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Bennett has said that ‘Voluntarism casts no useful light on those aspects of the Meditations that have received the most attention: the truth rule, divine veracity, the relation between those, the Cartesian Circle.’
 In this paper, I shall draw together various strands from recent Descartes scholarship to argue that this is entirely false. When Descartes’ voluntarism is understood as central to his epistemological project, not only does it allow us to make more sense of what he says on all these issues, but also it allows us to see what he says as, on certain assumptions, unassailable. The only difficulty that then remains is that these assumptions are widely held to be necessarily false.

THE ETERNAL TRUTHS

There is a species of scepticism, antecedent to all study and philosophy, which is inculcated by Des Cartes and others, as a sovereign preservative against error and precipitate judgement. It recommends an universal doubt, not only of all our former opinions and principles, but also of our very faculties; of whose veracity, say they, we must assure ourselves, by a chain of reasoning, deduced from some original principle, which cannot possibly be fallacious or deceitful. But neither is there any such original principle, which has a prerogative above others, that are self-evident and convincing: or if there were, could we advance a step beyond it, but by the use of those very faculties, of which we are supposed to be already diffident. The Cartesian doubt, therefore, were it ever possible to be attained by any human creature (as it plainly is not) would be entirely incurable; and no reasoning could ever bring us to a state of assurance and conviction upon any subject.’

On the fifteenth of April 1630, Descartes, as he worked on a treatise dedicated to explaining nothing less than ‘all the phenomena of nature’
, wrote to Mersenne concerning a topic of central importance which he planned to discuss. ‘The mathematical truths which you call eternal have been laid down by God and depend upon Him entirely no less than the rest of his creatures. Indeed to say that these truths are independent of God is to talk of Him as if He were Jupiter or Saturn and to subject Him to the Styx and the Fates. Please do not hesitate to assert and proclaim everywhere that it is God who has laid down these laws in nature just as a king lays down laws in his kingdom. There is no single one that we cannot understand if our mind turns to consider it. They are all inborn in our minds just as a king would imprint his laws on the hearts of all his subjects if he had enough power to do so... I hope to put this in writing within the next fortnight, in my treatise on Physics; but I do not want you to keep it secret; on the contrary I beg you to tell people as often as the occasion demands, provided that you do not mention my name. I should be glad to know the objections which can be made against this view; and I want people to get used to speaking of God in a manner worthier, I think, than the common and almost universal way of imagining him as a finite being.’

Descartes’ idea that God creates necessary truths - an idea we shall call ‘metaphysical voluntarism’
 - was one which he returned to briefly in two subsequent letters to Mersenne; in several letters to other correspondents; in his replies to the objections to the Meditations; and in his conversation with Burman.
 However, it was destined never to be expounded as explicitly as Descartes had promised or in as much detail as its radical nature would have warranted. Shortly before his treatise on physics was to have been published, Descartes heard of the banning of Galileo’s Sistemi del mondo at Rome. As well as being aware of the close parallels between Galileo’s physics and his own
, no doubt also Descartes knew that metaphysical voluntarism had been explicitly rejected by all before him
 - most significant among whom were Aquinas
 and Suarez
. As witnessed to by his request for Mersenne to canvass opinion on his views without attributing them, Descartes was not by temperament one to set sail against the winds of theological opinion.
 Indeed throughout his life he took great pains to avoid being blown into theological waters at all, waters where he feared, with good cause, that his desire to have his works officially adopted
 would certainly flounder. Whatever the exact nature of his concerns, he laid aside the treatise and set to work on the Discourse and Meditations, neither of which were to express the doctrine of metaphysical voluntarism. When, after his death, some of the material from his treatise on physics did emerge, no mention of God’s creation of modalities could be found.

Descartes may have kept silent with regard to metaphysical voluntarism in his published works. However, the scattered references to it in his correspondence and his replies to objections raised against him suggest that he continued to believe in it: he last affirmed it in a letter written scarcely a year before his death.
 Thus to suppose a philosophical tension between metaphysical voluntarism and the rest of the Cartesian system one must also suppose either an ignorance of it or a large amount of disingenuousness on Descartes’ part.

On pain of rendering Descartes disingenuous, it could be suggested that he kept his metaphysical voluntarism firmly restrained believing that if once unleashed, it would crash like a bull through the china shop of his other arguments. It could be argued that he realized that, for example, ‘if we were to invoke the doctrine of the creation of eternal truths, we might say that a really omnipotent being could cause the mind and the body to exist apart even if that were not logically possible’
; it could even be suggested that he came to believe that his metaphysical voluntarism was ‘not in reality consistent with his physics, his psychology, his metaphysics, or his epistemology’
. We shall see that a proper understanding of Descartes’ doctrine of metaphysical voluntarism and of the role it plays in his epistemological project reveals that he need not be considered disingenuous in these or similar ways.

There are two non-prudential motives which could be suggested as additional reasons for Descartes’ silence on the issue of metaphysical voluntarism and which do not require of him that he detected, and diverted attention from, a tension between it and his other beliefs. Firstly, it could be suggested that Descartes’ reticence was simply a result of his subscription to the principle of minimal ordinance; Descartes may have thought that none of his other arguments required metaphysical voluntarism. It could be argued that if God does create eternal truths, then by the time such truths ‘reach us’ they must be as necessary as they would be on any alternative account. Therefore, it may seem that metaphysical voluntarism must be a dispensable premise for any argument Descartes might have wished to advance. We shall see however that Descartes’ response to the charge that there is a circularity in his rebuttal of scepticism can be better understood and defended on the assumption that he would have rejected such a suggestion.
 Secondly, it could be argued that Descartes was silent for the simple reason that he recognized that metaphysical voluntarism is a doctrine which any proponent must admit cannot be comprehended and thus, having asserted it, one has effectively forestalled further discussion: whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent. We shall see that this could indeed have been an additional reason for Descartes’ failure to mention metaphysical voluntarism in his published works. 

