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            The quest for truth begins with doubt.

      

    


​PREFACE

​
​Metaphysical Meditations WHY DID DESCARTES WRITE THE

METAPHYSICAL MEDITATIONS ? 

René  Descartes,  one  of  the  greatest  thinkers  in  history,  is often  called  the  father  of  modern  philosophy.  His  work, Metaphysical  Meditations,  is  arguably  his  most  significant contribution  to  philosophical  thought.  Published  in  1641

during a pivotal moment in intellectual history, this work is not merely a treatise on metaphysics but a decisive milestone in  redefining  what  humanity  could  know,  understand,  and perceive.  However,  the  question  arises:  why  did  Descartes choose  to  write  such  a  work?  What  events  and  influences drove him to embark on this radical reflection? Why did he venture into metaphysics after making major discoveries in mathematics and the sciences? 

A Life Marked by the Search for Truth Born in 1596 in France to a family of minor nobility. From an  early  age,  René  Descartes  was  sent  to  the  Jesuit  college of  La  Flèche,  an  institution  renowned  for  its  intellectual rigor. There, he was introduced to scholastic philosophy, an approach to thought deeply influenced by Aristotle and the Christian theologians of the Middle Ages. However, from 9

​Metaphysical Meditations his  earliest  years  of  study,  Descartes  felt  a  growing dissatisfaction  with  traditional  teachings.  Scholastic philosophy, though erudite and logical, seemed too mired in theological  debates  and  disconnected  from  the  realities  of the world and the new scientific discoveries of the time. 

It  was  likely  this  dissatisfaction  with  Jesuit  education, coupled  with  a  profound  commitment  to  the  search  for truth, that motivated Descartes to venture further. After his years  of  formal  education,  he  left  France  to  travel  across Europe. These travels were pivotal in shaping his intellectual journey.  By  meeting  thinkers  and  scientists,  he  became aware  of  the  radical  shifts  occurring  in  the  thought  of  his era,  particularly  the  upheavals  brought  about  by  the  new science  of  figures  like  Galileo,  Kepler,  and  other protagonists of the scientific revolution. 

His Inspirations and Models

One of the great aspects of Descartes’ philosophy is the way he  draws  upon  the  intellectual  sources  that  preceded  him while  striving  to  surpass  them.  First  and  foremost, Descartes  was  profoundly  influenced  by  mathematics. 

Unlike  many  philosophers  of  his  time,  Descartes  did  not content  himself  with  abstract  philosophising;  he  sought  a precise and rigorous methodology inspired by mathematics and geometry. He saw in the geometric method a model of certainty,  a  discipline  grounded  in  clear  rules  and  rigorous demonstrations. 

This  approach  to  thought  is  one  of  the  foundations  of his  method  of  doubt.  Indeed,  in  his  “Meditations”, Descartes  takes  geometry  as  an  example  to  establish  a method that eliminates any possibility of error, seeking to 10

​Metaphysical Meditations arrive  at  the  purest  truth,  much  like  a  geometer  discovers truths starting from clear basic principles. 

 The  Influence  of  the  Renaissance  and  Humanism: Descartes was also steeped in the ideals of the Renaissance, which  valued  the  individual  and  humanity’s  capacity  to reason  independently.  The  Renaissance  emphasised  the potential of humans to understand and transform the world through  knowledge,  an  idea  that  strongly  permeates Descartes’  thought.  He  adopts  the  perspective  of  the individual as the primary actor in the quest for truth, rather than a mere creature subject to divine or natural forces. 

 Cartesianism  and  the  New  Sciences:  Descartes  was  also inspired  by  the  scientific  advancements  that  were revolutionising  his  era.  The  discoveries  of  Galileo  and  the work of Kepler in astronomy introduced a worldview based on observation and experimentation, rather than traditional philosophical speculation. The idea of subjecting nature to rational  and  mathematical  analysis  deeply  resonated  with Descartes,  who  sought  to    align  philosophy  with  these empirical methods. 

The thought of Aristotle and the scholastics served as an important starting point for Descartes, though he critiqued it  sharply  in  his  writings.  While  he  rejected  much  of  the medieval  philosophical  tradition,  he  was  thoroughly familiar  with  Aristotelian  concepts,  particularly  in metaphysics  and  logic.  He  used  them  as  a  kind  of intellectual  training  ground,  methodically  deconstructing them  to  propose  a  system  of  thought  more  grounded  in doubt and the individual. 
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​Metaphysical Meditations Methodical Doubt

One  of  the  central  elements  of  the  “Metaphysical Meditations” is the method of methodical doubt, a process through  which  Descartes  seeks  to  question  all  acquired knowledge,  retaining  only  that  which  withstands  absolute doubt.  This  doubt  does  not  merely  apply  to  abstract  ideas or  philosophical  theories  but  extends  to  the  very foundations of existence and perception. 

