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Preface

The ten philosophers, Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Bacon, Hobbes,
Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Rousseau and Kant, are usually considered to be
the major figures of the Modern period (1600–1800). These thinkers grap-
pled with and shaped philosophical problems that are still alive today.

In teaching Modern Philosophy, I have found that in the absence of
a comprehensive secondary text, much class time can be taken up with
clarifying the ideas of these philosophers, leaving little room for philo-
sophical discussion of wider issues. This book developed as a response to
the needs of my students: it is a general introduction to the claims and
arguments of the ten philosophers, and it is designed to be accessible
without being philosophically naive. It contains explanations and critical
analyses of their central arguments in metaphysics and epistemology.
This new edition also contains a brief introduction to some of the moral
and political thinking of the period: the political theories of Hobbes,
Locke and Rousseau, and the moral philosophies of Hume and Kant.

The book is intended to be read as a companion text to the original
works of the philosophers.

The book is organized into three parts:
Part One: Rationalism: Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz;
Part Two: Empiricism: Bacon, Hobbes, Locke, Berkeley and Hume;
Part Three: Enlightenment thinkers: Rousseau and Kant.
The idea that Modern Philosophy can be divided into three neat,

self-contained groups—the Rationalists, the Empiricists, and the Enlight-
enment—is open to criticism. However, this framework needs to be
understood even if it is ultimately to be rejected. This book presents the
reasons why Modern Philosophy has been thus portrayed, but at the
same time, it points out the shortcomings of such a portrayal.
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A major purpose of Modern Philosophy courses is to stimulate stu-
dents to think about certain basic philosophical issues. I have sought to
achieve this by connecting the views of the philosophers of the period
with some basic contemporary discussions.

At key points the book also presents standard critical assessments of
the views and arguments of the philosophers. Offering a companion to the
great philosophers without presenting some critical assessment of their
ideas would mislead students as to the critical nature of philosophy itself.

Where appropriate, I have attempted to inform students of differ-
ent, contrasting interpretations of the original texts, but without entering
the quagmire of detailed exegesis.

In addition to the book’s general introduction, each part has its own
introduction and conclusion. There is a brief biography of each of the ten
philosophers. At the end of each chapter, two sets of questions appear:
self-test questions to help readers assess their comprehension of the chap-
ter; and discussion questions to help connect the material in the chapter
to wider philosophical issues.

I am indebted to the scholarly work of many writers. I am very
grateful to Renata Thomson, who helped to edit the manuscript and
wrote the bibliographies. My mother, June Thomson, suggested many
stylistic changes to improve this second edition. I would also like to thank
Steven Cohen, who gave detailed comments and suggestions on earlier
versions of this manuscript, I have benefited greatly from the comments
of Profs. Martin Gunderson, Dan Kolak, Adrian Moore, Marshall Miss-
ner, and Philip Turetzky. My thanks to the reviewers of the manuscript:
Dennis E. Bradford, State University of New York College at Geneseo;
William J. Donlan, Salem State College; Don Garrett, University of Utah;
David Owen, University of Arizona; and O. A. Robinson, Central Meth-
odist College. I would like to thank Colleen Harkins, Jesus Illudian,
Nathalie Moore and Neil Rowe. For this new edition, I would like to give
a special thanks to Profs. Adrian Moore, John Rudisill, Evan Reilly, and to
Joshua Lewis, who helped with the bibliographies. I would like to give a
special thank-you to Gayle Zawilla, Associate Editor, and to the rest of
the team at Waveland Press.
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Introduction

The Modern period in philosophy, which roughly spans the years
1600–1800, is traditionally seen as encompassing profound changes in
European thinking about the universe and humanity’s place in it. These
changes were vital to the development of contemporary Western culture
and science, and hence, twenty-first-century life. Despite their dramatic
nature, these changes were in fact part of a long process that involved
freeing people from the authoritarian tradition of the Church.

The Medieval Period
It is difficult for most of us living now to appreciate the dominating

effect of the Church on Europeans during the Medieval period (the years
400–1400). The Church had tremendous wealth and the most imposing
buildings, and it was scarcely distinguishable from the king, the state,
and the law. Its traditions were thought to be the key to the damnation
and salvation of souls. It was the dominating institutional influence on
the thinking and feelings of all Europeans. It shaped their view of man’s
place in the cosmos, and deviation from church doctrine was heresy.
While the majority of people labored long hours in the fields and spent
much of their time hungry, a small minority did have access to learning,
but it was offered exclusively in church institutions, such as monasteries
and the few existing universities.

Early Medieval European learning was also influenced by the pow-
erful heritage of the Roman Empire. Scholars were familiar with the
Roman poets and prose writers, and all scholarly writing and discussion
were conducted in Latin. This dual influence meant that early thinkers
labored to reconcile the traditions of Christian orthodoxy and Roman
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thought. Because Plato had influenced Roman philosophy, these early
attempts to reconcile Christian and non-Christian thought basically
aimed to harmonize Christianity with elements of Platonism, as under-
stood by Roman commentators. The most famous of these early writers
was St. Augustine (354–430), whose work was definitive until the thir-
teenth century.

