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1b: Knowing and Believing


Student Resource Sheet 4: Descartes Rationalism

[image: image2..pict]Early Life.

Descartes was born in France in 1956, near Tours at a place called La Haye. While at school, he studied some of the new advances in Science. In 1621 he left the army in order to study both science and philosophy. On 10th November he had a vision and some dreams in which God showed him his life’s work: the unfolding of an amazing new science. He lived in Holland from 1629 until just before his death in Sweden in 1650. In 1637 his ‘Discourse on Method’ was published, and he then went on to work on his ‘Meditations.’ 
Descartes’ Method.

Descartes wanted to show that you could have both science and religion and began  with trying to find a sound basis on which all human understanding could be built. He was living in an age when doubting about many previously accepted norms in both Science and Religion was becoming prevalent. He wanted to doubt everything until he found something that could not be doubted. In other words, he was looking for certain knowledge. He had a four point test for all his opinions:

1. You should only accept truths which are self-evident (e.g Mathematics).

2. If you have difficulties, these should be divided up into smaller parts so that they are easier to deal with.

3. Begin by thinking about the simplest ideas in an issue and work up to more complicated ones.

4. Before coming to any conclusions, make sure you have considered everything.

I think therefore I am

Descartes maintained that our senses are often giving us faulty information (e.g. oars seeming to dip in water). So how can know that al of our experience is not an illusion? But even if it is an illusion, might some parts of that illusion still be true (e.g mathematical facts)? But what happens if we are even being deceived about these ‘certainties’? Surely this would lead us to not being able to know anything and so we would have to despair. However, he came to the conclusion that if he was capable of thinking these things then he himself must be something. A demon could be telling him a lie about everything else, but it was beyond doubt that he, Descartes, existed. 

· ‘I think therefore I am’; in other words because I am thinking I must exist.

· If I don’t exist, no one can make me think that I do.

· It is self-contradictory to think that my existence is an illusion; if I am able to think this then my existence must be real.

Descartes’ view of God.

It is a greater thing to know for sure than to doubt. So, Descartes reasoned, if I am having doubts I am not perfect. But my idea of what is perfect must come from somewhere, and that must be from God who is perfect. So because I have an idea about perfection God must exist. If God is perfect (which is essential to the whole idea of God) then he would not deceive us. This was how is argument went:

· Although my mind is passive, it must have an active part which receives thoughts.

· Ideas my mind has must be caused by active things, my own and other bodies and things in the world. So they must exist as well.

· Because the world seems to be there, God would not deceive us so we can believe that the world must be there.

But even so, we can only be certain of mathematical properties of things (e.g shape, size) not what they are like in terms of colour and smell (quality). 

He believed in dualism, that the soul is separate from the body. Our minds are simply attached to our bodies and so our souls are immortal. 

We are all born with certain ideas which we can never actually encounter; the idea of God but cannot encounter God with our senses; the idea of a perfect circle, but we will never encounter one. We are born with some ideas in us therefore which we can  discover through reason. One of these for Descartes was the idea of God which for him was an absolute certainty. Because of these ideas we can have:

· A knowledge of ourselves

· A knowledge of God

· A knowledge of Mathematics.

This sure knowledge can be arrived at through reason.

Believing in God must come before believing in science. But the God he believed in was not necessarily the same as the Christian God or his soul the same as the Christian soul.
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