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RENE DESCARTES
Doubting Our Way to Certainty

T hen he is just twenty-three years
1 René Descartes (1596-1650)
cxperiences a vision in a dream. He

lecasvely shapes the intellectual life
— e Before we focus on the philoso-
3o msms. we need to understand some-
Sscovery and its importance for his
roaching problems.
ed a good education. as
. But he is dissatished.
had expecte beain “a clear and certain
knowledee ; 2 that is useful in life.”
Instead. he welis
I found mvs
that [ came ©
attempts to beooeme €
nition of my ign Emos (2 14, p. 113)2

4 but increasing recoz-

Mathematics delights him “hecause of the cer-

tainty of its demonstrations and the evidence of its

reasoning,” though he is surprised that more has
not been done with it. As for philosophy, he says,

Seeing that it has been cultivated for many centuries
by the most excellent minds, and yet there is still no
point in it which is not disputed and hence doubt-
ful, I was not so presumptuous as to hope to achieve
any more in it than others had done. (DM 1.8, pp.
114-115)

What is a serious young man, who has always
had “an ecarnest desire to learn to distinguish the
true from the false” to do? (DM 1.10, p. 115).

1 entirely abandoned the study of letters. Resolving
to seek no knowledge other than that which could
be found in myself or else in the great book of

the world, I spent the rest of my youth travelling,
visiting courts and armies, mixing with people of
diverse temperaments and ranks, gathering various
experiences, testing myself in the situations which
¢ rne offered me, and at all times reflecting upon
wwhatever came my way so as to derive some profit
Fomit (DM 1.9, p. 115)

A striking move! He does not give up learn-
ing, but he does give up “etters”  learning what
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other men had written. In this, Descartes is both a
reflection of the age and an immense influence fur-
thering the individualism we earlier remarked on.
Where would he seek truth? Not in the writings of
the ancients, but in himself and in the grear book of the
world. Because he concludesechoing Socrates—
that hardly anyone knows anything worth learning,
he would have to discover the truth.® If he is going
to “learn to distinguish the true from the false,” he
would have to look to himself.

He joins an army (a traditional way to “see the

world”) and in his travels meets a Dutchman in-
terested in mathematics and the new physics. Des-
cartes’ interest is sparked, and he begins to think
about using mathematics to solve pr()b\&‘m‘s n
physics. While working on these problems, he has
his dream.

What is this “marvellous science” that forms
the content of his “vision”? Apparently it is analytic
geometry.T Descartes sees in a flash of insight that
there is an isomorphism between algebraic sym-
bols and geometry. He sees, moreover, that this
opens the door to a mathematical treatment of
everything that can be geometrically represented.
But nature seems to be something that can be geo-
metrically represented, natural things having size,
figure, volume, and geometrical relations to each
other. Suppose that the things in the world were
just objects having such geometrical properties;
suppose that whatever other properties they have
“2m = one way or another be reduced to purely

2 -trical properties; then the stunning prospect
a physics—that

mathematical. Mathematics, the only

= tmat impressed him in his college days
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minds at work on similar problems. In 1633 he is
about to publish a Treatise on the World, when he
learns of the Catholic Church’s condemnation of
Galileo and the burning of his books. He holds the
treatise back, for in it he has endorsed the Coper-
nican view of the moving earth. Four years later,
however, he ventures to publish several works on
light, on meteors, and on geometry. These are ac-
companied by a Discourse on Methed, which we will
examine in more detail shortlv

He writes on a wide variety of topics: on the
sun, moon, and the stars; on comets; on metals; on
fire; on glass; on the magnet; on the human body,
particularly on the heart and the nervous system
(for which he gathers observations from animal bod-
ies at a local slaughterhouse). He formulates several
“laws of nature.” Here are two influential ones:

that each thing as far as in it lies, continues alwayvs in
the same state; and that which is once moved alw ays
continues to move,

that all motion is of itself in a straight
line; and thus things which move in a circle alow ays
tend to recede from the centre of the circle that
they describe. (PP 2.37 39, p. 267)

Newton will later adopt both of them, and so
they pass into the foundations of classical physics;
but they were revolutionary in Descartes’ day. Both
laws contradict Aristotelian assumptions built into
the worldview of medieval science. It had been
thought that rest (at or near the center of the uni-
verse) is the natural state of terrestrial things, while
the heavenly spheres revolve naturally in perfect cir-
cles. To say that rest is not more “natural” than mo-
tion and that motion is “naturally” in a straight line is
radical indeed. It could make sense only in a world
of infinite space, where there is no such thing as a
natural center. And it fits only with a moving earth.

Descartes applies these principles to a world
that he takes to be geometrical in essence. He
tries to do without concepts of weight and grav-
ity, for these seem to be “occult” qualities like
those in the nonmathematical science «F == o
To say that a body falls because it bas weigs
because it is rLamrall\ attracted to amother
seems to him no expla.nauon at all: & & pust 2
taching a name to a pheno.;.h,;: AT NCowsSmg

that we therebv learn something
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For Descartes, bodies are sheer extended
volumes. They interact according to mechanical
principles that can be mathematically formulated.
Given that a single body in motion would continue
in that motion unless interfered with, and given
the laws of interaction, the paths and positions of
interacting bodies can be plotted and predicted.
Since extension is the very essence of body, there
can be no vacuum or void. (You can see that if bod-
jes are just extended volumes, the idea of such a
volume containing no body is self-contradictory.)
So the universe is full, and motion takes place by
a continual recirculation of bodies, each displac-
ing another as it is itself displaced. The fall of bod-
jes near the earth is due to the action on them of
other bodies in the air, which in turn are being
sthers out to the edges of the so-
lar system. This system forms a huge vortex tightly

pressed down |

bound in by the vortices of other systems, which

force the m Lodies in it to deviate from oth-

© mma-hemarical fashion. Descartes is one
gorous promoters of that “corpuscular-
1 carlier © Although he criticizes Democri-
e zmosemt atomists (for thinking that atoms
for positing a void, for believing in
ot spedifying the laws of interaction
Aear that the general outlines of Des-
2 striking resemblance to that
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*The notion of = wortex. 2 huge, swirling mass of

matter, is alreads © s = the speculations of Anaximander;
e

see pp. 13-14. Compas z's Parmenides’ arguments against
the existence of a void. 7o 27-28.
TSee p. 309.
iFor the views of atomists, see Chapter 4. Descartes’
criticisms may be found m Part IV, CCII, of The Principles of
Philosophy.

creates a space with matter to fill it and shakes it up
until there is thorough chaos. All that God then adds
is a decree that this matter should bebave according
to the laws of Nature. What would be the result?

I showed how, in consequence of these laws, the
greater part of the matter of this chaos had to be-
come disposed and arranged in a certain way, which
made it resemble our heavens; and how, at the same
time, some of its parts had to form an earth, some
planets and comets, and others a sun and fixed stars.
Here I dwelt upon the subject of light, explaining

at some length the nature of the light that had to

be present in the sun and the stars. . .
that [ went on to speak of the earth in particular:
how, although I had expressly supposed that God
had put no gravity into the matter of which it was
formed, still all its parts tended exactly towards its
centre; .

. From

. . how mountains, seas, springs and
rivers could be formed naturally there, and how
metals could appear in mines, plants grow in fields,
and generally how all the bodies we call “mixed”
or “composite” could come into being there.

(DM 5.43-44, p. 132)

Of course, Descartes does not actually succeed
in demonstrating all that. No one yet has solved
all these problems, and they are in fact insoluble
with the limited resources that Descartes allows
himself. But it is the conception and the daring
it expresses that counts. This vision of a universe
evolving itself in purely mechanistic ways has been
enormously influential; and we haven’t yet finished
exploring its ramifications.

Descartes is quick to add that he does not infer
from this thought experiment that the world was
actually formed in that way, only that it could have
been. Careful still about charges of heresy, he says
it is “much more probable” that God made it just as
it now is. But in either case, it is pretty clear that
God is excluded from the day-to-day operations of
the universc, which in Descartes’ view proceeds
as it must according to purely mathematical and
mechanistic laws.

The Metho&

While working on these physical problems, and
feeling certain that progress is being made virtu-
ally every day, Descartes asks himself why more
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s, that he is more clever or intelli-
gent than earlier thinkers, N 0, the problem is that
they lacked something. And it gradually becomes
ciear to him that what they lacked is a method.
did not proceed in as careful and principled
2 way as they might have. Acceptance of obscu-
tv, the drawing of hasty conclusions, avoidable
—ragfecments, and general intellectual chaos are
the results.

Descartes sets himself to draw up some rules
for the direction of the intellect. It is of some im-
Portance to recognize that these rules of method
formulate what Descartes takes himself to be do-
=g in his scientific work, In particular, they are
ndebted to his experience as a mathematician,
Thev are not picked arbitrarﬂy, then, but are an
~*pression of procedures that actually seem to be
pr dudng results, If only other thinkers could be
persuaded to follow these four rules, he thinks,
what progress might be made!

The first was never to accept a.nything as true if
did not have evident knowlcdge of its truth: that

i, carefully to avoid precipitate conclusions and
preconceptions, and to include nothing more in my
udgments than what presented itself to my mind
so clearly and distinctly that I had no occasion to

“=econd, to divide each of the difficulties I
xamined into as many parts as possible and as may
required in order to resolve them better.

wetmrd to direct my thoughts in an orderly

s=mer_ b "c—;ﬁ::m.ing with the simplest and most

=Sty smowm objects in order to ascend little by

: “7- to knowledge of the most com-

= 7 “=rpesing some order even amon

~ St = matural order of precedence,
" “woaghout to make enumera-

. S reviews so comprehensive,

tras W S s of Ieaving nothing out. (D

2 nese Soww rales that he thought they
2 " prowided that I made a stron

a7 T mnp =om mever to fail to observe

Dem (DM 218 o 12 Thev are difficult to fol-

*- as any attempit to do so will convince vou im-

iately it let ws explore their content more
L‘arcfu:} ]

't been made in the past. It is surelv

The Method 9 317

The first one has to do with a condition for ac-
cepting something as true. It is pretty stringent.
You want to avoid two things: “precipitate conclu-
sions” (hastiness) and “preconceptions” (categoriz-
ing something before you have good warrant to do
$0). How do you do this? By accepting only those
thl'.ngs that are so clear and distinct thar you have
Ro occasion to doubt them. Descartes obviously has
in mind such propositions as “3 4+ 5 = 8” ,nd “the
interior angles of a triangle are equal to two right
angles.” Once you understand these, you really
cannot bring yourself to doubt that they are true.

Can you?

What do the key words “clear” and “distinct”
mean? In The Principles of Philosophy (PP 1.45,
P- 237) he explains them as follows. Something is
“clear” when it is “present and apparent to an at-
tentive mind, in the same way as we assert that
we see objects clearly when, being present to the
regarding eye, they operate upon it with sufficient
strength,” Seeing an apple in your hand in good
light would be an example. We are not to accept
any belief unless it is as clear as that. Nothing ob-
scure, fuzzy, dim, indefinite, indistinct, vague
only what is clegr!

By “distinct” he means “so precise and different
from all other objects that it contains within itself
nothing but what is clear.” An idea not only must
be clear in itself but also impossible to confuse with
any other idea. There must be no ambiguity in its
meaning. Ideas must be as distinct as the idea of a
triangle is from the idea of a square.

Ask yourself how many of your beliefs are clear
and distinct in this way. Descartes is under no il-
lusions about the high standard he sets, “There
are even a number of people who throughout all
their lives perceive nothjng so correctly as to be
capable of judging it properly.” But the first rule of
the method is to accept nothing as true that does not
meet that high standard. In the first of the Mediza-
tions we shall see how much that excludes.

The second rule recommends analysis. Proh.
lemns are typically complex, and an essential step in
their solution is to break them into smaller prob-
lems. Anvone who has tried to write a computer
program to solve a problem will have an excellent
feel for this rule. Often more than half the battle is
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“Ir is much easier ro have some vague notion about any
subject, no matrer what, than to arrive at the real truth
about a single question.”

—RENE [DESCARTES

1o discover smaller problems we already have the
resources to solve, so that by combining the solu-
tions to these more elementary problems we can
solve the big problem. We move, by analysis, not
onlv from the complex to the simple, but also from
the obscure to the clear and distinct, and so we fol-
low the first rule as well.

The third rule recognizes that items for consid-

beginning with the simpler ones and proceeding
to the more complex. Here is a mathematical ex-
ample. It we compare a straight line to a curve,
we can see that there is a clear sense in which
the straight line is simple and the curve is not; no
straight line is more or less straight than another,
but curves come in all degrees. If we know a line
is straight, we know something perfectly defmite
about it; if we know it is curved, we do not. And it
is in fact possible to analyze a curve into a series of
straight lines at various angles to each other, thus

“constructing” the more complex curve from the
simple straights.

For Descartes, this serves as a model of all good
intellectual work. There are two basic procedures:
a kind of insight or intuition of simple natures
(which must be clear and distinct), and then de-
duction of complex phenomena from perceived
relations among the simples. A deduction, too, is
in fact just an insight: insight into the connections
holding among simples. Geometry, again, provides
many examples. Theorems are proved by deduc-
tion from the axioms and postulates. The latter are
simply “seen” to be true; for example, through two
points in a plane, one and only one straight line can
be drawn. The same kind of “seeing” is required to
recognize that each step in a proof'is correct.

Deductions, of course, can be very long and
complex, even though each of the steps is clear and
distinct. That is the reason for the fourth rule: to
set out all the steps completely (we all know how
casily mistakes creep in when we take something
for granted) and to make comprehensive reviews.

Descartes is extremely optimistic about the re-
sults we can obtain if we follow this method:

These long chains composed of very simple and
casy reasonings, which geometers customarily use
to arrive at their most difficult demonstrations, had
given me occasion to suppose that all the things that
can fall under human knowledge are interconnected
in the same way. And I thought that, provided that
we refrain from accepting anvthing as true which is
not, and always keep to the order required for de-
ducing one thing from another, there can be nothing
too remote to be reached in the end or too well hid-
den to be discovered. (DM 2.19, p. 120)

We will see this optimism at work when Des-
cartes tackles knotty problems such as the exis-
tence of God and the rclation between soul and
body. But first we need to ask, Why does Descartes
feel a need to address thesc philosophical problems
at all? Why doesn’t he just stick to mathematical
physics?

For one thing, he is confident that his method
will allow him to succeed where so many have
failed. But a deeper reason is that he needs to show
that his physics correctly describes the world, that
it is more than just a likely story. In short, he needs
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1o demonstrate that his physics is true. He is quite
aware of the skeptical doubts of the Pyrrhonists, of
the way they undermine the testimony of the senses
and cast doubt on our reasoning. In particular, he
is aware of the problem of the criterion.* Unless
this can be solved, no certainty is possible.

Descartes thinks he has found a way to solve this
problem of problems. He will outdo the Pyrrhon-
ists at their own game; when it comes to doubt-
ing, he will be the champion doubter of all time.
The first rule of his method already gives him the
means to wipe the slate clean —unless, perhaps,
there remains something that is so clear and dis-
tinct that it cannot possibly be doubted. If there were
something like that (and, as we shall see, Des-
cartes thinks that there is), the rest of the method
could gain a foothold, deductions could lead us to
further truths, and perhaps, from the depths of
doubting despair, we could be raised to the bliss
of certainty.

This is Descartes’ strategy. And it is this at-
tempt to justify his physics that makes Descartes
not just a great scientist, but a great philosopher as
well. We are now ready to turn to this philosophy
as expressed in the Medirations.

Meafitations on First P, Az'[ogop[zy

Meditations is Descartes’ most famous work. We
focus our attention on the text itself, as we did ear-
lier with certain dialogues of Plato. It is a remark-
ably rich work, and if vou come to understand it,
vou will have mastered many of the concepts and
distinetions that philosophers use to this day. So it
will repay careful study. I cannot emphasize too
much that in this section it is the rext, the words
of Descartes himself. that vou must wrestle with.
It is he who is your parmer in this conversation,
and you must make him speak to you and-—as far
as possﬂ)le answer vour questions, What I do is
offer some commentary on particularly difficult
aspects, fill in some background, and ask some
guestions.

*For a discussion of this problem by the ancient skeptics,
see pp. 211213, For the impact of skepticism nearer to
Descartes’ time, see pp. 303 306.
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Though it is usually known just as the Medi-
tations, the full title of the work is Meditations on
First Philosophy in Which the Existence of God and the
Distincrion of the Soul from the Body Are Demonstrated.
The title gives you some idea what to expect. But
as vou will see, his experience as a mathematician
and physicist is everywhere present. It was first
published in 1641.

Although not represented in our text, the Medi-
tations are prefaced by a letter to “the Wisest and

Most Distinguished Men, the Dean and Doctors of
the Faculty of Theology in Paris.” The motivation
behind this letter is tan'n transparent. It had been
just eight years since the condemnation of Galileo’s
opinions, and, as we have seen, Descartes has al-
lied himself with the basic outlook of Galileo. The
Faculty of Theology in Paris had indeed been an il-
lustrious one for some centuries. If he could secure
their approval, he could almost certainly escape
Galileo’s fate. The Meditations was examined care-
fully by one of the theologians, who expressed his
approval, but twenty-two years later it was placed
on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum of books danger-
ous to read.*

Descartes had also asked one of his close friends,
the priest and scientist Mersenne, to circulate the
text to some distinguished philosophers, who were
then invited to write criticisms of it. These criti-
cisms, including some from his English contem-
porary Thomas Hobbes, were printed along with
Descartes’ replies at the end of the volume. T

In the letter to the theologians, Descartes re-
fers to “believers like ourselves.” He professes to
be absolutely convinced that it is sufficient in these
matters to rely on Scripture. But there is a prob-
lem. On the one hand, God’s existence, he says,
is to be believed because it is taught in Scripture.

*The Index was created in 1571 by Pope Pius V, after
approval by the Coundl of Trent; the latter was a general
council of the Roman Catholic Church, called to deal wizh
problems created by the Protestant Reformation. It <=t :
motion the Catholic Counter-Reformation, and the '=0or was
one of its tools

TWe discuss the views of Hobbes in the next chapter.
For his criticisms of the Meditations, see the “Third Set of
Objections” in lane and Ross, The Philosophical Works of

Descartes, Volume 2.
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Scripture, on the other hand, is to be believed
because God is its source. Now it doesn’t take a
lot of thought to realize that there is a circle here,
a pretty tight circle. It comes down to believing
that God exists because you belicve that God ex-
ists. (Recall skeptics such as Sextus and Montaigne,
who maintain that all our claims to know are either
involved in such circular thinking or are strung out
in an infinite regress.)

To break into the circle, Descartes thinks it
necessary to prove rationally that God exists and
that the soul is distinct from the body. His claim
that reason should be able to do this is no innova-
tion; Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, and others had
said as much before. Descartes, however, claims
to have proofs superior to any offered by thesc
thinkers.

