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In the fl»t few pases of the interview, Btsnaan tackles Descartes 

an three vital Issues t Cartesian eeonttoisn and the role of the 

malignant daacaaf the status of the Cogito, and the problem of the 

Cartesian Circle* Descartes' oocananto on these closely interrelated 

issues provide sooo of th© richest material in the Conversation? and 

each topic reeeiv&s extended treatiagmt in a separate appendix to the 

Commentary.

ajpguaeat of tlioco three sections is too detailed to

. But there is a general onphaols nhieh, in x? view, reflect 3 

a die tine tive bias in Besoartes* approach in the Comroroation; the 

solution to the problem is oovigiit throui^i analysis of the nature and 

actual wordings of th0 I;air.i0ji mind. Thus tlie aiialysds of scepticism 

and the Cogito is dominated % an aceotmt of the ndnd of the *pre~

zaan* snd an examination of the oeiise in wdch lie nay

be said to possess * prior knoirlodee 1 of logical axioos; wliile the 

concept of 'cental attention* bulks larg& in tho attenptod resolution 

of the Circle*

Descartes* theory of the Bind is in fact the most important theme 

running throvt^i the Conveiuatlon. ^30 diacuoaion covers tha nature 

of thot^it and th© doctris© of oental substano®| the contents of the 

nind. and ^ha Itoeory of ideasi adeqtmte - no^ledge, ©ssej^es and the 

innatenaso dlietrinei and tho problem of self awarenoss* .- articular ly 

interesting is tlic discuasiom of the activities of the lainds the 

 hybrid* concepts of imagination and sense-perception, and the important 

distinction betiroen imagination, f conception* and *imdorst0n&ln#t « In 

following these overlapping strands in tho Coiaaentary, 1 have attempted 

to indicate the principle focus of philosophical interest i the Corv-



rereation, and to provide a critical analysis of the arguments in­ 

volved and their relation to Descartes 1 philosophy as a wholo. 

Ho examination of Descartes' philosophy of mind wotild he 

oesrplete without a discussion of his theory of the will; and Buraan 

haa 0000 searching questions to put to Descartes on this subject* I 

have devoted a special appendix to Descartes* doctrine of freedom, 

Which analyses the precise status of the claim that the huaaan will 

is perfectly free in the light of the o&nssents oade to Banasai about 

1 indifference* and the iffiEiutability of the divine will. The argument 

includes a critical examination of ^ocartes 1 appeal to  inner ware-« ̂

ness* as a proof of our freedom, igfeieh is partLc'ilarly strild.ne in the 

Conversation, and accords with tik? general bias noted above*

Sot all parts of tb© Coiworsation are of equal rMlosotMcal 

intorost, and I have aeaordingly l:@pt the Cooasntsry brief idiere 

naterial do@0 not relate to tiia principal tholes indicated above 

«faere the disctission delves into Doscarteo 1 aecowit of the physical nnivereie)« 

One additional area i^hich does receive attention in the Ccrrnentary is the 

group *f questions posed ^r Bmman mi the subject of scientific tisthod 

and Cartesian pMlosop!^ as a unified eystoo. Under this heading oome 

o^estions on the relation between tmtlionatics, physics and rietapliyoicaj 

distinctiosi botwoen ^be Job of the philosopher and that of the

creation and causality; Mseartes* vio«B on final causes 

and bis theory of scientific explanation*

In addition to the longer paasaises of analysis and criticissaf the 

OofflBentary includes shorter notes vSiieh provido line by line elucidation 

of the text* The Converaatiori is alaoat impossible to read through without 

detailed editorial assistance, since the original nanuacript jumps from



point to point nitfi little indication of contest. I harm therefore 

(i) attempted, to na a the contozt of the discussion reasonably 

intelligible in each case and supplied any background information 

noceDoary for an itBderstanding of the arguments! and (ii) cottnented 

briefly oh any toxtual or linguiotio diffictiltieo vher© these sffoot 

tbe tj^mslation or imrolve points of philosopldcal interest* Pirjilly, 

I have included a short introduction wldch dioctiseoo the baokground to 

tba interview and the ori^ns of the manuccr!ptf mid assesses the 

pliilooophical importance of tlio Conversation and its reliability as
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I am indebted to Professor Sarxy Fraakfurt for sorae helpful 

criticisms of the arguments on Adequate gnovledga and tho 

Cartesian Circle, ^sr chief debt is to ny mipervisor Dr. 

£ermyt «ho ba0 encouraged 2ns in tliis project froo tlie 

and has c^ven iae a great deal of valuable advice and criticicci on 

both the Transition and tlie Comentary,
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The Conversation with Durman is the report of a philosophical 

interview with one of the world's greatest philosophers. This alone 

io enon^i to place it in a genre of Its own and to give it a unique 

interest* For the Conversation provides what the student of 

Philosophy so often yearns for in vain* the opportunity to see 

ft jfchilosoplier being closely questioned about key aspects of his 

published work, !?s describe ifca Convorgation as an *interview1 is 

perhaps slightly raisleading, since the word, in its modem connotation, 

conjures up a picture of the radio or television confrontation. In 

one wey, this is appropriate enou^a: the Conversation certainly has 

tha iranodiacy and informality of a modern broadcast interview* Bat 

on tho other hand, we tend to thin?.- of the interview as something 

©ocentially light^ei^it. Of coK'Tse thorc can be, and have been, 

successful broadcast interviews with philosophors. But, even at 

their best, ouch encounters do not seem to do very rauch more than 

scratch the surface, philosophically speaking* A philosopher nay 

give a general assessment of his work, or moy reply to soeae prinoipel 

criticises or difficulties* Tet when Burrmn sat down with Descartes 

he had earmarked in advance over seventy torts fron the Ileditations. 

to Qb.10ctioaa. Notea artdnst a Pro^asmf. Principles and 

and he proceeded to raise over eighty specific points 

covering aooa of the most vital issues in Cartesian philosophy* Here 

then we have no journalistic interview but the moot detailed and 

conprelienoive philosophical discussion* If we combine this with the



foot that Beaoartes, usually so cautious and reticent, here holds 

forth idth remarkable openness, and add the fact that ttio Centre raation. 

hold 1099 than two years before hia death, represents* apart from 

correspondence, tho laat recorded expression of Descartes' philosophical 

TievB, then tho importance and fascination of this remarkable vork 

no furthar

Nothing is Icnovn of the encounter botusen Itescartos and Bureau 

beyond tlis bare bones that can be gleaned fron the manuscript. On the 

first page there is a brief title - "Ttesponaioncs lenati d@s Cartes ad 

q-uaadan difficultates ox I'edltatlonibus ejtis etc. ab ipso haustaa* - 

and than t&* pl£soo and date: "Sgr^cndao, April.16.1648n . Aloxtgsidsv in 

tho raarfflu, we find (in tho aac^ hand) "For Bui^aimtM qui 20 Aprilis

lodami cum Clauber^o, ©x cnjiio IB to ipsen&t dascripsi*

Dordraci. M 13 et 14 Jullj." And at the very end of the? m are the

AffiBteludacii, April. 20 anno 1648"* 

It sooLiQ, thor^ that Bun^m case to Descartes' country rotraat at

on April 161& 1648. Tho two men appear to }iave dined together 

rMj the Cojjvoreation, Beacarteo illun tastes th@ point that one can

have two tltot^its at once by sayiag ': 'I new hav» the tlioii^ht that I am 

fori ir ing and that I an. ^atii^" [jaoo tc^tt pioee no. 63)* I>urlng and 

after the aeal, DiLnntm wont tlirou^x the passages h0 had prepared from 

Xteseart*** works (he evidently bror^t his tcrto idth him) and pot his 

quostions to the philosopher. Bie two conversed in Latin as wac still 

perfectly natural eiui normal in t)K) ooronteenth. c@ntury for two scholars from 

different countries. la augr ease* Descartes* IXitch and Bunaan'a French 

probably Ixslli too shaky to make either vernacular language a real3jr



eottfortable meditat for discussion. Vie Imow that Descartes, despite 

bia long residence in Holland* never fully mastered the Dutch tongue* 

But he W0t of oourse, a fluent writer of Latini and, as for speaking, 

the f «naal debates and dissertations which were part of the curriculum 

at La Fleohe would have given him a lifelong proficiency*

The house at which Descartes received Barman was at Egoond Binnen, 

near Alkaaar* It is the countryside around Egaoud which, if anywhere, 

deserves to be called Bescartea* 'home 1 : notorious for his frequent 

changes of residence in the 16200 and 1630s, be was a pernanent resident 

hare (apart from three viaits to Prance) from Hay 1643 until he left for 

Sweden in August 1649$ hie first house was at Egiaond op den Roof; t&en 

frcss 1644 oxrsarda he lived at nearly Bgaond Binnen* Here he w& able 

to en^oy the quiot and secluded existence uhich he so valued - koepinc 

to a simple routine and naintaining a careful diet based largely on 

produce frora hia kitchen sarcten. (AT XIX 127/8; 17 £40}**

At the time of Burman'e visit, Doecartes, tlian fifty- two years old, 

wee famous throughout Europe. With the exception of the Pasaions of 

the aoul (written earlier, but not published till 1649) all the works 

to be published in his lifetin© iiad appeared, culminating with hie riaenia 

opu*t the f;rincipleg. in 1644* Frans Barman, by contrast, was at the 

start of Ms cazeer - a young: nan of twenty. (later, in 1664, he tms to 

becojae Profeooor of Theology at the University of Utrecht j his two- 

voluae Synopsis Theolo^lae appeared in 1674; he died in 1679* ) Born 

in Leydan in 1628, Barman vas tho son of a protestant minister who had 

fled to Leyden froa Frankenthal during the Palatinate wars. How the 

young Burtaan gained an introduction to Descartes is not 1-novn: it is

* for the abbreviations see
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possible that Descartes had n«t the Burman famiXy at Loyden. (Adam 

potato oat that Abraham van der Haptea* Erof aaaor of Theology at Leyden, 

and later to become Buraan'a father-inflow, mm a friend of Descartes. 

D& XII 483Q) « A<t <ai arofttft, Descartes' young guest seems to have had 

* genaroua reception} the Conversation imist have taken a considerable 

tiiaav aaft app«3*»tly Burman was able to get through all the quootiono 

he had prepared without being out short. That Deaoartea was ao fro© vith 

his tiiw should not be too natch of a surprise? though he preferred the 

solitude of Esmond to the strains of Paria or the Dutoh univoraity tonmi9 

h» WRS not the coc^>lete recluse i&ieh ha i© soEjetiaes painted during this 

period. Ht kaov, for example, that his f riond the Abb4 Pioot stayed with 

bin at Sgooad for throe months , and that the philosopher was capable of 

taking a Icaam interest in local affairs (AT XII 475$ 402). And no doubt 

Desoaart&a fo aid a lively discussion with a koon and quickwitted student

than tho tlieolo^ical debates with the 'learned doctors 1

at nhioh ho no often struggled to defend the orthodojcy of his

POMT days af tor the Conversation, so our aarg^nul note in the
1^ r •**

us, Banaan mad© contact with Clauberg at Amotardffla* Here, 

the final Torsion of the Conversation, as we now have it, iras 

eoapleted: aa noted above, the words "Aiautelodajai, April* 20 anno t648* 

appaar at the very end of our KS j moreover the imk&oim scribe nho 

pvodndad our MS at *Dorfawoiaal (Ik5rdr0cht) on the 13th and 14tti of July 

atatoa that he copied Clauberg*a manuscript ("ax cu^uc HSto ipseiaet 

daaoaripal1*). It is ispo^ble to say hoy nuch Clauberg contributed 

to iJ» final versioii; possibly ha helped Bunaan to 'write up1 his 

note* of the aeattagf Imt it sesms moro likely (aoo oection oa 

authenticity below) that luxaan already had a full and comprehensive
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account of the discussion which Glauber® merely copied, The raan to 

whoa we owe tbe survival of the gqnvxarsat^on was latter to becorse a 

fairly well known exponent of the Cartesian school, though at t&e 

tine of the rasating at Amsterdam he was only teronty-six - six years 

older than Unman. Born in 1622, John dauber/? became Professor of 

Pfalloeophy and Theology first at Herborn and then at Duisburg (1651). 

Hifl Def enaio Carteoiam appeared in 1652, and in 1658 fee publialisd a 

detailed commentary on the Meditations (PajrasteM^jja Renati De^ 

Cartes Hedltationea). This last work iaak©s itse in <rariotus places of 

aaterial from the Coyiyerjmtioa (see» for ©sasple, Comaentcoyy p#57 )• 

Clai^beT^*s collected works war® published posthumously at Assterdas in 

Wl.

Claubeig's sanusoript was copiod by the xmknown -scribe of Dordrecht 

into a snail q-uarto notebook* This later found its way into the library 

of tb* Genaan theologian Cruslus (1715-1T75) (a note on the first page 

reads: *Bx» Bibl. M. Crtisii1*, «Ltii tfce dat© 1751)? and it now reposes 

in the Hiederaachsische Staats- tind linivtsrsitatsbibliothek at Gftttingen 

(Cod* H3. Philol. 264)*

The handwritin£; and lay-out of the M3 leave much to bo desired* 

the copyist's script ia laessty, and often - especially near the end — 

naarly illegible j the formation of the letters is not consistent, and 

there are frequent indecipherable abbreviations which hams to be inter­ 

preted according to context. Except for the first page, inhere \m4or- 

lining is used, there is nothing to distinguish tlie introductory 

quotations from the text, end often only a page number at tho beginning 

of a line will indicate that a new passage for discussion has been 

introduced. In deciphering ifce copyist's writing J have been greatly
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indebted to Adam, who has produced a clear aad yell laid oat Latin 

twct in Volume Five of hia standard edition of Fescartes (AT V 146- 

179). Tbe only criticism one can make of Adam as an editor is that 

he has sometimes, it seems to me, been over-zealous in emending the 

original where good sense can be made of it as it stands} the places

where I have departed from Adam's text enough to affect the trana~
i
lation are indicated in the Commentary.

Tk® ^nversation was first published by the Revue, bourguignonna 

de l > Enseigae%ent sup^rieur in 1896. Apart from the standard text in

Adam and Tannery already referred to, Ada;, publisher! a text and French
% translation of the fonversaticjfc with short notes , in 1937, under the

title tntretien avec Burma. (Although this title has no counterpart 

in the original Latin nmnuscript it has because the label under which
%HP *

the Conversation is most widely known*) Tills edition contains one or 

two minor corrections and improvements on the earlier text. There is 

another French version of the Qo.nveraatiQn. by Andr$ Brldoox, in the 

Pltflade edition of Descartes (1953).

and Presentation

the Latin original is divided into eight<y-two small pieces, which 

I have numbered for convenience. Ilie number f in square brackets, appears 

before each piece. I have referred to the pieces in the coffiraeatary and 

elsewhere by the appropriate number with the prefix CB - for Conversation 

with Burraan ~ e.g. "CB 25". Each piece in the text comprises (A) a 

quotation from one of the published works of re scar be 3 and (0) some sort 

of discussion or commentary. (The only exception to this is CB 43, which

These notes (eight short pages) are exceedingly brief and contain almost 
no exegesis of the text or philosophical criticism; though they do 
include one or two helpful cross-references to ^escortes* writings 
which I have made use of in the Commentary*



contains florae general remarks not related to a specific text.)

(A) Barman too* all his quotations from the Latin editions of 

T-eacartes 1 works published in the 16408 by the house of Elzevir of 

Amsterdam* He introduced and identified each quotation by a reference, 

as follows i

(i) quotations from the Meditations and the Replies fro pbjections 

(CB 1 - CB 47): by page-numbers of the 1642 edition. (This was the 

second edition of the Meditations - the first %s published in iaris 

in 1641 - but it is generally regarded as the definitive edition (cf. 

AT VII xi ff,) and was the first to contain all seven sets of Objections 

and -ieplies.)

(ii) quotation from the ffotea ajgaiask a Progranamg (CB 49)* by page- 

number of the first edition of 1648.

(iii) quotationsfrom the Fr^nciplqs of Philosophy (CB 50-75)s by Part 

and Article numbers of the first edition of 1644* 

(iv) quotations from the Pi scourge oa fotaog (CB 76-82) s by page- 

numbers of the first edition of th© Latin translation of the Pise our set 

this uranalatiott of the original French edition of 1637 was mde by 

reacartos' friend Etienne de Goureelles and published in 1644*; it was 

seen and approved by the author.

In iay text, I have retained Barman's original references at the be­ 

ginning of each quotation (these ray a till be used, s^nce Adani and 

Tannery indicate the original Elzevir pagination in their presentation 

of the texts in question); but I have also inserted - in brackets at 

the end of each quotation - volume and page references to the Adam and 

Tannery edition (AT) and to the standard English translation of ^eacartes 

by Haldane and Rosa (HH). Nineteen of the pieces from the l^inciplefl are 

not translated in Haldane and Rosa; of these, six are translated in



Anscorabe arid Geach's selection of res cartes 1 writings, and in these 

•MM, I have referred to the page number of the Anscorabe and Geach 

volume, using the prefix AG.

The quotations in the original MS are very briefs in each case 

Burroan reproduces only the fev Latin words relevant to the precise 

point he wishes to raise. It seeiaed to :m deairable to indicate a 

little more of the context in each case, rather than forcing the reader 

constantly to turn up the original passage in Descartes* Accordingly, 

1 have supplied rather fuller quotations than Barman provides, ^y 

procedure has been to go back to the original Latin text from which 

the words quoted by Burraan are taken, and translate as much of the 

relevant passage as seemed necessary to make the context reasonably 

clear* Ihe words in my translation which correspond to the few key 

words actually quoted by Burman have been italicised.

(B) The commentary or discussion which follows each quotation takes 

two main forms, via. (i) straight coziraent&ry and (ii) dialogue with 

objections and replies* (i) the former can vary from a few brief 

words glossing a phrase or clarifying a point in the text (e.g. CD B, 

GB 40) to a more extended piece of continuous prose (OB 21, 57). These 

pieces of cotmaentary are presented as recording the direct pronouncements 

of T e scar Us, or "the author11 (ftuctor) as he is called throughout. Xhe 

granznatieal form of the Latin is a curious mixture. Sometimes oratlo 

recta is used (CB 25, 30), and ~escar lea may refer to himself in the 

first person (CB 29) f soraetiiaeg there is the indirect construction 

("the author saye / holds that , . . H etc.) (CB 2, 3f 8o)j sometimes 

there is a mixture of both constructions (e.g. Ci 58, which starts in 

oratio obliqua and slips into oratio recta), (il) rhe second, tind more
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frequent form ia that of a dialogue, in which Burma raises some 

objection, generally quit© briefly, and T e3carte3 replies, of ten 

at considerable length; sometimes there vill be a further objection 

am* a further reply, and so on (CB 9)* The replies of Descartes 

exhibit the sane characteristic mixture of direct and indirect speech 

already described* i'he letter R is generally used ia the MS to 

designate these replies of r« 3 car ten, and I :ave follower1 this 

device in the translation* (Where an R is placed in brackets, it 

is omitted from the original.) I have also follower5 the practice of 

Adam in marking with an 0, in brackets thus EJCQ» the objections and 

questions attributable to ; orman (in the MS, *RV is the only jsark 

provided)* Passages without any letter prefix are the pieces of 

straight coraiaentary described under (i) above* finally, it should be 

noted that the straight eouaaentary form sometimes breaks into the 

dialogue form in the course of & single piece (G3 22, 50). There 

is a potential editorial difficulty when this happens, since there 

is nothing In the MS to show where a comment of Tescartes ends and 

an objection of Burma's begins* In fact there Is generally no great 

problem about how a passage is to be split up between the two speakers; 

but once or twice (e.g. CB 23) I have quarrelled with Adam*s distribution 

of the lines*

Authenticity and reliability as a source

!«o one, so far as I know, has ever questioned the authenticity of 

the Conversation, and there is no reason to doubt that it is the record 

of a genuine meeting* But it is important to remember that the text we 

have is not the work of T^scartes but of Bureau (perhaps with Olauberg's 

assistance); as a source, the piece thus lacks the direct authority of
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Pescartes 1 published works, or even his letters. It is true that 

fcscartes* replies to Bunaan are described in the m as "obtained 

directly from the man himself" (&fc _|ggg hauabaf): Burraan was proud 

of having got his rnaterial •straight from the Worse's south'. But 

we still have to face the question of how accurate a reporter Burraan 

was. ^d he meticulously record Descartes 1 coirKnents, or do his own, 

possibly mistaken, impressions and interpretations creep in? Then 

again, we must face the possibility that iiunnan only mar% the briefest 

of notes while talking to ^escartes, an<* waited until his laeeting with 

Clauberg, four days later, before * writing up 1 a full version. The 

worst possibility of all ia that the version that has come down to us 

is not the work of the actual Interviewer at all, but the imaginative 

reconstruction of Clauberg, prompted by Durntan'a verbal account of the 

meeting*

Here I think that the style of the MS can help us. It seers to me 

that the jumbled and bizarre mixture of direct and indirect speech 

(described above) argues strongly for the authenticity of the record. 

If the Conversation had been freely •written up 1 four ^ays after it 

occurred, we should expect a siueh more fluent and grammatically uniform 

style.What we in fact have is Just what OUB would expect from someone 

hurriedly taking down reiaarks as they were being spokenj if one looks 

at the notes most people take at a lecture or Discussion, I suggest 

that one will be likely to find just such a mixture of oratio recta 

and oratio obliqua as we find in th© Conversation: the note-taker will 

slip back and forth from the actual words of the lecturer, to the Indirect 
construction (»X f 3 view is that ...*).
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This argument is not of course conclusive, but I think it should 

incline us to regard the Conversation as a transcript of - or at least 

closely based on - the notes taken dowi directly by Barman at the tine 

of fee interview* In fact, even a full verbatim account of the pro­ 

ceedings is qidte id thin the bounds of possibility, given that Bunaan 

employed the usual mixture of abbreviations and private shorthand 

which all of us develop* This sounds optimistic until one remembers 

the frpeeial nature of the Conversation. The discussion is not free- 

floating but is broken into eighty-two short pieces* each closely 

tied to the particular text which Barman had earmarked in advance* So 

there would have been plenty of pauses » plenty of chances for Burraan 

to get hie account up to date before moving on to the next passage 

he wished to draw to Descartes9 attention*

Sven if Bunaan did take down Descartes' consents word for word*

this does not entail that be was infallible. The best reporters mains
* 

- a remark misheard, a wrong esphasis . But I think there

are grounds for supposing that Bunaan'e reporting was, on the whole t 

very faithful. Over and over again, in the remarks attributed to 

Descartes, the language and phrasing: exhibit the characteristic ring 

and authority of the philosopher (see* for example* the firm replies 

et CB 49 and CB 7? or the fluent analysis at CB 79)* Such stylistic 

criteria are, notoriously, dependent on subjective impressions; but we 

have the sore obj active criterion of content as a further check* ¥fe 

are not in the position of having to re-construct a Socratic Descartes

suggests one particular area in which Bunaan may have gone astray: 
"le jeune huguenot Bunaan, a qui Descartes vu do loin apparaissait com&e 
un papist©, exagera sans doubte .   . 1'lndifforenco et 1' irreverence 
me^ae de see propos touehaft* les vdrit^a morales et religeuses" (AT XII 
484)* But i/'eocartee 1 reported cor^ients on ethics and religion seem to 
no quite in character: see coooentary on CB 80, 50, 73.



froa the account of a Platonic Durman: Descartes' own prolific 

writings elsewhere, in the published works and the correspondence, 

can be used as a touchstone for testing the plausibility of the 

remarks which Burman puts into hie mouth* This test should not 

be applied too rigldlyz if th© Conversation did nothing but repeat 

exactly what Descartes says alee where, it would not be of great 

philosophical interest! and in fact there is such that Descartes 

aays to Burssan which is either new, or formulated in a atriLlngly 

new w«ar* But always, so far as I can see, the new material meshes 

with the fundamental structure of Descartes' philosophy; nothing is 

said which vitiates the coherence and consistency of the Cartesian 

system (or rather, where there are inconsistencies, they are ones 

which axe already endemic in the system in any case}* This is not to 

say that there are no difficulties; as with any interesting philo­ 

sophical work there are pussies and problem passages  » these axe 

discussed in detail in the Commentary* But it seens to me that 

there is nothing attributed to Descartes which is so bizarre or im­ 

plausible as to lead *s to suspeet Buraan of substantial carelessness 

or inaccuracy*

Value and philosophical importance

We began by noticing two of the features which give the Conversation 

its special appeal - the unique directness and vividness of the inter­ 

view format, and the range and depth of the discussion* For both these 

virtues, a great deal of the credit must go to the young Burman.

First, in conducting his interview Bunaan is no passive diociple 

drinking in the master's pronouncements* His questions are searching 

and oritieali and nhen he is not satisfied with a reply he will not let
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natters rest, but will return for a second attack (of. CB 6, 23, 24)* 

It is this which gives us such a sense of inmediaey - of confrontation,> >

and which Bakes the Conversation so much more vital and readable than 

the more formal wrangling of th© Objeotiona andL jjsplisji or the more 

statie explanatory passages in the letters*

Secondly, Buncan understood the value of careful research and 

preparation* By earmarking in advance over seventy key passages from 

Descartes1 works, Burman made sure that tfee interview would not he 

vague and generalv but would tackle specific issues in depth. More­ 

over, despite its wide range, there is sufficient detail in the Con­ 

versation to oast a fresh li^it on many of the most crucial probleos 

of Descartes 1 philosophy; as Adam enthusiastically notes, "toutes lea 

grandes questions de la philosophie ds Descartes, toutes las difficult^ 

flufeUe soul&va, y sent ezasdnees" * A glance at the table of contents 

on p* 3U will show that this is no exaggeration! the *bi£ questions* 

discussed irsclude the Coglto, the Cartesian Circle, innateneaa, the 

theory of ideas, understanding sad imagination, thou^it and conscious- 

noso. In fast a large part of the interview deals with the central thesae 

of Cartesian netapl^'Dica - Icnowled^e and the nature of the huxaan mind.

A welcome feature of the Coarrersatlon froa t^ie point of view of the 

raodern roodor * thou^i in some ways & surprising- one - is that so much 

material is devoted to on&irino philosophical issues, while comparatively 

little is concerned with tho niceties of seventeenth-century theology* 

Boxnan, the son of a Ednistor, and himself later to become a professional 

theologian, would perhaps have weleoffied spending more tin* on matters 

relating to the Christian faith} but over and over a^ain Descartes steers 

him away from this area with the slogan "let us leave that for the theo~

* AMR, p. xU.



lOflpLana to explain (CB 32, 58f 82)* Ano their reason why the dis­ 

cussion does not get bo^god doim with theological technicalities 

is that Burman, a Protestant r is less ..ntcreotcd in

Descartes on the finer points of Catholic dogna which occupy @o much 

time in aoofi of the Qb.loctioixo aitd P^plieg and the Correspondence*

The rsoult is that the great bulk of the Comreraation centres 

around aspects of Cartesian philosophy that are of living interest to 

philosophers today * the key issuer in Theory of .:;notflcdge, Philosophy 

of fcind and Philosophical Psychology on wMch iteocartos* thovi^it is so 

fertile. Even in the passages trhioh deal with the last throe books of 

the Principles (CB 53-75) there is something of a philosophical Mass 

adaittedly tha discusaioii of points arising mit of soine of Descartes* 

aore biaarre scion tiric theories Hill nowadays probably interest only 

the historian of science i but there remains enou^i material to provide 

soae fascinating^ insists into Descartes 1 views on the philosophy and 

aethodolofiy oC scionoe*

Overall, ti)S&f the Convorsfition is a rich and absorbing yorkt a   

tribute to the intelligence of the Dutchnan who engineered it, and a 

fresh sad valuable illumination of the genius of Beseartee at 

heignt of his powers and uaturity.



The replies of Rene Descartes to certain 
difficulties arising out of his Meditations. 
etc. Obtained directly from the author.

Egmond, April 16th, 1648.

f ̂ editationa and Replies to Objections 3

•edit. I

[l] p.8t Whatever I have so far accepted as most true I 
have acquired either from the senses or through the 
senses*

[AT ra iej HE i U5J

From the senses; i.e. from eight, by which 1 hare perceived 

colours, shapes and snch like* Leaving aside sight, however, I have 

acquired every thine else through the senses, i.e. through hearing; 

for this is how 1 acquired and gleaned what 1 know, from my parents, 

teachers and others. 3

The objection cannot be &ade here that this leaves out the 

common principles and ideas of God and of ourselves, which were 

never in the senses (Ked.. p. 34). For, firstly, I acquired these 

in the same way, through the senses, that is to say through hearing. 

Secondly, the author is considering at this point the man who 10 

is only just beginning to philosophize, and who is paying attention 

only to what he knows he is aware of. As regards the common 

principles and axioms, for example 'it is impossible that one and 

the same thing should both be and not be 1 , men who are creatures of 

the senses, as we all are at a pro-philosophical level, do not 15 

think about these or pay attention to them. On the contrary, since 

they are present in us from birth with such clarity, and since we 

experience them inside ourselves, we neglect them and think about them 

only in a confused manner, but never in the abstract, or apart from 

material things and particular instances. Indeed, if people were to 20 

think about these principles in the abstract, no one would have any



doubt about then; and if the Sceptics had done this, no one would ever 

have been a Sceptics for they cannot be denied by anyone who carefully 

focuses his attention on them. Thirdly, here we are dealing primarily 

with the question of whether anything has real existence. 25

[2J p*13« I will suppose therefore that not God (who is 
supremely good and the source of truth) but rather 
some malignant demon of the utmost power and cunning 
has employed all his energies in order to deceive me.

I AT VII 22; HE I 148 j

The author is here making us as doubtful as he can and casting 

us into as many doubts as possible* This is why he raises not only 

the customary difficulties of the Sceptics but every difficulty 

that can possibly be raised; the aim is in this way to demolish 

completely every single doubt* And this is the purpose behind the 5 

introduction at this point of the demon, which some might criticize 

as a superfluous addition*

I_3J of the
Llbid.J

What the author here says is contradictory, since malice is 

incompatible with supreme power.

L4J p*155t But when we take note of the fact that we are
thinking beings* this is a primary notion, which is not 
derived from any syllogism.

i Second Repliest AT VII 140? HB II 38j

[o] But is not the opposite asserted at Principles 1.10?

£. Before this inference, 'I think therefore I am1 , the major 

•whatever thinks is* can be known; for it is in reality prior to my 

inference, and my inference depends on it* This is why the author 

says in the Principles that the major premiss comes first, namely
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because Implicitly it la always presupposed and prior. But it does

not follow that I am always expressly and explicitly aware of its

priority, or that I know it before my inference* This is because

I an only attending to what I experience inside myself - for

example f l think therefore I an'i I do not pay attention in the 10

same way to the general notion 'whatever thinks is** As 1 have

explained before, we do not separate out these general propositions

froB the particular instances; rather , it is J& *h* particular

instances that we think of them* This then ia the sense in which

the words from page 155 cited here should be taken* 15

L5J p*474f As for the assertion that it is self-contradictory 
that men should be deceived by God, this is clearly 
demons tre ted from the fact that the form of deception is 

towA*ids which 0uprei89 beii&: cannot incline*
[Sixth Replieat AT VII 428} EH II 245 J

As far s« we are concerned* since w® are composed partly of 

no thinness and partly of being, we incline partly towards being and 

partly towards nothingness* As for God, on the other hand, he cannot 

incline to no thingness » since he is supreme and pure being* This 

consideration is a metaphysical one and is perfectly clear to all 5 

those who give their mind to it* Hence, in as much as I have my 

faculty of perception from God, and in so far as I use it correctly, 

by only assenting; to what I clearly perceive, I cannot bo deceived 

or tricked by it; if I were, God would have to incline to nothingness. 

For this would be a case of God's deceiving mt and so tending to 10 

non-being*

[Oj Someone however laay still raise the following objection: 

after I have proved that God exists and is not a deceiver, then I 

can say that vy mind certainly does not deceive ire, since a reliable 

mind was God's gift to me; but my memory may still deceive toe since 15



I may think I rvueKber aoB&thinc; wldch I do not in fact remember* 

This is because of the weakness of memory.

S. I have nothing to say on the subject of memory. Sveryone 

should test himself to see whether he is good at recterr.be ririij. If he 

has any doubts, then he should uake use of written notes and so forth 20 

to help hin.

[6] p.283$ Lastly, as tp t&e fact thatL I jqaa no
circularity when I said that the onl reason we have for 
being sure that what we dearly and distinctly perceive 
Is true is the fact that God exists} but that we are sure 
Cod exists onlr because we perceive this clearly* I have 
already given an adequate explanation of this point in 
the reply to the Second Objections, nos. 3 and 4, where I 
made a distinction between what we in fact perceive 
clearly and what w@ remember having perceived clearly*

i Fourth Replies* AT VII 245; H» II 114J

It sews there is a circle* lor in the Third Meditation the 

author uses axioms to prove the existence of God, even though he is 

not yet certain of not being; deceived about these.

R. He does use such axioas in the proof, but he knows that he 

is not deceived with regard to them, since he is actually paying 5 

attention to then. And for as long a* he does pay attention to them* 

he is certain that he is not being deceived , and he is compelled to 

give his assent to them.

£o] But our Kind can only think of one thing at a timo, whereas 

the proof in question is a fairly long one involving several axioms. 10 

Then again, every thought occurs instantaneously, and there are nony 

thoughts which com to mind in the proof* So one will not be able 

to keep the attention en all the axioms, since any one thought will 

get in the way of another*

ft. Firstly, it is just not true that the Bind can only think 15 

of one thine at a tine. It is true that it cannot think of a large 

nuaber of things at the saiae time, but it can still think of core



than one thing. For example, I am now aware and have the thought that

I an talking and that I arc eating; and both these thoughts occur at

the sane tine. Then, secondly, it is false that thought occurs 20

instantaneously; for all our acts take up time, and 1 can be said to

be continuing and carrying on with the same thought during a period

of tine.

[oj But on that showing, our thought would be extended and 

divisible . 25

R. Not at all* Thought will indeed be extended and divisible 

with respect to its duration, since its duration can be divided into 

parts. But it is not extended and divisible with respect to its 

nature, since its nature remains unextended. It is just the same with 

God: we can divide his duration into an infinite number of parts, 50 

even though God himself is not therefore divisible.

[Oj But eternity is all at once and once for all (siBul et 

aemel ) .

H. That is impossible to conceive of* It is all at once and once 

for all, in so far as nothing is ever added to or taken away from the 35 

nature of God. But it is not all at once and once for all in the sense 

that it exists all at once (siiaul). For since we can divide it up 

now, after the creation of the world, why should it not have been 

possible to do the sajse before creation, since duration regains 

constant? Thus, eternity has now coexisted with created things for, 40 

say, five thousand years, and has occupied time along with them: so it 

could have done just the same before creation, if we had had some 

standard to measure it by.

Accordingly, since our thought is able to grasp wore than one 

item in this way, and since it does not occur instantaneously, it is 45 

clear that we are able to grasp the proof of God's existence in iti 

entirety. Am Ion* as we are engaged in this process, we are certain



that we are not being deceived, and every difficulty is thus removed.

[7J The fact that there can be nothing in the mind, in so far 
aa it is a thinking thing, of which it is not aware, seeiss 
to me self-evident*

i ibid.i AT VII 2465 HE II 115j

[Oj But how can it be aware* since to be aware is itself a thought. 

In order to have the thought that you are aware , you must move on to 

another thought} if you do this, you can no longer be thinking of the 

thing you were thinking of a moment ago. It follows that you cannot 

be aware that you are thinking, but only that you were thinking. 5

R. It is correct that to be aware is both to think and to reflect 

on one's thought* But it is false that this reflection cannot occur 

while the previous thought is still there. This is because, as we have 

already seen, the soul is capable of thinking of more than one thing 10 

at the same time, and of continuing with a particular thought which 

it has. It has the power to reflect on its thoughts as often as it 

likes, and to be aware of its thought in this way.

[8] For we can conceive of nothing in the mind, regarded in 
this way, that is not a thought or dependent on a 
thought.

for example, the movement of the arm*

[9] In view of this I do not doubt that the mind begins to 
think as soon as it is implanted in the body of an 
infant *

ULbid.j

[Oj The author of these objections conjectured that it would 

follow from this that the mind must always be thinking, even in the 

case of infants*

R. The author agreed.



  ' [Oj But since ire hare an innate idea of God and of ourselves, 

would not the Bind of an infant therefore have an actual idea of 

God?

R. It would be rash to maintain that, since we have no evidence 

relevant to the point* It does not however, seem probable that this 

is so* For in infancy the mind is so swamped inside the body that 1 

the only thought* it has are those which result from the way the body 

is affected*

[Oj But the mind can think of more than one thing at once*

R* It can, provided that one thought does not obstruct another, 

which is what happens in this case* The body has an obstructive 1! 

effect on the soul* We are aware of this phenomenon in ourselves, 

when we prick ourselves with a needle or some sharp instrument: the 

effect is such that we cannot think of anything else. It is the sane 

with men who are half asleep: they can scarcely think of more than 

one thing* In infancy therefore, the mind was so swamped inside the 2( 

body that it could only think of bodily Batters, the body is 

always a hindrance to the mind in its thinking, and this was 

especially true in youth*

As to the fact that we have no memory of the thoughts we had in 

infancy, this is because no traces of these thoughts have been 2\ 

imprinted on the brain, like this**** By the same token, there are 

many thoughts ve had yesterday etc., which w© cannot now remember. 

But the mind cannot ever be without thought; it can of course be 

without this or that thought, but it cannot be without some thought. 

In the same way, the body cannot, even for a moment, be without 3 

extension*

[OJ But even if traces are not imprinted on the brain, so that 

there is no bodily memory, there still exists an intellectual memory, 

as undoubtedly is the case in angels, or disembodied souls, for
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example. Anu *>>*• intellectual memory ought to enable the Bind to 35 

remember its thoughts.

R. I do not refuse to admit intellectual memory: it does exist. 

When, for example, on hearing that the word •K.-I-ft-G 1 signifies 

supreme power, 1 cornedt this to my memory and then subsequently 

recall the nsaning by means of my memory, it must be the intellectual 40 

memory that makes this possible* For there is certainly no 

relationship between the four letters (K-I-K-C) and their meaning, 

which would enable me to derive the meaning from the letters* It 

is the intellectual memory that enables me to recall what the letters 

stand for. However, this intellectual memory has universals rather 45 

than particulars as its objects, and so it cannot enable us to 

recall every single thing we have done.

Hedit. II

[tOJ p*18s But what an I to say now. when I am supposing that 
there is SOBS deceiver who is supremely powerful and, if 
it is permissible tio say so. malicious*

{.A? VII 26; HH I 151 j

The restriction is added here because the author is saying 

something contradictory in using the phrase  supremely powerful and 

malicious 1 , since supreme power cannot coexist with malice. This is 

why he says 'if it is permissible to say so9 .

[11] p.21: Now in all this, even though I may be permanently 
asleep, and even though he who created me deceives iae as 
much as he can, is there anything which is not just as 
true as the fact of my existence?

[AT VII 29} HH I 153J

But ia it God who created me? For all I know, may not that demon 

who tricked me be the one who created me? At this point, however, I 

have not yet attained any knowledge about these natters, and I am



speaking of them only in a confused manner.

[12J p.25t Or do I not rather perceive the nature of the wax 
better now, after a more careful investigation both of 
what it ia and of the way in which it is known*

{.AT VII 32; HE I 156]

The author made this investigation in the preceding section, 

where he examined all the attributes and accidents of the wax* He 

gradually saw all these attributes leave the wax, and others take 

their places*

[13J p. 421 2 Here, as frequently elsewhere, you merely show
that you do not sufficiently understand what you attempt 
to criticise. For I did not abstract the concept of the 
wax from that of its accidents 

[Fifth Replies; AT VII 3595 KH II 212J

[OJ But the author seems to have done just that in this very 

Meditation, when he showed that the accidents leave the wax, which 

amounts to showing that the actual body or substance of the wax 

remains.

R* Nonetheless the author did not $ake the abstraction. For 5 

although he conceded and stated that these accidents, such as hardness, 

cold and so on, leave the wax, he also stated and expressly remarked 

that others always replace them, so that the wax is never without 

accidents* So at no point did the author abstract the wax from its 

accidents* 10

[14] p.254: But a created mind, even though it may perhaps 
really possess adequate knowledge of many things, can 
never know that it does so.... For in order to know it 
possessed this knowledge...it would have to equal the 
infinite capacity of God in its power of knowing:: and 
this is quite iaposeible.

[Fourth Replies; AT 711 220; HR II 97J
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, [0] Why should this be necessary, since God has of his own 

accord limited this power in his creatures, so that we should have 

no need to equal his infinite power?

R. We do not know this. For example, let us take a triangle* 

This appears to be something extremely simple, which it seems we should 5 

easily be able to achieve adequate knowledge of* let none the less, we 

cannot do so* Even if we prove that it possesses all the attributes we 

can conceive of, nonetheless after, scy, a thousand years another 

Bathematician inay detect further properties in it* It follows that 

we will never be certain that we have grasped everything that could have 10 

been grasped about it* The same can be said with regard to the body, 

and its extension* and everything else* As for the author, he has never 

attributed to hinself adequate knowledge of any particular thing; but 

nonetheless he is certain that in fosny, if not all, cases, he has the 

sort of knowledge and the sort of foundations from which adequate 15 

knowledge could be - and perhaps already has been ~ deduced* But who 

can say?

Ke*it* III

[15J P»31t For certainly if I considered the ideas merely aa 
certain nodes of agr thought, tdlthout referring them to 
anything else* they coxil^ scarq^y give lae, ^y subject 
eat tor for error*

[Af 711 J7> HI I 160j

[CJ But since all error concerning ideas cooes from their 

relation and application to external things, there seems to be no 

subject matter for error whatsoever if they are not referred to 

externals*

E* Bven if I do not refer wy ideas to anything outside layself, 5 

there is still subject natter for error, since I can make a mistake 

with regard to the actual nature of the ideas. For example, I may
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consider the idea of colour, and say that it is a thine or a quality;

or I »ay say that the colour itself, which is represented by this idea

is something of the kind* For example, I may say whiteness is a 10

colour} and even if I do not refer this idea to anything outaide

myself - even if I do not say or suppose that there is any white thing -

I day still laake a sets take in the abstract, with regard to whiteness

itself and its nature or the idea I have of it*

p»33* So perhaps there is in 210 ®oase other faculty, not yet 
fully known to ste, which produces these ideas 1 ac. of 
external things *

[AT VII 39; HE I 161]

But 2 have already corae to know that I SB a thinking thing} 

and I know that these ideas cannot come from a thinking thing*

[R] Butt firstly, this is only an objection and a doubt that can 

be raised* Secondly, I a& not at this point concentrating on vy 

nature to the extent to which I do subsequently when I reflect on 5 

it* Indeed, neither in the First Meditation, nor anywhere in the 

Second did I do this. But subsequently, a little later on in this 

Third Meditation when I reflect a little acre carefully about myself, 

I solve this problem*

[17] P«37t If, on the other hand, no such idea can be found in 
me, I sjhall eiaplv have no argtsaent to convince me of the 
existence of a being apart frost myself.

[AT VH 42? HS I 163]

[OJ But is there not another argument later on in the 

Fifth Meditation?

K* At this point the author is speaking of the sort of argument 

that can take soae effect of God as a premise from which the 

existence of a euprene cause, naaiely God, can subsequently be inferred. 5 

In fact, however, he discovered no such effect! after a most careful
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survey of oil the effects, he found none which would serve to prove 

God's existence except for the idea of God* By contrast, the other 

argument in the Fifth Meditation proceeds £ Priori and &>ea act start 

from some offoot* In the Meditations that argument comes later than the 10 

one here; the fact that it cornea later, and the proof in this Meditation 

oomes first, is the result of the order in which the author discovered 

the two proofs. In the Principles * however, he reverses the order* for 

the method and order of discovery is one thing, and that of exposition 

another* In the Principles, his purpose is exposition, and his 15 

procedure is synthetic*

[18] p«39« Anfl since there can be no ideaar wfcicfe are not as 
it were of things.»•

[AT vii 44i m i 164]

[0] But we have an idea of nothing, and this is not an idea of 

a thing*

R* That idea is purely negative, and can hardly be called an 

idea* In this passage the author is taking the word 'idea* in its 

strict and narrow sense* We do also have ideas of common notions, 5 

which are not strictly speaking ideas of things. But this is a rather 

extended use of the word 9 idea'«

i.19] p*41 s I clearly understand ...that ay conception of the
infinite, that is, God, is prior to my conception of the 
finite, th&t is, Bxyself   For how could I miderst&nxl .that.. I 
doubted and desired - that is, lacked something * or that I 
was not completely perfect, unless there were in ma some 
idoa of a more perfect being, which enabled me to recognise 
my own defects by comparison?

