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Admin

• Filming in class today

• Office hours this week: 5-6pm today

• Next Thursday 9/12: Meeting over Zoom

• Syllabus access: Use Brightspace for now



Last Time

• Knowledge vs. skepticism

• Do we know we’re not in a simulation?

• Do we know anything at all?



René Descartes



René Descartes

• 1596-1650

• Mathematician, scientist, and philosopher 

• A founder of modern philosophy



Descartes’ Meditations

• Meditations on First Philosophy, 1641.

• Tries to provide a foundation for all 
knowledge.





First Meditation: 
Demolition

• “I need to demolish everything completely 
and start again from the foundations”.

• “I should withhold assent from all 
propositions that are not completely 
certain.”



Sensory Knowledge

• “What I have accepted until now has come 
through the senses.  But the senses have 
sometimes deceived me, and it is unwise to 
trust those who have deceived us.”



The Argument from 
Deception

1. The senses sometimes deceive me.

2. If the senses sometimes deceive me, sensory 
beliefs aren’t knowledge. 
_________________________

3. Sensory beliefs aren’t knowledge.



Reply 1: Sensory 
Deception is Limited

• “Yet although the senses occasionally 
deceive us with respect to objects which 
are very small or in the distance, there are 
many other beliefs about which doubt is 
quite impossible, even though they are 
derived from the senses— for example, 
that I am here, sitting by the fire, wearing a 
winter dressing- gown, holding this piece of 
paper in my hands, and so on.”





Dreaming

• “In my dreams I am often convinced that I 
am sitting by the few when in fact I am lying 
in bed.”

• “There is never any reliable way of 
distinguishing being awake from being 
asleep.”







The Argument from 
Dreaming

1. I can’t distinguish waking from dreaming.

2. If I can’t distinguish waking from dreaming, I 
don’t know I’m not dreaming.

3. If I don’t know I’m not dreaming, my 
sensory beliefs aren’t knowledge. 
______________________________

4. My sensory beliefs aren’t knowledge.



Arithmetic and 
Geometry

• “Physics and astronomy are doubtful, but 
arithmetic and geometry are secure.  
Whether I am awake or asleep, two plus 
three makes five.”

• But: couldn’t an all-powerful God make me 
go wrong even about that?



The Evil Demon

• “Suppose that a malicious, powerful, 
cunning demon has done all that he can to 
deceive me.  All external things are merely 
dreams that the demon has contrived.”





Teresa of Avila





Evil Demon Argument
1. I don’t know that I’m not in an evil demon 

scenario.

2. If I don’t know that I’m not in an evil demon 
scenario, I don’t know anything about the 
external world. 
______________________

3. I don’t know anything about the external 
world.



Simulation Argument

1. I don’t know that I’m not in a simulation.

2. If I don’t know that I’m not in a simulation, I 
don’t know anything about the external 
world. 
______________________

3. I don’t know anything about the external 
world.





Second Meditation: 
Foundation

• My senses and memory may completely 
deceive me.  Is there anything of which I’m 
certain?



Existence

• Perhaps I can be certain of my own 
existence?

• Even if I’m doubting all other beliefs — if I 
am doubting, then I certainly exist.

• The proposition “I am, I exist” must be true 
whenever I assert or think it.





Cogito Ergo Sum

• In the Latin: cogito, ergo sum. 

• In French: Je pense, donc je suis.

• In English:  I think, therefore I am.



Cogito Argument

1. I’m certain that I’m thinking.

2. If I’m thinking, then I exist. 
_____________________

3. I’m certain that I exist.





What am I?

• I can doubt what I perceive.

• I can doubt that I have a body.

• But I can’t doubt that I am thinking.

• So I am, essentially, a thing that thinks.



Building from the 
Foundations

• So far, Descartes has just establish that he 
thinks and he exists.  How to build up from 
there?



Next Meeting

• Tuesday 9/17: Responses to skepticism