He refers to some thinkers who hold that it is
rational to believe the soul perishes with the body.
Aristotle scems in the main to think so (though
he waffles).* Christian Aristotelians like Thomas
Aquinas labor mightily, but inconclusively, to rec-
oncile this view with the tradition of an immortal
soul. Descartes thinks he has a proof of the soul
that is direct, simple, and conclusive.T He claims,
in fact, that his proofs will “surpass in certitude
and obviousness the demonstrations of geometry.”
A strong claim indeed! You will have to decide
whether you agree.

These are meditations on first philosophy.
This is a term derived from Aristotle, who means
by it a search for the first principles of things. First

pilﬂosoph)-' is also called metaphysics. Descartes uses

a memorable image.

Thus the whole of philosophy is like a tree; the
roots are metaphysics, the trunk is physics, and the
branches that issue from the trunk are all the other
scicnces.L

*Eor Aristotle’s vicw of the soul as “the form of 2 living
human body” see pp. 000 000.

tDescartes tends to use the terms “soul,” “mind,” and
“spirit” interchangeably. They are all terms for “the thing that
thinks.” Some philosophers and theologians make distinctions
among them.

~<— Physics

~— Metaphysics

Metaphysics, then, is thought to be more funda-
mental even than physics. Physics and the other
sciences give us detailed knowledge of material
things; first philosophy inquires whether material
things are the only things there are. What Des-
cartes is seeking is a set of concepts that will give us
an inventory of the basic kinds of being.® As it turns
out, his inventory of what there is looks fairly sim-
ple. We can diagram it this way:

Kinds of being
1
B |

Infinite substance

(God)

Finite substances

-

Thinking substances
(minds)

Extended substances

(bodies)

But by itself this chart isn’t very informative. It is
time to turn to the Meditations themselves, to sce
how Descartes fills in this schema and why it turns
out just that way.

= A ristotle calls such fundamental concepts “categories.”
See p. 139, It is interesting to note that in 1641 all the sci-
ences are still counted as parts of philosophy, the love of
wisdom.
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The full text of Descartes’ Meditations is repre-
sented here.” After cach of the six sections, you
will find commentary and questions. Read through
each meditation qm(klv (They aren’t very long.)
Then go to the discussion, moving back to the text
to check your understanding. Write out brief an-
swers to the que%tions Descartes is a careful and
clear writer and says exactly what he means. If you
proceed in this way, you will not only learn some
philosophy but will gain skill in readmg a text of
some difficulty — a valuable ability.
It may be helpful to have a preview of this dra-
matic little work. I offer an outline that sketches the
progression from the tirst Meditation to the last.

Mediration I. The Problem
Can anything be known?

Meditations II-VI. The Solution: I can know
II. that exist.
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justify the rejection of all my beliefs if in each I can find
some ground for doubt. And, to do this, I nced not run
through my beliefs one by one, which would be an end-
less task. Since a building collapses when its foundation
is cut out from under it, I will go straight to the prin-
ciples on which all my former beliefs rested.

Of course, whatever I have so far accepted as su-
premely true I have learned cither from the senses or
through the senses. But I have occasionally caught the
senses deceiving me, and it’s prudent never completely
to trust those who have cheated us even once.

But, while my senses may deceive me about what
is small or far away, there may still be other things
that I take in by the senses but that I cannot possibly
doil—Iike that 1 s here, sitting before the fire,
wearing a dressing gown, touching this paper. And
on what grounds might I deny that my hands and the
other parts of my body exist>—unless perhaps I liken
myself to madmen whose brains are so rattled by the
persistent vapors of melancholy that they are sure that

i the other M. that God exists. they’re kings when in fact they are paupers, or that they
£ of material IV. why we make mistakes and how to avoid wear purple robes when in fact they’re naked, or that
- material tht.rn their heads are clay, or that they are gourds, or made
A }_5: Des- V. that material things might exist; and again, f)f glass. _But h hes{j peayile ar; Snseng, wod | wquld seem
w will give us hat God exists. ;usrt alsfm azy if I were to apply what I say about them to
" As W VL. that material things do exist and are dis- m)'srehi; would be perfectly obvi if T weren’
s Sl sim- tinct from souls. ' D e o T ‘e
man accustomed to sleeping at night whose experiences
while asleep are at least as far-fetched as those that mad-
Meditation I: On What men have while awake. How often, at night, I've been
T convinced that I was here, sitting before the fire, wear-
Can Be CaHC“‘ into Doulﬁt ing my dressing gown, when in fact I was undressed and
For several years now, I've been aware that I accepted between the covers of my bed! But now I am looking at
1 many fulsdhioodsas e my youth, that what I built this piece of paper with my eyes wide open; the head
on the foundation of Lhose falsehoods was dubious, and that I am shaking has not been lulled to sleep; T put my
- accordingly that once m my life I would need to tear hand out (onsmousl\ and deliberately and feel. None of
down everything and begin anew from the foundations this would be as distinct if T were asleep AsifIcan’t re-
b trices it T wanted to establish anv stable and lasting knowl- member having been tricked by similar thoughts while
edge. But the task seemed enormous, and [ waited un- asleep! When I think very carefully about this, I see so
til T was so old that no better time for undertaking it plainly that there are no reliable signs by which I can
. would be likely to follow. I have thus delayed so long distinguish sleeping from waking that I am stupefied
e It that it would be wrong for me to waste in 1ndcc1510n the and my stupor itself suggests that [ am asleep!
1 toisee time left for action. Todav. then, having rid myself of Suppose, then that [ am dreaming. Suppose, in par-
| WS i turns worries and having arranged for some peace and quict, ticular, that my eves are not open, that my head = moc
[ withdraw alone, free at last carnestly and wholeheart- moving, and that T have not put out my hand Sepons
cdly to overthrow all my beliets. that I do not have hands, or even a bod}. I st seilll o
To do this, I don’t need to show each of them to mit that the things [ sce in sleep are like pamzed tmazes
“camegories.” be false; I may never be able to do that. But, since rea- which must have been patterned after real ;._,_;-' and_
2ll the sci- son now convinces me that I ought to withhold my as- hence, that things like eyes, heads, hands. and bodies
ve of sent just as carefully from what isn’t obviously certain are real rather than imaginary. For, even when pamters

and indubitable as from what’s obviously false, I can try to give bizarre shapes to sirens and satvm=. thes
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unable to give them completely new natures; they only
jumble together the parts of various animals. And, even
if they were to come up with something so novel that
no one had ever seen anything like it before, something
entirely fictitious and unreal, at least there must be real
colors from which they composed it. Similarly, while
things like eyes, heads, and hands may be imaginary, it
must be granted that some simpler and more universal
things are real —the “real colors” from which the true
and false images in our thoughts are formed.

Things of this sort scem to include general bodily
nature and its extension, the shape of extended things,
their quantity (that is, their size and number), the place
in which they exist, the time through which they en-
dure, and so on.

Perhaps we can correctly infer that, while physics,
astronomy, medicine, and other disciplines that require
the study of composites are dubious, disciplines like
arithmetic and geometry, which deal only with com-
pletely simple and universal things without regard to
whether they exist in the world, are somchow certain
and indubitable. For, whether we are awake or asleep.
two plus three is always five, and the square never has
more than four sides. It seems impossible even to sus-
pect such obvious truths of falsity.

Nevertheless, the traditional view is fixed in my
mind that there is 2 God who can do anything and by
whom I have been made to be as T am. How do I know
that He hasn’t brought it about that, while there is m
fact no carth, no sky, no extended thing, no shape. no
magnitude, and no place, all of these things seem to me
to exist, just as they do now? I think that other people
sometimes err in what they believe themselves to know
perfectly well. Mightn't I be deceived when T add two
and three, or count the sides of a square, or do even
simpler things, if we can even suppose that there is
anything simpler? Maybe it will be denied that God de-
ceives me, since He is said to be supremely good. But,
if God's being good is incompatible with His having e
ated me so that I am deceived always, it seems just as
out of line with His being good that He permits me 0
be deceived sometimes—as he undeniably does.

Maybe some would rather deny that there is an om-
nipotent God than believe that everything else is uncer-
tain. Rather than arguing with them, I will grant every-
thing I have said about God to be fiction. But, however
these people think I came to be as I now am—whether
they say it is by fate, or by accident, or by a continuous
series of events, or in some other way it seems that he
who errs and is deceived is somehow imperfect. Hence,

René Descartes: Doubting Our Way to Certainty

the less power that is attributed to my original cre-
ator, the more likely it is that I am always deceived. To
these arguments, [ have no reply. I'm forced to admit
that nothing that | used to believe is beyond legitimate
doubt —not because I have been careless or playful, but
because | have valid and well-considered grounds for
doubt. Hence, I must withhold my assent from my for-
mer beliefs as carcfully as from obvious falsehoods if
want to arrive at something certain.

But it’s not enough to have noticed this: [ must also
take care to bear it in mind. For my habitual views con-
stantly return to my mind and take control of what I
believe as if our long-standing, intimate relationship has

iven them the right to do so, even against my will, I'll
never break the habit of trusting and giving in to these
views while I see them for what they are —things some-
what dubious (as 1 have just shown) but nonetheless
Probable, things that I have much more reason to be-
lieve than to deny. That’s why 1 think it will be good de-
liberately to turn my will around, to allow myself to be
deceived, and to suppose that all my previous beliefs are
false and illusory. Eventually, when I have counterbal-
anced the weight of my prejudices, my bad habits will
no longer distort my grasp of things. I know that there
is no danger of error here and that I won’t overindulge
in skepticism, since I'm now concerned, not with ac-
tion, but only with gaining knowledge.

1 will suppose, then, not that there is a supremely
good God who is the source ol all truth, but that there is
an evil demon, supremely powerful and cunning, who
works as hard as he can to deceive me. 1 will say that
<k, air, earth, color, shape, sound, and other external
things are just dreamed illusions that the demon uses to
ensnare my judgment. I will regard myself as not having
hands, eyes, flesh, blood, and senses— but as having the
false belief that I have all these things. T will obstinately
concentrate on this meditation and will thus ensure by
mental resolution that, if I do not really have the ability
0 know the truth, I will at least withhold assent from
what is false and from what a deceiver mav ov to put
over on me, however powerful and cunning he may be.
But this plan requires effort, and laziness brings me back
to my ordinary life. T am like a prisoner who happens to
enjoy the illusion of freedom in his dreams, begins to sus-
pect that he is asleep, fears being awakened, and delib-
erately lets the enticing illusions slip by unchallenged.
Thus, I slide back into my old views, afraid to awaken
and to find that after my peaceful rest I must toil, not in
the light, but in the confusing darkness of the problems
just raised.
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Commentary and Questions

Note the personal, meditative character of the writ-
ing. Descartes is inviting us to join him in think-
ing certain things through, asking us to mull them
over and see whether we agree. He is not making
authoritative pronouncements. Just as he reserves
the right to be the judge of what he should believe,
so he puts you on the spot. You will have to be
continually asking yourself: Do I agree with this or
not? If not, why not? This familiar first-person style
is quite different from most of medieval philoso-
phy; it harks back to Augustine’s Confessions in the
late fourth century. Descartes is, as it were, hav-

ing a conversation with himself, so the structure of

Meditation I is dialectical: proposal, objection, re-
ply, objection, reply. Try to distinguish the
various “voices” in this internal dialogue.

Note that there are three stages in the “tear-
ing down” of opinions, and one principle running
throughout. The principle is that we ought to with-
hold assent from anything uncertain, just as much
as from what we see clearly to be false. This is
simply a restatement of the first rule of his method
but is of the greatest importance.” The three stages
concern (1) the senses, (2) dreams, and (3) the
evil demon hypothesis.

Q1. Aren’t you strongly mdmed to th.mk just lzk(
Descartes by th
you are now re
there” in your har

e, that you can’t deny that
1g this book, which is “right
Should you doubt it

anvwav7

Q2. What do vou think of Descartes’ rule that we
shouldn’t con [v trust those who have
cheated us even once? Does this rule apply to
the senses?

Q3. Could you be dreaming right now? Explain.

*A brief look back at the four rules of the method will
be of use at this point. Se 17, Compare the principle
Aquinas notes about big kes from small beginnings on
p- 269. Once, when a triend of mine stumbled on an unusu-

ally high first step of a staircase, I formulated what came jok-
mul\ to be known as Norman’s First Law: Watch that first
step; it's a big one—good advice for appraising philosophical
svstems. For an alternative to Descartes’ view, see the cri-
tique b}‘ C. S. Peirce on pp. 566 567.
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Q4. What is the argument that even in dreams
some things——for example, the truths of
mathematics—are not illusory?

Q5. How does the thought of God, at this stage,
seem to reinforce skeptical conclusions—even
about arithmetic?*

“All that we see or seem

o

Isbut a dream witLin a dream.

Ei{q&r Allan Poe (Iéﬁ‘( 101 849)

Here Descartes avails himself of the techniques
of the Pyrrhonists, who set argument against plau-
sible argument until they find themselves no more
inclined to judge one way than another. But he ac-
knowledges that this equilibrium or suspension of
judgment is difficult to achieve. “Habit” strongly
inclines him to believe some of these things as
“probable.” Like Descartes, you almost certainly
take it as very probable that you are now looking at
a picce of paper, which is located a certain deter-
minate distance before your eyes, that you indeed
have eyes, and that 2 plus 3 really does equal 5.
And you almost certainly find it very hard not to
believe these things. You probably find yourself
so committed to them that you almost can’t doubt
them. (Ask yourself whether this is the case.) How
can we overcome these habits of believing? We
now know, if Descartes is right so far, that we
should doubt them. As a remedy against these ha-
bitual believings, Descartes determines deliberately
(as an act of will) to suppose that all his prior be-
liefs are false.

Q6. How does the hypothesis of the evil demon
help?

Descartes now thinks that he has canvassed ev-
ery possible reason for doubting We cannot rely
on our senses; we cannot even rely on our rational

*Review the ¢

from the doctrine

sequences William of Ockham draws

f God’s omnipotence (pp. 288-290).
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faculties for the simplest truths of mathematics, ge-
ometry, or logic. All our beliefs, it seems, are dis-
solved in the acid of skeptical doubt.

Q7. Before going on to Meditation 11, ask yourself
the question, Is there anything at all that I am
so certain of that I could not possibly doubt it?
(Meditate on this question awhile.)

Mec[itation 11 On the Nature o{ the
Human Mincl, Which Is Better Known
Than the Bocly

Yesterday's meditation has hurled me into doubts so
great that I can neither ignore them nor think my way
out of them. I am in turmoil, as if T have accidentally
fallen into a whirlpool and can neither touch bottom nor
swim to the safety of the surface. 1 will struggle, how-
ever, and try to follow the path that 1 started on yester-
day. 1 will reject whatever is open to the slightest doubt
just as though [ have found it to be entirely false, and I
will continue until I find something certain- or at least
until T know for certain that nothing is certain. Archi-
medes required only one fixed and immovable point to
move the whole earth from its place, and I too can hope
for great things if T can find even one small thing that is
certain and unshakeable.

I will suppose, then, that everything I sce is unreal.
I will believe that my memory is unreliable and that
none of what it presents to me ever happcned. I have no
senses. Body, shape, extension, motion, and place are
fantasies. What then is true? Perhaps just that nothing 1s
certain.

But how do I know that there isn't something dif-
ferent from the things just listed that I do not have the
slightest reason to doubt? Isn’t there a God, or some-
thing like one, who puts my thoughts into me? But
why should I say so when [ may be the author of those
thoughts: Tl femTt it at least the case that Tam some
thing? But [ now am denving that [ have scnses and 2
body. But I stop here. For what follows from these de
nials? Am 1 so bound to my body and to my senses that
I cannot exist without them? I have convinced muvselt
that there is nothing in the world—no sky, no earth, no
minds, no bodies. Doesn’t it follow that I don’t existz
No, surely I must exist if it’s me who is convinced of

something. But there is a deceiver, supremely power-
ful and cunning whose aim is to sce that I am always

deceived, But surely I exist, if 1 am deceived. Let him
deceive me all he can, he will never make it the case
that I am nothing while I think that I am something.
Thus having fully weighed every consideration, I must
finally conclude that the statement “T am, 1 exist” must
be true whenever [ state it or mentally consider it.

But I do not yet fully understand what this “I” is that
must exist. | must guard against inadvertently taking
myself to be something other than I am, thereby going
wrong even in the knowledge that I put forward as su-
premely certain and evident. Hence, [ will think once
again about what 1 believed myself to be before begin-
ning these meditations. From this conception, I will
subtract evervthing challenged by the reasons for doubt
that 1 produced earlier, until nothing remains except
what is certain and indubitable.

What, then, did T formerly take myself to be? A
man, of course. But what is 2 man? Should I say a ratio-
nal animal? No, because then I would need to ask what
an animal is and what it is to be rational. Thus, starting
from a single question, I would sink into many that are
more difficult, and I do not have the time to waste on
such subtletics. Instead, I will look here at the thoughts
that occurred to me spontaneously and naturally when
[ reflected on what T was. This first thought to occur to
me was that T have a face, hands, arms, and all the other
equipment (also found in corpses) which I call a body.
The next thought to occur to me was that I take nour-
ishment, move myself around, sense, and think —that I
do things which I trace back to my soul. Either I didn’t
stop to think about what this soul was, or 1 imagined
it to be a rarified air, or fire, or ether permeating the
denser parts of my body. But, about physical objects,
I didn’t have any doubts whatever: [ thought that I dis-
tinctly knew their nature. If I had tried to describe my
conception of this nature, I might have said this: “When
I call something a physical object, [ mean that it is capa-
ble of being bounded by a shape and limited to a place;
that it can fill a space so as to exclude other objects from
it; that it can be perceived by touch, sight, hearing,
taste, and smell; that it can be moved in various ways,
not by itself, but by something clse in contact with it.”
1 judged that the powers of self-movement, of sensing,
and of thinking did not belong to the nawre of physical
objects, and, in fact, I marveled that there were some
physical objects in which these powers could be found.

But what should [ think now, while supposing that
a supremely powerful and “evil” deceiver completely
devotes himself to deceiving me? Can [ say that [ have
any of the things that I have attributed to the nature of
physical objects? I concentrate, think, reconsider —but
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nothing comes to me; I grow tired of the pointless rep-
etition. But what about the things that I have assigned
to soul? Nutrition and self-movement? Since I have no
body, these are merely illusions. Sensing? But I cannot
sense without a body, and in sleep I've seemed to sense
many things that I later realized I had not really sensed.
Thinking? It comes down to this; Thought and thought
alone cannot be taken away from me. I am, I exist. That
much is certain. But for how long? As long as I think
for it may be that, if [ completely stopped thinking, I
would completely cease to exist. I am not now admit-
ting anything unless it must be true, and I am there-
fore not admitting that I am anything at all other than
a thinking thing——that is, a mind, soul, understanding,
or reason (terms whose meaning I did not previously
know). I know that I am a real, existing thing, but what
kind of thing? As L have said, a thing that thinks.

