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Introduction

It is perhaps the case that contemporary readersh@fMeditations on First
Philosophy are most taken with the idea of the Evil Demon kea by René
Descartes in the firsMeditation® In the process of systematically establishing
everything which he can doubt in order to disca¥ehere is anything of which he
can be certain, Descartes appeals to the figurth@fDemon. ‘All powerful and
cunning’, and supposed by Descartes to devotdsadiriergies to deceiving him, the
Demon strikes a chord through its numerous pasaltefilms such as thilatrix and
Total Recalf

Whilst these parallels are testimony to the imatjearichness of the idea of the Euvil
Demon, they are less obviously a tribute to itsosisrphilosophical statidsCertainly
the fiction of the Demon is intended to appeal tio icnaginations, but in so doing it
does not function in a way we normally associatéhwie imagination, which, as
David Hume observes, ordinarily delights in formimgonsters and joining
incongruous shapes and appearances at the sligipiesttunity’ As striking as the
idea might be, the figure of the Demon does ndamé the imagination and force us
to believe things that are not true; rather, & idevice, a means by which Descartes,
supposing all he used to think true to be falsédhbimself to all the doubts he has
legitimately raised concerning those things hedwstomarily held to be the case and
which by force of habit he is wont to continue tiéve.

By recognising that it is the imagination that @ptured and put to use by the
meditating subject in order to pursue his ratignatinstructed train of doubt and not
the meditating subject who is captured by his imaton, we could now begin a
philosophically productive enquiry into Descartesinception of the faculties of

imagination and reason and the relation betweem.thedo not, however, want to

pursue directly such an enquiry here for | am gderd in another question that is
provoked by the figure of the Demon. Thdeditations are enquiries of an

epistemological and ontological kind in which De$es establishes what it is
possible to know, what knowledge itself is and tia¢ure of what is known. Evil,

whose realm is commonly regarded as being limieethé sphere of ethics, would
appear to have no significant place among suchezost Nevertheless, the fiction of

the Evil Demon places the concept of evil at they\eeart of ‘the method of doubt'.

Given that this is the case, my interest is in wmheil@ing what evil is for Descartes. |

hope additionally to establish the identity of vl Demon.

1. Resolution To Doubt

To discover who the Evil Demon is and what Dessameans by evil it is necessary
to confront Descartes’ thinking in the fifgleditationwhere he sets out on the path of
doubt. Descartes begins by invoking his presenemainty about what he knows to
be true. ‘Some years ago’, he says, ‘I noticed hwamy false things | had accepted as
true in my childhood, and how doubtful were thengs that | subsequently built on
them.® The recognition that the knowledge he had acqurethlse grounds is, if not
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itself necessarily false, at best dubious, leadsthiresolve to overturn all his beliefs,
everything he once thought he knew. To accomphsh Descartes tells us that it is
not necessary for him to show that all his formelidis are false. This would require
a certainty of knowledge as yet unavailable to himd hence would be an impossible
undertaking. Instead it is sufficient to withholdsant from anything that is not
completely certain and indubitable. Neither isdtessary, he says, to investigate each
belief individually. Rather, he need consider otfilg foundations of his beliefs, since
once the foundations are undermined everything baoithem will collapse.

The principal and most immediate source for alkththings Descartes has ‘accepted
as being most true up to now’ are the sefisgst, Descartes recalls that there have
been occasions on which his senses have deceiwedttiings seen from far away
have sometimes looked very different when seeredlgs and things that were very
small have on close inspection appeared othenkligse When they were seen at first
glance. On the grounds that it is unwise to trasttang or anyone who has deceived
us, if only once, he concludes the senses ougltorim trusted at all.

However, having drawn this conclusion, Descartan@aiately raises an objection: if
it is certainly reasonable to doubt what the setsiésis about those things that they
perceive only weakly and faintly, it would none#s be incredible to call into doubt
much more powerful, striking and immediate percamj such as that of the body,
the fact of its presence, its actuality here ang.riblow could | deny that these hands
or that this body is mine’, he says, ‘unless peshiahink that | am like some of those
mad people whose brains are so impaired by thagtrapour of black bile that they
confidently claim to be kings when they are pauptrat they are dressed in purple
when they are naked, that they have an earthenwemd, or that they are a totally
hollowed-out shell or are made of gldbs.'

