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Abstract

Knowledge has both instrumental valuation functionality and
an arguably anthropocentric operational and relational principle.
Beliefs are arguably essential components of knowledge.
However, beliefs have ambivalent undertones, for they can
either be true or false. The possibility of falsity underscores
the skeptical disposition and, syllogistically, the expediency of
justification. Cartesian epistemology was an effort to foreground
the enterprise of knowledge within a structure that is not only
rational and foundational, but also incorrigible in such a manner
that forecloses the challenges of skepticism. This paper sets
out to appraise skepticism as a viable method and an essential
framework in Descartes’ epistemology and explicate its relevance
in the human quest for epistemic certainty.
Key terms: Methodological scepticism, Cartesian scepticism,
Cogito and Epistemic certainty.

Introduction

Questions relating to the definition, nature, and acquisition of
knowledge are, perhaps, the most primordial and controversial.
This is most likely due to the instrumental value' and intrinsically
relational® nature of knowledge. In the first, knowledge enables
us to fulfill our epistemic goals of upholding truth and also
aids “understanding, rationality and utility.”® In the second,
knowledge depends equally on both the subject and the object
as co-relational existents within the ecosystem. The attainment
of knowledge is therefore essential for human interaction with
other beings in the ecosystem, towards the right valuation and
the ascription of “meaning and direction to the existential life of
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man.” This justifies the human unending epistemic quest.

Knowledge entails beliefs. This is especially so because
existential meanings, norms and practices are fabricated upon and
around beliefs. Beliefs, however, are usually deep-seated in the
believer’s psyche, influencing knowledge claims and perceptions
of reality. Thus, beliefs have been employed in formulating
socio-cultural perspectives and political, economic and religious
doctrines. Ironically, beliefs do not possess a truth-value that is
certitude-laden, for beliefs can either be true or false. If false,
knowledge structures and perceptions of reality stand the risk of
being false too. The possibility of this underscores the skeptics’
arguments,’ and, syllogistically, the imperatives of justification.

Within the historicity of western philosophy, particularly
epistemology, skepticism as an epistemological methodology
was made popular by Renes Descartes, by doubting all the
foundations of his beliefs. Realizing the falsity-proneness of
some beliefs, he applied the skeptical analyses towards separating
false beliefs from true beliefs, particularly those associated with
empirical sources of knowledge such as the sensory organs and
the external, phenomenal world.

This paper appraises skepticism as an essential and viable
method in the epistemological enterprise. Particularly, it
presupposes that the skeptical method constitutes the soul for
the entirety of the epistemological enterprise as entrenched in
Descartes’ epistemic account. Inherent in this epistemic account
are some quite interesting features — a hierarchical epistemic
structure which is hinged upon metaphysically basic truths,
an intuitive deductionism and, most essentially, a methodic
skepticism. Specifically, this essay explicates the centrality of
skepticism in Descartes’ epistemology and its relevance in the
quest for epistemic certainty.

This paper is divided into four segments. The first discusses
the nature of knowledge, including issues bothering on
definition of, and criteria for knowledge. The second analyzes
the skeptical challenge to knowledge, tracing the historicity of
the skeptical challenge from the sophists to Edmund Gettier,
while the third discusses skepticism as obtainable and applied in
Descartes’ epistemology. The fourth explicates the imperative of
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(Cartesian) skepticism to the justification of knowledge claims
and the attainment of epistemic certainty, and the development
of epistemological philosophy.

On the Nature of Knowledge

Attempts at defining knowledge come with an immediate
problem, which bothers on the different instantiations and
conceptualizations of knowledge, and the attendant problem
ofcriteria and/or defining characteristics of knowledge.
Knowledge, construed within the precincts of English grammar,
can be explained as the “information, understanding and skills’
gained ‘through education or experience.”® Knowledge also
refers to direct perception or intuition with clarity/certainty, truth
beyond doubt; practical/experiential understanding; familiarity/
acquaintanceship; distinct differentiation or identification; or
ability to detect the character or nature ofsomething.’Knowledge
also implies “facts and ideas, understanding, and totality of what
isknown.”® In spite of all these, there are underlying conceptual
issues.’