In contrast to the influence of Rome, there was little direct knowl-
edge in early Medieval Europe of the intellectually richer culture of
ancient Greece or of the Greek language. This culture was so rich and var-
ied that its rediscovery and absorption into Medieval Europe transformed
European thinking by slowly freeing it from the dogma of the Church. The
injection of Greek culture into Christian Europe produced many gradual
changes over the course of what later became known as the Renaissance.
The Medieval Renaissance of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was
mainly triggered by the rediscovery of important Greek texts, especially
some of the works of Aristotle. The great Renaissance of the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries was in part a response to a flood of translations of
many ancient Greek poets, playwrights, scientists, and philosophers.

The slow changes of the Medieval Renaissance began during the
twelfth century, following the rediscovery and translation into Latin of
some of the more important ancient Greek texts, such as those of Euclid and
Ptolemy and especially Aristotle’s works in logic and scientific method.
These works had been unknown in Europe for many centuries, and their
rediscovery gave new direction and impetus to Medieval learning.

During this period—thanks largely to Moors living in Spain, who
had preserved much of the Aristotelian legacy—Greek thought directly
influenced the European tradition. The logical and scientific works of
Aristotle, and the interpretations of these by the Arabic thinkers Avi-
cenna and Averroes, were especially influential. These works empha-
sized the importance of observation, experiment, and logical argument as
opposed to abstract speculation, an emphasis that had been lacking in the
earlier Roman-Platonic tradition.

During the thirteenth century, as more and more of Aristotle’s writ-
ings were translated, Medieval scholars began to hold his works in awe,
recognizing their breadth and depth. This is why Aristotle was called
“the master of all those who know.” In the thirteenth century, Aristotle’s
works became the common texts for teaching philosophy with emphasis
on his instruction in formalized logical argument.

This reassertion of Aristotelian thought was the seed that bore as
fruit the formation of science in the Modern period some four centuries
later. At first, however, this change expressed itself primarily in attempts
to reconcile the revelations of Christianity with the wisdom of Aristotle to
show that faith and reason are in fact in harmony. This new approach to
theology, attempting to show that theological claims are consistent with
the demands of reason, was especially notable in the work of St. Thomas
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Aquinas (1226–1274), whose Summa Theologica became the main textbook
for instruction in theology.

By the fourteenth century, rational thought began to make claims
independent of Christianity. The attempt by Aquinas to demonstrate a
harmony between faith and reason was denied, especially by William of
Ockham (1300–1349), who argued that religious claims must be accepted
purely on faith. Ockham also rejected traditional Medieval metaphysics
and scholastic theology, arguing that unrevealed knowledge must be
based on experience. In the fourteenth century, Ockham’s approach
became more influential, especially at the Universities of Paris and Oxford.
In other words, science and philosophy slowly separated from theology.

The idea that learning and knowledge could be quite independent
of the Church took firmer root in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, fol-
lowing the development of the printing press (1450) and the exploration
of new continents (1480s onward), both of which enlarged the conception
of the known world. These developments gave rise to new breeds of pro-
fessional men who were devoted to learning but worked outside the
ecclesiastical institutions. They began to form a small European commu-
nity, exchanging ideas through letters and travel. These new men of
learning set off a stampede of translations of classical Greek works apart
from those of Aristotle and liberated the humanistic forces of the Renais-
sance. For example, the rediscovery of Greek drama in the Renaissance
later gave birth to opera, because it was thought that Greek plays had
been sung. Partly as a consequence of the growing confidence and liberat-
ing influence of the learned men of the Renaissance, two revolutions were
quietly brewing.

The first revolution occurred within the Church in 1517, when
Luther nailed his 95 theses to the door of a church in Wittenburg. Scandal-
ized by the commercialization and dogmatism of the Church, Luther
campaigned publicly for its reform. His work was printed and read
widely in Germany. Finally, Luther gave up the idea of reforming the
Catholic Church from within and set up a new church, which led to the
proliferation of Protestant Christian sects around Europe. In 1531, for
example, Henry VIII formed the Church of England. What had previ-
ously been an unthinkable heresy became the new orthodoxy, and the
church splintered. This was the first revolutionary challenge to the
authority of the Church.

The second revolution took shape through the work of Copernicus,
who laid the foundations for the development of modern science. Coper-
nicus produced arguments that the Earth revolved around the sun.
Thereby he challenged the traditional belief that the planets and stars
revolved around the Earth, which was assumed to be at the center of the
universe. This traditional conception had previously been sanctioned by
the combined authority of scripture, Aristotle, and St. Thomas Aquinas.
As support for the Copernican revolution gathered strength during the
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sixteenth century, the Medieval conception of physics, based largely on
the writings of Aristotle, was badly eroded; finally, in the seventeenth
century, it was overthrown.

