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Descartes’ Evil Genius

Descartes in “Meditations” is trying to establish a foundation of truth. He would like to reject things he does not know for certain to be true, and take nothing for granted. He is seeking some kernel of absolute truth, and wants to cast aside anything he regards even in the slightest sense dubious in order to find it. Descartes says “Archimedes sought but one firm and immovable point in order to move the entire earth from one place to another.” Similarly, Descartes seeks to find a single principle of truth to as a foundation to build his knowledge on.

In order to do this, he has to first cast aside all his beliefs, and find some way to prevent his preconceived notions from affecting his current thoughts. He says, “my habitual opinions keep coming back.” This is a problem for Descartes, because of his skeptical approach. He would like to remain skeptical, but reasoning. One way he conceives of to prevent those is to posit the “Evil Genius”. 

He considers that his present knowledge is based on his senses and reasoning ability. He questions the validity of his knowledge attained from the senses. His senses can deceive him in dreams, so he cannot discount that they might lie to him at any other time. Using this, he distrusts his senses and everything that might lie upon that foundation.

The Evil Genius that Descartes proposes is some kind of possibly omnipotent being that can influence all of Descartes’ thoughts and senses. Through some evil method of control, the genius directs all his effort at deceiving Descartes. All of the Descartes’ senses and logical processes are twisted to the evil genius’ whim. The purpose of the Evil Genius is not to seriously posit an evil genius, but to point out that while this is doubtful, it is still just as probable as any other situation. The evil genius serves to keep Descartes from falling back upon his preconceived notions of what he believes to exist.

Using the evil genius, Descartes reasons that if he cannot trust his senses, or his reasoning faculty of a priori knowledge, thanks to the evil genius, what he can assume is that the evil demon cannot will him to think of nothing. If there is nothing the demon wills him to think, Descartes will still think and by that justification alone, he proclaims I am; I exist; what will become an argument of Cogito, Ergo Sum, or I think, therefore, I am. If he is to be influenced by the evil genius, then he must exist in some form to be influenced.

He goes further to suppose the existence of the collection of senses as being part of some sort of cognitive reasoning. This is in part because of his recognition of a body as being changeable but still recognizable by some element beyond the traditional senses. This is the purpose of his wax argument, to propose that the mind can perceive beyond the senses. 

The Evil Genius is an interesting but ultimately frustrating argument. While Descartes succeeds in the sense that he can prevent some of his preconceived notions from returning, he falls victim to admitting that it is improbable. He is more trusting in his preconceived notion of a benevolent God than the more rational random chance. He may be searching for answers where there are none, because he begins and ends on false pretenses. 

I find that Descartes has too much belief in his mind. If he truly wanted to abandon his previous thoughts about being, he would have immediately considered randomness as a factor. It is just as likely that he will see something one instant that exists is the moment that he sees it and may or may not exist again randomly when he looks again. The fireplace he sits by and the fire are random, as is his mind, thoughts, and whole being.

If Descartes had adopted this argument for doubt, which is as scientific as any he would approve of, he could have realized that not even thought is necessarily indicative of the individual. I would interpret, given that idea, doubt was a manifestation of a truth – that in fact, we do not exist as we could understand, nor is there an individual. It is a unlikely idea, as is the evil genius, but all the same, it deserves the same merit as it cannot be meaningfully refuted as well.

The Evil Genius who would have the ability to deceive Descartes in every way regarding his senses and logical faculty could somehow convince him that he is a unique or individual being. The fact that Descartes thinks, or more accurately, believes that he thinks, is neither proof of the evil genius nor the absence of one. 

I think that Descartes could be willed to believe that he is capable of individual thought. His conception is that doubt suggests free will in thought, when perhaps it could be a chemical, biological, or controlled thought. To think that one thinks is not proof that one in fact, does have individual thought. Suppose thoughts were atomized and free-floating in the air, no more likely or unlikely an idea than an evil genius, how could Descartes prove that these thoughts were his to have? A collective consciousness could explain this idea as easily as an evil genius or even that Descartes is an automaton. 

Since one cannot disprove or prove the evil genius argument, it serves its purpose to a very limited point. It succeeds somewhat in assisting Descartes to maintain his doubt about things he might otherwise fall back on. However, Descartes is not able to achieve his “Archimedes’ point” that he was seeking. He may presume his “I think therefore I am” argument is that, but it is a weak argument to presume that a virtually omnipotent being would be unable to deceive even the “mind”. 
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