Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes(
On Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy

Meditation III
A. Solipsism

· Descartes is in a solipsistic state at the time:

· I know that I exist, and that I’m a thinking thing, but nothing else.
· Solipsism is the view that I am the only existing thing in the universe.

· Everything that appears to me is produced by my mind – figments of my imagination.

· This does not help very much if you want a foundation for something – we need the something else.

· What Descartes will attempt to do now is rebuild the universe from the ground up.

· The first big step will be to allow for other things – and that can only be done if we remove the source of uncertainty – the deceiver.
B. Rule of Thought

· Descartes will stop up his ears and close his eyes and look into himself for a clue.

· He knows he exists, and he’s certain of that, but how?

· Whence comes the certainty?

· There’s a general rule to account for this:

· Whatever I perceive clearly and distinctly is true.

· Those things that I doubt I can doubt because I do not perceive them (intuit them) clearly and distinctly.

· On the other hand, that I believe them, that there is an appearance is clear and distinct.

· What I was mistaken about was their correspondence to reality (assuming the deceiver).

C. Troubles Concerning Rule

· There are certain things that I do seem to intuit clearly and distinctly, but I can’t be sure of them.

· I intuit that 2+2=4 clearly and distinctly, but I could still be mistaken because of the deceiver.

· This is troublesome.

· To remove the trouble, I must inquire into the nature of this divine entity that may or may not be deceiving me.

· In doing this, I must follow a method:

· I shall classify my thought and consider where truth and falsity lie.

D. Classifications: Thoughts

· There are 3 kinds of thoughts:

1. Ideas – images of things present to senses.

2. Volitions/emotions – what we desire, fear, etc.

3. Judgments – what we take to be true or false (notions of relation of #1 to reality).

· I can’t be mistaken about #2.

· I can’t be mistaken about having #1, but I can be mistaken about their correspondence to reality.

· That is, I can be mistaken about #3 – my judgments.

· My next question concerns why I am mistaken about the correspondence of ideas to reality.

· To answer, I must think more carefully about #1—Ideas.
E. Classification: Ideas

· There are 3 kinds of ideas:

1. Innate – ideas imprinted on our minds from the very beginning – not subject to will.

2. Adventitious – coming from outside of us – not subject to our will.

3. Invented (factitious) – the products of our imagination – we are in control.

· Only #3 is subject to my will – so where do the others come from?

· Can I assume they come from outside, just because I’ve always believed this?

· No, and even if I do, they need not be as I think they are.

· Two ideas of the sun

· Ordinary – from the senses.

· Scientific – from math.

F. The Causes of Ideas

· To answer what causes our ideas, we must make a distinction:

1. Objective reality (reality of ideas) – content of an idea.

2. Formal reality (reality of things) – the actual (independent) reality of the thing of which we have an idea.

· #1 concerns the causality (reality of) between ideas.

· #2 concerns the causality (reality of) between things, or things and ideas.

· As to causality, we must make another distinction:

· Formal cause -  has as much reality as effect

· Eminent cause – has more reality than the effect.

· The objective reality of an idea cannot be greater than the formal reality of its cause.

· That is, ideas, like anything else, must have either a formal or eminent cause.

G. The Principle of Sufficient Reason

· The Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR) states that everything has a reason for why it is so.

· For Descartes, it means that everything, including ideas, has a formal or eminent cause.

· This is equivalent to saying that nothing comes from nothing.
· If something is present, then we know that it came from somewhere and something brought it about.
· That something which brought it about must be able to bring it about.
· That is, it must have enough reality to do the task.
· Something of lesser reality cannot produce something of greater reality, since that would be like getting something from nothing.
H.  The Hope

· Remember, Descartes is in a state of solipsism and he wants to escape.

· He knows he exists, and he knows that he has certain ideas that appear to him independent of his will.

· Now, if he can show that one or more of his ideas have a source outside him, he will know that he’s not alone.

· His hope is that given the PSR—the fact that ideas just can’t come from anywhere—he can find an idea that could not just be a product of himself.

· To pursue the hope, he considers the variety of ideas before him.

I. The Variety of Ideas

· Descartes says, I have ideas of men, of rocks, of things, of angels, and of God.

· He realizes that ideas of ordinary (corporeal) things could be a product of his own mind.

· Accidental (secondary) qualities:

· As for things like smells, tastes, hot, cold, these are not clear and distinct.

· In fact, they are mistaken: colors, smells are properties of me, not the thing.

· They either proceed from nothing or from me.