As ready as we might be to assent to this apparenite reasonable objection we
should nevertheless examine it a little more clpsehe initial argument for doubting
the evidences of the senses is expressed in uaiverss:‘Everything’, Descartes
says, ‘that | accepted as being most true up to haequired from the senses or
through the senses. However, | have occasionallgddhat they deceive me, and it is
prudentneverto trust those who have deceived us, even if onlyet’ The reason
why this doubt is universal and without qualificetiis that the senses themselves
afford no sure criterion by which it is possible destinguish a true from a false
perception. For example, it is not so much thas@amding near to a tree | discover it
in truth to be much larger than my initial view ibffrom a distance had led me to
believe. Rather, | have two different views of thee which, with respect to size, are
incompatible. At best | can say only that one & two appearances is false, without
knowing which one it is.

The appeal to the experience that one has of awers bodily presence and along
with it those things that derive their vivacity finotheir proximity to that presence,
does not, as far as | can see, provide any reagodmfiting the scope of the initial
doubt concerning the evidence of the senses. Wiiatrion is furnished by this
experience that is absent from those other thingishware derived from the senses
and which are essentially dubitable? What assiwgdkat our immediate perception of
our body and situation is itself true?
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It is perhaps the case, then, that we would miswstaled the nature of the appeal to
the body if we think of it as simply furnishing eence that resists doubt. As Michel
Foucault has argued, it is not so much the evideridie body that resists being
doubted, but everything connected to the currestradsthe person in the act of
pursuing the method of doulst.For Descartes, between the knowledge that it is
necessary to doubt and carrying out the resolutctioubt there is all the difference
in the world, and the problem that he addresseswbkanvokes the sensory evidence
of his actual situation is that axercisinghis reasons for doubt. In effect, what
Descartes admits is that his resolve is unsetyetthd spectre of madness: if | pursue
my doubt this far, he is saying, would | not beeefively mad? And if | were, would |
then be able to effectively doubt, would | be alde carry out my resolution
consistently so as to discover the truth? Whataiithwould any conclusion carry if
the doubt that establishes it is equivalent to read®

2. The Place of the Evil Demon in the Method of@ou

Having recognised what is at issue at this poirtheFirst Meditation is a difference
between the logical extent of the doubts raisedthadvillingness to actually exercise
such doubts, we are now in a position to understa@dtructure of what follows and
in particular the function played by the Evil Demiarthe method of doubt.

If the meditating subject cannot think himself neadl if this appears to prevent him
from doubting, it is nevertheless the case thatdrereadily recall that he is ‘a man
who is used to sleeping at night and having allstsme experiences while asleep or,
sometimes, even more improbable experiences thaanén people have while
awake?*! Such a memory enables Descartes to carry outehisution to doubt by
not only calling to mind an entire order of deceptexperiences which replicate in
kind the perception he has now, but also by awalgem him a confusion that affects
him whilst he is pursuing his current train of tigbti Certainly, it at first seems to
him that the perception he has of the sheet of phem®re him, his head which he
shakes and his hand which he opens and feels, waildtrike him so forcibly and
clearly were he dreaming, but he then recalls pressbccasions when he had assured
himself that he was awake in just this way whilstwas in fact dreaming. The very
clarity that might be supposed to distinguish d pesception from an imaginary one
in fact applies equally to both waking experienaed dreams: noting this produces a
‘feeling of confusion’ which, Descartes says, ‘abhoonfirms me in believing that |
am asleep*?

The ‘feeling of confusion’ sown in him by such meams enables him to carry out his
resolution to doubt since he can now suppose hinsdle asleep and imagine that
not only does he not shake his head or open ahdhifeband, but that he has neither
head nor hands nor body. By imagining that he éahing Descartes is able to doubt
all sensory images — the entirety of those thirggkitherto believed most true.