The latter half of the sixteenth century saw the beginnings of the Mod-
ern era and the steady supplanting of Aristotelian scholasticism by modern
science and philosophy. This replacement of Aristotle’s investigative
method by scientific inquiry, culminating in the work of Sir Isaac Newton
(1642–1727), is marked by several important and far-reaching changes:

1. Authority was replaced by observation and reasoning. Up until the
late sixteenth century, a common form of scholarly argument for a
thesis was to amass relevant supportive quotations and references
from authoritative sources such as classical texts, especially those
of Aristotle. However, astronomy and mathematics required a dif-
ferent type of demonstration, and their development was therefore
important to the process of replacing arguments from authority
with direct observation and reasoning. Francis Bacon urged think-
ers to reject arguments based on authority and to base their conclu-
sions on experiment and observation. This kind of change gave
birth to what is now called epistemology—the philosophical study
of knowledge itself. It became important to discover the founda-
tions of knowledge, to ensure that learning should not have a false
basis. Self-conscious reflection on the sources and standards of
knowledge is one of the hallmarks of the Modern period.

2. There was a radical change in the way natural phenomena were
explained. Aristotle had distinguished four types of causes: mate-
rial, formal, efficient, and final.1 He had argued that the most basic
of these four was the final or teleological type of cause. In other
words, Aristotle asserted, explaining things in terms of their pur-
pose is the fundamental form of explanation. Many Medieval
thinkers took this Aristotelian claim to an extreme and tried to
explain natural events like the falling of stones or the motion of
planets in terms of their divine purpose. Gradually this teleological
view of explanation was replaced by a mechanistic view of causa-
tion and of the physical universe.

3. Thinking in terms of qualitative analogies was replaced by purely
quantitative reasoning. The Medieval mind had conceived of the
universe as a hierarchical organic whole, with different levels of
being. Between these levels of being, between the macrocosmic
universe and the microcosm of humanity, there existed affinities or
correspondences. Accordingly, the universe and natural events
could be understood as analogous with the human body or a liv-
ing organism. Thus, for example, storms were viewed as expres-
sions of divine anger, and the relation between the king and the
nation was conceived as being patterned on the relation between
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God and His creation. During the sixteenth century, this way of
thinking was replaced by a quantitative paradigm. Galileo was
prominent and influential in the attempt to quantify nature.
According to him, science should concern itself exclusively with
the measurable properties of the world, such as size, shape, and
motion. As science developed, the hierarchical view of the uni-
verse was undermined and eventually replaced by the scientific
paradigm, according to which all natural things exist on the same
level, subject to the same physical laws and differing only in quan-
titative ways. These changes in the mode of thought occurred
gradually and in sporadic fits and starts.

The Modern Period

Each era embodies a certain approach to knowledge resting on deep
assumptions that even the best thinkers of the time can hardly articulate,
let alone critically examine. These presuppositions are best seen in the
aims of the thinkers of the time—in the questions they ask and regard as
important, rather than in the detail of their answers.

The spirit of the age began to change during the Modern period
(1600–1800), primarily because scientific discoveries undermined the idea
that we should acquire knowledge by appealing to authorities. The devel-
opment of science contained two models of knowledge, however, and
both were attractive to thinkers in the Modern age. The first is typified by
insistence on the importance of experimentation and observation, on the
idea that conclusions based on carefully made observations are less sus-
ceptible to error. The second model is based on the example of mathemat-
ics, on the idea that reasoning logically from self-evident truths yields
mistake-free conclusions. The latter approach was modeled on the work
of the ancient Greek mathematician Euclid.

We can give a simplified portrait of Modern philosophy by distin-
guishing two currents of thought about knowledge based on these two
models: Empiricism and Rationalism. Whereas Empiricists emphasize the
empirical, observational source of knowledge, the Rationalists stress the
rational nature of knowledge. While the Empiricists consider the senses
as the primary source of all knowledge, the Rationalists think that reason
performs this role.

According to this view of modern philosophy, there were five prin-
cipal Empiricists, all of whom lived in the British Isles:

Francis Bacon (1561–1626)
Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679)
John Locke (1632–1704)
George Berkeley (1685–1753)
David Hume (1711–1776)
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During the same general period, there were three major Rationalists,
all of whom lived on the continent of Europe:

René Descartes (1596–1650)
Benedict Spinoza (1632–1677)
Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1716)

In addition, to extend this conception further, although the early
Empiricists stated the principles of Empiricism, they did not realize their
full implications, and Berkeley and Hume progressively took these Empir-
icist principles to their logical conclusion. Similarly, although Descartes
laid down the fundamentals of Rationalism, he was not entirely consistent
in the way he applied them, and Spinoza and Leibniz improved upon
Descartes’ foundations by taking Rationalism to its logical conclusion.

This view of Modern philosophy has one more element, the philoso-
phy of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804). Regarding the extreme positions of
both Hume and Leibniz as unacceptable, Kant tried to find errors shared
by both; in so doing, he rejected the worst in both traditions and retained
the best.