Perhaps the concept of knowledge is best understood from
the various conceptualizations or typologies of knowledge.
Let us examine a form of knowledge known as propositional
knowledge. A proposition denotes what is “said or asserted by
an utterance, a sentence, or a thought.”!® Propositions express
events or state of affairs, or, according to Roderick Chisholm,
denote “an abstract object existing in every possibleworld.”!!
However, it is important to distinguish the proposition from
the event in which that proposition is expressed, or the affairs
fromwhich it is stated. Events and affairs are said to happen/
occur and obtain respectively, at certain times. Propositions,
contrarily, are either eternally true or eternally false;'? and,
resultantly, only declarative sentences form propositions. This
accounts for propositional knowledge being also referred to as
factual knowledge of ‘knowing that.’

Practical knowledge, or ‘knowing how’ represents the
ability equationin the discourse of knowledge' in the sense
that it obviates the possibility of the problem of linguistic
inexpressibility of propositional knowledge by situating further
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explanation on experience. Whereas propositional knowledge

denotes one’s cognitive repertoires, practical knowledge is more
concerned with issues of competency. Therefore, propositional
knowledge essentially correlates with practical knowledge
because propositions may further be explained by and identified
with demonstrative ability and experience.!* Practical knowledge
is given credence by its explanatory power by implying that
mere intelligence doesnot adequately satisfy the criteria for
knowledge, but effective application and performance.” It
accounts for why it is appropriate to employ the terminologies
of knowledge in discussing what an experience is like. In
other words, it captures the expediency of using such terms
as “discovering,” ‘“knowing,” “remembering,” “forgetting”
what an experience is like because such expressions are used
to speak aboutabilities.”'®Practical knowledge, structured on
demonstrative abilities and experiential undertones, is usually
disseminated through imperativesentences.'”

Inferential or demonstrative knowledge is the knowledge
that is acquired while concluding a reasoning process.'® This
type of knowledge emerges from logical inferences from other
propositions which function as evidences and/orjustifications.”
If deductive, the reasoning is from general principles to
particular cases. If inductive, it comes from particular instances
to generalconclusions.” Theoretical knowledge is derived from
abstract entities such as geometrical and mathematical axioms.?!
Other knowledge typologies include perceptual or experiential
knowledge; premonitory knowledge; mystical knowledge; and
common-sense knowledge.?

Possibly, the credibility of propositional knowledge over other
types of knowledge lies in its anthropocentric presupposition,
and its essentiality to the human person for proper valuation
and manipulation of the objects in the environment for human
betterment.” As such, questions bothering on human ontology
and eco-relationality, particularly whether non-humans possess
intrinsic values independent of human valuations and so on, are
fundamental to our quest for knowledge and its consequential
benefits for human and environment interconnectivity and a
better ecosystem.
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Notwithstanding the discourses so far, central in the
discourse on knowledge is the criteria question by which we
mean the necessities of knowledge. Traditionally, the concept
of knowledge has been infused with a trio of independently
essential and mutually necessary conditions: “justification,
truth, and belief.”* JTB presupposes that to have knowledge of
something (for instance, X), one must, at first, believe it. This
entailment of belief is known as the “doxastic condition.””
However, and instructively, epistemologists have attempted a
conceptual comparison between knowledge and belief, thereby
eliciting the differences. For some, the difference is only indegree
of something or other and for others, they differ in terms of the
manifestation of some introspectable criterion/criteria in knowing
which is absent in believing.?® Again, whereas knowledge depicts
capacity, belief connotes atendency.?’” A belief is either true or
false, right or wrong, correct or incorrect; and the second disjunct
will disqualify it as knowledge. Therefore to know presupposes
being equipped to getting something right and correct. This
depicts another important fact about knowledge — the entailment
of truth. This is the “semantic condition.”?® Still, someone could
believe a true proposition without knowing it. This implies that
true belief is insufficient for knowledge. The true belief must be
established upon some form of evidential justification, warranted
or supported reason for it to give credence to the possibility
of certitude.”? This is the “epistemic condition.”® Thus, JTB
contends thatknowledge involves justified true belief which is
“valuable in virtue of the action-guiding character of belief and
in virtue of the intrinsic value of finding the truth” and justifying
that belief.?!

