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Summary Of Meditations On
First Philosophy

Navigating Doubt: A
Comprehensive
Summary Of
Meditations On First
Philosophy

René Descartes’ Meditations on First
Philosophy, first published in 1641, is

arguably the most influential philosophical
text of the early modern period. It is a
radical attempt to establish a firm
foundation for scientific knowledge in an
era of intellectual upheaval.  This
Summary Of Meditations On First
Philosophy will guide you through the six
meditations, explaining how Descartes
dismantles all his former beliefs and then
methodically rebuilds them using the



power of reason alone. The work is not
simply a dry philosophical treatise; it is a
deeply personal intellectual journey,
framed as a series of reflections over six
days. Its core quest is to answer the most
fundamental question: What can I know
with absolute certainty?

Descartes begins with the unsettling
observation that many of the beliefs he
held since childhood have turned out to be
false. This realization prompts him to
undertake a systematic demolition of his
entire belief system. The goal is to find a
single, indubitable truth upon which he can
reconstruct all knowledge. This article
provides a clear and engaging walkthrough
of his famous meditations, exploring the
method of doubt, the discovery of the self,

the proofs for God’s existence, and the
establishment of the material world. By the
end of this Summary Of Meditations On
First Philosophy, you will have a solid
grasp of the arguments that earned
Descartes the title "Father of Modern
Philosophy."

Meditation One: The
Method of Doubt

The first meditation is the most dramatic.
Descartes decides to demolish everything
and “start again from the foundations.” He
recognizes that to build a sturdy edifice of
knowledge, he needs a foundation that is
unshakable. His approach is to reject as
false anything that admits of the slightest
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degree of doubt. He doesn't call each
belief into question individually; instead,
he attacks the principles upon which all his
beliefs rest.

The Three Stages of Doubt

The Senses: Descartes notes that1.
the senses sometimes deceive us.
For example, a tower might look
round from a distance but square up
close. Since prudence dictates that
we never trust those who have
deceived us, he resolves to doubt
everything the senses report.
However, he concedes that some
sensory data, like being seated by a
fire in a dressing gown, seems too
immediate to doubt.

The Dream Argument: He then2.
raises a more powerful doubt.
While asleep, he has often been
convinced of the reality of his
dreams – sensations that were
entirely illusory. There are no
definitive signs to distinguish being
awake from being asleep.
Therefore, it is possible that his
current state is a dream, and his
body, hands, and the very room
around him are a fiction.
The Malicious Demon (Evil3.
Genius): This is the ultimate
skeptical hypothesis. Even if he is
dreaming, the simple and universal
things from which dream-images
are composed – extension, shape,
quantity, time, and number – might



still be real. Furthermore, God,
being good, would not allow him to
be systematically deceived. But
what if there is not a good God, but
an all-powerful, malicious demon
who is supremely powerful and
cunning, and who has devoted all
his energies to deceiving him?
Descartes supposes that this demon
could manipulate his mind, making
him believe that the sky, earth, and
colors exist when they do not. He
concludes that he must consider all
his former beliefs as false,
including the truths of mathematics
(like 2+3=5), as the demon could be
tricking him even about these.

This radical doubt is not meant to be

permanent. It is a method to clear the
ground. By the end of the first meditation,
Descartes is left in a state of profound,
agonizing uncertainty. He has cast aside
nearly everything he thought he knew. The
only thing that remains, as we shall see, is
the very act of doubting itself.

Meditation Two: The
Nature of the Human
Mind

Having plunged himself into a sea of
doubt, Descartes now seeks a way out. He
imagines the malicious demon is
outsmarting him at every turn. But in the
very act of being deceived, he realizes
something crucial. No matter how much
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the demon deceives him, he must exist in
order to be deceived. The famous
conclusion is arguably the most important
sentence in Western philosophy: “Cogito,
ergo sum” – “I think, therefore I am.”

This is the first piece of indubitable
knowledge. But what is this "I" that he has
discovered? It is a thinking thing – a res
cogitans. He defines it as "a thing that
doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wills,
refuses, and also imagines and senses." At
this point, Descartes emphasizes the
primacy of the mind over the body. He
is certain that he is a thinking thing, but he
is not yet certain that he has a body or that
the physical world exists.

The Wax Argument

To further clarify the nature of the mind,
Descartes introduces the famous wax
argument. He holds a piece of beeswax. It
has a specific taste, smell, shape, color, and
makes a certain sound when tapped. He
then brings it close to a fire. All these
sensory qualities vanish. The wax melts,
changes color, heats up, and is now liquid.
Does the same wax remain? Yes, it does.
What enables him to know it is the same
wax? Not the senses, because its sensory
properties have completely changed. It is
the mind – the faculty of judgment – that
perceives the wax as a substance that
persists through change. This proves that
the intellect, not the senses or imagination,
is the primary source of knowledge. The



mind is easier to know than the body.