[AT VII 45? HR I 166]

[oj But in the Discourse, p.31, the author says he has seen most 

clearly that knowledge was a greater sign of perfection than doubt. 

He must, then, have known this without reference to the perfect being;



and so It 10 not the case that his knowledge of God was prior to the 

knowledge of himself. 5

R. In that part of the MsoourJia you liave a summary of these 

Hesitations* and its meaning cnigt be explicated by reference to the 

^sditations themselves. In that part of the Discourse, then, the 

author recognises hi» own imperfection by recognising the perfection 

of God* Ha does this implicitly if not explicitly. Explicitly, we are to 

able to recognise our own imperfection before we recognise the 

perfection of God. Th3«s is because we are able to direct our attention 

to ourselves before ve direct our attention to Cod. Thus we can infer 

our own finitenees before we arrive at his infiniteness. Despite 

this, however, the knowledge of God and his perfection must iiqpJftGiffiy 15 

always cooe before the knowledge of ourselves and our imperfections. 

For in reality the infinite perfection of God is prior to our 

imperfections* since our imperfection is a defect end negation of the 

perfection of God. And every defect and negation presupposes that 

which it falls short of and negates. 20

[o] But in that case nothingness would have to presuppose being, 

would it not?

R. In Metaphysics our understanding of nothingness derives from 

that of being*

[20] p«42* For I experience already a gradual increase in 
knowledge; and 1 see no reason why**.throiyjb its help 
I should not be aftle to acquire all the other perfections 
of God.

VII 47! HE I 167]

£oj But how can knowledge contribute to the acquisition of all 

the other perfections of Cod?

E* It oaa do so to a very great extent. It is by knowledge 

that we beooEoe wioer and more prudent and know the other perfections
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•ore clearly. Once we know them clearly, we will acquire thera all the 5 

sore easily, since wisdom and prudence will be able to provide us 

with the means to their acquisition*

L^l] P»44: Had I been the author of ay own existence..*! 
should certainly not have denied ryself any of the 
things which are rather easy to acquire (i.e. many forms 
of knowledge which I lack); nor indeed should I have 
denied ays elf any of the other things which I see are 
contained in the idea of God, since none of them aeem to 
ffla to be any more difficult to acquire*

[AT VII 48i HE I 166J

How here one must carefully distinguish between understanding* 

conception and jpeyr^ngliJiffn •" a distinction of great value. Take for 

example the perfections of God* We do not imaging these9 or conceive 

of the&f but we understand thstat the way in which God understands all 

things in a single mental act, or the way in which his decrees are 5 

identical with hiaself, are things which we fflflflfflMRfl- but we do not 

conceive of* since we cannot so to apeak represent them to ourselves* 

Thus, we understand the perfections and attributes of God, but we do 

not conceive of Hies - or rather, in order to conceive of them, we 

conceive of then as indefinite* flow, if it was I who had given 10 

myself sty nature and nake-up, I would have given nyeelf all the 

perfections of God* And I think I would have given ffiyaelf these 

perfections in accordance with EBT indefinite conception of them* For 

eaca&nle, 1 would have given nyeolf greater knowledge than I now possess; 

and when I had that greater knowledge, I would then have given myself 15 

greater knowledge still* and so on* How when indefinites are 

Multiplied in this way they becoae infinite! or rather they become t% 

infinite, since the infinite is the same as the indefinite multiplied 

in this way* As I increased my knowledge more and sore in this way, 

I would by the sa&e token have increased sy other attributes (I do not 20 

think these would prove any harder than knowledge, since it is by neana
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of knowledge that they are to be attained) and I would end up a0 God* 

Aa it is, however, I know by experience that I cannot do this and am 

unable to increase sgr knowledge as I should like to* It follows that 1 

do not derive my existence from cyoelf, etc*

1*221 p»1d6t It Is a grea^^er 1t»||J^^
- * o cyisr t

[23] p. 45: If or can I escape the force of these argmaents if I 
suppose that I have always existed as I now do. as tfoou/fo 
it followed froffl this supposition that there was no need 
to look for any author of my existence*

[AT VII 48; BR I 168J

[0 j But surely it does follow, in the view of those who say that 

there can be nothing created from all eternity, citing as proof the 

fact that it would then be independent* like God hiaself .

E« Well, that ia their view* As far as I as concerned, I do not 

se* why God should sot have been able to create something from 

eternity* Since God possessed his power from all eternity, 1 do not 

see any reason why he should not have been able to exercise it from

. ^ 
or properties of a substance*

[Second Replies. » AT VII 166; HR II 57]

I.e., *than to create or conserve the attributes of that aazae 

substance. 1 One must not here start comparing one substance with the 

attributes of another*

[o] But surely the attributes are the same as the substance* 

So it cannot be fa greater thing* to create the substance etc. 5

H* It is true that the attributes are the saae as the substance, 

but this is when they are all taken together, not when they are taken 

individually* one by one* So it is a greater thin/?; to produce a 

substance than its attributes, if by producing all the attributes you

producing each one individually, one after the other. 10
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all eternity*

[o] But a free cauae is conceived of as prior to its effects 

and its purposes* 10

R* But then it would have to follow that the decrees of God did 

not exist from eternity, especially since power and creation do not 

presuppose a greater action in God than his decrees* What is sore 

decrees are acts of will, and so must the creation be, since it is 

merely the will of God* If it were anything else, the creation would 15 

involve something new happening to God*

[0j But then we would have an infinite number*

It* What is absurd about that? Do we not get the oane when we 

divide a quantity? People try to make a distinction hero, but it is 

vacuous. And if you can have an infinite number in future eternity, 20 

which is what we believe as an article of faith, then why should not 

the saute be true of past eternity*?

LO] But in the case of past eternity, the divisions are actual 

and all at once. But in future eternity, they are only in potentiality, 

and are never all at once and in actuality* 25

E« The divisions in past eternity are not actuaHsed all at 

once, for there is only one division for which this is so, namely the 

present* With respect to all the other divisions, it is the same as it 

is witfc future eternity* If, then, the one sort of eternity can exist, 

so can the other. Accordingly, if 1 existed from eternity, the 30 

parts into which ay duration is divided would be separated, and they 

would none the less depend on God* The argument thus retains its 

force* However, the author took express oare to keep off questions of 

this sort in his Meditations, so far as he was able, in order to avoid 

giving offence to the Schoolmen, and so forth. 55
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[24] p«48s But the mere fact that God created me is a very
Aii for boliovinfc' th&t I asi Qoisehow zoade in

iaage and likeness.
[AT vn 51 1 HS I 170]

Compare also P.43&1 For although the three isodes of action 
SJF* quite different in kind there ia leas o_ff a ^D between 
natural production and divine, than there is between 
artificial and divine*

[fifth Bsplieat A? VII 575f HE II 222J

[o] But why do you say that? Surely God could have created you 

without creating you In his image?

R» Ho» It is a common axiom and a true one that fflift effect j.a 

ll&q 1^.e causfi. How God ia the cause of me, and I am an effect of his, 

so it follows that I an like him. 5

[oj But a builder id the cause of a house, yet for all that the 

house ia not like him.

B* He is not the cause of the house, in the sense in which we are 

taking the word her©. He merely applies active forces to what is 

passive, and so there is r*o need for the product to be like the man* 10 

In this passage, however, we are talking about the total cause, the 

cause of being itself. Any&ing produced by thia cause oust necessarily 

be like it. For since the cause is itself being and substance, and it 

brings something into boin^, i.e, out of nothing (& method of production 

which is the prerogative of God)* what is produced mwt at the very 15 

least be bein^ and substance. To this extent at least, it will be 

like God and bear his iiaage*

[o] But in that caae even stones and such like are going to be in 

God*s iaac»»

R« Even these things do have the iaace and likeness of God, but 20 

it is very renote, minute and indistinct. As for me, on the other hand, 

God*s creation has endowed 120 with a greater number of attributes, and 

so his ina^e ia in me to a greater extent. I am not, however, taking 

ijef here in the ordinary sense of an e£fi&r or picture of something,
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but in the broader sense of aonething having some resemblance with 25 

MM*thing else. The reason I uaed these particular words in the 

MBdifoftifflflft was that throughout the Scriptures we are said to be created 

In the intgft of God.

[25] P«179t Substance i this tens applies to every thinr: in which 
whatever we perceive is ijaaediately located, as in a 
subject; or every thin^ by means of which whatever ire 
perceive exists. By Hrhatovor we perceive* is laeant any 
property, quality or attribute *?hich we have a real idea 
of.

[.Second Ileplieas If VII 161 f KR II 53]

la addition to the attribute which specifies the substance, one 

it think of the substance itself which is the substrate of that 

attribute* For example, since the mind is a thinking tMng» there is 

in addition to the thinking a substance which does the thinking, and 

so on.

P«153s &fl for those who deny that they have t&e idea of 
God but instead of it f om aosie ic^ol etc., while they 
refuse the name, they concede the fact.

f Second iieaLiea* AT VII *2S$ HB II

*Idol* ia in f&et their equivalent of our 'idea*. But in ao far 

ae they form a real idea when they are forcdiv; the idol, the idea they 

fona is materially false.

[2?J 2he ooncluaion is...that I l^ive the powor of conceiving: 
toat a nucibor is thinkable that Is greater than any 
number that eon ever be thou&ht of by me, and that I 
have received this power not from Bgrself but from 
other entity oore perfect than I*

This arguaent could not have any force for an atheist, who 

would not allow MM elf to be convinced by it. Indeed, it is not 

suitable ffcr thie purpoee, and the author does not wish it to be
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understood in #»•»« vsy« It must rather be conjoined with other 

arguments concerning God, since it presupposes such ar^umonts, and 5 

takes God's existence as already proved by them. Thus, the author had 

already proved the existence of God from the idea of God in this part 

of the Realise* 90 the sense of this passage should accordingly be as 

follows: *X know God exists and have proved it* At the aazae tine, 1 

no tide that when I count I can never roach a hl^iest number, but there 10 

is always a number that can be thought of, which is greater than any 

mnber that I can think of* It follows that the power of conceiving of 

this ie soBJ&thine I do not derive fros myself, but must have received 

fiom SOEJB entity aore perfect than cyself. And this entity is God, whose 

existence I have proved by means of the arguments already adduced « f tj?

[28] p«153t Witfc regard to your further point qoncezni^ the 
idea of an sflaej^ than which we are less perfect, 1 
readily admit that there is certainly no need for this 
idea to have been produced in us by an angel*

[ibid*! AT VII t38j K.R II 27]

As far as the idea of an angel goes, it is certain that we form it 

from the idea we have of our own minds this is the sole source of our 

knowledge of it* And this is so true that we can think of nothing in 

an angel qua angel that we cannot also aotice in ourselves*

[oj But on this view, an angel ia gping to be identical with our 5 

mind, since each is so net "nine that merely thinks.

E* It is true that both are thinking things • But this still does 

net prevent an angel from having many more perfections than our mind, or 

having perfections of a higher degree* Indeed* it is possible that 

they nay even differ in kind* Thus St. Thomas wanted every angel 10 

to be of a different kind from every other, and he described each one in 

as much detail as if he had been ri$it in their midst, which is how he 

got the honorific title of the 'Angelic Doctor 1 . Yet although he spent



20

 or* tl"* on this question thaa on almost anything elor, nowhgre were 

his labours nore pointless* For knowledge about angels is virtually t5 

out of our reach, when wo do not darive such knowledge from our own 

minds, aa I have said* ¥0 Just do cot know the answers to all the 

standard questions concerning angels, e*g* whether they can be united 

with a body, or what the bodies were like which they frequently took in 

the Old Testament, and so on* It is beat for us to follow Scripture 20 

sad believe they were young sen, or appeared as such, and so forth*

Ksdit. XT

- &looft- I consider that the, 
customary search for final causes is totally useless in
physios,

[At IH 55i HR I 175]

Compare also p*4$8t And we cannot pretend that certain of 
(rod's purposes are Bore out in the open than others: all 
are equally hidden In the inscrutable abjysa of his wisdom,

Rekli?ei AT VII 375 1 HH n 223 J

This rule - that ve must never argue from ends - should be 

carefully hooded. For, firstly* the knowledge of something's purpose 

never leads us to a knowledge of the thing itself; its nature remains 

just as obscure to us* Indeed this constant practice of arguing from 

ends is Aristotle's greatest fault* secondly, all the purposes of God 5 

are hidden from ust and it is rash to want to plunge into them* I am 

not speaking here of purposes which are known through revelation; it is 

purely as a philosopher that I am considering them* It la here that we 

go completely astray* Me think of God as a sort of super-man, who 

thinks up such and such a scheme, and tries to realise it by such and 10 

such Deans* This Is clearly quite unworthy of God*



[30] _
of It i sc. a faculty of infinite understanding], I 
perceive that it belongs to the nature of God*

[AT vii 57 j HR i 174]

Since I know from sy idea of God that ho is the most perfect being 

and that all absolute perfections belong to hiic, I must only attribute 

to alft what I know ie absolutely perfect. Now take any attribute that 

I can form an idea of as meeting this requirement - anything I can 

think of as an absolutely perfect perfection* from the very fact that 

I can ftorm an idea of it, I know that it belongs to the nature of Sod.

[5t] ffcr although 0od*s will is incomparably greater than 
nine, both by reason of the knowledge and power that 
accompany it... and by reason of its object * by 
ranging over a greater number of items - it does not 
however seem any greater than sine ¥h©n considered

[o] But when considered in this abstract way* understanding is 

understanding, and so our understanding too i® not going to differ fro® 

that of God, even though God 'a understanding ranges over a greater 

number of objects.

H. But understanding depends on its object and cannot be 5 

separated from it; so it is not the case that * understanding is under­ 

standing9 * Moreover* it is not Just that our understanding ranges over 

fftver objects than that of Gods rather, it is extremely imperfect in 

itself, being obscure, mingled with ignorance, and so on*

[0] But in that case our will too is imperfect. We will one 10 

•oasnt, and not the next; one apaent we have a volition, the next - when 

our will is imperfect - a mere velleity.

R. That simply shows that there is a lack of constancy in our 

volition, not that there is any imperfection in our will. £ach occurrence
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of the will ia as perfect as the next? the fluctuation you speak of 15 

ha* its origin in Judgement, and is duo to the fact that our judgeeent 

id faulty*

[oj But judgement itself is an operation of the will.

R. It is indeed an operation of the will, and as such it ia perfect* 

Every imperfection under which the judgement labours comes from 20 

intellectual ignorance* If this were reiaoved, tfoe fluctuaizion would 

disappear too, and our Judgement would be stable and perfect* But there 

is no point in arguing like this on these matters. Let everyone just go 

down deep into hissaelf and find out whether or not he has a perfect and 

absolute will, and whether he can conceive of anything which surpasses 25 

him in freedCK of the will. I au suree/eryone will find that it is as I 

say* It is in thia, then, that the will is greater and 2201-0 godlike 

than the intellect*

[32] p»61i Moreover, although I do not have the power to
avoid error in the first way mentioned (i.e. by being 
endowed with manifest perception of everything I 
have to deliberate on) , I can avoid error ia the 
second way, which depends Barely on remembering to 
withhold judgement on any matter wher© the truth is 
not clear*

[A* VII 61s HE I 178]

[o] But in that case why should I not also have this ability 

with regard to the pursuit of good and evilt or ag$in with regard to 

supernatural i&atters, since these things too depend on the will, and 

the will is always autono&ous and indifferent?

R. We joust leave the latter point for the theologians to explain* 5 

For the philosopher, it is enough to study man as he is now in his 

natural condition. I have written ray philosophy in such a way as to 

make it acceptable anywhere - even among the Turks - and to avoid giving 

the slightest offence to anyone. Now we have inner consciousness of our
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freedom, and we know that we can withhold our assent when we wish. 10 

In the pursuit of good and evil, however, when the will is 

indifferent with respect to each of the two it is already at 

fault, since it ought to seek after the good alone without any 

indifference , in contrast with the situation in theoretical subjects* 

With regard to supernatural matters, the theologians teach that this 15 

is an area where we are corrupted through original sin: we need grace 

to enable us to recognise and pursue the good in this sphere. Indeed , 

almost all sins have their source in ignorance, since no one can pursue 

evil qua evil. So it is through his grace that God has promised us 

eternal life * something no one would have thought of or aver aspired 20 

to - in return for those good works of ours which in any case we were 

bound to perform. But it can. be said that our will is corrupted by the 

emotions.

[35] p«479i for we cannot conceive t&at anything ia thought 
of in the ^i vine intellect as good or true or worthy 
of belief or action or ouission, until the will of God 
has decided to make it so*

[Sixth Retries t AT HI 432? HR II 248]

[o] But what then of God's ideas of possible things? Surely 

these are prior to his will.

E. These too depend on Cod, like everything else. His will is 

the cause not only of what is actual and to come, but also of what is 

possible and of the simple natures. There is nothing we can think 5 

of or ought to think of that should not be said to depend on God.

But does it follow from this that God could have commanded a 

creature to hate him, and thereby made this a good thing to do?

R. God could not now do this! but we just do not know what he 

could have done. In any case, why should he not have been able to 10 

give this command to one of his creatures?
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•adit. V

134] p. 641 When for example I imagine a triangle, even though 
no such figure exists, or has ever existed, anywhere 
outside my thought, it still has a determinate nature or 
essence or form which is immutable and eternal and not 
fictitious or dependent on my mind; as is clear from the 
fact that various properties can be demonstrated of the 
triangle*

VII 641 HK I 180]

1.0 J But since I can demonstrate various properties of a chimera, 

on your view not even a chimera is going to be a fictitious entity*

R. Everything in a chimera that can be clearly and distinctly 

conceived is a true entity. It is not fictitious, since it has a true 

and immutable essence, and this essence comes from God just as much as 5 

the actual essence of other things. An entity is said to be 'fictitious*, 

on the other hand, when it is merely our supposition that it exists* 

Thus, all the demonstrations of mathematicians deal with true entities 

and objects, and the complete and entire object of Kathematics and 

everything it deals with is a true and real entity* This object has 10 

a true and real nature, just as much as the object of Physics itself* 

The only difference is that Physics considers its object not just as 

a true and real entity, but also as something actually and specifically 

existing. Mathematics, on the other hand, considers its object merely 

aa possible, i.e. as something which does not actually exist in space 15 

but is capable of doing so* It must be stressed at this point that we 

are talking of clear perception, not of imagination* Even though 

we can with the utmost clarity imagine the head of a lion joined to the 

body of a goat, or similar thing, it does not therefore follow that they 

exist, since we do not clearly perceive the link, so to speak, which 20 

joins the parts together* For example, I may clearly see Peter standing, 

but I do not clearly see that standing is contained in and conjoined with 

Peter* How if we are accustomed to clear perceptions we will never have



a false conception. As to whether our perceptions are clear or not, this 

is something we know perfectly well from our own inner awareness* This 25 

is the point of all the explanations which the author went through in 

Book One of the Principles, and it is of very great benefit to be 

acquainted with then*

L35J p*68i There are many waya in which I realise that j.my 
idea of GodJ..,ie the image of a true and immutable 
nature* First, there is no other thing I can think of 
such that existence belongs to its essence; second*.. 
I cannot intelligibly think of two or more Gods of this 
sort*

[AT VII 68} HR I 182]

[OJ But why not. since they will still be Gods?

R* They would certainly not be Gods* since 'God* means something 

such that absolutely every perfection is included in it*

[o] But this is true of God taken as a kind of thing, so to speak, 

not as an individual; so that one God would not rule out another 5 

in this way, any more than if one mind has all the perfections of a 

mind, this rules out another mind*

[R] But that is not a parallel argument* 'Kind* does not signify 

absolutely every perfection, as 'God* does. This is why these 

perfections can only be in one being* If there were several beings, 10 

they would not be supreme* and so they would not be God on pain of 

contradiction* There is, however, no inconsistency in the fact that 

there are three Persons, since there is an identical essence, and 

they are one God*

[36] p.125: For we are so used to distinguishing essence 
from existence in the case of all other things, that 
we forget how in the case of God existence belongs 

essence to a greater degree than in the case of 
ier things*

Ii First Replies; AT VII 116; HR II 19]
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[Oj But are we right to Bake the distinction? Is essence then 

prior te existence? And, in creating things did God merely give them

existence?

E. We are right to separate the two in our thought, for we can 

conceive of essence without actual existence, as in the case of a rose 5 

in winter* However, the two cannot be separated in reality in accordance 

with the customary distinction! for there was no essence prior to 

existence, since existence is merely existing essence* So one is really 

not prior to the other, nor are they separate or distinct.

137] P.169J for all contradictorinesa or impossibility resides 
simply in our thought, when we make the Bis take of Joining 
together mutually inconsistent ideas s it cannot occur J^n. 
anything which is outside the mind.

[Second Replies: AT 711 152; BE II 46]

[o] But our ideas depend on real things* So if there is a 

contradiction in our ideas, there will also be one in the things 

themselves*

E. Our ideas do depend on things, in so far as they represent 

them* But nonetheless, there is no contradiction in things, but in 5 

our ideas alone. For it is ideas alone that we join together in such a 

way that they are inconsistent one with another* Things, by contrast, 

are not inconsistent with each other, since all of them can existt so 

no one thing is inconsistent with any other. With ideas, the opposite 

is the oases in our ideas we join together and unite separate things, 10 

which taken on their own are not inconsistent. This is the origin of 

the contradiction.

[58] Moreover, contradictoriness in our concepts arises merely 
from their obscurity and confusions there can be none in 

case of clear aty! distinct ideas*
I ibid.l



[o] But wty should there not be a contradiction in the case of 

clear ideas which are inconsistent one with another* Take, for 

example, the combination of the idea of a finite being with that of 

an infinite being*

R. Sven if those ideas are clear when taken apart , they are 5 

certainly not clear when joined together. Tour idea is thus very 

obscure* for the conception you have of the combination and unity of 

the two ideas is not clear but extremely obscure*

[39] p.445t When we examine through a magnifying glass those lines 
which appear straightost to us we find them to be quite 
irregular, with undulating curves throughout. J\nd hence when 
in childhood we first saw a triangular figure drawn on paper, 
the figure could not have taught us how to conceive of a real 
triangle, as studied by geometricians.

[ Fifth Replies > AT 711 382; HE II 227j

[OJ But it is from the imperfect triangle that you frame in your 

mind the perfect triangle*

[R] But why then does the imperfect triangle provide me with the 

idea of a perfect triangle rather than an idea of itself?

[0] It provides you with both; firstly itself, and then, from 5 

that, the perfect triangle. For you deduce the perfect triangle from 

tiie Imperfect.

[R] That cannot be. I could not conceive of an imperfect 

triangle unless there were in me the idea of a perfect one, since the 

former is the negation of the latter. Thus, when I see a triangle, I 10 

have a conception of a perfect triangle, and it is by comparison with 

this that I subsequently realise that what I am seeing is imperfect.

Hedit. VI

[40] P*73« Further, I have the experience of making use of the 
faculty of imagination when I am occupied with those same 
material things; and from this It seems to follow that 
they do aajist.

[AT vil 71; HE I 185 j
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I.e., my body, which I make uae of in the course of my imagining.

[41] p.74t For although I lacked it. i so. the power of imagination] , 
I should none the less undoubtedly remain Just the sa&e 
individual as I now am.

VII 75? HE I 186J

I should then be like the angels , who do not imagine*

[42J If there exists some body to which my mind is so conjoined 
that it can apply itaelf to contemplate it. as it were. 
whenever it pleases, it is possible that by this very 
means I may imagine corporeal

[o] What does 'to contemplate it9 mean? Does it mean the sa&a 

as 'to understand it9? If so, why do you use a different expression? 

If not, then the mind is more than an understanding or thinking thing, 

and even before it has a body it has this ability to contemplate a 

body. Or is this ability of the mind an effect of its union with the 5 

body?

R. p«61s it is a special mode of thinking, which occurs as 

follows, uhen external objects act on my senses, they print on them 

an idea, or rather figure, of themselves; and when the mind attends to 

these images imprinted on the gland in this way, it is said to perceive. 10 

When on the other hand the images on the gland are not imprinted by 

external objects but by the mind itself, which fashions and shapes 

them in the brain in the absence of external objects, then we have 

imagination. The difference between perception and imagination is 

thus really just this, that in perception the images are imprinted by 15 

external objects which are actually present, whilst in imagination the 

images are imprinted by the mind without any external objects, and with 

the windows shut, as it were. This makes it quite clear why I can 

imagine a triangle, pentagon, and such like, but not for example a
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chiliagon. Since By mind can easily fore and depict three lines in 20

the brain, it can easily go on to contemplate them, and thus imagine a

triangle, pentagon etc* It cannot however trace out and form a

thousand lines in the brain except in a confused manner, and this is

why it does not imagine a chiliagon distinctly, but only in a confused

manner* This limitation is so great that it is only with the greatest 25

difficulty that we can imagine even a heptagon or an octagon* The

author, who is a fairly imaginative man and has trained his mind in

this field for some time, can imagine these figures reasonably distinctly;

but others lack this ability* This now also makes it clear why we see

the lines as if they were present in front of us, and it further 30

explains the surprising mental concentration we need for imagining, and

for contemplating the body in this way* All this is clear from what

has been said*

[43] P*80s Mid first of all, since I know that all things which 
I understand clearly and distinctly can be produced by God 
just as 1 understand then, ey ability to understand one 
thing clearly and distinctly apart from another is enough 
to enable me to be certain that the two are distinct*

[AT m 78; HE i 190]

Tou cannot ask whether the mind is a substance or, instead, a 

mode; nor can you say that it can be both these, since that is a 

contradiction; if it is one, it is not the other. Tou can however pose 

the following question: since thinking or thought is an attribute, to 

what substance does it belong? To corporeal substance? Or rather to 5 

incorporeal and spiritual substance? The answer to this is clear* 

Tou have a clear conception of corporeal substance, and you also have 

a clear conception of thinking substance as distinct from, and 

incompatible with, corporeal substance, just as corporeal substance is 

incompatible with thinking substance* In view of this* you would be 10 

going ag&inat your own powers of reasoning in the most absurd fashion
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if you said the two were one and the saoe substance. For you have a 

clear conception of them as two substances which not onlj do not 

entail one another but are actually incompatible*

[44] p.84: For nature teaches through the sensations of pain, 
hunger, thirst, etc* that I OM not only present in ey 
body as a sailor is present in a ship, but that I am very

I A* VII 81 j HE I 192]

[OJ But how can this be, and how can the soul be affected by the 

body and vice versa, when their natures are completely different?

R, This is very difficult to explain* On this question our 

experience must suffice, since it is so clear on this point that it 

Just cannot be gainsaid* this is evident in the case of the feelings 5 

etc*

[45] p*94* And although the parchedness of the throat does not 
always proceed, as it usually does, from the fact that a 
drink is necessary to the health of the body, but 
sonetimes comes from some quite opposite cause, aa in the 
case of a roan with dropsy, yet it is gtuch better that it 
should mislead on this occasion than that it should always 
mislead when the body is in good health*

AT VII 89? HE I 198]

[OJ But if this is the way our senses are naturally constituted, 

why did God not make up for this defect by giving the soul awareness 

of the errors of the senses, so that it could be on its guard against then?

E* God made our body like a machine, and he wanted it to function 

like a universal instrument which would always operate in the same 5 

Banner in accordance with its own lavs* Accordingly, when the body 

is in good health, it gives the soul a correct awareness; but when it 

is ill, it still affects the soul in accordance with its own laws, and 

the necessary result of this is a state of awareness under which the 

soul will be deceived* If the body did not induce this misleading 10
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state it would not behave uniformly and in accordance with its universal 

laws; and then there would be a defect in God's constancy , since he 

would not be permitting the body to behave uniformly, despite the 

existence of uniform laws and modes of behaviour.

[46] p.480$ But the term surface is used in two ways by
mathematicians: in the sense of a body whose length and 
breadth alone they are studying and which is considered 
apart from any depth even though the possession of some 
degree of depth is not ruled out; or, secondly, as a 
mere node of body, when all depth is completely denied.

i Sixth Replies 8 AT VII 433; HR II 249j

The mathematicians conceive of a surface as consisting of many 

lines without depth, just as we call these boards, for example, flat, 

when we do not see any depth in them.

[47] p*481: But I did not deny that it i sc. the surfacej was 
the extremity of a body. On the contrary, it can quite 
properly be called the extremity of the contained body, 
as much as of the containing one, in the sense in which 
bodies are said to be continuous when their extremities 
are together.

i ibid.l

[OJ When this is said it is not in accordance with the truth of 

the matter, for there is in fact only one extremity, common to both 

bodies* when, in the Schools, two bodies are said to be continuous when 

their extremities are together, this is merely in accordance with the 

ordinary way of talking* If then the extremities are together, or 5 

rather, as we put it, if there is one extremity belonging to each body, 

are the bodies contiguous or continuous? They seem to be continuous, 

since the fact that two bodies have an identical extremity seen® quite 

sufficient for continuity. But if they are continuous, what are 

contiguous bodies going to be like? Are they those which have a third 10 

body in between them? But this is not what they are like.



1* It is lavatorial to me hov other people define these things* 

X «sll two bodies eontinuous when their surfaces are joined 00 

immediately that when they move it is in a single motion, and they 

both stop moving together* Bodies which do not behave like this are 15 

contiguous 

[48]

A point to note is that you should not devote so much effort 

to the Meditations and to metaphysical questions, or give them elaborate 

treatment in commentaries and the like. Still less should one do what 

sons try to do, and dig more deeply into these questions than the author 

didi he has dealt with them quite deeply enough. It is sufficient to 5 

hare grasped them ones in a general way, and then to remember the 

conclusion. Otherwise, they draw the mind too far away from 

physical and observable things, and make it unfit to study them* Tet it 

is just these physical studies that it is most desirable for men to pursue , 

sines-they would yield abundant benefits for life* The author did 10 

follow up metaphysical questions fairly thoroughly in the Eeditationa. 

and established their certainty against the Sceptics, etc*; so that 

everyone does not have to tackle the job for himself, or need to 

spend time and trouble meditating on these things* It is sufficient 

to know the first book of the Principles, since this includes those 15 

parts of Metaphysics which need to be known for Physics, etc*

[49]

[o] In the Ho tea against a Prograssee. p.42, the author says that 

no Ideas of things, in the form in which we think of them, are provided 

by the senses, but that they are all innate. Does it thon follow that
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the mystsxy of the Trinity, for example, is innate?

ft. The author does not say that all ideas are innate in him* 5 

He says there are also some which are adventitious, for example the 

idea he has of the town of Leyden or Alkmaar. Secondly, even though 

the idea of the Trinity is not innate in us to the extent of giving 

us an express representation of the Trinity, none the less the elements 

and rudiments of the idea are innate in us , as we have an innate idea 10 

of God, the number three, and so on* It is from these rudiments, 

supplemented by revelation from the Scriptures, that we easily form a 

full idea of the mystery of the Trinity* This is how the conception 

we have of it is formed*

Bk. X

[50J Art. 2J i And we must not think that God understands and 
wills as we do , by means of operations that are in a 
certain way distinct one from another; but rather that 
there is always a ff*Bfflt identical and perfectly simple 
act by means of which he simultaneously understands, wills 
and brings about all things*

[AT VIII 14; HE I 238]

V* oanaot conceive of how this happens, only understand it* Any 

different conception we may have arises from the fact that we think of 

Cod as a man who accomplishes all things as we would - by means of 

many different acts* If however we pay careful attention to the 

nature of God. we shall see that we can only understand him as 5 

accomplishing all things by means of a single act*

[oj It seems that this cannot be, sine* there are some of God's 

decrees which we can conceive of as not having been enacted and as 

alterable* These decrees, then, do not come about by means of the 

single act which is identical with God, since they can be separated 10 

him, er at least could have been* One example of this, among



others, is the decree concerning the creation of the world, with 

respect to which God was quite indifferent.

R. Whatever is in God is not in reality separate from God himself; 

rather it is identical with God himself. As far as concerns the 15 

decrees of God which have already been enacted, it is clear that God is 

unalterable with regard to these, and, from the metaphysical point of 

view, it is impossible to conceive of the Ratter otherwise.

As far as concerns ethics and religion, on the other hand, the 

opinion has prevailed that God can be altered, because of the prayers of 2C 

mankind; for no one would have prayed to God if he knew, or had convinced 

himself, that God was unalterable. In order to remove this difficulty, 

and reconcile the immutability of God with the prayers of men, we 

have to say that God is indeed quite unalterable, and that he has 

decreed from eternity either to grant ote a particular request or not 25 

to grant it. Coupled with this decree, however, he has made a 

simultaneous decree that the granting of my request shall be in virtue 

of my prayers, and at a time when, in addition, 1 am leading an 

upright life; the effect of which is that I isust pray and live 

uprightly if I wish to obtain anything from God. This then is the 30 

situation from the point of view of ethics; and here, after weighing 

the truth of the matter, the author finds himself in agreement with 

the Gomarists, rather than the Anainians or even, amongst his brethren, 

the Jesuits*

From the metaphysical point of view, however, it is quite 55 

unintelligible that God should be anything else but completely 

unalterable* It is irrelevant that the decrees could have been 

separated from God; indeed, this should not really be asserted. For 

although God is completely indifferent with reapect to all things, he 

necessarily made the decrees he did, since he necessarily willed what 40 

was best, even though it was of his own will that he did what was best.
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w« should not make a separation here between the necessity and the 

indifference that apply to God* a decrees: although hia actions were 

completely indifferent, they were also completely necessary. Then again, 

although ve may conceive that the decrees could have been separated from 4 

God, this conception is baaed merely on a deliberate logical construct: 

the distinction thus introduced between God himself and his decrees is a 

mental not a real one. In reality the decrees could not have been 

separated from God: he is not prior to them or distinct froffi then, nor 

could he have existed without them* So it is clear enough how God 50 

accomplishes all things in a single act. But these ratters 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*

[5t] Art. 26: For our part, in the case of anything for which,
from some point of view, we are unable to discover a limit, 
we shall avoid asserting that it is infinite, and instead 
regard it ae in definite •

viii 15; HH i 230]

This distinction is the author9 s invention* But someone is 

going to say: 'What is the world like? Does it not have set 

boundaries? Indeed, can anything exist as an actual individual 

entity without having a determinate nature and boundaries? And 

does not the same apply to number, quantity, etc*? 9 5

K. As far as we are concerned, we are never able to discover a 

particular limit in these things, and so from our point of view they 

are indefinite* What is sore they are perhaps infinite, since when 

the indefinite is multiplied again and again, as in this case, it is 

identical with infinity. So we can perhaps say that the world is 10 

infinite, and the same for number etc. But as far as God is concerned, 

maybe he has a conception and underst and ing of fixed limits in the



world, and in nuaber, quantity etc. He may be aware of something 

greater than the world, or number etc., and so these things may be 

finite for him* As for us, we see that the nature of these things is 

beyond our powers, and realise that we cannot comprehend them since we 

are finite beings. Thus, from our point of view, they are indefinite 

or infinite*

[52] Art.461 Whatever objects fall within the sphere of our 
knowledge (perceptio) I regard either as things, or 
affections of things, or as eternal truths which have no 
existence outside of our thought*

[AT VIII 22; HP. I 238]

[OJ But what becomes of contingent truths, like 'the dog is 

running* and ao on?

H* By 'eternal truths' the author here means what are called 

common notions, such as 'it is impossible for the same thing to be 

and not to be', and so on* As for contingent truths, these relate 

to existing things* Contingent truths involve existing things, and 

rice versa*

Bk* II

[33j Art*1: For we have a clear understanding of matter as 
a thing which is quite different from God and from 
ourselves or our mind; and we appear to see clearly that 
the idea of it comes to us fron objects which are 
located outside of us, which it completely resembles*

[AT VIII 41 f BE I 254]

[OJ But why fwe appear to see' - an indication of doubt?

R. The reason I used that word is that perhaps anyone is capable 

of denying that we see the point in question. But in any case, what 

 appears* to us is enough to prove what I want. For since we need to 

rely on our own minds and what we are aware of in ourselves, what we ! 

'see* zu»t ultimately reduce to what 'appears* to -us. And what



appears to us in fact requires the existence of material objects as 

a source of the ideas in question*

[54J Art.26j T«fe do not use any cor© force to move a stationary 
ship in calm water than ve use to stop it suddenly when it 
is moving; or rather we use only slightly oore? for one 
nust subtract the weight of the water displaced by the ship. 
aid the viscosity of the water, both of which could 
gradually bring it to a halt*

VIII 55; AC 21OJ

This is something we see whenever a ship is sailing: water is 

displaced by the sides of the ship and piles up higher than the 

surrounding water* It stays piled up like this owing to its weight; 

so the water would be capable of halting the ship were it not 

driven on. What ia s&eant by 'viscosity* is fairly widely known.

[55] Art»32: We may distinguish two different motions in a 
carriage wheel - a circular motion about the axle* and 
a motion straight forward along the line of the road. 
But that these are not in reality distinct is clear 
froB the following: every single point on the moving 
object describes only one single line. It does not 
matter that the line is ojften very twisted, ao that it 
seems to be produced by sany different sorts of motion; 
for we can imagine any line at all - even a straight 
line, the simplest of all - as the product of an 
infinite number of different motions.

[AT VIII 58> AG 212]

It is of course very twisted since all the time it is moving on 

through a large number of circles, as the wheel saves about its axle* 

And the circles are not simple and perfect* but Joined up and twisted 

in a continuous forward motion. This explains what I go on to say at 

the end of the section*

[56] Art.46: The first rule ' gc. for deterndnin^ how cnich the
action of a body is altered by collision with other bodies]

[AT VIII 68J
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Since many were complaining of the obscurity of these laws, the 

author supplied a little clarification and further explanation in 

the breach edition of the Principle*.

Bk. Ill

[57] Art.2t But it would be the height of presumption if we 
were to suppose that all things were created by God 
for our benefit alone*

[A? TOl 81 5 ER I 271 j

nonetheless, it is a oommon habit of men to suppose they 

themselves are the dearest of God's creatures, and that all things 

are therefore made for their benefit* They think their own dwelling 

place, the earth, is of supreme importance, that it contains 

every thing that exists, and that for its sake everything was created* 5 

But what do we know of what God may have created outside the earth, 

on the stars and so on? How do we know that he has not placed on the 

stars other species of creature, other lives, and other "men" - or 

at least beings analogous to men? Haybe souls separated from bodies, 

or other creatures whose nature escapes us are able to live there. 10 

And how do we know that Sod has not produced an infinite number of 

kinds of creatures, and thus, as it were, poured forth his power in 

the creation of things. All these matters are surely quite hidden from 

us, since God's purposes are hidden from us; and this is why we ought 

not to have so high an opinion of ourselves .as to think that everything 15 

in tne universe is to be found here on earth, or exists for our benefit. 

For an infinite number of other creatures far superior to us may 

exist elsewhere.

[58] Art.451 Tor there is no doubt that the world was created 
fxoa the very first wjLth every perfection that it nov has

LAT VIII 99; AG 224J



The author oould give an adequate explanation of the creation of 

the world baaed on his philosophical system, without departing from 

the description in Genesis* (Incidentally, if anyone can provide an 

explanation of this book the author will regard him m & 'nighty 

Apollo*, and the same gooo for the Sonr of Solomon and the Reye^feon)* 5 

The author did at one time attempt such an explanation of the creation, 

but he abandoned the task because he preferred to leave it to the 

theologians rather than provide the oxplanatlon himself* As far as 

Genesis is concerned, however, the story of the creation to be found there 

is perhaps cataphorical» as so ougfct to be left to the theologians* In 10 

that case the creation should not be taken as divided into six day a, but 

the division into days should be taken as intended purely for the sake of 

our way of conceiving of thingsi this was the way Augustine proceeded when 

he made the divisions by means of the thoughts of the angels* Why, for 

example, is the darkness said to precede the light? With regard to the 15 

waters of the flood, they were undoubtedly supernatural and miraculous. 

The state&ent about the cataracts of the deep is metaphorical, but the 

Metaphor eludes us* SOBS say they cane down from heaven, and argue th&t 

this was where the waters were originally placed at the creation, on the 

grounds that God is said to have placed the waters above ha shaaayiE. But 2C 

this word is also very commonly used 4 n Hebrew to denote the air, and I 

think th&t it is out of a prejudice of ours th&t we regaxd this as •heaven 1 , 

Accordingly, the waters placed above the air are clouds. There is 

another word in Hebrew to denote the air, namely foa aretg.

L59J Art.46* From what has already been said we have established 
that the bodies which sake up the universe are all composed 
of one and the sa&e material, which is divisible in 
indefinitely many ways and is in actual fact divided into a 
large number of parts; time parts sove in different 
directions ffl4 -haveinsf Lso,jt*t oif circular root! on »• • •

nn 100$ AG 225]
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But where was this assumed or proved? 

fi. In Book Two, where the author showed that all motion was in 

sons way circular.

(,60 j So, if we may, we will suppose that the material of which 
the visible world is composed was originally divided by 
God into particle* which were as nearly equal as possible, 
and of a size which was codarata. or intermediate when 
compared with those which now make up the heavens and 
stars*

[ ibid, i AT VIII 101} AC 225]

le calls them 'moderate 1 by comparison with the first element; 

although they are too small* by a factor of one hundred or nore, to 

be detected by our senses. He uses the word 'intermediate' because 

they occupy an intermediate position between the first and third 

element*

[61 ] These particles taken together possessed the same quantity 
of notion as is now found in the universe; and their 
motions were of two kinds, each of equal forces first, 
they aoved individually and separately about their own 
centres 9 so as to form a fluid body such as I take the 
heavens to bet sad in addition they moved together in 
groups fliroiipdl cert^n other points •••so as to zsake up 
as cany different notices as there are now stars in the 
universe*

to] But this hypothesis, which seems rather complicated, is simple 

•noughf a&d Begius appears to have deduced it all from motion*

E* It certainly is simple enough - indeed it is extremely staple, 

if we consider the infinite number of consequences deduced from it* 

A fluid body, which is what all this material is, caving in various 

different vortices: what simpler idea can there be, since it is the 

nature of a fluid body to move in and through vortices? As far as 

Fegius is concerned, however, his proof is worthless. What is surprising 

is that in physics he has always been anxious to follow the views of
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the author and guess at them, even when he did not know thea, whereas 10 

in metaphysics he has done everything possible to oontradiot the author*s 

views, so far as hia knowledge has allowed* However, thio hypothesis 

of the author is very siaple, if we consider the almost infinite 

number of things he has deduced from it; and th« deductive chain 

confiraB the hypothesis* For the author subsequently saw that he eould 15 

deduce practically everything from it* And he is willing to swear before 

God that when he was putting forward these hypotheses he had not yet thought 

about fire, magnetism and the rest; it was only afterwards that he saw 

that these things could be explained quite beautifully in terms of the 

original hypotheses* Indeed, in the Treatise on the Animal, which he 20 

worked on this winter* h© noticed the following! although hia ai& 

was merely to explain the functions of the animal, he saw that he could 

hardly do this without having to explain the formation of the animal 

right from the beginning* And this was something that he found to be 

derivable from his principles, to the extent that he was able to give 25 

a reason for the existence of the eye, noae, brain, and so on* He 

clearly saw* moreover* tfcat the nature of things was so constituted 

in accordance with his principles that it eould not bs otherwise* 

But these were all matters which he did not wish to go into at such 

length and so he gave up writing the treatise* However he confesses 30 

that the few thoughts that he had concerning the world are a source of 

the greatest pleasure for him to look back on* He values them zaost 

highly, and would not wish to exchange them for any other thoughts he 

had about any other topic*
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[62J Art.501 It must be noted that the smaller these fragments 
Of other particles are, the more easily they raove and can 
be reduced to other even smaller fragments. The reason is 
that thft gTiifil^ er they get, the greater the surf ace-area 
vhich they have in proportion to their mass} and the nueber 
of other bodies they come up against is a function of the 
surface-area, vhareae the extent to vhich they split up is 
a function of their mas.

LAT vixi 104]

This is a isatter of ma them ties. But it Bust be taken to apply 

to bodies having the same shape, for example two spheres} otherwise 

the ratio does not hold. See p. 160*

« I

This is clear from the vay a cube, for example, divides. If we 

a cube, vhich is made up of six sides, and divide it into four 

parts, ve shall have many core surfaces; and many sore still if the 

process is carried further with each of the four parts.

The surface should not be excluded here, since the mass is not 

separate from it, nor is it separate froo the caass; but here It is 

merely the theoretical notion of each of the two that ve are 

introducing*

[65j Art.53i ¥e vill not £jo vrong if ve teke all the material
included in the space AJSI &nd revolving round the centre S 
as the first heaven; and all that vhich cakes up the 
innumerable other vortices revolving round the centres F, 
f, etc., as the second heaven} and lastly, whatever is 
found beyond these tvo hoavens flf ^foe third freayea*

LAT vin toe/?]



