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

Meditation IV
A. Descartes’ Goal

· This meditation concerns more in the way of ground-clearing

· Now that he’s established that God can’t be a deceiver and the evil genius is gone, Descartes can consider how it is that he knows things, and why it is that he makes mistakes.

· Thus, the title of this meditation is, “Concerning the True and False”
· He still is in the mental realm – only he & God exist – and he will now seek footing there before he moves on to restore the physical universe.

B. Why do I err?

· Descartes went through the trouble of proving that God exists in part to get rid of the deceiver hypothesis.

· Since God can be proven to exist, we no longer have to assume that what we perceive to be true must be the product of a great deception.

· God can be our guarantee that when we take something to be absolutely true, we are not mistaken

· Trusting clear & distinct ideas

· But then a question arises: Why do we ever make mistakes if this is true?

· God didn’t give me a faculty of mistakes, so why do I not then find the truth every time?

· Blowing it on:

· Calculus test
· Philosophy quiz
· Buying the wrong car shampoo
· Trusting the wrong person
C. Explanation of Error

· First of all, I should not be surprised that I make mistakes – I’m not God.

· My faculty of judging truth is not, after all, infinite.

· Not satisfied? Well….

· There are actually two faculties involved here.

a) I have a faculty of knowledge (understanding) which is limited in its scope (finite).  By itself, this faculty never errs.

b) I have the faculty of choice (willing), which is unlimited (infinite).

· Since (b) is much wider in scope than (a) I can choose to believe something before I fully understand it.

· Hence, I jump to conclusions and fall into error.
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· Examples?  

· Getting to the end of a word problem.

· Rationalizing about cutting class.

· Assuming your sweetheart is cheating (b/c of insecurity).

D. Choice and Error

· Why did God make me this way?

· I’m not complaining, says Descartes.

· Why did God make my will greater in scope than the understanding?

· My understanding is finite because….

· Well, I’m not sure—it’s beyond my ken (cf Leibniz).

· My will is infinite because God believed (& knows!) that it’s better to be able to choose, even if we make mistakes.

· This allows for growth of character
E. Avoiding Error

· Knowing the cause of error, Descartes has some advice on how to avoid it.

· Since I know now that clear and distinct ideas, once my mind gets a hold of them, reflect the truth, I need only make sure I have one before I judge.
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· Don’t judge too quickly!

· Wait until you have an idea that’s clear and distinct – then judge!

· I must get myself in the habit of doing this, and then I will automatically judge correctly.

· In other words, wait for evidence!

· This technique will work because God guarantees that clear and distinct ideas correspond to reality.

F. The Cartesian Circle: (my version of a famous criticism)
Imagine the following dialogue between Amy (playing Socrates) and René:
Amy: René, you prove that God exists based on the fact that there is an idea of Him before you. Am I right?

René: Yes, that is true. Remember that--

Amy: Yes, I remember, but answer me this: How do you know that your idea of God is not simply a fiction--corresponding to nothing?

René: It's simple my dear, as I stated in the third Meditation, our idea of God is clear and distinct. In fact it's the most clear and distinct of any idea.

Amy: Oh yeah, now I remember; but how do you know that you can trust these clear and distinct ideas as corresponding to reality? How do you know they're not simply fictions?

René: Don't you remember Meditation IV? God is the author of clear and distinct ideas, we have them in us from our conception, implanted in us by God; hence their truth is guaranteed by God Himself!

Amy: Let me get this straight. It appears that we know that God exists because God guarantees that our idea of Him must be true--owing to its clarity and distinctness.

René: You've got it!

Amy: Why don't I feel satisfied?

René:  Gotta go!

René abruptly leaves and Amy is left standing there scratching her head.  Why doesn’t she  feel satisfied?

G. Sketch of Meditations So Far
· Med I – Descartes tried to doubt everything.

· Removes certainty from both physical & metal world.

· Med II – Descartes can’t doubt he exists.

· Knows at least that there’s a mental world.

· Med III – Descartes finds that he’s not alone.

· There is a God, and this God created him.

· Med IV – God guarantees Descartes that any clear and distinct idea corresponds to truth.

· Error comes from judging too soon.  (rationalizations)

· Prescription: doubt until you have a clear and distinct idea!

( Thanks to Amy Reed for typing these notes (