· Essential (primary) qualities:

· As for things like quantity, motion, extension, substance, they do seem to appear clearly and distinctly.

· But all these qualities are merely modes of the substances to which they belong.

· And the idea of substance could come from an analogy to my own substance.
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· And so, I could have made up all the qualities belonging to ordinary (corporeal) things.

J. The Idea of God

· The bottom line for the ideas of corporeal things is that since I (Descartes) have at least as much reality as any body, I can account for its origin through myself.

· But what about my idea of God?

· Could my idea of God come from me alone?

· What is this idea?

· My idea of God is of a Being that is: all powerful, infinite, wholly independent, all intelligent, the creator of all

· Could I have created these qualities myself?

· No—I don’t have enough reality to cause these.

· The idea of an infinite substance cannot come from a finite substance—it must come from something infinite—God 
· And since this idea is the clearest and the most distinct, I know it’s not a mere falsity.

K. Condensation of Proof: Ten Steps to God

1. I have ideas of things present to my mind.

2. Nothing comes from nothing. (PSR)

3. All ideas and things are caused by something of equal or greater reality. (PSR)

4. What is more perfect cannot follow from what is less perfect, since things with more perfection have more reality. (PSR)

5. An idea of a being less perfect than myself could be the result of my own mind, since I have enough reality in me to produce that idea.

6. But the idea of a being more perfect than me could not be the product of my mind, since I don’t have enough reality in me to produce such an idea.

7. To say that it does come from me is to say that something can from nothing.

8. My idea of God must have a cause, and since it has more perfection than me, its cause has more reality than I can produce.

9. So my idea of God must come from a more perfect being—namely God

10. So, God must necessarily exist.

L. The Creator

· God not only exists, but He is my creator.

· Why?  

· Where did I come from?

· Mom and Dad—where did they come from?

· Ultimately, God—the first cause.

· Where did I get this idea?

· Not invented.

· Not adventitious.

· Must be innate.
· God is a good deity – not a deceiver.

· If he deceived, he would be less perfect, since deception is a flow.

· Given all this, Descartes has cleared the ground for inquiry.

Summary of Meditation III

A. Descartes’ Task 

· After Med II, Descartes knows that he exists as a thinking thing but nothing else.

· This is a state of solipsism:

· I can only know that I exist.

· His ultimate goal is to escape solipsism and reestablish the world around him.

· When he’s finished, the world will be more secure and certain than ever.

· To be able to do all this, he must find a way to remove doubt about the external world.

· The impediment to this at present is the evil genius—the deceiver.

· So, his task is to get rid of the deceiver.

B. The Contents of Thought

· To get to the outside, Descartes looks at the inside.

· He analyzes the “I” – the self that he knows exists.

· In the depths of his thoughts, he finds these classes of things:
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· He notes that some of his ideas come regardless of his wishes, and asks himself if they might come from the outside.

· He can’t assume that they do, but he knows where to focus his inquiry.

C. Casual Considerations

· His inquiry will concern the origin of his ideas – whether they arise wholly in him, or from another.

· The question of origins always concerns the idea of cause and effect.

· Cause and effect concern the capacity for a given thing to bring about something else, and that concerns degrees of reality.

· Both things and ideas have different degrees of reality.

· Objective reality concerns the reality of ideas.

· Formal reality concerns reality of things.

· The source of any idea must have at least as much reality as the idea itself.

· It must be caused formally, by an idea or thing with as much reality OR it must be caused eminently, by an idea or thing with more reality.

D. God’s Existence

1. I have an idea of God.

2. That idea, like any other, must come from somewhere.

3. All ideas must be caused formally or eminently: the cause must have at least as much reality (perfection) as the effect.

4. My idea of God cannot be caused by me because I am not as perfect as it is.

5. My idea of God, then must come from God.

6. So, God must exist.

· Descartes has proven that God exists from the mere fact that he has an idea of God.

E. Principle of Sufficient Reason & Proofs of God

Thomas Aquinas:  Every thing must have a cause.

· The first cause argument:

· Where did it all start?

· The argument from design:

· How did nature get this design?

· These are cosmological proofs.

· Our senses tell us that there must be a God.

Descartes:  Every idea must have a cause.

· First cause of idea.

· This is an ontological proof.

· No use of sense experience.

Question: Does Descartes ever doubt PSR?  Is it legitimate for him to take it for granted?

· What about the Great Chain of Being—why doesn’t he doubt this theory?

( Thanks to Amy Reed for typing these notes (