The author take* this third heaven to be the empyrean heaven, and he 

he* argued that by comparison with the second heaven, let alone our 

own, It 10 Uneasurably large* The fact that we think of our own 

heaven and earth 00 00 large , and as containing all things, 10 due to 

prejudice. We think of the earth a0 the end of all things, and do 5 

not oonalder that It too le a planet which stoves like Mars, Saturn, 

etc* * bodies we do not nake 00 much of. Yet before the creation of 

this universe and of apace, there was nothing, neither space nor 

anything else. But God existed, immeasurable and omnipresent, Just 

as he is now. He waa la hinself r yet after he created the world he 10 

ooult not but be present In it*

[66 J Art. 63 J And it cast be noted besides that the force of 
light does not consist In the duration of sono movement, 
'but ffirel-V in preeau/e. or in the first effort towards 
•ovement, even though the novec^ent JUelf does not 
perhaps ensue* vm 1

Pressure can happen without movement. For example we can take 

a metal In0trument9 or a piece of wood or iratal, and press it with 

our hands on either aide in such a way that no motion is produced, 

since of course the pressure and resistance on both sides are equal. 

The sane thing happens In this ease* Material of the second element 5 

Is pressed against our eye; but since there la some resistance In the 

•ye it exerts pressure In turn on the saaterlal. 7hua there is pressure 

on each side, yet without any movement. Although people refuse to 

accept this explanation of the nature of light 9 in a hundred and fifty 

years time they will see that It is a g^od one, and that It is correct. 10

[67] Art.66. ( 9That the movement of these vortices must be 
somewhat deflected, so that they work In harmony 1 .)

[AT YHI 117/8]
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It is scarcely possible to understand this figure without the 

help of ei^ht or 90 little balls to deaaonatrate the movement. The author, 

despite the fact that he has accustomed his mind to imagining, was 

scarcely able to conceive of It without the balls* So others will 

find it such more difficult. For these things depend on Bathenatics 

and mechanics, and can be demonstrated better in a visual demonstration 

than they can in * rerbal explanation*

[66] Art .60: Moreover, the inexplicable variety that is
apparent in the way in which the fixed stars are located 
seeos to make it quite clear that the vertices which 
revolve round then arc not ea^al in size*

Uf rai 119]

[o] But perhaps they are equal, and only seem unequal because 

of the unequal distance between them*

R. Well, that very fact would make thess unequal in sise. For 

the unequal distance between stars depends on the lade of equality in 

the vortices which surround them, and the vortices are therefore 5 

in size*

[69] Art*83t ...and then also because it must be narrower
in the region,... of the centre of any one of the neighbouring; 
vortices than in the region of its other parts t for all 
these reasons it is neeessary that sometimes sose of the 
globules move faster than others, since they cust obviously 
change their order so as to move from a broader to a 
narrower passage*

[AT mi

As is clear from the figure on p* 789 the material contained 

between S and the centre F of the neighbouring vortex is constricted 

in a store narrow space than that contained between S, E and F* This 

is because the material in the former oase is constricted and compressed 

by S and F, which are mutually adjacent; whereas in the latter case 5 

there is no such compression from S, E and F, because the space there



is free, and there is no tiling to cone trie t or compress the material.

[TO] Art. 144i ftyt as wa sen a tot?, by the »er<e faet of being
given one twist by a childf acquire enou^i force to keep on 
roving for several minutes and complete several thousand 
rotations in this tine, despite the fact that its Bass is 
very small and its motion is being impeded by the air that 
surrounds it and also the earth it rests upon; just so it 
is easy to believe that a planet, by the mere fact that it 
was in notion when it was first created, could have 
carried on making its circuits right up to the present 
tine, without any notable reduction in speed*

viii i 94]

This comparison is clear enough. The top would always continue 

in its motion, were it not inpeded by the air around it} though, because 

it is small, it only resists the air for a short tiro©, vis* a few 

minutes | and in the sace way the stars would always continue in their 

motion, were they not impeded by neighbouring bodies* However, since 5 

they are very large bodies they resist the air that surrounds thea, 

and other bodies, all the i&ore easily , and for several thousand years 

at that* Xhis is because the larger a body is, the sore easily it 

continues its motion and resists other bodies* And the author can 

testify that he has seen a child's top of rather large size carry on 10 

aoving for nearly a quarter of an hour* And this was Just because of 

its large sine* So it ia with the stars also* As to the top's having 

to resist the airf this is clear from the fact that when you get nearer 

to the top you notice a wind, which is produced by the resistance of the 

top and the motion which it sets up in the air* 15

[7l] Art*150$ However, there are other causes besides this 
for the earth* e revolution about its own axis* If if 
was previously a bright star occupying the centre of eooe 
vortex, then it undoubtedly had this sort of spinning 
notion; and now, the material of the first element, which 
has been collected together in the centre of the earth, 
 till retains a similar motion and ao drives the

I AT Till 196]
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That is from within, of course, in 30 far as it stores it by 

acting en its sides, in the eame way as ve see wind inflating a 

bladder by moving its sides as soon as it is blown into it*

2k, IV

[72] Art.2Jj ('How all parts of the earth are pushed downwards 
by the oelestial Batter, and so become heavy**) Now, all 
the space around the earth is occupied either by particles 
of terrestrial bodies, or by celestial matter* All the 
globules of the celestial matter have an equal tendency 
to move towards each other and awsy from the earth, and 
thus no individual one has the force to displace any other* 
But the particles of terrestrial bodies d,o not have th3,8 
tendency to so <great an extents so whenever any celestial 
globules have any terrestrial particles above then, they 
must exert all their force to displace them* So the gravity 
of any terrestrial body is not really produced by all the 
celestial Batter surrounding it, but only and exactly by 
that part of it which rises into the space left by the body 
as it descends*

[AT vin 213]

[o] But the sore solid a body is, the greater its centrifugal 

force, as we can see in the case of a stone of a sling, which ooves 

faster than a piece of wood* How the terrestrial bodies are core 

solid, so...

E* The very principle you have introduced confirms my own view* 5 

For in fact the terrestrial bodies are not more solid than the celestial 

globulesi the opposite is true - or at least the two are equally 

 olid - and so the celestial globules move faster* Secondly, the 

globules rove far faster than the terrestrial bodies, since they are 

smaller* And the earth itself is a large body full of cavities and 10 

pores, which seans that it easily loses its i^otion and passes it on 

to another body. 2hus, it cannot aove as fast as the globules; and 

so the globules, moving faster than the terrestrial bodies, push them 

down and sake theta heavy.
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[.73] Art*27t ('That gravity depresses bodies towards the centre 
of the earth. 1 ) Next we should note that, although the 
particles of celestial matter rjove in many different ways 
at the same time, none the leas the total overall effect of 
their individual opposition one to another &s, what .amounts 
to a state of .flQ^Vlbriiffifir

[AT nn 2t6j

In this way the entire systesa is in a state of equilibrium. But 

this is a very difficult thing to conceive of, because it is a 

oatheeatical and a&ch&nlcal truth* We are not sufficiently accustomed 

to thinking of machines, and this has been the source of nearly all 

error in philosophy* You can observe the total overall effect I apeak 5 

of in the case of wind or air when it is blown into a bladder* She 

total effect is to fill the bladder and produce eove&enta in it; thus 

the air is in vhat amounts to a state of equilibrium, even though the 

particles that isake it up nove agitatedly in various different ways.

[74j Art*33i ('Distinction of terrestrial particles into
three principal kinds.*) Th& shapes of the particles of
the third elec&nt***are very various, and.*.we may here 
distinguish the particles them elves ifito three

U* VIII 220]

[o] But hov do we arrive at these three kinds?

E« Through reasoning* and then through experience, which 

confirms the reasoning* For we see that nil terrestrial bodies are 

•sde up of the shapes In question* water is sade up of oblong shapes* 

oil of branching shapes, and so on* 5

[75] Art.125t (*Hov the particles of glass are joined together 1 ). 
It is to be noted that, when two bodies with extended 
surfaces &eet each other directly face on, they cannot get 
co near to each other* since there is a space in between 
which is occupied by globules of the second element; but 
when one is driven* or slides, on fog of the other At an 
frblique an^le. they can join together much osore closely*

UT viii 270]
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1,0] But then they will still Beet each other directly face on, 

except that this will merely be along a different side* And how 

ia it that two bodies at reet against each other should stick 

together eo firmly, when either one can easily move and thus be 

separated fro* the other?

R. When they are driven toother directly face on, the globules 

of tiie second element which are trapped between them are net expelled* 

When they cone together obliquely, hither and thither, in this shape, 

they oan expel the globules and join up and make one continuous body* 

This is how glasa moves at first when it is hot - hither and thither at 10 

high speed; it moves more slowly when it begins to cool, and then 

finally corns to rest when it is cold* But it is impossible to 

conceive of what Bakes a body continuous anJismoblle, except its 

being in a state of rest*

[Oj But I could easily save such small particles with ey hand, 15 

though I see they are now in&obile*

R* If you could do this* the movements of your hand would be 

enough to destroy their state of rest, aad so they would not be 

iomobile* But in fact this is impossible, since the part of your hand 

which touches the parts of the hard body is softer than they are, and 20 

ia thus unable to move them. The reasons for all this were explained 

quite adequately in Book Two* The nature of glass, which is otherwise 

so difficult to explain, is very easily accounted for on the basis of 

principle

P*1 i Ho thing is core equally distributed amongst men than 
&ood sensei for everyone thinks he ia jabwylnnltly provided 
with it? so much so that even those whose desires are 
hardest to fulfil, and who are dissatisfied with all their 
other natural endowments, do not generally wish for a 
greater degree of good sense than they already possess*

[Part It AT VI 540 (1/2) j ER 1 8l]
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[Oj But there are many obtuse Bum who frequently wish they had 

better and quicker Binds*

H* I agree t there are indeed many who acknowledge theraeelvee to be 

Inferior to others in intelligence, memory and so on* But nonetheless, 

everyone thinks that he is so excellent as to be second to none, when 

it cones to judgement, and being qualified to give an opinion* Everyone 

ia happy with his own opinions, and no two people think alike, ffcls is 

what the author meana by fgood sense* in this passage*

1 77] p*15i But on closer examination, 1 observed* witfe
to Logic, that the forms of syllogism, and almost all 
the other rules , are of less use for exploring the gap* 
in our knowledge than for explaining to others what we 
already know, or* like the art of Lully, for prattling 
copiously and without judgeisent on Batters we are 
ignorant of*

Hi AT VI 549 (17) J EH I 91 J

This really applies not so nuch to Logic, which provides demons­ 

trative proofs on all subjects but to Dialectic, which teaches us how 

to hold forth on all subjects* In this way it underlines good sense* 

rather tloaa building on it. For in diverting our attention and taaking 

us digress into the stock arguments sn<i headings, which are irrelevant 5 

to the thing under discussion, it diverts us from the actual nature of 

the thing itself. Professor ?oetiu® is a past master at thist through­ 

out his books he simply presents his opinions, lays down the law - 

declaring "this is hew it is" ~ and then lumps together a lot of 

authorities. 10

[78] p.17* The long chains of reasoning;, made up of very simple 
and easy steps, which are used by Geoseters to prove the 
roost difficult theorems, gave me th© idea that all ths 
items which faU in the province of huraan knowledge might 
be iiially related in th saite sort of

[Part III AT VI 550 (19); HI! I 92]
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[Oj But is It net the case that in Theology too all the ite&a 

are mutually related in the same sort of sequence and chain of reasoning?

R. Undoubtedly they are* But these are truths which depend on 

revelation, and so we cannot follow or understand their mutual 

connexion in the eame way* And certainly Theology saist not be 5 

subjected to our human reasoning, which we use for Mathematics and for 

other truths, since it is something we cannot fully grasp; ana the simpler 

we keep it, the better Theology we shall have. If the author thought 

anyone would abuse his Philosophy by taking arguments from it and 

applying then* to Theology, he would regret all the trouble he had taken* 10 

However, we can and should prove that the truths of Theology are not 

inconsistent with those of Philosophy, but we oust not In any way subject 

them to critical examination* This is how the nooks have opened the 

way to all the sects and heresies * I mean, through Scholastic fheology, 

which is something that should above all else have been stamped out. 15 

Why do we need to spend all this effort on l*heologyv wh@n we see that 

simple country folk have just as much chance as we have of getting to 

heaven? Tfcie should certainly be a warning to us that it is much EC re 

satisfactory to have a Theology as simple as that of country folk than 

one which is plagued with countless controversies* This is how we 20 

corrupt Theology and open the way for disputes, quarrels, wars and such 

like* Indeed, the theologians have sade such a habit of foisting every 

kind of doctrine on to the theologians of the opposing school and then 

denigrating it, that they have completely mastered the art of 

denigrating, and can scarcely do anything else but denigrate, even when 25 

they do not mean to*
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[79] X knew that I should start with an examination of those 
items which were the simplest and easiest to grasp* And 
since I saw that, of all those who had sought the truth 
up to the present day, it was the jaathamaticians alone 
who had been able to discover a number of demonstrative 
proofs (i.e. certain and evident reasons), I had no 
doubt that the object of their inquiries was the easiest 
of all* So I knew 1 should examine this first, even 
though the only benefit which I expected to ensue was that 
*sv BjfllU'ft yould gr&dVjftlly becofflg us ad to rftCfQ^fiifling the 
truthf and to withholding assent froia false reasoning*

Tliis benefit cannot be derived from Kathe&atics as it is cozaaonly 

taught. For this consists almost entirely in the history of explanation 

of terms, and the like, all of which can easily be learnt by memorisation. 

All this develops the meaory, but not the intelligence* To enable the 

intelligence to be developed, you need mathematical kaowlodge, and this 5 

is sons tiling which is not to be gleaned from books, but rather from 

actual practice and skill* The author had to teach himself the subject 

this way, since he had no books with him, and the results he obtained 

were very happy. However, not everyone has this aptitude for Mathe&atiess 

one needs a mathematical &ind which must then be polished by actual 10 

practice* How this watheaatioal knowledge must be acquired from 

Algebra; but this is a subject in which we cannot do ourselves much good 

withort the aid of & teacher - unless* that is, we are willing to follow 

step by step the lead which the author has given us in the £j90.iptry.« so 

as to end up with the ability to solve problems and discover truths 15 

whatever they taay be, Just as a certain Frenchman did at Paris*

A study of Mathematics, then, is a prerequisite for making new 

discoveries, both in Mathematics itself and in Philosophy* Tou do not, 

however, need ^atheaatics in order to understand the author*s 

philosophical writings, with the possible exception of a few aathemat- 20 

ical points in the Dioptrics. The topics on which the author wants us 

to exercise our minds are very siople ones, such aa the nature and
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properties of the triangle and so on; these must be thought about and 

pondered on* Mathematics accustoms the mind to recognising the truth, 

because it is in Mathematics that examples of correct reasoning, which 25 

you will find nowhere else, are to be found* Accordingly, the men who 

has once accustomed his Kind to mathematical reasoning will have a 

mind that is well equipped for the investigation of other truths, 

since reasoning is exactly the same in every subject. The fact that 

there ere sore people who are clever at K a theirs tics but less successful 50 

in subjects like rhysios, is riot due to any defect in their powers of 

reasoning, but is the result of their having done Mathematics not by 

reasoning but by imagining  > everything they have accomplished has been 

by means of imagination. Sow, in Physios there is no place for 

imagination, and this explains their signal lack of success in the 55 

subject*

Then again, Mathematics accustoms the mind to distinguishing 

arguments which are true and valid from those which are probable and 

false* For, in Mathematics, anyone who relies solely on probable 

arguments will be misled and driven to absurd conclusions; this will 40 

make him see that a demonstrative proof does not proceed from probable 

premisses, which in this respect are equivalent to false ones, but only 

frcra those which are certain* It is because philosophers have not 

followed this advice that they can never distinguish proofs from probable 

arguments in Philosophy and T*hysics{ moreover, t&ey nearly always try 45 

to argue in terms of probabilities, since they do not believe that there 

can be a place for demonstrative proofs in the sciences which deal with 

reality* And this is why the Sceptics and others have believed that 

the existence of God cannot be proved, and why many besides think that 

it is improvable; whereas in fact it is conclusively provable, and, 50 

like all metaphysical truths, is capable of a more solid proof than the 

proofs of Mathematics* For if you were to go to the mathematicians and
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oast doubt on all the things the author cast doubt on in hia metaphysical 

enquiries, then absolutely no mathematical proof could be given with 

certainty; whereas the author went on to give metaphysical proofs 55 

in spite of the doubt* So the proofs in Metaphysics are asore 

certain than those in Mathematics* And at every point* the author tried 

to provide  mathematical* proofs, as they are coramoniy called, in his 

philosophy; though these cannot be grasped as such by thos& who are 

unfamiliar with Mathematics. 60

[80] p.20: Thus, in order that I should not remain irresolute 
in my actions while reason advised me to be so in my 
judgements, end so that I should start to live from that 
tioe on as happily aa possible, I made up for znyself a 
temporary code of ethics, consisting merely of three or 
four rules, which I ajioiild 'like to incluAlja here#

LPart HI* AT VI 55a(22)$ HE I 95j

author does not like writing on ethics, out he was compelled to 

include these riles because of people like the Schoolmen; otherwise 

they would have said that he was a oan without any religion or faith and 

that he intended to use his method to subvert them*

1.81 j p*36» But if we did Tft HHW *&&* whatever reality and
truth there Is in us proceeds entirely from a supreme and 
infinite being, then no matter how clear and distinct our 
ideas were, we should have no reason for being certain 
that they were therefore true*

[Part IV s AT VI 562(39); Ha I !05J

If we did not know that all truth has its origin in God, then 

however clear our ideas were, we would not know that they were true, or 

that we were not mistaken - I mean of course when we were not paying 

attention to them, and when we merely renumbered that we had clearly 

artf distinctly perceived them* For on other occasions, when we do pay 5 

attention to the truths themselves, even though we say not know God 

exists we cannot be in any doubt about them* Otherwise, we could not 

prove thet Ood exists.
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[62J p«56i It la true that there la nothing in the medicine 
which ia currently practised of any remarkable utility* 
But, without having any intention of condensing it, I 
an confident that anyone, even a professional doctor, 
would agree that all the discoveries up to the present 
day are virtually nothing by comparison with what still 
remains to be known; and that Ran could achieve immunity 
from an infinite number of illnesses, both of the body 
mfld Qjp the &ind, iy*d even perinftpa from the feebleness of 
o?.d age, if they only had a sufficiently extensive 
knowledge of the original causes of these aaladies, and 
of all the remedied which nature has provided us vith.

LPart VI i AT VI 575 (62)| HR I 120J

Whether man was inaaDrtal before the Fall, and if so how, is not a 

question for the philosopher, but must be left to the theologians* And 

as to how sen before the flood could achieve auch an advanced age* this 

ia something which defeats the philosopher; and it may be that God brought 

this about edruculously, by means of supernatural causes, aod without 5 

recourse to physical causes. Or then again it could have been that 

the structure of the natural world was different before the flood, and 

that it then deteriorated as a result of tLe flood* The philoaoj&er 

studies nature, &a he does man* simply as it is now} he does not 

investigate its causes at any more profound level, since this is beyond 10 

him* However, it should not be doubted that hu&an life could be 

prolonged, if we knew the appropriate art* For since our knowledge of 

Hie appropriate art enables us to increase and prolong the life of 

plants and such like, why should it not be the same with Ban? But the 

best way of prolonging life, and the best method of keeping to a healthy 15 

diot, is to live and eat like the animtils, i.e. eat as much a@ we enjoy 

and relioh, but no sore*

[0j This might work out all right in sound and healthy bodies, where 

the appetite is working properly for the benefit of the body; but it 

will not work for those who are sick* 20

[fij Nonsense. 2ven when we are ill nature still remains the saiae. 

iftat ia core, it seeos that nature plunges us into illnesses, so that
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ve can emerge all the stronger, and makes light of any obstacles in 

her way, provided we obey her* And perhaps if doctors would only 

allow people the food and drink they frequently desire when they 25 

are ill* they would often be restored to health far more satisfactorily 

than they are by use ana of all those unpleasant medicines* Indeed, 

experience confines this. In such cases nature herself woafcs to 

effect her own yecoveryj with her perfect internal awareness of herself 

she knows better than the doctor who io on the outside* 30

[OJ But there is such an infinite nuabar of foods etc.; so what 

choice should we isaks among them* and what order should we take them 

in, and so on?

Ho This is some thine our own experience teaches us* V@ always 

know whether a food has agreed with us or not, and hence we can always 55 

learn for the future whether or not we should have the same food again, 

and whether we should ©at it In the sarr.« w^ and in th© saa© order* 

So, as Tiberius Caesar said [or Cato* I think], no one who has reached 

the age of thirty should need a doctor, since at that «g« h© is quite 

able to knoi? Mjcsself through experience what is good or bad for liimf 40 

and so be his own doctor,

Amsterdam. April 2Ct&, 1648*
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Hotet For abbreviations used in referring to editions of Descartes see 
Page 319.
Other works cited in the Commentary are referred to by the author's 
or editor's name in CAPITALS, and are listed in fun in the 
Bibliography.
All translations from Descartes are my own unless otherwise 
indicated*

CB 1 - AS. ^edit^tions and Replies to Objections

This section deals with twenty-seven points from the Meditations and 

twenty from the Replies; the final piece (CB 43) is a general piece of 

advice on how to study the Meditations. The reader is referred to the 

Conspectus on p.3H for a summary of the topics discussed*

The section is divided into six groups of pieces, headed ^edit* !*• 

•itodit. 1^* etc* In each group , first of all* passages from the 

appropriate Meditation are discussed, in the order in which they cose in 

the original text* Then, after all the passages from the Meditation 

proper have been dealt with, Burman introduces various quotations from 

the flcpliea relevant to the Keditetion under discussion* The only 

exception to this orderly procedure (except for the placing of CB 22 and 

36 - see Commentary j& loc.) occurs in the first group of pieces 

(CB1 - 9). Here CB noe. 1 - 3 indeed deal with the First Meditation; but 

nos* 4-9 (from the Replies) concern issues more relevant to the 

subsequent Meditations (i.e. the Coglto, the Circle, the nature of the 

mind).

CB 1

lij|ee t •• 5 t Frott the aflfutes*• .through the sensiss- • •

Here, in the first paragraph, we have an example of the philosophical 

richness of the Conversation. The casual reader of the passage quoted 

from the First Meditation might suppose that Descartes was merely referring
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in a general way to the fact that our ordinary beliefs are baaed on the 

perceptions of the five senses. But Descartes makea it clear to Bureau 

tmat the phrase vel a aegmibinB vel per senaibmg Bariks & specific dis*- 

tinction between two different aouroea of our beliefs* The distinction, 

aa it ia explained here, seems to be one between direct knowledge and 

derivative knowledge* At first aight thia looks a bit like „useell's 

ffeooua distinction between knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by 

description* "In the presence of isy table1*, writes Russell, "I aa 

acquainted with*..ite colour* ahape,***eto." (atfSSSLJL, p*25). Tliie Russell 

calla knowledge by acquaintance* On the other hand, when I know aome 

piece of information about the world * e*g* that the Smperor of China 

exiata (or did in 1912) - thia ia knowledge by description.

But if thia ia the aort of distinction which Descartes had in mind, 

ha haa expressed himself very oddly in the remark to Bur&an about sight and 

tearing* Take eight first* Under knowledge by acquaintance Russell 

includes, for cbvioua reasons, the data of touch, taste etc*, aa veil aa 

sight* in the presence of ny table 1 am acquainted with hardnesa and 

smoothness aa well aa colour and shape (loc.cit.)> (Indeed, even icy 

knowledge of shape ia net, of course, derived from sight alone*) And 

similarly, toy knowledge by description can be acquired otherwise than by 

hearing (•*£* *>7 reading a book)* Why than should Descartes have fastened 

exclusively on the sense* of eight and hearing to gloss a aenaibua and 

per senaibua respectively? One way out of the difficulty would be to deny 

that he didi we could alter "i.e." to "e.g." at lines .one and thr$e. 

(M&m a supplement 'scilicet 1 in both plaoea ia conjectural! the original 

merely haa an indecipherable abbreviation*) But there are raaaons ag&iaat 

thia solution. Clauberg, in his commentary on this part of the 

Mfift|tationa- cakea the aaine special reference to eight and hearing that we 

find here* Moreover, he implies that Descartes regarded sight aa par
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excellence the sense of discovery (^qventionia senatua)> the eyes are the 

windows of the mind, through which all the various data of colour, shape, 

ttovexaent etc., enter our consciousness* Similarly, hearing; is par 

excellence the a ensue discipline* - the sense of learning. The other 

senses, says Clauberg, are passed over by Descartes because their con­ 

tribution to our knowledge is by comparison negligible (since they only 

provide us with information about our immediate environment) (CLAUBERG, 

PP. 9, 10).

If we accept Clauberg1 s account, and combine it with our parallel with 

the Russell distinction, then what Descartes is saying is this: our know­ 

ledge (or what we have hitherto accepted as knowledge) is of two kinds, viz., 

(1) acquaintance with sensory data (colours, shapes etc*} - principally and 

typically through the sense of sight; and (2) descriptive knowledge 

(information about the external world, what exists and so forth) - 

principally and typically acquired throu^Ji the •sense of learning9 , hearing*

But there is still a serious difficulty with this interpretation* 

Whatever I have hitherto accepted as mpst true, says Descartes, I hav$ 

acquired either from the senses or throi^^i the senses (italics mine). Yet, 

aa Huesell points out, the sort of knowledge that is opposed to error is 

knowledge fflflff something is the ease. It is only knowledge by description 

that can properly speaking be called knowledge of truths (EUSsaL, p.23). 

la it not than a confusion for Descartes to include knowledge by acquaintance 

(knowledge of colours, shapes etc*) under the heading of 'what I hare 

hitherto accepted as most true1 ? The confusion would be an easy one to 

aake, for talk of perceiving colours and shapes is ambiguous. It cd£ht 

refer to (a) what Kussell calls being acquainted with e.g. redness or 

roundneea, which is not a belief or judgement at all but is, perhaps, a 

aental state or event, and as such seems to have no place in the Cartesian 

review of former beliefs* On the other hand, talk of my 'perceiving colours
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and shapes* might refer to (b) an implicit Judgement * e»g> that sometliing 

red (round) exists* Only this second it era seems a proper candidate for 

inclusion in the review of former beliefs*

Descartes can be acquitted of this particular confusion however, for 

he himself is quite alive to the distinction in question, in the Sixth 

Replies, he explicitly distinguishes between on the one hand the 

 immediate mental result of the stimulation of the bodily organs with 

which the Bind is united 1 (e*g* perceptions (gerce^tioaea) of pain, colours* 

sound, taste etc*) and, on the other hand, an actual Judgement (fo.

What then iff the explanation of the inclusion of irradiate perceptual 

data in the list of 'what I have hitherto accepted, as xaost true 1 ? The 

answer is that Descartes holds that even in this sphere there is* or can 

be, a residual judgemental eleiaent of a very special sort; so that there 

can, even here, be room for error* fhis strange notion is explained and 

diacus&ed beloi? under the beading ^a^erial ̂ IjjjLjIitrW* *•* ®& CB 1$, p* 1 1 5f f *

These 'principia eo&zmmia' are referred to further down as 'common 

principles and axioms' (lines 12/12). $ke example given at line 13 appears 

in the section on 'eternal truths 9 in the Princiuloo (Bk. I, art. 49), where 

it is also called a 'concjon notion4 (no^io) ; another example given is 

nihilo nihll fit** There is a list of ten such propositions, under the 

heading- "axloas or cocsiion notions" in tiie 'geometrical* proof of God's 

existence given in the ,-econd Replies (AT VII 164/6). 

1 imi Q | ^ m

54" i» A* VII 39/40 (see Introduction, p* x ); the reference is 

to Descartes' discussion of innate ideas in the 'fhiid Meditation, where 

God's existence is proved from the innate idea I have of Ood.
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lines 8/9 1 • • » acQure ee • »

Descartes is not donying the inaateneas of the fooBEQn principles 1 . 

His point is that unless we actually fhear* then -i.e. are explicitly 

taught thorn by our logic tutor or whoever - we are not conscious of then 

at all (although thoy art inplicitly presupposed by our ways of thinking 

about particulars; see linos 18/19 and OB 4)* For Descartes 4 views on 

innate ideas see CB 49t and CWBMRtary on CB 9* 

line 10* "-"itblf fi.utihoir is connidering at thAs.. EOint«««

in iteaoartes* oowaent here is a point of vital taportance

for a correct understanding of the First Meditation. Although Descartes 

speaks throughout in the first person ("whatever I have so far accepted..." 

etc.), tho "I n-fitatenente cannot be taken as reporting the considered

views of the author* k&ther, the writing is what aight be

called an exercise in dramatic projection. At tho particular stage of the 

«o.uiry referred to here* for example, Descartes is putting hia»elf in the 

role of the aan who is "just beginning to philosophies" (line 11). As 

Professor Frankfurt notoss H the Descartes of tho First Meditation affects 

a point of view which he has long since outgrown * that of soxneone who is 

philosophically unsophisticated and who has always been guided more or 

less unreflectivfcly in hie opinions by common S€&0e*" (FIAMFUBf » p. 4/5) * 

However, there is a wider point at issue here which really applies to the 

style of the Medi ta^iona as a wholes for this see on CB 16, line 4* 

lias 12 t .--kftoya ha is e»^r» of (scit so nosso)

An awkward phrase to translate! Mam has "salt etre en ea 

connaissance" * SO render "know ho jffloja" would bo cdslQadln^j for 

Bescartee* @an who is ' beginning to philosophise 9 is making a review of 

his hitherto accepted beliefs: these may or cay not turn out to be cases 

of genuine knowledge*
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linos 14/15 i *   .creatures of t!bs ar

Reliance on tho senses for Descartes f as for Plato (cf . I

523 tt.) 9 ia the nark of the uncritical, 'prephiiosophlcal* man. 

Descartes* description here of the way we think 'before we begin to 

philosophise* throws ligfct on several important topics in the fts

and the whole section from lines 10-24 is of great interest* I shall be 

zef erring back to this passage in discussing (a) the nature and scope of 

the doubts raised in the First Hesitation (Appendix A, p. 26o); (b) 

Descartes * views on the sense in which we have innate knowledge (pp» 84 ff*)f 

and (e) the way in which Descartes develops the Cogito argument (Appendix 

B, section III). 

lines 23/4» * • -fflBffflrt frf. ^fflly1 --'^^^,^ hj^a qttentfoq on thesu

A very important reaazk which has crucial bearing on Descartes' 

Attitude to the thorny problem of the 'Cartesian circle*. It should be 

compared with CB $ and CB 81 . There are two chiaf points worth noting 

about our passage here* (1) Descartes roundly asserts the ultlcsate imposs­ 

ibility of scepticism without any caution of the need to prove God** 

existence? the weight falls entirely on the indubitability of the * common 

pfi&cipHes or arlocss** (2) Bese&rtes does not simply assert that the 

axioms are indubitable to^i; eQ-ar^^ but edds the proviso 'for anyone who 

carefully focuses his attention on them* (MS s "ab eo ,aui attente ad ilia 

ftri^^ygrtit no^^ri non ix>aaunt>T ) . A definite act of mental concen­ 

tration is necessary* For both these points see further Appendix C,

pp. 282 ff •

is a rather free version of the idiomatic Latinj Mhic 

de re exlste&te agitur, an ea ait". She thought is rather oo&preased, but 

the point is clear enough. Descartes asserts in the first Meditation that 

all hitherto accepted beliefs have been acquired either from or through the



62
1 (oont.)

senses} here at CB 1 ha considers the imaginary objection "What about 

tho oooncm principles* which are innate?". His reply io in three parts* 

of which the first two (linos 3-9 and lines 10-24) aro quit* full and 

explicitj now at lias 24» ho says in effecti 'Thirdly, here wo aro 

principally concornod with questioning accopted beliefs about the external 

world'! tho implied continuation must bet fbut of course the coraraen 

principles aro not relevant to ttoia issue, since they do not assert 

anything about real existence in ttie world* 9

fbftt Deaoartee' comon principles lack existential import jBtncmi 

explicitly (in another connexion} in Book I of the Principles, where 

Descartes says that the sigrraiclaslnaQ potion eg (e*g« that it is iBposaibl* 

for that which thinka not to exist) fprovide us with no knowledge of 

anything that exists* (nulliaa.-JBeA -jaxia'teBO.1*!^ ^^ t̂l̂  T^rajBbB£it8 AT YXX2 8| 

of. also AT Till 23, line 25 ff*)* These propositions thus fall into the 

class of what Huiae was later to call 'relations bettmsn ideas* as opposed 

to 'matters of fact9 (%q\yliy. parn* 20j Treatise. Appendix 3)s see 

further on 03 52* For Descartes* use of re&. ^xiQterg and allied concepts,

below on CB 34*

Ihe ^i£ eould be taken to refer to thic particular part of the argument 

(tbe firet atage of doubt). But X believe the point in fact applies to 

the First Meditation taken as a wholes see Appendix A, p, 257* The

supports thia more general interpretation of the referent of

"In priaa (e£.Meditatione) causae exponuntur propter quas do rebus onnibus, 

aaterial^bua. poasunaw dubitare" (AT VII 12j ny italics).

The areuaent from illusion and the drea&tae ar^unent were not 

innovations of Descartes j indeed, Eobbas coaplainod that a 'modern*
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pkU0ao$her like Daaoartea should bother to publish 'that old stuff1 

(vetera iljlai AT VII 171)* £h© old Pyrrhonian arguments about the 

reliability of the aenaea had bean much discussed by the sceptics of the 

aixteenth century (aee E«H«Bopkin on the fKouvaauc Pyrrhonlens 1 : KUKII'^, 

Cha* II, III); and the dreaming argument, too, has a lone ancestry (cf. 

Flato, Tfreaatatua. 1&8). But the demon argument ia ^eaoartea* otm 

special contribution* . See Appendix A for a full discussion of 

Descartes 1 coiamenta here*

This appears to be the aenae of the curious clause in the 

"quern aurauD dari aliquis objicer© pote&t" * Adow suggests 

*° aeoraim, and translated "qu'on peut lui ob^eoter quc il introduit hora 

de pixjpoe" (AMKt a^i.^oc.). But the general gist ia clear, in any caae 

(see Appendix A, p. 256 ).

the contradiction, aee on CB 10, where the aame point ia mad© at 

greater length*

This pieoe provi ee extremely valuable evidence for Descartes' views 

on the status of the Co&Ltef this ia discussed in full in Appendix B, q.v,

implies that D«scart«a assorted in the PrinclulQa that the 

concluBion of the Co&ito was arrived at via a syllogism* This ia not 

strictly true; and it la certainly incorrect that "the author says in the 

Principles that the major premise cornea first", aa we are told further down 

(line 5)* Thus, Buraan'e question, and the whole of Descartes' reported

See however GOHiBSTOH, vol.Ill, Part I, p«76 for poaaihle historical 
antecedents.
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answer, incorporate a mistaken recollection of the text of the Principle**

This presents us with quite a problem. Either we accept the test as 

a correct record of what was said, which means that Descartes was less 

than particular about the accuracy of quotations from his published work, 

or else serious doubt is cast on the accuracy of Bunaau's reporting. And 

if he ttisreported this - one of the most vital exchanges in the Convers­ 

ation - then the general reliability of the Conversation as a source is 

called into question.

In fact, however, the misquotation is much less serious than might at 

first appear. For although Descartes does not talk of syllogisms and 

major precdsses in principles I, 10, he does mention the proposition 

•fieri non pot eat ut id quod cogitet non existat 1 ('it is impossible for 

that which thinks not to exist*}f and says that on? muot have prior 

knowledge of this in order to arrive at 'cogito ergo sum*. So the 

necessity for prior knowledge of a general principle closely related to 

'everything which thinks is' jis asserted in the Principles. The gist of 

Burisan's objection, then, remains that there is an apparent discrepancy 

between the Principles and the Second^ Ilei^qe - an objection of consider­ 

able force; and Descartes' reported reply makes good, indeed excellent 

sense, as a defence against this charge (see Appendix B, section III).

There is, however, a difficulty about this* At ^rinpides 110, 

the proposition

(0 It is impossible for that which thinks not to exist

is described as a 'very simple notion 1 which "does not provide knowledge of 

any existing thing". But consider the major premiss

(2) Whatever thinks exists.

Under the rules of traditional Aristotelian logic, this type of universal 

affirmative proposition was regarded as having existential import (i.e. 

as entailing that some thinking thing exists). Would not Descartes have
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been keenly aware of this, and so made a sharp distinction between (1), 

the 'notion1 in the jPiflncJ^ej- lacking existential import, and (2), the 

*aajor' which Burcan cakes him talk about here?

What is more, it is sonetiiass suggested that Descartes* denial that 

the Cogito involves a syllogism (in the Second Replies) was made precisely 

to avoid the danger of a petitio principii that would arise if 'oo&ito 

ergo sun* were derived from a najor praoiss with existential i&port* If 

this view is correct, then the very last thing Descartes would have done 

is to go along with a careless assimilation of (i) to (2)*

I SB inclined to think, however, that when Descartes considered the 

proposition 'whatever thinks exists* the question of existential import 

simply did not occur to him. This may seam a tall order* But, firstly, 

tfea existential import of universal affirmatives, though it is a feature 

of His Aristotelian system, is not a glaring feature (its rejection would 

leave the validity of aany of the meet eomoon argument patterns quite 

untouched*)* There is a danger here of projecting back the mental habits 

of the twentieth century on to the seventeenths the logical status of 

universal affirmatives and the difficulties of the Aristotelian square of 

opposition have bulked large in the rainda of philosophers only since the 

advent of alternative logical systems, secondly, at no point when 

Descartes discusses the syllogism does he show any awareness of the 

dangers of a petitio prinoipii (nor is this raised by any of the objectors) * 

Whan discussing the issue with Clerselier, Descartes makes it clear that 

ha regards the supposed involvement of a major premise in the Cogito as 

dangerous only because it lays hiA open to the charge of having been 

careless in his asthod of doubt and allowed an unexaoined prejudice into 

his reasoning (AT IX 206)*

In tfa» first figure, fcr example, all four principal moods (Barbara, 
Cslarent, flarii, Perio) remain untouched | only the •weakened* noods (AAI, 
MO) are affected by the question of existential import* cf. KITCHj&L, 

P.45.
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In Tie* of this I thick it la quite possible that Deecartes was 

••jp&ble of ajNtfailating (1) to (2)1 it la quite possible that he was 

able to regard 'fieri non potest ut id quod cogitet non existat* and 

'oane id qwod co^itat exiatit9 as variants on the saise simple •notion 1 

which be regarded aa lacking existential import. I do not mean that if 

challenged he would have maintained that there was no difference. whatever 

between the two formulations. But I surest that he might well have 

maintained that the •slmplicissima notlo 9 of the Principles, and the 

tgeoeralis notlo' discussed here at CB 4 line 11 are both ways of 

refei-ring to the general logical principle which is 'implicitly pre­ 

supposed* (line 6) when one asserts 'oogito ergo sum*.

One final point* The identical phrase 'general notion9 which Barman 

reports here is used by Descartes elsewhere in connexion with the major 

prtadss 9whatever thinks exists9 * This is In the letter to Jlerselier 

already referred to (AT IX 206}* What is more, the general line taken in 

that letter (e*g* in the contrast between general propositions and 

particular instances) strongly backs up the authenticity of the analysis 

offered at TB 4*

I conclude that there is no sound reason for supposing that Human 

had got his notes into a Middle at this point, or that his reconstruction 

of the argument is lees than substantially accurate* 

line 2 s Before this ..inf ercgicje-* * «

The text has 9 ante hanc concision em 1 , which two recent writers who 

have referred to this passage in the Coayrqrsqtlon have translated as 

9befbr© this conclusion9 (FKAJfKFOTiT, p*97| EB1OT (t), p*5t)* But 

9 conclusion9 seecis inappropriate as a description of the entire phrase 

9ooglto ergo sum'; it would be normal in English to call sue the conclusion, 

and the phrase as a whole an arguoent or inference. And In fact

in Latin is quite capable of bearing this sore appropriate meaning. (The
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Oxford Latin Dictionary gives "the inferring or deducing of a proof" 

aa the firot meaning of tooncluflio t . Compare also the cleaning of

* conclusion* in French.) Conclndcre is used to mean 'infer1 at CB 1? 

and CB '9*

lino 8 s -..-,01* tihfllf XJcoow it be.f oro 'jsy '.^jf^i flff^iQffift*

MS 8 "non ideo sdatper express® et explicit® cognosce lllam praecedere 

et acio ante Beam eoncluaionem* • I prefer to take qnte as a preposition 

governing conclusionecu and sqio as governed by the ,qon at the beginning 

of tho sentence with illaca as the understood object* Adam however takes 

ante aa adverbial and translates "mals je ne aaia pas pour cela

•xpressement et explicitement qufelle precede* et Je connais iaa conclusion 

auparavant". But on either rendering the crucial point is the sane, vis* 

that one can make the inference 'cogito ergo sum* without express and 

explicit awareness of the priority of the major premiss. ? ee Appendix B 

section III.

At CB t f lines 16^20* See Appendix B, p* 269

This is one of the pieces which I have punctuated differently from 

Adam (see Introduction, p.xii) , Adam gives the whole piece to Burman, 

except for the final roply on zs&ioory (linea 1B-2t). It saeas to me isore 

natural to oaks the flr&t chunk (lines 1-11) a piece of straight coimosntary 

attributable to Descartes (the assertion at lines 6 ff. is particularly 

characteristic). If this is right, then it is only at line 12 that 

Bunaan breaks in with an objection* For this format, compare CB 22. and 

CB 50.

originally raised the question of God and deception in the
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fir at Meditation, and he takes it up a^ain at the end of the Third 

Xeditation« There he has some relatively straightforward arguments to 

prove that God cannot deceivej 'God is supremely perfect, but deception 

implies sone defect (defeetus)' (AT VII 52, line 7j of* Principles I, 29);

•God is supremely good, but the will to deceive is a sign of malice 

(laalitia) 1 (Fourth Meditation, ad.inlt.; AT VII 53, line 2?)- But the 

passage from tiie Sixth Replies quoted here by Bunaan refers back to a 

rather more complex argumfifct in the Fourth Meditation (AT VII 54)*

The original version of this argument involved the notion that human 

error is a negation or deficiency (defectus); now God, who is supremely 

real and positive, cannot be responsible for a negation; hence God cannot 

deceive* The trouble with this is that the criteria for something's 

being a negation are none too clear* The argument presupposes a sieple 

uncontroversial distinction between positive and negative predicates! but 

there are serious difficulties about this (see below on CB 19)* Moreover, 

Descartes himself vas not quite satisfied with classing error as siaply 

a negation (a *pura negatio 1 ) since **it is the privation or lack of

•earthing which I should have" (AT VII 55} •

Closely tied up with the negation argument ia another, more obscure, 

argucant involving the notions of 'being* and 'nothin^aess* ; and it ie 

this which Descartes attanpts to develop and clarify here at CB 5 (he 

refers to it at line 5 aa a 'metaphysical consideration9 )* The following 

stepe seem to be involved!

(1) God ia pure being

(2) we human beings are a mixture of being and non-being

(3) our error derives fron that part of us which involves nan being 

(4} God cannot incline to non-being 

hence (5) God cannot deceive*

Problece abound here* "by should error be somehow unreal, involve
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9 non being* or f no thingness 9 ? Again, why should we erring humans be a 

'mixture of being and non-being1 ? These claims can only be understood 

by tracing ther. back to their origin* which is unmistakably Platonic* 

Plato, as is well known, described his fForcss 1 as utterly perfect 

and quasi-divine (of* R^qdrus. 250 c). This perfection of the Forms is 

closely linked to Plato's thesis that they belong to a higher order of

being or reality than ordinary sensible particularss they have 'complete'
,i 

or l puret being (the fom is " i^TtX'^ Vv/ » Or " c^^ v ^\ cv «

I Republic 477aJ) * This arises from the claim frequently Bade by Plato that 

there is something unstable and temporary about the predicates applicable 

to sensible particulars! a particular X which is F cannot be said to 

really J& F since it may be F from one point of view and not-F from 

another (e.g. Jane may ba tall compared with Susan but short compared with 

Mary); or it may be F now and not-? later on (Jane mey be beautiful now 

and ugly ten years later)} the Forms , by contrast, possess their 

attributes eternally and unchangeably. (Republic 479a~d; avnmosium 211 a).

This Platonic way of looking at things is easily transferred to the 

theological sphere! God (like the Forms) has 'pur© being* because he 

possesses his attributes pemsnently and unchangeably; the finite objects 

of the created world are less 'real 1 (have less 'being') because they 

possess their attributes leas fully and permanently. It thus becomes 

natural for Christian writers familiar with the Platonic tradition to use 

phrases like t pure being9 when characterising the perfections of God. 