What else? I will draw up mental images. I'm not
the collection of organs called a human body. Nor am
I some rarified gas permeating these organs, or air, or
fire, or vapor, or breath-—for | have supposed that none
of these things exist. Still, I am something, But couldn’t
it be that these things, which I do not yet know about
and which I am thercfore supposing to be nonexistent,
really aren’t distinct from the “I” that I know to exist? I
don’t know, and I'm not going to argue about it now,
I can only form judgments on what I do know. I know
that I exist, and I ask what the “I” is that I know to ex-
ist, It’s obvious that this conception of myself doesn’t
depend on anything that I do not yet know to exist and,
therefore, that it does not depend on anything of which
I can draw up a mental image. And the words “draw up”
point to my mistake. I would truly be creative if I were
to have a mental image of what I am, since to have a
mental image is just to contemplate the shape or image
of a physical object. I now know with certainty that [
exist and at the same time that all images—and, more
generally, all things associated with the nature of physi-
cal objects —may just be dreams. When 1 keep this in
mind, it seems just as absurd to say “I use mental im-
ages to help me understand what I am” as it would to say
“Now, whilc awake, I see something true—but, since I
don’t yet sec it clearly enough, I'll go to sleep and let my
dreams present it to me more clearly and truly.” Thus I
know that none of the things that I can comprehend with
the aid of mental images bear on my knowledge of my-
sclf. And I'must carefully draw my mind away from such
things if it is to see its own nature distinctly.

But what then am I7 A thinking thing. And what is
that? Something that doubts, understands, affirms, de-
nies, wills, refuses, and also senses and has mental images.

— =
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That’s quite a lot, if I really do all of these things.
But don’t I? Isn’t it me who now doubts nearly every-
thing, understands one thing, affirms this thing, refuses
to affirm other things, wants to know much more, re-
tuses to be deceived, has mental images (sometimes in-
voluntarily), and is aware of many things “through his
senses”? Even if I am always dreaming, and even if my
creator does what he can to deceive me, isn’t it just as
true that I do all these things as that I exist? Are any
of these things distinct from my thought? Can any be
said to be separate from me? That it’s me who doubts,
understands, and wills is so obvious that I don’t see
how it could be more evident. And it’s also me who has
mental images. While it may be, as [ am supposing, that
absolutely nothing of which I have a mental image re-
ally exists, the ability to have mental images really does
exist and is a part of my thought. Finally, it’s me who
senses —or who seems to gain awareness of physical ob-
jects through the senses. For example, I am now seeing
light, hearing a noise, and feeling heat. These things are
unreal, since | am dreaming. But it is still certain that
I seem to see, to hear, and to feel. This seeming can-
not be unreal, and it is what is properly called sensing.
Strictly speaking, sensing is just thinking.

From this, I begin to learn a little about what T am.
But I still can’t stop thinking that I apprehend physical
objects, which I picture in mental images and examine
with my senses, much more distinctly than I know this
unfamiliar “I,” of which I cannot form a mental image.
[ think this, even though it would be astounding if I
comprehended things which I've found to be doubt-
tul, unknown, and alien to me more distinctly than the
one which T know to be real: my self. But I see what’s
happening. My mind enjoys wandering, and it won’t
confine itself to the truth. I will therefore loosen the
reigns on my mind for now so that later, when the time
is right, I will be able to control it more easily.

Let’s consider the things commonly taken to be the
most distinctly comprehended: physical objects that we
see and touch. Let’s not consider physical objects in gen-
eral, since general conceptions are very often confused.
Rather, let’s consider one, particular object. Take, for
example, this piece of wax. It has just been taken from
the honeycomb; it hasn’t yet completely lost the taste
of honey; it still smells of the flowers from which it was
gathered; its color, shape, and size are obvious: it is
hard, cold, and easy to touch; it makes a sound when
rapped. In short, everything seems to be present in the
wax that is required for me to know it as distinctly as
possible. But, as I speak, I move the wax toward the
fire; it loses what was left of its taste; it gives up its
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smell; it changes color; it loses its shape; it gets bigger;
it melts; it heats up; it becomes difficult to touch; it no
longer makes a sound when struck. Is it still the same
piece of wax? We must say that it is: not one denies it or
thinks otherwise, Then what was there in the wax that
1 cnmprchended so distinctly? Certainly nothing that I
reached with my senses _for, while everything having
to do with taste, smell, sight, touch, and hearing has
changed, the same piece of wax remains.

Perhaps what I distinctly knew was neither the
sweetness of honey, nor the fragrance of flowers, nor
a sound, but a physical object that once appeared to me
one way and now appears differently. But what exactly
is it of which I now have a mental image? Let’s pay carc-
ful attention, remove everything that doesn’t belong to
the wax, and sece what’s left. Nothing is left except an
extended, flexible, and changeable thing. But what is
it for this thing to be flexible and changeable? Is it just
+hat the wax can go from round to square and then to
triangular, as I have mentally pictured? Of course not.
Since I understand that the wax’s shape can change in
innumerable ways, and since I can’t run through all the
changes in my imagination, my comprehension of the
*s flexibility and changeability cannot have been
oroduced by my ability to have mental images. And
hat about the thing that is extended? Are we also ig-

~oame of its extension? Since the extension of the wax

< when the wax melts, increases again when the
-+ noils. and increases still more when the wax gets
.= 1will be mistaken about what the wax is unless

T oo oo that it can undergo more changes in extension

“ham | Cam ever encompass with mental images. I must
oo == 2imit that I do not have an image of what

the wax i=—that | grasp what it is with only my mind.
A% e 1 amm saving this about a particular piece of wax,
= e om = ooe clearly true about wax in general.) What

then = thes peece Jf wax that 1 grasp only with my mind?

2t 1 see, feel, and mentally picture—
T oleved it to be at the outset, But it must
- +-un -esoize the appearances, my grasp of the

wax is not vissal_tactile, or pictorial. Rather, my grasp
of the wax = the Fe of a purely mental inspection,
which can be mmmesfect and confused, as it was once, or
clear and distmor 2= i is now, depending on how much
attention I par = =os Tongs of which the wax consists.

I'm surprised ©s Bow prone my mind is to error.

Fven when I thio

=vself non-verbally, language
stands in my way, and < smmon usage comes close to

deceiving me. For

> wax is present, we say
that we see the wax @ ot that we infer its pres-

ence from its color and shape_ I'm inclined to leap from

this fact about language to the conclusion that I learn
about the wax by eyesight rather than by purely mental
inspection. But, if I happen to look out my window and
sec men walking in the street, I naturally say that I sec
the men just as I say that I sec the wax. What do I really
see, however, but hats and coats that could be covering
robots? I judge that there are men. Thus I comprehend
with my judgment, which is in my mind, objects that I
once believed myself to see with my eyes.

One who aspires to wisdom above that of the com-
mon man disgraces himself by deriving doubt from
common ways of speaking. Let’s go on, then, to ask
when I most clearly and perfectly agrasped what the wax
is. Was it when I first looked at the wax and believed
oy knowledge of it to come from the external scnses —
or at any rate from the so-called “common sense,” the
power of having mental images? Or is it now, after I
have carefully studied what the wax is and how I come
o know it? Doubt would be silly here. For what was
distinct in my original conception of the wax? How did
that conception differ from that had by animals? When
I distinguish the wax from its external forms —when I
“undress” it and view it “naked”  there may still be er-
rors in my judgments about it, but T couldn’t possibly
grasp the wax in this way without a human mind.

What should I sav about this mind—or, in other
words, about myself? (I am not now admitting that
there is anything to me but a mind.) What is this “”
that seems to grasp the wax so distinctly? Don't 1
know myself much more truly and certainly, and
also much more distinctly and plainly, than I know
the wax? For, if T base my judgment that the wax ex-
ists on the fact that I see it, my seeing it much more
obviously implies that I exist. It’s possible that what
I sce is not really wax, and it’s even possible that I
don’t have eyes with which to see —but it clearly
is not possible that, when I sce (or, what now amounts
to the same thing, when I think Isee), the “I” that thinks
is not a real thing. Similarly, if | base my judgment that
the wax cxists on the fact that 1 feel it, the same fact
makes it obvious that 1 exist. If I base my judgment that
the wax cxists on the fact that Thave a mental image of
i+ or on some other fact of this sort, the same thing can
obviously be said. And what I've said about the wax ap-
plies to everything else that is outside me. Moreover, if
[ seem to grasp the wax more distinctly when 1 detect it
with several senses than when I detect it with just sight
or touch, I must know myself even more distinetly-
for every consideration that contributes to my grasp of
the piece of wax or to my grasp of any other physical
object serves better to reveal the nature of my mind.
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Besides, the mind has so much in it by which it can make
its conception of itself distinct that what comes to it
from physical objects hardly seems to matter.

And now I have brought myself back to where
[ wanted to be. I now know that physical objects are
grasped, not by the senses or the power of having men-
tal images, but by understanding alone. And, since I
grasp physical objects in virtue of their being under-
standable rather than in virtue of their being tangible
or visible, I know that I can’t grasp anything more eas-
ily or plainly than my mind. But, since it takes time to
break old habits of thought I should pause here to al-
low the length of my contemplation to impress the new
thoughts more deeply into my memory.

Commentary and Questions

Descartes seems to have gotten nowhere by doubt-
ing. What to do? He resolves to press on, suspect-
ing that the terrors of skepticism can be overcome
only by enduring them to the end. The monster
in the child’s closet will disappear only if the child
can muster the courage to look at it directly. If we
avert our eyes in fear, we will not conquer.

The particular horror, of course, is that all our
beliefs might be false — that nowhere would they
connect at all with reality. If Descartes has carried
us with him to this point, we know that we have lots
of ideas and beliefs, but whether any one of them
represents something that really exists must seem
quite uncertain. Perhaps they are just webs of illu-
sion, like those spun by a master magician-—or the
evil demon.

Descartes here presents a pattern of thought
that deserves a name. Let us call it the representa-
tional theory of knowledge and perception, or the
representational theory for short. The basic
ideas of this theory are very widely shared in mod-
ern philosophy. We can dl';tmgmsh five points:

1. We have no immediate or direct access to
things in the world, only to the world of our
ideas.*

*The American philosopher John Searle calls this view
that we only perceive our ideas of objects “the greatest
single disaster in the history of philosophy over the past four
centuries.” In Mind: A Brief Introduction (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004), 23,
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2. “Ideas” must be understood broadly to include
all the contents of the mind, including percep-
tions, images, memories, concepts, beliefs, in-
tentions, and decisions.

3. These ideas serve as representations of things
other than themselves.

4. Much of what these ideas represent, they rep-
resent as “out there,” or “external” to the mind
containing them.

5. Itis in principle possible for ideas to represent
these things correctly, but they may also be
false and misleading.

In Meditation I, 1
sequence of the representational theory. It seems
that mind and world could be disconnected in
a perplexing that even the most solid ideas
might represent things all w rong—or maybe even
not represent anvthing at all! This possﬂ)lht} fore-
shadowed bs n 1ent skeptics and by William of
Ockham in his reflections on God’s omnipotence,
provokes thinkers to try to find a remedy. What

Jescartes draws a certain con-

and world. z2=< it is clear that it w111 have to be
built by -nce and argument. We want good
reasons to belizve that our ideas represent the “ex-
ternal” world trulv. But the good reasons must be

of a peculiar <ort. We have to start this construc-
tion project wiile isolated on one side, restricted

in our choice of materials to those available there.
It is from the = antage point of the mind that we try
to stretch the S Eers of our argument across thc

gulf to the world.
We will examine Descartes’ effort to build
such a rational bridge. The difficulty of that task is
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emphasized in the dramatic rehearsal of skeptical
worries about knowledge in Meditation 1. And we
can now see that these worries hover around the
representational theory. The gulf between mind
and external reality seems immense.® We might
remember Archimedes, who says, “Give mea lever
long enough, and a place on which to rest it, and I
can move the earth.” Descartes thinks that if he can
find just one certainty, he might, like Archimedes,
do marvels. He might just build that bridge.

Q8. To what certainty does Descartes’ methodical
doubt lead? Is he right about that?!

The principle « think, therefore I am” is of-
ton referred to as the cogito, from the Latin “T
think” and we will use that shorthand expression
from time to time. It is worth emphasizing that in
the cogito Descartes has an example of knowledge,
of knowledge about reality, and sO of metaphysical
knowledge. He has thrown the first plank of his
bridge across the chasm.

Note that Descartes rejects the standard, long-
accepted way of answering the question, What am
(. 324 According to a tradition that goes back
to Socrates (and is codified by Aristotle), the way
to answer such a question is to give a dgﬁ'nitian.
The traditional way to define something will tell
vou (a) what genus it belongs to and (b) the differ-
nce between it and other things in that genus. Not
surprising].}', this is called definition by genus and
difference. A human being is said to belong to the
senus animal; and the difference between a human
Ler animals is that a human is rational. Hu-

s ricrotle savs, are rational animals.
s objects to such a definition because
it simply calls for more definitions; you need next

*(ther thinkers after Descartes also wrestle with this
problem. Locke recognizes the gulf but papers it over,
Berkeley settles down on one side of it, Hume despairs ofa
solution, Kant redefines the problem so as to make the gulf
(partially) disappear, Tegel denies there is a gulf at all, and
Kierkegaard opens it up again. The problem is not dead to-
day.

“Descartes’ central jdea here is antjcipated by Augustine
in his refutation of the skeptics. See pp. 232-233.

a definition of animal and a definition for rational.
Then, presumably, you will require definitions for
the terms used to define them. And so on.

This whole process has to come toO ground
somewhere. There must be some terms, Descartes
thinks, that do not need definition of this sort, but
whose meaning can just be “seen.” These will be the
simple terms. From them, more complex terms can
be built up. We see in Descartes’ rejection of the
raditional defnition procedure an application of
the second and third rules of his method. He's search-
ing for something so simple, clear, and distinct that
it just presents itself without any need for definition.
He is looking for something self—evident. If that
can be found, he can use itasa foundation on which
<6 build more complex truths.

¢ that he is?

Q9. What, then, does Descartes conclud

Note that Descartes briefly considers the view
that he may after all be a body, or some such thing,
even though he does not Enow he is (p. 325).% But
he does not iry to refute it here; that proof comes
in Meditation VI. Here he is interested in what he
knows that he 1s —not in what he can infer that he

is not.

Why does Descartes rule out the use of the
imagination in answering the question, What
am [?

What is included in “thinking,” as Descartes
understands the term? (See p. 325.) Note how
broad the term is for him.

Suppose feel certain that I sec a cat on the
mat. Is it certain that there is a cat on the mat?
What, in this situation, can I be certain of?

How difficult it is to stay within the bounds of
what [ know for certain! As Descartes says, his “mind
enjoys wandering.” And so it is with us. 1, too, keep
slipping hack into the error of thinking that I know
sensible things best— this desk, this computer key-
board, this hand. (Do you find that too?)

#This is the view that Thomas Hobbes urges against
Descartes. See “Minds and Motives” in Chapter 14.
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It is to cure this inclination to rely on the senses
that Descartes considers the bit of wax. Read that
Ppassage once more (pp. 325-326). All the sensible
qualities by means of which we recognize the wax
can Change. But we still judge that it is the same
wax. What does that mean?

The distinction between ordinary perception and
judgment is crucial for Descartes. It is illustrated by
the hats and coats we see through the window. We
say that we see men passing, but this is inaccurate,
for they may be just robots dressed like men. What
is actually happening in ordinary perception is that

our intellect is drawing an inference on the basis of

certain data (supplied by the senses) and issuing a
judgment. ]udging is an activity of the mind—in-
deed, as we’ll see in Meditarion IV, of the will.

Perceiving, then, is not a purely passive regis-
tration by the senses. Imph('it in all perception is
Judgment Or giving assent. In crc_n&r\ pr:rceptlon
these judgments are apt to be obscure, confused,
and just plain wrong. But fortunately they can bt
corrected by the application
and distinct. (These points will be crudial in Medita-
rion IV, where Descartes explains how it is possible
for us to err.)

With respect to the bit of wax, the moral is

of ideas that are clear

that it is grasped not by

of havmg mental images, but by the understa.nding

T thisk,
therefore I am

Both inferences seem to be correct. What reason is there
to prefer Bridger’s formulation?
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alone.” When based wholly on sense, our percep-
tion is “imperfect and confused.” When directed,
however, to “the things of which the wax consists”
(the mathematically determinable simples of exten-
sion, figure, and motion), knowledge of the wax
can be clear and distinct.

Now we can understand why Descartes intro-
duces the wax example. If even here knowledge
cannot be found in sensation, but only in a “purely
mental inspection,” then we should have less
difficulty remembering that knowledge of whar we
are must also be approa(hed in this way. Our ten-
dency to think of ourselves as what we can sense of
ourselves —these hands, this head, these eyes—is
considerably undermined. Indeed, I must know
myself “much more truly and certainly” even than
the wax. )

And there follows a remarkable conclusion: “I
can’t grasp anything more easily or plainly than my
mind.” (What would Freud have said to that?)

Q13.  What qualities, then, belong to the wax
essentially? (Look again at the basic principles
of Descartes’ physics on pp. 315-316.)

Q14.  Why is our imagination incapable of grasping
these qualities of the wax? By what faculty do
we grasp it?

Q15.  How does the wax example help to cure our
habitual inclination to trust the senses?

Ql6. How does our language tend to mislead us?

Meditation [II: On God's Fxistence

I will now close my eyes, plug my ears, and withdraw
all my senses. I will rid my thoughts of the images of
physical objects—or, since that’s beyond me, I'll write
those images off as empty illusions. Talking with my-
self and looking more deeply into myself, I'll try grad-
know myself better. [ am a thinking
at doubts, affirms, denies, understands
s ignorant of many things, wills, and re-

==

a few thjngs
fuses. T also sen

> and have mental images. For_ as I's¢
noted, even though the things of which I have sensations
or mental images may not exist outside me, I'm cer-
tain that the modifications of thought called sensations
and rnental images exist in me insofar as they are just
modifications of the sught.
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That’s a summary of all that I really know-—or, at
any rate, of all that I've so far noticed that I know.
I now will examine more carefully whether there are
other things in me that I have not yet discovered. I'm
certain that I am a thinking thing. Then don’t I know
what's needed for me to be certain of other things? In
this first knowledge, there is nothing but a clear and
distinct grasp of what I affirm, and this grasp surely
would not suffice to make me certain if it could ever
~ happen that something I grasped so clearly and dis-
tinctly was false. Accordingly, I seem to be able to
establish the general rule that whatever I clearly and
distinctly grasp is true.

