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Abstract

René Descartes is generally considered the first modern philosopher. In Descartes' time,
a profound and pervasive skepticism was prevalent, and the newly emerging science
lacked a philosophical foundation. What places Descartes in the position of founding
modern philosophy is his attention to the fundamental crisis of knowledge for
humankind: If humans are finite beings and the universe is infinite, how can humans
attain knowledge of anything and be certain of its truth (correspondence)? Descartes'
confrontation with this fundamental crisis and his determination to find a firm and
stable basis for knowledge led to the formation of a new conception of truth and a new
foundation for science. Descartes attempts, through an introspective journey within his
own thoughts, by doubting everything possible, even the most self-evident matters, to
reach an indubitable foundation for knowledge. Descartes completes this endeavor by

narrating his introspective journey in the first person in his “Meditations”.

Keywords: Modern Philosophy, Philosophical Doubt, Certainty, Human Finitude,

Foundation of Science, Reasonableness of the Universe.

Extended Abstract

Descartes is widely regarded as the first modern philosopher. With Descartes,
philosophy entered a new phase, and with this transformation, it was able to guide and
pave the way for a new form of science and human life, signs of which had appeared a

little earlier, from the beginning of the Renaissance. In Hegel's words, "René Descartes
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is a bold spirit who re-commenced the whole subject from the very beginning and
constituted afresh the groundwork on which Philosophy is based, and to which, after a
thousand years had passed, it once more returned. The extent of the influence that this
man exercised during his times and the culture of philosophy generally cannot be
sufficiently expressed. "To understand the horizon opened in human history by
Descartes's philosophy, it must be noted that for Descartes, as for any other philosopher,
philosophy was not merely a theoretical investigation for the sake of curiosity or
amusement, but the source of "our distinction from savages and barbarians, and the
civilization and refinement of every nation is proportional to the level of its
philosophical thought." In his time, a profound skepticism was prevalent, and the newly
emerging science lacked a philosophical foundation. Descartes' focus on this
foundational crisis of knowledge for humankind is what places him at the forefront of
modern philosophy: If humans are finite and the world is infinite, how can we attain
knowledge and be certain of its truth (correspondence)? His confrontation with this
fundamental crisis and his determination to find a stable basis for knowledge led to a
new conception of truth and a new foundation for science. Through introspection and
by doubting everything, even the most obvious things, Descartes sought an indubitable
foundation for knowledge. He recounts this introspective journey in his “Meditations”.
To better understand this, we should consider pre-Cartesian philosophers. Before
Descartes, the world was considered finite and inherently intellectual, possessing an
intrinsic order that guaranteed the attainability of knowledge and understanding of the
world. The philosopher, ultimately, mirrored the objective world. Philosophers like
Avicenna, when confronted with the question of how knowledge is possible, relied on
something imperceptible to the senses yet existent and fundamental to the reality of
objects: Intellect. Intellect, here, is an order of being abstract and superior to matter.
Knowledge becomes possible through receiving intelligible forms of objects from the
Active Intellect, thus finding a stable basis in the world attainable by humans.
Descartes, however, reintroduced this question: If humans are finite and objects are
external to them, how can they access and understand these objects? For Descartes, the
intellectual aspect of the world, which earlier philosophers relied upon to establish the
possibility of knowledge, could not be presumed by finite humans. Therefore, the
question of knowledge took a different path for him. Descartes sought to discard
everything doubtable, so that if anything indubitable remained, it could serve as the
foundation for knowledge of the world. The first Meditation recounts this process of

doubt. Descartes' narrative style in “Meditations”, resembling a personal story rather
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than classical philosophical texts, reflects his approach to re-establishing the foundation
of knowledge. Starting with human finitude, and lacking a pre-existing foothold in the
world, Descartes had to begin his inquiry from within thought itself, from the heart of
skepticism. In essence, confronting the profound skepticism of his time, he attempted to
establish a basis for knowledge that accounted for human finitude and the world's
infinity. The new foundation he established in philosophy, while perhaps not as robust
as the previous one, was indubitable. With Descartes' new foundation, truth is no longer
defined as correspondence with an external reality, but as certainty achieved through
human scientific endeavor. The no longer intellectual world becomes inaccessible, and
humans, relying on their own indubitable existence, strive to understand the dispersed
and infinite world. Before Descartes, truth existed as a standard for knowledge, and
human good and happiness depended on attaining and resembling it. The world was
inherently intellectual and stable, and human knowledge and action did not influence its
order. It was humanity's task to conform to and approach this truth, even if attaining it
remained uncertain. From now on, however, the world becomes intelligible and

manifest only through human effort and the methodical application of reason.
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“The demand which rests at the basis of Descartes’ reasonings thus is that what is

recognized as true should be able to maintain the position of having the thought therein at home
with itself” (Hegel 1896: 226).
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“Thought as Being and Being as thought — that is my certainty, ‘I’; in the

celebrated Cogito, ergo sum we thus have Thought and Being inseparably bound together”
(Hegel 1896: 228).
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Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1896), Lectures on the History of Philosophy, E. S. Haldane, Lincoln
and London: University of Nebraska Press.



