tovalidateit, according toQuine, because ithe last angisis sceptical
doubts are scientific doubts and the solutionshtnt lie wthin scienceparticularly inthe empirical
psychological studyof our how our beliefs andheories emerge. T in the terms | havdeen
employing, would be an explanatory epistemology rather than a justificatory epistemology.

If, then, it is tobe arguedthat the turn to a justificatorgpistemology idriven by Cartesian
science, weneed to explainwhy Descartes emot be satisfied in the way thaQuine is with a
naturalistic response to thevdrgence betweeappearance antkality created by thélew Science.
Why can he not just fall back on his own scientific accountsowf we are systematically mistaken in,
for example, holding that secondary qualities really inhere in objects?
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It is at this point that wean appeal to those veaspects of théheory andpractice of Cartesian
science that presented critical difficulties for tinhaditional interpretation oDescartes' as an @iori
deductivist. The crucial point ishat Cartesian science iseliminably hypothetical. It offers
explamations which canultimately only be warranted btheir predictivesuccessand explanatory
power, because ". the supreme craftsman of theal world could haveproducedall that we see in

severaldifferent ways".59 Such _morally certain explanationsrmot offer the sort otorrection of
systematic perceptual err¢inat we aredoking for. If we areto provide anexplanation ofsceptical
worries from within science, in the way that a ndiati@/explanatoy epistemologythinks ispossible,
then we need to have confidence in the scientific solutions that we are providing. It is clainreg
that ourcommon-senseiew of the world is corpletely mstaken, andhen offering a hypothetical
physics and metphysics that will explain how that comprehensive error fits into a complete account of
the world. As soon as a world of orbiting planets and moving particles is put forwartygsthesis
to explain the famila world of everyday experience, one gmible and perhapsinevitable
consequence is the sceptical suggesthat perhapsnother, even ore counter-intuitivehypothesis
will explain the phenomena just as well. And then we ammgedinto the projectof explaining how
it is possible for us to have knowledge at all.

Cartesian sciencgeneratesscepticism precisely because it isegicated on the existence of
radical errorin the canmonsenseview of the world, and yet cannot providanything morethan a
hypothetical replacement fahe canmonsenseview of the world. The rarally certain hypthetical
replacement forcomnonsensethat Descartesexpounds inthe Principlesraises thequestion of
whether a different hypothesis might not be just as good, and thus the door is opened for scepticism.

| am not suggesting that this view of thelation betveen scepticism an@artesian science fzart
of the sub-text, or background, tiee Meditations. Descartes digitly makes precisely themove that
| am describing in the First Meditation. | am referring to the caveat that Descartes introduedtejust
the dream argument:

By similar reasoningalthoughthese general kinds of things - eyes, hdaahds
and so on - could be imaginary, it must at least be admitted that certain other even

simpler and more universal things are @@.
He goes on to say what ‘these simpler and more universal’ things might be:

This class appears to include corporeal nature in generalitsaextension; theshape
of extended thigs; the quantity, or 8 and number ofthese things; the place in

which they may exist, the time through which they may endure, and &3 on.

S9 AT VIIIA 327, CSM | 289.
60 AT VII 20, CSM 11 13-4.
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These are precisely thebject of Cartesian physicsThe view that Descartes' initiaresponse to the
dreaming argumnt inplicitly reliesupon Cartesian physics hdseen most promiently adopted by
Martial Gueroult, who suggests that these 'simpler and more universal things' are thensitops

that Descartes thinks are ontologically b&ASo, thedream argument gportsthe scientificrealist
view of the world, on which common-sense perception is systematically mistaken but camdmxed

by physics@33 This, of course, iperfectly compatible with an explanatory/naturalistic epistemology,
and reinforces the point mae@erlier that the firstwo levels of Cartesiandoubt certainlyhave a role

to play in such arepistemology. In fact, theyhave a role to play in Cartesian explanatory
epistemology, as the earlier discussion of the scepticism of The World made clear.

This point can be developeslightly further to bring it intoline with some of the things said
earlier about the crucialifferencesbetween the scepticism of The World and the scepticism of the
Meditations. | suggested in 8Bat the nid doubt which Descartes develops in the oductoy first
chapter of The World is far morappropriateto the sort ofdiscrediting of thesenses as source of
knowledge that isequired byCartesian science than are treglical doubtsintroducedin the First
Meditation. The brand of scepticism cavassethe first chapter of Th&Vorld fits within the project
of explanatoryepistemology, because tlsplanatory pract of explaininghow cognition actually
works in theacquisition of knowledge requires pointing dhe respects in which the senses are
deceptive. And, although in The World Deseartonfines himself to valtl referredto earlier as the
first level of doubt, it seemslear thatthe secondevel of doubt (the dreaming argument as an
argument that everyday perception is systematically misleading) would also fit comfortably there.

But of course thescepticism of The World is not trecepticism of the Mathtions. Thedream
argument is only thesecond stagen the argument of the-irst Meditation. As sooras he offers the
possibility of systematierror beingcorrigible by Cartesianscience, hemmmediatelyretracts it. The
account lhave beendeveloping inthis section explainavhy Descartesshould have found it so
obvious that science could not stepepticism in thenannerassumed byan explanatory/naturalistic
epistemology. The crucial point is that Cartesian sciendg/pothetical and uncertain ail the ways

62 |n Descartes selon l'ordre des raisbims. 1 pp.34-5.