But, in the past, I've accepted as completely obvi-
ous and certain many thoughts that I later found to be
dubious. What were these thoughts about? The earth,
the sky, the stars, and other objects of sense. But what
did T clearly grasp about these objects? Only that ideas
or thoughts of them appeared in my mind. Even now, I
don’t deny that these ideas occur in me. But there was
something else that I used to affirm —something that I
used to believe myself to grasp clearly but did not really
grasp at all: I affirmed that there were things besides
me, that the ideas in me came from these things, and
that the ideas perfectly resembled these things. Either
I erred here, or I reached a true judgment that wasn't
justified by the strength of my understanding.

But what follows? When I considered very simple
and easy points of arithmetic or geometryg—such as that
two and three together make five—didn’t I see them
clearly enough to affirm their truth? My only reascm
for judging that I ought to doubt these things was the
thought that my God-given nature might deceive me
even zhbout what seems most obvious. Whenever [ con-
ceive of an all-powerful God, I'm compelled to adm=

that. if He wants, He can make it the case that I err evem

zbout what | tzke my mind’s eye to see most clearly
Buz, when [ turn to the things that I believe mysels =

—rasn verv clearlv, I'm so convinced by them that I
spontaneously burst forth saying, “Whoever max de-
ceive me. he will never bring it about that [ am nothing

while I think that I am something, or that I have never
been when it is now true that I am, or that two ples
three is either more or less than five, or that somethng
else in which I recognize an obvious inconsistency =
true.” And, since I have no reason for thinking that God
is a deceiver—indeed since 1 don’t yet know whether
God exists— the grounds for doubt that rest on the sup-

osition that God deceives are very weak and “meta-
physical.” Still, to rid myself of these grounds, I ought

to ask as soon as possible whether there is a God and,
if so, whether He can be a deceiver. For it seems that,
until T know these two things, I can never be completely
certain of anything else.

The structure of my project seems to require, how-
ever, that I first categorize my thoughts and ask in which
of them truth and falsity really reside. Some of my
thoughts are like images of things, and only these can
properly be called ideas. I have an idea, for example,
when I think of a man, of a chimera, of heaven, of an
angel, or of God. But other thoughts have other proper-
ties: while I always apprehend something as the object
of my thought when I will, fear, affirm, or deny, these
thoughss also include a component in addition to the
likeness of that thing. Some of these components are
called volifions or emotions; others, judgments.

Now. viewed in themselves and without regard to
ideas cannot really be false. If 1 imagine a
it is just as true that I imagine the

esire for something, or if [ want something
t d - ewist, it's still true that [ want that thing.
471 thas remnains, then, are my judgments; it’s here that
| =ful not to err. And the first and foremost
" “he e=rors that | find in my judgments is that of as-

izt the ideas in me have a similarity or con-
forminy o things outside me. For, if T were to regard
I+ 2= modifications of thought, they could not
really provide me with any opportunity for error.
08 = ideas, some seem to me to be innate, oth-
. and others produced by me. The ideas by
crstand reality, truth, and thought seem to
Save come fTom my OWN nature. Those ideas by which
T heo- 2 moise. see the sun, or feel the fire I formerly
T 2o come from things outside me. And the ideas
=<_hippogriffs, and so on | have formed in myself.

)= mavbe I can take all of my ideas to be acquired, all
mmase_ or all created by me: I do not vet clearly see
whese my ideas come from.

- moment, the central question is about the
2 view as derived from objects existing outside

c. - reason is there for thinking that these ideas
resemmble the objects? I seem to have been taught this
| = Besides, | find that these ideas are indepen-
v will and hence of me—{or they often appear

when I do not want them to do so. For example, [ now
fec] heat whether I want to or not, and I therefore take
<he idea or sensation of heat to come from something
distinct from me: the heat of the fire by which Iam now
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sitting. And the obvious thing to think is that a thing
sends me its own likeness, not something else.

I will now see whether these reasons are good
enough. When I say that nature teaches me something,
I'mean just that [ have a spontaneous impulse to believe
it, not that the light of nature reveals the thing’s truth to
me. There is an important ditference. When the light of
nature reveals something to me (such as that my think-
ing implies my existing) that thing is completely beyond
doubt, since there is no faculty as reliable as the light of
nature by means of which I could learn that the thing
Is not true, But, as for my natural impulses, I have of-
ten judged them to have led me astray in choices about
what’s good, and I don’t see why I should regard them
as any more reliable on matters concerning truth and
falsehood.

Next, while my sensory ideas may not depend on my
will, it doesn’t follow that they come from outside me.,
While the natural impulses of which I just spoke are in
me, they seem to conflict with my will. Similarly, I may
have in me an as yet undiscovered ability to produce the
ideas that seem to come from outside me —in the way
that I used to think that ideas came to me in dreams.

Finally, even if some of my ideas do come from
things distinct from me, it doesn’t follow that they are
likenesses of these things. Indeed, it often seems to me
that an idea differs greatly from its cause. For example,
I find in myself two different ideas of the sun. One,
which I “take in” through the senses and which I ought
therefore to view as 2 typical acquired idea, makes the
sun look very small to me. The other, which I derive
from astronomical reasoning (that is, which I make,
perhaps by composing it from innate ideas), pictures the
sun as many times larger than the earth. It clearly can-
not be that both of these are accurate likenesses of a sun
that exists outside me, and reason convinces me that the
one least like the sun is the one that seems to arise most
directly from it,

All that I've said shows that, until now, my belief
that there are things outside me that send their ideas or
images to me (perhaps through my senses) has rested on
blind impulse rather than certain judgment.

Still, it seems to me that there may be a way of telling
whether my ideas come from things that exist outside
me. Insofar as the ideas of things are just modifications
of thought, I find no inequality among them; all seem to
arise from me in the same wav. But, insofar as different
ideas present different things to me, there obviously are
great differences among them. The ideas of substances
are unquestionably greater—or have more “subjective
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reality” than those of modifications or zccidee-
S]ml]arlv the idea by which I understand the supre=-

(xnd—(,ternal, mhmte, omniscient, omnipotent, 2
creator of all things other than Himself — has more sub
jective reality in it than the ideas of finite substances.
Now, the light of nature reveals that there is at least
as much in a complete efficient cause as in its effect.
For where could an effect get its reality if not from its
cause? And how could a cause give something unless
it had it? It follows both that something cannot come
from nothing and that what is more perfect — that is,
has more reality in it——cannot come from what is less
perfect or has less reality. This obviously holds, not just
for those effects whose reality is actual or formal, but
also for ideas, whose reality we regard as merely sub-
jective. For example, it’s impossible for a non-existent
stone to come into existence unless it’s produced by
something containing, either formally or eminently,
everything in the stone. Similarly, heat can only be in-
duced in something that’s not already hot by something
having at least the same degree of perfection as heat,
Also, it’s impossible for the idea of heat or of stone to
be in me unless it’s been put there by a cause having
at least as much realitv as I conceive of in the heat or
the stone. For, althowrh the cause doesn’t transmit any
of its actual or formal reality to the idea, we shouldn’t
infer that it can be less real than the idea; all that we can
infer is that by its nature the idea doesn’t require any
formal reality except what it derives from my thought,
of which it is 2 modincation. Yet, as the idea contains
one particular subjective reality rather than another, it
must get this reality from a cause having at least as much
formal reality as the idea has subjective reality. For, if
we suppose that an idea has something in it that wasn’t
in its cause, we must suppose that it got this thing from
nothing. However imperfect the existence of something
that exists subjectively in the understanding through an
idea, it obviously i -ometh1ng, and it therefore cannot
come from not}:“-

And, although the reality that I'm considering in my
ideas is just subjective, [ ought not to suspect that it can
fail to be in an idea’s cause formally—that it’s enough
for it to be there subjectively. For, just as the subjective
existence of my ideas belongs to the ideas in virtue of
their nature, the formal existence of the ideas’ canses
belongs to those causes—or, at least, to the first and
foremost of them—in virtue of the causes’ narure. Al-
though one idea may arise from another, this can’t go
back to infinity; we must ev entually arrive at a primary
idea whose cause is an “archetype” containing formally
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all the reality that the idea contains subjectively. Hence,
the light of nature makes it clear to me that the ideas in
me are like images that may well fall short of the things
from which they derive, but cannot contain anything
greater or more perfect.

The more time and care I take in studying this, the
more clearly and distinctly I know it to be true. But
what follows [rom it? If I can be sure that the subjective
reality of one of my ideas is so great that it isn’t in me
either formally or eminently and hence that I cannot be
the cause of that idea, I can infer that I am not alone in
the world— that there exists something else that is the
cause of the idea. But, if I can find no such idea in me,
I will have no argument at all for the existence of any-
thing other than me —for, having diligently searched
for such an argument, T have yet to find one.

Of my ideas— besides my idea of myself,
which there can be no
God Uﬂle*‘-i inanin

about

huvsical objects, it seems that

o I zmalvze my ideas of physical objects
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ness and heat are so unclear and indistinct that I can’t
tell from them whether coldness is just the absence of
heat, or heat just the absence of coldness, or both are

real qualities, or neither is. And, since every idea is “of
something,” the idea that presents coldness to me as
something real and positive could justifiably be called
false if coldness were just the absence of heat. And the
same holds true for other ideas of this sort.

For such ideas, I need not posit a creator distinct
from me. I know by the light of nature that, if one of
these ideas is false that is, if it doesn’t present a real
thing—it comes from nothing——that is, the only cause
of its being in me is a deficiency of my nature, which
clearly is imperfect. If one of these ideas is true, how-
ever, [ still see no reason why [ couldn’t have produced
it mvself—for these ideas present so little reality to me
that I can’t even distinguish it from nothing.

Of the things that are clear and distinct in my idcas
of physical objects, it seems that I may have borrowed
some—such as substance, duration, and number-
from my idea of myself. I think of the stone as a
substance—that is, as something that can exist on its
own—just as | think of myself as a substance. Although
I conceive of myself as a thmkmg and uncxtended thing
and of the stone as an extended and unthinking thing so
that the two conceptions are quite ditferent, they are
the same in that they both scem to be of substances.
And, when I grasp that I exist now while remembering
that I existed in the past, or when I count my various
thoughts, I get the idea of duration or number, which I
can then apply to other things. The other components
of my ideas of physical objects— extension, shape,
place, and motion can’t be in me formally, since I'm
just a thinking thing. But, as these things are just modes
of substance, and as I am a substance, it scems that they
may be in me eminently.

All that’s left is my idea of God. Is there something
in this idea of God that couldn’t have come from me? By
“God” I mean a substance that’s infinite, independent,
supremely intelligent, and supremely powerful —the
thing from which I and everything clse that may exist de-
rive our existence. The more I consider these attributes,
the less it seems that they could have come from me
alone. So I'must conclude that God necessarily exists.

While I may have the idea of substance in me by vir-
tue of my being a substance, I who am finite would not
have the idea of infinite substance in me unless it came
from 2 substance that really was infinite.

And 1 shouldn’t think that, rather than having a true
idea of infinity, I grasp it merely as the absence of lim-
itsin the wav that I grasp rest as the absence of motion
and darkness as the absence of light. On the contrary, it’s
clear to me that there is more reality in an infinite than in

a finite substance and hence that my grasp of the infinite
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must somehow be prior to my grasp of the finite —my
understanding of God prior to my understanding of my-
self. For how could [ understand that I doubt and desire,
that [ am deficient and imperfect, if T didn’t have the idea
of something more perfect to use as a standard of com-
parison?

And, unlike the ideas of hot and cold which I just dis-
cussed, the idea of God cannot be said to be materially
false and hence to come from nothing. On the contrary,
since the idea of God is completely clear and distinct
and contains more subjective reality than any other
idea, no idea is truer per se and none less open to the
suspicion of falsity. The idea of a supremely perfect and
infinite entity is, [ maintain, completely true. For, while
I may be able to suppose that there is no such entity, I
can’t even suppose (as [ did about the idea of coldness)
that my idea of God fails to show me somcthing real.
This idea is maximally clear and distinct, for it contains
everything that I grasp clearly and distinctly, everything
real and true, everything with any perfection, Tt doesn’t
matter that I can’t fully comprehend the infmite that
there are innumerable things in God which I can’t com-
prehend fully or even reach with thought. Because of
the nature of the infinite, I who am finite cannot com-
prehend it. It’s enough that I think about the infinite and
judge that, if I grasp something clearly and distinctly
and know it to have some perfection, it’s present either
formally or eminently—perhaps along with innumer-
able other things of which I am ignorant —in God. If I
do this, then of all my ideas the idea of God will be most
true and most clear and distinct.

But maybe I am greater than [ have assumed; maybe
all the perfections that I attributed to God are in me
potentially, still unreal and unactualized. I have already
seen my knowledge
anything to prevent its b

gradually increase, and [ don’t see

;\'t)ming grcater and greatt‘r to
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edge were continually to become greater and greater,
it would never become actually infinite, since it would
never become so great as to be unable to increase. But
I judge God to be actually infinite so that nothing can

Meditations on First Philosophy “{i} 333

be added to his perfection. Finally, I see that an idea’s
subjective being must be produced, not by mere poten-
tiality (which, strictly speaking, is nothing), but by what
is actual or formal.

When I pay attention to these things, the light of
nature makes all of them obvious. But, when I attend
less carefully and the images of sensible things blind
my mind’s eye, it’s not easy for me to remember why
the idea of an entity more perfect than I am must come
from an entity that really is more perfect. That's why
I'll go on to ask whether I, who have the idea of a per-
fect entity, could exist if no such entity existed.

From what might I derive my existence if not from
God? Either from myself, or from my parents, or from
something else less perfect than God—for nothing
more perfect than God, or even as perfect as Him, can
be thought of or imagined.

But, if I derived my existence from muyself, I
wouldn’t doubt, or want, or lack anything. I would
have given myself every perfection of which I have an
idea, and thus I myself would be God. And I shouldn’t
think that it might be harder to give myself what I lack
than what I already have. On the contrary, it would
obviously be much harder for me, a thinking thing
or substance, to emerge from nothing than for me to
give myself knowledge of the many things of which I
am ignorant, which is just an attribute of substance,
But surely, if T had given myself that which is harder
to get, | wouldn’t have denied myself complete knowl-
edge, which would have been easier to get. Indeed, I
Wouldn t have denied myself any of the perfections that
I grasp in the idea of God. None of these perfections
scems harder to get than existence. But, if I had given
myself everything that I now have, these perfections
would have seemed harder to get than existence if they
were harder to get - for in creating myself I would hive
discovered the limits of my power.

I can’t avoid the force of this argument by suppos-
ing that, since I've always existed as I do now, there’s
no point in looking for my creator, Since my lifetime
can be divided into innumerable parts each of which is
independent of the others, the fact that I existed a little
while ago does not entail that I exist now, unless a cause

« » ;
recreates” me —or, in other words, preserves me
at this moment. For, when we attend to the nature of

time, it’s obvious that exactly the same power and ac-

tion are required to preserve a thing at each moment
ndures as would be required to create
it ancw if it ha
revealed by the
creation differ only in the way we think of them.

-er existed. Hence, one of the things
ht of nature is that preservation and
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I ought to ask myself, then, whether I have the
power to ensure that 1, who now am, will exist in a
little while. Since I am nothing but a thinking thing—
or, at any rate, since I am now focusing on the part of
me that thinks 1 would surely be aware of this power
if it were in me. But I find no such power. And from
this I clearly see that there is an entity distinct from me
on whom I depend.

But maybe this entity isn’'t God. Maybe I am the
product of my parents or of some other cause less per-
fect than God. No. As I've said, there must be at least
as much in a cause as in its effect. Hence, since 1 am a
thinking thing with the idea of God in me, my cause,
whatever it may be, must be a thinking thing having in it
the idea of every perfection that 1 attribute to God. And
we can go on to ask whether this thing gets its existence
from itself or from something else. If it gets its exis-
tence from itself, it’s obvious from what I've said that it
must be God —for it would have the power to exist on
its own and hence the power actually to give itself every
perfection of which it has an idea, including every per-
fection that I conceive of in God. But, if my cause gets
its existence from some other thing, we can go on to ask
whether this other thing gets its existence from itself or
from something else. Eventually, we will come to the
altimate cause, which will be God.

It's clear enough that there can’t be an infinite re-
gress here- especially since [ am concerned, not so
much with the cause that originally Produccd me, as
with the one that preserves me at the present moment.

And I can’t suppose that several partial causes com-
bined to make me or that I get the ideas of the vari-
ous perfections that 1 attribute to God from different
causes so that, while each of these perfections can be
found somewhere in the universe, there is no God in
whom they all come together. On the contrary, one
of the chief perfections that I understand God to have

1S unr

simplicity, inseparability from everything in
Him. Surely the idea of the unity of all God's perlec-
tions can only have been put in me by a cause that gives
me the ideas of all the other perfections- ~for nothing
could make me aware of the unbreakable connection
of God's pertections unless it made me aware of what
those perfections are.

Finally, even if everything that I used to believe
about my parents is true, it’s clear that they don’t pre-
serve me. Insofar as I am a thinking thing, they did not
even take part in creating me. They simply formed the
matter in which | used to think that I (that is, my mind,
which is all T am now taking mysclf to be) resided.
There can therefore be no problem about my parents.

And 1 am driven to this conclusion: The fact that I ex-
ist and have an idea in me of a perfect entity- that is,
God —conclusively entails that God does in fact exist.

All that's left is to explain how I have gotten my idea
of God from Him. I have not taken it in through my
senses; it has never come to me unexpectedly as the
ideas of sensible things do when those things affect (or
seem to affect) my external organs of sense. Nor have 1
made the idea myself; I can’t subtract from it or add to
it. The only other possibility is that the idea is innate in
me, like my idea of myself.

It's not at all surprising that in creating me God
put this idea into me, impressing it on His work like a
craftsman’s mark (which needn’t be distinct from the
work itself). The very fact that it was God who created
me confirms that 1 have somehow been made in His
image or likeness and that I grasp this likeness, which
contains the idea of God, in the same way that I grasp
myself. Thus, when I turn my mind’s eye on myself, I
understand, not just that I am an incomplete and de-
pendent thing which constantly strives for bigger and
better things, but also that He on whom I depend has all
these things in Himself as infinite reality rather than just
as vague potentiality and hence that He must be God.
The whole argument comes down to this: | know that
I could not exist with my present nature—that is, that
I could not exist with the idea of God in me —unless
there really were a God. This must be the very God
whose idea is in me, the thing having all of the perfec-
tions that 1 can’t fully comprehend but can somehow
reach with thought, who clearly cannot have any de-
fects. From this, it's obvious that He can’t deceive
for, as the natural light reveals, fraud and deception
arise from defect.

But before examining this more carefully and inves-
tigating its consequences, I want to dwell for a moment
in the contemplation of God, to ponder His attributes,
to see and admire and adore the beauty of His bound-
less light, insofar as my clouded insight allows. As I
have faith that the supreme happiness of the next life
consists wholly of the contemplation of divine great-
ness, 1 now find that contemplation of the same sort,
though less perfect, affords the greatest joy available
in this life.