Like any caricature, this picture of Modern philosophy distorts the
truth by giving prominence to certain features at the expense of others.
In particular:

1. By stressing the similarities between the Empiricists in general,
on the one hand, and the Rationalists in general, on the other, this
picture neglects the similarities between particular Rationalists
and particular Empiricists. For example, Hobbes’ philosophy has
many Rationalist elements and some writers classify him as a
Rationalist. Furthermore, the picture neglects the similarities
between Leibniz and Berkeley, both of whom denied the reality
of matter, or between Descartes and Locke, both of whom
claimed that we can only perceive our own ideas.

2. Similarly, this view neglects important differences between par-
ticular Empiricists or Rationalists. For example, we might be
more impressed by the differences between Descartes and Leib-
niz than by their similarities. Furthermore, we might find the dif-
ferences between Descartes and Leibniz more striking than those
between Descartes and Locke.

3. The conception ignores many important philosophers of this
period, including Pierre Gassendi, Blaise Pascal, Nicolas Male-
branche, Thomas Reid, and Christian Wolff. It neglects a host of
lesser-known writers. Many of these writers are not easily classi-
fied as Empiricists or Rationalists.

4. It also omits the women philosophers of the period, who were
few but influential. Some of these are: Queen Kristina of Sweden
(1626–1689) and Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia (1618–1680), who
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were both friends of and in correspondence with Descartes; the
Duchess of Newcastle, Margaret Cavendish (1623–1673), who
wrote five philosophical works, including Grounds of Natural Phi-
losophy (1668); Lady Damaris Masham (1659–1708), who was close
friends with Locke and corresponded with Leibniz, and who
wrote several works concerning ethics and religion; and Mary
Wollstonecraft (1759–1797), the famous author of A Vindication of
the Rights of Woman. (For more information, see Mary Waite, edi-
tor, A History of Women Philosophers, Volume 3, Kluwer, 1991.)

In short, dividing Modern philosophers into Rationalists and
Empiricists is an artificial and oversimplified theory that was imposed on
the period after the fact. Remembering this, we should not think of
Empiricism and Rationalism as two distinct schools of thought.2 We
should instead regard them as two branches of a family, distinguished by
certain emphases and a crisscrossing of resemblances, rather than by
strictly distinct principles.

An Historical Approach

Organizing the philosophers of the period into these two loose
groupings has some advantages, but as we have seen, it also has disad-
vantages. An alternative approach would be to study the philosophers in
chronological order. For those readers who wish to adopt that alternative
approach the following timetable is recommended:

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) Chapter 10
René Descartes (1596–1650) Chapters 1–3
Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) Chapter 11–12
Benedict Spinoza (1632–1677) Chapters 4–6
John Locke (1632–1704) Chapters 13–16
Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1716) Chapters 7–9
George Berkeley (1685–1753) Chapters 17–18
David Hume (1711–1776) Chapters 19–22
Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) Chapter 23
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) Chapters 24–28

Descartes appears before Hobbes, because Hobbes came to philoso-
phy relatively late in his life. It is interesting to note that these early mod-
ern philosophers had some contact with each other. During his very long
and active life, Hobbes knew many of the important thinkers of his time.
In his youth, he spent some time working with Francis Bacon. In 1636, he
traveled to Italy and conversed with Galileo. In 1648, he met Descartes
and they discussed the cause and nature of hardness. Hobbes was also
friendly with the French thinkers Mersenne and Gassendi. As far as we
know, Hobbes and Locke never met, despite the fact that the venerated
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old philosopher lived close to the young Locke in London. Hobbes almost
certainly met the scientist Boyle, with whom he had a dispute and with
whom Locke worked as a young man in Oxford. Locke himself was
friends with Newton. Leibniz also had contact with Locke. They corre-
sponded briefly towards the end of Locke’s life and, after Locke’s death,
Leibniz maintained contact with Lady Masham, herself a philosopher,
who had been one of Locke’s closest friends. Leibniz wrote a long com-
mentary on Locke’s work, the Essay Concerning Human Understanding. In
1676, Leibniz traveled to Holland to speak to Spinoza. He also met the
French philosophers, Arnauld and Malebranche. Rousseau was friends
with Hume.
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PART ONE

The Rationalists

The three philosophers Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz are called
Rationalists. What they have in common is not so much shared specific
beliefs or doctrines but a shared emphasis and general direction of
thought. The label “Rationalism” is vague and was imposed on the Mod-
ern period decades after the fact. Moreover, there are important differ-
ences among these philosophers.

The primary emphasis they share is the Principle of Sufficient Reason.
All three accept and employ strong versions of this principle, which states
that everything must have a rational explanation. Spinoza and Leibniz
both understand the Principle of Sufficient Reason as implying that all
truths in principle are capable of being demonstrated a priori by reason-
ing, or rational thought alone. This means that we can have a priori
knowledge of the world. Since they claim that all truths can in principle
be demonstrated a priori, Rationalists believe that a priori knowledge of
the world is in principle possible.