63 Gueroult's interpretation has been challenged by Frankiamoéns. Dreamers and Madmem 56-60) who

claims that the list of 'simpler and more universal things' that appears in the First Meditation differs from Descartes'
considered account of the simple natures in three respects. First, it includes colour which Descartes clearly thought
had no role to play in physical science. Second, it makes no mention of the fact that the simple natures are suppose
to be innate. Third, it includes examples of only two of the four classes of simples that he distinguished (in, for
example, the letter to Elizabeth of 21 May 1643: AT IIl 665, CSMK 218). There is nothing corresponding to the
simples that pertain to mind alone, or to mind and body considered together. None of the seems to me to be
conclusive, however. First, it seems mistaken to claim that Descartes includes colour in his list of simples. This is
a misconstrual of the analogy that he makes in describing the simples as 'the real colours from which we form all
the images of things'. Second, even though Descartes does not say that the simples are innate, he does not say the
they are not innate, and so there is no explicit tension with his final theory. Third, it is hardly surprising that
Descartes does not list any of the psychological simples, since he is trying to explain the basic constituents of the
physical world.

The only serious textual obstacle to reading the ‘simpler and more universal things’ in the way that Descartes
suggests is the fact that in the very next paragraph Descartes explicitly says that the dream argument leaves
mathematics certain and physics uncertain. As | read this passage, however, Descartes is referring to Aristotelian
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discussed.A hypothetical scienceleavesthe door open for other hypotheses, like that of the
Malicious Demon which Descartes then introduces.

This is not tosay, hovever,that any scientific heory which offe's hypothese®r which defends
the hypotheticaimethodwill inevitably have taconfront scepticism. Nor does thald true of the
class of scientific theories whichoffer hypothetical explanationsf the systematicerror in the
common sense perception of the world (even when allowances are made for the general unwillingnes
of practising scientists topursue the epistemological implications tifeir results).Locke is an
excellent example of a scientificalgophisticatedohilosopher endorsing a hypo#ie that postulates
massive error in everyday perception of therld. Lockés corpuscularianisnis, as he freely adis,
hypothetical. Yet Locke's Essay does not contain a daecfrontation withthe scepticathallenge.
How can this be explained?

What explains the absence of scepticism in Locke's Essay is his acceptance of a velgghégh
of epistemological modesty, best revealedis distinctionbetween real andominal essenceWhat
the 'Corspuscular Hypothesis' is attemptingexplain isthe "realConstitution ofits insensibleParts,
on which dependall those Properties of Colour, @ght, Fusibility, Fixedness._etc. which are to be

found in it"64 This 'realconstitution’'is, of course, the real essence of a given objecgpp®sed to
the nominal ssace, given by the way in which wigentify and classify thatobject. Locke isquite
happy to accept that we do not, and cannot, have knowledge of real essences. Nominal essences are

that we can know (in the case 9ﬂbstances§.5 This neatly avoidghe epistemologicaproblems

raised by a scientifidtheory which postulatesmassive pereptual error and can only offer a
hypothesis to replace the ptive certainties of common sense. Tisi©iardly a paththat Descartes

could have taken, not least because it can be read as effectively conceding the point to the sceptic. B
what it does bring out ighat a certain degreef realism isrequired togeneratescepticism, and
justificatory epistemology in general, oaf hypotheticalscientific theories — and this & degree of
realism that Descartes certainly possessed.

Conclusion

The analysis | havg@roposed ofthe emergencef sceptical worries from theature of Cartesian
science deals with a curious and frequently netgdgivocation at the endf the Principles.Justafter
the passages to which we hageawn attention andvhich stess theprovisional andhypothetical
nature of the conclusions that he has drawn, Descartes seems to do a volte-face:

Besides,there are somenatters, even imelation to the thingsn nature, which we
regard as absolutely, and mdfean just norally certain. This certainty is based on a
metaphysical foundation, namelhat God issupremely good and in nway a
deceiver,and hence that the facultyhich he gave us fodistinguishing truth from

64 John LockeEssay Concerning Human Understandiegjted by P. H. Nidditch (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1975)
11, iii, 18.
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falsehood cannot lead usto error, so long as we anesing it properly and are
thereby perceiving somethingjstinctly. Mathematicademonstrationsave thiskind
of certainty, as does thHenowledge that material thingsxist; and thesame goes for
all evidentreasoning about mateatfithings. And perhapsven these results aohine
will be allowed into the class @hbsolute certainties, ffeople considehow they have
been deduced ian unbrokenchain from the first angimplestprinciples of human

knowledgeb6

Here he seems tbe ascribing absolute certainty tehat he has just said can have onlyonal
certainty. Is he just contradicting himself?

The key to this passage is the clathmt absolute certainty is basaton a metaphysical
foundation. We can claim absolute certainty, Descartes is saying, because we have preupdethe
goodness ofGod, and this nvolves eliminating the sceptic'shypothesis of a Malicious Dmaon.
Absolute certainty comes when we have dealt withstteptic. This does not mean that heejgcting
his previous claim that Cartesiatience possesses oniyoral certainty. Considered irsolation
Cartesian science gaot posses@anything morethan moralcertainty, precisely becauseopens the
door toscepticalworries in the ranner broughtout in the previous section. But scepticism can be
dealt wth, so Descartes thinksand once it has been dealt with wédl have absolutecertainty. An
experimental anchypothetical science breedscepticism,but the successful rebuttal of scepticism
gives certainty back to Cartesian science.