In 1963, Edmund Gettier attempted to restructure the
knowledge edifice on a pedestal that warrants clarity than the
Socratic/Platonian conceptualization of knowledge as justified
true belief. He refuted JTB as knowledge, insisting on the
possibility of an epistemic agent/subject to have a belief which is
true, justifiable and evidential, and yet insufficient for knowledge.
This is premised on the fact that what constitutes justification for
a belief differs from what constitutes truth for the same belief.
Gettier gave two examples in support of this position.*
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Post-Gettier analyses® abound on the imperatives of
construing knowledge as the cognitive aspect of consciousness
with underlying implications for perception, understanding and
comprehending; as signifying certitude predicated upon relevant
and sufficient premises or evidences as against beliefs,** guesses
or opinions; and as encapsulating a body of information about
the phenomenal world such as implies truth, self-satisfaction
and indubitability such that prohibits logical possibilityat being
false.’> They argue that knowledge or knowledge systems,
expediently structured upon and embedded with certainty-
conditions, enhance epistemological and normative dimensions.*
Notwithstanding, the challenge for a conclusive, error-proof
condition for knowledge persists.

The Epistemic Quest and the Skeptical Challenge to
Knowledge

By epistemic quest is meant the latent desire in humans
and endless quest for knowledge with such assurance and
indubitability that forecloses the possibility of error or even
an iota of doubt; hence epistemic certainty. By epistemic
certainty, we mean a property of propositional knowledge and
a convincing medium through which the epistemic warrant for a
proposition is measured and guaranteed in a manner that connotes
indubitability and thus forecloses the possibility of doubt.’” Thus
the notion of certainty presupposes evidence in the sense that
evidence, or an evident proposition, is such that “accepting it is
epistemically preferable to withholding it”*® in such a manner
that it is apt in deciding the reasonableness or acceptability
of other propositions. Whatever is certain is thus presumably
evident. But the converse would be untrue. This is because a lot
of things we are aware of beyond reasonable doubt may, in actual
fact, be bereft of certainty. In other words, certitude becomes a
condition for knowledge.* It is instructive to distinguish between
saying that a person feels certain about a given thing or state of
affairs and saying that that thing is something which is certain
for him. The former implies the strength of his conviction or
the felt strength of his conviction while the latter, though not
necessarily so, suggests some normativity and/or objectivity.
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The inevitability of justifying our beliefs and knowledge claims
underlies the quest for epistemic certainty,** and the justification
condition necessitates that a belief or knowledge claim be
evidentially supported with adequate reasons or grounds so as
to prevent lucky guesses, unfounded beliefs or speculations from
counting as knowledge. These problematic issues have elicited
traditional philosophical controversies over the study/analysis of
knowledge and the phenomenon of skepticism with regards to
knowledge and justification.

The question arises, then, to the effect of what it is for a state
of affairs to be such that its occurrence necessarily presupposes
certainty. This question essentially connects with the underlying
epistemological question of whether and how the human
personcan attain the knowledge of anything at all, with certainty;
and whether or not the thinkingbeing or epistemic subject/agent
can possess adequate knowledge of the epistemic object. In
other words, what beliefs about the object of knowledgecan the
subject/agent of knowledge possess, and what ground(s) justify/
legitimate those beliefs? What is the difference between the
thinking being having a true belief about the object of knowledge
on the one hand, and possessing a certainty of knowledge which
transcends any iota of skepticism about the object of knowledge
on the other hand? In what dimension(s) do these bear on human
relationship with the environment or ecosystem? These are
thematic issues underlying our concern.