Another emphasis common to the Rationalists follows from the first
one: Because they hold that all truths can in principle be demonstrated a
priori (at least by God), Rationalists stress the superiority of reason as a
source of knowledge over sense experience. Sense experience is unreli-
able or otherwise defective as a source of knowledge; its ideas are con-
fused, incomplete, or misleading, and they must be supplemented or
corrected by certain principles validated by reason.
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Furthermore, since all reasoning consists of analysis and deduction,
Rationalists tend toward the view that all truths are necessary. For this rea-
son, Rationalists have problems accounting for contingency. Again, this is
a consequence of their acceptance and use of the Principle of Sufficient
Reason, which tends to assimilate causation to logical demonstration.

These common general features of Rationalism should not be taken
as indicating a uniformity in the views of the Rationalists, even when
they are viewed in contradistinction to the Empiricists. The Principle of
Sufficient Reason is more explicit and prominent in the work of Spinoza
and Leibniz than in that of Descartes, and the principle takes different
forms in the writings of Spinoza and Leibniz. Leibniz, unlike Spinoza,
links the principle to a theory of truth and to the proposition. Further-
more, weak versions of the Principle of Sufficient Reason can be found
(although not prominently) in some of the arguments of Berkeley and
Locke, later labeled Empiricists. In particular, Locke and Berkeley claim
that the ideas of sense perception must have a cause that lies outside us.
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Biography

Descartes
(1596–1650)

René Descartes was born in France in 1596. His father, Joachim Des-
cartes, apparently noticed his son’s extraordinary curiosity while the boy
was still small, for he referred to him as his “little philosopher.” In 1606,
he was sent to the Jesuit College de la Flèche, a prestigious school enthu-
siastically patronized by Henry IV.

Between 1614 and 1616, Descartes studied law at Poitiers, after
which he began to travel, hoping “to seek no knowledge other than that
which could be found in myself or else in the great book of the world . . .
testing myself in the situations which fortune offered me.” He rejected
the basic idea of his classical education—namely, that one could acquire
clear knowledge by studying the Greek and Roman classics.

In Holland he met Isaac Beeckman, a physicist and mathematician
who became Descartes’ mentor, to whom Descartes’ first work (the brief
Compendium Musicae, published posthumously in 1618) was dedicated.
Descartes then enlisted in the army. After he made a visit to Frankfurt to
witness the coronation of Ferdinand II, winter weather delayed his return
to his unit.

On November 10, 1619, stranded in a winter storm, alone in a
stove-heated room, Descartes began to explore his own thoughts in ear-
nest. He began to doubt all his beliefs. Hours of intense effort brought
him to what he believed was a revelation of the unity of all sciences, of all
knowledge. He felt that he was in possession of the foundations of one
marvelous new science that would dispel confusions. The same night he
had three dreams that he felt were divine indications of his philosophical
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mission. First he saw himself assailed by phantoms, and then staggering
around in a kind of whirlwind that seemed to affect no one else. He
awoke with a sharp pain, prayed for protection and forgiveness, and
meditated on good and evil for almost two hours before sleeping again.
In his second dream, a piercing noise startled him awake, and he saw his
room full of sparks. This apparently had happened to him on other occa-
sions, so he was able to fall asleep again. The third dream, though not
alarming like the first two, was more complicated. It involved, among
other things, several books, one of which was a dictionary, another a col-
lection of poems. Opening the latter book he came to the verse “Quod
vitae sectabor iter?” (“What road in life shall I follow?”) Descartes felt that
the dictionary represented a gathering together of all the sciences, while
the poetry book indicated philosophy and wisdom combined.

He understood the first two dreams to be a warning concerning his
sinful past, and the third to be an indication of how he should work in
the future. Resolving to leave the army and pursue his vocation in phi-
losophy, Descartes also vowed to make a pilgrimage to the Shrine of the
Virgin at Loreto.

During the 1620s Descartes continued traveling, in Germany, Hol-
land, Italy, and France. He spent a couple of sociable years living in Paris
and became friends with Mersenne, a Franciscan friar, who was to
remain in close communication with him and to help with the publication
of his works.

In 1629 Descartes decided to settle in Holland, where he is said to
have liked the climate and the comparative seclusion. He had a number
of friends there but kept his address secret from many and conducted
philosophical discussions by letter, devoting one day per week to corre-
spondence. He experimented in optics and physiology, preparing him-
self to explain the unity of the sciences. He visited universities to talk to
mathematicians and medical scholars, and he studied anatomy with the
aid of carcasses purchased for dissection from local butchers. By 1630
he was working on a treatise that he believed would explain “all of
physics,” thus drawing together his various interests. The first part of
this work, called The World, included such topics as heat, light, and the
nature of stars and planets, while a later section was dedicated to
human physiology.