Commentary and Questions

In the first paragraphs, Descartes resolves to ex-
plore more carefully his own mind. But then what
alternative does he have, now that he has resalved
to consider everything else “as empty illusions™?
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A momentous step is taken: He solves (or at
least he thinks he solves) the problem of the crite-
rion! Here are the steps.

1. He is certain that he exists as a thinking thing.
He asks himself, What is it about this propo-
sition that accounts for my certainty that it is
true?

3. He answers, The fact that I grasp it so clearly
and distinctly that I perceive it could not pos-
sibly be false.

4. He concludes, Let this then be a general prin-
ciple (a criterion): Whatever I grasp with Jike
clarity and distinctness must also be true.

He then reviews (yet again) the things he had
at one time thought were true and reminds himself
that no matter how sure he feels about them, he
can’t be absolutely certain.

Q17.  Why does he feel a need to inquire about the
existence and nature of God?

Descartes now tries to make clear a crucial dis-
tinction between ideas on the one hand and voli-
tions, emotions, and judgments on the other
(pp- 330-331). This distinction is embedded in
an inventory of the varied contents of the mind
(which is all that we can so far be certain of), You
will find a schematic representation of that inven-
tory below.

Q18. What is the kev difference between ideas and
judgments?

Q19.  What is the kev difference between judgments

on the one hand, and volitions and emotions
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20. What question arises with respect to the ideas
q P
that seem to be acquired from outside myself?
q )
Q21.  What (provisional) examples does Descartes
give of each class of ideas?

We need to comment on the notion of innate
ideas. In calling them “innate,” Descartes does not
mean to imply that they are to be found in babies
and mentally defective adults, as some of his crit-
ics suppose. He merely means that there are some
ideas we would have even if nothing existed but
ourselves. These ideas do not require external
causes for their existence in us; every developed
rational mind will possess them from its own re-
sources. Thus, the idea of a thing can originate with
the cogito, which gives me the certainty that I exist
as a thing that thinks— even if nothing else exists.
Perhaps my idea of an antelope is caused in me by
seeing antelopes in 2 zoo (though this remains to
be proved). But we would have the ideas of thing,
thought, and truth in any case.

Q22.  Why do you think Descartes believes that the
ideas of truth and thought are innate?

Q23.  Why is he inclined to believe that some ideas
do originate from objects outside himself? He
gives two reasons (p. 330).

Q24.  Are these two reasons conclusive?

Q25.  What is the difference between being taught
“by nature” and being taught “by the light of
nature” (See p. 331.) What is the light of

nature:

We come now to a point of terminology. Des-
cartes distinguishes subjective reality on the one
hand from formal and eminent reality on the

Contents of the mind

on the other?
Ideas
Innate Acquired Produced
from by

outside me

Ideas in action

Judgments Volitions Emotions
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other. If we are going 10 understand Descartes’ ar-
ent, we must be clear about how he uses these
terms and keep his use firmly in mind.

[t is casier to begin with formal reality. Some-
thing has formal reality if it is, in our terms, actual
or existing. If there really are giraffes and angels,
then giraffes and angels have formal reality. You also,
because you exist, have formal reality. And when
you form an image of a giraffe in your mind, that
image also has formal reality— that is, it actually
exists as an image in your mind. So any idea actu-
ally present in a mind is formally real. This means
that (if there are giraffes) both the idea of a giraffe
(when being thought) and the giraffe you are think-
ing of are formally real. They are distinct realities,
but related: The one represents the other.

What you are thinking about when you enter-
tain an idea has subjective reality, reality “for you.”
Giraffes and angels have subjective reality when-
ever you think of them, but there are ideas whose
objects have only subjective reality: the tooth fairy,
for instance, or unicorns. These, of course, are €x-
amples of ideas “produced by us.” But if we look
carefully, we can see that they have not been in-
vented out of nothing. The idea of a unicorn comes
from the ideas of a horse and a single horn. And
(though Descartes has not proved it yet) it may be
that horses and horns are formally real. Already
he remarks (p. 331) that although one idea may be
derived from others, this cannot go on to infinity:
There must eventually be a cause for these ideas;
and the reality of that cause must be more than
“merely subjective.” If this were not 50, W€ would
have gotten something “from nothing.” And the
light f nature assures us that this is impossible.
There is 2n old Latin saying: ex nihilo nihil fit, or

: nothing, nothing comes.”

Descartes does not, of course, make these dis-
tinctions for their own sake. Thereisa problem he
is trying to s¢ lve- Given that I can be certain that I
exist (together with all my ideas), can [ be certain
of the formal existence of anything clse? Although
thoroughgoing skepticism may have been refuted
(we do know something in the cogito), we have not
got beyond solipsism. Solipsism is a view that

cach of you (if there is anyone out there!) must
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state for }'ourself in this way: “1 am the only thing
that actually (formally) exists; everything else is
only real for me.”

Another step in solving that problem is to note
that there are degrees of reality: some things have
more reality than others. This is the cardinal prin-
ciple of the Great Chain of Being.® Descartes gives
two examples, framed in terms of subjective re-
ality (p- 331), though the same is true for formal
reality, as well.

Q26. Why does the idea of substance contain more
subjective reality than that of modification or
accident? (Think of a fender and the dent in it.)T

Q27. Why does the idea of infinite substance have
more subjective reality than that of finite
substance?

On the basis of these distinctions, Descartes
formulates a causal principle: There must be at least
as much reality in the cause as thereisin the effect.
A cause is said to be formaﬂy real when it has the
same degree of reality as the effect it produces; it
is said to be eminently real when it has even more
reality than its effect.

Q28. What examples does Descartes offer to
illustrate this causal principle?

Once more Descartes canvasses the various
kinds of ideas he finds in himself as a thinking thing.
He is looking for some idea of which he himself
could not Possibly be the cause. Such an idea must
have a cause (since nothing comes from nothing).
If (1) he is not the cause, and (2) there is a cause,
then (3) he knows that he is not alone in the uni-
verse. Something else exists!

Descares thinks his meditations to this point
materials with which to prove that

*See pp. 235-237.
1 owe this nice example to Ronald Rubin, the translator
of these Meditarions.
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God exists. Let us see what the argument looks
like:

1. Thave an idea of an infinitely perfect substance.

2. Such an idea must have a cause.

3. Ex nihilo nihil fit.

4. So the cause of an idea must have at least as

much formal reality as there is subjective reality

in the idea.

Though I am a substance, I am not inﬁnitely

perfect.

6. So I could not be the cause of this idea.

7. So there must be a formal reality that is an
infinitely perfect substance,

8. So God exists.

u

Q29. Is this argument valid?
Q30.  Are there premises in the argument that are

less than certainly true?

Meditation III contains two separate arguments
for God’s existence. The first one, which we have
now examined, begins with the fact that each of
us has an idea of God. The second one begins (on
p- 333) with the fact that T exist. The argument
then addresses whether I could exist if God does
not. It is an argument by exclusion; it considers
the other plausible candidates for the cause of my
existence and shows in each case that it won’t do.
Note that both of these arguments are causal argu-
ments. The first inquires about the cause of my idea
of God, the second about the cause of my existence.
Both make use of the causal principle Descartes has
formulated.

Let us sketch the principal steps in this argument.

1. Texist.

2. There must be a cause for my existence.

3. The cause must be one of the following: (a) my-
self, (b) my alwavs having existed, (c) my par-
ents, (d) something else less perfect than God,
or (¢) God.

4. Nota, or I'would have given myself perfections
I now lack- because creating the properties of
a substance is not as hard as creating the sub-
stance itself.
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5. Notb, because my existing now does not follow
_from my having existed in the past.

6. Not c, for this leads to an infinite regress.

7. Notd, for this couldn’t account for the unity of
the idea of God that I have.

8. So e, and God exists.

Q31. Is thc :re 2 weak point in this argument? Is there
more than one?

QQ32.  Why does Descartes think his idea of God must
be innate?

Q33. Explaln why Descartes says we cannot

Comprehend God but can “reach” him in

thought. (Compare touching an elephant and
wrapping vour arms around it.)*

At the end of the third Meditation, Descartes
feels he has achieved his aim. He now knows that
he is not alone. In addition to himself there is at
least one other being —a substance infinite in in-

-

telligence and power, and perfect in every way.
This latter fact will prove to be of very great
significance, for Descartes will use it to defeat the
hypothesis of the evil demon; a perfect being could
not be a deceiver. Thus he thinks he can overcome
the deepest ::_r__ for skepticism about knowl-
edge of the external world. But that is a line of ar-
gument pursued in the remaining meditations.

Meditation IV: On Truth and FaIsity

In the last few davs, I've gotten used to drawing my
mind away from my senses. I've carefully noted that
[ really grasp vers little about physical ob]ects, that I
know much more zbout the human mind, and that
[ know even more about God. Thus, I no longer find it
hard to turn mv thoughts away from things of which I

can have mental images and toward things completely
separate from matter, which I can only understand. In-
deed, I have

mind, insofar

much more distinct idea of the human
s 1t is just a thinking thing that isn’t ex-
. breadth, or depth and doesn’t share

th physical objects, than I have of phvsi-

tended in les
anything else
cal objects. And. when I note that I doubt or that I am
incomplete and dependent, I have a clear and distinct

*Compare the similar thought by Aquinas, p. 275.
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idea of a complete and independent entity: God. From
the fact that this idea is in me and that I who have the
idea exist, I can clearly infer both that God exists and
that I am completely dependent on Him for my exis-
tence from moment to moment. This is so obvious that
I'm sure that people can’t know anything more evi-
dently or certainly. And it now seems to me that, from
the contemplation of the true God in whom are hidden
all treasures of knowledge and wisdom, there is a way
to derive knowledge of other things.

In the first place, I know that it’s impossible for Him
ever to deceive me. Wherever there is fraud and de-
ception, there is imperfection, and, while the ability to
deceive may seem a sign of cunning or power, the de-
sire to deceive reveals malice or weakness and hence is
inconsistent with God’s nature.

Next, I find in myself an ability to judge which, like
everything else in me, I've gotten from God. Since He
doesn’t want to deceive me, He certainly hasn’t given
me an ability which will lead me wrong when properly
used.

There can be no doubt about this— except that iz
may seem to imply that I don’t err at all, For, if I've
gotten everything in me from God and He hasn’t given
me the ability to err, it doesn’t seem possible for me
ever to err. Thus, as long as I think only of God and
devote all my attention to Him, I can’t find any cause
for error and falsity. When I turn my attention back to
myself, however, I find that | can make innumerable
errors. In looking for the cause of these errors, I &nd
before me, not just the real and positive idea of God.
but also the negative idea of “nothingness”™ the idez of
that which is completely devoid of perfection. I find thas
I am “intermediate” between God and nothingness, be-
tween the supreme entity and ponentity. Insofar as ==
the creation of the supreme entity, there’s nothing =
me to account for my being deceived or led into error.
but, insofar as I somehow participate in nothingness
the nonentity—that is, insofar as Iam distinct from the
supreme entity itself and lack many things—it’s not
surprising that I go wrong. 1 thus understand that. =
itself, error is 2 lack, rather than a real thing dependent
on God. Hence. I understand that I can err withomt
God’shaving given me a special ability to do so. Rather,
I fall into error because my God-given ability to judze
the truth is not infinite.

But there’s still something to be explained. Er-
ror is not just an absence, but a deprivation—the lack
of knowledge that somehow ought to be in me. But,
when I attend to God’s nature, it seems impossible that
He's given me an ability that is an imperfect thing of
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its kind—an ability lacking a perfection that it ought to
have. The greater the craftsman’s skill, the more per-
fect his product. Then how can the supreme creator of
all things have made something that isn’t absolutely per-
fect? There’s no doubt that God could have made me so
that I never err and that He always wants what’s best.
Then is it better for me to err than not to err?

When I pay more careful attention, I realize that I
shouldn’t be surprised at God’s doing things that I can’t
explain. I shouldn’t doubt His existence just because 1
find that I sometimes can’t understand why or how He
has made something. I know that my nature is weak and
limited and that God’s is limitless, incomprehensible,
and infinite, and, from this, I can infer that He can do
innumerable things whose reasons are unknown to me.
On this ground alone, I regard the common practice of
explaining things in terms of their purposes to be use-
less in physics: it would be foolhardy of me to think that
I can discover God’s purposes.

- 2lso seems to me that, when asking whether
God's works are perfect, I ought to look at all of them
tocether, not at one in isolation. For something that
seems imperfect when viewed alone might seem com-
pletely perfect when regarded as having a place in the
world. Of course, since calling everything into doubt,
haven 't established that anything exists besides me and
ol But, when I consider God's immense power, I

cam 't deny that He has made-—or, in any case, that He

ol have made——many other things, and I must there-
fore view muyself as having a place in a universe.

Mext, turning to myself and investigating the na-
w=re of my errors (which are all that show me to be
~—=erfect), | notice that these errors depend on two
comcurrent causes: my ability to know and my ability
2o choose freely—that is, my understanding and my
will But. with my understanding, I just grasp the ideas
bt which [ form judgments, and error therefore can-
mot properly be said to arise from the understanding
<ct While there may be innumerable things of which
I have oo idea, [ can’t say that | am deprived of these
ideas but only that T happen to lack them—for I don’t
Lave 2= re2son to think that God ought to have given
me er ability to know than He has. And, while
-2=d God to be a supremely skilled craftsman,
go on to think that He ought to endow each of
ks with all the perfections that He can putin the

Nor can | complain about the scope or perfection
of my God-given freedom of will—for I find that my
will doesn’t seem to me to be restricted in any way.
Indeed, it seems well worth noting that nothing in
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me other than my will is so great and perfect that it
couldn’t conceivably be bigger or better. If I think
about my ability to understand, for example, I realize
that it is very small and restricted and I immediately
form the idea of something much greater —indeed, of
something supremely perfect and infinite. And, from
the fact that I can form the idca of this thing, I infer
that it is present in God’s nature. Similarly, if I con-
sider my other abilities, like the abilities to remember
and to imagine, I clearly see that they all are weak and
limited in me, but boundless in God. My will or free-
dom of choice is the only thing I find to be so great in
me that I can’t conceive of anything greater. In fact,
it’s largely for this reason that I regard mysell as an
image or likeness of God. God’s will is incomparably
greater than mine, of course, in virtue of the associated
knowledge and power that make it stronger and more
effective, and also in virtue of all its greater range of
objects. Yet, viewed in itself as a will, God’s will seems
no greater than mine. For having a will just amounts
to being able either to do or not to do (affirm or deny,
seek or avoid) —or, better, to being inclined to affirm
or deny, scek or shun what the understanding offers,
without any sense of being driven by external forces,
To be free, I don’t need to be inclined towards both
alternatives. On the contrary, the more I lean towards
one alternative— either because I understand the truth
or goodness in it, or because God has so arranged my
deepest thoughts the more freely I choose it. Neither
divine grace nor knowledge of nature ever diminishes
my freedom; they increase and strengthen it. But the
indifference that I experience when no consideration
impels me towards one alternative over another is
freedom of the lowest sort. whose presence reveals a
defect or an absence of knowledge rather than a perfec-
tion. For, if T alwavs knew what was good or true, I
wouldn’t ever deliberate about what to do or choose,
and thus, though completely free, I would never be in-
different.

From this I see that mv God-given ability to will is
not itself the cause of mv err

3 rs—for my will is great,
a perfect thing of its kind. Neither is my power of un-
derstanding the cause of my errors; whenever I under-
stand something, T understand it correctly and without
the possibility of error, since my understanding comes
from God. What then is the source of my errors? It is
just that, while my will has a broader scope than my
understanding, I don’t keep it within the same bounds,
but extend it to that which I don’t understand. Being in-
different to these things, my will is easily led away from
truth and goodness, and thus I am led into error and sin.
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For example, I've asked for the last few days whether
anything exists in the world, and I've noted that, from
the fact that I ask this, it follows that I exist. I couldn’t
fail to judge that which I so clearly understood to be
true. This wasn’t because a force outside me compelled
me to believe, but because an intense light in my under-
standing produced a strong inclination of my will. And,
to the extent that I wasn’t indifferent, I believed spon-
taneously and freely. However, while I now know that
[ exist insofar as [ am a thinking thing, Inotice in myself
an idea of what it is to be a physical object and I come to
wonder whether the thinking nature that’s in me —or,
rather, that is me — differs from this bodily nature or is
identical to it. Nothing occurs to my reason (I am sup-
posing) to convince me of one alternative rather than
the other. Accordingly, I am completely indifferent to
affirming either view, to denying either view, and even
to suspending judgment.

And indifference of this sort is not limited to things
of which the understanding is completely ignorant. It
extends to everything about which the will deliber-
ates in the absence of a sufficiently clear understand-
ing. For, however strong the force with which plau-
sible conjectures draw me towards one alternative,
the knowledge that thev are conjectures rather than
assertions backed by certain and indubitable arguments
is enough to push mv assent the other way. The past
few days have provided me with ample experience of
this —for I am now supposing cach of my former be-
liefs to be false just because I've found a way to call
them into doubt.

If I suspend judgment when [ don’t clearly and dis-
tinctly grasp what's true, I obviously do right and am
not deceived. But, if I either affirm or deny in a case
of this sort, I misuse my freedom of choice. If T affirm
what is false, I dlearly err, and, if I stumble onto the
truth, I'm still blameworthy since the light of nature
reveals that a perception of the understanding should al-
ways precede a decision of the will. In these misuses of
freedom of choice lies the deprivation that accounts for
error. And this deprivation, I maintain, lies in the work-
ing of the will insofar as it comes from me— not in my
God-given ability to will, or even in the will’s operation
insofar as it derives from Him.

I have no reason to complain that God hasn’t ziven
me a more perfect understanding or a greater
light than He has. It’s in the nature of 2 finite u
standing that there are many things it can’t un
and it’s in the nature of created understanding that &=
finite. Indeed, T ought to be grateful to Him whe oo
me absolutely nothing for what He has bestowed zastoe
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than taking myself to be deprived or robbed of what
God hasn’t given me.

And 1 have no reason to complain about God’s hav-
ing given me a will whose scope is greater than my un-
derstanding’s. The will is like a unity made of insepa-
rable parts; its nature apparently will not allow anything
to be taken away from it. And, really, the wider the
scope of my will, the more grateful | ought to be to Him
who gave it to me.