To make good on these promises, we must then consider exactly what Descartes understood by and, as importantly, said he did not understand about the doctrine that God creates eternal truths.

CREATION

If it is arguable that Descartes’ motivations for keeping metaphysical voluntarism out of his published works were purely prudential rather than in part philosophical, then his motivation for adopting such a radical position was clearly theological: to hold that there is nothing exterior to God a prior understanding of which determines His will is to hold a worthier conception of God. In his next letter to Mersenne Descartes re-emphasized this: ‘as for the eternal truths, I say once more that they are true or possible only because God knows them as true or possible. They are not known as true by God in any way which would imply that they are true independently of Him. If men really understood the sense of their words they could never say without blasphemy that the truth of anything is prior to the knowledge which God has of it, for in God willing and knowing are one, in such a way that from the very fact that he wills something, he thereby knows it, and on that account only such a thing is true.’
 

According to Descartes then, we must - on pain of blasphemy - believe that God could have created modalities differently from the way He actually did; that all truths - whether they be necessary or contingent - are entirely dependent upon God ordaining them as such. ‘God’s will is the cause not only of what is actual and future, but also of what is possible.’
 The truths of mathematics and geometry - such as ‘the radii of a circle are equal’ - and those of metaphysics - such as ‘it is impossible that the same thing should be and not be’
 - are to be understood as the absolutely unrestrained edicts of an infinitely powerful monarch. Had God chosen to exercise His will differently, then they would have been different. One potential difficulty in accepting metaphysical voluntarism becomes obvious as soon as the position is so boldly stated: the modal concepts used in explicating it are, it seems, ones that cannot make sense to us.

There are two ways of interpreting Descartes’ metaphysical voluntarism which aim to assist him in meeting this difficulty. The first is to interpret Descartes as holding simply that there are no necessary truths. Those truths which strike us as necessary are simply those that - as a contingent matter of fact - God has ordained that our minds cannot comprehend the negation of. This is the position Plantinga has called ‘universal possibilism’ and tentatively ascribed to Descartes. ‘Every truth is within his [God’s] control; and hence no truth is necessary.’
 The main argument advanced in favour of understanding Descartes in this way seems to be that interpreting metaphysical voluntarism in any other way necessitates that we cannot understand it and thus requires of us that we instantly reject it. ‘Anyone who asserts ‘God can do everything’ implicitly claims to grasp what God can do’
, yet this is precisely what cannot be done if we claim that God can do the logically impossible; and ‘if we cannot understand ‘infinite power,’ we also cannot understand, and hence cannot believe or know, the proposition that God’s power is infinite.’
 According to the proponents of the universal possibilist interpretation, we need to understand Descartes’ metaphysical voluntarism as the thesis that there are no necessary truths as to do otherwise necessitates that we cannot understand it and thus must dismiss it out of hand as unbelievable. 

The second option is to interpret Descartes as saying that eternal truths are necessary but not necessarily so
. Plantinga calls this ‘limited possibilism’
, but it is perhaps more illuminating to call it the ‘iterated modality’ account. It was first canvassed (but rejected) by Geach and has received a more sympathetic elaboration by Curley.
 On such an understanding, it is not, pace Bennett, that ‘our modal concepts should be understood or analysed in terms of what does or does not lie within the compass of our ways of thinking.’
 Of course our modal concepts should be understood in the only way they can be understood, that is in terms of what we can and cannot encompass within our thinking. However, they cannot helpfully be analysed in these terms as if we say that the ‘can and cannot’ in this putative analysis should be understood to mean ‘necessarily can and cannot’, it will be obvious that we have not provided an analysis at all. Alternatively, if we allow the ‘can and cannot’ to mean ‘contingently can and cannot’, we will have fallen into characterizing Descartes’ position not as the position that God creates necessities, but rather as the position that there are no necessities at all. On the iterated modality view, it is necessary - in the richest sense of the word which can make sense to us - for the radii of a circle to be the same length. Nevertheless there was no necessity that God make it necessary; He could equally well have made it contingently true or even impossible instead. On the universal possibilist interpretation, it was only contingent, given the way our minds had been fixed, that we could not comprehend how this could be. On the iterated modality account we necessarily cannot comprehend how this could be. The proponent of the iterated modality interpretation then cannot admit that our necessary lack of comprehension presents an insuperable barrier to our believing in metaphysical voluntarism.

Which of these interpretations of Descartes are we to prefer? We shall later argue that our perception of necessity and necessity itself must be kept conceptually distinct if they are then to be joined in a substantive way by a necessity of the non-deceiving God’s making and that such a union is required by Descartes’ notion of Clear and Distinct perception in order to avoid the charge of there being a circularity in his refutation of scepticism. This gives us reason to prefer the iterated modality interpretation. We must then ask whether Descartes could have met the objection that because we cannot understand the modal concepts needed to express the iterated modality account, we cannot believe in it.

‘As to the difficulty of conceiving how it was free and indifferent for God to make it not be true that the three angles of a triangle were equal to two right angles, or in general that contradictories could not be true together, it is easy to dispel this difficulty by considering that the power of God cannot have any limits, and that our mind is finite and so created as to be able to conceive as possible things which God has wished to be in fact possible, but not to be able to conceive as possible things which God could have made possible, but which he has in fact wished to make impossible.’
 ‘I say that I know this, not that I can conceive it or comprehend it; because it is possible to know that God is infinite and all-powerful although our soul, being finite, cannot comprehend or conceive Him. In the same way we can touch a mountain with our hands but we cannot put our arms around it as we could put them around a tree or something else not too large for them. To comprehend something is to embrace it in one’s thought; to know something it is sufficient to touch it with one’s thought.’
 ‘When God or infinity is in question, we must consider not what we can comprehend - for we know that they are beyond our comprehension - but only what conclusions we can reach by certain arguments.’