The history of philosophy is replete with discourses on such
matters as these. The ancient Greek pre-Socratic philosophers
were bothered with the afore-mentioned problematic.”!
However, the Socratic era and the medieval period seemed to
be of a common mind in the quest for epistemic certainty — that
nothing less than definite, eternal and absolute truth can avail for
an adequate and sure knowledge. Modern philosophy, ushered
by the renaissance, was also characterized with the question
of the origin and possibility of knowledge across empiricist
and rationalist traditions and the attendant skeptical challenge,
and represented an obsessive search for the perfect method
that guarantees epistemic certainty. Also, experimental science
emerged with a wave of enthusiasm and interest that cut across
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Europe, especially in Britain where empiricism was predominant.
Subsequently, many scientists of the eighteenth century, attuning
with Isaac Newton, strongly contended that the only suitable
process for attaining epistemic certainty about the world was to
formulate generalizations based on observation and the outcomes
of experimentation processes.

Logical positivism was founded upon this premise, with a
central epistemic agendum that bothered on the notion that the
observational procedures enable science to provide general
or theoretical knowledge.* This led to the analytic/rationalist
and synthetic/empiricist, a priori and a posteriori distinction
and the differentials in the modal status between necessary and
contingent truths.” Also, the emergent Vienna Circle ascribed
epistemological priority to observation sentences as they are
imbued with sense impressions and information about the external
world.* Conversely and simultaneously, rationalist philosophy,
as pioneered by Renes Descartes, Leibniz and Immanuel Kant,
resurged in continental Europe,* proffering reason-based
epistemic arguments. However, both the empiricists and the
rationalists’ perspectives were largely prejudiced, subjective and
attended with skepticism.

Descartes’ Methodological Skepticism

The skeptical disposition was in vogue in the transitional era
of the seventeenth century.* Descartes also adopted the method
of doubt. Being primarily a mathematician and a scientist,
Descartes was so disturbed by the prejudices and traditionalisms
that becloud human epistemic prisms that he sought for an
indubitable foundation for an unprejudiced knowledge. His aim
was to reduce natural phenomena to the geometrical quantitative
and precise descriptions of arithmetic and simplistic reasoning,
and thereby find a body of certain and self-evident truths, in a
manner which aligns with his metaphysical commitment of
depending on clear and distinct ideas.”’ He opined that once he
discovered a foundation of knowledge that is beyond all doubts,
it could be treated as a mathematical axiom which is accessible
to conscious experience and a sense of rationality construed as
epistemically fundamental in a far-reaching manner that implies

76



Emmanuel Adetola Layode

indispensability and derivativeness; that is, as that which is
capable of deducing logical consequences. As such, he searched
through all possible epistemic contents, examined and discarded
all those claims which are uncertain, with a determined effort
not to adopt less assuring ones.*® Thus Descartes held that these
prejudices can only be swept away by jettisoning pre-judgments
and preconceptions, and applying the principle of methodic doubt
towards eliminating the pre-reflective prejudices or preconceived
opinions. According to him:

The first rule was never to accept anything as true unless

I recognized it to be certainly and evidently such: that

is, carefully to avoid all precipitation and prejudgment,

and to include nothing in my conclusions unless it

presented itself so clearly and distinctly to my mind that

there was no reason or occasion to doubt it.*’