Finally, 1 ought not to complain that God concurs in
bringing about the acts of will and judgment in which
I err, Insofar as these acts derive from God, they are
completely true and good, and I am more perfect with
the ability to perform these acts than I would be with-
out it. And, the deprivation that is the real ground of
falsity and error doesn’t need God’s concurrence, since
it’s not a thing. When we regard God as its cause, we
should say that it is an absence rather than a depriva-
tion. For it clearly is no imperfection in God that He has
given me the freedom to assent or not to assent to things
of which He hasn’t given me a clear and distinct grasp.
Rather, it is undoubtedly an imperfection in me that I
misuse this freedom by passing judgment on things that
I don’t properly understand. I sce, of course, that God
could easily have brought it about that, while I remain
free and limited in knowledge, I never err: He could
have implanted in me a clear and distinct understand-
ing of everything about which I was ever going to make
a choice, or He could have indelibly impressed on my
memory that [ must never pass judgment on somcething
that I don’t clearly and distinctly understand. And I also
understand that, regarded in isolation from everything
else, I would have been more perfect if God had made
me so that I never err. But I can’t deny that, because
some things are immune to error while others are not,
e umiverse is more perfect than it would have been if

2 == parts were alike. And I have no right to complain
shws (Zod’s wanting me to hold a place in the world
e tmam he greatest and most perfect.

“eww | czmtavoid error by having a clear grasp

~ o om which I make a choice, I can avoid it

Swe i wa winch only requires remembering that

] somse sue guse gt on matters whose truth isn’t
apparent. For, diieug . =md myself too weak to fix my
attention permamemtis om this single thought, can—by
on—ensure that [ call it to

careful and frec o= =

mind whenever == = =eeied and thus that [ acquire the
habit of aveiding ermo
Since the first 2o - —e=mest perfection of man lies in

avoiding error, I've profised from today’s meditation,
in which I've investicazed the camse of exror and Glsity.

Clearly, the only possible cause of error is the one L have
described. When I limit my will’s range of judgment to
the things presented clearly and distinctly to my under-
standing, T obviously cannot err for everything that I
clearly and distinctly grasp is something and hence must
come, not from nothing, but from God  God, I say,
who is supremely perfect and who cannot possibly de-
ceive. Therefore, what 1 clearly and distinctly grasp is
unquestionably true. Today, then, 1 have learned what to
avoid in order not to err and also what to do to reach the
truth. I surely will reach the truth if T just attend to the
things that 1 understand perfectly and distinguish them
from those that I grasp more obscurely and confusedly.
And that’s what I'll take care to do from now on.

Commentary and Questions

Note the transitional character of the first para-
graph. Descartes sums up the argument so far, ex-
presses his confidence that God’s existence is more
certain than anything else (except the cogito), and
looks forward to further progress.

[s Descartes’ assertion (p. 338) that deception
is an evidence of weakness rather than power

Q34.

plausible? Explain your answer.

Before God’s existence was proved, it was un-
clear whether any of our beliefs were true. Now
there is a new puzzle: How can any of them be
false? (Do you see why this puzzle arises?) So Des-
cartes has to provide an explanation of the obvious
fact that we can and do make mistakes.

For the basic framework he depends again on the
idea of the Great Chain of Being. He finds that he
is an “intermediate” between God and nothingness,
having less reality than God, whose perfection ex-
cludes error, but more reality than sheer nonbeing.
Error, in any case, is not a positive reality; it is only
a defect, as weakness is only the absence of strength
and cold the absence of heat. So it should not be too
surprising that Descartes, and we, too. should be
susceptible to error.

Two points he makes in passing are worth
noting.

1. Why did God create me so that I could make
mistakes? I don’t know, be savs, but if I could see
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the world as God sees it, it is quite possible that I
would judge it to be for the best.*

Q235.  How does recognizing that I am only a part of a
larger whole help answer this question?

2. Among the many things we do not know are
God’s purposes. It follows that Aristotelian final
causes—the what for —are not appropriate in the
explanations given by physics. Thus Descartes but-
tresses the mechanistic character of his (and the
modern world’s) scientific work. We can come to
know how things happen, but not why.

A more detailed analysis of error can be given.
It depends on another distinction: that between
entertaining a belief, or having it in mind (which is
the function of the understanding), and assent-
ing to that belief, or accepting it (which is the func-
tion of the will}.

Q36. How does this distinction between
understanding and will explain the possibility of
error?

(Q37. In what way is the will more perfect than the
understanding?

Q38. Can God be blamed for our errors?

Q39. How can we avoid error?

Meditation V: O:‘. i}tc Essence o£ Matzrial
Objzcts and More on God's Existence

Many questions remain a"ﬂ:'ut God’s attributes and the
d. I may return to these ques-
found what to do and what

wruth, I regard nothing as

nature of my self or mind

tions later. But now, h
to avoid in order to amzin

*Here is one expression of that attitude expressed in
the effect that “this is the
s optimism that Voltaire

Leibniz and other later writers
best of all possible worlds.” It is
caricatures so savagely in Candide. These reflections of
Descartes form part of a project known as theadicy—the
justification of the ways of God to man. For another attempt

at theodicy, sce Hegel (pp. 478-481). You might also review

the Stoic notion that evil does not exist in the world, but
only in our perception of it (p. 205).
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more pressing than to work my way out of the doubts
that I raised the other day and to see whether I can find
anything certain about material objects.

But, before asking whether any such objects ex-
ist outside me, I ought to consider the ideas of these
objects as they exist in my thoughts and see which are
clear and which confused.

I have a distinct mental image of the quantity that
philosophers commonly call continuous. That is, I
have a distinct mental image of the ‘extension of this
quantity—or rather of the quantified thing—in length,
breadth, and depth. I can distinguish varicus parts of
this thing. I can ascribe various sizes, shapes, places,
and motions to these parts and various durations to the
motions.

In addition to having 2 thorough knowledge of ex-

T

tension in general [ grasp innumerable particulars
about things like shape, number, and motion, when I
pay careful attention. The wuth of these particulars is

so obvious and so consonant with my nature that, when

- T.]l]l]US I seem not so InuCh
to be learning some:
something that [ alr

time something that

s novel as to be remembering
w——or noticing for the first
long been in me without my

3]

s eve toward it.

re, I think, is that T find in my-
sclf innumerable ideas of things which, though they may
not exist outside me. can’t be said to be nothing, VVhllc
I have some control over my thoughts of these things,
I do not make the things up: they have their own real

having turned my min

What's importan

and immutable natures. Suppose, for example, that

I have a mental image of a triangle, While it may be

that no figure of sort does exist or ever has existed
outside my thoughs. the figure has a fixed nature (es-
sence or form). immutable and eternal, which hasn’t
been produced bv me and isn’t dependent on my mind.

The proof is that 1 can demonstrate various propositions
about the triang
angles and tha
gle. Even tho

such as that its angles equal two right

zreatest side subtends its greatest an-
I dldIl t think of these propositions at
all when I first imagined the triangle, I now clearly see
their truth whe
I didn’t make

It isn’t relevant that, having scen triangular physi-
cal objects, I mayv have gotten the idea of the triangle
from externa] objects through my organs of sense. For

or [ want to or not, and it fo]lows that

1Em L‘:P.

I can think of innumerable other figures whose ideas
could not conceivably have gotten through my senses,
and I can demonstrate facts about these other figures
just as I can about the triangle. Since [ know these facts
clearly, they must be true, and they therefore must be
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something rather than nothing. For it’s obvious that
evervthing true is something, and, as [ have shown,
everything that I know clearly and distinctly is true.
But, even if I hadn’t shown this, the nature of my
mind would have made it impossible for me to with-
hold my assent from these things, at least when I clearly
and distinctly gTasped them. As I recall, even when I
clung most tightly to objects of sense, 1 regarded truths
about shape and aumber —truths of arithmetic, geom-
etry, and pure mathematics —as more certain than any
others.

But, if anything whose idea I can draw from my
thought must in fact have cverything that I clearly and
distinctly grasp it to have, can’t 1 derive from this a
proof of God’s existence? Surely, find the idea of Ged,
a supremely perfect being, in me no less clearly than I
find the ideas of figures and numbers. And I understand
as clearly and distinctly that eternal existence belongs
to His nature as that the things which 1 demonstrate of
a figure or number belong to the nature of the figure
or number. Accordingly, even if what I have thought up
in the past few days hasn’t been entirely true, 1 ought to
be at least as certain of God’s existence as T used to be of
the truths of pure mathematics.

At first, this reasoning may scem unclear and falla-
cious. Since I'm accustomed to distinguishing existence
from essence in other cases, I find it casy to convince my-
self that | can separate God’s existence from His essence
and hence that 1 can think of God as nonexistent. But,
when I pay more careful attention, it’s clear that [ can no
more separate God’s existence from His essence than a
triangle’s angles equaling two right angles from the es-
sence of the triangle, or the idea of a valley from the idea
of 2 mountain. It's no less impossible to think that God
(the supremely perfect being) lacks existence (a perfec-
+iom) than to think that a mountain lacks a valley.

Well, suppose that 1 can’t think of God without ex-
sctence. just as I can’t think of a mountain without a val-

lev. Erom the fact that I can think of a mountain with

a vallev, & -<n’t follow that a mountain exists in the
world. Simil fom the fact that I can think of God
as existing, it € —<n't seem to follow that He exists. For

my thought @ sn’t impose any necessity on things. It
may be that. just 2s I can imagine a winged horse when
no such horse ewsts. I can scribe existence to God
when no God exist=.

No, there is a fallacy here. From the fact that 1 can't
think of a mountain without 2 valley it follows at
the mountain and valley exist, but only that whether
exist or not they can’t be separated from one anots
But, from the fact that can’t think of God without

er .

existence, it follows that existence is inseparable from
Him and hence that He really exists. It’s not that my
thoughts make it so or impose a necessity on things. On
the contrary, it’s the fact that God does exist that neces-
sitates my thinking of Him as I do. For I am not free
to think of God without existence _of the supremely
perfect being without supreme perfection—as ] am free
to think of a horse with or without wings.

Now someone might say this: “If I take God to have
all perfections, and if 1 take existence to be 2 perfection,
I must take God to exist, but I needn’t accept the prem-
ise that God has all perfections. Similarly, if I accept the
premise that every quadrﬂateral can be inscribed in a
circle, I'm forced to the patently false view that every
rhombus can be inscribed in a circle, but I need not
accept the premise.” But +his should not be said. For,
while it's not necessary that the idea of God occurs to
me, it is necessary that, whenever I think of the primary
and supreme entity and bring the idea of Him out of
my mind’s “reasury,” I attribute all perfections to Him,
even if | don’t enumerate them or consider them indi-
vidually. And this necessity ensures that, when I do no-
tice that existence is a perfection, T can rightly conclude
that the primary and supreme being exists. Similarly,
while it’s not necessary that I ever imagine a triangle, it
is necessary that, when I do choose to consider a recti-
linear figure having exactly three angles, 1 attribute to it
properties from which I can rightly infer that its angles
are no more than two right angles, perhaps without no-
ticing that I am doing so. But, when 1 consider which
shapes can be inscribed in the circle, there’s absolutely
no necessity for my thinking that all quadrilaterals are
among them. Indeed, I can’t even think that all quad-
rilaterals are among them, since I've resolved to accept
only what I clearly and distinctly understand. Thus my
false suppositions differ greatly from the true ideas im-
piamed in me, the first and foremost of which is my
dez of God. In many ways, I sec that this idea isnot a
figment of my thought, but the image of a real and im-
mutable nature. For one thing, God is the only thing
hat 1 can think of whose existence belongs to its es-
sence. For another thing, can’t conceive of there being
+wo or more such Gods, and, having supposed that one
God now exists, 1 sce that He has necessarily existed
from all eternity and will continue to exist into eter-
nity. And I also perceive many other things in God that
1 can’t diminish or alter.

But, whatever proof 1 offer, it alwavs comes back to
+he fact that T am only convinced of what I grasp clearly
and distinctly. Of the things that I grasp in this way,
<ome are obvious to everyone. Some are discovered
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only by those who examine things more closely and
search more carefully, but, once these things have been
discovered, they arc regarded as no less certain than the
others. That the square on the hypotenuse of a right tri-
angle equals the sum of the squares on the other sides is
not as readily apparent as that the hypotenuse subtends
the greatest angle, but, once it has been seen, it is be-
lieved just as firmly. And, when I'm not overwhelmed
by prejudices and my thoughts aren’t besieged by im-
ages of sensible things, there surely is nothing that I
know earlier or more easily than facts about God.
For what is more self-evident than there is a supreme
entity— that God, the only thing whose existence be-
longs to His essence, exists?

While T need to pay careful attention in order to
grasp this, 'm now as certain of it as of anything that
seems most certain. In addition, I now see that the
certainty of everything else so depends on it that, if
weren't certain of it, I couldn’t know anything per-
fectly.

Of course, my nature is such that, when I grasp
something clearly and distinctly, I can’t fail to believe
it. But my nature is also such that I can’t permanently
fix my attention on a single thing so as always to grasp
it clearly, and memories of previous judgments of-
ten come to me when I am no longer attending to the
grounds on which I originally made them. Accordingly,
if I were ignorant of God, arguments could be produced
that would easily overthrow my opinions, and 1 there-
fore would have unstable and changing opinions rather
than true and certain knowledge. For example, when
I consider the nature of the triangle, it seems plain to
me—steeped as [ am in the principles of geometry—
that its three angles equal two right angles: I can’t fail to
believe this as long as I pay attention to its demonstra-
tion. But, if | were ignorant of God, I might come to
doubt its truth as scon as my mind’s eye turned away
from its demonstration, even if I recalled having once
grasped it clearly. For I could convince myself that I've
been so constructed bv nature that I sometimes err
about what I believe mvself to grasp most plainly—
especially if T remember that, having taken many things
to be true and certain. I had later found grounds on
which to judge them false.

But now I grasp that God exists, and I understand
both that everything else depends on Him and that
He’s not a deceiver. From this, I infer that everything
[ clearly and distinctly grasp must be true. Even if I no
longer pay attention to the grounds on which I judged
God to exist, my recollection that I once clearly and

distinctly knew Him to exist ensures that no contrary
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ground can be produced to push me towards doubt.
About God’s existence, I have true and certain knowl-
edge. And I have such knowledge, not just about this
one thing, but about everything else that I remember
having proven, like the theorems of geometry. For what
can now be said against my believing these things? That
I am so constructed that [ always err? But [ now know
that I can’t err about what I clearly understand. That
much of what I took to be true and certain I later found
to be false? But I didn’t grasp any of these things clearly
and distinctly; ignorant of the true standard of truth,
I based my belief on grounds that I later found to be
unsound. Then what can be said? What about the objec-
tion (which I recently used against myself) that I may be
dreaming and that the things I'm now experiencing may
be as unreal as those that occur to me in sleep? No, even
this is irrelevant. For, even if I am dreaming, everything
that is evident to my understanding must be true.

Thus I plainly see that the certainty and truth of all
my knowledge derives from one thing: my thought of
the true God. Before [ knew Him, I couldn’t know any-
thing else perfectly. But now I can plainly and certainly
know innumerable things, not only about God and
other mental beings, but also about the nature of physi-
cal objects, insofar as it is the subject-matter of pure
mathematics.

Commentaz;v and Questions

This brief meditation is a transition to the more
important sixth meditation. Though Descartes
says at the beginning that he wants to investigate
whether anything can be known about material
things (so far, only God and the soul are known),
he doesn’t solve that problem here. But he does
take a significant step toward its solution. And,
along the way, he discovers a third proof that God
exists.

Again we find the typical Cartesian strategy
at work., He wants to know whether material
things exist independently of himself. How can
he proceed? He can’t just look to see because he
has put the testimony of the senses in doubt. So
he must consider more carefully the idea of mate-
rial things, which is all that is available to him. And
again he finds that some of these ideas are confused
and obscure, while others are clear and distinct.
The latter are those of extension, duration, and
movement—the qualities that can be treated geo-

metrically or mathematically. Material t]:ung: i
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there are any, are essentially extended volumes.®
Once we are clear about their essence, it makes
sense to inquire about their existence; and that is the
subject of Meditation V1.

Note that these mathematical ideas are not just
imaginary inventions. I cannot put them togethcr
any way [ like, as I can construct fantastic creatures
by combining heads, bodies, and hides at will. 1
may not yet know whether there are any triangu-
lar things outside myself, but the idea of a triangle
“can’t be said to be nothing” (p. 341). It has a nature
that is “immutable and eternal.” This nature does
not depend on me.

The point can be put in this way. Suppose you
imagine a creature with wings covered with scales,
a long furry tail, six legs, and an elephantlike nose
cavered with spikes. Then L ask you, does this crea-
ture have a liver? You will have to invent the answer.
You cannot discover it. But if you imagine a triangle
and I ask you whether the interior angles equal two
right angles, you do not have to invent an answer.
Even if you had never thought about that question
before, you could investigate and discover that the
answer is yes. With respect to these geometrical
properties, there are truths.T And these, remember,
are the very properties that determine the essence
of material things.

Since the idea of a material thing is the idea of
something extended, and since extended things can
be treated geometrically, it follows that the idea of
2 material thing is clear and distinct. Material sub-
<tances have an essence or nature that would make
2 scence of them a possibility— if only we could be
assured that they exist. And we know that such a
science is a possibility merely from an examination

*Reviow the dscussion of the bit of wax in Meditation 11
and on p. 329

1Socrates thimks that we can never be taught anything
other than what = me sense already know; what we
call “learning” is = ==z remembering. (See p. 141.)
Descartes alludes © - Anctrine here; in discovering the
properties of a triangle 1 am “noticing for the first time some-
thing that had long b
mind’s eve towards
ted to the Socratic d
as an explanation of

in me without my having turned my

creation of a soul possessin

of their ideas. So, proviclecl we can discover a proof
that some formal reality corresponds to the subjec-
tive reality of our ideas of material things, we can
have a science of material things. In this way, then,
he hopes to give a metaphysical foundation to his
mechanistic physics.

The discovery that certain ideas have a nature
or essence of their own, quite independent of our
inventions, also supplies Descartes with material
for a third proof of God’s existence.* If we simply
pay close attention to what is necessarily involved
in our idea of whar God is (his essence or nature),
we can discover, Descartes argues, that God is
(that he exists). God’s existence is included in his
essence. Notice that, unlike the first two argu-
ments, this is not a causal proof. In its bare essen-
tials, it looks like this:

1. God, by definition, i 2 being of infinite
perfection.
. Existence is a perfection (that is, no being could
be perfect that lacked it).
3. So God exists.

Q40. Is the argument valid?
Q41.

Can the premises be questioned?

This last proof of God’s existence allows Des-
cartes to lay to rest a final worry that has been tor-
menting him. You really cannot help believing, he
suggests, that your clear and distinct thoughts are
true- —while you are thinking them. But later you
may not be so sure! You may then think vou were
dreaming +what earlier seemed so certain. But now
this worry can be dealt with. And Mediration V
coses on a note of reassurance.

Fow are the dream and demon worries finally
disposed of?
(Can an atheist do science? (See the last

paragraph.)