But is it not the case that there are truths thatcanstant, irrespective of whether we
are awake or asleep? If there are such truths,woeyd be the elements that underlie
our sensory and imaginary perceptions and from hkvhicey were ordered.
Accordingly, Descartes considers the possibilitgt tiphysical nature in general and
its extension...the shape of extended things; alea #uantity, or their size and
number, similarly the place in which they exist time through which they last...’
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are reaf® And, if this is indeed the case, then it followsit those sciences that are
concerned with such simple and general things, whidh are indifferent to their
actual existence, provide us with truths that carbe suspected of falsity, for as
Descartes has it: ‘whether | am awake or asleep and three added together always
make five and a quadrilateral figure has no moaa fiour sides™*

As these truths are of a non-sensory, intelligkled, any doubt about them must
itself be of a like kind. There now opens a seoiesonsiderations that lead Descartes
to the hypothesis of the Evil Demon. Among his gJe@escartes recalls one, long
fixed in his mind, of an all-powerful God who hasated him. Could not he have
arranged that the simplest and most universal shsugh as the earth, sky, extended
bodies, shape, magnitude and place all appearesiso whilst not really doing so?
Could it not also be the case that God ‘may hause@d me to be mistaken... when |
add two and three together, or think about the rerndf sides in a quadrilateral
figure, or something even simpler if that can bagined?®

To such an argument it might be objected that Qedpse attributes include
benevolence and goodness in the highest degreelassvomnipotence, would not
deceive anyone in this way nor allow anyone toddexeived. In response Descartes
reminds us that should it be admitted that Godhésauthor of our being, then it must
also be admitted that he has made it so that weanetimes mistaken or deceived.
Since that is the case, it does not follow thatatld be contrary to his nature to make
it that we are always mistaken or deceived. But singpose that such a God exists?
Might it not be that the idea itself is fictitiou&en were that the case it would not
follow, Descartes argues, that all other purelelimible truths would be secured
from doubt; for ‘since to be deceived and mistalssems to be some kind of
imperfection’, the less powerful and less perfée being that created me was, the
more liable it is that | am constituted in suchaywo be always mistaken.

However, and as Descartes says, recalling whatasealready once before been
forced to admit: ‘it is not enough simply to knowid; it must also be ‘kept in
mind’.*® The meditating subject must be induced to holddaisbts present before
himself. He must train his attention on them, tasise ‘familiar beliefs’, which return
despite himself and against his will, sway his gmbgnt in so far as it is bound to
them ‘by established custom and the law of fanifjfat’ Such an inducement is
found in the hypothetical figure of the Evil Demao@n the supposition that this
demon devotes all its energies to deceiving hingc@des imagines that there is no
earth, air, sky, no colours, shapes or soundsjng#xternal to him and that he has in
actuality no hands, no blood, no senses at allfdise¢ly believes himself to possess
such things: body, shape, extension, motion ancedae all unreal.

3. The Resolution of Doubt

There are, then, two orders operative in the Rtstitation. There is an order of
demonstrationfor which it is a matter of the logical and ewitial grounds for the
propositions advanced. It consists in the seriesegfative proofs that structure the
method of doubt. The truths Descartes held on #séskof external authorities, those
supplied through the senses and imagination, thiegsrof ideas of a non-sensory and
non-imaginative origin are all shown to lack théf-seidence they might have been
supposed to contain.
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On the other hand, there is an order bearing orexieeciseof meditating itself, in
which the meditating subject applies himself taialty doubting. The Evil Demon, as

| have argued, is invoked by Descartes in relatiothis order. The omnipotence and
omnimalevolence of the Demon elicits the applicatd a controlled vigilance on the
part of the meditating subject; through it Descarteable to counteract the perversity
of his judgement which is otherwise and ordinalélg by habit and a kind of laziness
back to its old opinions. However, if the fictiohtbe Demon serves to exercise and
discipline the will of the meditating subject, $tin turn exorcised by the discovery of
the cogita a discovery made possible through the very eserand discipline the
Demon occasions. As Descartes observes, for diltheme is an all powerful and
cunning deceiver dedicated to constantly deceiti@gannot bring it about that | am
nothing, because it is indubitable that if | am eleed, | exist. Through the self-
certainty of the doubting, thinking subject, whaallove called the ‘resolutioto
doubt’ comes to offer itself as the resolutmidoubt. Thinking, turning its attention
upon itself, becomes apparent to itself in act amits actuality, and Descartes is
thence led to propose ‘I think, | am’. Expressingd &mbodying the presence of
thought to itself this proposition is, Descarteyssanecessarily true for himself
whenever it is stated or conceived by him.