An analogy may help in understanding how we can interpret these comments of Descartes in such a way as to vitiate the argument to the effect that we cannot believe in the iterated modality account. A man born blind might - through interacting with sighted people who talked in an essentially consistent way about colour - eventually come to know that objects (usually
) have colours; that grass is green; that the seas are blue; et c.  If we accept that the blind man cannot in some sense comprehend what colours are, then we may say that this lack of comprehension need not form an insurmountable obstacle to him knowing truths concerning them. Of course, even at its best, the analogy of the blind man coming to knowledge of something he does not comprehend is precisely that, an analogy. The blind man comes to know on the basis of evidence that which it is only contingent he cannot comprehend: he does not come to know on the basis of deductive argument that which it is necessary he cannot comprehend. However, the analogy of the blind man may at least show that a lack of comprehension does not ipso facto necessitate a lack of belief or even a lack of knowledge. Perhaps a more troubling weakness in the analogy is that it invites the objection that the blind man does not, having traveled by a slightly different route, end up at the same epistemic destination as the sighted at all. We should say that the blind man knows that grass has a property called ‘greenness’; and that the seas have a property called ‘blueness’; but he does not, in some sense, know what these properties are, a sense in which normal sighted people do know what they are. The blind man remains stuck at the level of knowledge of the truth values of sentences when it comes to the colours of grass and the seas, he does not get down to knowledge of the propositions these sentences express. Very deep philosophical issues open like pits before us:
 we must do our best to go round. 

Perhaps a closer analogy than that of the blind man and one which avoids its difficulties is provided by Descartes himself in the example of infinity - something which he seems to have believed it is necessary that we cannot comprehend, but which he believed we nevertheless can know about as the result of arguments. Elsewhere, Descartes gave non-mathematical examples of occasions when the will can extend beyond the intellect leading to false judgements,
 but, whatever one makes of these, false belief in mathematics obviously cannot require comprehension. I might be asked if the sum of 124 and 345 is 469 and, having thought about it a bit, say that it is not. If later, having thought about it more, I change my mind and say that it is, then surely I have had differing attitudes to the same proposition - a proposition equally apprehended by me at both times but more fully comprehended at the latter. As I am interpreting him, Descartes is of the opinion that just as erroneous belief in the falsity of a proposition does not require comprehension, so knowledge of it does not require comprehension either, merely apprehension. This is a contentious opinion, but it is not an obviously absurd one. Descartes would no doubt have insisted then that the fact that we cannot comprehend (embrace) metaphysical voluntarism should not trouble us as we should not be looking to what we can comprehend anyway, simply to what we can apprehend (touch) as the result of argument. The argument in question would no doubt proceed from an analysis of God’s omnipotence as implying that all things must absolutely depend on His will, to conclude that modalities must depend on Him. Thus, contra Frankfurt, it seems Descartes could have rejected the suggestion that not being able to understand infinite power means that we cannot know the proposition that God has infinite power. To put the matter in Kantian terms, our theoretical reason cannot solve the problem of how it is that God ‘could have created modalities differently from the way they actually are’ and our practical religious reason assures us merely that it must have a solution. Whilst we thus cannot comprehend the doctrine of metaphysical voluntarism - referring as it does to a transcendental perspective - ‘we yet comprehend its incomprehensibility and this is all that can fairly be demanded of a philosophy which carries its principles to the very limit of human reason’
.

Given that even a necessary inability to understand something does not compel a lack of rational belief in it, it seems then that Descartes could have had no reason not to endorse the iterated modality interpretation as adequately reflecting his considered opinion on metaphysical voluntarism. On the question of whether it does accurately represent Descartes’ own understanding of his position, it can run into difficulties. 

‘It is irrelevant that the decrees could not have been separated from God; indeed, this should not really be asserted. For although God is completely indifferent with respect to all things; he necessarily made the decrees he did, since he necessarily willed what was best, even though it was of his own will that he did what was best. We should not make a separation here between the necessity and the indifference that apply to God’s decrees: although his actions were completely indifferent, they were also completely necessary.’
 On any account this is a difficult passage. How can it be accommodated to the iterated modality interpretation? 

One way would be to suggest that Descartes was (somewhat loosely) expressing the thought that even if there is a necessity that God wills that certain things be necessary and others contingent, then there is no necessity about that: at some stage in the iteration of modalities, there is contingency on God’s absolutely indifferent will. Perhaps the more natural way to interpret this passage would be to suggest that Descartes did not seek to extend his metaphysical voluntarism to truths concerning God’s benevolent essence: necessary truths about contingent beings are contingently necessary; necessary truths about God – a necessary being - are necessarily necessary, that is to say they are necessary ‘all the way down’. Glauser has argued persuasively
 that as a matter of fact Descartes hesitated over either affirming or denying that at least some truths pertaining directly to God’s nature were created by Him, eventually leaving their status undecided. We may observe that he need not have felt a theological impropriety had he asserted God’s necessity as being necessary ‘all the way down’, as the fear of positing something external to God constraining Him cannot get a foothold here, and we shall argue that Descartes would have had philosophical reason not to carry his metaphysical voluntarism over into truths concerning God’s benevolent essence; he would have had reason to affirm that God’s non-deceptiveness was indeed necessary ‘all the way down’.