*This proof is a version of the ontological argument first
worked out by Anselm of Canterbury in the eleventh cen-
wry. See Chapter 11.
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Meclitation VI On tLe Existence of
Material Objed‘s and the Real Distinction
of Mind from BocIy

It remains for me to examine whether material objects
exist. Insofar as they are the subject of pure mathemat-
ics, I now know at least that they can exist, because I
grasp them clearly and distinctly. For God can undoubt-
edly make whatever I can grasp in this way, and I never
judge that something is impossible for Him to make un-
less there would be a contradiction in my grasping the
thing distinctly. Also, the fact that I find myself having
mental images when I turn my attention to physical ob-
jects seems to imply that these objects really do exist.
For, when I pay careful attention to what it is to have a
mental image, it seems to me that it’s just the applica-
tion of my power of thought to a certain body which
is immediately present to it and which must therefore
exist.

To clarify this, I'll examine the difference between
having a mental image and having a pure understanding,
When T have a mental image of a triangle, for example, I
don’t just understand that it is a figure bounded by three
lines; I also “look at” the lines as though they were pres-
ent to my mind’s eye. And this is what I call having a
mental image. When [ want to think of a chiliagon, Tun-
derstand that it is a figure with a thousand sides as well
as I understand that a triangle is a figure with three, but
I can’t imagine its sides or “look” at them as though they
were present. Being accustomed to using images when
I think about physical objects, I may confusedly picture
some figure to myself, but this figure obviously is not a
chiliagon—for it in no way differs from what I present
to myself when thinking about a myriagon or any other
many sided figure, and it doesn’t help me to discern the
properties that distinguish chiliagons from other poly-
gons, If it’s a pentagon that is in question, I can under-
stand its shape, as I can that of the chiliagon, without
the aid of mental images. But I can also get a mental
image of the pentagon by directing my mind’s eye to
its five lines and to the area that they bound. And it’s
obvious to me that getting this mental image requires
a special mental effort ditferent from that needed for
understanding —a special effort which clearly reveals
the difference between having 2 mental image and hav-
ing a pure understanding.

It also seems to me that mv power of having mental
tmages, being distinct from my power of understand-
ing, is not essential to my self or, in other words, to
my mind —for, if I were to lose this ability, T would
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surely remain the same thing that I now am. And it
scems to follow that this ability depends on something
distinet from me. If we suppose that there is a body so
associated with my mind that the mind can “look into”
it at will, it’s casy to understand how my mind might
get mental images of physical objects by means of my
body. If there were such a body, the mode of thinking
that we call imagination would differ from pure under-
standing in only one way: when the mind understood
something, it would turn “inward” and view an idea
that it found in itself, but, when it had mental images,
it would turn to the body and look at something there
which resembled an idea that it had understood by itself
or had grasped by sense. As I've said, then, it’s easy to
see how T get mental images, if we supposed that my
body exists. And, since I don’t have in mind any other
equally plausible explanation of my ability to have men-
tal images, T conjecture that physical objects probably
do exist. But this conjecture is only probable. Despite
my careful and thorough investigation, the distinct idea
of bodily nature that I get from mental images does not
seem to have anything in it from which the conclusion
that physical objects exist validly follows.

Besides having a mental image of the bodily nature
that is the subject-matter of pure mathematics, I have
mental images of things which are not se distinet
things like colors, sounds, flavors, and pains. But I scem
to grasp these things better by sense, from which they
seem to come (with the aid of memory) to the under-
standing. Thus, to deal with these things more fully, I
must examine the senses and sce whether there is any-
thing in the mode of awareness that I call sensation from
which I can draw a conclusive argument for the exis-
tence of physical objects.

First, 'll remind myself of the things that I believed
really to be as I perceived them and of the grounds for
my belief. Next, I'll set out the grounds on which I later
called this belief into doubt. And, finally, I'll consider
what T ought 1o think now.

To begin with, I sensed that I'had a head, hands, feet.
and the other members that make up a human bodyv. I
viewed this bodv as part, or maybe even as all, of me.
I sensed that it was influenced by other physical objecs
whose effects could be ecither beneficial or harmie
I judged these effects to be beneficial to the extens
that I felt pleasant sensations and harmful w0 the oo
tent that I felt pain. And, in addition 1o semsamioms o
pain and pleasure, I sensed hunger. thirss. amd e
such desires—and also bodily inclinatiens st
cheerfulness, sadness, and other emotwms W
me, | sensed, not just extension. shape. Sl m——
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but also hardness, hotness, and other qualities detected
by touch. I also sensed light, color, odor, taste, and
sound — qualities by whose variation 1 distinguished
such things as the sky, carth, and sea from one another.

In view of these ideas of qualities (which presented
themselves to my thought and were all that [ really
sensed directly), I had some reason for believing that 1
sensed objects distinct from my thought physical ob-
jects from which the ideas came. For I found that these
ideas came to me independently of my desires so that,
however much I tried, I couldn’t sense an object when
it wasn't present to an organ of sense or fail to sense one
when it was present. And, since the ideas that [ grasped
by sense were much livelier, more explicit, and (in
their own way) more distinct than those I deliberately
created or found impressed in my memory, it seemed
that these ideas could not have come from me and thus
that they came from something else. Having no concep-
tion of these things other than that suggested by my sen-
sory ideas, I could only think that the things resembled
<he ideas. Indeed, since T remembered using my senses
before my reason, since I found the ideas that I created
inmyself to be less explicit than those grasped by sense,
and since I found the ideas that I created to be composed
largely of those that [ had grasped by sense, [ easily con-
vinced myself that I didn’t understand anything at all
unless I had first sensed it.

I also had some reason for supposing that a certain
physical object, which I viewed as belonging to me in
a special way, was related to me more closely than any
1 couldn’t be separated from it as I could from
hvsical objects; I felt all of my emotions and de-

-=d because of it; and I was aware of pains
2t feelings in it but in nothing else. 1 didn’t
v sadness goes with the sensation of pain or
ith sensory stimulation. T didn’t know
“omach twitchings that T call hunger warn me

2t or why dryness in my throat warns
* =0 drink. Seeing no connection between
== 2nd the desire to eat or between the
{ 2 pain-producing thing and the consequent

awareness of sadmess, [ could only say that I had been
taught the connecton 5+ natire. And nature seems also
to have taught me evervihing clse that | knew about the
objects of sensatim “or 1 convinced myself that the

sensations came to e moa certain way before having

found grounds on = nich to prove that they did.
But, since then, man

v experiences have shaken mv
faith in the senses. Towers that seemed round from
a distance sometimes looked square from close up,

and huge statues on pediments sometimes didn’t look

big when seen from the ground. In innumerable such
cases, I found the judgments of the external senses to
be wrong. And the same holds for the internal senses.
What is felt more inwardly than pain? Yet I had heard
that people with amputated arms and legs sometimes
seem to feel pain in the missing limb, and it therefore
didn’t seem perfectly certain to me that the limb in
which I feel a pain is always the one that hurts. And,
to these grounds for doubt, I've recently added two
that are very general: First, since I didn’t believe myself
to sense anything while awake that T couldn’t also take
myself to sense in a dream, and since 1 didn’t believe
that what 1 sense in sleep comes from objects outside
me, I didn’t see why I should believe what I sense while
awake comes from such objects. Second, since I didn’t
yet know my creator (or, rather, since I supposed that I
didn’t know Him), I saw nothing to rule out my having
been so designed by nature that I'm deceived even in
what seems most obviously true to me.

And I could easily refute the reasoning by which 1
convinced myself of the reality of sensible things. Since
my nature seemed to impel me toward many things that
my reason rejected, | didn’t believe that I ought to have
much faith in nature’s teachings. And, while my will
didn’t control my sense perceptions, I didn’t believe it
to follow that these perceptions came rom outside me,
since I thought that the ability to produce these ideas
might be in me without my being aware of it.

Now that I've begun to know myself and my creator
better, I still believe that I oughtn't blindly to accept
everything that I seem to get from the senses. Yet I no
longer believe that I ought to call it all into doubt.

In the first place, [ know that everything that I clearly
and distinctly understand can be made by God 1o be ex-
actly as | understand it. The fact that 1 can clearly and
distinctly understand one thing apart from another is
therefore enough to make me certain that it is distinct
from the other, since the things could be separated by
God if not by something else. (I judge the things to be
distinct regardless of the power needed o make them
exist separately.) Accordingly, from the fact that T have
gained knowledge of my existence w

ithout noticing
anvthing about my nature or essence except that I am
2 thinking thing, I can rightly conclude that my essence
consists solelv in the fact that T am a thinking thing. It’s
possible (or, as I will say later, it’s certain) that L have a
body which is very tightly bound to me. But, on the one
hand, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself insofar as
I am just a thinking and unextended thing, and, on the
other hand, I have a distinct idea of my body insofar as
it is just an extended and unthinking thing. It’s certain,
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then, that I am really distinct from my body and can ex-
ist without it.

In addition, I find in myself abilities for special modes
of awareness, like the abilities to have mental images
and to sense. I can clearly and distinctly conceive of my
whole self as something that lacks these abilities, but I
can’t conceive of the abilities’ existing without me, or
without an understanding substance in which to reside.
Since the conception of these abilities includes the con-
ception of something that understands, I see that these
abilities are distinct from me in the way that a thing’s
properties are distinct from the thing itself.

I recognize other abilities in me, like the ability to
move around and to assume various postures. These
abilities can’t be understood to exist apart from a sub-
stance in which they reside any more than the abilities
to imagine and sense, and they therefore cannot exist
without such a substance. But it’s obvious that, if these
abilities do exist, the substance in which they reside
must be a body or extended substance rather than an
understanding one-- for the clear and distinct concep-
tions of thesc abilities contain extension but not under-
standing.

There is also in me, however, a passive ability to
sense to receive and recognize ideas of sensible things.
But, I wouldn’t be able to put this ability to use if there
weren’t, either in me or in something clse, an active
power to produce or make sensory ideas. Since this
active power doesn’t presuppose understanding, and
since it often produces ideas in me without my coop-
cration and even against my will, it cannot exist in me.
Therefore, this power must exist in a substance distinct
from me. And, for reasons that I've noted, this sub-
stance must contain, either formally or eminently, all
the reality that is contained subjectively in the ideas that
the power produces. Fither this substance is a physical
object (a thing of bodily nature that contains formally
the reality that the idea contains subjectively), or it is
God or one of His creations that is higher than a physical
object (something that contains this reality eminently).
But, since God isn’t a deceiver, it’s completely obvious
that He doesn’t send these ideas to me directly or by
means of a creation that contains their reality eminently
rather than formally. For, since He has not given me

any ability to recognize that these ideas are sent by
Him or by creations other than physical objects, and
since He has given me a strong inclination to believe
that the ideas come from physical objects, I sce no way
to avoid the conclusion that He deceives me if the ideas
are sent to me by anything other than physical objects.
It follows that physical objects exist. These objects
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may not exist exactly as I comprehend them by sense;
in many ways, sensory comprchension is obscure and
confused. But these objects must at least have in them
everything that I clearly and distinctly understand
them to have
of pure mathematics.

every general property within the scope

But what about particular properties, such as the size
and shape of the sun? And what about things that [ un-
derstand less clearly than mathematical properties, like
light, sound, and pain? These are open to doubt. But,
since God isn’t a deceiver, and since I therefore have the
God-given ability to correct any falsity that may be in
my beliefs, I have high hopes of finding the truth about
even these things. There is undoubtedly some truth in
everything I have been taught by nature—for, when I
use the term “nature” in its general sense, I refer to God
Himsell or to the order that He has established in the
created world, and, when I apply the term specifically
to my nature, I refer to the collection of everything that
God has given me.

Nature teaches me nothing more explicitly, how-
ever, than that I have 2 body which is hurt when I feel
pain, which needs food or

hunger or thirst, and so «
doubt that there is =
Through sensatios

ruth to this.

e pain, hunger, and thirst, na-
ture also teaches me that [ am not present in my body in
esent in his ship. Rather, I am

the way that 2 sailor
very tightly bound t body and so “mixed up” with

. If this weren’t so, I~ who

it that we form a <z
am just a thinking
body was injured:

S|

uld perceive the injury by pure

understandin av that a sailor sees the leaks in
his ship with b And, when my body needed food

or drink, I we icitly understand that the need

pain are just comfused modifications of thought arising
from the union 2= “mixture” of mind and body.

Also, na

hes me that therc are other physical

objects around my body-some that I ought to seek and
others that I ought o avoid. From the fact that [ sense
things like colors, sound, odors, flavors, temperatures,
and hardnesses_ T correctly infer that sense perceptions

come from phwsical objects that vary as widely (though
perhaps not m the same way) as the perceptions do.
And, from the 2ot that some of these perceptions are

pleasant while ¢
tainty that m i

rs are unpleasant, I infer with cer-
+—or, rather, my whole self which
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There are many other things that I seem to have been
taught by nature but that I have really accepted out of
2 habit of thoughtless judgment. These things may well
be false. Among them are the judgments that a space is
empty if nothing in it happens to affect my senses; that
a hot physical object has something in it resembling my
idea of heat; that a white or green thing has in it the same
whiteness or greenness that I sense; that a bitter or sweet
thing has in it the same flavor that I taste; that stars, tow-
ers, and other physical objects have the same size and
shape that they present to my senses; and so on.

If 1 am to avoid accepting what is indistinct in these
cases, I must more carefully explain my use of the phrase
“taught by nature.” In particular, I should say that I am
now using the term “nature” in a narrower sense than
when 1 took it to refer to the whole complex of what
God has given me. This complex includes much hav-
ing to do with my mind alone (such as my grasp of the
fact that what is done cannot be undone and of the rest
of what I know by the light of nature) which does not
bear on what 1 am now saying. And the complex also
includes much having to do with my body alone (such as
its tendency to go downward) with which I am not deal-
ing now. I'm now using the term “nature” to refer only
to what God has given me insofar as I am a composite
of mind and body. It is this nature that teaches me to
avoid that which occasions painful sensations, to seck
that which occasions pleasant sensations, and so on. But
this nature seems not to teach me to draw conclusions
about external objects from sense perceptions without
first having examined the matter with my understand-
ing—for true knowledge of external things seems to
belong to the mind alone, not to the composite of mind
and body.

Thus. while a star has no more effect on my eye than
2 flame. this does not really produce a positive inclina-
sion o believe that the star is as small as the flame; for
my vouthful judgment about the size of the flame, I had
~ds. And, while I feel heat when I approach
when I draw nearer, I have absolutely no
ing that something in the fire resem-
-< 1 have no reason for believing that
re resembles the pain; I only have
reason for believinz

reason for
bles the heat.

something n th

hat there is something or other in
the fire that produces the feelings of heat and pain. And,
although there may be nothing in a given region of space
that affects my senses, it doesn’t follow that there aren’t
any physical objects in that space. Rather Inow see that,
on these matters and others, I used to pervert the natu-
ral order of things. For, while nature has given sense
perceptions to my mind for the sole purpose of indicat-
ing what is beneficial and what harmful to the composite

of which my mind is a part, and while the perceptions
are sufficiently clear and distinct for that purpose, 1 used
these perceptions as standards for identifying the es-
sence of physical objects —an essence which they only
reveal obscurely and confusedly.

I've already explained how it can be that, despite
God’s goodness, my judgments can be false. But a new
difficulty arises here—one having to do with the things
that nature presents to me as desirable or undesirable
and also with the errors that [ seem to have found in
my internal sensations. One of these crrors seems to be
committed, for example, when a man is fooled by some
food’s pleasant taste into eating poison hidden in that
food. But surely, in this case, what the man’s nature im-
pels him to cat is the good tasting food, not the poison
of which he knows nothing. We can draw no conclusion
except that his nature isn’t omniscient, and this conclu-
sion isn’t surprising. Since 2 manis a limited thing, he
can only have limited perfections.

Still, we often err in cases in which nature does impel
us. This happens, for example, when sick people want
food or drirk that would quickly harm them. To say that
these people err as a result of the corruption of their
nature does not solve the problem _for a sick man is
1o less a creation of God than a well one. and it seems
as absurd to suppose that God has given him a decep-
tive nature. A clock made of wheels and weights follows
the natural laws just as precisely when it is poorly made
and inaccurate as when it does evervihing that its maker
wants. Thus, if Iregard a human body 2= 2 machine made
blood, and skin
such that even without a mind it would 1o just what it
does now (except for things that require 2 mind because
they are controlled by the will), it’s easy w0 see that what
happens to a sick man is no less “patural” than what hap-
pens o a well one. For instance, if a body suffers from
dropsy, it has a dry throat of the sort that regularly
brings the sensation of thirst to the mind. the dryness
disposes the nerves and other organs = drink, and the
drinking makes the illness worse. But this s just as natu-

up of bones, nerves, muscles, veins,

ral as when a similar dryness of throat moves a person
who is perfectly healthy to take a drink +hat is benceficial.
Bearing in mind my conception of a dlock s use, I might
say that an inaccurate cdlock departs from s nature, and,
similarly, viewing the machine of the human body as de-
signed for its usual motions, | can sav that it drifts away
from its nature if it has a dry throat when drinking will
not help to maintain it. I should note, however, that the
<ense in which I am now using the term “nature” differs
from that in which I used it before. For, as I have just
ased the term “nature,” the nature of a man (or clock) is
something that depends on my thinking of the difference
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etween a sick and a well man (or of the difference be-
sween a poorly made and a well-made clock)—some-
thing regarded as extrinsic to the things. But, when I
zsed “nature” before, I referred to something which is in
things and which therefore has some reality,

It may be that we just offer an extrinsic description
f'abody suffering from dropsy when, noting that it has
2 dry throat but doesn’t need to drink, we say that its
nature is corrupted. Still, the description is not purely
extrinsic when we say that a composite or union of
mind and body has a corrupted nature. There is a real
fault in the composite’s nature, for it is thirsty when
drinking would be harmful. It therefore remains to be
asked why God’s goodness doesn’t prevent this nature’s
being deceptive.

To begin the answer, I'll note that mind differs im-
portantly from body in that body is by its nature divis-
ible while mind is indivisible, When I think about my
mind—or, in other words, about myself insofar as [ am
just a thinking thing— can’t distinguish any parts in
me; [ understand myself to be a single, unified thing.
Although my whole mind seems united to my whole
body, I know that cutting off a foot, arm, or other limb
would not take anything away from my mind. The
abilities to will, sense, understand, and so on can’t be
called parts, since it’s one and the same mind that wills,
senses, and understands. On the other hand, whenever
I think of a physical or extended thing, I can mentally
divide it, and I therefore understand that the object is
divisible. This single fact would be cnough to teach me
that my mind and body are distinct, if I hadn’t already
learned that in another way.

Next, I notice that the mind isn’t directly affected by
all parts of the body, but only by the brain——or maybe
just by the small part of the brain containing the so-
called “common sense.” Whenever this part of the brain
is in a given state, it presents the same thing to the
mind, regardless of whar is happening in the rest of the
body (as is shown by innumerable experiments that I
need not review here .