It is this background which Descartes is drawing on in the argument 

under discussion. The perfection of God is automatically linked with his 

9 reality* or 9 pure being* t God is futterly perfect real and positive 

being9 (ens sumae perfectum reale A positivum)} non-being or nothingness 

is 'farthest removed from all perfection9 ; we imperfect humans are some- 

where in between being and non-being (medium quid inter Beum & nihil) 

(AT VII 54, Una 13 ff.)-



70 
CB 5 (oont*)

There is no space to discuss the vUiditgr of the Platonic arguments 

which are presupposed here (for soiae of the difficulties, see VLASTOfi, 

p«10 ff*}« But even if we grant Descartes his Platonic apparatus, the 

ajguMnt is still highly dubious. Even granting that God is * supreme 

being* and that human imperfection aai error involves 9non-being9 , why 

should God not be responsible for that error and imperfection? It does not 

help to be told that God cannot "incline to nothingness" (ferri in nihil - 

line 4) or "tend to non-being" (tenders in non ens * line 11), for we still 

want to know why being cannot be responsible for noo-being* Here, however, 

another piece of traditional wisdos is lurking in the background, the 

principle that if X is responsible for Y then I oust somehow be 9 in* Xt 

•nothing in the effect which was not in the cause 1 * Hence non-being cannot 

be an effect of God who is pure being* For further discussion of the 

curious principle involved here see below on CB 24, esp* p» 158. 

illJftt 7 * •••faculty of perception... (facultaa percipdendi}

Descartes is referring to the j\ffjjffl Bflt\Mfi*ff " *h® faculty that enables 

us to •intuit' or •clearly and distinctly perceive* certain truths* For 

the natural light, see on CB 76*

Throughout this passage the threat of the 9Cartesian circle9 looms in 

the background* If I use the faculty of perception correctly, by only 

assenting to what I clearly perceive, says Descartes, I cannot be deceived 

(lines 8-9). Why not? Evidently because the faculty Is the gift of God 

(line 7)? compare the r*B»rk at line 14^15: "a reliable mind was God's 

gift to me1* (ineeniua.*.a Dec rectum accepi). But if the reliability of 

the mind can only be established after God's existence has been proved , 

how do we nanage to prove Ms existence in the first place? See below on 

CB 6, line 1* 

lilPfl fl/Q i •>.cannot b« daceivqd...

There is a danger here of Descartes9 argument proving too much* If 

it is (logically) impossible that we should b« deceived by God, how is this
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to be reconciled with the undoubted fact that we do sometimes go astray? 

ThiB difficulty ia discussed in the Fourth Meditation, where I-escartes 

offere two explanations of the fact that we are occasionally subject to 

error* The first ia really a non~explanations we Just cannot understand 

the hidden purposes of God (AT VII 55)* The second has to do with the 

perfect and unlimited power of our will (aee on CB 31 line 13). In tha 

Sixth Meditation, there ia a third argument which trades on the fact that 

the created universe works in accordance with fixed lawat see below on 

06 45. 

line 1*5 j a • .but ssF BUMBOt*v roay still -deceive ise. * *

Compare Princiifoea I 44: "A very frequent source of error ia that 

there are many things which we think we have perceived in the past; these 

get a to red in our meisory and we give our assent to them* just as if we 

had actually perceived their,, even though in fact we have never done so." 

(AT VIII 21). 

line 18 s X hi^ve nothin/t to say on. the B\d?.i6Ot of jBeimsry*

Descartes* off-hand and dismissive reply ia very striking* and it is 

strong evidence against a popular modern view that the role of God in the 

Cartesian ayatem ia that of guarantor of the veracity of memory. See 

Appendix C, section II*

i It aoeaa there ia a circle..* 

Descartea waa never quite able to allay the suspicion that hie defence 

of human knowledge involved circular reasoning* The authors of the 

Second Objection* first raised the isaue (A? 711 124/5)? Descartea 9 reply 

(ibid* 140) did not apparently satisfy Arnauld, who brought the Batter up 

again in the Fourth Objections. Descartea referred Arnauld back to hia 

earlier reply (passage quoted here at CB 4); but Bureau clearly re£;arda 

the charge aa still far from answered* For a full discussion of the
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problem, and of Descartes 1 reaarks to Burtsan here end at CB 81, see 

Appendix C*

For example "tan turn len ease debet in causa efficient© & to tali quantum 

in ejusdem causae effectu" (AT VII 40). For the torn* a;dQEi which is not 

actually used in the IMrd Keditation (though it is in the Second Replies ~ 

AT VII 165 ff •) see on CB 52* The proof of God's existence referred to id 

the one which starts from the existence of an idea of God in the dud. 

line 9 9 • * •our inind, can only think _of one, thing ...at ...a. tints* • *

It is essential to Descartes 1 rebuttal of the charge of circularity 

that tiie mind be able to focus on the preisissea which prove God's existence 

all at once* It is not enough to review them in turn; they must all be 

attended to together* for the certainty and guarantee of truth lasts only 

so long as the attention (auHodiu atteruilt - line 6; see further Appendix 

C f p.284ff.)» Buxman, however, doubts whether the mind can really attend to 

all the relevant axioms at once; will not one thought impede the next 

(line 13/14)?

This is a serious and disturbing objection which Descartes never 

really answers satisfactorily* He does give a straightforward example. 

taken fro& his own immediate experience, to show that one can think of two 

things at once (lino IS/19)* But the two thoughts offered are of 

absolutely minimal complexity (compare one of the propositions involved in 

proving God's existence - e.g. the on® quoted in the note on line 2 above) • 

And this is not the only trouble* For* as Human ought to have pointed out. 

the important question is not of whether we can 'think of (ooncipere) two 

things at once, but whether we can carefully concentrate on more than one 

proposition at the same tine* It is concentration that is necessary for 

the guarantee of veracity,

The distinction between merely 'thinking of9 something and positively 

attending to it is rather like the distinction between merely seeing
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something and positively looking at it. And Indeed the parallel between 

cognitive and visual attention (a parallel Burman himself ciay have 

thought of after the conversation was over - see below on line 16} is 

alarmingly unfavourable to Descartes 9 case. It is a well known fact that 

iihen ve concentrate on one object in our visual field, all the other 

objects automatically go out of focus* But the question now springs to mind 

is not just the same thing true in the case of mental concent re tion? Must 

not careful attention to one proposition be at the expense of the others 

'going out of focus'? If this is so (and experiment by introspection - 

one of Descartes 1 own favoured methods - aeeoa to confirc it) then the 

empirical facts which Descartes requires for his solution to the circle 

just do not obtain* 

line 11 i ...every thou^foij occum lnatantaReo\aafo*»* (omis corltatio

Burman would have done better to stick to the simple point that one 

cannot concentrate on two propositions at once (see above)* But in the 

course of making the point he commits hii&self to the thesis that every thoughl 

occurs in an instant - a thesis which Descartes has little trouble in 

demolishing* Cescartea simply observes (line 21) that all our acts take 

up time, and that one can continue thinking the same thing for sons time*

Descartes' rebuttal in fact seems so elementary that one wonders 

how Burman can possibly have advanced the thesis in the first place* But 

it is possible that an ambiguity in the concept •thought' (cogitatio) 

underlies what is apparently a simple empirical mistake. By a cofftftajflo 

one might mean the object of thought - that which is before the mind -i.e. 

an idea or proposition (of* the second Replies f where a coffttatfto is 

defined as that of which we are aware - A? VII 160). A oogitatfo in this 

sense is not an event at all, but rather a ttaeless object; so it is at 

least conceivable that so&eon@ y focusing on the idea that cogitationse have
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no duration* might call them * instantaneous*. Alternatively, however, one 

might use aogitatio to refer to the psychological act of thinking of 

aonathing, i»e* sooe sort of mental process. This must be how Descartes 

it when he implies that oogltatiQ is an act (actic. line 21 ). A 

in thia subjective, or psychological sense oust of course take

up time; depending on the circumstances, it may be fleeting or protracted* 

liflft 16/J7 > • • •cannot .Iflfciflfe ,0^ • * •

In the margin of the original KB at this point we find "Con?* Dioptr., 

p.14S"« (The page reference is to the 1644 Latin edition of the

Dioptric. etc** this is the edition from which all quotations from the 

Discourse which occur in the Conversation are fcaken* See Introduction, 

p, x .) The passage referred to (AT VI 621) contains this strikingly 

relevant sentence* "it is iBpossible for us to see distinctly store than 

one object at a tine " (fieri non posse ut amplius quam unuta objectimi 

alBul distinct® intuea&ur) • The purpose of the marginal note would thva 

saeci to be to point out Descartes' view on the limitations of ordinary 

visual attention* and contrast it with the powers of cental attention he 

Optimistically ascribes to us here in the Conversation. The note may perhaps 

represent an afterthought of Bureau on how he might have presented his 

objections concerning the 'circle* more forcefully § for the parallel with 

vision suggests a serious flaw in Descartes* solution of the problem (see 

above on line 9 ) • 

line 24/25 t •••thought ifO}i?d be ""Etfflnflff^- and divisible*

Human here attempts a reduotjo ad absurdufl of Descartes' position* 

Hi* point* presumably, is that it ia inconsistent with Descartes' own 

dualiotic doctrines that thought, which belongs to the world of mind (res 

fffflUfflflff^ *tould be characterised in terms which appear to place it in the 

world of natter (res ertenaa). (For the absolute logical gulf between the 

nature of mind and matter in Descartes' system* of* CB 43*}
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One might expect Descartes to reply that there ie a difference between 

temporal extension and spatial extension* And this ie apparently what he 

d*es; though he expresses the distinction rather oddly as a distinction 

between something's being ' extended -ae-tO-its-duration', and essentially 

extended or  extended -as-to-ita-nature' (the term f nature' is more or 

less interchangeable with 'essence1 in Descartes; see below on OB 34)* 

fhs/mfrt can take time, Descartes admits, but that does not mean that it 

is extended substances its duration, but not its 'nature9 is extended and 

divisible.

This is all very well, but might not duration be relevant to essence? 

If ay Bind la a succession of different thoughts which are discrete 

occurrences occupying time like any other process, does this not, at 

least prima facie, oast doubt on the alleged indivisibility of my essence 

as a thinking being? Ds&eartes attempts to clear this up by aeons of a 

comparison with the eternal nature of God (lines 29*31, and 34 ff*)* In 

his nature or essence God is an indivisible whole} but in spite of this 

his duration can be divided up into an infinite number of parts (line 30) t 

eternity does not exist all at once (eigful. line 36? for the phrase 

*Bi£nal et aemel' see below on line 32).

How to assert the divisibility of God, even if only 'quoad durationem* 

was apparently a somewhat unorthodox position to take; at any rate, only 

two months later we find Descartes reverting to the more standard view 

and saying that the duration of God (unlike that of the human mind) is 

tots, simul (letter to Arnauld, 4 June 1646; Af V 193). Can we accept 

that Descartes contradicted himself so glaringly within the space of two 

months? I think the disparity can be accounted for if one remembers the 

informal at&ospherft of the ponvorsationi Descartes may have been more 

reedy to try out slightly heterodox ideas with the young Protestant Buraan 

than he was in a formal reply to a respected Catholic theologian like
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Arnauld, At all events, Descartes seemo to have concluded on reflexion 

that the comparison between God: and the human mind was not nearly as 

helpful to his ca&e as he had at first supposed. For, as he hi&self admits 

in the same letter to Arnauld, OUT own thought displays a 'successiveness* 

which cannot be attributed to the thought of God: "manifesto cojjnoscitur 

successio in cogitationibus nostris, qualis in cogitationibus divinis nulla 

poteat adaitti" (ibid*)*

It seems* then, that Descartes* argument here in the Convaraqtion is 

doubly inadequate* Even if he had been prepared to stick to the 

theologically sticky suggestion that God is divisible-as-to-his-duration, 

this would still not provide the right sort of parallel with the human 

siind* For the problem remains that in the case of human thotight (unlike 

that of God) there is an undeniable discreteness, a movement or succession 

from one thought (or set of thoughts) to the next* And this seems to 

threaten the * essential indivisibility* of the nind. God, after ail, is 

something of a special case* We know a priori, as a truth of the natural 

light, that he is indivisible - that "nothing can be added to or tak<m 

away from his nature" (line 35)* But since this is not so in the case of 

the human mind, what is to rule out the possibility of a radical 

interruption of the succession of thoughts; or what is to prevent a large 

portion of my oantal life becoming 'detached 1 (e.g. by amnesia)? Descartes 

surely needs an independent argument to show that such an occurrence would 

not detract from wy 'essential nature 9 * Yet this, so far as I know, he 

never offers. What is more, on Descartes' own argument in the Third 

Meditation, the logical possibility of fragmentation of mental life sees® 

very much open: for without the conserving power of God, there would be 

nothing to guarantee my continued existence from one moment to the next

(AT vn 48/9) .
Descartes adght have replied to this that a mind, even after such a
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trauDatle occurrence, would still be a whole undivided mind, for 'we 

cannot conceive of half a mind, as we can conceive of half a body, however 

•mall' (Synopsis. AT VII 13). But this ie far frorc conclusive* For, it 

seams to oe, the decision to call the traumatized adnd a whole undivided 

sdnd is no less debatable than the original claim that the mind is 

indivisible.

The conclusion from our discussion of this section must be that 

neither Descartes 9 distinction between duration and essence, nor his 

comparison between the mind and God, can do the work he requires of theffi 

in order to vindicate his thesis that the essential nature of thought/ the 

mind is indivisible.

32 i • . •aJl at once and one© for all* (siisul et

Descartes (line 50 ) had cited God as an example of ao nothing which, 

like thought, can be regarded as having temporal duration even though he is 

essentially or 'in his nature4 unex tended and indivisible* Burman now 

objects, using a highly compressed and almost untranslatable pfhrase of the 

Schoolmen, that eternity (the eternal being of (Sod) is ainrul at samel.

Though the general sense of this is clear (vis* that God's eternal 

being somehow transcends our ordinary temporal categories and so cannot 

be said to involve duration in any ordinary sense) , the precise force of 

the two Latin terms in this context is hard to pin down* To begin with, 

the proposition 'eternitas eat simul* is logically odd* tSimul > is a 

two-place predicates X and T can be ainnd if they occur at the same time; 

but a single object can hardly be Just •simultaneous 1 tout court. 

Presumably the point is that there are no two distinct or separate times 

vithin eternity (i*e* if, per impossibile, one could speak of two separate 

occasions within eternity, they would necessarily count as simultaneous) . 

•Sternitas eat aeoel* is equally difficult: perhaps the idea is that there 

is no 'eeael, bist ter1 - no 'once, twice, thrice* - involved in eternity,
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but only eemel.

42/3 i     -if we had had gQKe statMJard to measure it by*

There are some interesting philosophical tensions underlying this 

part of the discussion* *'  have the concept of eternity (and of an eternal 

God), but how does this mesh with the idea of a material universe of 

finite duration? It is easy to run into paradoxes when we start asking 

questions like 'how much of eternity elapsed before God created the 

universe? 9 ft or is this simply a problem for theology* Analogous awkward 

questions can arise in modern cosoological theories; consider the current 

theory that the universe originated in a 'Big Bang 9 at 'time eero 9 ; what, 

on such a theory, are we to Bake of the question 'how much time elapsed 

before the Big Bang? 9

Descartes* approach to this sort of difficulty seeos logical enough* 

Given that we apply so&e fixed time standard to our history since the 

creation, why should we not hypo the tic ally 'project back9 the oasae 

standard on to the time before the creation (or, for that matter, the 

Big Bang)* Thus, any time scale t* t+1 f t*2 ...» which we use to measure 

the time that has e lapsed since the creation at t, can hypo the tically be 

9 run backwards9 (t-1, t-2,   *)» The 'hypothetically' is in place because 

if the scale is expressed in, say, solar revolutions, these will not of 

course have occurred at any time earlier than t. But we can still make 

sense of the phrase 'five thousand years before the creation9 by taking 

it to refer to a tine t such that, had there beer a sun, it would have 

completed five thousand solar revolutions between t and the creation* 

(This sesias to be Descartes9 drift in the rather awkward sentence trans­ 

lated at lines 40-43.) Thus the Cartesian answer to the question 'how far 

back does time prior to the creation (the Big Bang) extend?' is 9 infinitely 

far9 * As Descartes points out at CB 25, if we can accept the notion of a 

future eternity (belief in which is an article of the Christian faith) , 

there should be no additional difficulty in the idea of a past eternity*
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A fbotnote worth adding is that the idea of 'projecting back* a time 

scale on to the period prior to creation depends on the premise that, in 

Descartes' words, 'duration remains con«tant' (line 39) • Th© conception 

of tine implied here is of course the classical one, which is sometimes 

expressed by the model of tiaa as & river flowing endlessly at a uniform 

rate. Since modern (pcet-Sinsteinian) science has largely abandoned this 

model, Descartes' 'solution1 to the difficulty about tiiae before the birth 

of the universe would hardly appeal to aodern cosj&ologists (it is doubtful, 

for example, whether any sense at all would be attached by scientists 

today to the supposition that tiiae can 'elapse1 prior to the existence of 

a matter). This is not to say that there are no philosophical difficulties 

in modern cosoological theories about the birth of the universe at 'aero 

time 1 ; but their resolution (if there is one) lies outside the boundaries 

of Cartesian thought.

SL2
Bur-man's quotation focuses attention on the concepts of thought 

(eogitatio) and awareness (eonscientia) which are so crucial in Descartes' 

philosophy. The imoediate background to the quotation is as follows. In 

the course of his proof of the existence of God in the Third Meditation, 

Descartes had argued thats (a) my existence requires some conserving power;

(b) this power cannot be inside me, else I should be aware of it; ergo

(c) it Bust be external to me. How clearly, in order to make step (b), 

Descartes must hold that I am aware of everything inside s»* 'Me1 , in the 

context of the Third Meditation, refers to a thinking thing, a mind. 

Descartes, then, is committed to the following thesis (call it *(1)'):

(t) (x) x is in n(y ftind -> I am aware of x. 

How it was Just this thesis that Arnauld had objected to in the Fourth
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Objections (AT VII 214); our quotation here at CB 7 ia from Descartes 1 

reply to Aroauld.

In his reply* Descartes defends his thesis on purely jt priori grounds! 
it is a "self-evident truth" (per se notua). Descartes sees on to explain 

that everything in the mind, qua thinking thing, is a thought (cogitatio) 
or dependent on a thought (see quotation at CB 8), That is:

(2) (x) z is in a mind -^ x is a co^itatio (or dependent
on a

'Cogitatio', almost a technical term in Descartes* philosophy » is defined 

precisely in the Second Replies (AT VII 160):

(3) Cogitatio   df * Whatever is in us in such a way that we are
immediately aware of it*

Koir clearly proposition (2), coupled vith the atipulatire definition (3) 

logically entails the truth of (l)» (l), (2) and (3) are thus closely 

inter-linked, and may be regarded as the logical core of Descartes' theory 

of mind. But one may be forgiven for thinking there is something 

distinctly arbitrary in all this* Does not the fact remain that there 

are many things which are normally described as 'in the mind* which the 

Bind is Just not aware of? (Arnauld had cited the faculties of an infant 

in its mother's womb.) Buraan raises some of these empirical consider­ 

ations at CB 9 1 here at CB 7, however, he attacks the theory on the groond 

that it is internally incoherent*

Bin-man's objection takes the form of a reduet~o ad absurd um, in the 

loose sense that he derives not a formal contradiction* but an unpalatable 

and awkward consequence from Descartes 9 theory (lines 1/5)* His reasoning 

may be represented as follows. Suppose you have a thought (cogitatio) - 

call it A f then, ia virtue of (3) above, you must be ware of A. But now 

this awareness is something in tha mind; BO, in virtue of (2), it must be 

a coritatio. Let us call this new cogitstio B. So far then, the position
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is that in order to have the thought A, you nust have the thought B. But 

the mind cannot have two thoughts at once* It follows that one cannot be 

aware of having the thought A at the time when A is in the mind, but only 

afterwards  

Unfortunately, however, Buroan's reasoning depends on the premiss that 

the mind cannot have mor« than one thought at a time* And this is a 

proposition which Descartes, as he gently points out at line 10, has 

already rejected (see above on CB 6, line 9)*

Although Bureau's attack fails* it can, I think, be recast in such a 

way as to expose a serious incoherence in Descartes* theory* The key is 

the proposition "to be aware is itself & thought" (consclum esse est 

cogitare - line t), which suggest© that Bureau would have done better to 

develop his attack in terms of an infinite regress argument* This would 

run as follows* Suppose you have a thought - call it A; then, in virtue 

of (5), you must be aware of A* But now this awareness io something in the 

mind; so, in virtue of (2), it mist be a thought. Let us call this new 

thought B* Bo far. then* the position is that in order to have the thought 

A you Bust have the thought B* But* if we now consider the thought B, an 

identical process of reasoning applies* By (3). you muat be aware of B« 

But this awareness is something in the adnd; so in virtue of (2), it oust 

be a thought* We now have a new thought in the picture - call it C. And 

so on ad infinitum.

It is sometiees (correctly) argued that not all regresses are vicious* 

But the regress here is certainly of th© vicious variety; for it shows 

that, if Descartes* theory were correct* the mind would have to perform an 

infinite nwber of operations (go through an infinite number of

in order to have a single thought* And this is clearly impossible and 

absurd*

I&tereatingly enough* the possibility that Descartes1 theory was
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vulnerable to some sort of regress attack hod been canvassed by Kobbes in 

the Second Objections* This is what he says (in language faintly 

reainiacent of Burnan's at CB 7)*.

I do not realise that 1 am thinking by means of another thought 
(cogitatio) $ for although soiseone may think that he wag 
t5nklng~Twhich thought is Just the sasae aa remembering) , it is 
quite impossible to think that one |ra thinking, or know one 
knows* For an infinite question would arises 'How do you know 
that you know that you know that you know*..? 9

(AT VII 173)

In his reply to Hobbss, Descartes is largely concerned with combating 

specific materialistic tenets of the English philosopher; and in the 

process he seeffis to have overlooked the importance and danger of the regress 

argument. He does refer briefly to it, but only in a very cavalier 

fashions

It is irrelevant to say, as the philosopher does here, that one 
thought cannot be the subject of another thought. For who, 
apart from the objector himself , ever supposed that it could be?

(AT VII 175)

Unfortunately for Descartes, the answer to his rhetorical question is that 

he himself supposed that one thought could be the subject of another 

thought* As we have seen, his own theory that everything in the mind is 

a .cpgitjatlp of which the Bind is directly aware (conscius) demands as 

such* This is made quite explicit when Descartes says to Burman that to 

be aware is both to think and to reflect on one's thought (conacluE ease 

est cogitare et re fleet ere supra suam cogitationeia; line 7/S): the 

1 reflection* here has to be a coflltatio which hai as its object the original 

thought* 

line 1,0 : ...soul is capable***

I have followed the standard practice of translators of Descartes in 

rendering •anise* as 'soul* and fmens9 as 'mind 9 * It should be borne in 

mind, however, that the two terms are more or less interchangeable in 

Descartes s 'anima* (here) and 9mens' (e.g* at CB 6, line 15) are both simply 

names for thinking substance (res cogitans}* Cf. CB S, lines 10 and 16*
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This is nade a little clearer if we compare the passage from the 

Second Replies (AY Til 160) where Descartes defines thought (cogitatio) as 

'whatever is inside us in such a way that we are immediately aware of it 9 * 

Ee goes on to says

I have inserted i^aQdi^tfi^y so as to exclude the consequences of 
thoughts; a voluntary movement* for example, certainly originates 
in a thought, but it is not itself a thought*

Descartes thus holds the view that, when I am aware of raising r,y ancf it 

is only the mental component (presumably the volition to raise ny arm) that 

I am immediately aware of. The movement itself, though 'dependent on1 a 

eogitatio, is not itself a cofdLtatio. and BO is not an object of immediate 

awareness*

* * «and of oura&lves* * *

"Dei & nostri" (us). The text is perfectly in order here; ojyateriously, 

Adaa prints HDei nostri" as the original text and suggests "Dei et ncstri" 

as an eiaeuadaticnJ (A? V 149}*

By the 'idea of ourselves* is meant the idea of ourselves as thinking 

beiftgs. Compare a letter to Kersenne of June 1641 » where iDescartes lists 

as examples of innate ideas 'Sod, slnd. body* triangle*.* 1 etc* (AT III

line 6/7 t ...actual idea of God*

Burman is still bothered by the Cartesian thesis that one is aware 

(oonsciuf)) of everything in one's mind (see above on CB 7}* He argues 

here that the thesis sorts ill with Descartes 9 hypothesis of innate ideas* 

An innate idea (e.g. of God) is certainly a mental content, so it ought 

to follow, on Descartes* view, that the infant is aware of it* And if 

awareness is to mean anything at all. then the idea in question must be
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fully and completely present to the mind (actualia), not loereiy a 

potentiality* In hie reply* Deso&rtes is forced to modify his thesis, and 

concede that, in the case of infanta* there are probably at least some 

mental contents vhJch the mind ia not completely aware of*

The question 'if doae truths are innate, why do small children appear 

to be ignorant of them?' is a notoriously difficult one for innatists. 

(Compare Lock© 1 a strictures in the jffis&v on.. H ua&iv Jffi.de.rs taa^xn^g s Bk« X, 

Ch. 2, 85.) The aost common solution is that the ideas are present in 

e&bryo&ic form, waiting for a Soe ratio •midwife* to draw that out (see 

Plato, Theaetatu* 149 ff.; Aeno 81 ff.)« Thus, Leibniz speaks of innate 

ideas as "des inclinations, <ies dispositions, des habitudes, ou des 

virtu&litos" (lifouveaux Eaaais aur L >E!ntend©£2ent H^iffifiin» Preface* para* 4}* 

The difficulty with this solution is that th@ 'potenti&l* or f effibryonic t 

presence of the ideas is such a vague concept that one wonders Low it 

really differs from the empiricist hypothesis that all ideas are gradually 

acquired thzougb expexience, *S has innate potential knowledge of X* risks 

becoming merely a portentous way of saying f 3 can learn >. f •

Descartes himself had apparently toyed with this approach to the 

problem. In the Notea against a. ^rorracu^e he observes that the position of 

3egius (who had denied the need for postulating innate ideas) differs from 

his own only verbally* "I never wrote or believed", ho goes on, "that 

the mind needs innate idoas in the sense of something different from its 

faculty of thinking" (AT Tlllb 357). He goes on to say that ideas are 

innate in the sense in which certain diseases are innate: "not that the 

infanta of such families suffer from the diseases in their mother's womb, 

but because they are bom with a certain disposition (dia^oaitio) or 

liability (facultaa) to contract them." (ibid., p.358).

Here in the Conversation* however, (which took place less than a year
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later than the writing of the Ifotes) Descartes aeeioa to be trying to sieve 

amy from the concept of potential or dispositional presence, by 

introducing an auxiliary hypothesis to account for the fact that the mind 

is not fully aware of the Ideas in infancy. The ideas are present all 

right* Descartes seems to want to say here at CB 9» but they are impeded 

or obstructed by bodily thoughts (lines 10-12 and 15 ff»)* This 'inter­ 

ference* vhich the intellect suffers from the body is a familiar theme 

with Descartee. Compare CB I, where we are told how 'men of the senses* 

(homines sensualea) have only a confused grasp of the ideas present inside 

them frofc birth* Here at CB 9, a comparison is made with 'men who are 

half-asleep' (homines eeaieocinolenti; line 19); the mind is submerged or 

swapped inside the body (imaersat lines 10 and 20} - a metaphor vhich also 

occurs in the Principles (I, 47)* And the same general idea is expressed 

at Principles I 711

In early childhood our mind waa so closely bound to the body 
that it was filled oimply with the thoughts by means of which 
it felt what was happening to the body, and had no time for 
any others*

The fact that the Principles (1644) takes essentially the aace line 

as that presented to Bunaan* suggests that the 'present but submerged* 

solution represented Descartes 9 official position} while the 'diepositional* 

account offered to Begius was more of an aberration* This is strongly 

confirmed by the letter to 'Hyperaspistes 9 written in 1641, which uses 

language strikingly similar to that of the Conversation. The relevant 

passage (AT III 424) is worth quoting at lengths

We know by experience that our minds are so closely joined to 
our bodies as to be alstost always acted upon by them; and though 
in an adult and healthy body the mind enjoys some liberty to 
think of other things than those presented by the senses, we 
know there is not the same liberty in those who are sick or 
asleep or very young; and the younger they are the less liberty 
they hare. So if one nay conjecture on such an unexplored topic, 
it seems reasonable to think that a Bind newly united to an 
infant 9 s body is wholly occupied with perceiving or feeling the
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ideas of pain pleasure heat cold and other si&dlar ideas which 
arise from its union and as it were intermingling with the 
body* nonetheless it has in itself the ideas of God, itself 
and all the truths as are called self-evident, in the way in 
which adults have when they are not attending to them} it does 
not acquire these ideas later on as it grows older. I have no 
doubt that if it were taken out of the prison of the body, it 
would find them within itself*

(trans. follows Kenny: K.111)

There aeena no doubt that this picture, drawn in such meticulous detail, 

and corresponding so closely to that presented in the Principles and the 

Conversation, represents the substance of Descartes* theory of innate 

ideas and their place in hts&an development. Interestingly enough, the 

picture is almost exactly the opposite of that drawn in wordswer&'s 

famous ode* It is in infancy, when the demands of the body are most 

pressing, that the shades of the prison house are &ost tightly closed 

around us* As we grow up, and the signals from the body become leas 

peremptory end obstructive, the ideas we are born with are allowed freer 

scope to make themselves felt* 

A further develoiaagnt

The problem of infant knowledge is returned to at CB 49 ($«v»), where 

Burman asks whether the idea of the Trinity is innate. The example is 

well taken* God is one of the concepts listed by Descartes as innate 

along with nind, body and a triangle U? Ill 302, st paaaia) i now it may 

(perhaps) be plausible to suppose that the idea of a triangle is in some 

sense f inside1 a child| but it Just seems to stretch things a little too 

far to suppose that there is also inside him, waiting to emerge, the 

highly sophisticated and advanced concept of the Three-in-one and One~in~ 

Three* In his reply to Burman, Descartes seen* at first to be retreating 

into the old let-out of potentiality!

Even if the idea is not innate in us to the extent of giving us 
an express representation of the Trinity, nonetheless the 
elements and rudiments of the idea are innate in us* (Etiais si 
ilia idea tarn express®, nt nobis Trinitatem reprassentet, innata
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non sitv ejus tamen olementa et rudimeata nobie innata aunt.) 
CB 49, lines 0-10).

Descartes does not, however, mean by this that the idea of the Trinity is 

present in rudimentary form - as a potentiality* Closer examination 

reveals that he is in effect making a distinction between simple and 

complex ideas* The idea of the Trinity is a complex idea* built up 

amongst other things of the idea of God and the idea of the number three* 

It is these latter, more simple ideas which are innate, and are the 

elements out of vhioh the complex idea of the Trinity is built up, at a 

later date (ibid., lines 11-H).

The theological character of the example should not blind us to an 

important insight here vhioh helps the innatist to escape from the dilemma 

we started with. The dilemma van between, on the one hand* attributing to 

a child ready-made explicit knowledge of, e.g. Sue lid's Forty-Third 

theorem. whJsh risks making the innateness theory juat plain false; and on 

the other hand, talking of 'potential knowledge of or a 'disposition to 

acquire 1 the theorem, vhioh risks reeking the theory vague and ultimately 

trivial* The new suggestion is that ve should regard only certain basic 

 rudimentary1 or 'elemental 9 ideas as innate (in this case, perhaps the 

oasic concepts presupposed by Euclidian geometry) $ these are the logical 

building blocks out of which a grasp of the core advanced truths, like 

the Forty-Third theorem* are later acquired * no doubt with the aid of 

sensory stimuli* The suggestion of course falls very far short of solving 

all the problems of innatism; nor is it without problems of its own: it is 

not going to be at all easy, for example* to specify exactly which are 

the elemental concepts and truths we are born with* But nonetheless an 

important step has been taken towards making the theory both more precise 

and less obviously implausible. Finally, the new development enlarges the 

scope of innatism in an important wayt the phenomenon of learning, the 

fact that the growing child gradually acquires and builds up n,ey concepts*



88 

CB 9 (cont«l

now etanda a chance of bein^ accommodated within the theory, instead of 

being politely ignored. 

Are all ideas, flnnate?

In discussing a passage from the Ho tea again? t a PrQ&ranuae* Burcan 

 how* by his question that he thinks Descartes believes all ideas to be 

innate (CB 49, lines 1*3)* This is certainly not an unreasonable inference 

from what is said in the No tea. The page referred to by Burman (p. 42 of 

the original edition - to be found in AT VII Ib 358) contains the assertion 

that "in no case are ideas of things provided by our senses, in the form in 

which we fashion them by thought" (quales eas co^itatione formacus). And 

in the next sentence we are told:

There is nothing in our ideas which was not innate in the Bind 
or faculty of thinking, except for the circumstances which 
concern experience - for e sample when we judge this or that 
idea, which we now have present to our thought, to relate to 
certain things located outside us.*.*

These passages, however, are very odd* For if they mean what Burman thinks 

they nean, they apparently contradict the famous passage in the Third 

Meditation, where ideas are classified as innate, adventitious or 

fictitious* In view of this conflict, Kenny haa suggested that the three­ 

fold classification in the Meditations cannot be intended as a distinction 

based on difference of origin!

The distinction between innate and adventitious ideas is not 
that there are some ideas (such as that of God) that are innate 
and others (such aa those of heat) that are adventitious, but 
that one and the saoe idea (e.g* that of heat) is, qua capacity, 
innate and is, qua episode, accompanied with extrasental judgment, 
adventitious,

(1), p*105)

This is an ingenious attempt to do Justice to the strange passage from the 

jflOtfgg quoted above; but it can hardly be right* For one thing, the idea 

of God is going to be difficult to fit into this interpretation. On the 

lenny view, it could either be regarded aa innate or adventitious, 

depending on whether it involves an extra-mental judgement* But the idea
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 f Cod neeeasarily involves an extramental judc.enent (since God's essence 

entails, for Deacartes, his real, extranaental existence); so the idea of 

God ought aeoeaaarily to be regarded *& adventitious* In fact, however, 

though the idea of God ia very frequently called innate by Descartes 

(CB 1, CB 9, CB 49* AT III 585> 711 51; VII 133), it ia never called 

adventitious* Secondly, and conclusively, Descartes makes it quite clear 

to Burman at CB 49 that the distinction between adventitious and innate 

ideas is a genuine division into two separata classes of idea* The idea 

of God, or the number three, is innate. But not all ideas are innate* 

says Descartess soae are adventitious* The idea of what a town is like 

(something olearly acquired through experience) is cited as an example 

of an adventitious idea (lines 5-7)*

Sow then are we to do Justice to what is said in the lotea? first 

of all* it aseffls to me that, rather than bend the rest of Descartes' 

teaching to fit the Notes, we must realise that it is the ffolfls which 

need special treatment* It should be clear by now that what Descartes 

has to say about innate ideas in this highly compressed and exceedingly 

polemical work is expressed in language strongly conducive to misunder­ 

standing. We have already noted how the conception of innate ideas as

 dispositions' is at complete variance with the standard view consistently 

held by Descartes from 1641 through to 1646* And now we have another 

thesis (that all ideas are innate) which conflicts with what Descartes 

wrote elsewhere, and which, moreover, he specifically denies having 

asserted when discussing the notes with Burman.

In view of this, what Descartes says in the gojfoa cannot be taken as 

if it were a piece of straightforward exegesis of his theory of innate 

ideas* What Descartes is doing instead, I suggest, is offering a very 

specific counter-argument against the position of Regius. This after all 

is what we should expect, given the general character and purpose of the
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i« Kov Regius had put forward an essentially empiricist thesis: to 

poatulate innate idaaa is, according to him, redundant (Articlea XII, XIII, 

II V; AT VI lib 545) • Daacartea now tries to ahow that this position is 

incoherent. On Regius1 view, all idaaa are acquired via sensory experience - 

through obaerration or teaching (Art* II II, ibid*). But even the simplest 

act of eenae-perception* Dascartee argues, requires an innate capacity for 

interpreting tha raw sensory inpit. The senses do not, and cannot, transmit 

idaaa to tha sind* What the senses feed in are merely, aa Descartes puts 

it, 'corporeal notions 1 (A? VHIb 359) • nln no eaae are idaaa of things 

provided by our senses in the fora in which we fashion the& by thou£htH . 

It follows, according to Descartes, that in order to explain any perception 

at all va have to poait an innate faculty (facultas cogitandi) which 

•converts the corporeal motions into ideas' - i.e. processes and interprets 

the data* The tables are thus neatly turned on Regius. For Regius himself 

had suggested tha existence of a f faeultas cogitandi 1 as an alternative 

to tha theory of innate idaaa (Art* Hi)* What Descartes' argument , if 

valid, shows 9 is that not only does such a faculty exist from birth; but 

that a full analysis of the vital role it plays leads us to recognise en 

element of innateneas in all perception*

The thesis presented to Regius, then, is & thesis about sense- 

perception, and, in particular, about the limitations of the senses on 

their own (of. AT YXIlb. 358, line 20 j EH I 442, £&&&** 'any man who 

rightly observes the limitations of the senses*** 9 }* It in no way modifies 

the standard Cartesian thesis about the innateness of basic concepts and 

eternal truths, or the distinction between innate and adventitious idaaa - 

a distinction which la reasserted in the Hotee (A? VI lib 358, line 5). 

(Actually* one relevant point does emerge concerning adventitious idaaa i 

even an adventitious idea acquired via sense-perception, e.g. my idea of 

what Alkaaar is like, is not tha product of the senses alone: an innate
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faculty for processing the sensory input is a a in© qua non).

The above interpretation aeens to mo to explain the apparent (but only 

apparent) clash between the Hotea and the rest of Descartes* writings; 

and as far as I can see, it makes almoat everything that is said in the 

Notes consistent with Descartes' standard doctrine* There remains the 

awkward passage where Descartes says that ideas are innate in the senate 

in which generosity and gout are innate (above, p»84)* But even here* 

Descartes has been talking primarily of the fVicultaa co/;rltandi. which, be 

is about to argue, has a role in all perception (Just to confuse natters * 

however, he does seem at one point to regard innate ideas as identical 

with, or at aay rate inseparable from, this faculty! Af ¥IIIb 357, line 

26 ff.). At all events, if we take Descartes to nave in mind the faculty 

which processes sensory input, the suggestion that tb&s, ia innate in the 

sense in which gout and generosity are innate makes perfect sense* Just 

as an infant may be born with a liability or disposition to contract a 

disease* or be generous* so we are all born with a predisposition to 

interpret the signals from the senses in a certain way; we have, as It 

were, a built-in programme for processing the data.

Finally, a brief word on whether Descartes was right to posit an 
innate faculty involved in all sense perception* Notice, firstly, that 
B*seartesf theory is not Just a 'rationalistic 1 fli^it of fancy arrived 

at purely a priori* There are several passages showing that Descartes 

regards the question of now much is innate as in large part empirical j at 

CB 9, for example, in discussing the idea of the Trinity, in infants, 

Descartes says that more evidence is needed before a fire view can be taken 

(lines 3~9)| that i», presumably, we need to know iDore about the ways in 

which young children thick and develop* (Cf • the cautious "if we may
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conjecture on such an unexplored topic" in the letter to Hyperaspistes 

quoted above, p.QS) In this respect, Descartes* approach to innatiam is 

not impossibly far removed from that of Noam Chomsky in our own day, who 

describes his hypothesis of an innate language faculty as an empirical 

hypothesis which is falsifiable.

There is* I think, another striking similarity in the approaches of 

Stsoartee and Chomsky* Both, it seems tc me, are strongly influenced 

towards enbracing tnnatiaa by a sort of via negqtlva * that is, by consider­ 

ing what they take to be the patent inadequacies of the alternative 

(empiricist) approach* One of Chomsky's most frequent arguments for his 

theory is what he claims is the manifest inadequacy of the alternative 

empiricist hypothesis that a child just "picks up" language merely from 

what he hears from parents and others. The extreme ceagrenesa of the data 

presented to children when learning makes it just wildly implausible* 

according to Chomsky, to suppose that mere subjection to external stimuli 

can account for the development of a rich and innovative linguistic 

competence (CIJCMOT (t) p*4f (2) p.63). How Descartes* arguments, as 

presented to Regius, are very similar to this in their strategy* The 

chief argument for the rdle of an innate faculty in all perception, 

Descartes says in effect* is the manifest inadequacy of the alternative 

empiricist view of perception; for now on earth could mere "corporeal 

notions'* (mere jangling of atoms and nerve fibres) by themselves be 

sufficient for the production of ideas? (AT VXlIb 359).

Whatever the merits or demerits of the Chomakian argument, it seems to 

me that the corresponding argument in Descartes is very weak* Firstly, 

Descartes* argument depends ultimately on the distinction between 'primary* 

and * secondary9 qualities - the view that the only properties which are 

really "in" objects are the nations, shapes and sizes of various particles, 

while the other sensible properties are in some sense just Subjective* *
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Thia ia a view which I think can be shown to be philosophically incoherent 

(ae« on CB 15). But aeoondlyv even if we grant Descartes his thesis that 

all that ia really going on 'out there' ia joatlinga of molecules and

of nerve fibres, thie still doea not prove that the faculty for

interpreting them ia innate* It night* for instance, be acquired gradually 

ia the firat few months of life* Although it doea aeec essential that the 

brain of tha newborn infant possess some predispositions, however 

rudimentary, for the processing of information. But we must wait for 

neuro physiology to give us a detailed answer on this.

line 1 9/20 s * * •scarcely think ol* IEJOJES jtfesn one thini^*

KSs "Sic hosdnes semisosoiolenti de nulla alia re vis cogitant". Adam 

suggests emending the text here, but the pleonasm is probably good dog- 

Latin. What Descartes seems to aeaa is that when we are half-asleep the 

ndnd is so '3 vamped 1 with confused bodily stimuli that it loses the power 

to focus coherently on a number of thoughts at once* 

limn 26 j » * •Ifflprinted is the brain* llfee jtfaJLa* * *

In the KS» there follows a curious sqidggle which, as Adam notes, could 

have been Intended as some kind of illustration of a brain-traca, or 

alternatively, may just be a crossing-out by the copyist (A? If 150), soste 

aort of illustration, however, aeeios EC re likely* See the Letter to 

Keysaonier, of 29 January 1640, where Descartes compares the * impressions 

preserved ID the memory9 to 'folda which remain in the paper after it has 

once been folded* (AT III 20; K 70).

The idea of 'traces' or fvastiges 9 physically present in the cerebrum 

has a rather modern ring to it; but it was a traditional scholastic 

doctrine that the seat of the 'sensible' or f corporeal 9 memory was in the 

brain - more precisely the occi pit lira (GILdON (l) r Ho»276, p. 178); this 

ia a fairly comiaonsense hypotheaia to arrive at in view of phenomena like 

amnesia caused by a bang on the back of the head* Descartes, however,
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take* the view that the traces eay be located throughout the brain, and 

in some oaaes even in parts of the rest of the body: "for instance, the 

skill of a lute-player is not only in hie head tot partly in the muscles 

of his hands, and so on** (letter to Meyssonier already cited; of* letter 

to Kersenne of 1 April 1640, AT III 48)* Descartes denies the crude 

Aristotelian vie** that the physical traces are Actual images or like~ 

nesses of what is remembered (of* AT VI 112/3; Aristotle, jfo Kecu 45Qa 

50 ff.)* 

llns 29 s ...it cannot be without aocie thought...

This is the orthodox Cartesian doctrine* Compare Pyftpc^pftej It

Thought and extension Bay be taken as modes of substance; that
is, in 30 far as one and the aaire mind can have marty different 
thoughts, and one and the sace body, while retaining the same 
aise, can be extended in various different ways*

tip to a point the parallel is clear. Just as a lump of stuff - e.g. the 

famous piece of wax - can take on various shapes, so that no one shape 

is essential to its being that particular lump of stuff (though having 

aocte shape or other is essential) j in the same way, the s4nd can have 

jaany different thoughts, so that no one thought is essential to its being 

that particular Bind (though florae thought or other is essential)* If we 

probe deeper, however, two awkward questions arise* First, the various 

shapes of the wax are isodifAcetiona of its extension - ways in which it 

can be extended: but what are the various thoughts modifications of? 

Second, our ability to talk about 'one and the sa&e* piece of wax depends 

on soae enduring feature that remains despite the modification in shape: 

in this case, as Descartes puts it, it retains the saae size or mass 

(quantitas)* But what is it that regains despite the change from one 

thought to another?