Wilson has suggested that ‘Descartes’s creation doctrine [
] in itself requires him to think of the human understanding as limited and constrained by God in certain respects. And this naturally if not logically leads to the consideration that God, if perhaps malevolent, could in general be manipulating our thought to deprive us of access to the truth.’
 Descartes’ brief entertaining of the deceiving God hypothesis
 might seem to suggest that he too worried that God could have created the eternal truths and yet created us with minds which were radically awry when it came to perceiving them. However, it will be recalled that the deceiving God hypothesis, having been characterised as nonsensical, makes a hasty exit and when the malign demon takes centre stage, he is an entity who whilst of great power is never described as omnipotent.
 Descartes’ reasons for this might have been that were metaphysical voluntarism not restrained to truths other than those pertaining to God’s essence - were we not to see God’s non-deceptiveness as necessary ‘all the way down’ - we might indeed raise a doubt along Wilson’s lines: ‘I know I can’t comprehend what it would be like for God to be a deceiver, but then I wouldn’t expect to be able to if He were, so perhaps - even though I can’t really assign much meaning to it given my mental constitution - the sentence ‘God is deceiving me even about my most clear and distinct ideas’ is true.’ It will be immediately observed that such a doubt would involve a rather complex piece of reasoning. To formulate it, one would need to assume that it was false. Thus one has at one’s disposal a transcendental argument against ever properly raising such a doubt, against ever seriously entertaining the deceiving God hypothesis. We shall see later that, according to Descartes, this necessary inability to believe in a certain proposition is sufficient not merely for one to find belief in the proposition asserting its negation ‘irresistible’ in Williams’ terminology
, but also for one to know that proposition: thus, according to Descartes, one can know that the deceiving God hypothesis is false. On the iterated modality version of metaphysical voluntarism, it is not that necessities are necessities because we perceive them as such: we perceive them as such because they are necessities and because our minds have been constructed by a necessarily non-deceiving God to mirror these necessities in the limits of what they can conceive and what they can doubt. It is this role which Descartes needs God to play in his epistemology which requires us to say that Descartes ought not to have extended his metaphysical voluntarism to truths concerning God’s essence. Rather, ‘the existence of God is the first and the most eternal of all possible truths and the one from which alone all others derive.’
 

From its earliest mention onward, the doctrine that God creates eternal truths was thus closely linked with the view that He also creates human epistemic capacities, establishing the nature and limits of our comprehension. In his earliest letter on the topic, Descartes mentioned his view that God has implanted a knowledge of eternal truths in us, a process he elsewhere described as stocking a treasure house of knowledge which, if we were only to turn ourselves away from the distractions of the outer senses, we would be able to plunder.
 This innate knowledge of necessary truths is one side of the coin of the limits God has set to our comprehension. It is a necessary truth about us that we cannot conceive of the eternal truths being false - we having been constructed by a non-deceiving God with minds which mirror the modal order in which they were created - and that when we conceive of them, we become immediately convinced of their truth in a way which constitutes knowledge of them.
 This coin is one of the most important treasures God has bestowed upon us and it is worth examining more closely because, as with other aspects of the doctrine of metaphysical voluntarism, it is easy to debase it and then find it cannot meet the epistemological debts Descartes scepticism incurs for him.

According to Descartes, God has created a universe populated by creatures of whom what could be called ‘the knowledge rule’ is necessarily true. The knowledge rule incorporates the truth rule (that whatever one clearly and distinctly perceives is true) and adds to it a thesis to the effect that such clear and distinct perceptions are indubitable and have whatever must be added to true belief in order to make it knowledge (in Descartes’ view, the recognized impossibility of their being false). In other words, God has created us in such a way that we can obtain indubitable knowledge by clear and distinct perception, clear and distinct perceptions being perceptions of the contradictoriness of their opposite, i.e. perceptions of necessity. 

Notoriously, clear and distinct perception is given a merely psychological characterization by Descartes in the Principles.
 However, it is equally obvious that Descartes would have had as little sympathy with Locke’s philosophical attack on innate knowledge as he would have had with his empirical attack on innate ideas.
 Attempts to force a divorce between the psychological aspect of clear and distinct perception and its justification aspect had, of course, begun earlier with Hobbes and Gassendi.
 However, Descartes, as we are interpreting him, would have been able to respond to such detractors. To Samuel Parker for example, who asked how even if we supposed ‘that we were born with these congenite Anticipations, and that they take Root in our very Faculties, yet how can I be certain of their Truth and Veracity? For ‘tis not impossible but the seeds of Error might have been the natural Results of my Faculties, as Weeds are the first and natural Issues of the best Soyles, how then shall we be sure that these spontaneous Notions are not false and spurious?’
, Descartes would have been able to say that in fact, given God’s benevolence (which it is impossible to doubt and - hence - not know if once conceived of), it is impossible that the seeds of error might have been the natural results of our faculties. Descartes might have rhetorically asked in reply, ‘in what sense of ‘could’ could beliefs which have the following characteristics be epistemically lacking? We are considering beliefs which could not be false; which have been implanted in one’s mind by a necessarily non-deceiving God in virtue of their being true, and in which one has absolutely unshakeable certainty, certainty to the point of being unable even to conceive of their being false.’ Of course, Descartes does not need metaphysical voluntarism to maintain that God has set limits to what humans can as a matter of contingent fact conceive as a guide to truth, but he does need it to maintain that God has set limits to what humans could conceive and has ensured that the ‘flipside’ of this - irresistibility of belief - is knowledge. The impossibility that the element of psychological conviction in clarity and distinctness might come adrift from the epistemic justification and/or truth of what is clearly and distinctly perceived is a consequence of seeing the knowledge rule as a necessary truth itself laid down by a God who necessarily wills what is non-deceptive.
 Let us turn now to consider how this assists Descartes in his refutation of scepticism.

CIRCULARITY

Descartes wrote at one point that he perceived some things so clearly that he spontaneously erupted with the words ‘let whoever can do so deceive me, he will never bring it about that I am nothing, so long as I think I am something; or make it true at some future time that I have never existed, since it is now true that I exist; or bring it about that two and three added together are more or less than five, or anything of this kind in which I see a manifest contradiction.’
 Yet on another occasion he wrote, ‘I plainly see that the certainty and truth of all knowledge depends uniquely on my knowledge of the true God, to such an extent that I was incapable of perfect knowledge about anything else until I knew him.’

