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Opening week

• Welcome to the class!

• My first goal this week is to show you what 
the class is all about so that you can make 
an informed decision as to whether you 
want to take it or not.

• My second goal is to help ease us into 
studying philosophy so that it seems not so 
intimidating.



How to Get the Most 
Out of This Class

• 1) Do your best with the readings. 

• 2) Do the research journal 

• 3) Investigate more sources outside of class. 

• 4) Be active.  Be on the lookout for tips and 
tricks you can use in your own life. 

• 5) Be critical and helpful. Do your best to help 
all of us understand what is going on.  



Remixes

• What does it mean for something to be 
original?

• What is a remix?

• Are remixes original?  Why or why not?



What is our relationship to the past?



What is our relationship to the past?



What is the point of 
reconstructing

the past?



• What does it mean to be an Empiricist? 

• What does it mean to be a Rationalist? 

• What is the main difference between the two?



Francis Bacon 
1561-1626



For and Against  
Aristotle





Bacon's Idols

• According to Bacon, the best route to the 
truth is use the senses in the process of 
induction. 

• The problem is that the mind of the 
investigator is prejudiced by old knowledge 
and old habits.







The Scientist as 
"Worker Bee"





On reading...

• I want to encourage everyone to bring in 
questions that occur to you as you read.

• Examples:

• This doesn’t make sense...

• I disagree, because...

• I wonder why...



Rene 
Descartes 

(1596-1650)



Preliminary point about 
method

• The Meditations represents a way of 
investigating a philosophical question about 
knowledge.

• As you will see, this type of investigation 
involves quite a few “false starts” and blind 
alleys.  

• Why do you think he does this?



Preliminary point about 
method

• My suggestion:  

• Descartes does this on purpose, because 
he wants us to be able to “see the truth” 
for ourselves.  (i.e., it isn’t enough just to 
tell us the truth, we have to work 
through it ourselves)

• (Keep this in mind when we get to 
Locke.)



• The Meditations contains quite a bit of 
prefatory material.  

• Why do you think Descartes includes this?

• What is he trying to do in these passages?

• (Let’s take a look at them)



• At the beginning of Mediation 1, Descartes 
reflects on all of the things he knows, or at 
least thinks he knows.

• The project here is to find some 
knowledge that is certain.  



TIME OUT

• Let’s take a moment on this...

• Do you think it is important to have certain 
knowledge about anything?  Do you think 
we ever attain it?  Is it something that you 
would like to have? 

• (Let’s take 5 minutes and write a little on 
this.  I’ll set a timer.  Ok, ready, go!)



• As a test for certainty, Descartes proposes 
this test:  he will treat some piece of 
knowledge as uncertain if he can find some 
reason for doubt.  

• And in fact, he will at first treat anything 
that can be doubted as if it were false, until 
something “compels his assent.”



• The next task is to consider what 
Descartes knows.

• Why doesn’t he investigate each individual 
piece of knowledge?

• What does he do instead?



The Sources of 
Knowledge

• The first candidate is the knowledge we get 
from the senses

• What reasons do we have to doubt this as 
a source?



The Sources of 
Knowledge

• The first candidate is the knowledge we get 
from the senses

• What reasons do we have to doubt this as 
a source?

• mistakes the senses can make

• veridical dreams



The Problem of  
Global Skepticism

• How would you try to combat the problem? 



• How do you know that you are not 
dreaming/hallucinating/in a machine?

• Because I have a criterion. 

• But how do you know that the criterion 
works?

• Because...

WAKE TEST



• “Thus it is not improper to conclude from 
this that physics, astronomy, medicine, and 
all the other disciplines that are dependent 
upon the consideration of composite things 
are doubtful...

• ... and that, on the other hand, arithmetic, 
geometry, and other such disciplines, which 
treat of nothing but the simplest and most 
general things and which are indifferent as 
to whether these things do or do not in 
fact exist, contain something certain and 
indubitable.  

• For whether I am awake or asleep, two plus 
three make five, and a square does not have 
more than four sides.   It does not seem 
possible that such obvious truths should be 
subject to the suspicion of being false.”



• Descartes next turns his attention to his 
belief in an all-powerful God.  

• What does he say about God as a source 
of error in these cases?



• “... long-standing opinions keep returning, 
and, almost against my will, they take 
advantage of my credulity, as if it were 
bound over to them by long use and the 
claims of intimacy.”

• ...Hence, it seems to me I would do well to 
deceive myself by turning my will in 
completely the opposite direction and 
pretend for a time that these opinions are 
wholly false and imaginary, until finally, as if 
with prejudices weighing down each side 
equally, no bad habit should turn my 
judgment any further from the correct 
perception of things.”



• It seems that Descartes is saying that he 
has many things which he regards as true, 
and yet is not able to say whether he can 
completely trust them.

• Yet his mind is lazy and falls into bad habits.

• How does he deal with this problem?



The Evil Genius

Diabolical
plans

Powers of
Deception

“Accordingly, I will suppose not a supremely good 
God, the source of truth, but rather an evil 

genius, supremely powerful and clever, who has 
directed his entire effort at deceiving me.”



A Horse of a Different 
Color...

• https://blogs.otago.ac.nz/emxphi/

• A question that will remain throughout: 
what does it mean to be a rationalist?  An 
empiricist?

https://blogs.otago.ac.nz/emxphi/

