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In the last threeMeditations, Descartes defends many interesting claims with novel arguments; we
will not be able to discuss all of them. In particular, we won’t discuss Descartes’s FifthMeditation
argument for God’s existence. We will focus on the following four topics:

this handout:

1. The problem of error: if God is not a deceiver, why do I sometimes form mistaken beliefs?

2. The existence of the material world: do bodies exist, and how can I know?

3. The nature of the material world: what are bodies like?

the next handout:

4. Mind and body: are mind and body distinct, and if so what is their relationship?

the problem of error

At the beginning of the Fourth Meditation, Descartes makes the following observation:

For if everything that is in me I got from God, and he gave me no faculty for making
mistakes, it seems I am incapable of ever erring. […] I nevertheless experience that I
am subject to countless errors (36).

Since God is not a deceiver, he cannot have given Descartes a mental faculty that inevitably
leads him to make mistakes; this is why his clear and distinct perceptions must be true. And
yet Descartes makes mistakes! How is this possible, if everything in him is from God?

Short answer: Descartes holds that all of his errors result from his freely misusing his will. God
hasn’t made Descartes in such a way that he inevitably makes mistakes. His errors are all at-
tributable to his own acts of will, and not to God. So the fact that he sometimes errs does not
imply that God is a deceiver.1

1Note that the problem of error is similar to a more well-known problem: the problem of evil. Simply put, the
problem of evil is the problem of explaining how, if God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and morally perfect, there can
nonetheless be evil in the world. Wouldn’t such a being prevent all evil from occurring? Descartes’s response to the
problem of error is analogous to a common response to the problem of evil, known as the free will response. According
to this response, evil is caused by the free choices of people. If God were to prevent evil from occurring, he would
thereby limit human freedom, which (according to the free will response) would be even worse than allowing freely
chosen evils to occur.)
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The somewhat longer answer: Descartes thinks that when he makes judgments, two faculties
are operating in him. The first is his intellect, by which he “perceives ideas”. The other is his will,
by which judges that ideas are true or false. His intellect is limited: he lacks many ideas, and of
ideas he does have, many are neither clear nor distinct. By contrast, he thinks, it doesn’t make
sense to say that his will is limited. His will is nothing more than his ability “to affirm or deny, to
pursue or to shun” (38). As such, though God’s will is “incomparably greater […] both by virtue of
the knowledge and power that are joined to it […], when viewed in itself formally and precisely,
God’s faculty of willing does not appear to be any greater” (38). So Descartes’s will (unlike God’s)
is capable of extending beyond his intellect; the former is unlimited, while the latter is limited.

Sometimes Descartes does “not contain the will within the same boundaries [as the intellect];
rather, I also extend it to things I do not understand. […] [I]n this way I am deceived and I sin”
(39). When his intellect presents him with an idea that is unclear or indistinct, and his will judges
that it is true, he is “not using [his] freedom properly” (40). And this is when errors arise: when
he freely makes judgments about things that he does not clearly and distinctly perceive. When
he clearly and distinctly perceives something, by contrast, his will is compelled to assent. And
since God is no deceiver, God would not compel Descartes’s will to assent to anything false. The
judgments involved in his clear and distinct perceptions, then, are always proper.

Descartes says that it is never permissible to believe something that he doesn’t clearly and
distinctly perceive:

[I]f I hold off from making a judgment when I do not perceive what is true with
sufficient clarity and distinctness, it is clear that I am acting properly and am not
committing an error. But if instead I were to make an assertion or a denial, then I
am not using my freedom properly. Were I to select the alternative that is false, then
obviously I will be in error. But were I to embrace the other alternative, it will be by
sheer luck that I happen upon the truth; but I will still not be without fault (40).

Whenever he makes a judgment without a clear and distinct perception, that judgment is faulty
even if it is true. So he should believe only what he clearly and distinctly perceives; with everything
else, he should hold off on making a judgment. (As we’ll see, this admonition is in some tension
with a principle he lays down in the Sixth Meditation – a principle he uses to prove the existence
of the material world.) In order to avoid error, then, Descartes thinks we should never judge
something to be true except what compels our assent; i.e., what we clearly and distinctly perceive.

Twice in the Fourth Meditation, Descartes alludes to the idea that we can’t really know why
God allows us to make mistakes. Near the beginning, he says, “there is no reason to marvel at the
fact that God should bring about certain things the reasons for which I do not understand” (37).
More strikingly, towards the end, he notes that God could have made him in such a way that he
never made a mistake. First, God could have made him so that everything about which he ever
deliberated was something he clearly and distinctly perceived. Second, God could have made
him so that he always remembered never to affirm anything that he did not clearly and distinctly
perceive. But God didn’t do this. God is not a deceiver, because he never compels Descartes to
make any particular error, butGod has not ensured thatDescartes nevermakes any erros. But why?
Why did God not make him “more perfect than I am now”? Descartes somewhat despairingly
remarks that he cannot “deny that it may somehow be a greater perfection in the universe as a
whole that some of its parts are not immune to error” (41). How? Descartes doesn’t know. Sad!
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the existence of the material world

Recall the Rule of Truth:

The Rule of Truth. If I clearly and distinctly perceive that p is true, then p is true.

In the Sixth Meditation, Descartes defends what we’ll call the Rule of Some Truth:

And surely there is no doubt that all that I am taught by nature has some truth to it;
for by “nature,” taken generally, I understand nothing other than God himself or the
ordered network of created things which was instituted by God (53).