As Hume pointed out in the passage with which we commenced our discussion, on the most extreme version of Cartesian doubt, where Descartes could be certain of nothing without knowing of God’s existence, it might seem that he would have had no hope of breaking the ‘Cartesian circle’ as it has come to be called, as he would not have been able to establish rules of inference, let alone axioms, for a proof of God’s existence. Descartes’ contemporaries were, of course, not slow to notice this and point it out to him. As Arnauld succinctly put it ‘we can be sure that God exists only because we clearly and distinctly perceive that; hence, before we can be sure that God exists, we should be sure that whatever we clearly and distinctly perceive is true.’

Van Cleve has argued that such attacks are misguided
, assuming as they do that Descartes must need to know the major premise that ‘whatever one clearly and distinctly perceives is true’, before he can - using the minor premise ‘I clearly and distinctly perceive that God exists’ - reach his conclusion that such a God exists.
 In fact, recognises Van Cleve, Descartes does not need to know this major premise is true at all: Descartes’ project simply requires that it be true that whatever one clearly and distinctly perceives one knows. Van Cleve calls this ‘principle A’ or the ‘C&D rule’: we have called it the ‘knowledge rule’. The knowledge rule is, as Van Cleve says, ‘not a principle I have to apply in order to gain knowledge; I need only fall under it’
 
. Falling under it, as Descartes necessarily did even at his most sceptical point, means that – because of this necessity - even at this point Descartes had knowledge of his clear and distinct perceptions: this Van Cleve does not argue, but on our reconstruction of Descartes, merely contingently falling under it would not be sufficient for knowledge. On our interpretation, that it was in fact impossible for Descartes to be going wrong or even for him to believe that he might be going wrong meant that, although he might not have realized it at the time, he had knowledge of whatever it was he was clearly and distinctly perceiving. Thus Descartes could have escaped the charge of circularity. In essence the same point had been made earlier by Schouls when he said: ‘whether it is correct to speak of ‘circularity’ at this point is doubtful. Instead, I would hold that when we come to the cognitive power which is used to ‘inquire into the cognitive powers of the mind in general’ we have reached the presuppositional base on which the entire philosophical position rests… philosophers cannot present arguments for such presuppositions without entangling themselves in a petitio. This does not mean that every philosophical position is circular; instead, it means that philosophical positions, at their very bases, involve a non-philosophical element. For Descartes, this non-philosophical element is his acceptance of the autonomy of that function of reason which expresses itself as intuition.’
 Let us look more closely at the knowledge rule and the role it plays in Descartes’ epistemological project thus understood.

We have seen that the knowledge rule amounts to a capacity to discover certain innate truths a priori by ‘the natural light’- an inner faculty producing clear and distinct perceptions - and to believe them with certitude as a result of necessarily not being able to conceive of their falsity. The knowledge rule is the fusion of a psychological truth (that one cannot doubt - cannot conceive the negation of - anything one clearly and distinctly perceives) and a philosophical one (that one has knowledge of anything one clearly and distinctly perceives). Each of these has been laid down as a necessity by a benevolent God: ‘if one can clearly and distinctly perceive that x, then one knows that x’ is a necessity.

According to this interpretation of Descartes, whilst the knowledge rule is thus necessarily true, one does not pre-theistically know that it is true (except innately). However, given that it is necessarily true one can - unwittingly - use it to gain knowledge of other things, namely whatever it is that one can hold as clear and distinct before one’s attentive mind (including – according to Descartes - the intuitive proof of a non-deceiving God). Pre-theistically - at the most sceptical moment in one’s meditations - one does not consciously know that the knowledge rule is true as, whilst one cannot doubt any particular clear and distinct perception which one brings before one’s attentive mind, one can doubt the general claim that one cannot doubt any particular clear and distinct perception which one brings before one’s attentive mind and one can also doubt that every clear and distinct perception which one holds before one’s attentive mind constitutes knowledge. In other words, one has not yet achieved clear and distinct perception of the necessary truth that is the knowledge rule. Kenny associates a similar sceptical problem with the term ‘second-order’ doubt.
 Thus, ‘I am able to persuade myself that I am so made by nature, that I may sometimes be deceived in things that I perceive most evidently, especially when I recall that I have often taken many things for true and certain, which later, influenced by other reasons, I have judged to be false.’
 Although at this pre-theistic stage one thus cannot (consciously as opposed to innately) know that the knowledge rule is true, because the knowledge rule is necessarily true and because one does have psychological certainty in what beliefs one obtains by virtue of it, so it is that one (probably) cannot actually, as a contingent psychological truth, entertain the hyperbolical doubt either – one cannot think that one’s nature might be such as to make one go wrong every time one adds two and three or similarly with counting the sides of a square ‘or even in some simpler matter, if that is imaginable.’
 On the interpretation we are endorsing, the ‘if that is imaginable’ clause could be read as highly significant in referring to imagining going wrong: if one can imagine going wrong in some particular matter, like adding two to three (and it is contingently possible that one may), then one has not reached that level of clarity and distinctness necessary for the psychological certainty which is an essential component of clear and distinct knowledge as Descartes understood it. If, on the other hand and as must be true for most of us, one cannot imagine going wrong every time one adds two and three to make five - if that is not imaginable in virtue of one clearly and distinctly perceiving that one is adding two and three correctly on this particular occasion and at the same time realizing that this implies that one cannot be going wrong on every occasion - then one has at least hyperbolical doubt removed. Given that most of us can hold these thoughts together, then - contra Kenny
 - most of us cannot worry that our whole intellectual faculties might be ‘radically deceptive’ in the sense of always leading us astray. (This is what we previously called the ‘transcendental argument’ against believing in the deceiving God hypothesis.) Most of us will thus find ourselves in the company of Descartes in spontaneously declaring that ‘let whoever can do so deceive me, he will never bring it about that I am nothing, so long as I continue to think I am something; or make it true at some future time that I have never existed, since it is now true that I exist; or bring it about that two and three added together are more or less than five, or anything of this kind in which I see a manifest contradiction.’
 Again, if one is seeing a manifest contradiction in the negation of what it is one is holding before one’s attentive mind, one is ipso facto clearly and distinctly perceiving (knowing) that which one is holding before one’s attentive mind. Even at pre-theistic low tide, one thus knows those things which one can clearly and distinctly perceive with certainty and one, probably, thus knows that one’s intellectual faculties are not radically deceptive.
 One certainly cannot frame and hold the doubt that they may be. May one also, even at this low point, entertain a higher hope?