Descartes thus casts doubt upon the reality of the world.
In doing this, he proposed a number of skeptical hypotheses —
“scenarios which are undetectable from normal experience, but
in which one is radically in error, such as that one’s experiences
are a product of a dream — in order to discover which of his
beliefs were immune to doubt.”® He set his face against
accepted and revered authorities and emphasized the practicality
of philosophy and the possibility of attaining knowledge
certainty by adopting the mathematical model as his paradigm
for philosophizing.’® His proposed agenda for the possibility
of knowledge attainment include assembling a thought-system
which would imbue philosophy with mathematical certainty, and
thus making possible a knowledge system anchored upon a body
of certain and self-evident truths.>> He not only refused to accept
theauthority of previous thinkers or his own previous reasoning,
but also refused to accept the obvious evidence produced by his
own senses based on his belief that conscious sense experience
itself could be misleading and therefore should be doubted.™
Both of these, according to Descartes, are subject to prejudice
and therefore susceptible to doubt.>

Descartes thus found it both possible and philosophically
necessary to give this doubting activity an absolutely universal
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scope. He found it meaningful to guard the starting point of his
philosophy against not just the mere possibility that some external
perceptions might be deceptive or hallucinatory but even against
the metaphysical possibility that all perceived ideas might as
well be illusionary. Thus, he began to cast doubt upon all his
beliefs by situating his entire beliefs into different categories,
beginning with beliefs of sense perception which, to him, are the
most deceptive® and untrustworthy.>

The second set of beliefs he doubted were about material
things or existents in the physical world which “must be doubted
because they are based upon sense perception, which has been
shown to be deceptive and therefore lacking in certainty.”’ The
third set of beliefs were from the natural sciences, including
corporeal objects and the sciences that deal with their existence
such as Astronomy, Medicine and others. These, too, are filled
with the deficiencies of the second set of beliefs.*®

The fourth set of beliefs to doubt, according to Descartes, was
mathematical beliefs. Although Descartes considers mathematics
as the very sculpt of certainty, not susceptible to doubt being
derived from reason and independent of sense perception; he
posits that mathematicians “fall into error sometimes.”> Within
a logical framework, Descartes postulates the likelihood of the
existence of an evil and powerful genius or demon (a malign
genie) who is continually deceiving the epistemic agent in all
things the latter construe as knowledge. As such, it may be (at
least logically) that the entire universeis a vast illusion and most
of our beliefs are false such that even the quest for certainty is
illusory.

Going forward, Descartes adopted the Archimedean method
by hoping to at least discover one belief that would be certain and
indubitable upon which the entire architecture of knowledge can
be erected. It was in the process he realized and concluded on his
mental activities as presupposing his existence. According to him,
even if he was deceived in all his beliefs, the deception justifies
his existence as it was his existence that made his being deceived
possible;® indicating each time he doubted, he must exist to
doubt.®! Also, since doubting is an intellectual activity, a doubting
being is an intellectual being. In addition, since intellection is
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a conscious activity, and consciousness presupposes existence,
an intellectual-conscious being is therefore an existential being.
This underscores his “I think therefore I am” — Cogito Ergo Sum
dictum. This foundation of knowledge, according to him, lies
within his conceptualization of the mind as an entity detached
from the body and takes a pre-eminent position in knowledge
acquisition. This position can be buttressed in the sense that it
was through the mental processes that Descartes came to the
realization of his position.

Being propelled by the exigency of epistemic certainty,
Descartes provided a radical, firm, permanent, comprehensible
and apodictic ground for a fundamentum inconcusum (an absolute
foundation) that would aid the possibility of the attainment of
the true science, the mathesis universalis. This, to Descartes,
is embedded within the mental process he employed towards
realizing his own existential consciousness and cognitive
activities. As such, epistemic certainty presupposes three criteria:
first, indubitability; second, ultimate truth; and third, an existent.5

For Descartes, therefore, the methodic doubt has as one of
its objectives the creation of a distance between prejudice and
epistemic certainty, with the intent to establish an objective,
unbiasedly tainted conception of reality. Here we see a construction
of a philosophical system hinging on the possibility of epistemic
certainty entrenched on the existentiality of the subject on a
first-person account, so that by the systematic application of
doubt the subject could discover and obtain an axiomatic, self-
evident truth which would form the basis of an epistemological
enterprise, from which the realities of the external world are to
be inferred.*® This philosophical system also gives the possibility
of giving our critical thoughts or reflections a chance to operate.®
Thus, the methodic doubt, fundamentally applied, reflects a
systematic reductionist analysis of all existents, and this is done
in the reflective order prior to discerning the tenacity of claims
or beliefs which can withstand the greatest challenge of doubt.

