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

 Meditation VI
A. The Goal

· In the past meditations, we’ve gone from doubt, to indubitable existence, to God’s existence, to knowledge of essences.

· We are now in a position to ask, in what sense can we know anything about the material (corporeal) world?

· We already know that insofar as things are the object of pure mathematics, I can know them, since these things are perceived clearly and distinctly.

· So, I can know essences, and therefore things insofar as they have essences.

· Can I know anything beyond that?

· Is there any truth to things as they appear to me?

B. Retracing His Steps

· To answer this question, D retraces his footsteps from the last few days.

1. He began with certain beliefs about the world (empiricism):

· That he had a body with pleasures, pains, and appetites;
· That his senses accurately reported what the world is like;
· That colors, smells, tastes, sounds, were real qualities of the things perceived;
· That such ideas were the most clear and distinct because of their force and vivacity;

· That all ideas in the intellect ultimately sprang from the ideas of sense.

2. He then began to doubt these naïve beliefs because of what he experienced (illusions):

· That square towers seemed round from afar;
· That the sun appears small;
· That large statues seem small from below;
· That round things look elliptical from the side;
· Even my pains can deceive me as in the case of amputated limbs;
· Further, there’s no guarantee that:

a. I am not dreaming all this and (dream hypothesis)

b. That these perceptions are not part of some grand deception (evil genius).

C. Grounds for Removing Doubt

3. But he came to realize through an understanding of what he is, and that there is a God, that there are things that he can know:

· By the end of Med V, we know we can trust the contents of the intellect.

· But what about the other contents of thought?
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· What about the imagination and sensation?

· Should I not believe that these ideas also correspond to some reality?

· Now what are the ideas of the imagination but copies of ideas presented by the senses?

· I have the faculties to produce these ideas, so why should I believe there’s no reality corresponding to them?

· Why would God give me such faculties if they produced utter falsehood?

· All ideas must be caused eminently by God or formally by things.

· Since I can’t tell the difference (by nature), God would be a deceiver if he were the only source of them.

D. Imagination, Sensation, Intellection

· To get more clear on this, we must be careful to distinguish between these faculties.

· Sensation is clearly distinct from the intellect, and belongs to the body, but what about the imagination?

· They too are distinct, as evidenced by the following:

· When I consider a triangle, I can both imagine it, and understand (conceive of) it.

· I can both picture it in my mind, and understand the concept.

· This might make one confuse the two faculties, but if I consider a chiliagon (1000 sided figure), I can no longer (clearly) imagine it (picture it) yet I can still understand it – just as clearly as a triangle!

· What this shows is that whereas the understanding focuses its attention on the activities of the mind itself, the imagination focuses on those things outside the mind (provided by the senses).
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E. Knowing Corporeal Reality

· Our essence is incorporeal, and hence only the mind itself is essential to us: only the intellect is properly ours.

· Things have essences too, even as corporeal.

· As we have seen, our intellect can seize upon the essences of things, which include extension, motion, quantity of matter.

· So our essence can seize upon the essences of things, and our accidental faculties seize upon accidents:
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Just as Descartes is a dual being, so are the objects of perception (which themselves stand in dualistic opposition to the knowing subject).  Note that the essential side of Descartes knows the essence of the thing while his accidental side “knows” the accidents of the object.

F. Trusting the Senses

· Senses only report secondary (2º) qualities to us and hence do not relay true attributes of the things themselves.

· For this reason we should be suspicious of them.

· But we should not conclude therefore that they lie to us – they do convey an element of truth.
· We must only be careful to note what it is:

· Insofar as secondary qualities are caused by primary (1º) ones (they are effects of them), a change in sense perception reflects a change in the thing itself.

· If some thing changes color or shape, we can infer that the thing has undergone something.

· But, we must be careful not to conclude that one accurately depicts the other.

· A change in perception the body has undergone change, but not that the change resembles the change in perception.

· Differences are analogous, not identical
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G. Correcting Senses

· Luckily, what I am capable of erring on, I am also capable of correcting.

· It’s true of all faculties, including sensations.

· I have numerous senses, and they serve to check one another:

· When one is confused, the others keep it in check

· Bent stick?  Feel it!

· When one is correct, the others (“common” sense) confirm

· Round penny? Look, feel.

· Cures illusions problem (cf John Locke).

· As a matter of fact, one way to distinguish 1º from 2º qualities is that the 1º ones are observed by more than one sense, whereas 2º ones are only observed by one

· Color, taste

2º - one sense

· Motion, Extension
1º - two or more

· this is Locke’s solution

· As for the dream hypothesis, well, we know we’re not dreaming or hallucinating because they are not connected (by memory) with the rest of our lives as perceptions are.

· Cures dream problem.

H. Summary: Movement in the Meditations
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Questions:

1. In what sense is Descartes back where he started?

2. In what sense is he somewhere quite different?

3. What role will the senses play in his science?

4. What has he gotten rid of?

5. Can pure math give us knowledge of the physical world?

( Thanks to Amy Reed for typing these notes (