Shortly before The World was to be published in 1633, however, he
heard of Galileo’s condemnation by the Inquisition and cautiously sup-
pressed his own work for fear of being similarly censured by the Church.
He wrote to Mersenne of these concealed ideas: “Though I thought they
were based on very certain and evident proofs, I would not wish for any-
thing in the world, to maintain them against the authority of the Church.”
Later he may have hoped to communicate to laypeople, presumably com-
paratively free of theological prejudice, by writing the Discourse on the
Method for Conducting One’s Reason Rightly and three specimen essays that
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the Discourse was intended to introduce—all in French, the layperson’s
language (as opposed to the Church-affiliated Latin language usually
employed in writing scholarly works).

Between 1638 and 1640, Descartes lived mainly in the countryside
near Santpoort. During this period he was joined by his former servant,
Heléne, who had borne him a daughter, Francine. The child died sud-
denly in 1640, an event that is said to have been a heavy blow to Des-
cartes. Little more is known about his private life.

Descartes’ main work, the Meditations on First Philosophy, consists of
six chapters or Meditations and was published with six sets of objections
and his replies to them in 1641. Two years later, he began his celebrated
correspondence with Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia, in which they dis-
cussed a wide range of topics. When he published the Principles of Philoso-
phy in 1644, he dedicated it to Princess Elizabeth. The Principles was
intended to be a university textbook and is largely concerned with what
would now be called scientific matters. His last work, The Passion of the
Soul, was said to have been prompted by his discussions with Princess
Elizabeth on the relation of mind to body and the control of passions.

Descartes had another royal correspondent, Queen Christina of
Sweden, who later requested that he come to her court and teach her phi-
losophy. For several years Descartes had lived quietly in the countryside
where he spent mornings reading and writing in bed and where he fol-
lowed a careful diet that included vegetables from his own kitchen gar-
den. Descartes initially was hesitant to accept her invitation, but
eventually in September of 1649 he embarked for Sweden. He was
obliged to give the Queen philosophy lessons three times a week at 5 A.M.
in spite of having long had very different habits. He was lonely and
unhappy, and only a few months later he caught pneumonia. He died on
February 11, 1650.
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1Chapter 1

Descartes
The Method of Doubt and the Cogito

When Descartes was a young man, his personal quest was to dis-
cover the fundamental nature of the universe and of human beings, and
to unify science. Determined to sweep aside veils of ignorance and uncer-
tainty and to bring the truth to light once and for all, he reasoned late into
the night in something like the following way:

I believe many things, but I have no way of knowing which of my
beliefs are really true. Most of my knowledge has been acquired hap-
hazardly in uncritical, unreliable ways. I must start afresh by subject-
ing my beliefs to a test of doubt. And yet, to test each belief
individually would be an endless task, impossible to complete. There-
fore, I must challenge everything I have so far accepted as truth at its
very roots. I must expose and attack the principles upon which all my
opinions have rested. I can then use the principles that survive my
test of doubt as a new foundation for knowledge. This rebuilding of
my knowledge must be painstakingly methodical; only then shall I be
assured of knowing the truth.

Descartes’ revolutionary idea consists of using doubt explicitly
and systematically as a tool for reaching certainty. The method has three
elements:

1. Descartes wishes his doubt to be reasonable and systematic. He is
not merely saying that it is logically possible for us to doubt; he is
making the stronger claim that it is reasonable for us to do so. He
argues that we do not really know much of what we claim to know.
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2. Descartes compares his Method of Doubt to emptying a barrel of
apples and then returning to the barrel only the apples that are
edible. Doubt functions as a sorting agent; beliefs that succumb to
it are rotten and must be discarded. Beliefs that survive the
Method of Doubt are worthy of being kept because they have
proved themselves to be clear and trustworthy.

3. The doubt-tested beliefs are to be used later in a reconstruction of
Descartes’ knowledge. Beliefs that survive are to be used as a
secure and certain foundation for the rebuilding of knowledge.
They function much as axioms do in geometry.

The process of rebuilding knowledge aims to achieve certainty
through rejection of the uncertain. Therefore, many of the beliefs over
which the First Meditation casts doubt are eventually vindicated in later
Meditations, but only by appeal to truths of reason. Descartes later vindi-
cates belief in the visible by appeal to Reason.

The Method of Doubt as presented in the First Meditation consists
of three stages, each stage entertaining a progressively more radical
doubt.3 In the first stage, Descartes remarks that many of his beliefs are
derived from sense perception, which has deceived him in the past. He says
that it is foolish to trust something that has been known to deceive us.
Because our senses can mislead us, especially with small and distant
objects, we should not trust them. This consideration alone is insufficient
to raise a universal doubt, however, because although many particular
beliefs derived from the senses can be doubted, others still seem certain.
Descartes says that he cannot doubt that he has a body and that he is now
sitting in front of the fire merely on the grounds that his senses some-
times mislead him.

