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Descartes First Meditation 
 

In Descartes’ First Meditation, he argues that we cannot trust our senses. The argument is: 
 

1. Everything you fully accept as true has been learned either from or by means of the senses. 

2. Sometimes the senses deceive us. 

3. We should never trust those who have deceived us even once. 

4. Therefore, we should not trust the senses.  

Descartes believes that everything we accept is learned through the senses, and since the 

senses are unreliable we should not trust the senses.  

I believe it is wrong to say that we should not trust our senses because I do not believe that the 

senses deceive us. This argument is valid, so in order to deny the conclusion, I must identify a premise 

I believe to be false. In this case, I believe that premise 2 is false. I believe that the senses do not 

deceive us, but rather our own mental interpretation of the senses deceives us. For example, when you 

place a straight stick in a glass of water the stick will appear to be bent. Descartes would have you 

believe that your senses are leading you to be deceived in believing the stick is bent. However, I 

believe that your interpretation of the stick in the water is the problem. One’s senses show you the 

event as it happens: the stick really does appear  to be bent. Your eyes are not deceiving you. Your 

perception of the event, however, is flawed. If you actually believe that the stick is bent, your 

interpretation of the event is flawed. If you realize that the water is bending the light and causing the 

distortion of the stick, your senses and interpretation are correct. While your interpretation of the event 

may be flawed, your senses cannot be. 

Therefore, because I believe premise 2 to be false, I do not find this argument to be 

persuasive.  

Perfect!

Ever?

Interesting!

Do you think Descartes could give a very similar argument, but replacing “the senses” with “our interpretation of the senses”?
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