Descartes’ doubt is not mere skepticism; it is a tool for inquiry,  a  means  of  purifying  knowledge.  By  rejecting everything  that  can  be  doubted,  Descartes  realises  that  the only  certainty  that  remains  is  his  existence  as  a  thinking being.  This  moment  of  radical  introspection  leads  him  to his  famous  assertion,  “Cogito,  ergo  sum”  (“I  think, therefore  I  am”).  This  is  not  merely  an  intellectual discovery; it is an existential revelation. Through doubt, he arrives at the certainty of his existence as a thinking subject, distinct from the external world and the body. 

The Metaphysical Meditations and Modern Philosophy Descartes’

Metaphysical Meditations became a cornerstone of modern philosophy.  They  not  only  redefined  the  relationship between  mind  and  body  but  also  established  a  new  way  of conceiving  knowledge.  The  concept  of  dualism  the  radical separation  between  the  mind  (thought)  and  the  body (matter)  profoundly  influenced  subsequent  philosophical debates.  According  to  Descartes,  the  soul  is  an  immaterial substance distinct from the body, and it is through the mind that humans can access truth. 

Methodical doubt and the quest for certainty also laid 12

​Metaphysical Meditations the  groundwork  for  modern  scientific  thought.  By emphasising the importance of critical reasoning, Descartes influenced  generations  of  philosophers,  scientists,  and mathematicians.  His  work  inspired  thinkers  like  Spinoza and  Leibniz,  who  developed  ideas  related  to  Descartes’

while  expanding  and  critiquing  them.  Descartes’  thought also  profoundly  influenced  later  philosophers  like  Kant, who  built  upon  Cartesian  ideas  to  develop  his  own  theory of knowledge. 

Finally, the Metaphysical Meditations marked a turning point  in  how  individuals  perceive  themselves  in  the  world. 

They highlight the importance of the individual as an agent of  thought,  free  and  capable  of  understanding  the  world through  reason  alone.  Descartes’  imprint  is  indelible  in philosophy, science, and even contemporary psychology. 

The Legacy of the Metaphysical Meditations The  writing  of  the  Metaphysical  Meditations  was  not  a mere  philosophical  exercise  for  Descartes;  it  was  the  result of  a  personal  quest  to  understand  the  origin  of  human knowledge  and  certainty  in  a  world  marked  by  doubt. 

Through  this  work,  Descartes  sought  to  establish  the foundations  of  modern  philosophy,  emphasising  the individual,  thought,  and  reason  as  primary  principles.  The Meditations  also  introduced  key  concepts  that  continue  to fuel  philosophical  and  scientific  debates  today.  This  text does not merely challenge existing knowledge; it proposes a new  method  and  a  radically  different  vision  of  humanity, knowledge, and the universe. 
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​
​FIRST MEDITATION 

___________

ON UNIVERSAL DOUBT

​
​Metaphysical Meditations Things That Can Be Called into Doubt Yesterday, I lived with blind confidence in everything I held to  be  true.  Today,  however,  I  resolve  to  suspend  my certainties,  to  examine  each  belief,  and  to  reject  anything that  is  not  absolutely  indisputable.  It  is  a  perilous undertaking, no doubt, but a necessary one. For if I am to establish  solid  foundations  for  knowledge,  I  must  first demolish anything that could be subject to error. 

I  will  therefore  set  aside  everything  my  senses  have taught me. After all, they have often deceived me. Who has not  experienced  an  optical  illusion,  heard  a  sound  that  did not  exist,  or  mistaken  a  face  in  the  distance?  If  my  senses sometimes  deceive  me,  how  can  I  place  complete  trust  in them? 

Take a concrete example: when I sit by the fire, I feel the warmth  on  my  hands  and  see  the  flame.  But  what  assures me  that  this  sensation  is  not  an  illusion?  When  I  dream,  I may  also  see  flames  or  feel  warmth,  even  though  I  am immersed in sleep, far from any reality. 

If my senses can deceive me, it is possible that everything I perceive around me is merely an illusion. This table on 17

​Metaphysical Meditations which  my  arm  rests,  this  paper  I  hold  between  my  fingers, could be nothing more than creations of my mind. Even my own  body,  which  I  believe  I  know  intimately,  might  not  be as it appears to my eyes. 

And  what  of  the  truths  I  thought  immutable,  such  as those of mathematics? Two and three will always make five, and a square will always have four sides, will they not? But what if an all-powerful being-God, or some other deceptive power had designed my mind to err even about these truths? 

This  doubt,  though  hypothetical,  is  enough  to  shake  even the foundations of logic. 

I  must  go  further.  If  I  cannot  be  certain  of  my perceptions,  my  memories,  or  even  the  simplest mathematical principles, what remains? Everything seems to slip away beneath my feet, and yet, I cannot help but think. 

In this moment of absolute doubt, a glimmer emerges: the doubt itself. For if I doubt, it is proof that I think. And if  I  think,  I  am.  This  truth  (Cogito,  ergo  sum)  is  the  first certainty to arise from












































































































































































































