What does Descartes mean when he says that he is “taught by nature” that something is the case?
Earlier, in the Third Meditation, he said that this just means that he is “driven by a spontaneous
impulse to believe” it (26).2 So whatever he is driven by a spontaneous impulse to believe is some-
thing that has “some truth to it”. What does this mean?

The answer comes a bit earlier in the Sixth Meditation. Descartes is considering whether
bodies (“corporeal things”) exist. He first notes that he finds himself with “the ideas of sensible
things” – ideas, that is, that seem to come to him via sensation. Moreover, God has “given me
a great inclination to believe that these ideas issue from corporeal things” (52) – i.e., to believe
that his ideas of sensible ideas are caused by bodies. Do his sensible ideas come from bodies?
Well, they could come from God, or from “some other creature more noble than a body.” But,
he concludes, if either of these things were the case, God would be a deceiver, for he has given
Descartes “no faculty whatsoever for making this determination” (52). If his great inclination to
believe that there are bodies were incorrect, Descartes would have no way of finding out whether
this was so. Thus God would have given him a great inclination to believe something with no way
of finding out that he is wrong; hence, God would be a deceiver.

This suggests the following principle:

The Rule of Some Truth. If I have a great inclination to believe that p is true, and no
faculty for determining that p is false, then p is true.

Right after the passage I discussed above, he writes, “And consequently corporeal things exist”
(52). Made explicit, his argument is:

(1) I have a great inclination to believe that bodies exist.

(2) I have no faculty for determining that bodies do not exist.

(3) If I have a great inclination to believe that p is true and no faculty for determining that p is
false, then p is true. (Rule of Some Truth)

∴(4) So, bodies exist.
2It’s important to note that Descartes’s phrase “taught by nature” is not equivalent to “shown by the light of nature”.

Seeing by the light of nature is the same as clearly and distinctly perceiving; Descartes says that “whatever is shown
me by this light of nature, for example, that from the fact I doubt, it follows that I am, and the like, cannot in any
way be doubtful (26).” There is ample reason for Descartes to doubt many of those things he has a strong spontaneous
impulse to believe (e.g., that he has a body, etc.).
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I too have a great inclination to believe that bodies exist. (Don’t you?) So we can agree with
premise (1). What about premise (2)? Descartes says nothing to explain why we should accept
it. It is a very sweeping negative claim. Without a defense of (2), Descartes’s argument for the
existence of the material world is incomplete.

the nature of the material world

Descartes warns us that “perhaps not all bodies exist exactly as I grasp them by sense, since this
sensory grasp is in many cases very obscure and confused” (52). But, he goes on:

[A]t least they do contain everything I clearly and distinctly understand—that is, ev-
erything, considered in a general sense, that is encompassed in the object of pure
mathematics (52).

This recalls the secret purpose of the Meditations. Descartes clearly and distinctly understands
those properties of bodies that can be depicted in purely mathematical term (i.e., extension and
motion). He does not clearly understand “light, sound, pain, and the like” (53). A bit later he
has another list of suspect properties: “colors, sounds, odors, tastes, levels of heat, and grades of
roughness, and the like” (53). Descartes is laying the groundwork for his mechanistic physics: he
does not clearly and distinctly understand any properties that cannot be described purely in terms
of extension, and hence (he thinks) in terms of pure mathematics. Concerning those properties
that cannot be given a purely mathematical treatment, he says:

I rightly conclude that in the bodies from which these different perceptions of the
senses proceed there are differences corresponding to the different perceptions—
though perhaps the latter do not resemble the former (53).

This claim anticipates the distinction that John Locke (whom we’ll read later this semester) will
draw between “primary” and “secondary” qualities. Primary qualities are those aspects of material
things that we can understand independently of our sensory experience of those things. Secondary
qualities, by contrast, we can understand only in terms of sensory experience. Primary qualities
include shape, location, and motion. Secondary qualities include color, scent, taste, and sound.
(This is not exactly how Locke draws the distinction, but we’ll see more on that later!)

For Descartes, bodies have primary qualities, but they do not have secondary qualities (“pri-
mary” and “secondary” are not terms that Descartes uses, but they are useful for capturing a
distinction he did believe in). He is what we would today call an “eliminativist” about secondary
qualities; he holds that they do not really exist (i.e., nothing is colored, there are no sounds, smells,
or tastes). While primary qualities can be clearly and distinctly understood, secondary qualities
can only be identified through the imagination.3 Since secondary qualities cannot be understood
purely in terms of mathematics, there is no place for them in the physical world.

3His discussion of the triangle and the chiliagon at the beginning of the SixthMeditation is helpful for understanding
this idea. Descartes says that he understands what a triangle is: it’s a figure bounded by three lines. But he can also
imagine a triangle: he can “envisage with the minds eye those lines as if they were present; and this is what I call
‘imagining’” (48). By contrast, while he can understand what a chiliagon is (it’s a figure with a thousand sides), he can’t
imagine a chiliagon – what he imagines when he tries to imagine a chiliagon is “no different from the figure I would
represent to myself were I thinking of a myriagon [a figure with 10,000 sides] or any other figure with a large number
of sides” (48). Thus there are things he can understand without being able to imagine. Secondary qualities are qualities
he can imagine, but cannot understand.
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