Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes(
On Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy
 Meditation V
A. Approaching the Material World

· Descartes is still in the world of thought

· He wants to know things about the world, ultimately.

· Really!

· To get there, however, he must be able to know how he must proceed in his inquiry.

· He now knows that truth can be found and error avoided by focusing on the intellect and holding off on his will until he completely understands.

· With this, he begins to approach the material world.

B. Reliance on Clear and Distinct Ideas

· To get to the world, Descartes will consider the ideas of things in the world that he has.

· What kinds of ideas are to be trusted?

· Sense Perceptions? (remember the ball of wax)

· No, they provide conflicting information at best, and illusions at worst.

· We must focus on ideas that are not confused, that are not obscure.

· They must be clear and distinct.

· How do I know that clarity and distinctness reflects truth?

· You guessed it!  God.

C. Essences and Accidents

· The question is, what sorts of ideas are clear and distinct?

· Remember the wax: we could not trust our ideas of accidental properties, but only of essential ones.

· They tell us what the thing really is.

· the distinction is parallel to the primary/secondary qualities distinction in Galileo, John Locke, and Isaac Newton
· Primary qualities of an object
· Extension
· Position
· Movement
· these can be mathematically represented
· Secondary qualities of an object
· Color
· Smells
· Tastes
· for these there is no mathematical representation
· How do we know essences?  Through the senses?

· No.

· Through the intellect.

· We know essences a priori, independently of our sense experiences.

· Accidents we get a posteriori, through the senses.

· Our intuition (apprehension) of true reality, then, comes through the mind, not the body.
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D. Knowing Essences

· Knowledge, for Descartes, is something we can’t be mistaken about.

· If I say I know something, this means more than “I believe it.”

· It means it’s true – and I’m aware of its truth.

· Knowledge, then, presupposes a certain indubitability (i.e., it can’t be doubted).
· It means that what is known cannot be false.

· Can you know an accident?

· Essences are the only things we can know because they are what cannot change.

· If I am aware of the essence of the wax, I don’t have to worry that it will change.

· If I’m only aware of an accident, it will change and my knowledge was not true!

E. Attending Carefully to Essences
· The essence of something, wax or tree, or what have ___, is that part of it that can’t change.

· It’s part of its nature – inseparable from it.

· For instance, the essence of a triangle includes three-angled-ness, and three-sided-ness.

· Change these, and it’s no longer a triangle.

· Definitions capture essences (remember Socrates?).

· Some essences are more obvious than others.

· Sum of angles is 180( - a consequence.

· Right angle: a² + b²= c² (Pythagoras).

· Proofs indicate essences.

· Essence of mountain include adjacent valley.

· Obvious or not, any thing that is logically connected to a concept or idea is an essential property – inseparable from it.

· Analytic judgments.

· So to completely know “x,” we must carefully attend to all its essential properties.

F. God’s Essence

· Given all this, Descartes returns to the subject of God, and we see Anselm’s Ontological Argument revisited.

· If we attend carefully to the idea of God, we note that there are certain features logically connected to it.

· One of these features is God’s existence.

· Existence is a necessary attribute, an essential property of God.

· Remove it, and you no longer have the same concept.

· Just as in the idea of 3-sidedness is inseparable from a triangle, and the idea of a mountain is inseparable from that of a valley, existence is inseparable from God.

· “God exists” is an analytic truth.
G. Mathematics, Science and God

· Math will be the key to science, since the way to know things will come through the study of essences.

· The essential properties of things, for Descartes, are known mathematically:

· Extension (l X w X h)—volume 
· Quantity of matter—mass 
· Quantity of motion—velocity 
· Math, particularly geometry, is the paradigm of study because it deals with those things we have clear and distinct ideas of.

· And it defines and demonstrates essences and essential properties.

· And since God is the guarantee of clarity and distinctiveness, all science is dependent upon God.

· Have to have faith somewhere.


God

?

H. Criticisms of Second Proof

1. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)
· Kant’s famous criticism of the Ontological Argument is that existence is not a real
 (true) predicate.

· So existence can’t be a necessary predicate of God or anything.

· Existence cannot be deduced – must always be learned a posteriori.

· Existence is not a property/attribute/predicate.

· To have properties, something must exist. 
2. My follow-up criticism
· If God has essential properties, does he have accidental ones?

· Doesn’t the concept of essence imply that of an accident?
· But if God only has essential properties, what does it mean to say existence is one of them, other than he exists? 

· To be sure, it’s a consistent construct of ideas – but how do we know it’s not just a fiction?
·  If God does have accidents, doesn’t that show imperfection?

3. David Hume (1711-76)

· Hume instructs us that for an object to be conceived of having properties, it must be conceived of as existing.

· The way he put it is that the idea of existence is not an idea separate from the idea of the thing in question.

· This is what Kant meant when he said that the concept of 100 Thalers is not changed by conceiving of it as existing.

· In sum, the critique is that existence cannot be one of God’s (or any beings’) necessary (essential) properties, since it’s not any kind of property.

( Thanks to Amy Reed for typing these notes (


� The German word here is reel (not ‘reale’), which means ‘possible’, so that the point is that existence is not a ‘possible’ predicate