Meditation Three: The
Existence of God (The
Causal Argument)

Now that Descartes has established his
own existence as a thinking thing, he faces
a major hurdle. All his other clear and
distinct perceptions (like mathematical
truths) could still be false if the malicious
demon is tricking him. To overcome this,
he needs to prove that God exists and is
not a deceiver. The third meditation
contains two proofs for God’s existence,
both rooted in the nature of ideas.

Descartes classifies his ideas. Some seem

innate (like the idea of a thing, truth, or
thought), some are adventitious (coming
from outside, like the idea of the sun), and
some are invented (like a chimera). He
focuses on the idea of God – an infinite,
eternal, omniscient, omnipotent substance.
He asks: where does this idea come from?

The Causal Adequacy Principle

Descartes employs a foundational
principle: the cause of an idea must
contain at least as much formal reality as
the idea contains objective reality. In
simpler terms, there must be a match
between the source of an idea and what the
idea represents. A complex idea cannot
come from a simpler source. The idea of
an infinite substance (God) is complex and
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perfect. Descartes, who is finite and
imperfect, cannot be the cause of this idea.
It cannot come from nothing. Therefore,
the idea of an infinite being must have
been placed in him by an actually infinite
being. That being is God.

He also argues that he himself, a finite
substance, could not have created his own
existence, nor could he have existed from
nothing. Only an infinite substance (God)
can be the cause of his own existence.
Thus, God must exist. Because God is
perfect, He cannot be a deceiver, for
deception is a sign of weakness or malice.
This radically undercuts the power of the
malicious demon hypothesis.

Meditation Four:
Truth and Error

Having proven the existence of a non-
deceiving God, Descartes can now reclaim
the certainty of clear and distinct
perceptions. But a problem arises: if God
is good and has given him a perfect faculty
of judgment, why does he make so many
mistakes? This meditation addresses the
problem of error.

Descartes argues that error is not a direct
product of God’s creation but arises from
the interaction of two faculties: the
intellect (which is limited and finite) and
the will (which is infinite and free). His
intellect only presents him with a limited



range of ideas, but his will can choose to
affirm or deny them. Error occurs when he
exercises his will (makes a judgment) on
matters that his intellect does not clearly
and distinctly perceive. The remedy,
therefore, is to refrain from making
judgments about anything that is not
perfectly clear and distinct. By doing so,
he can avoid error and thus perfect his
knowledge.

Meditation Five: The
Essence of Material
Things and the
Ontological Argument

In the fifth meditation, Descartes turns his

attention to the nature of material things.
Before proving their existence, he can still
think about their essence. He discovers
that his mind contains clear and distinct
ideas of geometrical figures (e.g., a
triangle, a square). These ideas have
certain properties that are intrinsic to them
(e.g., a triangle’s angles sum to two right
angles). These properties are true even if
no triangle exists in the physical world.

The Ontological Argument

This is Descartes' most famous and
controversial proof for God's existence. It
is an a priori argument, meaning it
proceeds from the definition of God rather
than from experience. He argues that
existence is a perfection. The idea of a
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supremely perfect being (God) includes all
perfect ions.  Since existence is  a
perfection, it must be contained in the idea
of a supremely perfect being, just as the
property of having three sides is contained
in the idea of a triangle. Therefore, God
necessarily exists. He cannot be conceived
of as non-existent, any more than a triangle
can be conceived of as having four sides.
Just as we deduce properties from the
essence of a triangle, we deduce existence
from the essence of God.

This argument is often criticized (most
famously by Kant) for treating existence as
a predicate or a property that can be added
to a concept. However, for Descartes, it is
the crucial step that secures the foundation
of all knowledge. With God’s existence

thus proven, he can now be absolutely
certain of anything he clearly and
distinctly perceives, including the truths of
mathematics and the essential nature of
physical reality.

Meditation Six: The
Existence of Material
Things and the Mind-
Body Distinction

The final meditation ties everything
together. Descartes now asks: do material
things actually exist? He has a clear and
distinct perception of extension, shape,
and motion – the essence of body. He also
has a strong passive faculty for receiving



sensory ideas. These sensory ideas must
come from somewhere. They could come
from his own mind, but they often occur
involuntarily. They could come from God,
but God is not a deceiver. The only logical
source for these sensory ideas is actual
material objects that produce them.
Therefore, the physical world exists.

However,  Descartes is  careful  to
distinguish between the mind and the
b o d y .  H e  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e y  a r e
fundamentally distinct substances.

The Mind (Res Cogitans): The
essence of the mind is thought. It is
indivisible, non-spatial, and

immortal.
The Body (Res Extensa): The
essence of the body is extension in
space. It is divisible, unthinking,
and subject to mechanical laws.

This is the doctrine of Substance
Dualism. Descartes argues that he can
clearly and distinctly conceive of his mind
existing without his body, which is the
definition of a real distinction. Therefore,
the mind can survive the death of the body
(making the soul immortal).

He also addresses the relationship between
mind and body. Despite being distinct,
they are closely united