Descartes was to return to the problem of the parallel between res 

oogitans and res ertensa in a letter to '.mania, written a few months 

after the Conversation (AT V 221); though Descartes does little more than
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restate the standard doctrine, one or two points emerge which enable us 

at least to have a shot at answering the two awkward questions above* 

With regard to our first question ('What are the various thoughts 

aodifl cations of? 9 ) it appears that the 9 thoughts 9 which had been referred 

to in the principles are to be regarded as modifications or 'modes 1 of 

thought (modi cogitandif oodi oogitationia}* Thio sounds a muddle; but 

there is. as Descartes adndts, an ambiguity in the word 'thought* (cogitatio). 

Sometimes we find the void used loosely to denote a particular act of 

thinking (e.g. "this or that thought" - cogitation® hac aut ilia - CB 9 line 

29) f but it is core properly used* in the Cartesian system, as an abstract 

noun ('Thought' or 'Thinking') referring to that which constitutes the 

nature of the idnd ("oogitatio, sive natura cogitan$ 9 in $**» P**to ffientia 

huaanae essentiaai consistsre"t A? ? 221). (it is this second sense of 

'cogitatio' which Anaeoabe and (reach suggestively, but perhaps over- 

explicitly, render 9 consciousness f i see AG 69 and xlvii). Concerning our 

second question (*¥hat is it that remains despite the change froa one 

thought to another? 9 ), Descartes offers us a slightly more evocative 

parallel with the adnd r viz* that of a flame* The nature of the flame is 

extension (extensio), but it can take on various shape® (figura©) which 

are sodes of extension (modi ©xtenaionis), In the same wayt the nature of 

the raind is thought (oogitatio), but it can take on (recipere) various 

modes of thought (nodi cogitationis), or 9produce various acts of thinking9 

(ellcere aotus cogitandi). The advantage of the flame analogy is that it 

avoids the need to bring in talk of an enduring mase or quantity* For we 

do not, in point of fact, individuate flakes by reference to a stable 

quantity of mat tort a given flame just iq a series of rapidly changing 

shapes of a certain sort* Does Descartes, then, mean to imply that the 

Blind Juot J& a series of rapidly changing acts of thinking' This last 

question oust be postponed until we examine the Cartesian theory of substance 

(see below on CB 22)*
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For the paradoxical thesis that the mind ia, literally, always 

thinking, compare the letter to Gibieuf of 19th January 1642s

The reason why I believe that the soul is always thinking is the 
same as that which makes me believe that light is always shining, 
even when there are no eyes to look at it, or that heat is always 
hot* even when no one is being warmed by it, or that body (or 
extended substance) always has extension, or that, in general, 
what constitutes the nature of a thing is always in it so long as 
it exists. This means that it would be easier for me to believe 
that the soul stops existing at those times when people say it 
stops thinking, than to believe it is without thought. I do not 
see any difficulty in my view, except that the supposition of 
thoughts going on even when no memory of them remains with us 
afterwards ndght sees* redundant. But if you consider that every 
night, and even while awake, we have had thousands of thoughts of 
which no trace regains in the memory an hour later.. .you will 
find it is easier to accept my view than to hold that a substance 
whose nature is to think can exist without any thought at all.

[AT in 478/9; * 125]
line 33 : ...intellectual meiaory...

Aristotle had assigned memory primarily to the sense-faculty
> / V

(tl3 (MolTrxTiK-o^ ) rather than the intellectual faculty (^o vor\Titfu/ ),

on the grounds that memory is common to men and animals (fie Kern. 450a 10). 

Aquinas, however, distinguished between ctejaoria intelletivfi. whose job 

was to conserve general concepts or universals, and meaoria sensit3,va» 

(possessed by animals as well as men) by ceans of which particular 

impressions are stored (Cont. Gent. II 74; cf. GILSOK (1), p. 177/8).

As we can see from this exchange with Burman, Descartes accepted both 

the distinction made by Aquinas and the role assigned by him to intellectual 

memory (viz. that of concept retention). Other passages from the corres­ 

pondence make it clear that, despite his interest in the physiology of 

'sensitive 1 memory, Descartes regards the intellectual memory as entirely 

independent of the body "je reconnaia une autre [memoire], du tout 

intellectuelle, qui ne depend que de 1'ame seule": letter to Mersenne; 

AT III 48; K 72).

What is behind Descartes' adherence to the doctrine of intellectual 

memory? There are no doubt good doctrinal reasons for having a belief in
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a completely non-physical faculty of memory (survival of the personality 

after death, for instance, would hardly make sense without it). But the 

argument for the existence of intellectual memory which Descartes presents 

to Burman here is of quite a different kind* Despite its initial 

obscurity* it raises some fascinating philosophical issues*

There is no relationship (affinitas) between the letters K-I-N-G and 

the meaning of the word (line 42); ergo, Descartes 3eeras to argue, my 

ability to grasp the meaning when I hear the word must be due to intellectual 

memory* What Descartes means by 'relationship' (affinitas) is obscure* 

There is certainly a conventional relationship between 'king' and the 

concept king, viz* that of sign to significatum* Presumably, then, 

Descartes means that there is no natural, non-arbitrary relationship 

between the term and its meaning (in the way there is. perhaps, between 

the symbol f and the idea of a man)* But what is to prevent a 

connexion being as it were artificially forged by a process of conditioning, 

so that the appearance or sound of the word 'king' becomes a stimulus to 

which we respond by coming up with the relevant idea? Talk of stimulus 

and response might seem to take us centuries away from Descartes' 

conceptual frame of reference* But in fact Descartes himself brilliantly 

anticipated the modern notion of a conditioned response* In a letter to 

Xersenne (18 Karch 1620; AT I 134; £ 8) Descartes talks of the fact that 

TarlouB sounds can 'evoke ideas in our kind'* He goes om

I think that if you thoroughly whipped a dog five or six times 
to the sound of the violin, he would begin to whine and run 
away as soon as he heard that music again*

The example is particularly awkward for Descartes' position here at CB 9; 

for there is certainly no 'affinitas* between the sound of a violin and 

the idea of being whipped.

Descartes, however, has an answer to this criticism* He would have 

denied that the violin is, for the dog, genuinely the sign of an idea*
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This is aad« clear in the letter to Newcastle of 23rd November 1646 (AT IV

574i X 207) t

If you teach a magpie to say good-day to its mistress when it 
sees her coming, all you can ix>ssibly have done is to make 
the emitting of this word the expression of one of its feelings* 
For instance, it will be an expression of the hope of eating, 
if you have habitually given it a titbit when it says the word* 
Similarly, all the things which dogs, horses and monkeys are 
made to do are merely expressions of their fear, their hope or 
their joy; and consequently they can do these things without 
any thought*

The topic here is, of course, the making rather than the recognition 

of signs* But the crucial point to emerge if we combine what is said in 

the letter with the remarks to Burman is this* Descartes holds that the 

use (production and recognition) of genuine signs requires a special 

intellectual faculty peculiar to the human species* The letter to Newcastle 

goes ont

There has never been found an animal so perfect as to use a sign 
to make other animals understand something which had no 
connection with its feelings*

Whether Descartes is right about this is, of course, largely an empirical 

question* If (as some remarkable recent experimental work with chimpanzees 

seems to suggest (see PxSKACK) ) animals can be taught to use genuine 

signs, then the idea of a special human faculty goes by the boards in 

Cartesian terms, brutes will have to be allowed 'intellectual memory'* 

By 'genuine* signs, I mean to convey that, as Descartes puts it, "the signs 

must be relevant to the topic so as to exclude the speech of parrots", and 

that they must be "more than cries of Joy or sadness, etc." (to Newcastle, 

ibid*). Another important requirement (which is also demanded by the 

notion of 'intellectual memory' - see CB 9 line 45) is that the signs be 

universal t that is, the user must understand that a given sign refers 

indifferently to any member of the relevant class, irrespective of particular­ 

ities of time and circumstance (e*g* I must understand that 'man' means any 

man, not Just Daddy; and that food means something even when I am not hungry)  
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Underlying Descartes* comments here to Bur-man, then, there is, I 

•ttggest,the notion that our understanding of universal signs like 'king' 

is in an important sense etimulua-free, so that such understanding cannot 

be explained a imply in terms of a 'sensitive* memory shared by animals* 

We began, however, by observing that the concept of 'intellectual' isemory 

carries the connotation of a faculty which is not only not shared by 

animals but is also completely non-physical* It follows that the doctrine 

of intellectual memory entails a commitment to a faculty which is not only 

'•peciee specific 9 but also independent of any physical (brain) process* 

Although many modern philosophers and psychologists would go along with 

Descartes concerning the first of these properties, there would not seem 

to be any compelling reasons, apart from theological ones, for accepting 

the second*

CB 10

lines 1/2 t     *savingr soloething contradictory*    

This repeats what was asserted at CB 3* But both comments are rather 

strange* The proposition 'there exists a supremely powerful and malignant 

being* is not, on the face of it, inconsistent* It is easy to see that 

supposing God to be malicious might involve inconsistency; but the malignant 

demon was apparently introduced precisely to avoid this ("I will suppose, 

therefore, that not God, who is supremely good and the fount of truth, but 

rather that some malignant demon*.. 1* etc*; AT VII 22). What is more, the 

let-out clause "if it is permissible to say so" (si fas est dicere) suggests 

an attempt to avoid impiety rather than logical incoherence (compare the 

French version *si je 1'ose dire'). In fact, on the strength of this very 

passage, Descartea had been accused of blasphemy in maintaining that God 

was a deceiver (see letter to the Curators of Leyden University, 4th Kay 

1647; AT ? 7-10; K 218).

Nonetheless it is clear from our passage here at CB 10 that it was
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concern about the logical status of his supposition that was Descartes' 

principal reason for adding the restrictive clause. One way in which a 

contradiction might arise here is that the supposition of a supremely 

powerful demon, though not incoherent in itself, is incoherent given the 

existence of a God of the Christian type* For if one holds that there 

exists one and one only omnipotent being who is benevolent [(itx)Oz & Bz & 

(y) Oy^>y=x], then the supposition of an all-powerful non-benevolent being 

[(Hx)Oz & -Bx] will yield a contradiction. It is sore likely, however, 

that Descartes regarded the de&on hypothesis as strictly speaking incoherent 

per ae. since supreme power implies perfection and perfection is in cons is ten 1 

with the will to deceive. Compare AT Y 8 (letter referred to already) t

Since the context required &e to make the supposition of some 
supremely powerful deceiver, I malte the distinction between the 
good God and the evil demon; and I said that if per inposaibile 
there were such a supremely powerful deceiver, he would still 
not be the good God, since he would have the defect entailed br 
deceitf^^fflp (deeeptio), but could only be regarded as some 
malignant demon.

[italics mine; see also on CB 5 above j

CB 11

lines 1/2 j ftut is it God...

I follow the MBs "Sed an Deue? Non, nesoio, potius genius ille qui 

me deludit, qui me etiam creavit." Adam prefers to emend the text here, 

bat the original just about makes sense if we understand 'eat* in front of 

•genius' (though the isolated 'nescio 9 is rather harsh). The general 

sense, in any case, is not in doubt* 

A1iM fa/? * A^f WV* PQJflt however I haye not yet attained knowledge. . •

See below on CB 16 and CB 17.

CB 12 and

Theec pieces are discussed in the Commentary on CB 22, q.v.
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Adequate knowledge

In the Fourth Replies, Descartes asserted that one could never know 

one had adequate knowledge! if one could, one's knowledge would have to 

be infinite ('one's power of knowing would have to equal the infinite 

capacity of God')* Burman, as his question shows, had missed the point 

of the reference to God. The point has nothing to do with theology, but 

ie simply a reductio ad absurdum of the proposition that a finite mind 

can know it possesses adequate knowledge of anything*

The argument Descartes presents to Burman (lines 4-11) is relatively 

straightforward, and can be summarised as follows. S has adequate know­ 

ledge of X if he knows all the properties that really belong to X. (This 

definition is given in the Fourth Replies, AT YII 220 line 8.)* But now, 

if S is not omniscient, it is always possible that for any set of 

properties F- - F that he knows X to possess, X in fact has a further 

property, F -, of which he is ignorant. So although S may in fact often 

possess adequate knowledge of X (i.e. although F. * F may in fact exhaust 

the properties of X) S can never know that his knowledge is adequate. 

Descartes' illustration with the triangle is admirable and self-explanatory.

Descartes' doctrine of adequate knowledge seems to me clear and all 

of a piece. Frankfurt however has argued (FRANKFUKT, p. 142) that 

"Descartes gives apparently conflicting accounts of whether or not a 

finite mind can have adequate knowledge of anything**. According to 

Frankfurt, Descartes tells Arnauld in the Fourth Replies that adequate 

knowledge is comparatively easy to come by; whereas he tells Burman in 

our passage here that it is difficult or impossible. But this is highly

* "Omnes proprietates quae aunt in re cognita". Here at CB 14 the term 
'attribute* (attributum) is used in place of 'property' (line 7): but the 
tiro terns are often used synonymously by Descartes i cf. AT VII 383, where 
Descartes says that 'property' (proprietas) is to be taken "pro quolibet 
attribute, sive pro omni eo quod de re pot eat praedicari".
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tdsleading. What Descartes actually says to Arnauld is that a finite mind 

 even though it say really have adequate knowledge of many things, cannot 

however know he has such knowledge 9 (AT VII 220 lines 12-14)* And this is 

exactly what Descartes says to Bunaani it is not adequate knowledge per 

j§ that is described as difficult or impossible, but merely the certainty 

that one'e knowledge is adequate. The only point in Frankfurt's favour 

is that at line 6, discussing the triangle "which it seems we should easily 

be able to achieve adequate knowledge of" (rem«*.quam facile adaequare 

posse videremur), Desoartes adds "yet nonetheless we cannot do so" (sed 

nihiloainus ilium adaequare non possumus) * But wh&t follows fcakee it 

clear that the phrase 'ilium adaequare non possumus 1 was just a loose way 

of talking. The point is not that we cannot in fact know all about the 

triangle, but that we can never be sure we know all about it; we can 

never be certain we have grasped everything which it was possible to grasp 

("nos nunquam certi aiaus nos oania ilia comprehendisse quae de ea re 

comprehend! peterant"; see line 10). The issue is finally clinched at 

the end of the passage! Descartes says he has never claimed adequate know* 

ledge of anything! but nonetheless he is pretty convinced that he does In 

fact possess the sort of knowledge and foundations "from which adequate 

knowledge could be * and perhaps already ftpff frfrffl * deduced" (my italics)   

By no stretch of the imagination is this the language of one who believes 

Adequate knowledge is 'difficult or impossible 9 for a finite mind to 

attain*

*

Although, as we have seen, Descartes gives a clear and coherent 

account to Burman of his views on adequate knowledge, he does not explain 

how they help to deal with Arnauld's original objection* Arnauld f s question 

was i "how does it follow, from the fact that one is not aware of anything, 

besides thought, that belongs to one's essence, that nothing else does in
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fact belong to it?" (AT VII 199s this was the question Descartes had 

claiaed he was going to deal with, in the Preface to the Meditations 

(AT VII 8).) How, in other words, does Descartes know that he has not 

left out some vital property of himself? In order to know this, Arnauld 

had argued, Descartes would have to know that his knowledge of himself 

was adequate (AT VII 200). Descartes* reply to this, backed up by the 

remark to Bur&an we have discussed, only seeing to make matters worse* One 

can never, it appears, know one's knowledge of anything is adequate* But 

in that case, it seems that not only has Descartes failed to show how he 

knows he has not overlooked some property; he necessarily could not have 

succeeded*

Arnauld *s reasoning, however, is faulty* To have adequate knowledge 

of X is to know all that is true of X (above, p.101). But I certainly do 

not need to know all that is true of something in order to know its 

essence* I do not, for instance, need to know that gold is mined in south 

Africa in order to know the essence of gold. Or, to take a less contingent 

example, a non-mathematician who is far from knowing all the properties of 

a triangle can still know the essence of a triangle. This appears to be 

the gist of Deaeartes* reply to Arnauld: adequate knowledge is not 

required (AT VII 220)* Nevertheless, the substance of Arnauld*s question - 

'how do you know you have not omitted something vital from your essence? 9 - 

remains. Descartes' conception of hiaself as essentially a thinking thing 

does not, perhaps, need to be based on adequate knowledge of himself f but 

it does need to be based on soae grounds* Here is what Descartes says about 

this:

It is one thing for our knowledge to be completely adequate - 
of which fact we could never know for certain...and quite 
another for it to be adequate enough for us to see that we 
have not rendered it inadequate fcy intellectual abstraction.

[AT VII 221] 

Apparently, then, I oan never know my knowledge of X is adequate, but I can
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I hare not rendered it inadequate. How, then, does inadequacy in our 

knowledge manifest itself? We are not told any more in the Fourth Kepliesj 

but a first shot might be the following. Suppose I have an idea of an X 

which is F, and I think Fneas belongs to the essence of X. One way I might 

test this conception to see whether it was inadequate would be to imagine 

X without F, and ask myself  could it still be X? 9 If it could, then my 

knowledge of X suet be inadequate. But this is still very weak. For this 

process will only weed out non-essential features from ay conception of 

X* It will not guarantee that those which pass the test are the only 

essential properties. Arnauld's question 'how do you know that you have 

left nothing out? 9 still presses. We need to know not just that our 

conception of X as F is non-inadequate, but that it is complete, as an 

account of the essence of X*

Now Descartes does mention a requirement of completeness in the 

section from the Fourth Replies already quoted from; unfortunately Descartes 

leaves it very obscure both what the criteria for completeness are, and 

how I can know they are satisfied* There is, however, as Xenny has pointed 

out (KENUT (1), p.94), a little more information in a letter to Gibieuf of 

1642 (AT Ill 475; K 124). There we are tolds

the idea of a substance with its extension and shape is a 
complete idea, because I can conceive it alone, and deny of it 
everything else of which I have an idea.

Does this definition fill the gap? Kenny thinks not} the account given, he 

argues, makes it unlikely that we could ever know we have any complete 

ideas; "to do so we would not only have to know about every idea we have, 

but would also have to know the relationship of every idea to every 

other* (K3NNT (1), p.95). Kenny is indeed right if Descartes is saying 

here that, in order to know that my conception of X as essentially F is 

complete, I have to go through every other property I have an idea of, and 

see whether it may be denied of X* But, despite appearances, I do not
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think that Descartes is eaying this. The crucial phrase in the letter, 

it seems to me, in "because I can conceive of it alone". In order to see 

that Fness constitutes the complete essence of X, we have to imagine X 

with the property F, and no others whatsoever. If X can still exist 

under this description, it follows that no other property is essential to 

X. For nothing without which a thing can exist is comprised in its 

essence*

This interpretation is strongly confirmed by a passage right at the 

beginning of the Fourth Replies (from which the last sentence in the 

paragraph above is actually a quotation)* Descartes argues that I can 

imagine ryself existing with thought and no other attributes* Sov even 

though there may in fact be many other properties belonging to me (some 

of which I may not even be aware of) I can be sure that they are not 

essential* For "nothing without which a thing can exist seems to me to be 

included in its essence" (AT VII 219, lines 17*26}* Thus, though I can 

never know that sy idea of myself is adequate, I can know that it is 

complete - it includes all the essential features*

If this procedure for testing the completeness of an idea is satis­ 

factory then Descartes can be credited, at the end of the day, with a 

plausible defence of the claim that his essence is thinking* But the 

argument does leave one feeling a little uncomfortable* Eow, for example, 

can Descartes be sure he would exist even if he had no body? Descartes' 

answer is that he can be sure because he can imagine himself to exist 

without a body (God could conceivably have created him with a mind and 

nothing else; loc.cit.). The reasoning behind this seens perfectly correct* 

Suppose, e.g., that I think the property of being yellow constitutes the 

of gold. In order to find whether I am right, I apply the

completeness test and imagine something which ia yellow and has no other 

properties whatsoever. Could this still exist as gold? Clearly not* On
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the other hand, if I imagine myself as having the property of thinking and 

no other properties whatsoever, I could still exist as 9me*. I could 

still mentally assert *cogito ergo sum'.*

The results of our discussion, then, are as follows:

(1) I am not (and cannot be) sure that my knowledge of myself is

(2) I do not need to be sure of this in order to be sure I know 
my essence*

(3) In order to be sure I know zny essence* I have to be sure that 
By knowledge of sqyself is complete.

(4) I can be, and am, sure of this.

A final objection* le my idea of a triangle as a three-sided plane 

figure complete? It seems it should be, on Descartes' test, since if I 

were to conceive of something simply as a three-sided plane figure, without 

any other properties, it would still undoubtedly be a triangle* But 

surely, one may object, there are plenty of other properties that are Just 

as essential to triangularity* So the test for completeness still fails 

to guarantee that an essential property has not been left out*

This objection rests, I think* on an ambiguity in our use of 'essence' 

and 'essential 9 * The essence of triangularity, in one sense, is simply 

three-eidedness* In another sense its essence includes all necessary 

properties of triangles* The trouble here is that, in the case of

* (1) I use the awkward phrases "could still exist as gold", and - even 
more bizarre - "could still exist as 'me'" to remind the reader of the 
Cartesian slogan 'nothing without which a thing can exist is comprised in 
its essence9 * (2) One might object that the arguiaent about thinking 
holds for any property} if you are aware of yourself as being six foot 
tall it follows simply from this that you exist. But you cannot be aware 
of yourself as having the property of being six foot tall and having no 
other properties; this would be self-contradictory, since being aware of 
yourself as six foot tall entails that you are aware that you have the 
property of thinking (in the Cartesian sense)* (3) It is important to 
distinguish the argument advanced above from another argument which Norman 
Malcolm attributes to Descartes, viz*: 'I can doubt that r.y body exists 
but not that I exist; therefore ny body does not pertain to my essence'   
This reasoning, as Halcolm ingeniously shows, is invalid. (MALCOLM, 
section 11)*
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mathematical concepts, there 10 no distinction between 'essential 1 and 

 accidental' properties, since all the properties which are part of a 

given object are necessarily connected with it (none can be denied without 

contradiction)* In view of this, I think that Descartes has a plausible 

reply to the objection raised* It is true that the idea of triangle as 

a three-sided plane figure, though complete, leaves out many properties 

that are 'essential** But ell these properties are logically derivable 

from its three-sidedness   Thus, if I have a complete idea of as F 

(where F is e property or set of properties), I can be sure that no 

properties, except those logically, deriy^b^e from Fneaa. have bsen omitted. 

Thus Descartes can be sure that if his idea of himself as a thinking being 

passes the test for completeness, then he has omitted no properties except 

those logically derivable from the property of thinking*

How those who object that Descartes 9 account of human essence may have 

left out something are not worried about properties logically derivable 

from thought. !tfcey are of course thinking in particular of the property 

of having a body* Yet though such objectors may claim that it is 

impossible to think without a body, it would be difficult to maintain 

that this is ^o^caHy impossible* In fact, in recent times it has been 

argued that the concept of disembodied mental existence is logically 

incoherent11 ! but since such a view would rule out, for a start, the exist­ 

ence of God, this line of attack is not open to objectors like Arnauld. 

I conclude that Descartes' position can be defended at least against any 

attack of the type which he had to contend with in the Fourth Objections*

* Terence Penalhum, for example, moves close to this position, arguing 
that we have no satisfactory criterion for the Identity of persons which 
does not ultimately depend on bodily identity (PENKLHUM Chs. 5, 6). Cf. 
below on CB 28 line 5.
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•**jllTMifl ^/1<? j

Some rhetorical question of this sort seems called for here, but I

have deliberately left the English rather vague since the original cannot 

satisfactorily be recovered at this point* The &> has what looks like 

"qs", followed by an indecipherable abbreviation, then "hoc foret?" Adam 

prints "qui s enie hoc ferat'." and translates "Kais qui oeerait 1' assurer?" 

(ADAM, p*23).

Descartes* theory of

Both CB 15 and CB 18 (q.v*) involve Descartes' use of the philosophic- 

ally notorious term 'idea*. It will be convenient to discuss CB 13 first, 

since this deals with Descartes 1 general use of the term '.idea 1 , while 

CB 15 concerns the core specific problem of error concerning ideas* The 

starting point in CB 18 is the quotation from the Third. Meditation which 

says that all ideas are *as it were of things' (nullae idea© nisi tanouam 

rerun* ease possunts AT VII 44} • Later in this passage* and elsewhere 

(e*g* AT VII 232), Descartes implies that ideas 'represent* things 

(repraeaentare}s he says so explicitly at CB 37 line 4 q*v., and also in 

the French version of our quotation at CB 18, in <?hieh, moreover, ideas 

are compared to is&^est "lee idles etant come des isages, 11 n'y en peut 

avoir aucune qui ne nous aemble representer quelque chose" (AT IX 34/5) • 

This fits with an earlier passage in the same Meditation, where Descartes 

ssys that ideas are * tanoiiaE reruns imagines* - like images of things: 

*quaedasr ex his [ac. cogitationibus] tanquam rerum imagines eunt, quibus 

soils proprie convenit ideae no sen; ut cur. horinora vel ChiBa©ram vel Coelum 

vel /iB^lxv vel Deisa cogito** (some of ay thou^its are as it were iiaaces of 

things, and these alone are, strictly speaking, called ideas; for example,

* iaie quotation at CB 18 inaccurately substitutes taatua re^ for 
* For siailar carelessness over quotations see on CB 21 .
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when I think of a man or a Chimera or heaven, or an angel f or God) (AT VII

37).

According to Descartes' theory then, when I think of something U) I 

have an idea which •represents 1 I (is "as it were of" X; is "aa it were an 

image of" x). 'Idea* as it appears in this theory is used in the strict 

sense of the terse (.p.».prie) • This last point is confirmed by the resark 

to Burman at CB 18: in the passage from the Third Meditation, the author 

was using the word 'idea 1 in the strict and narrow sense (proprie et stricte; 

line 5)* Before ve proceed, however, two caveats should be observed* (i) 

The first is that whan Descartes says that ideas proper represent things* 

or are as it were of things (tonauati rervua). he does not mean that an idea 

proper must be of something existing ex trer-men tally; for he includes a 

chi&era as a thing which I can have an idea of* 'Thing' (res) in this 

content thus includes, e*g», imaginary or mythological objects which X 

may think of as well as those actually aroimcl in the world (for this notion 

of objecthood see on 01 34) • (ii) Th» second caveat is that Descartes does 

not* in saying the idea re^reaent^. or is as it were an ftpflfie, of r a thing, 

Bean to say that the idea is literally a little picture; for he frequently 

asserts that we have an idea of God, while admitting that we cannot imagine 

or picture God: eee, for example, the consents to Hobbes (AT VII 179*181); 

and the letter to Hersence of July 16410 where Descartes talks of ideas of 

the pure ndad (e.g. that of God) which we conceive of without an image 

(sans image) (AT III 395 ; K 10?)* {For 'pictures' and Descartes' theory 

of the imagination, see below on CB 21)*

In view of the above points, it is not particularly easy to grasp 

exaotly what Descartes' theory entails* The idea is tancu&iu -i^ajro - but 

one can hav^ an idea without an image; it is tanauarn rel * but the rea 

need not have extra-mental existence* But at any rate we can say that an 

idea proper is something which I have in my mind when I think of some
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Object like a sum or a chimera or God; and this idea stands in some special, 

though not wxy clearly defined , relationship to what ie thought of. This 

thesis about 'ideas* in the strict sense I shall call the * strict thesis 9 * 

Elsewhere , however, Descartes uses 'idea9 in a much wider sense than 

that employed in the strict thesis. Sometimes he aaya that we have an 

idea of X when we cwrely know the iueanin£ of th** word (or phrase) X* (l 

call this the * loose thesis*)* Thus, in the definition given in the Second 

Replies 9 ny being able to use words intelligently is stated to be a 

sufficient condition for ssy having an 'idea' of what the words means "nihil 

possin verb is ezprioere intell$£*ndo id quod dico quin ex hoc ipso certum 

sit, in me ease ideaa e^us quod verbis illis significatur" (AT VII 160). 

Thin must be what Descartes has in mind ^hen he talks to Bursuan at CB 18 

lines i>-7 about a 'rather ext&nded' use of * idea* i in this wider sense I 

can be said to have an idea of a f common notion 1 (i.e. a proposition like

 ex nihilo nihil fit1 - see on CB 1 line 7). Similarly with the idea of

 nothing*: this word does not stand for any object of thought - it merely 

signifies the absence of one (it is "purely negative** line 3); hence 

Descartes says it should not really be called an idea (sc« in the strict 

sense)   nevertheless, it is still natural for both Bursan and Descartes 

to talk about our Udea9 of nothing (line 1; line 3 "that idea... etc." ); 

this is In the loose sense , where the mere understanding of the word cakes 

talk of a corresponding idea appropriate*

Descartes does not say whether we have idea (loose) of 'and1 , 'but', 

'though9 , etc., but his loose thesis see&s to demand as much* A further 

problem here is that Descartes has no very clear principles of individuation 

for ideas* When I have an idea of brother, and an idea of male sibling, 

for example, do I have three ideas, or two, or one? The picture is 

complicated further by the example of the extended use of 'idea' given to 

Bunaan at CB 18; when I have an idea of a 'common notion* like 'nothing
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comes from nothing*, do I have an idea corresponding to each word in the 

sentence, JQ! && i(ie» corr«spriding to the meaning of the sentence ae a 

whole? Again, we are never really told; nor does Descartes' remark to 

Mersenne that both words and propositions can express ideas help us very 

much (AT III 395| K 106).

The loose thesis, then, is not without its difficulties. Further, 

what is the point behind it? Why should ¥e be asked tc say that S has an 

idea of X whenever 3 understands what the word (or sentence) X means? 

Clearly some special weight is meant to attach to the notion of an ideas it 

is meant to play some important logical or explanatory role. To discover 

what this is, it is best to focus on the strict thesis; for it is the 

strict thesis that is clearly meant to echoay the central and paradigm uses 

of the term 9idea*, and it is here that we must expect to discover the real 

nature and motivation of Descartes' theory.

In the strict thesis, the idea proper is a mental item - one of csy 

coritationea - which stands in soa© relation ( f representing* or whatever) 

to the object (x) I think of. The idea is apparently distinct from the 

word **X W and fro® the object X itself5 moreover, it is the idea, not the 

word or the object, which I am directly aware ofs it is "thrcragh immediate 

perception of it that I am sware of a given thought ft (A'T Til 160f of. ?11 

181). This conception of the idea as a sort of cental link*»aa between 

word and object suggests that Descartes regards the introduction of ideas 

as contributing something to the theory of sieanii»g. H© seems to be trying 

to explain my possession of the concept * triangle 1/ E$T grasp of the aeaning 

of 'triangle 1/ c^y intelligent use of the word 'triangle 1/ by saying that 

what £O«& on in. such a case is that I contemplate so ire intermediate oriental 

antity - an idea which 'represents' the object triangle.

But does this really explain anything-? How exactly does ray idea of 

help me to understand the Keaninr; of 'triangle*? '.'hat exactly
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it that 1 have before &y Bind? Is the idea perhaps akin to a Lockean 

aJbe tract general idea (except that in Descartes' case the idea would be 

innate rather than formed by abstraction)? This does not see& promiain ,t 

Locke's 'ideas' are notoriously hard to pin down, but at some points at 

least they appear to be some kind of mental image or picture* Yet 

Descartes' ideas are not thiss the idea, though "tanqu&e imago" is not 

itself an "imago" for as we have seen Descartes himself denies as much in 

the case of God* Is it then the ffiefflftflfflfl- the aijaiiffoatum of 'triangle' 

that I have before wy mind when I have an idea of a triangle? Is 

Descartes introducing what Eyle has called "a Third Eealm whose denizens 

are Meanings" (RILE, p. 26 2/3)? This can hardly be so: the idea cannot be 

what an expression Re ana, since Descartes says th&t I have an idea of 

what an expression means (AT VII 160; quoted above p»110). Furthermore, if 

an idea was the meaning of an expression '&'» it would be hard to s@e why 

it should be described as a quasi-lma^e of X, or as representing X*

It ie this alleged relation of representation between idea end thing 

which makee Descartes' theory such an obscure one* To see just how complex 

and nysterioua the relation is, let us take the idea of a chimera* In 

addition to the word 'chimera 1 , we have the idea, end the thing (res). But 

res cannot* as we have noted, mean a thing which actually exists extra- 

men tally t it must mean merely 'object of thought'. It is this which the 

idea ia 'as it were of* We thus have an obscurely related triad t (1) word, 

(2) idea ( rep resen tans), (3) object of thought (representatum); an 

alarming ontological jungle which without sore infoxmation (which Desoartes 

simply does not supply) throws little but gloom on the question of what it 

ia to understand the word 'chimera'* Interestingly enough, an attempt to 

tria things own slightly is made in a marginal note to the Latin edition 

of the Discourse (1644) where Descartes identifies the idea with the 

object of thought (res cogitate): "the name idea is to be taken generally
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for any object of thought in so far as it has simply a kind of 

existence in the understanding" (AT VI 559)   On this pruned version of 

the theory, when I think of a nan, or a chiiaera, I have an idea which, 

instead of representing or being a quaa-l-image of the object of thou^it, 

Jjt the object of thought.

This notion of an idea as an object of thought suggests that 

Descartes' ideas may after all turn out to be what we should call concepts. 

And this indeed seems to come closest to what Descartes has in mind. It 

fits the loose thesis t I can be said to have a concept of notblnr. of the 

maxim eg rfthllo nlhll fit, and indeed of what is meant by any expression 

which I understand. It fits too the strict thesis up to a points the talk 

of ideas being 'as it were of9 things fits with the normal English idiom 

under which I can be said to have a concept o,f God or man. Descartes 

himself comes close to glossing his ideas as concepts when dealing with an 

objector who had complained he did not understand what Descartes meant by 

 idea1 2 if someone has a concept corresponding to the words 'God*, 'soul* 

etc., says Descartes, then he must know what is meant by the tens 'idea1 ; 

for it is nothing else but the concept he has ("what he conceives of")* 

89 il a coneeu quelque chose par ess noms,..il a sceu en
temps ce qu*il falloit entendre par leurs idles , puis^u'il ne 
faut entendre autre chose que cela mease qu'il a conceu.

[AT III 592} X 105]

But to equate Descartes* ideas with our 'concepts* is simply to 

substitute one piece of Jargon for another. It is still not clear that 

there is anything philosophically useful or illuminating beneath the 

Jargon* Consider the phrase *S has the concept X* in modern usage. One 

way of interpreting this would be in terms of a Hylean or *dis positional* 

analysis t on this view, to attribute the concept X to s is simply a way of 

referring to that fact that S can use the word (or phrase) X correctly and 

intelligently | when I have a concept , I do not* on this account, have it
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in the way in which I possess a book but in the way I possess a skill; to 

say that I have the concept X is not to say that there is something which 

X have, but to say that there is something which I can do. How on this 

analysis , the concept or idea of X cannot possibly have an explanatory role 

to perform if to say I have the idea of X is merely a way of saying that 

I understand what the void *X* means, then the introduction of ideas cannot 

possibly solve any problems about how I understand the meanings of words*

An alternative way of construing VS has the concept X* - one used for 

example by some modern psychologists, is to take the expression as referring 

to something 'internal* - something which is in some sense 'in1 s's Bind* 

This looks much «0re promising from the Cartesian point of view; moreover, 

it seems to me that there are no decisive philosophical objections , a 

priori v to the introduction of the idea, or concept, as an internal mental 

item of SOIBO sort, nevertheless* if such talk is to have any content or 

explanatory value, it must be backed by some further details about what is 

meant: we need to have some psychological (or physiological) account of 

9 concept formation1 or * concept possession9 before we have even a 

candidate for an explanatory theory* For Descartes, a physiological eccount 

of 'idea possession' is for obvious reasons out, since he regards mental 

activity - at least of the sort which is in question here - as independent 

of the body* He does, however, struggle to provide some psychological 

detail about what it is to have an ideas the talk of representation and 

quasi-iaages is meant to fill the gap* But, quite apart froc the cumbrous 

ontology which they appear to generate, these notions suffer from an 

impossible imprecision* Since, on Descartes9 own insistence* we are barred 

from regarding an idea as literally a representative image* we are left with 

an obscure metaphor which is so vague as to lack any explanatory bite* 

The result, it seen* to me, is that so far as his theory of ideas is con­ 

cerned Descartes bequeathed nothing of value to philosophical psychology or
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the theory of ataningi his only legacy was a terminology of irreparable

Vagueness*

Error concerning Ideas; (CB 15)

If ideas are concepts, or something like concepts, how can they provide 

any 'subject matter for error* (materia errandi)V One possible answer is 

suggested by Wittgenstein's thesis about the impossibility of a private 

languages since the identification of ideas must, if it is to play a role in 

language, be governed by certain rules, is it not always possible that I 

may sdsapply some rule, and so mis identify an idea? The sort of error 

Descartes has in mind, however, is not of this linguistic variety* It has 

to do not so much with the criteria for identifying ideas, but with out 

attitudes towards our ideas ~ the ways in which we think about them*

the chief and roost coBsnon error, says Descartes* is to suppose that an 

idea asseablee or fits some external thing* Error of this sort, which 

essentially involves a mistaken Judgement (judiciian) is called falsity 

proper or formal. fa^aitv (falaitas proprie dicta seu falsitas Katerialia; 

Third Keditation - AT VII 37 and 43)* But suppose I do not relate the idea 

to anything extramental? In this case, Descartes goes on to explain, there 

oan still occur another sort of falsity ~  falsity concerning subject matter1 

or material falsity (falsitas aaterialis)* This occurs when one of ray 

ideas 'represents a non-thing as a thing* (non rem tamquar:. rem repraesentat); 

the idea is then a  false idea1 (idea falsa) (AT VII 43/4)*

This, however, is rather obecure. «*e have seen that Descartes does 

allow that one can apeak loosely of having ideas of common notions like 

'ex nlhilo nihil fit1 * but these are called 'Ideas in the loose sense* not 

false ideas, and in any case they do not seen to represent non-things as 

things* What then is, an example of material falsity? The example Descartes 

give* in the Third Meditation (loc.qit.) concerns the idea of cold* My idea 

of cold nay represent cold to me as 'sonething real and positive' (reale
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quid & posittvum); whereas cold in reality is nothing more than a negation - 

the absence of heat (privatio calorie), Arnauld baulked at this example in 

the Fourth Objections, arguing that* if cold is a negation, there cannot 

 be a positive idea9 of it in the Bird - and hence there can be no room 

for   material falsity* (AT VII 206). Descartes, in his reply, argued that 

when I coneider the idea of heat (something positive) and cold ( a negation), 

I am 'unable to perceive that more reality is revealed to me by the one 

than the other9 (AT VII 232/3) .

We do not, however, need to delve further into this involved and rather 

inconclusive exchange; for the cornier. t to Burra&n at CB 15 shows that the 

analysis of ideas of negations is, in & senate , a red herring. Material 

falsity (error concerning ideas alone) does not, it turns out, arise only 

in the caee of ideas of negations! it can happen with regard to a non- 

negative idea like that of whiteness* The example chosen in the Third 

Heditation was thus needlessly complicated. Nevertheless v even with the new 

example we are still left very such in the dark* How is it that the idea 

of whiteness 9 represents a non-thing as a tiling9 ? The remarks to Bunaan do 

not clarify things a great deal* What exactly is the error in supposing 

colour to be a * thing or a quality* (line S)? Or again, what on earth is 

wrong with supposing whiteness to be a colour (line 10/11)?

A due to the answer here can be found in a letter to Chanut of 26 

February 1649s

...although I do not regard anything as being in bodies except 
for their sices, their shapes, and the moveisenta of their 
particle*, nevertheless I claim to explain there i ao. in the 
Principles 1 the nature of light and heat and all other sensible 
qualities. For I presuppose that these qualities are merely in 
our senses, like a tickle or a pain* and not at all in the 
objects which we perceive; in the latter there are &erely 
certain shapes and movements which cause the sensations we call 
light, heat etc*

[AT V 291/2; K 246 J

We can see from this why Descartes might regard the way in which we think
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about whiteness (or indeed any other quality apart from shape jand movement) 

as sonehow suspect* For Descartes regards colours, etc. as somehow 

9subjective 9 - »ln our senses 9 rather than in the objects themselves. He 

is committed to a theory unmistakably close to that later developed by 

Loeke in terms of the famous distinction between 'primary* and 'secondary' 

qualities (Essay qn Human Understanding. Ek. II, Ch. 8). This cooes out 

clearly in Part 17 of the Principles!

This then must be our conclusion: we fail to realise that with 
regard to external objects, what we call llgfot. colour, odour. 
flavour, sound, heat* cold and other tactile qua^it^ea and even 
sunafoiyfrftflj- jfo0ffi are nothing else but the various dispositions 
of the objects which enable them to set our nerves in motion in 
various ways*

LA? vin 323/3]
In the light of these passages it is clear that the sort of error Descartes 

is describing to Burman involves supposing whiteness to be a 'real* quality, 

when in fact* according to Descartes» it is nothing more than a 'secondary' 

or * subjective 9 effect of certain movements and shapes in the external 

world*

I owe the above references to the Priaciplea and the Chanut letter to 

Adam, who selects this particular piece from the Conversation (CB 15) for 

one of the rare philosophical comments in his edition* He writes*

C'est la grande erreur, au sentiment de Descartes, de touts la 
physique...scolastique de se tromper sur la nature des donnees 
sensible^ en nous, et d'y voir des qualitea rielles dans lea 
choses indmes* Et il ne crut pouvoir miaux ruiner cetter physique 
qu'en supprioant radicalement toutes qualites reelles et formes 
subs tan tielles dans les corps f n'y laissant subsister COKES seule 
realite qu'entendue, figure et loouvement.

To explain fully what is said to Burman, however, this coummt needs to be 

supplemented by our analyeia of the distinction between formal and caterial 

falsity* If I judge that there is an extra-mental entity which my idea of 

whiteness 'fits 9 (i.e. I judge that whiteness is instantiated) then I am 

indeed aakin& a Bistake$ but the mistake involves & judgement about some­ 

thing extxaHBental - it is a piece of 9 formal falsity9 . Material falsity,
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on the other hand, can occur even when I exercise the utmost caution and 

refrain froc raking any extra-cental judgement - "even when I do not say or 

suppose there exists any whits thing" (CB 15* line 12). According to 

Descartes, the mere fact of mentally classifying whiteness as a 'quality1 

&akea IDS guilty of errorj apparently, just by thinking that 'white 1 ('street', 

•loud 1 ) belong in the same bag with 'extended 1 ('square 1 , 'moving1 ) I am 

committing myself to what Descartes regards aa a thoroughly unscientific 

prejudice about the structure of the external world.