In the second stage, Descartes asks how he can be certain that he is
not dreaming. He recalls that he has sometimes dreamed that he is awake
and sitting by the fire just as he actually is now. Although dreams are
often more chaotic than waking experiences, it can be impossible to dis-
tinguish between a dream state and reality. There are no internal criteria
or signs by which one can tell whether one is awake or merely dreaming.
How can you be sure that you are not dreaming at this moment? Any
given situation could be an illusion: it could be a dream. Descartes asserts,
however, that this argument is not enough to legitimate a universal
doubt, since dreams must be made up of elements from reality, and these
simple elements, such as shape, size, number, and time, must be real.
And even supposing that you are now dreaming, a priori beliefs like
“two plus three equals five” and “a square only has four sides” cannot be
doubted and still seem obvious.

To call even these beliefs into question, Descartes introduces the
third and most radical stage of his Method of Doubt. This is the hypothe-
sis of the deceiving spirit or evil genius. Descartes supposes that there
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might be a supremely powerful and intelligent spirit who does his utmost
to deceive us. Such a deceiving spirit could cause our powers of reason-
ing to make mistakes so that we might even be deceived into thinking
that two plus three equals five, when in fact it does not.

Descartes is not asserting that such a deceiving spirit actually
exists; however, he is asserting that such a spirit could exist and, more-
over, that if such a spirit did exist, we would not know it. In other
words, the evidence that we now have is entirely consistent with the
existence of such a deceiving spirit. We have no positive reason for
believing that such a demon does not exist. It seems that the possibility
of a deceiving spirit leaves none of our former beliefs free from legiti-
mate doubt, including both a priori and empirical beliefs. At this third
stage of the Method, doubt is as universal and radical as it can be. Any
beliefs that are immune to this kind of doubt must be certain, and there-
fore must count as knowledge that can be used as a rational foundation
for other knowledge.

Comments on the Three Stages

1. The Argument from Sensory Illusion
It is tempting to move from the assertion that every single sense

experience could be an illusion to the conclusion that all sense experi-
ences could be a collective illusion. However, this argument involves a
fallacy, because the universal possibility of illusion does not entail the
possibility of universal illusion.4 It is a fallacy of composition to argue
that, because each single X is F, the collection of all Xs is F. All the
same, Descartes does, in fact, argue that all sense-experience collec-
tively could be an illusion—based on his hypothesis of the possibility of
a deceiving spirit.

Could we really be so deceived and mistaken? Is it possible that,
in spite of what our senses seem to tell us, reality may be quite differ-
ent? Recently some philosophers, such as Austin, have argued that uni-
versal illusion in sense perception is an impossibility.5 The possibility
of the senses deceiving us presupposes that sometimes they do not.
Descartes says that he has sometimes caught his senses deceiving him.
This is his reason for mistrusting them. But if he knows that they have
deceived him, this is because sometimes they have not deceived him.
For example, a stick placed in water appears bent, but I know that this
is merely an optical illusion only because I can see that the stick is not
bent once it is out of the water. If Austin is right, the argument from
sensory illusion on its own does not support a very widespread doubt,
as Descartes himself attests.
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2. The Argument from Dreaming
Similar points can be made about the argument from dreaming.

Some philosophers have argued that I could not entertain the possibil-
ity of being asleep now unless I had experienced being awake, because
the very idea of a dream requires a contrast with waking experience.
The possibility of dream experiences requires that some experiences not
be dreams.

However, Descartes could insist that this point does not undermine
his second stage of doubt, because we are not certain of being able to dis-
tinguish the dreaming and waking states. Many people have had vivid
dreams that, at the time, they were convinced were real waking experi-
ences. Even if it is impossible that I dream all the time, it is still possible
that I am dreaming now.

3. The Deceiving Spirit Argument
Descartes himself admits that the first two stages of doubt lead to

a modest skepticism concerning particular sense experience. But the
third stage of doubt introduces a radical skepticism about sense experi-
ence as a whole and about the powers of reason. For if I am being
deceived by an evil spirit, it could be that I am mistaken in thinking that
my sense experiences correspond to and are caused by external objects
at all. Descartes does not suppose that a deceiving spirit really does
exist; he merely points out that there is no evidence in our experience to
rule out the existence of such a spirit. The mere possibility of a demon
provides grounds to doubt that the external world exists at all. On the
other hand, the sense illusion and dream arguments seem to presup-
pose that it does exist.

What Is Descartes’ Method of Doubt?