Therefore, for Descartes, in spite of the possibility of the
existence of some sort of deceiver who employs all his energies at
ensuring perpetual deceit, or the constant possibility of situating
our knowledge structure upon false beliefs, the realization of
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one’s own existence and the possession of ratiocinative capacities
towards the possible attainment of truth affords the possibility of
epistemic certainty.%

The Imperative of (Cartesian) Scepticism in the Quest for
Epistemic Certainty

From the above analysis, it is explicit that Descartes’
skeptical exercise, unlike philosophical skepticism which aims
at disproving the possibility of epistemic certainty, presents
a systematic approach towards affirming the possibility of
epistemic certainty. Underlying the Cartesian skeptical tradition
are two epistemic paradigms: the mathematico-rationalistic and
the deductivist-foundationalist paradigms.

In the first, there is an opposition to a sole dependence
on the senses as a foundation for knowledge, deriving from
the understanding that such dependence would pose as a key
hindrance to knowledge attainment and intellectual development.
Towards an inclusive, decisive and in-depth account of reality,
Descartes’ methodic skepticism employed the use of reason and
its speculative procedures towards a knowledge-account of reality
which can be rationally systematized. In the process, Descartes
introduced a new ontological category to knowledge discourse
in form of ideas construed as structural universals®® because
they stand in multiple relations to things that fall within their
spectrum, with an immediate, unmediated knowledge. Descartes
averred that these ideas, in their clarity and distinctiveness, are
the principal data of knowledge; and are domiciled in the cogito
which “is capable of knowing some truths about reality prior to
any experience.”*’Systematically, it progresses from one or more
assertions to another whose truth is recognized as being structured
upon, and presupposed by the assertions already known.

Thus Descartes’ rationalist inclination presupposes
mathematics as an operational methodology with the aim of
making knowledge attainable to universal human reason towards
the possibility of attaining final and certain truth devoid of any
iota of doubt and disputations, and this made him to posit that
knowledge is attainable only through a priori means. In doing
this, Descartes employed mathematical principle in his quest to
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attain epistemic certainty and the dream of a universal science,

the mathesis universalis. To Descartes therefore, the method
of mathematics is essential, beginning with axioms which are
self-evident and deduce logical consequences.

The deductivist-foundationalist paradigms in the Cartesian
skeptical tradition implies that for our knowledge to be certain
and thorough, all indices of our knowledge must be scrutinized
and analyzed within a coterie of thought which is unbroken, and
they must as well be included in a stream of enumerations which
must both be adequate and methodical. Inherent in Descartes
deductivism is a continuous or an associated movement
of thought or ideas such that the emerging constructive
syllogism logically entails and explains the relations among
the multilayered premises in a manner that the inherent truths
must of necessity lead to a precise knowledge. For Descartes,
this is essential if we are to attain truth, especially the truths
which are not within the immediate deductions from primary and
self-evident principles. Attaining this kind of truths requires a long
process of deductions or inferences from grounds or premises
to consequents or conclusions without the least difficulty in
recalling the whole process.

The notion of consequent or conclusion explained above
underscores the fact that before there can be any epistemic
certainty whatsoever, there must be an absolute truth. This
absolute truth, as indicated in Descartes’ philosophy, lies in
the Cogifo or mind and presupposes deductive foundational
knowledge.®® To questions pertaining to what knowledge is
and how it is attainable, Descartes posits a belief that is “either
foundational’ and as such ‘about which mistake is inconceivable -
or derived from foundational beliefs by appropriate principles of
inference” in such a manner as would aid “clearness, distinctness
and certainty.”® Thus we arrive at a foundationalist implication
in Descartes’ philosophy.