Descartes is sometimes said to have asserted that knowledge of the truth rule occurs before knowledge of God in both the Discourse and the Meditations. If he were to have done so, on our interpretation, it would have been both too strong and too weak a claim - too strong in saying that one can have knowledge of the truth rule and too weak in considering merely the truth rule. On our interpretation, we can say that he would have been justified in saying that the true belief in the knowledge rule may very often occur before knowledge of God. How could this come about?

After having entertained a few clear and distinct perceptions, it may very well occur to one (as it occurred to Descartes) that it seems that one can lay down as a general rule that whatever one clearly and distinctly perceives is true; but at this stage this can only be a ‘seeming’ based on an inductive inference which in turn is premised on an optimistic appraisal of the reliability of one’s memories of not having gone wrong in clear and distinct perceptions in the past. Without some justification for a) believing in the reliability of one’s memories of past clear and distinct ideas and b) believing that clear and distinct perception will continue to be reliable in the future, it can be nothing more. It may even seem to one that one can lay down as a general rule that whatever one clearly and distinctly perceives one knows. This knowledge rule is in actuality a necessary truth and one has within oneself the, divinely implanted, power to realize its modal status as such and thus realize that only an omnipotent being could be deceiving one about it. However, if one leaves this train of thought at this stage, one cannot say one has knowledge of the knowledge rule. It may be recalled that immediately after ‘spontaneously erupting’ with the claim that he perceived some things so clearly that no-one could deceive him about them in the third meditation, Descartes went on to add ‘And since I have no reason to think that there is a deceiving God, and I do not yet even know for sure whether there is a God at all, any reason for doubt which depends simply on this supposition is very slight and, so to speak, metaphysical. But in order to remove even this slight reason for doubt, as soon as the opportunity arises I must examine whether there is a God, and, if there I find that there is, whether He may be a deceiver; for if I do not know this, it seems that I can never be quite certain about anything else.’
 In fact, if one were to follow Descartes’ methodological advice, reflection on the possibility of a deceiving God would - according to Descartes - instantly call to mind another clearly and distinctly perceivable proof lying innate within one, a proof which showed that an omnipotent and necessarily non-deceiving God existed; and thus one’s uncertain hope that the knowledge rule might be true would be transfigured into certain knowledge that it must be true. This in turn would enable the perfection of knowledge spoken of when Descartes says of us that we are ‘incapable of perfect knowledge about anything else’
 until we know God: knowledge of such a God would provide justification for both a and b.

The necessary truth of the knowledge rule was not known to one at one’s pre-theistic sceptical low point. The necessary truth that one could not bring oneself to doubt in any particular case that what one was clearly and distinctly perceiving was true did not translate into knowledge that one could not doubt anything that one clearly and distinctly perceived; let alone into knowledge that anything one clearly and distinctly perceived was true; let alone into knowledge that anything one clearly and distinctly perceived one knew. Prior to one’s knowledge of God, although it certainly may have seemed to one that one could lay down as a general rule that whatever one clearly and distinctly perceived must be true and maybe even that one might know it, one could doubt all of this, and thus one could not say that one had perfect knowledge prior to God. However, one still had, small and transitory, knowledge. Pre-theistic knowledge of particular clear and distinct perceptions was knowledge, but it was not perfect knowledge as it was knowledge which, if one had been challenged, one would not have been able to justify by appeal to some further principle (unless, of course, one went through God to get to that principle). ‘As to the atheist’s[
] knowledge, it is easy to demonstrate that it is not immutable and certain. As I have stated previously, the less power the atheist attributes to the author of his being, the greater will be his reason to suspect that he may be of so imperfect a nature as to be deceived even in matters which seem utterly evident to him; and he cannot be set free of this doubt until he recognizes that he has been created by the true God who cannot be a deceiver.’
 The perfection of knowledge comes only after the proof of a non-deceiving God: it can only come after theism. As Descartes puts it: ‘After I have perceived that God exists - and at the same time I have understood that everything else depends on him and that he is no deceiver, and so I have drawn the conclusion that everything I clearly and distinctly perceive cannot fail to be true - even if I am no longer attending to the reasons on account of which I judged this to be true, provided that I recall that I clearly and distinctly perceived it, no contrary reason can be adduced which would force me to doubt it, but on the contrary I have true and certain knowledge (scientia) of it.’

In summary, as a Cartesian meditator one has shuffled through the cards of one’s ideas and discarded all those in which the slightest unclarity occurs; one has then re-examined in turn each clear and distinct idea that remained and found of each as it was brought to the front of the deck - before one’s attentive mind - that one could not doubt it. (One also, at that moment of clear and distinct insight, knew it, but one did not consciously know that one knew it as one did not know the knowledge rule, the definition of knowledge provided by which would have given one this assurance.) One then perhaps entertained suspicions that whatever one clearly and distinctly perceived was true, and perhaps even that whatever one clearly and distinctly perceived one knew. The knowledge rule card, which would endorse such an optimistic appraisal of one’s epistemic state, as it is a necessary truth and hence innately known was potentially amongst one’s certain cards. However, pre-theistically, one must have felt compelled to leave it in the ‘doubtful’ pile as one could (briefly) entertain - although not comprehend - the ‘possibility’ of a deceiving God who could make it false. Sooner or later then to the top of the pile must have come the ‘God’ card (on which was printed the - clearly and distinctly conceivable - proof(s) of a God who is no deceiver). This card enabled one to return to the seeming ‘truth rule’ or ‘knowledge rule’ card(s) and see these rules as ones which not only could one not reasonably doubt, but also which could not be false. Thus the knowledge rule could be moved into the certain pile. One now knew that one knew everything one clearly and distinctly perceived; in this respect, one’s knowledge had been perfected. 