The discovery of thecogito brings together, then, both the demonstrative and
executive orders at play in the First Meditatiots, @vidence deriving not from a
content or ground exterior to it, but from itséifhm its very act. With this discovery,
the omnipotence of the Evil Demon is undone; thdexttial authority of theogitois
such that, as the Second Meditation shows, theafinot be deceived in everything. If
the Evil Demon is not what it is supposed to b&nreisooner than it is invoked it is in
fact shown to be intrinsically limited in its powand cunning, what is it? And what
does all this tell us about the Cartesian concepvid?

4. The Nature of Evil and the Identity of the E3@mon

Given that the Evil Demon’s capacity to deceivdingited in the face of the first
truth, in order to discover who or what the Demsniti will be necessary to examine
the Cartesian concepts of truth and error. Thessc@yges advances in the Fourth
Meditation, entitled ‘Truth and Falsehood'.

Having assured himself of the first trutltegito, sum- in the Second Meditation and
in the Third the existence of God, Descartes nogues that God would never
deceive. Deception, he argues, is not, as it msgleim, evidence of cleverness or
power, but of malice and folly and thus it cannetditributed to God. Certainly, as
we have already seen, the intention to deceivenc®nmpatible with absolute
intelligence and power since it is impossible toaiee the meditating subject about
everything: if | think that | am, | am.

However, acknowledging that God, the author of ieéng, does not deceive him
leaves Descartes with a difficulty, which he stategollows:

| experience a certain faculty of judgement in nifysevhich just like

everything else that is in me, | received from G8ohce God does not wish
me to be mistaken he obviously did not give mecalfg such that, when | use
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it correctly, | could ever be mistaken. There wob&lno further doubt about
this, except that it seems to follow that | can erebe mistaken; for if
everything | possess comes from God and if he didgive me a faculty for
making mistakes, it seems as if | could never bengrabout anything. In
short, the problem that Descartes now faces istbawconcile our undoubted
ability to judge something true when it is not, similarly something false
when it is not, with God’s perfection. This he ddgg distinguishing two
faculties, the faculty of knowing, or the intelleaend the faculty of choosing,
or the will.

According to Descartes, the intellect perceivesasijeabout which a judgement can
then be made by the will. Thus, and in contrastmany modern philosophers,

Descartes does not think the act of judgement raplgithe connecting together of

ideas; rather, for him, judgement is the act otiassg a position towards such ideas,
of judging them to be correct or not, assentinthem, denying them or, as when one
doubts, refraining from either assenting to thendemying them. To take a relatively

simple example, my intellect perceives the idehezt, about which | may then either
judge that it is something real and existing or, rmt suspend my judgement by
choosing neither to affirm nor deny its reality adstence.

Descartes recognises that our intellect is finitere are perhaps many things of
which we have no idea, many ideas we have forgottenhfor Descartes this lack of

knowledge is not in itself a cause of error. Welddwave many more ideas than we
do and yet be no closer to the truth for all tisatyversely, we could have fewer ideas,
but judge truly those we have. Thus, in so fat aserely perceives ideas, the intellect
contains no error. It is in judging ideas that esrarise.

If we consider the will, which exercises judgemehgn we find, Descartes says, that
unlike the intellect, it is infinite and perfectingple in so far as it consists in the

ability to either to do or not do something — tisato seek or avoid something, affirm

or deny something — the will cannot be limited with being abolished; a lesser will

would be no will at all.

All our errors occur, Descartes argues, in therdsancy between the extent of the
will and that of our knowledge and our failure &strain the former within the limits
of the latter. If | affirm or deny that which | doot understand perfectly clearly and
distinctly to be the case, | over-extend my judgetnéact rashly and hubristically
and either fall into error or discover a truth ¥anich | can give no good reasons. And
even in the latter case | am at fault, for, Dessadays, ‘it is evident by the natural
light of reason that the perception of the undexditag should always precede the
determination of the will**

Thus, for Descartes, all falsehood originates id ftom ourselves: we alone are the
source of the errors we make. It is not even tlee,cas is sometimes asserted, that
Descartes holds that our senses or our bodiesw#easj the senses are truth-neutral,
it is only in the act of judging the perceptionstioé mind, its ideas, that error proper
originates. Given that this is the case, the Ewiion — a figure devoted to deception
and inducing error — can only be ourselves, aliped guise that we are not able to
recognise at first. More exactly, the Demon is dynpe subject that does not know
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its own nature and ground, the subject that hasdmsmovered its true identity or
being; that does not know itself as ttgyito, the presence of thought to itself.