In addition, I notice that the nature of body is such
that, if a first part can be moved by a second that is far
away, the first part can be moved in exactly the same
way by something between the first and second without
the second part’s being affected. For example, if A, B,
C, and D are points on a cord, and if the first point (A)
can be moved in a certain wav bv a pull on the last point
(D), then A can be moved in the same way by a pull
on one of the middle points (B or C) without D’s be-
ing moved. Similarly, science teaches me that, when my
foot hurts, the sensation of pain is produced by nerves
distributed throughout the foot which extend like cords
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from there to the brain. When pulled in the foot, these
nerves pull the central parts of the brain to which they
are attached, moving those parts in ways designated by
nature to present the mind with the sensation of a pain
“in the foot.” But, since these nerves pass through the
shins, thighs, hips, back, and neck on their way from
foot to brain, it can happen that their being touched in
the middle, rather than at the end of the foot, produces
the same motion in the brain as when the foot is hurt
and, hence, that the mind feels the same pain “in the
foot.” And the point holds for other sensations as well.

Finally, Inotice that, since only one sensation can be
produced by a given motion of the part of the brain that
directly affects the mind, the best conceivable sensation
for it to produce is the one that is most often useful for
the maintenance of the healthy man. Experience teaches
that all the sensations putin us by nature are of this sort
and therefore that everything in our sensations testifics
to God’s power and goodness. For example, when the
nerves in the foot are moved with unusual violence,
the motion is communicated through the middle of the
spine to the center of the brain, where it signals the
mind to sense a pain “in the foot.” This urges the mind
to view the pain’s cause as harmful to the foot and to do
what it can to remove that cause, Of course, God could
have so designed man’s nature that the same motion of
the brain presented something else to the mind, like the
motion in the brain, or the motion in the foot, or a mo-
tion somewhere between the brain and foot. But no al-
ternative to the way things are would be as conducive to
the maintenance of the body. Similarly, when we need
drink, the throat becomes dry, the dryness moves the
nerves of the throat thereby moving the center of the
brain, and the brain’s movements cause the sensation
of thirst in the mind. It’s the scnsation of thirst that is
produced, because no information about our condition
is more useful to us than that we need to get something
to drink in order to remain healthy. And the same is
true in other cases.

This makes it completely obvious that, despite God’s
immense goodness, the nature of man (whom we now
view as a composite of mind and body) cannot fail to be
deceptive. For, if something produces the movement
usually associated with an injured foot in the nerve run-
ning from foot to brain or in the brain itself rather than
in the foot, a pain is felt as if “in the foot.” Here
senses are deceived by their nature. Since this motion

in the brain must always bring the same sensation to
mind, and since the motion’s cause is something hurt-
ing the foot more often than something elsewhere, it’s
in accordance with reason that the motion always pre-
sents the mind a pain in the foot rather than elsewhere.
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And, if dryness of the throat arises, not (as usual) from
drink’s being conducive to the body’s health, but (as
happens in dropsy) from some other cause, it’s much
better that we are deceived on this occasion than that
we are generally deceived when our bodies are sound.
And the same holds for other cases.

In addition to helping me to be aware of the errors
to which my nature is subject, these reflections help me
readily to correct or avoid these errors. I know that sen-
sory indications of what is good for my body are more
often true than false; I can almost always examine a given
thing with several senses; and I can also use my memory
(which connects the present to the past) and my under-
standing (which has now examined all the causes of er-
ror). Hence, I need no longer fear that what the senses
daily show me is unreal, I should reject the exagger-
ated doubts of the past few days as ridiculous. This is
especially true of the chief ground for these doubts—
namely, my inability to distinguish dreaming from being
awake. For [ now notice that dreaming and being awake
are importantly different: the events in dreams are not
linked by memory to the rest of my life like those that
happen while I am awake. If, while I'm awake, someone
were suddenly to appear and then immediately to disap-
pear without my seeing where he came from or went to
(as happens in dreams), [ would justifiably judge that he
was not a real man but a ghost- —or, better an apparition
created in my brain. But, if T distinctly observe some-
thing’s source, its place, and the time at which I learn
about it, and if T grasp an unbroken connection between
it and the rest of my life, I'm quite sure that it is some-
thing in my waking life rather than in a dream. And I
ought not to have the slightest doubt about the reality of
such things if T have examined them with all my senses,
my mermory, and my understanding without finding any
conflicting evidence. For, from the fact that God is not
a deceiver, it follows that [ am not deceived in anv case
of this sort. Since the need to act does not always allow
time for such a careful examination, however, we must
2dmit the likelihood of men’s erring about particular
things and acknowledge the weakness of our nature.

Commentary and Questions

We now know what the essence of material things
is: To be such a thing is to be extended in space in
three dimensions, to have shape and size, to en-
dure, and to be movable and changeable in these
Jdimensions. This is what a material thing would
be—if there were any. At last we face the haunting
question: Are there any?

The first thing to note is that they can exist.

Q44. What is Descartes’ reason for thinking this?

If, moreover, we examine our imdges of mate-
rial things, it seems that the imagination produces
these images by turning “to the body” and looking
“at something there” (p. 345). Itis as though a rep-
resentation of a triangle were physically stored in
the body (or brain); and imagination is looking, not
at a real triangular thing, but at that stored repre-
<entation. Because we can undoubtedly form men- '
tal images, it certainly seems as though some mate-
rial things exist - namely, our bodies.

But to make this clearer, Descartes draws a
sharp distinction between imagining something
and conceiving it.

Q45. How does the example comparing the
triangle with the chiliagon help to clarify
this distinction? (See p. 345.)

We still have no proof, of course, that there are
any bodies. But again, progress has been made; for
we now have an account of how one of the faculties
of the mind works —on the assumption that there
really are bodies. If we can find a proof of this as-
sumption, it will “ft” with what we know about
our mental capacities.

Descartes now turns from imagining to sensing.
On pages 345-346, he reviews again his reasons
for confidence in the senses and then his reasons
for doubt.* At the end of this review he concludes

#, the course of this review he paraphrases one of the
basic principles of Thomas Aquinas, who derives it from
Agistotle: There is no idea in the intellect, which was not
previously in the senses. This is, for instance, the founda-
tion for Aquinas’ rejection of the ontological argument (see
p- 270). Descartes allows that this principle i superficially
plausible, but in the light of his skeptical doubts he consid-
crs it naive. Not only do we know that we have ideas before
we know we have senses, we know that some of these ideas
must be innate —that is, they could not plausibly be de-
rived from sensible experience. Such are the ideas of thing,
thought, truth, and God.
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again that what he is taught “by nature” does not
deserve much credence.

However, the situation is now very different
from that of the first Meditation. For now he knows
that God exists and is not a deceiver. And in short
order Descartes offers proofs that the soul is dis-
tinct from the body and that material things exist.
Both of these depend on clear ideas of the essence
of material things, which he arrived at in the fifth
Meditation.

Here, in outline, is his proof for the distinct-
ness of soul from body.

1. God can create anything that I can clearly and
distinctly conceive—there being no impossibil-
ity in it.

2. If God can create one thing independently of an-
other, the first thing is distinct from the second.

3. Thave a clear and distinct idea of my essence as
a thinking thing.

4. So God can create a thinking thing (a soul) inde-
pendently of a body.

5. Ialso have a clear and distinct idea of my body
as an extended thing—its essence.

6. So God can create a body independently of a
soul.

7. Somy soul is a reality distinct from my body.

8. So I, as a thinking thing (soul), can exist with-
out my body.

Q46. How sound is this argument? What are the weak
points, if any?

Q47. Is there a tension between the conclusion of this
argument and Descartes’ assertion (p. 347) that I
am not in my body the way a sailor is in his ship#*

Descartes’ proof for the reality of material things
goes roughly like this:

1. I have a “strong inclination” to believe in the
reality of the material (extended) things that I
seem to sense. (To put it another way, their in-
dependent reality seems to be one of the things
I am “taught by nature.”)

*Compare the use that Aquinas makes of this same im-
age, p. 279,
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2. God must have created me with this inclination.

3. If material things do not exist independently,
then God is a deceiver.

4. But God is not a deceiver.

5. So material things exist with those properties I
conceive to be essential to them.

Q48.  Evaluate the soundness of this argument.

At this point, Descartes has, he thinks,
achieved his main objectives. Skepticism and so-
lipsism have been defeated. The basic structure of
reality has been delineated: God, souls, and mate-
rial things. Reality, then, is composed of infinite
substance and two kinds of finite substances —
thinking and extended. The bridge has been built.
Knowledge has been shown to be possible. Phys-
ics has been supplied with a foundation in meta-
physics. And all this with a certainty that rivals
that of geometry!

The rest of Meditation VI attends to a few details
that are still left.

Q49. Compare what Descartes says on p. 348
with Galileo’s view of “secondary qualities”
(pp. 310-311).

Q50.  If the senses present external things in such an
inadequate way, what use are they?

Q51. How are we to account for certain errors the
senses seem to lead us to—such as the pain in
an amputated limb or the desire of a person
with dropsy (edema) to drink?

QQ52.  What is the final disposition of the problem
arising from dreams?

WLat Has Descartes Done?

It is possible to argue whether Descartes is the last
of the medievals or the first of the moderns. Like
most such arguments about transitional figures,
there is truth on both sides. But that both philoso-
phy and our general view of the world have been
different ever since is indisputable. Descartes de-
velops a philosophy that reflects the newly devel-
oping sciences and, in turn, gives them a legitimacy
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they otherwise lack. A measure of his lasting
influence is the fact that a signiﬁcant part of philos-
ophy since World War L has been devoted to show-
ing that he was crucially wrong about some basic
things (which would not be worth doing unless his
influence was still powerfuiiy felt).* Descartes is
our ancestor.

Let us sum up several key features of his thought
and then indicate where certain probiems crop up-

A NEw IDEAL FOR KNOWLEDGE

One commentator says of the Cartesian revolution
that it “stands for the substitution of free quiry
for submission to authority, for the rejection of
Faith without reason for faith in reason, and the
replacement of Faith by DE:rnons’tration.”6 Though
Descartes is far from trying to reject religious be-
lief (indeed, be thinks he can rationally justify its
+wo most important parts, God and the soul), in
the last analysis everyt ing comes down to what
+he rational mind finds clear and distinct enough
+o be indubitable. Nothing else will be accepted,

regardless of its antiquity or traditional claims to

authority. We each contain within ourselves the
riterion for truth and knowledge. This radical in-

Jividualism is quaiiﬁed only by the conviction that

—amionality is the same for every individual (just as

atics is the same for all). No longer can we

s the responsibility for deciding what to believe
< meone else, whether priest, pope or king. It

More ~er, the ideal for such belief is the clarity
and certamty of mathematics. Probability or plau-

v S not enough. Being vaguely right is not
ach_ The habits of thought developed in us by

= )ugh B anaivsis we can l‘CSOi‘-’ €
g By )

r simple elements; by intuition
we can sec e <uth; and by demonstration we

can moOve 10 MECESSary COnsequences. Knowledge
has the structss ¢ 2n axiomatic system. All this
is possibie. Anvihing less is unacccptabie.. To be
faithful to this ideal 3 10 free onesell from error
and to attain truth.

*Among the (Titics &7¢ C. S. Peirce, Martin Heidegger,

Ludwig Wittgenstein. Willard Quine, Richard Rorty, and
Daniel Dennett. See the chapters on their phjiosophies.

In all this Descartes deserves his reputation as
Prince of the Rationalists.® The ultimate court of
appeal is reason —the light of nature. We ought
to rely on intellect rather than sense, on intuition
and deduction rather than imagination; “for true
knowledge of external things seems to belong to
the mind alone, not the composite of mind and

body” (p. 348).

A Ngw VISION OF REALITY

Descartes’ metaphysics makes explicit and com-
plete the worldview that was emerging already in
the work of Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo. Qur
world is a giant mechanism, not unlike a cock (see
Descartes’ analogy on p. 348). It was, to be sure,
created by God. But now it runs on the principles
of mechanics, and our science is mechanistic in prin-
ciple. If we abstract from the fact of creation, the
entire material universe, including the human body,
is just a complex machine. The world has become
a secular world. What happens can be expiajned
and predic‘ted without reference to any purposes
or intentions of the creator. We are, we might say,
worlds away from the intrinsically purposive, inher-
ently value-laden, God-directed w orld of the medi-

evals. Dante now begins to - yok

ike a fairy tale or,
at best, a moral allegory with no literal truth value
at all. Tt is, perhaps, no great ==

+ations ends up on the index of forbidden books.

There are, to be sure, human minds or souls,
and they are not caught up in he mechanism of the
material world. They are, in fact, radically free.
Even God does not have more freedom than a soul
(see Meditation IV). But as we’ll see, this disparity
between soul and body is not so 1 ~uch the solution
toa problem asitisa probiem in itself.

PROBLEMS

Great as Descartes’ achicvement is, he bequeaths
+o his successors 2 legacy of unsolved problems.

*Though (almost) all phiiosophers ry to reach their
conclusions rationally, a rationalist is one who emphasizes
the exclusive role of reason in the formation of knowledge.
For one of Descartes’ most distinguished predecessors in
this tradition, see the discussion of the pre—Socra‘iic thinker,
Parmenides, in Chapter 2
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There are those who refuse to accept his radical
beginning point and remain true to a more tradi-
tional approach, usually Aristotelian. But his meth-
odological doubt has been powerfully persuasive to
many, and the continued progress of physics seems
to be evidence that his basic view of the world is
correct. For the next hundred and fifty vears, Car-
tesianism, together with its variants, will be the
dominating philosophy on the European continent.
As we'll see, different assumptions are at work in
Britain, but even here the Cartesian spirit of inde-
pendence is pervasive. Still, there are nagging wor-
ries. Let us note three of them.

The Place qf Humans in the World qf Nature

Descartes is intent on Icgitimizing the new sci-
ence. And this he does. But what place is there for
us in the universe of the new physics? Is it plau-
sible to think that we, too, are just cogs in this
universal machine? We assume that we have pur-
poses and act to realize certain values. But where
is there room for purposes and values in this
mechanistic world? Is our assumption just an il-
lusion? We assume that we can make a difference
in the outcome of physical processes. But if the
world is a closed mechanism, how can this be? We
experience ourselves as conscious beings, aware
of ourselves and the world around us. But can a
machine be conscious? These are very contempo-
rary questions, the sort cognitive science aims to
sort out and solve.

All these questions force themselves on us
once we take Descartes” vision of the universe
seriously. Descartes is not unaware of them. His

ing with them consists in

basic strategy for de

the radical split that he makes between mind and
body. Bodies, he holds. are parts of the mechani-
cal universe; minds are not. Physics can deal with

the body, but not with the mind. We know that

we are not merely automata because (1) we can

use language, and (2) we are fexible and adaptable
in a way no machine could be; reason, Descartes

says, “is a universal instrument which can be used
in all kinds of situations.” It is quite possible, he
says, that we could construct a machine that utters
words— even one that utters words corresponding
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to movements of its body. But it is not possible,
he thinks, for a machine to “give an appropriately
meaningful answer to whatever is said in its pres-
ence, as the dullest of men can do” (DM 6.56-57,
p. 120).*

But merely dividing mind from body does not
completely solve the problem. The question arises,
How are they related?

The Mind and the Body

Descartes concludes that the mind is one thing and
the body another; each is so independent of the
other that either could exist without the other.
They are, moreover, of a radically different charac-
ter. The essence of a mind is thinking; minds are in
no sense extended objects. The essence of a mate-
rial thing is extension; but extended things such as
bodies cannot think, Still, he says, mind and body
are so intimately related as to form “a single unified
thing” (p. 347).

But how can I be two things and yet one single
thing? No explanation is given. Clearly he must in-
sist that what happens to the body affects the mind,
as when I get hungry, or am hurt, or open my eyes
to a blue wall in daylight. And what the mind de-
cides, the body mav do, as when I choose to walk
or eat anice cream cone. There seems to be a two-
way causal relation between mind and body. This
view is called interactionism.

2

“What is mattes?—Never mind.
What is mind?— No matter.”

PLZHCA

Yet it is completely puzzling how this can be.
How can someﬂ—',ing that is not extended reach into
the closed system of the mechanical world and
work a change there, where all changes are gov-
erned by mechanical principles? And how can an al-
teration in the shape or position of certain material
particles cause us to feel sad or think of Cleveland?

*This, of course, is precisely the aim of research on
artificial intelligence. Will it be successful? Descartes bets not,
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No explanation is forthcoming. It seems entirely
mysterious. To save the integrity of his physics,
Descartes pushes the mental out of the physical
world entirely. But then it is inexplicable how
physics itself can be done at all, since it seems to
depend on interactions between nonphysical minds
and physical bodies. Here is the problem that Scho-
penhauer would later call “the world knot.” It is
safe to say that a philosophy that does not solve the
mind-body problem cannot be considered entirely
acceptable.

God and the Problem of Skepticism
As we have seen, Descartes takes the skeptical

problem very gcriously. 11 pushes skeptical ar-

ents about as far as they can be pushed, and
he thinks that in the cogito he has found the key to
overcoming skepticism. But even if we grant that
each of us knows, by virtue of the cogito, that we
exist, knowledge of the world depends on the fact
that God is not a deceiver. And that depends on the

roofs for the existence of God.

‘What if those proofs are faulty? Then lam back
again in solipsism, without a guarantee that any-
thing exists beyond myself. Are the proofs—or at
least one of them-—satisfactory? Descartes is quite
clear that everything depends on that question;
“the certainty and truth of all my knowledge de-
sives from one thing: my thought of the true God”
(p- 343)- He is sure that the proofs are as secure
2s the theorems of geometry. But is he right about

In earlier philosophies there are many problems—
the one and the many, the nature of reality, ex-
plaining change. +he soul, the existence of God—

of knowledge is just one among
the rest. Descartes radical skepticism changes
that. After Descartes and until very recent tmes
most phﬂosophers have thought that epistemo:o gi-

o

cal problems are absolutely foundational. Among
these problems of knowledge, the problem 20

knowing the external world is the sharpest and

most dangerous. Can we know anything at all be-
yond the contents of our minds? Unless this skepti-
cal question can be satisfactorily answered, nothing
clse can be done. Epistemology is, for better or
worse, the heart of philosophy for the next several
hundred years.

These are problems that Descartes’ succes-
sors wrestle with, as we’ll see. Next, however,
we want to look at a figure who is often neglected
in the history of modern philosophy: Thomas
Hobbes. Hobbes is more interesting to us than to
previous generations, perhaps, because he pre-
sents an alternative response to the new science.
Some recent thought about the mind-——that associ-
ated with artificial intelligence—-can be regarded

v« a sérugsle to replace the paradigm of Descartes

o0

with that of Hobbes.

FOR FURTHER THOUGHT

Descartes argues that there is no way you could tell
that your ideas about the external world were correct
umless there were a nondeceptive God to guarantee
their basic rightness. Can you think of any way you
might be zble to know there is a world corresponding
to your ideas? Try to construct a view that provides
+this reassurance without depending on God.
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