Whilst Descartes insisted that speculations as to the possible interventions of a malign demon could never ultimately call into question the view that if one clearly and distinctly perceives that x is true, then one can have no genuine reason for doubting that x is or was true even when one is merely remembering at a later time that one clearly and distinctly perceived that x, he also maintained that the atheist could not know with certainty the truth of such a proposition. In addition to this, there also appears to be a crucial difference in Descartes’ mind between actually having a clear and distinct perception of x being true and merely remembering that one had one. In the former case, whilst not in the latter, it is psychologically impossible to be at all uncertain about the truth of the claim that x. Again, according to Descartes, the atheist fares worse than the theist. When one is no longer clearly and distinctly perceiving that x, psychological certitude is potentially threatened as, even though one can have no genuine reasons for doubting that it is true that x if one is merely remembering that one once clearly and distinctly perceived that x, one may delude oneself - for example by speculating about the possible existence of an omnipotent deceiver - into thinking that such genuine reasons for doubt exist. However, again this illusion of having genuine grounds for doubt cannot sustain itself if reflection on the notion of an omnipotent deceiver simply brings to mind an intuitive proof of the existence of an omnipotent God who is no deceiver. Thus as well as knowledge of God leading to the knowledge rule turning knowledge of x at t1 (when the particular clear and distinct idea is actually before one’s mind) into knowledge of knowledge of x at t1, knowledge of God leads to turning knowledge of x at t1 into knowledge of x at t2 (when it is merely recalled). In this respect too then, the theist’s knowledge is more perfect than that enjoyed by the atheist. Again we see reason to suppose the atheist’s knowledge cannot amount to scientia - the sort that is stable and likely to last - but only cognitio.
 Thus, when challenged on the issue of circularity, Descartes himself plainly stated that the meditator - when proving God’s existence - knows that he is not being deceived about the truth of the necessary premises or the validity of his deductions from them ‘since he is actually paying attention to them; and for as long as he does pay attention he is certain that he is not being deceived’.
 Or again, ‘when I said that we could know nothing for certain until we were first aware that God existed... I was speaking only of knowledge of those conclusions which can be recalled when we are no longer attending to the arguments from which we deduced them.’
 This, which is usually called ‘the memory answer’, is thus complementary to the general rule defence hitherto developed of the role which God plays in Descates’ epistemology.
 In addition to a knowledge of the knowledge rule, another element in the perfection of our noetic structures which Descartes saw as held in place by God is the (general) reliability of memories of clear and distinct ideas.
‘And now it is possible for me to achieve full and certain knowledge of countless matters, both concerning God himself and other things whose nature is intellectual, and also concerning the whole of that corporeal nature which is the subject-matter of pure mathematics.’
 Ultimately, for Descartes, ‘an inquiry into essences was nothing but an inquiry into the clear and distinct ideas which were the natural or innate endowment of the human mind. The limits of what was possible in nature were simply the limits of what human beings could conceive; they could be discovered by conceivability tests or the method of doubt.’
 God had pre-established a harmony between mind and nature; nature could be described mathematically; mathematics was knowable a priori, and a priori knowledge was implanted in our minds by God.
 Of course, this could only give us knowledge concerning the laws of nature considered at their most abstract, not knowledge of particular contingent truths of nature, for which we must turn to scientific experiment and observation, or – at the most basic level – the outer senses.
Of the ideas we find ourselves having regardless of our wishes, many of those arising from the senses we cannot help but think resemble objects existing independently of them. ‘Considering the ideas of all these qualities which presented themselves to my thought, although the ideas were, strictly speaking, the only immediate objects of my sensory awareness, it was not unreasonable for me to think that the items which I was perceiving through the senses were things quite distinct from my thought, namely bodies which produced the ideas... it seemed impossible that they should have come from within me; so the only alternative was that they came from other things.’
 This seeming impossibility that my ideas of external objects should not, in the main, resemble them is a seeming which God, as a non-deceiver, would have found intolerable had it not, in general, accurately represented reality.
 

We might then ask just how reliable our ability to sift genuine clear and distinct perceptions from merely apparently clear and distinct perceptions; our memories from imaginings; and our hallucinations from the reports of our senses, must be on Descartes’ account. ‘If it were contrary to his goodness to have created me such that I constantly deceive myself, it would also seem contrary to his goodness to allow me to sometimes deceived; yet this last assertion cannot be made.’
 Descartes would perhaps have been best advised to suggest merely that we know that an ontologically strengthened ‘principle of credulity’
 must be true, roughly that what seems to us to be the case most often will be the case. We know that if we think hard; write down our past observations; and conduct our experiments carefully, we shall not generally be misled in our investigation of the world. Our absolute certainty in God, obtained by metaphysical reasoning, gives us moral certainty in the truth of the simplest hypothesis which harmonizes with carefully collected data.
 Thus would Descartes have rebutted Hume’s charge.
 Again, of course, this is a response which the atheist could never provide.