To discuss whether Descartes was right in regarding whiteness and 

other similar attributes as 'non-qualities' or as being 'not really in' 

objects would Involve us in the lengthy and well-worn arguments which have 

continued via Locke and Berkeley down to the present day. I shall merely 

conclude with two brief criticisms of Descartes 9 own approach. (1) Des­ 

cartes was highly impressed by the instability and fleetingness of many of 

the supposed qualities of the famous piece of wax (when I put it near the 

fire the taste and smell disappear, the colour changes, it no longer Bakes 

a sound when struck...etc* AT 711 50) 5 and this was clearly important for 

his view that such qualities do not really belong in objects.* But to 

argue that, because X may cease to be F, Faess cannot really be in X, 

is to stipulate that F can only count as a real quality of X if X is

* 'non pertinent ad coram' (AT 711 31 )j 'lee qualites ne sont point dana 
lee objete'UT 7 292) i they are not in rebus (AT VIII 322). Of course, 
'pertinere ad' ( H to be proper to", AG) is not exactly synonymous with 
'ease in1 . The argument in the Second Keditation is designed to show 
merely that sensible qualities are not essential to the wax, and this in 
itself does not prove that they are not really in the wax. Nevertheless, 
Descartes does sees to make the cove from 'F is not part of the essence of 
X 9 to 'P is not really in X't in the Sixth Meditation, reviewing his results 
about the external world, he says that *not all corporeal things are such as 
I apprehend them by the senses 9 , but that 'whatever I clearly aa& distinctly 
perceive is In the objects (in iis aunt), that is, whatever generally
•peaking is included in the object of pure mathematics' (in purae Katheeeos 
objecto). (AT 711 80), The clearly and distinctly perceived properties, 
as the gloss about mathematics makes clear, axe the immutable and eternal 
properties that can be demonstrated logically - i.e. the essential propert­ 
ies. It is only these that Descartes is happy to allow as 'being in* 
corporeal things.
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eternally and unalterably F. And this, despite its long philosophical 

ancestry, just seems an arbitrary and absurdly stringent requirement* 

(2) Desoartes was also impressed by the fact that our attribution of 

properties to things depends on a long causal chain involving the stimul­ 

ation of our nerve fibres; and this was clearly important for his view that 

certain properties are 'merely in the senses* (AT VIlib 359). But whenever 

say th&t something in the world (x) is F, the truth of our statement must 

ultimately rest on eoae empirical test for Fnesa which X has to pass* And 

no empirical test can be specified which will not have some reference to 

the 'subjective* sensations of an observer* So if Descartes ie saying that 

to qualify as an 'inherent' or 'real* quality of >', F must somehow be a raw 

property specified without reference to sensations, then again he is 

proposing an impossibly stringent requirement* 

Brror cotifienxlpg ideas **.footnote

There is one further reference to 'material falsity' at CB 26, q.v*, 

but the passage is extremely obscure. The opening quotation is from 

Descartes' reply to the Second Objections* Hersenne and company had 

objected that Descartes had failed to prove that we have an innate idea of 

God. The idea, they argued, may just be acquired from one's cultural 

environment (passed on by books* friends, etc.)? and they cited the fact 

that the 'Canadians, Eurons and other gylvaatrea hoainea* do not posses* any 

such idea (AT VII 124)* Th@ quotation from the Second Replies seems to be 

directed against this point* Beople who fashion idols may not verbally 

acknowledge they have an idea of God, but the very fact that they fashion 

idols shows that they havo it* Thia at any rate is what seems to be meant 

by the cryptic sentence 'nomen negant & ram concedunt* (AT VII 139)*

If the quotation from the Replies is obscure, the explanatory comment 

to Burman completely escapes me* Why is the idol 'equivalent to our idea'?
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Perhaps because, however imperfectly, it 'represents 1 Cod (see above on 

CB 18). The next sentence is even core difficult, but the sense seems 

to be that those who fashion idols must in so doing form a real idea, and 

this idea is aaterially false. (MS: "qua real en formont ideas dim Idolua 

foraant, formant ideam saterialiter falsan** In fact the "qua" in the MS 

is little store than the letter 'q* followed by a squiggle; but no 

convincing alternative reading suggests itself.) If the idea ia materially 

false, this implies that the idea represents a non-thing as a thing (see 

above on CB 15)» But God is emphatically not a non-thing. Nor can 

Descartes Bean that the bogus god whom the savages worship is a non-thing: 

for, as we have seen, even an imaginary entity like a chimera qualifies as 

a thing (res), which I can hare a true idea of* But in any case, if the 

idea which the idol-makers have is materially false, is not Descartes in 

effect conceding the point originally urged by Kersenne and company - that 

not all people have a genuine innate idea of God?

qB 16

The demonstrative adverb ']&£* occurs frequently in the Conversation 

(of. OB 1, line 10; CB 11, line 2; CB 17, line 3). Khen challenged about 

some assertion in the Meditations which appears to conflict with some 

earlier or later remark, Sescartes invariably insists on focusing on the 

exact context - the precise stage which has been reached in the inquiry. 

There is an important insight to be had here about the nature of the 

Meditations. We cannot treat them as if they were meant as a piece of 

straightforward exegesis of .oscartes* philosophy in the manner of, say, 

the Principles: we cannot, for example, lift some assertion out of the 

Meditations and assume it represents Descartes 1 final and considered view. 

For the work is essentially a Journey of discovery - something the reader
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must 'make hi* own1 (see below on CB 1?) by involving himself in each 

stage of the rapidly shifting dialectic. Of course, by the end of the 

Meditations, we should have a clear idea of Descartes1 philosophical 

position. But at any given point before the end, Descartes may be dramat­ 

ically projecting himself into a certain temporary stage in the develop- 

ment of the inquiry. (Compare also the sentence at line 3 of this 

passage: "this is only an objection and a doubt that can be raised"  )

CB t7

line 14 « ...method and order cf disco very... of er position...

The f order of discovery* (orflp invenion^l) apparently characterises 

the individual voyage of discovery as it is dramatically outlined in the 

Meditations (see above on CB I6)j the order of exposition (orfto d

Is represented by the more impersonal and formal approach of the 

PrfeaciDlea. How, in the following sentence (line 15), Descartes remarks 

that in the Princira.es his procedure is 'synthetic* (synthetice agit)$ and 

this suggests that the distinction between the order of discovery and the 

order of exposition corresponds to a distinction made in the ocond Replies 

between two 'methods of demonstration* - the analytic nethod, and the 

synthetic method* The method which works through analysis, we are told, 

"Shows the way by which the $hing was discovered methodically and as it 

wore £ priori" (viam oatendit per quaxs res oethodice & tanquor, a priori 

inventa eat). Xt enables the reader, if he is ready and willing to follow 

It, "to make the thing his own (suam roddore) just as much as if he had 

discovered it himself0 (AT Til 155)   Xt is the only method used in the 

Meditations (ibid. 156). Thu synthetic raethod, on the other hand, works 

through a "way which ia opposite and sought as it were & posteriori" (viam 

oppooitam & tanquac a posteriori quaesitam) . It "demonstrates the 

conclusion clearly by a long serlea of definitions, postulates, axioms,
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theorem and problems"* The eood will of the reader is not required: the 

oonclusion Just follows logically and if the reader ia taken through the 

proof , he will see this whether he likea it or cot U]&i*)*

What ia the philoaophioal importance of this distinction between 

analysis and synthesis, and the corresponding distinction between the 

order of expedition and the order of discovery here at CB 17? The simplest 

way of seeing what Deacartea is getting; at ia to look at the paradigm case 

of the synthetic jaethod which he hieself provides at the end of the Second 

Replies* there the proof a of God* a existence are drawn up formally*

with definitions* axioms and postulates. The order followed ia

the order of strict logical priority; or, as Desoartes sometimes puts it, 

the order corresponds to the priorities which obtain 'in reality9 (j& re 

Jjg&! references below)* This ia our 'order of exposition1 . But, aa we 

are told at the end of CB 17* the order of diacovery aay be quite different 

from this* nliat this suat £&&n is that the strict logical prioriiy followed 

in the fcrtsal proof need not at all correspond to the order in which the 

individual arrives at knowledge of God*3 existence when he follows the 

voyage of uiacoveiy described in the Meditations*

A vivid example of how this can occur id given by Beaeartae at CB 19* 

We are fcble to recognise our own imperfection before we recognise; the 

perfection of God (sc. when following the order of discovery in the 

Medltationa) s however, in terns of strict logical priority the perfection 

of God cogues firsts "for in reality (in £& 4%%a) the infinite perfection 

of God ia prior to our imperfections" (line 1 ?} • And at ;B 4» in closely 

eioilar language, Descartea says that the major premise 'whatever thinks 

is' ia in reality (ia rj ipea) prior to the inference *I think therefore 

1 aft'. The distinction between formal logical order and order of actual 

dieeorery thus tuma out to be crucial for Descartes' treatment of the 

Coglto* See further Appendix B» section
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Leaving aside the Cogito, there are a number of further points about

•analysis*,'synthesis' and our passage here at CB 1?» which deserve 

further cement* (1 ) Firstly, though the analytic method ia less fomal, 

it is still netfocxUcal - it shows the "viam per quam res i^e the fogs invents

•st" (AT VII 155)« The order of discovery is thus f&r froa haphazard or 

unsystematic. There are very precise rules of epistesBOlO£ical priority to
9

followj after all* the aim in the Foditatlonp is to build up a systematic 

corpus of knowledge step by step, starting; with only that which we can be 

sure of knowing. This point is made clear in the Second Replies* "the 

order consists merely in the fact that what is put forward first most be 

known without the help of anything that follows; and the remainder is 

arranged in such a way that it is deaaonatrated merely from what comes 

first* Z certainly tried to follow this order as carefully as possible in 

ELY Meditations*" (AT 711 155). (for the importance of this e?istecological 

rule, see Appendix C on the Circle*)

(2) Sothing Descartes says implies that the two methods are mutually 

exclusive* To arrive at acme conclusion via analysis* using the order of 

discovery* does not at all rule out our being able to demonstrate it 

synthetically» ia a formal proof from axioma. (See further p.265/6below).

(3) The fact that the order corresponding to the synthetic method is 

called the ordo fogfffltt does not mean it is especially suited to teaching* 

It does have the advantage of compelling assent (AT VII 156); but, given a 

willing pupil, it is the method of an^lvaiff that is the "best and truest 

method for teaching" U&M*)* Descartes doubtless means by this that, in 

following the draaatic voyage of the Meditations, there is a creative 

exciter.ant that is lacking in a core formal treatment* (in view of this 

point9 it may see» surprising that Descartes uses the verb doceo when 

talking to Buraan about the synthetic method of the Principle's but what he 

deans, I think, is not that the isethod is good for inspiring pupils, but
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that it is the asthod for 'exposition* - setting the arguments out 

fbraslly o& * blackboard, as it were; this is why I have translated ojtfo 

docendi as * order of exposition**)

(4) tie have to be careful of Descartes * remark that the analytic method 

"shows the way by which the thing was discovered*, .as it were $ priori" 

f tffflffin\Hll & priori); while the synthetic method employs a "way which is 

opposite and sought as it were & j&&|££4&&L" (viam opposite® & tanquazs a 

posteriori quaesitam)* The laudieval use of £ arioil and £ •poatoriori

derives ultimately from Aristotle's account of tho demonstrative syllogism*
,./ , 

where the premisses are described as n^oit-o v^i CUTIX TOO co/u ntt^<-yu<roc

Lsn«Foat. 71 b 25] * Thus Aquinas equates a demonstration jsapc 2£&2£& with 

a detaonatratioa Per g&usaa (auanaa T^ool. 1 9 2, 2} cited in GIL3CK (l), p.70). 

This is the tradition Descartes follows, so that it is quite appropriate 

for Haldane and Boss to translate Descartes 9 *& priori* and *a posteriori* 

as 'from cause to effect1 and 'from effect to cause 9 respectively** But a 

problem arises in our passage from the 5eoond i.epiioa where Descartes, after 

saying the synthetic method proceeds 'tanquam a posteriori * t adds the

* The traditional use of the ternis & posteriori and & priori contrasts 
with the standard modern one in which £ posteriori knowledge is equated 
with empirical k2&wl&!gef while jt priori truths are, roughly* those which 
do not depend on empirical facts (see further QUXJTTQH, p.HG). This use 
of the ter*ns ia widely attributed to Kant, but in fact it goes as far 
back as Leibniz who opposes "leu veriteo a. TX?oteriori. ou de fait" to 
M les verit^s j^ j&riori • ou de raison" (j^ouyeauaL Easais ^.ur. 1'Htt-t^ndflffitent 
Eumaia* Bk. IV, Ch. 10, §2). Descartes' use never, so far as 1 know, 
anticipates that of Leibniz, but it is easy to see how it paves the way 
for it* Here at CB 17, for example, Descarteta describes the ontologies! 
proof in the Fifth Meditation as 'proceeding £ priori and not from some 
effect* (line 9). The implied antithesis iss *«*»but the other proof, 
from the idea of God, proceeds a posteriori, i.e. from effect to cause 9 * 
But of course it is also true that the proof from the idea of God starts 
from an empirical premise (concerning the existence of an idea in the 
Bind), while the ontological proof proceeds £ ffl^ior^ in the modern 
(post-Leibnizian) sense*
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coaaent that "the proof itaelf la often more & priori in this method than in 

the other* (aaepe ipaa probatio sit in hac ctagia a priori quaja in ilia) (loc. 

oit.)« Haldane and Rose offer the following rendering of this, which seeoa 

hard to make ouch senee oft

Syatheeis..*ejnploys..«a..«pr<H3edure..«in which the search goes as 
it were from effect to cauae (though often here the proof itaelf 
ia from cauae to effect to a greater extent than in the former 
case) *

[HE II 49]

If this difficult passage is to woik, it seeas to me that there must 

be two senses in which Descartes uses the phrases *j| ffi5,ori ' and *j| 

PCS priori* - firstly the normal traditional sense (this is the one used in 

CB 17 line 9) and secondly a special sense which ho signalled in the 3®cond 

Replies by using the warning qualifying particle ' tanquain* . .'hat Descartes 

has in ffiind when he talks of the analytic method proceeding tanouaia £

is, I suggest, epis te^ologicfil priority; this would fit in well with

the notion of an 'order of discovery* as found in the Conversation. How the 

order followed in the Meditations "consists in the fact that what is put 

forward first must be known without the help of anything which follows" 

(AT HI 155}* It is in this sense that the analytic method proceeds 

*tanquaffi a priori *j it starts from what is epistemologically isost basic - 

i.e. from what is •prior* as far as our knowledge is coneerri©dj prior in 

the *order of discovery**

What about the synthetic method proceeding *t&nquam a posteriori 1 ? 

Again, I suggest, Descartes lias episterolo£ical order in mind* Unlike the 

method of analysis which, proceeds step by step from an episterjologically 

basic fidnimum, the nethod of synthesis takes a lot for granted* It starts 

from a lot of 'givens* * definitions, axioms , postulates and the rest* Thia 

ia why Descartes saya in the Second Replies that the synthetic method ia 

core suitable for Ceoaetry than Metaphysics; in Geometry 9 a£ he goes on to
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point out, one is generally prepared to argue from 'givens* which everyone 

takes for granted ('facile a quibuslibet admittantur*}; in Metaphysics, 

where we are sweeping the board clean, we need to be much Eore careful to 

go back to the very beginnings we must 'work hard to make our primary 

notions clear and distinct1 (AT VII 157)* The synthetic method, then, 

although f its proofs are gen-grally a priori * (sc. in the traditional sense), 

starts from preslsses which are 'posterior1 as far as our knowledge is 

concerned * posterior in the order of discovery*

All this cay seem rather a lot to read into the highly compressed and 

cryptic re&ark in the Second Replies, even with the aid of the coo&ants to 

Buraan about the order of discovery* But in fact the distinction 

involved here * viz* that between episteaological and logical priority, 

and the corresponding two senses of 'prior' « has quite a long philosophical 

ancestry* Aquinas distinguishes between truths which are causally and 

logically prior (priora aimuliclter) and those which are 'prior as far 

as we are concerned* (priora quoefd nos)* By 'prior as far as we are 

concerned 9 Aquinas means prior with respect to our knowledge

(loc*oit*)» If my interpretation is correct* yhan Descartes talks of 

analysis proceeding tanquais a. priori, he means that analysis starts from 

items which are in Aquinas' terminology priora quoa^d ,098*

Jfar this piece see above, pp* I08ff.

| . . «in the Discourse* p*31 • • • 

The reference is to the Latin version of 1644 (see Introduction, p. x); 

the relevant sentence is: "evidentissime intellegebam, dubi tationeca non 

esse argumentum tantae perfectionis quaia cognitioneia*' (AT VI, 

Frenchj AT VI 33).
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t I,n that part of the Discourse..* 

i.e. part IV* Deecartes makes it quite clear to Burman that the 

Meditations are to be regarded aa the definitive statement of his meta­ 

physics* Compare the Preface to the Reader published in the first 

edition of the Meditations, where Descartes says that he * slightly touched 

on 9 (paucis attigi) questions concerning God and the huiian mind in the 

Discourse "not indeed to deal with them in careful detail , but only in 

passing and so as to learn from the views of readers how they should be 

dealt with at some later date" (AT VII 7)* Descartes in fact carefully 

chose the word Diacouz-s to emphasize the introductory character of the 

work, aa he explains in a letter to Mersenne a few months before 

publication!

I do not put Treatise on iffee Method but Discourse on tiie Kethod 
which is the same &s Preface or Introductory Kofo oq. the He.thfljL 
to show that it is not tsy plan to teach it, but merely to talk 
about it*

LA* I 347; K 30 j

L Incidentally, although I have in my translation used the noro&l

title 'the Disco uroe 1 , at CB 19 lines 1 and 6, in the original Latin 

both Descartes and Burman refer to the work simply as 'Mtbodue* ("the 

Method").]

10 - 15 * • * •exlicitl . * *

3ee Appendix B, Section III. 

lines 19/20 s •••eer defect and aetlon preaupTpjgeB that which it

Descartes 1 proof of God's existence in the Third Meditation depends 

on the crucial precise that vy concept of a perfect God is (implicitly) 

prior to ay concept of sy imperfect self. The alleged priori 1?y f as we 

see from the remarks here, is a function of the alleged fact that 

imperfection is a defect or negation, vhile perfection is something 

positive*

This argument presupposes that there is aoiae neat way of determining
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which ie the positive and which the negative member of a pair of opposite 

predicates. But in fact it is extremely difficult to find a satisfactory 

criterion for classifying predicates BB positive or negative.* One could, 

of course* rely on a purely syntactical test, and class any predicate 

with a grammatically negative prefix ("in-", "non-% etc*) as negative. 

But whatever the merits of such a procedure (and it is hard to see what 

interesting purpose it would serve) a syntactical criterion of this sort 

would not suit Descartess for while 'perfect9 would cosae out conveniently 

as positive* 'infinite 1 , which according to Descartes is positive and 

prior to •finite', would cone out negative*

A hint of a core plausible criterion is given here at line 19s the 

test for a 'negation* ia apparently that it 'presupposes' its positive 

counterpart* a hat is &eant by this relation of presupposition? A possible 

answer is that X presupposes T if in order to have the concept of X one 

must have the concept of I* but not vice yer^a. This would sake sense of 

the remark at line 2$/4t in Metaphysics nothingness presupposes being* 

says Descartes, because 'our understanding of nothingness derives from 

that of being' (nihil intellegitur per ens)t the claim here is, apparently, 

that in order to understand nothingness one must have the concept of being, 

but not vice versa*

A similar criterion for distinguishing positive from negative 

predicates has been advanced in our own day by J.L.Austin, in connection 

with his notion of the •trouser-word 1 . Austin writes:

It is usually thought, and I dare say usually rightly thought* 
that what one might call the affirmative use of a term is basic - 
that* to understand 'x 1 we need to know what it is to be x, or to 
be an x, and that knowing this apprises us of what it is not to be 
x* net to be an x*

(AUSTIN, p. 70)

* ef. PESOS, p.125t "Consider the sentences 'Christ is immortal 1 , 'Christ 
lives for ever', 'Christ is not immortal', 'Christ is mortal', 'Christ 
does not live for ever*. How which of the thoughts we have here is 
affirmative, which negative?"



129 

CB 19 (cent.)

Austin here see&a to agree with Descartes that certain terms , or uses of 

terns, can be classed as 'affirmative' on the grounds that they are 

'basic 1 to the understanding of their oppositea (in Cartesian terms, our 

understanding of then is presupposed by our understanding of their 

opposites)«

unfortunately Ibr Descartes, however, this alleged priority or 

'basicness^for^uncierstanding9 evaporates under scrutiny of particular 

oases. It is true that some cases can be cited which make the claim look 

intuitively plausible, particularly when some sort of defect or privation 

Is involved** If we take the pair 'sighted' and 'blind9 , it might seem 

plausible to call 'sighted* the 'positive9 or 'affirmative' partner; and 

this ffiay seen to be confirmed by the application of Descartes' tests the 

concept 'blind' seems to presuppose the concept 'sighted 9 (in order to 

understand what 'blind9 means, we have to have sorae concept of what it is 

to be sighted, while the converse does not seen to hold)* But as soon as 

we depart from such intuitively helpful cases, difficulties multiply* 

Take the pair 'perfect 9 and 'imperfect1 . Mhieh is the 'trouser-word' 

here? To understand what an imperfect apple is, it seems X must have the 

concept of a perfect apple; but the converse seems equally to hold: I 

could not know what was meant by a perfect apple unless I had the concept 

of an inperfect apple* There does not seem to be any priority at all 

heret in order to understand either of the two teroa one must understand 

what is taeaat by the other* The two terms rank pari passu.

Austin's position is slightly more subtle than that of Descartes,

* It is significant that Descartes' most frequent examples of negations 
are 'defects' (e.g. error - AT VII 54) and 'privations' (e.g. cold - 
AT VII 233).



130 

CB 19 (cont.)

for he recognises that the * prior9 or 9 trouser1 * word need not necessarily 

be what looks at first like the ' affirmative' member of a pair: in the case 

of 'real 9 for example, it is the negative term (whatever is opposed to 

9 real 9 ) that wears the trousers* But Austin's alleged priority of the 

trouser word is subject to identical strictures to those which apply to 

Descartes' alleged priority of the 'positive 1 term* In the case of 'real 1 

aad 'illusory 1 for example* it is true that one could not have the concept 

of an illusory perception unless one had the concept of a real or genuine 

perception, but the converse seems equally to bold. Similarly, how could 

someone fully understand what was meant by a toy soldier or a decoy duck, 

unless he knew what a real soldier or real duck were?

Austin does suggest a further criterion for distinguishing the 'prior' 

or 'trouser9 word, vis* that when a predicate wears the trousers, then 

the items of which the predicate is true all have something definite in 

common* Hence 'real' cannot be the trouser word, according to Austin* 

since

the attempt to find a characteristic comoon to all things that 
are or could be 'real' is doomed to failure $ the function of 
9 real 9 is not to contribute positively to the characterization 
of anything, but to exclude possible ways of being not real  

(ibid.)

Unfortunately, the notion of 'contributing positively to the character* 

ization of something9 is left unclear; and without further clarification 

the implied criterion for separating out the prior or basic member of a 

pair of oppositee hardly escapes circularity. Moreover, as Professor Ayer

* I have taken 9 trouser~word 9 as synonymous with 'word which wears the 
trousers 9 throughout. This is I think faithful to Austin's general 
meaning in the passage referred to* However, in the lecture notes 
published by G.J.Warnock 'trouser-word' is used rather sore vaguely than 
thist 'real' is at one point itself described as 9 a trouser-word'. Here 
it seecs that Austin is compressing his meaning: what he intends to 
convey is that "the use of 'real' is one of the examples where the 
trouser-word phenomenon operates" • The subsequent remarks aake it clear 
that the terms which in fact wear the trousers are the terras which negate 
'real'.
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has shown, the question of what is regarded as a 'positive 1 feature which 

things have in common may be in large part subjective. Thus, a tribe in 

which it was for some reason useful to have a predicate *eulb f to describe 

non-blue objects, mi^it well regard •blue* as a 'negative 1 property 

signifying the absence of eulbness. Against the objection that eulb objects 

would have nothing in common except their failure tc be blue, one Hay quite 

properly reply that what the objects have in common is precisely that they 

are eulb; for what is it for objects to have something in eomiaon unless 

it be for a certain predicate to be true of them? (ATfiH, p»50).

In view of all this, Descartes' reliance on the alleged 'priority of 

the positive' is fraught with problems; and although some of these problem 

were gliopsud by contemporary critics, he was never, so far as I know, 

prep&red to give thea the attention they deserved* Compare, for example, 

CB 39» where Descartes abruptly dismisses Burman's very apt question about 

the alleged priority of the concept of a perfect triangle over that of an 

i&perfect one; Descartes just baldly repeats his stock argument! n l could 

not conceive of en imperfect triangle unless there were in me an idea of 

a perfect triangle, since the former is the negation of the latter11 (lines 

8 - 10).

iteffl fift/fl* In Metaphysics.. .being.

KSs "In Metaph. nihil intellegitur per ens." For an unexplained 

reason the copyist has crossed this line out after writing it (there is a 

diagonal slash through each word); so the text may possibly be suspect * 

although it makes perfectly adequate sense in the context* Adam prints 

"V." at the beginning of the sentence ("Voir cela en Ketaphysiques le 

neant ne s'en tend sut par l'ttre")« But what he has read as 'V is, I 

think sinply a badly formed 'R* (signifying, as usual, a reply of 

Deacartes)•
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3 i     * knowlede*    

For the importance of the point about knowledge in the context of the 

Third Meditation, see the following piece, CB 21, lines 10 -

Quotation*

The key voids from the Third Meditation on which Bun&an wishes to 

focus are *nulla difficiliora cdhi factu videntur*. In our HS» the second 

word is misquoted as "differentia" I Similar startling inaccuracies in the 

quotations which head each piece are found in at least three other places 

in the Conrersationi CB 18, 22 and 62 qqv. © can hardly attribute these 

errors to Bun&an himself i ndetakes like that here at CB 21 are too gross 

to have been made by the man who selected the texts for discussion, and who, 

as his questioning shows, had made a detailed and careful study of the 

passages involved* It seems most likely that our 'unknown scribe' (see 

Introduction, p. vii ) Is to blarau

It Kdnnt be thought these misquotations bode ill for the accuracy of 

our KS as a whole. Certainly they should put us on our guard; but they do 

not necessarily entail that ve are dealing with an incurably slipshod 

copyist* We should remember that Burman's quotations were not whole 

sentences, but simply a few words lifted out of context i it is always easier 

to miaread an arbitrary string of words than a whole sentence or paragraph 

where the necessity that what is written should make sense tends to have a 

corrective effect* Secondly, the copyist may reasonably have taken less 

trouble when dealing with texts quoted froB Descartes - already available 

elsewhere - than he did when copying down the new material of the 

Conversation proper* In any case, the extreme brevity *f the quotations 

given in the KS presupposes that the reader is being relied upon to look up 

the relevant texts for himself with the aid of the page references supplied; 

and it is worth noting here that these page references, at least, are 

accurate throughout.
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IMs gloss is not in the original Latin version of the Meditations } I 

have supplied it from the French version (AT IX 36). 

ijnftfi 1/2 s • * •i3Pder3'fcoji(?,im!L c o.ijcej)_tion. and ipn^iiyLJAon^ • •

The important distinction made her© between intellegera ffoflciperg and 

tofVViliiUrff oaata considerable light on Descartes* views on the nature and 

workings of the mind. The passage should be read in conjunction with 

CB 42, in which Descartes explains his theory of imagination and also that 

of perception (eentire) . The critical reaarke below cover both passages, 

starting with CB 42.

rtes* theory of 4 a/rtiifition and

We are nowadays in the habit of thinking of Descartes as a 'dualist* - 

as maintaining a rigid division between the •mental 9 and the * physical *• 

There is of course truth in this view. But we should be careful not to 

take it to imply that Descartes believes in two completely distinct sets 

of operations , bodily operations (e.g. breathing) and mental operations 

(e.g. doubting) * with no logical links between them* For imagination and 

.perception provide cases of concepts which, according to Descartes » cannot 

be explicated without reference to both the physical and the mental.

Perception (sen tire) involves, according to Descartes at CB 42, a 

relation between mind and body* It is a matter of the mind's attending to 

(animadvert ere) images imprinted on a part of the brain ~ the "gland" 

(line 10). This gland, as Descartes explains frequently elsotfhere, is the 

pineal gland (conarion) which he regards as the 'principal seat of the 

soul 1 (le principal siege de 1'Sme? letter to Meyssonier - AT III 19> 

X 69)* Exactly what is involved in perception is made a little clearer 

in the Passions of the Soul (Part I, art. 35) s when, for example, we see an 

animal, the li$it reflected from it •paints two images on our eyes' (point 

deux images, une en chacun de nos yeux) ; these two images form others (via
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the optic nerves) in the 'interior surface of the brain9 ; these then 

radiate (rayonnent) towards the pineal gland, where they eventually serge 

into a single image; it is this single inage which 'acts iaisediately on 

the soul and causes it to see the shape of the animal* (agissant

iatement centre I'doe, lui fait voir la figure de cet animal) (AT XI 355/6)*

How is one to assess this theory? At first sight it certainly looks 

like the 'ehost-in-the-ciachinu 1 theory in its most extreme and vulnerable 

form* But we must be careful not to beg any questions against Descartes. 

First of all, his theory is not just 'philosophical 1 in the Bodern academic 

senses it involves a number of physiological claias about the workings of 

the brain* In this respect, so&e of Descartes* views have, it is true, 

been superseded* For aodern physiologists, the pineal gland * though its 

role is still obscure - is certainly not the place where the 'images from 

each eye aerge' (though it is in fact remarkably close to tba conjunction 

of the optic nerves)* Hor can the talk of the 'depicting of i&ages' be 

taken as anything acre than a vague and (as we shall shortly see) mis­ 

leading metaphor for what actually goea on inside the brain. But in spite 

of this* if the view which Descartes is propounding is stripped down to 

its bare bones 9 it remains one which modern physiologists as well as 

informed laymen are substantially committed tos viz., that the light 

reflected on to the eyes from external objects nets on the optic nerves so 

as to produce some sort of activity in the brain} and it is this which 

causes us to 'see' external objects.

The suspicion however reaains that, philosophically speaking at least, 

there is a linking error in all this* To see whether this is in fact so, 

it will help to move on to Descartes' theory of the imagination, which is 

closely tied to his theory of perception. Descartes had talked about 

Imagination at the beginning of the Sixth Meditation, but his remarks there 

were, to say the least, cryptic. Imagination, it was suggested, is 'some
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•ort of application of the cognitive faculty to a body intimately present 

to it* (applioatio qtutftdaro facultatis cornoscitlvae ad corpus ipsi intins© 

praasens - Af VII 72); further it involves a kind of 'inspection of 1 

( Ifflpf ce,p^ °7 * looking at' (intueri) some portion of the body resembling 

an idea (AT ?II 73) • The nature of this strange operation of 'inspecting' 

is left unexplained (the French version of de Luynes offers the vague 

gloss 'considerer9 for inspicerc)j ao we have Bun&an to thank for demanding 

clarification on just this point* ard. thus eliciting the much fuller 

explanation to be found at CB 42*

'Inepieere1 , Descartes explains here, is a 'special mode of thinking* 

(specialis modus cogitandi - line 7)$ and he refers us back another passage 

in the Sixth Meditation ("page 81" - i.e. AT Til 78) f where both imagination 

and perception were called 'faculties for special modes of thought' 

(facultatea specialibus quibusdac raodis cogltandi). The nature of 

imagination is thus closely related to that of perception; and this, it 

turns out, is because both involve a special sort of causal transaction 

between mind and brain (pineal gland) . As in the case of perception, 

imagination involves the painting or imprinting of images on the gland; 

but the difference is that the "windows are shut, as it were " (line 18): 

the images are painted on the 'gland' not by external objects, but by the 

Bind itself. The mind then inspects or contemplates ^ UiflffVfliPPiirT^ the 

images it has painted*

Hov this begins to look extremely bizarre. The theory of perception 

told us, plausibly enough perhaps, that when we see objects, the objects 

(via A complex causal chain) act on our brains and, thence, our minds* 

The theory of imagination now tells us that, when we imagine objects, it 

is our y&nda which act on cur ^r^ffl. To see why this cannot be right * 

and it certainly seem strange on an intuitive level - we have to renenber 

that Descartes uses 'the Bind* or 'soul' (mena, anima) to rtfer to ray
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conscious self - the res cogitans that ia "we"* So Descartes is saying 

that when I imagine something, X (*£°f ree oogitans) paint an image of it 

on my brain* Now, anything I do qua thinking being is a co^itatio: which 

entails that it ia something which I am directly swore of (see on CB 7). 

(Descartes himself specifically admits that imagination is a mode of 

thinking - modus eogitaadi * albeit & special one; CB 42 line ?)* So on 

Descartes' own terms, ire ought to be aware of performing the act which he 

alleges we, as thinking beings* perform when ve imagine something. Yet 

most of ua are quite unaware of the interior parts of our brains* let alone 

being aware of using them as little blackboards which we draw upon and 

then contemplate*

Can Descartes' account be defended against this criticism? One can 

think of possible modifications to the theory, but I suspect that any 

version would ultimately lead to the sort of incoherence described above. 

This is because, at the core of Descartes' theory of imagination (&Ad the 

same goes for the account of perception) is the notion of some sort of 

Interaction between brain and xdnd* let the strange psycho-physical 

transaction envisaged not only clo®s n°t» but could not possibly, occur* 

It is not just that Descartes has gone wrong in locating it in the pineal 

gland, rather than, say* the cerebral cortex or the nervous system as a 

whole; there is nowhere it could belong* This is not to say that Descartes 

was wrong to be interested in optic nenree, pineal glands and happenings 

in the brain* anyone who claims that to give on account of imagination 

or perception is purely a conceptual or linguistic business is re-erecting 

toe scholastic barriers that Descartes - rightly - wanted down* The point 

is not that there are not important facts of neuro-physiology which 

relate to imagination, but that these facts are on a different level froE 

the psychological or phenomenological facts* If I imagine a chimera, there
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are two ways in which this may be described. The first is to talk about it 

from the subjective or phunomenological viewpoint - to attempt to describe 

it in terns of what 'goes on in $y mind*; at this level I can perhaps be 

said to have a iaente.1 icage or picture of a chiiaera. The second way is to 

describe ny imagining as a set of neuro-physiological events. But now, 

the second story cannot possibly locate "me" and c$r mental images as items 

in a causal chain along with the firing of synapses and the production of 

electrical iapulses in the brain* This would be like trying to locate a 

computer's solving*of~a~problesi somewhere in a causal train alongside the 

switching of circuits and the humming of transistors.

As we have seen, the above strictures apply to Descartes 1 account of 

perception as well as that of imagination, since both theories posit the 

bizarre and impossible transaction between "me" and my brain. But it is 

worth our while to enquire why the account of perception at first sight 

seemed less bizarre: why did the notion of nervous stimulation or cerebral 

disturbance acting upon our minds seen not entirely inappropriate (or at 

least not as inappropriate as tha notion that we act on our brains)? The 

answer, I think, is that part of the Cartesian way of thinking still 

retains a subconscious hold on us. Ve are still vaguely inclined to think 

that the 'scientific* view is that we receive mMsages brought to us from 

the outside world by our nervous system. Of course the truth is that we 

do not receive messages at all* We perceive; mid our perceiving involves, 

on the neurc-pfeyofclo^ical level, impulses entering the brain. Ve can now 

see why tc tijliik of these inpulsoe aa 'iaages 1 or 9 messages* is at best 

misleading. And at worst, it can lead to the sort of conceptual confusion 

which Descartes' theories embody*

After all this has been said, however, Descartes* search for a 'seat 1 

where the Bind interacts with the brain cannot be dismissed ag .lust a 

philosophical confusion or a 'category mistake'• To say, as we said above*
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that when I hare told the neuro-phyaiologioal story, I have told the 

psychological story 'on another level', glosses over something rather 

oruoial* And that la oonaciouHnesa. Imagination and perception are, to 

put It la Cartesian terms, oo^itat^oneai thla means that when I Indulge In 

these aotlrltlea I am aware (consciua) of what I do* Now the problem of 

consciousness, or self-awareness, presents a formidable philosophical~cum~ 

scientlfic problem here, one that cannot b« solved either by pure 

linguistic analysis or by mere investigation of brain-states* For though 

we nay believe that the events described by the naurophysiologist somehow 

are the conscious experiences of an individual* the neurophysiologist 

cannot tell us what it is about a certain brain-event (or set of events) 

that oakes it a conscious mental event* ¥e know that the human nervous 

system 1m greatly BOre complex than that of an amoeba, but, to put It 

crudely, we do not yet know what it is for the raw neurophysiological events 

somehow to aaount to conscious experience. Descartes 9 talk of say mentally 

'inspecting' portions of ay brain stay nowadays seem naive or confused* But 

until we are able to say how the events that go on in the brain somehow 

constitute conscious experience, it see&s probable that the Cartesian 

picture of Bind interacting with nervous system will not entirely loose 

its subtle hold over us*

Materialist philosophers today sometimes attempt to evade thla 

difficulty by talking of a 'self•scanning mechanism' in the brain (see 

ASK37EDJK* p* 94/5} I but this seems to me to restate the problem rather 

than solve it* The materialist has failed to introduce into his account 

anything which explains the qualitative 'feel 1 f consciousness* The only 

reason 'scanning' looks attractive is that it borrows plausibility from the 

literal use of 'scan1 : in normal life It is ire. ('res cogitantee 1 ) who do 

activities like scanning and contemplating; they© are conscious activities 

which we k&ow the 'feel' of; so when the materialist talks of
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'self-ecanning* we are tricked into thinking he has accounted for the 

phenomenon of consciousness. But of course precisely the same problem 

arises for the materialist's 'scanning mechanism 1 as arises for Descartes* 

•soul 1 'inspecting' the brain. &hat is 'scanned' on the materialist theory 

must ex hypothec! be a portion of the brain; yet consciousness patently is 

not awareness of parts of one's brain.* 

footnote on perception

In contrasting Descartes' account of imagination with his account of 

perception* I attributed to Descartes the vii-w that imagination is some­ 

thing active (the Rind acting on the brain) , while in perception the mind 

is passive * acted upon by the brain* This indeed is how Descartes 

sometimes expresses it: in perception the brain 'agitates against the mind* 

( Passions > loc.cit.)- But strictly speaking, Bescartee believes that there 

is an active mental element in even the simplest sense-perceptions compare 

the remarks against Regius, discussed in the commentary on CB 9$ see also 

line 9 here at CB 42 (already referred to above) where Descartes says that 

in perception the mind has to attend to (animadvertort) the images on the 

gland.

( itlleotio s

We have seen that, on Descartes' view, perception and imagination are 

what nay be called "hybrid concepts'* i their analysis necessarily involves 

reference to both mind and body. (Thus, disembodied spirits cannot 

(logically) imagine - see CB 41)* By contrast, yndera^^liffi ( intellegere) 

seems to be a purely mental operation. In the Sixth Meditation (AT 711 73)

* The difficulty here c&n be brought out by quoting two phrases of Arm­ 
strong's! "in perception", we are told, the "brain scans the environment"} 
when there is consciousness, on the other hand, "one part of the brain 
scans another part of the brain" (lp.c.«pjlt.)» Despite the apparent neat­ 
ness* there is a crucial logical difference between these two cases* For 
whan my brain 'scans the environment* I am aware of the environment, yet 
wh*n my brain 'scans part of my brain', I am not aware of part of my brain*
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Descartes diatinguishes imagination from pura intellectio. In imagination, 

the mind • turns to the body* (se convertat ad corpus) and contemplates the 

iBsges there| in 'pure understanding9 the mind 'in some manner turns towards 

itself and contemplates one of the ideas which are inside it 9 (mena, dvn 

intellegitf se ad seipsum quodammodo convertat, respiciatque aliquam ex 

ideis quae illi ipsi insunt) .*

But the difference between the two operations is not just the alleged 

fact (dubious to the modern ear) that one process involves a brain process 

and the other not. There is also a psychological or 9 subjective9 difference. 

If I imagine a triangle, Descartes says, I actually "see" a three-^eided 

figure in my mind 9 6 eye (istas tres lineas tanquam praecentes acie mentis 

Intueor - AT VII 72). To understand X, by contrast, seems to be simply 

to be aware of what is meant by the word 9 X 9 - to have the concept of X, 

without 'seeing9 an image. Thus, 1 can understand (int allege re) what a 

ohiliagon is, eTen though I cannot picture a chiliagon (ibid.). This 

distinction is brought out well in a letter to Mersenne of July 1641 

(AT in 3951 K 107)t whatever we conceive of £§&& image is an idea of pure 

mind (idee du pur esprit) | whatever we conceive of avec image ia an idea 

of the imagination* (Compare also the letter of Elizabeth of 6 October 

1645: "lorsqu'elle (sc. I 9 ame) use de sa volonte pour se determiner a 

quelque pensee qui n'est pas settlement intelligible mais imaginable, oette 

pensle fait une nouvelle impression dans le cerveau" (AT 17 304; K 178).

Another important psychological difference noted by Descartes in the 

Meditations is that imagination requires mental effort (peculiari quadaa 

animi contentions opus esse ad imaginanduB - AT VII 72/3). In the 

Conversation. Descartes explains that he has in mind especially mathematical

* For intellegere in this 9 purely mental 9 sense, compare Aquinas' 
definition: "intellegere est veritatws sinplici Kentis intuitu considerare*1 
(De potenfJ^ "fViTiaatr Cap.6; cited in 6IL30N (l) p.259, no. 402).
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oonoeptBt it ie impossible to imagine a chiliagon except in a very vague 

way; and even a heptagon or octagon cannot be pictured except with consider­ 

able effort and practice (CB 42 lines 20-26). Descartes is surely wrong, 

however, if he means to suggest that mental effort is necessarily - or

 vea generally - a feature of imagination. Normally, one is no sooner 

asked to picture soiaething ("Picture an old man with a grey beardt") than 

one has done so* And in general, being imaginative is not being good at 

something difficult and taxing like mental arithmetic: the iiaages Just

 cone 1 without any conscious effort. Nor is it the case that cental effort, 

when it does occur* is peculiar to iaagiaation! frequently, to coa» to 

understand some new concept (e.g* the concept of a cosine) may involve 

considerable cental effort, even though there is no picturing involved* 

Despite these criticisms, however, it remains true that there is an 

important conceptual difference between the sort of cognition which 

involves the having of an image and the sort which does not* And it is to 

Descartes* credit that he is clear (as Loeke, for example, does not always 

seas clear) that one may have an idea of I (e.g. God, the infinite) in a

 purely intellectual* sense -i.e. a sense that does not involve the

frexoing of an image* (Though, when this is said, there remain serious

difficulties in unpacking the notion of idea-without-ina^e: see on CB 18

above*)

conci pe re/concer>tio

If Descartes' use of the terras ftntelleofrlo- and jjseudlnatio is reasonably 

dear, what are we to say of the third notion introduced at CB 21, vis* 

conoeptlo? !Phe cognates 'conceive of 1 and * conception1 in English suggest 

something closer to purely intellectual than to imaginative cognitions one 

aay be said, for example* to have a •conception* of God, or of an infinite 

number, if one understands what is i&eant by the words in question, even 

though one cannot frame any corresponding iaages* Descartes, however, seems
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to mean just the opposite of this* ¥e can understand ( in t a liege re) the 

nature of God, but we cannot conceive of or imagine it, he says at CB 21 . 

This suggests that 'oonceptio* is more like imagination than pure under-* 

standing, and this seems to be confirmed when Descartes remrks that 

conception requires scare sort of internal representation? in order to 

conceive of X, we need to f represent it to ourselves, so to speak* (nobia 

ut ita loquar repraeaentare «  Abid* line 7)«

The qualifying phraae 'so to speak*, however, should warn us off too 

close an identification between imagination and 'conception** Imagination 

involves, quite literally, the framing of an image in the brain, and thio, 

according to Descartes, ia a comparatively rare process: he says explicitly 

to Mersenne that "there are few things, even physical things, which we are 

capable of imagining, even though we are capable of conceiving of them 

(concevolr)" (AT III 395; K 107). It seems to follow that when Descartes 

talking of soae sort of 'representation1 involved in 'eouceptio' he is 

speaking in a loose or perhaps metaphorical way, rathor than referring 

literally to the cerebral images that occur in imagination.

Tet this still does not set us very far. All that has emerged so far is 

thet coneei>tio is some form of cognition which is neither pure understanding; 

nor imagination, but, presumably, somewhere in between the two. What could 

this be? It setsas to me likely that what Descartes had in mind is some­ 

thing like our notion of 'grasping' an idea or concept* Take the idea of 

a million pigs* This is a notion which I can clearly understand - I am 

perfectly avara of what is meant. On the other hand, I cannot imagine or 

picture such a vast number of pigs except iu a vary va&ue and confused way; 

such are the limitations of the human brain. What I can do, however, is 

to try to jrraas. or 'get HQT mind round 1 the bafflin&ly large number, so 

that ny conception of what is involved is rather more vivid than the pure 

and simple understanding of what is meant. One way of coin," about this
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night be to think of ten groups of one hundred pigs; then thinl: of this 

nxanber put together in a fiold; then think of a thousand such fields. This 

eeeos to be the sort of process which Descartes has in mind when he says 

at CB 21 that in order to conceive of the infinite perfections of God we 

have to conceive of them aa indefinite (lines 9*10); thus, to grasp what is 

involved in tha concept of infinite knowledge , one has to think of possessing 

a little iflore knowledge than one has at present, and then a little more 

again than this new a&ount 9 and so on. To conceive of X, then, is to have 

what a&y be called a dynamic working knowledge of what involves.

A fflodern example of this Eight be the waj in which models are used by 

scientists to render an advanced theoretic/- concept sore readily com* 

prehensible. An atom, for example, is BOB© thing whose nature one can 

understand (intellegere) but not picture iimaginare)| but with the aid of 

certain moaels, and perhaps graphs and diagram* one can manage to 

•conceive of* it (coaciper®) - get a better working grasp of what is 

involved, l^rom the subjective point of view, this sort of procedure does 

not involve framing an imge in the strict sense, though it does involve 

what might be called a mental representation of tha idea in question*

That JDesoartee* concePiplo should be interpreted along the lines 

su^rested above is confirmed by an interesting passage in a letter to 

Mersenne of 1650, where Descartes contrasts knowledge pure and simple 

(savoir) with 'conceiving' or 'comprehending* (concevoir, comprendre) ; 

what is Eiore, he actually uses the metaphor of 'embracing* or 'grasping' 

(en-brasmer) to explain the latter notion:

on© can feaow (savoir) that God ia omnipotent and infinite even 
though our iidnd, bein^ finite, cannot coropx'eaend (comprendre) or 
conceive of (concevoir) him, juot as we can touch a mountain with 
our hands but not grasp it ( ©Libraaoer) ; for. . •cottprehendin^ is 
grasping with one's thought (embrasser de la peiieee), whilst in
order to know something, one merely has to touch it with one's 
thought ( toucher de la p&nsee) •

[AT I 152| K 15* Italics mine]
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lloea \6/tt i indefinites . . .infinite

ftor this distinction, see below on CB 51 .