At this point, one might be forgiven for suspecting that Descartes’
aim was to prove all human beliefs false; his thinking seems to mock
what common sense bids us to accept as true or obvious. Yet even the full
title of the Meditations indicates that Descartes had a very different inten-
tion. (The complete title is Meditations on First Philosophy, wherein are
demonstrated the existence of God and the distinction of soul from body.)
Ultimately, he sought to demonstrate “the existence of God and the dis-
tinction between mind and body.” He wished to do this in a rational, sci-
entific way. As a contemporary of Galileo and a gifted mathematician
himself, he hoped to replace his uncritical assumptions and the preju-
dices of sense experience with rational certainty—with truths that could
be proved rationally from self-evident premises. In his synopsis to the
Meditations he explains:
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But although the utility of a doubt so general may not at first be
apparent, it is nevertheless very great, in that [such doubt] delivers us
from all sorts of prejudices, and prepares for us a very easy way of
accustoming our mind to detaching itself from the senses and finally,
in that it brings it about that it is no longer possible that we can have
any doubt about that which we afterwards discover to be true.6

When Descartes says that we should treat our beliefs as though they
were false, he does not mean that they are false. He means that we should
suspend judgment as to their truth, rather than hesitantly believing them.
According to Descartes, believing involves both having an idea in one’s
mind and also judging that idea to be true. To assent to the idea of p is to
believe p; to deny the idea of p is to disbelieve p. When one doubts p, how-
ever, one suspends judgment as to the truth or falsity of p. To doubt a
belief is not to deny or to disbelieve it; it is to suspend judgment.

In effect, Descartes’ Method of Doubt amounts to withholding the
judgment that anything in the external world corresponds to or causes an
idea in the mind. It presupposes that ideas are the immediate objects of
cognition and that the external world is known only mediately through
these ideas. In other words, Descartes claims that we can only directly
perceive our own ideas. This claim, which is also vital to the Empiricists,
is required by his Method of Doubt.

Some Criticisms of Descartes’ Skepticism

Descartes implies that the skepticism raised by his Method of Doubt
is reasonable; in response to it, he tries to vindicate some of his former
beliefs, as we shall see later. Some twentieth-century philosophers, how-
ever, have expressed doubts about the legitimacy of a thorough-going
skepticism like Descartes’. These philosophers have questioned the legiti-
macy of doubting the existence of the external world and have challenged
some of the assumptions on which doubt or Descartes’ skepticism may
depend. Not all philosophers agree with Descartes that it is genuinely
possible to doubt the existence of the external world.

First, Descartes’ Method of Doubt seems to assume that the immedi-
ate objects of perception or cognition are ideas in the mind of the per-
ceiver, rather than truly being objects in the real world. He implies that
whatever is out there cannot be known by me; I can only know my own
ideas. As we shall see in later chapters, some more recent philosophers,
including Kant, argue that this claim is suspect. Against Descartes they
argue that we directly perceive objects in the external world. If they are
right, and if there are good reasons for thinking that the immediate
objects of perception are external objects and not mental ideas, then sense
experience gives us direct access to the external world and Cartesian
doubt is problematic (see chapters 17 and 26).
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Second, when he thinks, for instance, “perhaps an evil demon
exists,” Descartes assumes that the words used to express such thoughts
have meaning. Meaningful language is treated as a given and is not sub-
jected to the process of doubt to which Descartes is otherwise committed.
Descartes seems to be assuming that words can have a purely private
meaning by standing for his own ideas. This assumption itself is open to
doubt. Many contemporary philosophers hold that meaningful language
is essentially a public and social phenomenon—one that cannot be
regarded as purely private. The very idea of meaningful language may
cast doubt on Descartes’ Method of Doubt.7

Third, for Descartes, doubt can be purely contemplative. He
explains that the Method of Doubt is restricted solely to theoretical
inquiry and is not to be brought into practical matters. Descartes says that
no one of sound mind has ever doubted that there really is a world. Nev-
ertheless, he claims that a theoretical doubt about the existence of the
world is possible and reasonable. But it has been argued that a solely con-
templative doubt that makes no difference in practice is merely an empty
verbal utterance. In normal circumstances, when we doubt something,
our doubt has at least the potential to affect our behavior. For example, if
I doubt that I have turned off the stove before leaving my house, I may
return home to check on it. Is the potential for some outward sign of
doubt essential in order for the word doubt to be meaningful? If it is, what
would be an outward sign of doubting that the external world exists? Per-
haps all behavior manifests a belief in the existence of the external world.
For example, if a person who claims to doubt that the world exists tries to
communicate her doubt, she must surely believe that other people exist
with whom to communicate. The communication of a universal doubt
seems self-defeating.

Descartes’ Method of Doubt is presented in the Meditations in the
first-person singular. Instead of asking questions like “What is known?”
and “What can we know?” Descartes asks “What can I know?” Descartes
finds himself in the world of his own ideas, asking whether anything in
the external world matches his ideas. Had Descartes asked a different
question, he might not have found himself in this egocentric predica-
ment. For instance, if he had asked “What can we know?” he would have
already committed himself to the existence of other minds and possibly
also to a common public world in which they live.

Finally, Descartes assumes that knowledge requires absolute cer-
tainty and that whenever there is any room for doubt, one cannot claim to
know. This requirement sets a standard for knowledge that is arguably too
high. If by “absolute certainty” we mean a circumstance in which doubt is
logically impossible, then such certainty may not be necessary for knowl-
edge. Against Descartes it has been argued that knowledge requires rea-
sonable justification, not absolute certainty. This does not mean, however,
that we can specify once and for all when it is reasonable to doubt and
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