Descartes’s Project
Convince people of the distinction between the soul and the body.

And the truth of the mechanical philosophy.

(So of the fact that bodies do not have any of the sensible qualities, but consist just of extended shapes in motion.)

Doing this means calling into question some of the things that seem most evident to us:

- that we are bodies

- that bodies are coloured, hot, etc.
The means of bringing people to reject these doctrines:
Rebuild our system of knowledge on new foundations.
The reason why this drastic step is necessary:

We are blinded by infantile prejudices.

Since we came into the world before having perfected our reasoning powers, we spent years making irrational judgments about what our senses revealed to us.

(e.g. that bodies actually have the qualities revealed by our senses, or that we are animals like other animals)

Note that Descartes did not question the authority of sense experience.  He questioned certain judgments we have made about it since infancy.
The means of identifying and ridding ourselves of these prejudices:

“Methodological doubt”:

Reject, as if it were false,

anything that you can any reason, however extravagant, for supposing you might be mistaken about

Attempt to identify principles that are immune to even this extravagant doubt.
And then erect a system of knowledge on those foundations.

Things called into question

and reasons why they are called into question.

Both our senses and our reasoning powers occasionally deceive us.

Moreover, our senses systematically deceive us while we are dreaming

(and we have no certain means of distinguishing between dreaming and waking experience)

And we cannot rule out the possibility that we may have been so created as to be systematically deceived about principles proven by demonstration.

(because our creator was either imperfect or at least capable of making us deceived all the time)
Distrust of our senses can lead us to doubt that objects exist where and when we perceive them to exist.

But it cannot lead us to doubt that we are conceiving what we are conceiving when we conceive of objects.

We cannot doubt that our conceptions of objects are there.

Distrust of our reasoning abilities can lead us to distrust the conclusions we draw from demonstration.

But it cannot lead us to doubt certain intuitively obvious first principles.
We simply do not have the freedom to doubt what we immediately understand to be the case.
The nature of human freedom

When it comes, not to the ability to act in the world (which presupposes a body and an external world of which we are still uncertain)

but just to the ability to act cognitively

to assert or deny

we have total freedom to withhold assent from whatever we can find in the least way dubious

but we are naturally compelled to assent to whatever we perceive so clearly and distinctly that we can find in it no grounds for doubt.

Intuitively obvious first principles
(things seen by “the light of nature”)

· nothing has no attributes or qualities

(contrapositively, attributes and qualities cannot exist apart from inhering in something — some “substance”)  (I.11)
· what is more perfect cannot have as its efficient and total cause what is less perfect (I.18)
· a thing that recognizes something more perfect than itself is not the source of its own being (I.20)

Also “we cannot suppose that we, who are having thoughts, are nothing” (I.7)

Some consequences

We cannot doubt our own existence,

insofar as we consider ourselves only as things that think or that “contain” ideas

not insofar as we consider ourselves as having bodies

The fact that we can be certain of one of these things without having any assurance of the other is already an intimation that they are not the same.

We know ourselves better than we know anything else

(and therefore ought to turn inwards in our first investigations into what can be known.)

Some further consequences
· The existence of God is uniquely demonstrable from the concept of an all perfect being, with the same (indeed greater) evidence than any proposition of mathematics

· The idea of an all perfect being is not one we could have cooked up ourselves, and not one any being inferior to God could have cooked up

· The existence of all enduring things requires constant creation, which requires that there be some being capable of recreating itself and all things from moment to moment