The quotation i* fron ^xiom IX in the geometrical demonstration at 

the end of the oecond Replies.* The original passage has "E&JUS est 

eonservure substantial^ etc., which is misquoted in cur ES as "nsajus eat 

conaervare subjects". For the inaccuracy, ss$ on CB 21, p. 132.

Th* mistake is in fact an iataresting one, because Descartes 9 own use 

of these two t«wa» is not p&rtictLlarly clear. 'Substantia 1 was generally 

used by aedievfJl philosophers to mean that which can exist on its own (an 

ens pey se ezistena) , while ' subjectum' carried the connotation of that 

to which an attribute belongs or in which it • inheres 1 (see GILSON (1)» 

p. 277 ff.t DOS, 427 **•)• Descartes follows this traditional use of 

•substantia1 in Princialos I» 51> where he defines 'aubstantia1 as a thing 

which needs no other thing in order to exist. Blsevhere, however, he 

departs fron this and define® 'subs tan tia1 in a way which brines it very 

close to a synonym of 'subjeetua1 ! in Definition V in the Second Replies 

(quoted at CB 25), 'substantia 1 is defined primarily as "that in which any­ 

thing we perceive is immediately located, as in a subject (ut in subjecto)", 

Se* further toe discussion below. Incidentally, Beacartes 1 eoamient to 

3unaan siiows that the passage in the Second Replies should be translated 

"it is a greater tidng to create £ substance...©^'1 , rather than "it is a 

greater thin# to create substance... etc." (as Haldan© and Koss). 

8 «• 10 i

My translation is a ratlior free version of the original Latin which is

* Unman has no-i yet exhausted his quotations frost the Third Meditation 
proper; so the placing of CB 22 before CB 23 and CB 24 represents a departure 
from the noraal procedure followed in the section CB 1 - 43. See beginning 
of Cotimentary.
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sox&avh&t chaotic here: "sic magis eat producer® substantial 

attributa a\cilicet\ ulla ex attributis, vel aunc umim nunc aliud et sic 

oonia & aingula". The general sense, however, sojma clear enough. 

Laacartaj* doctrine of substance. (3e« also CB 12, CB 13 &ad CB 25).

In discussing Deucartc*®' theory of niad (see .above 021 CB 9) I asked 

whether Descartes in fact distinguished between the &ind arid its acts of 

thinking. Thie question can be put more technically, as follows. Does 

Descartes believe, with the acholaatics, that the mind consists of thought 

(its defining attribute) plus an underlying substance; or does he w&nt to 

say, in core Eumean style, that the mind is nothing alse by thought (i.e. 

a aeries of acts of thinking)?

The second, more sodera, approach is suggested by the following passage 

from tha fcrjjjftfflipifrfft (Book 1, art .63) s

cogit&tio & ex tens io apectari possunt ut constituents naturaa 
substantifi^ intellegentis & corporea©; ttmcqua non sJLiter concipi 
dabent quati ipsa sub&tantia cocdtans C; substantia extenoa, hoc
est, quajs sens &: corpus.

thought and extension can be regarded as constituting the natures 
of understand.! Tiff aubistance aiid bodily oubwtaiice; and then they 
must not be considerod in my other way tiian as thinking substance 
itaelf and eitenaed fiubstaace ita&lf, that ia» as miM and body.

Here we seam to be of fared the

cogitatio = aubotantia oogitana ~ mena 
axtauaio » subatantia oxtonae = corpus

In othar voxdjsn ccgitatio (thought) is presented not as an attribute of 

the miJid, but as identical ndth the adnd itself.

Against tliis^ however, one may set th« frequent passages where >eecartes 

follcvs the traditional doctrins of substance aa something underlying 

attributes - the faubstratsf isaisortalised by Locke as 'southing we know 

not what 1 . Slsewhere in the Pj^ingiyile.q, for example, Descartes talks of the 

•coraeon notion* "nihili ntalla sunt attributa** , in Tirtu© of which we 

conclude, oa perceiving ?n attribute, that there is necessarily some subatano
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present, to which it may be attributed (Book I, art.52). Again, the 

definition in the Second Replies (quoted at CB 25) seems clearly to imply 

that vhat we are imnediately aware of (thought) must be located in 

something, viz. a substance* And the comment which Descartes adds at 

CB 25 makes his commitment to the traditional doctrine absolutely explicit. 

As well as the "attribute which specifies the subject", he tells Burman, 

one must think of the "substance itself which is the substrate of that 

attribute" (praeter attributura quod substantiate specificat, debet ad&uc 

concipi ipea substantia, quae illi attribute substeraitur) . Compare also 

CB 43 lines 3 - 5« since thought is an attribute, says Descartes, you may 

ask the question 't&at substance does it belong to?' (cui subs tan tiae 

conveniet?)*

How then are we to reconcile these passages with the apparent 

identification of co/d.tatio and Bens at Principles I, ^3? A first step is 

to focus on a phrase from the remark to Burman quoted above, vis. 

'attribute which specifies the subject 1 . What Descartes seems to be saying

* My talk throughout of the 'traditional' theory of substance (involving 
the notion of a substrate underlying qualities) runs afoul of a claim by 
G,S.>-.Anacomb« that the doctrine of the 'propertyless subject', though not 
precisely a straw man ("real humans have gone in for it") is nothing like 
vhat philosophers who employ the tern 'substance' have generally meant by 
it (AK3COKBE, p.71 )  She may wen be right in the case of Aristotle (who 
seems to hare at least six different uses of the tens - see O fCONNOR) . 
In the case of Descartes and the famous piece of wax, Anscombe offers an 
analysis of the argument which "does not lead to the characterless substrate 
which people supposed was meant by 'substance' ". The conception of sub­ 
stance implied by the wax passage, according to Anscombe, includes the 
essential properties of the wax: "Descartes' argument was that the wax must 
be something grasped by the intelligence because all the sensible properties 
changed but it was the same wax. How this argument does not require a 
propertyless subject, but a subject with some permanent properties..." 
(jftid.). Now, as I am in process of arguing, Descartes' notion of substance 
vacillates considerably, and does indeed come near, at times, to including - 
in fact almost being identified with - essential properties. Nevertheless, 
tho passages from the Conversation quoted above make it clear that Descartes 
was aware of * and prepared at times to subscribe to - a traditional 
doctrine of substance as the substrate or subject over and above (or rather 
under and beneath) essential properties.
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10 that* although one must acknowledge that the mind is a substance plus 

accidents, the attribute of thought does in a real sense pick out or 

define the substance. This is confirmed by another passage from the 

Principles* "there is always one chief property of any substance which 

constitutes its nature and essence, and on which all the others depend." 

(Book I, art.53; italics mine). In the light of this, it seems that 

Descartes 1 true position is represented by a modified equations

cogitatio ) specifies ) taans « substantla oogitans
 xtensio ) constitutes nature of ) corpus - subs tan tia

defines ) extensa

This to a large extent accounts for our original difficult passage 

^o& Principles I 63, where we indeed find that thought (extension) is said 

to constitute the nature of thinking (extended) substance* But following 

inaediately after this we have the sentence "and then they must not be 

considered in any other way than as thinking substance itself and as 

extended substance itself", which still remains a problem* For, on the 

face of it at least, being the attribute which constitutes the nature and 

essence of X is not precisely the same as being identical with X* The 

curious way in which Descartes has expressed himself here does seem to 

sake it very hard for us to decide whether mental substance is, or is not, 

to be regarded as distinct from thought.

The answer to this is, I think, that the imprecision is in a certain 

sense deliberate. In order to explain this, we have to realise that, for 

Desoartee, the distinction between a substance and its attributes - or more 

precisely a substance and its defining or essential attributes - was a 

conceptual rather than a 'real 9 one. At Principles I, 62, the distinction 

between a substance and its defining attribute is called a distlnctio 

rationiei by this phrase Descartes means a theoretical distinction (French 

versiont  une distinction qui se fait par la pensee')* which is to be 

contrasted with a real distinction - a distinctio realis (for these terms
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se* further on CB 36, below). The matter is made even clearer in a vital 

passage fros the Conversation. At CB 22, Descartes (subject to a minor 

oaveat) baldly accepts Bunoon's suggestion that the attributes of something 

and the substance are identical (line 4; MS: attributa aunt idem cum 

substantia). Descartes' view, as the subsequent remarks show, is that when 

you have created all the attributes of a thing you have eo ipso created the 

substance. The only caveat is that 'creating all the attributes' must be 

understood to mean 'creating them all together* , as opposed to separately 

and individually (lines 9/10). The substance, in real terms, ia identical 

with the attributes provided they are 'taken together* (collective sumpta - 

line 7).

This goes a long way towards explaining Descartes' irritation with 

Gassendi in the Fifth Replies (in the passage quoted at CB 13). Gassendi 

had objected to Descartes' claim to have discovered the true nature of the 

wax, in the Second Meditation. We may know that something underlies the 

changing shapes etc., Gassendi had argued, but we do not know what that 

something is; we may be able to explain to others what we saean by the term 

 wax*, but we have not real conception of the *nuda et occulta substantia' 

(AT VII 273)   In Ma reply (AT VII 559) and the explanatory comment 

offered to Barman at CB 13, Descartes reacts strongly to the suggestion 

that, in investigating the nature of the wax, he 'abstracted* the concept 

of the wax from that of its attributes* The investigation revealed that 

the wax was never without accidents: particular accidents may have disappeared 

but othes always took their places. Complete abstraction never occurs. 

This comment, coupled with the remarks at CB 22, strongly suggests that 

Descartes did not subscribe to the real existence, behind observable 

properties, of a 'naked and hidden substance*. Complete abstraction is 

impossible because, though the wax may take on various shapes and forms, 

these are all codifications of the defining attribute of extension; and
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extension cannot be separated from the substance* because there is in 

reality no distinction between the substance and its defining attribute. 

Thus, in discovering the various 'modes of extension' of the wax, we have, 

according to Descartes, discovered all there is to discover about the wax. 

Tnere is not extension plus some hidden substance} we &ay of course make a 

theoretical distinction between extension and substance, saying that the 

extension 'constitutes the nature of the substance*; but in reality the two 

are identical: the extension is 'the very substance** And the same, 

mutatis mutandis, is true of the mind*

If this is right, then Descartes' conception of substance diverges 

importantly from the traditional scholastic theory later attacked by HUB».* 

Descartes did often use the conventional language of substance and accidents; 

he accepted the 'coasBon notion' nih^M nulla aunt attr^buta. But on balance 

(though Descartes himself would haxxily have put it this way) his use of the 

terminology represents a commitment to a necessary logical or linguistic 

framework for the expression of propositions, rather than an ontological 

consdtfflent. The distinction between substance and attributes is preserved 

on a theoretical level, as a diatinctio rationia. rather than as a belief 

about the way in which objective reality is in fact chopped up.

CB 23

In this piece Burman delves into the theologically vexed question of 

whether the world hed a beginning in time. For a review of some of the 

traditional arguments (Bonaventure , Aquinas) see COPla5S!?0$ Vol.11, Part I, 

p.293 ff.

* Treatise. Part I, Section 6. See also footnote on p.146.
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line 9 i ...prior to its effects...

This is the first of two objections which Burman offers to the idea of 

creation from eternity (for the second, see below on line 17). It runs as 

follows: if A is the cause of 3, A must be temporally prior to 3; hence, 

for any X created by God, X cannot be eternal, else God could not be prior 

to X, Descartes, in his reply, apparently rejects the thesis that temporal 

priority is a necessary feature of the causal relation* He cites, as a 

counter example, the decrees (coneilia) of God. The point, presumably, is 

that these are caused by God (they are just as much acts as the creation - 

lines 12/13) yet God is not prior to them: they are eternal, like God 

himself.

Tet the counter-exaajle seears a very odd one. For God's decrees are 

surely not effects of (causal productions of) God, but rather i>art of him. 

Indeed, Doacartes himself says at CB 21 that they are identical with God 

(line 5; ££s cjus decreta sunt idem cum ipso; cf. CB 50, lines 14 ff.); and 

if x is not logically distinct from I, then surely T cannot be the cause 

(in any no real sense) of X. In fact Descartes admits (in the /ourth Replies 

AT 711 240) that it is a necessary condition of something's counting as an 

efficient cause that it be distinct from its effect; but he goes on to say 

that the positiva essentia of something may be regarded as its cause in an 

extended sense which is analogous to that of an efficient cause (quae per 

analogiam ad efficientem referri possit; Ibid.) » It is in this extended 

sense (more or loss equivalent to an Aristotelian 'formal cause* - ibid, 

p.242) that God is the cause of himself (causa sui). and also presumably of 

the decrees which are 'identical with hiu:'.

But to show that there are causes in an extended or analogous sense 

(= formal causes) that need not be prior to their effects is hardly to 

refute Burman's original objection. For God, qua creator of the universe, 

is surely its efficient cause in the strict sense (Descartes himself often
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uses the phrase when talking of God 'a relation to the universe; e.g. AT V 

54) i and an efficient cause proper joist surely precede its effects.

In fact, however (though this is a point that io not made explicit in 

the Conversation) Descartes rejects temporal priority as a requirement even 

for efficient causation proper:

the light of nature does not require with regard to an efficient 
cause that it be prior to its effect; on the contrary, a thing is 
not strictly entitled to be called an efficient cause except during 
the time that it is producing its effect, and hence is not prior to 
it.

i, First Replies: AT TO 10BJ

The point seems well taken, and forms a striking 'anticipatory criticism 1 , 

as it were, of the requirement later to be insisted on by Husie in his analysis 

of causation. There are, of course, cases of a time lag between cause and 

effect (eating arsenic/subsequent death), but such a gap is by no means 

always present. The action of aqua regia causes gold to dissolve, but its 

action on the gold is net prior to, but simultaneous with the dissolving. 

And even in cases like that of the poisoning, it is arguable that there is 

always a more precise specification of the cause (e.g. 'the action of 

arsenic in the blood stream 1 ) which eliminates the priority. 

line 16 :   . .something new happening to Clod.

Descartes reinforces hie argument for the possibility of creation from 

eternity by emphasising the logical consequences of the iaasutability of 

Gods since God, by definition, cannot undergo change, the creation of the 

universe cannot be, as it were, something which it 'occurs' to God to do* 

the decision to create must be an act of will which, like his decrees, is 

part of God from eternity. (This does not, of course, necessarily imply 

that the decision is actualised from eternity? Descartes is not maintaining 

the thesis that the created universe is jji fact infinitely old - he denies 

as much at GB 6. Hie argument merely shows that there is no logical
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impossibility in the supposition": cf. the letter to Chanut of June 1647:

AT V 52/35 K 221/2.)

line 17 i • • • infini te number•

Burman's second objection to creation from eternity is that this would 

entail that there was an 'infinite number' (sc. of elapsed moments prior to 

the present) . The argument he has in mind appears to be something like that 

later developed by Kant in the First Antinomy (thesis):

If we assume that the world has no beginning in ti&e, then up to 
every given moment an eternity has elapsed, and there has passed 
away in the world an infinite series of successive states of 
things. Now the infinity of a series consists in the fact that 
it can never be completed through successive eynthesis. •••

LA 426; B 454? trans. SMITH j

An eternal universe, then, would involve the completion of an infinite 

series, which is absurd. The argument, at least as it stands, seems very 

weak indeed, and Descartes' reply to Bur&an neatly exposes the weakness. 

Descartes simply observes (line 18) that there is nothing- wrong with an 

infinite series here; we should understand past eternity (eternitas a 

parte ante) just as we do future eternity (eternitas B, parte post) viz. 

as an infinite series stretching back into the pest, just as future 

eternity is regarded as an infinite series stretching forward into the 

future. In neither case is the series complete.

At line 23 » Burman conies back: surely past eternity, unlike the 

future, is actualized - the divisions are 'actual and all at once'. The 

point seems to be that an infinite series is objectionable in the case of 

the past, because the fact that the past is actualized (has already 

actually occurred) means that, if the universe is eternal, an infinite 

series of events has already occurred.; and this does seem to 'complete the 

infinite'. Compare the following defence of Kant's argument by A.C.Lowing:

* This follows the Thomist view that the world's non-eternity cannot be 
demonstrated philosophically (as opposed to by revelation): Cont . Cent • II . 38 .
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The events prior to, say, midday yesterday by Greenwich time are 
undoubtedly completed by now. They are all over, they are past. 
But if the world has no beginning, those events are infinite in 
number. Therefore an infinite number of events have been completed, 
and we still have a case of the completed infinite.

[SWING, P-212J

In his repls' to Burman, Descartes points out that the divisions of 

past eternity are not 'actualized all at once 1 (^ctu .sjroul. - line 26). By 

this rather cryptic remark he means, I think, that even though all Elements 

in the past have already actually occurred, it does not follow that we 

have to regard them all together as constituting a completed set; that is, 

although every event in the series is completed, the series itself is not 

completed or closed. Ewing's defence of Kant is in fact open to a similar 

reply. Granted that an infinite number of events has elapsed prior to 

midday yesterday, and all past events are 'completed* ("all over"), it 

does not at all follow that the .ae^ of past events has beon completed. 

Descartes' comparison with future eternity (repeated at line 29) is again 

helpful here. In the case of future eternity, we isay think of tomorrow as 

day number one, the day after as day two, and so on ad infinitum. Similarly, 

if we call yesterday day minus one, the day before day minus two, and so on, 

we will, just as with the future, have a series which is indeed infinite, 

but which there is no reason to call 'complete'.

Some further problems with the notion of past eternity are discussed 

at CB 6 (ae© commentary on CB 6 line 42) . 

line ,51 : . . .parts . . .would be geparatsd . .  

So that, even if I exist from eternity, a God is still logically 

required as the oonserver of my existence. See Third Meditation, AT VII 

48; and Axiom II in the Second Replies: Hno less a cause is required to 

conserve a thing than was required to produce it in the first place" (AT VII 

165).
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line 35 : ...offence to thq Schoolmen.    (pedaaymli "leo pedants" - Adam)

For Descartes' extreme caution in avoiding disputes on theological 

issues see on CB 78* There is a further reference to the Schoolmen 1 at 

CB 80, q.v.

CB 24

The proposition from the Third Meditation which Burman quotes here had 

been criticised by Gassendi in the fifth Set of Objections. In general, 

Gassendi had argued, a product no more reserables its uiaker than the walls 

of a house resemble their builder. The only exception is the case of 

•generatio per communicationem naturae 1 (i.e. ordinary parenthood); but 

this is not how God created us: we are not his offspring; he uade us 

secunduBi ideag. like the builder (AT VII 306). In his reply (also cited 

here by Burman) Descartes had remarked, somewhat vaguely, that divine 

creation is closer to natural than to artificial creation (i.e. God's relation 

to us is, Pace Gaaoenli, saore like that of a begetter than a builder); 

exactly in what sense this is so is, however, left unexplained. Descartes 

had also added, rather feebly, that a product does gometiroes resemble its 

maker, as in the case of a self-portrait by a sculptor. All this proves, 

of course, is that such resemblance is possible, not that it is necessarily 

or even probably involved in the relation between maker and product.

In re-defending his position here in the rCoiive,r8ation Descartes does 

not really fare much better than he had done earlier, in the Replies • 

The common axiom 'effectus sinilis eat causae' (cited at line 3) just seems 

straightforwardly false: the fist that causes a black eye is not itself 

black; and Bunnan is quick to resurrect the old counter-example of the 

house and the builder. In reply, Descartes explains that in this context 

he is taking cauae in a very special sense: he is talking of the 'total 

cause 1 , the Vcauaa totalis 1 (line 11).
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This phraae occurs in the more precise statement of the 'axiom of 

causation' to be found in the Third Meditation:

ia& vero lumine naturali manif &e turn, eat taatuttdem ad minimum ease 
debere In causa efficiente & total! quantum in ejusdem ca^sae 
•ffectu

[AT VII 40; ay italics]

In a letter to Mersenn© (AT III 284? K 9t ) Ji>escarte© explains that he 

added the word .totails to exclude obvious counter-examplest the rain and eun 

are not the total causes of the living things they are said to generate, 

and that is why there is no resemblance.

There is a philosophically important point here. When we say that A 

causes B (depressing a switch causes the light to go on) we normally mean 

not that A on its own is csusally sufficient for the occurrence of B, but 

only that it is sufficient given a set of assumed 'background conditions' 

(power supply, wiring, light-bulb, etc.). To give the total cause of X, in 

Descartes* sense, is thus to specify fully and completely the set of 

conditions which taken together are causally sufficient for 1.

Even with this emendation, the thesis *the effect is like the (total) 

cause* is obscure. It cannot Bean that effects must reua&blo their (total) 

causes in every respect, or that every feature of the cause Eust be present 

in the effect: for in that case, created things would have to possess all 

the features of God (oujoiscience etc.). what the formulation in the Third 

Meditation suggests is that every feature found in an effect must be found 

in the total catjse; and this is confirmed by the formulation of the axiom 

which occurs elsewhere in Descartes? "nihil eat in effectu quod non prae- 

extiterit in causa" (^T VII 366).

Unfortunately, the axiom in its most precise and carefully worded form 

still seems straightforwardly false. A mixture of sodium and chloride t 

when compounded in a certain way, is the total cauae of salt; yet the salt 

does not resemble the constituent elements. Descartes' main argument in
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support of the axiom is tiiat 'no tiling comes froiu nothing's how can we 

explain the fact that an effect A has some proj^erty *' unless X gets its 

Fness from its cause? And how could the cause bestow the property ¥ unless 

it possessed it itself? (of. AT VII 40: 'quomodo illam (sc. realitatem) 

ei causa dar£ posset nisi etiaui haberet'j. It is the last step in this 

strangely a-prioristic piece of reasoning that is the faulty one. The 

assumption (which the example of the chemical reaction disproves) is that 

the only way in which some property may be generated or acquired is by being 

passed on from a previous owner, like an heirloom.

It is worth noticing, however, that there are cases in which causation 

is seen in terms of the f passing on' of a feature. One such is the case of 

Aristotle's 'material causation*: 'the sturdiness of the oak tree is 

responsible for the stuffiness of the table top 1 ; 'the bridge geta its 

strength from the metal rivets'* Yet Descartes was adamant that the axiom 

did not refer to this sort of causation (AT VII 366). Another, more 

interesting case where we seem to apply Descartes* axiom is in connexion with 

genetic inheritance. 'we say, e.g. 'he t.ust have got Ms red hair from some­ 

where': red hair, we assume, must be caused by a parent or a grandparent 

who ±s himself red-headed. (Perhaps this is the sort of model Descartes 

means us to take seriously when he says that natural production is closer 

to divine than artificial.) But of course there is in fact nothing to 

prevent cross-breeding (or mutation) producing- in a child a completely new 

feature, not present in any ancestor. If the reply to this is that the 

new feature must have been present 'potentially', or in some other way, in 

the ancestors, then this preserves the resemblance thesis at the cost of 

making it trivial and unfaisifiable: an effect will be allowed to be 'like' 

its cause, even though there is no feature in com&on. It oay be that 

Descartes has some such (unsatisfactory) reply in mind when he aays that 

the cause of a stone may contain the features of a stone vel fortaliter
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rel eminenter ("either literally or in soice higher form1*) (AT VII 41 )j 

according to one commentator, however, this is merely a lapse into empty 

•cholaatic jargon (AG p.81); and Descartes certainly does not make anything 

of the distinction when defending himself against Gaasendi (loc.cit.). 

line 16 i ...bein/* and subatance.

In spite of all the fuss Descartes makes of his axiom of causation, 

its actual cash value turns out, surprisingly enough, to be extremely 

meagre. The talk of creation being in God's image, we are told, must not 

be taken too seriously: Descartes only used the phrase out of deference to 

the scriptures (line 2?)* All that the axiom requires is some sort of 

resemblance* let, in the case of the stone, the resemblance is so 'remote 

minute and indistinct* (line 211 'remota exigua & confusa*) that one 

begins to vonder whether there is any similarity at all, in the ordinary 

sense of the word.

Defending his thesis at lines 13-17, Descartes argues that since in 

creating things out of nothing God brings them into being, a created thing 

will at least reserable God in that it will 'be being and subatance 1 (ease 

ens et substentia). There are countless difficulties here. Take 'being* 

(ens) first. If this simply means existence, then all Descartes is saying 

is that things brought into existence by God will at least resemble Mm in 

that they exist * the ultimate trivialization of his causal principle! 

If to 'have being* or 'be an ens' means southing more than just to exist 

(perhaps connected with hairing a 'true essence' - see on CB 34), there is 

still a problems for Descartes implies elsewhere that created things do 

not have 'being' in common with God in any straightforward way: on the 

contrary, while God is 'being', we are a mixture of 'being and non being'
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(see on CB 5» p« 68 ff.)*. With regard to 'substance 1 , matters are just as 

difficult* Resemblance, one would have thought, must be a matter of two 

substances having an attribute or attributes in coraaon; the mere fact that 

they are both aubstancea will hardly introduce any similarity. Descartes 

cannot reply here that there are general features which all substances have 

in ooaaon qua substances. For he himself asserts at Principles I, 51. that 

the word  substance 1 does not apply univocally to God and his creatures (this 

is because if substance is taken in the strict sense of that which needs 

nothing in order to exist, this will not apply to created things which 

require God for their existence)* Finally, as if all this were not enough, 

there is the problem that substances are 'constituted*, for Descartes, by 

their defining characteristics (extension, or thought - see p. 147). But 

in this case, how can there be any resemblance whatsoever between a physical 

object (part of the extended, divisible, notarial world) and a God who is 

pure mind, and whose nature must therefor© be utterly incompatible with that 

of matter? (cf. CB 43) «

CB 25 and 26

For these two pieces, see on CB 22 and CB 15 (esp. p. 11 9) respectively*

CB 27

s ...could not have any force for an atheist*** 

It is not at all clear why Descartes says that the argument could not

* The element of 'non-being 1 (error, imperfection etc.) in created things 
raises a further problem for the maxim 'nothing in the effect which was not 
in the cause'* At CB 5 I argued that Descartes needs his causal maxim to 
show that non-being cannot be an effect of God who is 'pure being'. But 
if not the creator, when who or what is responsible for the element of non- 
being in created things? A curious contradiction looms here, for given that 
(1) God is the total cause of creation and (2) God is pure being, the causal 
eaxitt seems to entail both that God must be, and that he cannot be, the 
cause of non-being. Descartes might reply here that the elements of non- 
being are merely 'negations' or the absence of features, rather than 
positive effects. But the distinction implied in this defence is hdrlily 
problematic: see on CB 19.
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 valere apud atheum'; especially since, in the original passage in the 

Second Replies, the conclusion was said to follow necessarily ('necessario 

eoneludi') simply from the premise that one cannot arrive at a greatest 

number ('ex eo solo quod sdvertam inter numerandum me non posse ad maximum 

omnium numerorum devenire' -AT VII 139). Now this premiss is clearly one 

everyone must accept (it does not depend on thelatic or any other special 

assumptions) 5 and if Descartes believes that the conclusion follows as a 

matter of logical necessity, then surely the argument must have force for 

anyone, atheist or no. (compare Descartes' own view that valid reasoning

 compels assent 1 ; see Appendix D, pp. 298ff.)» Of course it is true that 

the argument at best proves that there is a being more perfect than my self; 

not that this being is God (see line H)- So it is not enough to convert 

the atheist, if that is what Descartes scans by 'have force' (valere). But 

this does not alter the fact that the argument, in its own right, is either 

valid or invalid) and Descartes' talk her© of its 'supplementary* character 

should not be allowed tc gloss over the need to defend it as a piece of 

reasoning.

For defence the argument certainly needs. What Descartes purports to 

show is that (l) when I consider the set of natural numbers I find something 

which is 'beyond my powers' (aliquod quod vires meas exeedit - Second 

Replies, loc.cit,); (2) if I can conceive of something beyond my powers, I 

cannot be the cause of this conception (since 'the effect is like the 

cause 1 ); ergo (5) this conception, or at least the power of conceiving it 

(vis concipiendi) must have been put in me by something more perfect than 

myself* Although the summary of the argument offered here at CB 27, 

lines 9-1 5 t is lucid enough, some important questions remain unanswered. 

Even if we grant Descartes the strange causal principle involved in (2) 

(see on CB 24)* the first premiss (l) is still rather dubious. What exactly 

is it that is supposed to be beyond me? Arriving at the greatest number
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(line 10)? This vill not do, for to be unable to do something logically 

impossible is hardly a limitation. Thinking of a number greater than any 

given number? But this I can do* Perhaps all Descartes' argument needs is 

the proposition (which the observations about the numbers support) that, 

however hard I try, there are always going to be more things which are 

thinkable than I can ever think of*

CB 28

1 have punctuated this piece differently from Adam (see Introduction 

p* xij). Adam gives the whole first section to Burman; but it seems better 

to give the authoritative opening remarks to Descartes, with Burman breaking 

in to raise c difficulty at line 5» (M3i "Sed sic angelus et mens nostra 

erunt idem". For 9 sed sic' introducing an objection, of* CB 24, line 18, 

where the K3 readsi "aed sic et lapis etc. habebunt imagines Dei".) 

line 1 J •.•idea of an angel*••

Descartes had explained in the Third Meditation (AT VII 43) that my 

ability to form ideas of angels, other men* and animals does not require us 

to posit the extramarital existence of such things as causes of the ideas. 

since I can construct them out of jay ideas of myself and of God* For 

Descartes, an angel, qua angel, is simply a disembodied ednd; hence my idea 

of myself qua ree cogitans provides all I need in order to form the idea of 

an angel. 

line 5 t ...identical with our mind***

Buzman here acutely raises whet is really a general difficulty for 

Cartesian dualism, viz* the problem of how mental substances are to be 

numerically differentiated. The principle we use for individuating physical 

objects is straightforward enough (spatio-temporal continuity provides the 

ultimate criterion), but what is it that makes two minds distinct? This 

particular problem is examined by D.H*Armstrong in hia recent book (A
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]|ater ialiat Theory of the Bind), and, In tores tin£*ly enough, he illustrates 

the point at issue by referring to Aquinas* treatment of angels:

Angela are disembodied intelligences, and therefore raise the 
question what makes them numerically different from each other* 
Aquinas* solution was to eay that each angel was of a separate 
species, a different sort of object from any other angel (susama I 
50 4)   Aiaong angels, difference of number is simply a difference 
of kind. But Aquinas' resolution of the difficulty is clearly a 
makeshift. Why should not God create two identical angels? It 
is surely an intelligible possibility. Ana what would differ­ 
entiate the two then?

In his comments to Bunion, Descartes seems to want to follow Aquinas' 

solution (line 9/0). But when he goes on to dismiss the problem, remarking 

scathingly that nothing Aquinas tackled was snore pointless than his treat­ 

ment of angels, he shows that he has failed to grasp &e logical importance 

of what is at stake. The problem is not just an abstruse theological puzzle; 

as we have seen, it demands attention, if Descartes is to be able to provide 

an adequate principle of individuation that will differentiate .apy two 

mental substances, human as well as angelic.

In fact Descartes never, so far as I know, gave any systematic attention 

to the problem of providing a logical criterion of personal identity within 

his system. In so far a? he does consider the problem, it is from the 

subjective or epistestologieal view point. Kach of us knows he is an 

individual because he has an idea of himself from which he can * exclude* the 

idea of any other substance, cental as well as physicals

from the mere fact that each of us understands he is a thinking 
thing, and can in his thought exclude from himself every other 
substance, whether thinking or extended, it is certain that each 
of us, when regarded in this way, is in reality distinct from 
every other thinking substance and every other bodily substance.*

I PifoclPle.a_» Bk. I, Art. 60J

* ex hoc solo quod unusquisque intelligent se ease rem cogitantem et possit 
cogitatione excluders a se ipso om&em aliam substantial tarn cogitantea quam 
extensam, certum est unumcjuemque, sic speotatum, ab omni alia subs tan tia 
cogitante, atque ab omni substantia corporea realiter distingui.
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But a serious difficulty is concealed hare. It may be that I can exclude 

from myself the idea of another extended substance, aince I con know body 

does not belong to my essence (above on CB 1 4) » But how can i exclude the 

idea of another thinking substance? Hot, clearly, by excluding thinking 

froB ^y essence; only, it would soein, by excluding your (or anyone else's) 

thinking from my essence. But how can I do this unless I have some independ­ 

ent way of individuating mental substances?

CB 29

line 1 j   .never argue from ends*., (argumentari a fine)

Descartes here puts forward two objections to teleological explanation 

in the physical sciences. One objection is that it is rash and insulting to 

God to attempt to delve into his purposes (lines 5/6). Descartes explains 

to Gassendi (in the passage from the Fifth Replies which Burcian here refers 

to) that in ethics, where conjecture is allowed, we riay perhaps be able to 

speculate about God*3 plan for the universe; but in the exact physical 

sciences it is futile to try and discover how each particular phenomenon 

fits into the divine plan (AT Til 375).

But, as the criticisms of Aristotle show (lines 4/5) Descartes' 

strictures are not confined to explanations based on .divine purposes . There 

is another, more general objection to teleological explanation which 

Descartes puts to Burman: even if we can discover the purpose or end of X, 

we are no nearer to knowing the nature of X itself (line 2, KSi "cognitio 

finis non indueit no3 in cognitionem ipaius rei"). This consent is extremely 

revealing* For Descartes, to fully understand X is necessarily to have a full 

account of its workings in terms of mechanical or efficient causality. (At 

Principles I, 26, Descartes cakes it explicit that his programme is the 

replacement of final by efficient causes.) Knowledge of the purpose and 

function of, say, the liver just does not qualify as cognitio jpsius rei -
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knowledge of the thing itself t only a full mechanical explanation of the 

workings will do*

This view, and the corresponding rule * never argue from ends' may seem 

very harsh and extreme. Are there not occasions when a teleological explan­ 

ation can be both valid and useful? Two points may be made here in Descartes 9 

favour* The first is the historical point that Descartes was concerned to 

combat the exclusive reliance on final causes that, even in the seventeenth 

century, was still a block to the progress of serious science. Secondly t and 

more important, even though there are occasions when teleological explan­ 

ations may seem acceptable enough, it is arguable that their usefulness is 

only, as it were, temporary! ultimately they mist be eliminable in favour of 

a full mechanical ('efficient causality*) explanation* Thua, though a teleo­ 

logical explanation of the phenomenon of a plant* s turning toward the sun may 

initially be of some help to the scientist, the need for it ultimately dis­ 

appears when we have a full Bieehanical explanation (in terms of efficient 

causes) of the action of the sunlight on photo receptors and so forth.* (For

* As a recent writer has observed (taking the example of a thermostat); "our 
teleological laws are net the eiost basic laws of the system, for underlying 
our account of the behaviour as a whole there is an account of the mechanical 
causal connections'*$ the limited value of the teleological explanation comes 
out in the case of a breakdowns "for the repairman the connections which 
matter are the mechanical, step by step connections fro® thermostat to pump 
to burner" (MfAN, p. 187)* This sort of coraiuont shows how deeply embedded 
in modern thinking is the Cartesian view that teleological explanations 
cannot be full explanations of 'the thing itself*. Descartes 1 thesis is, 
of course meant to apply only to the physical (nonHDental) universe, and it 
is not at all clear what view he would have taken on the vexed issue of 
teleological explanation in the human sciences. Vast problems arise in this 
urea which we cannot do Justice to here. But one complication worth noting 
is that if it could be shown that teleological explanations were non- 
el iminable in the case of the human sciences, then this very fact would be 
taken by many as showing that the label 'science 1 is inappropriate for 
such disciplines* Again, this shows that Descartes* attack on 'ends* 
embodies a methodological assumption which is still widely regarded as 
definitive of what is to count as a genuine 'scientific* explanation.
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further discussion of the notion of mechanical explanation involved nere 

see on OB 73) •

8 : • • •as a philosopher. . •

I have throughout translated philosophus and philosophia by their 

English cognates, although there are many places in the Conversation, and 

elsewhere in Descartes* where our terms 'scientist* and 'science* are really 

closer to what is intended (cf. CB 73» CB 82). Of course, up until com­ 

paratively recently, 'Philosophy' was universally understood to include the 

natural sciences, as well as subjects like metaphysics and ethics.

The argument depends on the (dubious) causal maxim 'nothing in the 

effect which was not previously in the cause': for this, see above on CB 24* 

Cf • also Third Meditation: "if we suppose something to be found in an idea 

that was not in its cause, it will have it from nothing" (AT VII 41 )•

CB 31

This and the following piece are important passages for Descartes' 

views on freedom and the wills see Appendix D, which includes discussion of 

both passages* 

line 1 t ...considered in this abstract way...

Burman questions the thesis put forward in the Fourth Meditation that 

the will of man is quite perfect. God's will may be stronger and more 

efficacious, Descartes had argued, but my will oua will ("formaliter & precise 

in se speotata") is perfect (AT VII 57, line 20). Burman, quite reasonably, 

picks up this rather obscure notion of 'will regarded formally and precisely 

In itself* The ensuing exchange is largely self-explanatory, and shows 

Burman arguing with typical acutenees. At lines 10-12, he offers two 

objections to the alleged perfection of the will, viz. that the will is 

inconstant, and that it varies in strength.
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The first point is answered by Descartes at line 19: the inconstancy 

of the will is due to ignorance (for the implied relation between the will 

and the intellect, see below on CB 32 line 18).

The second point is not properly answered by Descartes. Yet Burman is 

surely right when he says that our will may vary in force: sometimes we 

have a volition proper; sometimes a mere inclination, or 'velleity' (line 12). 

It is not easy to explain this variation in degree by reference to ignorance; 

for presumably, as goods vary in their importance, so (even for a man with 

complete knowledge) will one*s inclination to pursue them* Descartes, however, 

when he talks of perfection of the will, is not referring to the degree of 

strength of our inclination, but simply to the power to do or abstain (i.e. 

affirm or deny, pursue or shun) in any given case (AT VII 57) • This alleged 

ability or power to act independently clearly does not admit of degree; it 

is something we either do or do not possess, (see further Appendix D» 

p. 303, for the will as a 'power* (vis).) 

line 18 : ...operation of the will.

Burman's objection is remarkably shrewd, and shows expert knowledge of 

the Fourth Meditation. The Judgements I make when I err are called acts of 

the will (actus voluntatis) at AT VII 60; the errors which 1 make are not 

due to a fault in the intellect, which simply 'perceives ideas which are 

subjects for Judgement 1 ("per solum intellectum percipio tantum ideas de 

quibus iudicium ferre possifc, nee ullus error proprie dictur...in eo 

reperitur" - AT YII 56).

Deacartee thus seems to have got himself into a terrible muddle: his 

desire to defend the complete perfection of the will leads him to say that 

any alleged imperfection depends on faulty Judgement; but now, on his own 

account in the Fourth Meditation, Judgement itself turns out to be an 

operation of the will. The resolution offered to Burman at lines 19ff. which 

makes intellectual ignorance ultimately responsible for error seeca to
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contradict the passage just quoted from the Fourth Meditation where the 

intellect, qua simple perceiver of ideas, was said to be free from error.

Descartes can be rescued, however, as follows: the intellect, though 

it is free from error in that whatever it clearly and distinctly perceives 

is true, none the less is imperfect in that there are many things which it 

does not clearly and distinctly perceive; error arises when the Judgement, 

which should withhold assent in such unclear cases, jumps in and gives assent. 

This is what Descartes means when he says that error is due to the fact that 

the will 'extends further than the intellect' ("latius patet voluntas quam 

intellects" - AT VII 58) .

According to Anthony Kenny, Descartes' theory of judgement was a 

radical departure from the orthodox Thomist view which considered judgements 

as belonging to the cognitive rather than the appetitive faculty (XBUNT (2), 

p.2 ff.). Certainly, Aquinas roundly states that "judicare est act us 

cognitivae virtutis" (Summa Theol. la Ilae 84t 3; cited in GILSOK (l) p.153 

no.245)* One wonders, however, whether either Aquinas' or Descartes' 

remarks can properly be said to constitute a 'theory' of judgement t is there 

anything philosophically illuminating in assigning the judgement to one or 

other of 'faculties of the mind 1 - themselves somewhat artificial and 

arbitrary philosophical inventions?

Perhaps we can arrive at a more acceptable way of construing this sort 

of enquiry about judgement if we take it as an investigation of the logical 

grammar of the concept of judging. By judging, Descartes meant simply 

'asserting - i.e. affirming or denying' (ipsuxa actum judicandi nonnisi in 

assensu, hoc est in affirmatione vel negations consistit - AT YHIb 363); 

affirming and denying, together with desire and aversion, he called 'modes 

of willing' (aodi yolendi), while sensory perception (sentire), imagination 

and pure understanding were called 'modes of perception' (modi percipiendi)
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(Principles I, 32i AT VIII 1?). To assess Descartes 1 'theory of judgement*, 

we Bay thus ask whether the logical grammar of * affirm* has more in common 

with 'desire* than 'imagine* or 'understand'*

Before we go on, there is a preliminary problem about the English word 

'desire'* Desire, in what is perhaps the standard modern use, is not even 

something voluntary (under conscious control), let alone an act of the will: 

desire is something that just 'happens* to one - people are 'smitten by 

desire'* But when Descartes talks of 'desire ' ('cupere*) in the passage 

just quoted from Principles 1 , 32, he must mean something different from 

this - something more active. In the Passions of the fioul. I, 17, where a 

similar division of the soul's activities into appetitive and cognitive 

seexus to be involved, Descartes distinguishes between on the one hand 

'perceptions*, which are passive, and on the other 'volontes* ('desires', 

HH) which are active (AT XI 342)* This suggests that when 'cupere' and 

'aversari* are used in the Principles passage, Descartes has in mind active 

volitional notions like pursuing and shunning, rather than 'desire* and 

'aversion' in the modern English sense* This view is supported by a passage 

in the Fourth Meditation, where the will is analysed as a power to 'affirm 

or deny, pursue or avoid* (affirmare vel negare, prosequi vel fugere) 

(AT ¥11 57) • There is a strong inclination to correlate this quartet of 

activities one for one with the four modes of willing mentioned in the 

Principles (affirmare, negare, cupere, aversari).

If we accept this analysis of the terms 'cupere' and 'aversari', then 

we have to look for a logical feature shared by the concepts 'pursue/avoid' 

and 'affirm/deny', which is not shared by 'understand*, 'imagine* and 

'perceive 1 . I suggest that one obvious feature appears if we ask which of 

these verbs express acts of decision or choice* To say of someone that he 

pursues (avoids) X is to ascribe a decision or chosen policy to him; on the 

other hand, to say of someone that he understands, imagines or perceives X
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(although these acts are no doubt in some sense chosen or under the control 

of the will) is not in itself to ascribe to him any decision or choice. If 

we now look at affirm/deny, then they clearly belong with the first set of 

verbs: to affirm or deny a proposition P, to assent to P or its contra­ 

dictory, is an act of choice. To see this, compare merely contemplating the 

proposition that the earth is flat, and affirming it: in the second case I 

am choosing to adopt the proposition into toy system of beliefs*. Descartes* 

theory of judgement can thus, it seeus to ue, be regarded as embodying an 

insight into an important feature of the concept of assenting, viz. that 

unlike understanding, perceiving etc. it is a 'choice word 1**. That this 

consideration was in fact behind his theory is confirmed by the fact that 

in the Fourth Meditation the will is described as the faculty of election or 

choice (facultaa eligendi AT VII 56) .

An alternative basis for Descartes' theory of judgement is suggested by 

Kenny, vi«. that there is a striking similarity in the "neuatics" involved 

in responding to commands and statements: "it is a striking fact that we can 

give an affirmative response not only to propositions and questions, but 

also to commands and projects, by the same word 'yes*. Our attitudes to 

both assertions and proposals may be described in terms of affirmation and 

negation... 11 (K&JOT (2), p.H/15). Although Kenny attacks Descartes' 

theory, he holds that it is this feature which "provides the main justific­ 

ation for Descartes' treatment of judgement as an act of the will". However, 

the notion of assent to a project as an 'affirmative response' only seems

* Or at least choosing to let others believe that I so adopt it. But 
Deecartes is of course considering the internal mental act, not the speech 
act.
** The contrast is perhaps clearest in the case of sense perception. If I 
perceive a red vase on my table, I cannot sensibly be asked "Why did you 
decide to do that?" But I can always be asked such a question if I pursue 
some end (e.g. slimming) or assent to some proposition (e.g. that Darwinism 
ia true).
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plausible in an interpersonal situation: I may respond to someone else'a 

proposal by saying 'yes*, but my own pursuit or avoidance of some policy 

can surely not - or at least not obviously - be characterised in this way. 