The Cogito Ego Sum thesis rests on the notion that such
inferential, deductivist and foundationalist beliefs enjoy a special
status of indubitability and infallibility which make them non-
susceptible to skepticism. Therefore, a belief is acceptable as
knowledge only if it meets foundational requirements.” For
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Descartes, this is necessary because our epistemic claims largely

depend on our capability to justify that such claims are not just
packs of spurious claims; hence the necessity of an incorrigible
foundation for knowledge. This incorrigible foundation would be
firm and aid the discovery of an absolutely certain epistemological
and unassailable justificational standpoint upon which further
deductions and inferences could be made, and as such could
be adjudged unscrupulously as the indubitable foundation and
apodictic point of departure or grounds of knowledge on the
basis alone of which epistemic certainty is possible.

Conclusion

This essay has carefully analyzed the functionality and
expediency of skepticism in epistemology, particularly with
respect to the quest for epistemic certainty specifically within
the spectrum of Rene Descartes’ epistemology which enters
the discourse from a novel perspective — the examination of the
possibility of epistemic certainty from the first-person subject of
knowledge or epistemic agent/self perspective. It highlighted the
essentiality of skepticism in the attempts to justify our knowledge
claims. The discourse unearthed numerous philosophical
problematics in the quest for epistemic certainty such as the
definitional and conceptual issues in the conceptualization of
knowledge, arguments for epistemic justification in the history
of epistemological philosophy and the centrality of skepticism in
the justificatory attempts.

More importantly, this discourse harps on the distinction
between philosophical skepticism and Cartesian skepticism -
whereas the former is hinged on the vacillating data of knowledge
and thus concludes on the impossibility of epistemic certainty, the
latter was aimed towards the attainment of an apodictic standpoint
as key to the possibility of epistemic certainty. The rationale for
this doubting activity of Descartes seems justified in the notion
that the project of self-knowledge must take into consideration
the possibility of doubt; and as the skeptical attitude has been
focused on our claim to know the minds of others, it is as such
expected that a similar skeptical attitude be directed towards our
claim to know our own minds. That is why Descartes’ approach
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is basically first-person, and goes on to suggest that error occurs
not just through failure to notice the inferences to be drawn,
but especially through choosing as starting points or premises
“poorly understood experiences;” that is, experiences that are
not clearly and distinctly perceived. The point is not just that
such “experiences” are not certain, so that nothing inferred from
them by logical means can be certain either. What makes them
downright “deceptive” beyond being merely unreliable is the fact
that as epistemic agents human persons either suppose more to
be contained in them than just that which is immediately present
to consciousness, or fail to attend carefully to all that is actually
contained in them. In the former case, they embroider upon what
might be called “experiences perfectly understood,” while in
the latter they foreshorten these experiences. As such, Descartes
arrived at his incorrigible, certain, self-evidential, foundational
and indubitable first principle: the notion that it is a contradiction
to suppose that that which thinks does not exist at the very time
when it thinks; thus the cogito ergo sum- “I think, therefore |
am” theory.

The question we have been dealing with bothers on an
unquestionable account for the possibility of knowledge certainty,
and its implications for skepticism. This essay has proposed
to formulate it through a critical interrogation of Descartes’
epistemology and its anthropocentric, foundational standpoint,
which is imbued with the required attributes such as self-
consciousness or self-awareness and rationality which are core
criteria to knowledge attainment and affirmation of certitude. It
also offers the possibility of a belief structured upon a certainty
status such that it is devoid of the possibilities of doubt. Its
inherent translucence, distinctness and self-dependence hinges
upon an unquestionable, apodictic existent with epistemological
normativities upon which knowledge about other phenomena —
social, cultural, ethical, political, religious, economic, scientific
etc — may be deduced in such a manner that warrants epistemic
certainty.
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