Descartes says in one of his replies: ‘since I see that you are still stuck fast in the doubts which I put forward in the First Meditation, and which I thought I had very carefully removed in the succeeding Meditations, I shall now expound for a second time the basis on which it seems to me that all human certainty can be founded. To begin with, as soon as we think that we correctly perceive something, we spontaneously persuade ourselves that it is true. Now if this conviction is so firm that it is impossible for us ever to have any reason for doubting what we are convinced of, then there are no further questions for us to ask: we have everything that we could possibly want. What is it to us that someone may make out that the perception of whose truth we are so firmly convinced may appear false to God or an angel, so that it is, absolutely speaking, false? Why should this alleged ‘absolute falsity’ bother us, since we neither believe in it nor have even the smallest suspicion of it? For the supposition we are making here is of a conviction so firm that it is quite incapable of being destroyed; and such a conviction is clearly the same as the most perfect certainty.’
 Of course, supposing one to entertain the thought that there could be a God who allowed us to go wrong in everything which, whatever we did to clarify our ideas, would always appear to us most certain, one would immediately entertain the thought that to do this He would need to be omnipotent and hence perfect and hence would not do such a thing at all. Thus ‘absolute falsity’ - an absolute disparity between our minds and the world - is something we can know to be an absolute impossibility, not even God could effect it. ‘God is supremely perfect and cannot be a deceiver on pain of contradiction; hence every clear and distinct perception is undoubtedly true.’

Descartes believed that ‘pure natural light, without the assistance of either Religion or Philosophy, can settle which opinions an honest man should hold’.
 However, if one were to conclude from this that Descartes believed that God could thus have no role to play in the process by which honest men were led to knowledge, one would have been seriously misled. It is God who has created us in such a way that the knowledge rule is necessarily true of us, and it is only through our knowledge of a God who is no deceiver that we can clearly and distinctly perceive it and hence (using it on itself) realize that this is its truth value and modal status, and that He is its author. At that stage we have knowledge of it and this in turn perfects the knowledge which we had in our other particular and transitory clear and distinct ideas prior to our knowledge of Him; we also come to know that our memories and senses are generally reliable. We realize that God, in virtue of His being God, creates all necessary truths, as well as non-necessary ones, and thus we realize that we have Him to thank for the principle that made clear and distinct ideas psychologically irresistible and knowledge possible in the first place. Knowledge is possible only due to the will of God. Knowledge is what it is only due to the will of God. In every sense that can make sense to us - and one that cannot - knowledge depends on the will of God. ‘We must begin with knowledge of God, and our knowledge of all other things must then be subordinated to this single initial piece of knowledge, as I explained in my Meditations.’
 

The view that God creates eternal truths was only slightly more enthusiastically received by those who came after Descartes than it was by those who had preceded him. Leibniz expressed the consensus which quickly reestablished itself. ‘We need not suppose with certain persons that the eternal truths, being dependent on God, are arbitrary and depend on His will, as Descartes, and afterwards M. Poiret seem to have held.’
 However, as we have seen, the usual reason for rejecting metaphysical voluntarism (its incomprehensibility) would not have worried Descartes: ‘these matters are not to be grasped by our powers of reasoning, and we must never allow ourselves the indulgence of trying to subject the nature and operations of God to our reasoning.’

At one stage, Descartes wrote that he felt as if his sceptical arguments had unexpectedly tumbled him into a deep whirlpool where he could neither swim to the top nor stand on the bottom.
 He believed that an omnipotent God, should he be able to reach Him, would be able to wrench him free from this Charybdis without dashing him on the Scylla of circularity; and he believed that God in His benevolence had His arm stretched out, ready to effect such a rescue in the form of an innate intuitive proof of His existence as a non-deceiver. Given that God is omnipotent, how could His rescue attempt fail? God must have generated the modalities required to ensure that it could not. Metaphysical voluntarism ensures that Descartes can be freed from scepticism by divinely benevolent acts of sheer power. However, if - as we have argued - metaphysical voluntarism is incompatible with principles such as ‘necessarily p implies necessarily necessarily p’, then any such victory over the charge of circularity must always strike those who ascribe to those principles as a pyrrhic one. From a contradiction anything follows, and so they will not be impressed that with metaphysical voluntarism Descartes can magic a circular piece of reasoning into a straight one, and one which nevertheless starts and ends at the same place - God. 
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� Van Cleve – J. Van Cleve, Op. cit., page 55 - does not take such an irenic attitude. The memory answer, as he interprets it, commits one to denying the thesis: ‘I can know (be certain) that (p) whatever I perceive clearly and distinctly is true only if I first know (am certain) that (q) God exists and is not a deceiver.’ 





� Fifth Meditation (AT VII, 71; CSM II, 49).





� J. Rée, Descartes, page 145.





� Discourse (AT VI, 41; CSM I, 131).





� Sixth Meditation (AT VII, 75; CSM II, 52).





� ‘All we can be sure of on a Cartesian view, without God, is that, given that we survive and there is a physical world, there is an isomorphism between what exists and what we think exists.’ D. Hausman and A. Hausman, Descartes Legacy, page 62. This comment suggests the thought that in addition proving that there is a physical world and an isomorphism between what exists and what we think exists, Descartes would also have used God to solve ‘the inverted spectrum problem’ had it been presented to him, as of course it was not - being ‘discovered’ only later by Locke.





� First Meditation (AT VII, 21; CSM II, 14).





� See R. Swinburne, The Existence of God, pages 168, 254 - 276.





� Principles (AT VIII, 327 - 329; CSM I, 289 - 291).





� ‘To have recourse to the veracity of the supreme Being, in order to prove the veracity of our senses, is surely making a very unexpected circuit. If his veracity were at all concerned in this matter, our senses would be entirely infallible; because it is not possible that he can ever deceive. Not to mention, that, if the external world be once called in question, we shall be at a loss to find arguments, by which we may prove the existence of that Being or any of his attributes.’ D. Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 12, 1.





� Replies (AT VII, 144 - 145; CSM II, 103).





� Fourth Meditation (AT VII, 62; CSM II, 43).





� Subtitle to The Search for Truth (AT X, 495; CSM II, 400).





� Replies (AT VII, 429-430; CSM II, 290).





� G. Leibniz, Monadology, sec. 46. 





� Conversation with Burman (AT V, 166; CB, 50).





� Second Meditation (AT VII, 24; CSM II, 16).





� I am very grateful for the comments of A. Christofidou and W. Mander on an earlier draft of this paper. 
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