But what, then, is evil for Descartes? Not onlghe Evil Demon potentially able to
deceive us because of our tendency to judge onermattbout which we have
insufficient knowledge, it is a figure conjured oot our ignorance of our own
essential natures. Descartes does nothing lesssthate evil within the domain of
knowledge, identifying it in essence with erfEuvil, in other words, is for Descartes
an epistemological deficiency. As has long beerogersed, it is in the primacy
accorded to epistemology that the radicality of @atesian project resides. With the
figure of the Evil Demon, Descartes both sharpdwsttaditional view of evil and
dislocates it. At least since Plato, evil has biseught of as occasioned by ignorance
— if I act badly it is because | do not know, ormmt correctly understand, what the
good is. With Descartes, however, evil is not synptcasioned by ignorance; it is
identified with it.

Keith Crome
Department of Philosophy
Manchester Metropolitan University

Y1t is possibly the case that Descartes’ contemjezavere no less struck by this figure. Certainly,
Descartes himself felt the Evil Demon to be higiol contribution to the development of scepticism
See J. G. Cottingham (edDescartes’ Conversation with Burmad (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976).
Richard Popkin, inThe History of Scepticism from Erasmus to SpingBarkeley: University of
California Press, 1979) locates the original impétr the figure of the Demon in the trial at Londo
of a priest, Grandier, ‘accused of infesting a @mwvith devils’. This case aroused a great deal of
interest in the demoniac and raised the questiamhether someone possessed of such an ability could
influence and deceive a judge and jury at a tfial.the light of the issues about the reliabilit§ o
evidence,” Popkin suggests, ‘Descartes may have s if there can be a demonic agent in the
world, apart from Grandier’s case, a serious grdondcepticism is involved'. (p. 181)

2 R. DescartesMeditations on First Philosophy in Meditations a6ther Metaphysical Writingsed.

D. Clarke, (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1)99822.

% Popkin betrays something of such a concern whrgrgducing the historical source for the Demon
hypothesis, he says that this might serve to explahy this sort of scepticism with regard to our
faculties might have struck one as a forceful aribas idea’ (op. cit. p. 180).

* See D. HumeAn Enquiry Concerning Human Understandiegl. T. L. Beauchamp (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999), p. 97. In the passageustion Hume continues: ‘And while the body is
confined to one planet, the thought can in an imsti@nsport us into the most distant regions ef th
universe, or even beyond the universe, into unbedrahaos [...] What was never seen, or heard of,
may yet be conceived; nor is anything beyond thegomf thought, except what implies an absolute
contradiction’. Ibid

® Descartes would appear to corroborate this viewhé Prefatory ‘Summary of the Following Six
Meditations’ in which he says ‘one should note tktagre is no discussion there [in the Fourth
Meditation] about sin, that is a mistake made insping good and evil, but merely of mistakes that
occur in deciding truth and falsehood’, op. cit, J6. However, as my argument here shows, if
Descartes is certainly stating the facts, he istimiess disregarding the force of his own insights

® Ibid. p. 18

" Ibid. p. 19

® Ibid.

° Ibid. Both emphases are mine.

% M. Foucault, ‘My Body, This Paper, This Fire’ iMichel Foucault: Aesthetics, Method and
Epistemologyed. J. D Faubion (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: P@ang2000), p. 407. My reading of
this part of the firsMeditationis largely indebted to Foucault’s rich and powegunhlysis.

1 R. Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy,%.
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2 |bid.

3 bid., p. 20

% 1bid.

1% bid.

% 1bid, p. 21

7 1bid.

18 |bid, pp. 44-5
Y bid, p. 49

% This view is one that is confirmed by Etienne Gilsn his doctoral thesisa Doctrine Cartésienne
de la liberté(As Anthony Kenny puts it, Gilson argues that tpeoblem of evil presented itself to
Descartes above all as the problem of error’. Se€ehny ‘Descartes on the Will' op. cit.)
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