Kenny's own position on Judgement seems to incline to the Thomist or 

cognitive view: "a speculative judgement, a decision that such and such is 

the case, an assent to a proposition...see as... to belong to a cognitive 

rather than an appetitive faculty" (ibid. p.2). However, as Kenny's own 

choice of words suggests, even a speculative judgement seems to involve a 

decision: this, however, will not simply be a decision 'that such and such 

is the case 9 , but a decision to assent in virtue of, e.g. adequacy of 

evidence, or clarity and distinctness of intuition; and it seems to me that 

here is an act of will which cannot ultimately be eliminated, and indeed is 

crucial to the concept of assenting.

One final point: Descartes 9 account of judgement as a choice-word may 

seem to be inconsistent with his thesis that clearly and distinctly 

perceived truths compel assent. This is part of a general difficulty in 

Descartes' doctrine of freedom, and is discussed in Appendix D, pp.298 ff. 

line 23 : «• .go down deep into himself •«« (descendat unusquisqus in 

semetipsum)

The ultimate Cartesian appeal to 'inner awareness 9 as proof of freedom: 

cf. CB 32, line 10* It is interesting to see Descartes explicitly claiming 

here that the facts of experience make any philosophical discussion of the 

issue redundant and pointless (line 22/2*3). For this approach see Appendix 

D, pp. 305 ff.

CB 32

The main burden of the Fourth Meditation is to reconcile the fact that 

human beings are liable to error with the benevolence of God and the 

possibility of attaining true knowledge. Descartes 9 solution to the problem
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(•ummed up in the passage from the end of the Meditation quoted here by 

Burman) is that we are always free to withhold assent from any proposition 

whose truth we do not clearly and distinctly perceive; and that such careful 

withholding of assent ensures avoidance of error*

Burman's objection to this crucial proposition seems to be that it is 

inconsistent with the theological doctrine of original sin (the subsequent 

discussion shows that this must be what is behind his rather cryptic question 

at lines 1-4). For, if original sin is taken seriously, then there is no 

way (save through grace) in which we can avoid error, at least with regard to 

moral and supernatural natters* Thus, in lines 1-4* Burman is saying in 

affect: !If the will is free and "autonomous" ("sui-juris") in the way you

•uggest, we ought always to be able to avoid error by your method - even in 

moral and supernatural matters: yet this, the Church teaches, is impossible.'

With regard to the moral sphere, the objection seems to be that if we 

are in doubt whether to obey some rule or precept, the Cartesian rule

•withhold assent* will not help us to avoid error; for indifference in the 

moral (as opposed to the theoretical sphere) is itself a fault (line 13). 

(A saintly man, for example, pursues the good without any indifference: 

letter to Mesland, AT IV 117; K 150. For •indifference1 see Appendix D, 

pp. 296 ff.). The same holds good in the case of 'supernatural matters' 

(line 3: presumably, these are the theological truths we need to acknowledge 

in order to be saved). Again, withholding assent cannot ensure immunity 

from error, since the withholding of assent to the relevant truths is itself 

a sin.

Descartes is characteristically char/ in dealing with the theological 

issue (see below on line 8): he acknowledges his commitment to the doctrine 

of original sin and redemption through grace (lines 15*17), but he does not 

really make any attempt to discuss the alleged clash between these doctrines 

and his own thesis in Meditation IV about avoidance of error through
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suspension of judgement.

In fact it seems to me that his thesis can survive perfectly intact* 

since the supposed difficulty depends on an illegitimate shift between two 

senses of the verb 'errare* - 'to err* or 'go astray 1 - which is used through­ 

out the Fourth Meditation* By withholding assent from some laoral precept or 

article of faith we may indeed 'go astray' in the moral sense of 'do wrong'; 

but the Cartesian thesis under discussion was about going astray in the 

factual sense of assenting to a false proposition. The thesis that we can 

always avoid this sort of 'prepositional error' by withholding assent when­ 

ever the truth is not clearly and distinctly perceived , is thus quite com­ 

patible with the theological doctrine of the need for grace to avoid moral 

error or sin. 

line 6/7 : ...as he is HOW In his natural condition*

My translation follows the MS, which reads i "sufficit Philosopaus
suis 

hosdnem consideret prout in natural!bus/iam est" 1 aid. Adam su^esta an

emendation: 'prout in naturalibus sul juris est', and translates "dans son 

etat nature!, en tant qu'il ne releve que de lui". This makes Descartes pick 

uj> Bunaan'B phrase *aui juris* (*autonomous'} at line 4* But the original 

text, though somewhat cryptic, makes perfectly good sense. Moreover, the 

exact phrase "prout lam est" ('as he is now*) recurs in a closely similar 

passage at CB 32s "philosophus naturam ut et hominem solum considerat prout 

lam est" ('the philosopher studies nature, as he does man, simply as it is 

now* - lines3/9). See the Commentary there for the point made about the 

philosopher in both passages. 

line 8 : ...even among: the Turks...

The proofs of God's existence are vital to Descartes' philosophy, but 

they do not depend on any specifically Christian assumptions: they rest on 

simple logical ' axioms' and principles of argument which, according to 

Descartes, can be known by any rational man (heathen, atheist, or whatever)
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who ie prepared to concentrate on them (Appendix C, p. 289). Moreover, once 

God's existence has been established, his role in the system is essentially 

an epistemological one (it relates to questions concerning error, deception, 

the existence of the external world, the nature of the 'eternal truths 1 etc.)* 

All the rest - all the aspects of God not directly related to Logic, Theory 

of Knowledge and Science - can be 'left uo the theologians to explain'* 

See further on CB 78.

18/19 j ...no one can pursue evil qua evil.

An echo of the Socratic thesis M 0^\ c^Xer«xv. TCA *-"<^\ » 

78 bl ) . Compare the Discourse. Part I II , where Descartes aays that the will 

does not tend to pursue or shun anything except in proportion as our intellect 

represents that thing to the will as good or bad (AT VI 23; "...notre 

volonte ne se portant a suivre ni a fuir aucune chose que selon que notre 

entendement (la) lui represente bonne ou mauvaiset s] •••")•

One eight have expected that this doctrine would have led Descartes, as* 

it did Plato, to deny the phenomenon of •akrasia* or 'weakness of will': 

that is, to assert that the intellect is sovereign, and that any wrongdoing 

Bust be due to ignorance and therefore in some sense unintentional* . There 

are in fact definite signs of Descartes' moving in this direction. In the 

passage from the Discourse already referred to, he remarks that ' to act well 

it is sufficient to judge well' ( w il suffit de bien juger pour bien faire"); 

defending this claim later to Mersenne, he quotes with apparent approval the 

maxim 'whoever sins does so in ignorance* (oranis pec cans est ignorans) ; 

moreover, those to whom Ovid's 'video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor' 

applies, he calls 'weak minded '( faibles esprits), implying that their fault 

is intellectual rather than moral (AT I 366 j K 32). Here at CB 32, however,

AVC-t " (Protagoras 345el).
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although Descartes repeats the claim that 'sins have their source in 

ignorance 9 (peecata fluunt ex ignorantia), he adds the qualifying particle 

•fere 1 - 'generally 1 or 'almost always' (line 18). And at line 22, at the 

end of the piece, he baldly conies out with the proposition that the will can 

be said to be corrupted by the feelings or emotions (j?er af foetus)* which 

seems to be precisely an assertion of th© possibility of weakness of will. 

The truth of the matter, it seems to me, is that Descartes' philosophical 

psychology does allow for weakness of will, in the sense of a wilful dis­ 

regarding of the manifest perceptions of the intellect: one may perversely 

refuse to assent even to a clear and distinct perception of the intellect. 

However, the only way in which one may do this, it emerges, is by refusing to 

attend to or concentrate on the relevant proposition (see Appendix D, 

p - 299 ). So it does turn out that the only sense in which one can be 

acratic, in Descartes' system, is by failing to 'exercise* or 'activate'

one's knowledge - a result which is remarkably similar to that which
** 

Aristotle arrived at.

This discussion is an important illustration of what may be called 

Descartes' 'metaphysical voluntarism' - the doctrine that (a) all moral 

propositions and (b) all truths of logic and mathematics depend in some 

special sense on the will of God.

(a) The old question 'is X right because God wills it, or does God will 

it because it is right?' was much debated in the middle ages, and can be 

traced back as far as Plato (cf. Buthyp^ro 10d6). Descartes is quite explicit 

about his position: God did not create a temporal world because he saw it

* For Descartes' use of the tens 'affectus^ cf. AT VII 74 line 27.
** The aerates, for Aristotle, possesses ( £'Xl-t ) knowledge, but fails to use 

or exercise (evetv) it. Kicogachean KtMcs 1146a 31-H47b 24.
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would be better than an eternal world; rather a temporal world is better than 

an eternal world because, God preferred it (AT VII 432) . One objection to 

•aking D's goodnesr, consequential on X's being willed by God is suggested by 

G.E.Koore's famous 'open question* argument (MOORE, Ch.I, § 10 ff*)* Given 

that we know that X ia willed by God, is it not still possible to ask "But 

is it good?" Barman's objection (line 7/8) is really a variation on this 

theme: could God really make something absurd or repugnant (e.g. hating him) 

good, just by commanding it? Descartes replies that God could not now issue 

such a command (presumably because God is f immutable* - see CB 50), but who 

ia to say that he could not have done so? But this seems to ignore the 

sting in Bin-can's objection. The interesting question ia not whether God has 

the power to issue the command to hate him, but whether, if he did issue it, 

that would eo iuso make hating him right*

It seems, however, that there is no tiling to stop a defender of Descartes' 

position replying at this point that, if God did issue such a command then, 

yes, it would be right to hate Mm* And in general, against the Moorian 

argument, he can reply that it is just not an open question whether X is 

good* given that X is willed by God. If this line is taken, then the bald 

assertion that the question jl& still open is not an argument but a piece of 

question begging*

A more plausible objection to Descartes' position (and perhaps one that 

is closer to what Moore intended) is that if it even makes sens® to ask 'is 

this thing which God wills good?*, then the connection between being willed 

by God and being good cannot be analytic; so goodness cannot be defined in 

terms to God's will* In fact however, it is doubtful whether Descartes would 

want to maintain such an analytic connection. He seems to regard the 

connection between God's act of approving X and X's moral goodness as more 

like a causal connection. God is the efficient cause of moral (and logical)
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truths as a king is the cause of a law (eadem rations qua rex est legis 

effector; AT VII 436) • This conception however leaves the way open for a 

final objection to which it seems Descartes is vulnerable. If the iuoral lew 

is as it were the arbitrary creation of God, then the ter&s •moral* and 'good* 

risk losing their normative flavour. For from the fact that something is 

•good* in the sense that it is in accord with a rule laid down by God, or 

is on the list of things approved by God, it will not necessarily follow that 

there is any reason for us to choose or approve of X. Goodness is something 

one cannot create by fiat even if one is God.

(b) With regard to the dependence of logical truths on God's will 

Descartes is rather more articulate than he is in the case of moral truths. 

He Bake* it clear to Burman (lines 5-6) that God is the cause not only of 

the actual but also of the possible (and hence of the necessary*), and of the 

simple natures (i.e. basic unanalysable qualities like extension, shape, 

motion etc.; Razulae. XI 1 1 AT X 416). Moreover, just as X is good because 

God wills it, and not vice veraa. so 'God did not make the angles of a 

triangle equal to two right angles because it was necessary; rather it is 

necessary because he Bade it so* (AT Til 432). Descartes' motive for 

arriving at this extreme position was that he was unwilling to accept any 

limitation on the infinite power of God. His conception of God's power is 

quite opposed to that of Leibnis, who sees God as creating the best

world and as being subject to certain logical constraints as to what 

combinations of monads can exist together (are compossible) (Kouveaux Bseaia. 

Bk.III, Ch.6 612). For Descartes, to allow such eons train ts would detract 

from the absolute freedom and indifference of God which manifest his

* Since ' Q P ~ -^ -Pf is a basic theorem of modal logic. See Hughes G.E. 
and Cresswell, M.J., An Introduction to Modal Lo^ic. London: Methuen, 1968), 
pp.35 and 347.
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omnipotence (sumna indifferentia in Deo sumnrum omnipotentiae ejus eat 

argumentum: AT 711 4*2); God Bade all the radii of a circle equal, but he 

cotdd have done otherwise (see letter to Kersenne, 27 Kay 1630; AT I 152; 

K 15).

The obvious objection to this conception of logical truths is that it 

does not explain the 'eternal 1 and 'necessary* character of such propositions 

Oa the question of eternity, Descartes is perfectly able to reply that the 

decrees are present with God from all eternity (see on CB 23) • As to 

'necessity 1 t Descartes observed to Arnauld that we must not suppose just 

because we cannot conceive of a aountain without a valley, or of one and two 

not making three, that God could not have brought these things about (AT 7 

224; K 236). The problem about necessity is perhaps likely to seed less 

perplexing to the modern reader, since we are by now accustomed to the 

suggestion that truths of logic and mathematics are 'true by convention* 

(i.e. that their truth depends on arbitrarily postulated axioms) and further, 

that no analytic proposition is so absolutely necessary that it could never 

t* abandoned. But whether it makes sense to regard even a fundamental 

logical principle like the law of contradiction in this way (as a theoretic­ 

ally revisable principle in the centre of a Quinean 'field of force*)* is 

surely more doubtful* For a principle of consistency seems to be a pre­ 

requisite for any viable system of truths at all (or for God to be able to 

vill any set of decrees at all) .

In fact* Descartes does at one point appear to slip into regarding God 

as bound by the constraints of consistency, if nothing else. In the 

beginning of the Sixth Meditation he says that 'I have never judge < God to 

be unable to do anything, unless my perceiving of such a thing distinctly 

would involve a contradiction* (nihilque unquam ab illo fieri non posse

QUINE, p.44.
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judicavi niai propter hoe quod illud a me distincte peroipi repugnaret; 

AT VII 71). Here, however, Descartes may simply be referring to a particular 

stage reached in the Meditations (see on CB 16, line 4)* Elsewhere, he is 

quite prepared to go as far as saying that God could heve made two contra­ 

dictories true together; but in practical terms this thesis turns out to be 

pretty veil beyond our comprehension: "our mind is created so as not to be 

able to conceive as possible things which God could have made possible, but 

which he nevertheless wished to be impossible" (AT IT 118j K 151), (Perhaps 

Descartes would reply that truths about God may be 'knowabl©' even though 

they are impossible to •conceive of* - see on CB 21 , p. 139 ff*).

CB 34

line 4 : •..true and immutable essence..*

Reading ImBtutabilem for the MS Jji tell ec t Avajg , as Adam suggests* fhe 

phrase *vera et immutabilis essentia* is one of Descartes' standazd 

expressions (see the passage from the Fifth Meditation quoted here ty Buraan, 

and the discussion below). 

ibid* J •••true entity*** (ens verum) ,

fhis term (cf« the fuller veruia et realer ens, line to) is of vital 

importance for an understanding of Descartes* theory of essences in general, 

and his version of the ontological argument in particular.

X Is a ve,ruia et reals Teng when it has a true and real nature Cvera »t 

nafora (line 11). In the Fifth Meditation (just before the passage

quoted by Burman) Descartes had explained that "I have innumerable ideas of 

things (rerum) which, even if they perhaps exist nowhere outside me, cannot 

be said to be nothing (non tamen dici possunt nihil esse)% since they 

"have their own true and iirsK'utatlo natures (suas habent veras <?; inmutabiles 

naturas)* (AT VII 64). Later on, in place of the word 'nature 1 , we have the 

fuller phrase "determinate nat>irc, essence, or form which is imnaitable and
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eternal** (determinate quaedam natura sive essentia stive forma* im^utabilis 

& eterna)* (ibid*) • One example of such a things ith-ijnmutable--es6ence 

which I have an idea of is a triangle; another, of course, is God.

Here at CB 34, Descartes makes it quite clear that to be a VGTIW et real« 

ena it is not necessary to 'exist 1 in the sense of being arowid in the world* 

The objects of mathematics qualify as vera entia even though they only have 

possible existence, as opposed to the actual specific existence in space 

which the objects of physics enjoy (line 13)« Thus, to speak of God t or a 

triangle, as a verum et reals ens is not at all to commit oaesslf to the 

actual existence of either of these things (though, in the special case of 

God, it does of course turn out that existence is Reducible from his essence)) 

some of Descartes* critics misunderstood him on this point (e.g. Gassendi - 

AS VII 523).

This is all very well, but what, in the first place, ar© the criteria 

for being a v^rua ena (or having a true essence}? The remarks which Bin-man 

here quotes from the Fifth Meditation suggest that the relevant test is the 

possession of demonstrable qualities* But even if 'demonstrable* is taken 

(as it should be) in the strict sense of 'logically demonstrable1 , this 

criterion is unsatisfactory. First of all, there is the trivial counter­ 

example of the round square, of wlxich properties (indeed every property 

whatsoever) can be demonstrated. To rule this out we have to stipulate - as 

Descartes implicitly does here at CB 34 - that a verug ens must not be self- 

eontradictory; i.e. it must be logically capable of existing (see lines 

14/16: the objects of laatheiaatics are all capable of existing). But even if 

we build in this requirement, there remains a second and more disturbing 

objection. For it can be logically demonstrated of an existing-lion that it

* As Gilson points out, 'nature* and 'essence 1 are practically synonymous 
in DMoartes (CILiiGN (2) p.505).
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exists; yet an existing-lion is given as an example of something whose 

nature is 'fictitia & ab intellectu composita* (First Replies? AT VII 11?).

The phrase 'ab intellect! 1 composita' suggests that we are not allowed to 

'lump together' any two ideas, and assume that there will be a corresponding 

ens verum. with a true essence* Other examples given of 'composite and 

fictitious' natures are those of a winged-horse, and of a triangle-inscribed- 

in-a-square (First Replies, Ibid*) . Here in the Conversation, however, we 

are told that anything that can be clearly and distinctly conceived in a 

chimera is an ens verua (lines 3/4); yet one would have thought that a 

chimera provided a paradigm case of a 'composite and fictitious' entity. 

Worse still, in the passage from the First Replies where a triangle inscribed 

in a square was put forward as having a composite and fictitious nature, we 

are later told that the combination of the triangle and the square has just 

as true and immutable a nature as the triangle alone or the square alone (non 

minus vera & immutabilis erit ejus [ sc. conjunction!3j natura quam solius 

quadrati vel trianguli - AT VII 118).

What are we to make of this apparently hopeless contradiction? I do 

not think Descartes can ultimately be acquitted of confusion on this issue; 

but the remarks here in the Conversation do at least do something to pin­ 

point the problem. The crucial point about a verum ens* it appears, is that 

its component parts must be in some way linked. Even though we may vividly 

imagine the head of a lion joined to the body of a goat, we do not clearly 

perceive the link between the two (line 20). By a 'link* (nexus) it seems 

Descartes must mean an analytic link; for 'Peter standing* does not qualify 

£8 a v®rum ens because "I do not clearly see that standing is contained in 

and conjoined with Peter" (non video clare stare contineri et connexum 

ease cum Petro) (line 22), The requirement of 'containedness' (so 

reminiscent of the Kantian test for analyticity), must surely be there to 

rule out purely contingent links.
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The notion of an analytic link fits well with the remark in the First 

Replies that whan two ideas cannot be separated by a * clear and distinct 

operation of the intellect* we can be sure that we have a true nature and 

not a composite (loc.cit.). But it is Just here that Descartes* confusion 

seen.fi to arise. For of course it is quite possible that there may be an 

analytic link between a composite idea AB and some feature F, even though 

the elements of the composite, A and B, are not themselves analytically 

linked. This seeuis to explain Descartes' strange contortions over the 

triangle inscribed in a square. For there are demonstrable properties 

(properties which are analytically true) of the composite figure (e.g. that 

the area of the square is twice that of the triangle - Descartes 1 own example) 

even though there is no analytic connexion between the triangle per se and 

the square per se. Thus Descartes ia led to say that the triangle-in-a- 

square both does and does not have a true nature, (similarly, though the 

components of a chimera are not themaelves analytically linked, there are 

certain properties which are analytically true of the whole composite ~ 

e.g. the possession of a lion* 3 head) *

Descartes seems to face an impossible dilenara here. On the one hand, a 

composite like a triangle~inscribed~in~a~square seems to be a genuine object 

of mathematics, with demonstrable properties; so both on the test in the 

Fifth Meditation (the 'demonstrable property* test) and on the strength of 

the comments about mathematics here in the Oonveraation (line 85 H3s omnea 

demons trati ones Kathematiconta versantur circa vera entia & objecta), it 

seems that it cannot be excluded from the class of vera entia. On the other 

hand, to allow composites whose elements are not themselves analytically 

linked as vera entia paves the ¥ay for the introduction of composites like 

Petrus-standlng, or a winged-horse (since, as we have seen, there will be at 

least some properties that are demonstrably true of these items); and in 

that case we must also include the existing! ion: but this will sabotage the
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structure of the ontological argument, by eliminating the supposed special 

status of the idea of God, and making it possible to 'prove' the existence 

of any arbitrary composite which we choose to invent (e.g. the existing- 

unicorn) .

The only way I can suggest of salvaging Descartes' position is to place 

a special restriction on the 'demonstrable property test', as follows: the 

demonstrable properties which constitute X's essence (which qualify X as a 

verum ens) zsust not simply be those which have been explicitly mentioned 

in the specification of X. This restriction rules out allowing a composite 

AB y as a verum ens in the case where the only properties demons trable of 

(analytically true of) AE are the trivially true properties A and B. Thus, 

the existent-unicorn would not qualify as a veruia ens in virtue of possessing 

the demonstrable property of existing-, since this is simply a trivial 

property already mentioned in its specification; while the triangle-in««a- 

square will be allowed in, because non-trivial properties con be demonstrated 

of it.

It may be that Descartes has some such restriction vaguely in mind 

when he says in the Fifth Meditation that the properties deinonstrable of the 

triangle are ones "which I mist acknowledge willy rdlly, even though I may 

in no way have thought of thea when I first imagined the triangle" (AT VII 

64) . However, even this requirement is not strong enough to rule out our 

existing-unicom, since there are still going to be non-trivial properties 

true of this object (e.g. the property of bein£ a quadruped). To cope with 

this difficulty we need the further stipulation that to qualify a composite 

AB as a verum ens, the non-trivial demonstrable properties which are true

* i.e. an object whose definition makes reference to at least two properties, 
A, B, which are not analytically connected.
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of AB vast not be exhausted by the sum of the properties which are

derivable from A alone and from B alone*

line 7 s •••when it is merely our supposition that it exists.

MS! "cum nos illud exlstere supponimus"; "lorsque son existence n'est 

qu'une supposition de not re esprit11 * Adam. A difficult clauses the stress 

is on the emphatic nos rather than on exlstere : moreover, existere in this 

context is used to mean not 'exist extramen tally' but 'exist as an ens* 

(have an essence) . Descartes does not mean that a triangle becomes an ens 

fictum if ve suppose it to exist ext ram en tally; or that a 'fictitious 

entity' like a winged horse is only fictitious when we suppose it exists 

extramen tally. The point is rather (see the discussion above) that in the 

case of an ens f ictus (e.g. a winged horse) its nature is artificial * it 

depends on our lumping together certain ideas ; while in the case of an *f* 

verum ( triangle , God) there is a true and immutable essence independent of 

our minds. The use of existere in this sense (= to be an efts, to have an 

essence) may seem strange; indeed , according to Kenny, Descartes always 

reserves existere for actual, extramen tal existence v while dari is the term 

for mere 'being' in the sense of being a subject for predication (&3HNY (1), 

p. 151)* It seems to me, however, that the word 'exist' was for Descartes, 

as indeed it is for us, ambiguous between these two. When Descartes wants to 

make it clear that he is talking of actual, extramental existence he often 

uses the phrase 'extra me existere* (AT Til 64 line 8) or aotu existere 

(here, line 13).

Vote that existere is used again in the sense of existing as an ens 

later in this same piece (line 20) s what Descartes must mean is npj that 'it 

does not follow fro* our Imagining a goat with a lion's head that one 

fHfrfr^ly exists 1 - for no one could have supposed that this followed - but 

that 'it does not follow from our imagining a lion-goat that such a thing 

exists as a verum ens, or has a true essence'.
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t The only difference* • •

For the difference between mathematics and physics, see on CB 52, 

line 6. 

line 25 s ---?*y o^fl liBer awareness, (ex propria conscientia)

Descartes 9 comment here may seem to support the common criticism of 

the Cartesian method that clarity and distinctness cannot be satisfactory 

criteria of truth, since the standards they invoke are purely subjective or 

psychological* Notice however, that Descartes' remark refers simply to 

clarity. A clear perception is one which is 'present and open to the 

attending mind* (aenti attendant! praesens & apertat Principles X, 45). 

Here it is true, there is an irreducibly psychological component; but even 

this is not a Matter of a vague inner 'feeling's what is involved is a 

mental aet * that of attention (a concept which figures prominently in the 

Conversation) . plus 'present ness' and 'openness*, which depend on the direct 

access of the mind to its own ideas and sensations (thus, Z have a clear 

perception of being in pain - Principles 1 , 68) * But when we cone to the 

test for distinctness., this, as I argue in Appendix C, brings in a crucial 

reference to the objective content of ideas; so the supposed guarantee of 

truth is not wholly a matter of subjective 'awareness* (see pp. 292 ff.). 

\ine 26 : . . •explanations • • .

I follow Adam's suggestion ( '<^lucidationes' ) for filling the lacuna 

in the MS. For the relevant passages in Principles. Book I, see especially 

paras, t-10, 45-46. and 66-75.

CB 35

line 2 s ...they would certainly not be Gods...

MS: "Imo Dei non assent". Adam reads 'erunt* to conform with the 

indicative in line 1 ; but the word in the MS is quite clearly "eesent" and 

the change to the subjunctive makes perfectly good sense.
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lines 4/5 t ...as a kind of thlnff...as an individual... ( specif icative .. 

indiyidualiter)

file term 'God' implies perfection, and perfection, argues Descartes, 

implies uniqueness* No, says Burman; for in saying 'God is perfect' we are 

not using God 'individualiter' - to refer to a unique individual (or else 

the question of uniqueness would be begged) ; rather we are saying that 

perfection belongs to the nature of Godhead - to God qua kind of thing 

( specif icative) - and this leaves open the question of how many individuals 

are so endowed.

Descartes replies that when we say God is perfect we mean that he has 

absolutely every perfection (osmino omnes perfect! ones), and this implies 

supremacy; and supremacy implies uniqueness, since there cannot be more than 

one supreme being on pain of contradiction (lines 10 ff.). We may accept 

the seoond part of this argument (since *x is supreme* entails 

1 ~(3y) y^ x*)s fcut why should the possession of 'absolutely every 

perfection' imply supremacy? This is not made clear* If Descartes means that, 

if X has all the perfections there are, then necessarily X has more perfect­ 

ions than anyone else, his reasoning seems faulty, at any rate as it stands. 

(it is of course true that omnipotence implies supremacy and therefore 

uniqueness, and omnipotence is of course ono of God's perfections; but if 

Descartes' argument turns on this particular perfection, why does he not say 

so explicitly?) 

line 1.1 : ...they would not be God...

Heading "non assent Deus..." Adam deciphers the abbreviated verb in 

the KS as 'esset'; but the plural seems to make better sense.

CB 36

In the MS this piece comes near the end of the pieces dealing with the 

Meditations (just before my no. CB 4#) • But a prefixed note M Ad Kedit. V"
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(as well as the context) indicates that it belongs with the pieces relating

to the Fifth Meditation, and I have transposed it accordingly.

lines 4~6 t ...in our thought..*in reality... (cogitations nostra *. reipsa)

Descartes elsewhere distinguishee between a real distinction (distinctio 

realis) and a theoretical distinction (distinctio ratiords. 'distinction 

qui se fait per la pensee", or distinctio formalis). In the former case, 

two things ciay be clearly and distinctly perceived apart from one another 

(e.g. body and mind); in the latter case not (e.g. Bind and its defining 

attribute, thought} cf. on CB 22). (AT Till 28-30; lib 51-53; VII 120).

Here at OB ?6, then, Descartes would appear at first sight to be saying 

that the distinction between existence and essence is merely a distinctio 

rationia. But this would surely be very strange. We can clearly and 

distinctly perceive the essence of a triangle without supposing that it 

actually exists; indeed, this is the central feature of Descartes 9 account 

of mathematical the 9 ycErugi e^ r^a^g J oj>Jffi:trUBi 9 of mathematics is considered 

merely as capable of existing (CB 341 line 14 ff* MSs "solum qua poeaibile 

•t quod in spatio actu quidea non exist!t, at existere taiien potest"). 

Coapare also the letter to 'Hyperaspiates 1 where Descartes says that 'the 

whole essence of a triangle can be correctly understood even if it be 

supposed that there is in reality no such thing9 (AT III 433; K 119).

What the remark to Buraan may mean, however, is that in the case of an 

actually existing object there is no real distinction between essence and 

existence. Some support for this view coses in a letter to an unknown 

recipient where Descartes says that in the case of a triangle existing 

outaide our thought essence and existence are in no way distinct (AT IV 350; 

I 187/8)* The question of priority, which Buraan raises (lines 1/2), is 

relevant here* Since God, in Descartes 9 system, is responsible not only 

for what is actual but also for what is possible (i.e. for essences as well 

as actual existence - see on CB 33) • he does not create lay conferring
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existence on prior essences s he does not choose this world from aioong 

alternatives which are antecedently possible, prior to his will. Rather, 

his will create* an 'exia ting-essence*: of. line 3 •existence is merely 

existing essence (esaentia exist ens) * . See also letter to Kersenne of 

27 Kay 1630: wil eat certain qu'il [sc. Dieuj est aussi bien I'Autheur de 

1* essence comise de 1* existence des creatures" (AT I 152) •

This is all very well, but Descartes still seesss guilty of an 

inconsistency. For even in the case of an actually existing thing ̂ e can 

consider it clearly 'sub specie possibilitatis* : we can clearly and 

distinctly perceive all the properties that belong to its 'true and 

immutable essence', and separate these from the contingent fact of its 

actual existence* Indeed, this cmst be so if the on to logical argument is 

to work! for it is only in the case of God that existence belongs to his 

immutable and true essence*

The only way out of this, I suggest, is to take very seriously a 

passage in the Principles (l, 60-3), where in addition to the diatinctio 

re alls, and the dfetiaotio rationis. we have a third type - the distinctio 

mod alls (Descartes himself was not always careful to separate out this 

third category, as he adsdts at FrlnciplQS I, 63, with reference to the 

First Replies - AT VII, 120). The classification, as 1 understand it, can 

be represented as follow©. Where X can be clearly and distinctly perceived 

apart from T, and vice versa, then there is a real distinction between X 

and T (e.g. body and adnd); where J, can be clearly and distinctly perceived 

apart from T, but not vice versa, there is a modal distinction between X 

and T (e.g. a substance and its shape: the substance can be considered 

without the shape, bat not the shape without the substance); finally, where 

X cannot be clearly and distinctly perceived apart from T, nor T apart from 

Xf then there 1* only a theoretical distinction (diatinctio rationis) 

between X and T (e.g. a substance and its defining attribute) .
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If w» apply this pattern to the essence/existence problem, we gat the 

fellevlmg results. There is a real distinction between an object qua 

considered simply as an object of the understanding (as a mare possible), 

and the sans object conaidered as something which actually exists « If I 

think of an equilateral triangle as simply a mental object (call this

•alpha1 ) 9 sod an identical triangle existing extramentally (call this

•beta*), 1 can clearly and distinctly perceive alpha without beta and 

vice-versa.* On the other hand 9 in the case of beta itself (the actually 

existing object) there is no real distinction between the triangle and its 

existence; the only distinction I can make is a i^odal one: I can clearly 

and distinctly conceive of the various essential properties of the 

triangle apart from its existence , but I cannot think of its existence 

apart from the triangle to which it belongs* Finally, in the case of God, 

the distinction between essence and existence is neither real, nor even 

modal t for neither can I conceive of God's existence apart froia his essence, 

nor can X clearly and distinctly conceive of the essential properties of 

&od without conceiving of his existence. The distinction between essence 

and existence is purely theoretic^..

This interpretation8 " perha.ps does something to oxplain the strange 

remark that God's existence belongs to his essence to a greater Jegrse 

(potius) than in the case of other things (A? VII 116; quoted at CB 36). 

Ons would have thought that this was a 'yes or no' question which could not 

admit of degree. But it might make sense if the distinction between

* Cf. AT IV 350$ "cum per essentiaia inteliigiaus rem prout eat objective 
in intelleotuv per existentiam vero rent eandem, prout eat extra intellectual, 
manife&tuK ast ilia duo realiter distingui."
** This reconstruction does not explain all that is said in the curiously 
muddled letter at AT IV 346*50. Descartes himself was evidently dissatisfied 
with the letter, as the remarks at the end show; and I think it most be 
admitted that he never fully sorted out his views on the essence/existence 
problem*
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outlined above, with God occupying a special position. The remarks to 

Burman here at CB % would also fit in vith this interpretation ( provided » 

as suggested above, ve take Deaeartes to be talking about actually existing 

things when he says that there is not a real distinction between existence 

sad eaoouca).

CB 37

This piece should be read in conjunction with CB 58* According to the 

passage quoted fro» the Second Replios, contra* ietorin ess arises only in 

our thought which joins together inconsistent ideas (in solo nostro eonceptu, 

ideas aibi muiuo adveraantes wale conjungendi) « The French version of the 

Objections aad teplie*; (which Haldane and Boas follow here) completely 

alters the mailing: "toute impoaaibilite**. consists seulement en notre*** 

Pense*e qui ne peut conjoindre lea idles qui se contrarient" (AT IX f 19$ Vy 

italics)* But the orl&tnal makes siuch better aenae, as the discussion here 

with Burman shove t the mind cap join together inoonaiatent ideas; although, 

as is made clear in CB 38, one cannot have a clear and distinct idea of 

the resulting eomposite* (This laat point no doubt explains the over* 

zealous French emendationt lor it is true that the mind cannot clearly sjffll 

distinctly join inconsistent ideas). 

line 4 s ---ifamflfl oft -fti| flf?*--- represent theq«

For the relation between ideas and * things* see above on CB 18, p. 108 ff. 

lineT^ s * * *t)*tifl||fi||L ._jSJe JttQt i^ocons^stcyit with iTeaph 01^her* * * (non repugnant 

aibi res)

Descartes' reason for this assertion, viz* 'omnea exiatere poaaunt9 

( 9all of them can exist9 * line 8) ia inadequate* The Ptolemaic solar 

sgrstsm and the Copemican solar system are both capable of existing, but 

they are not* to use the Leibnizian term, 'compossible'. To prove that no
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two things are mutually inconsistent Descartes would need the stronger 

preaiss * ernes oo«ristere poasunt* *

Of course, if X can exist, it does indeed follow that X is not 

infonifiUy inconsistent; and it may be that there is a muddle here at CB 57 

between the questions f can any two things be mutually inconsistent? 4 and 

*can anything be internally inconsistent?* (The Latin phrase *non repugnant 

sibi res' is ambiguous in this respect* which could perhaps have confused 

Burman when he was writing up his notes*} Certainly it is internal 

consistency which is in point in the original argument in the Second Replies; 

and at lines 9-11 here, we find Descartes saying that in a contradiction 

we join together separate things which are not inconsistent taken on their 

own (seorsim)* Of* CB 38 lines 5/6.

However, if this is what Descartes means he is still confused, since 

internal consistency of the con^uncts which generate a contradiction obtains 

in the ease of ideas as well as things* So it seems to me that Buroan's 

original objection (lines 1-3) stands* On no interpretation of Descartes 1 

theory of ideas and 'things' will it be possible for ideas, and impossible 

for things, to be inconsistent, whether mutually or internally*

In the Second Replies, Descartes argues that the fact that I have a 

clear and distinct idea of God's nature entails that his nature is not self- 

contradictory; here at CB 33 lines 5-8, Descartes in effect defends a 

corollary of this thesis* viz* that if X is self-contradictory, 1 cannot 

have a clear and distinct idea of X* To assess Descartes 9 defence, consider 

tiie case of a round square* Though w® have the concept of a circle and 

that of a square, we have no corresponding concept of a * round square 'i this 

is just a phrase we mouth without any clear notion of what is s&ant* However, 

if 'ideas* are taken to include propositions as well as concepts (as
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Descartes sosetlmi allows - above P»110) there sees*) no coapar&ble 

difficulty. If no ooabine the proposition 'p* and the proposition 9*p% 

tilt rooultine compound 9 p ft -»p 9 is not s&anindess, it ia necessarily false. 

(indeed, it la *iar4 to eeo how one can clearly and distinctly perceive the 

truth of an analytic proposition without clearly and distinctly perceiving 

tho falsity of its contradictory. )

As is clear free the passage quoted from th« nfth Replies, Descartes 

f as does Plato, that tho iaporfectlone of tho ompiidcal world rulo 

out the possibility that we acqtdred mathematical ideas via the sensos* 

(of* JtoaS2 74 b 4 ff.J no two lines in tho empirical world are perfectly 

equal. For I>eecartes f tnaatism ia ^aneral see on CB 9*} In defending his 

position against Buman's pertinent criticioi:, Besoertes relies on the 

(dubious) distinction between positive and negative concepts (lines 8-10)$ 

for this see above on CB 19*

flbe fact that angels (i.e. diaerabodlod spirits) do not iRa^ine (CB 41) 

is a logical consequence of the essential role of the body imgining 

(CB 40)* f)ds role is aade dear in CB 42, vt&ere Descartes gives an 

•xtreasly elear and full account of his theory of the 'special modes of 

thinking* - perception and imagination. The pasaare is discussed in full 

in the eo&Bsentary on CB 21, above.

In this and the following piece Buxman tackles Descartes on the thorny 

problem of the relation between laind and body in his system.
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Tjhiufc i f You cannot ^gk whether the Kind ia. & substance. • •

Why is the question inappropriate? The remarks to Human suggest that 

Descartes thinks there are two possible levels at which one can talk about 

the mind, Either one can speak of 'mind 1 (aena) as in ordinary speech; or 

one can rise the asore technical apparatus of the scholastics, and talk of 

the attribute. 9 thought9 (attributu&t cogitatio/cogitare), and the *spiritual 

substance 9 (substantia apiritualis) to which it *belongs* (convenire) 

(lines 4-6)* For these notions see on CB 9* p* 94 ff. (for Descartes 9 use of 

'thought1 and 'mind'), and on 3B 22 (for his doctrine of substance). 

Hues 6/9 s • • •distinct froEi« and IncoiSRatiblg with.* corporeal substaBce^ •«

If two substances can be clearly and distinctly perceived apart from 

one another, they are 'in reality9 distinct! cf. on CB 36. It does not seem 

to follow from the fact that X and T are distinct that they are also 

incompatible (cf* AT IV 350 - quoted p.167); but Descartes is here quite 

explicit that in the case of ndnd and body "not only does one not entail 

the other, but the two are actually incompatible" (lines 13/14); MS "una 

non solud non involvit alteram sed etiazn nagat1*). The reason for the 

inconpatibility (which is not explicitly stated here) is that niind and bo<3y 

are defined in termo of mutually exclusive predicates: material substance 

is divisible, mind indivisible* "Me cannot conceive of half a Bind, a** we 

can do of even the smallest body, so that their natures can be recognised 

as not only different but in some way contrary" ("neque enim possumus 

ullius mentis mediae parted conc£$ere, ut possumus cujuslibet quern tarn via 

ezigui corporis; odeo ut eoruzr, naturae non modo diversae, aed etiam 

quodammodo contrariae agnoscantur" i £jy^o^jis. AT VII 13; cf. AT VII 163). 

However, there are problems about the 9 indivisibility 9 of the mindt see on 

CB 6, line 24.
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Barman's question puts in a nutshell the most serious difficulty of 

Cartesian dualism - a difficulty which Descartes was never satisfactorily 

to resolve* The problem, as it arises in the Sixth Meditation (passage 

quoted here by Burman) is that one does not juat aptice that one's mind is 

damaged as a pilot sees damage in his ship; rather one feels pain. And 

this suggests that there uust be some joining (conJunctio) mingling 

(permirtio) or union (unio) between mind and body. But how two substances 

which are not only logically distinct but actually incompatible (CB 43) 

can be joined in this way is a oystery* The appeal to experience (line 4), 

of which Descartes is so fond (of. his treatraent of freedom CB 31 Hne 23, 

CB 52 line 10), of course proves nothing. Hae fact that we feel pain, etc. 

when our bodies are hurt is the problem for Descartes, not its solution. 

Perhaps when he says experience 'cannot be gainsaid* (line 5) Beseartes is 

sadly admitting the existence of a brute fact that just cannot be 

accommodated within his philosophical system. As far as I know, the remark 

is his last recorded pronouncement on the Kind-body problem.*

ffE 4?
lin«4 j God oade our body _lik® a cu&chine. * .

For this fairsous Cartesian doctrine, see Discourse. Part 7 (AT YI 56). 

The comparison can, however, does not dispose of Burman's objection} see 

below. For the place of 'machines 1 and 'mechanisms' in Cartesian science, 

see on CB 73*

* The Pasaionfl of tfca Soul, though published in 1649, were composed two 
years earlier than the Conversation. In spite of the fact that they were 
designed in part to meet Elisabeth's difficulties over this very issue of 
the relation between mind and body (see AT III 664/5), the Passions leave 
the central problems as pressing as ever (cf. especially the bizarre 
theory of causal interaction between mind and brain (pineal gland), which 
is discussed above at pp. 133 ff«)»
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• • •

Descartes vaa frequently exercised by the problem of reconciling the 

faot that the senses sometimes deceive us with the existence of an 

omnipotent, benevolent God (see above on CB 5)« In the Sixth Meditation, 

Descartes lays great stress on the faot that the body is governed by the 

lavs of physiology, in order to show that "in spite of the immense goodness 

of God, it is of the nature of man compounded of mind and body that he cannot 

but be deceived on occasion" (AT VII 68) • Burman, however, here raises a 

very interesting objection to this defence? could God not have given the 

body some built-in •warning mechanism* so as to put us on our guard when we 

were being fed misleading information?

In his reply, Descartes points out that the body is a ' universal 

instrument' (line 5) which works in accordance with laws which are universal, 

and constant or uniform ('aequales') (line 14)- It is still not clear froffi 

this, however, why some kind of warning mechanism is ruled out* And even if 

this is somehow ruled out by the requirement of 'uniform mechanical laws', 

why should not God benevolently intervene and implant in our minds sons 

premonition of error when the senses provide misleading information? Nowhere, 

so far as I know, does Descartes provide a satisfactory answer to these 

problems*

CB 46 fl,"^ 47

The problem about surfaces arose out of a theological objection by 

Arnauld in the Fourth Replies* Descartes denied the existence of secondary 

or sensible qualities (cf. on GB 15 p. 116 ff.)j further, he held that the 

distinction between substance and attributes was not a 'real 1 one (cf* on 

CB 36, and 22), Both these views, Arnauld objected, were inconsistent with 

the doctrine of the trans-substantiation (according to which the communion 

bread becomes the substance of Christ's body, while the accidents of the



194 

CB 46 and 47 (cont.)

bread regain) (AT VII 217). Descartes replied, rather evasively, that his 

view of perception was that the surface (superficies) of an object acts on 

our senses; now the Council of Trent decreed that in the Mass the appearance 

of the bread regains unchanged, and what was the appearance if not the 

surface? (AT VII 251 )• I>escartes defined 'surface 1 as the 'limit (terminus) 

which is conceived to lie between the single particles of a body and the 

bodies which surround it* (ibid.)* But the authors of the Sixth Objections 

were unhappy about this, and raised the issue again.

By resurrecting the issue yet again, Bur-man (himself a Protestant) 

was perhaps trying to sound out the extent of Descartes 1 allegiance to Eoiaan 

orthodoxy* But, true to form, Descartes steers clear of trouble* All he 

does is to slap the boards of the table at which they are sitting, thus 

giving an os tensive definition of a *flat surface 1 (CB 46 line 2).

At CB 47, Bunaan focuses on the notion of an extremity: in the Sixth 

Replies (loc^c^t*) Descartes had said that although the surface was only a 

'mode* and hence not 'pars corporis* or 'pars substantiae* , it could 

legitimately be called the extromuB corporla. Picking up Descartes' remark 

that two bodies are contiguous when their extremities touch, Buncan d eploys 

an elaborate objection based on the scholastic distinction between

continuum and continuum. (AS Adae notes at AT V 164* the distinction is
rv * I

, ^ <- V , << I < .,'.,. C '

derived from Aristotlet 2,uvtv^ xuv ^v N toy*i> tv / onrcjutv^ 0(- 
/"i f

-» It 6). Can one properly talk of

Burman asks, when there are not really two extremities, but one? Compare 

Descartes' own remarks at Principles II, 15i "per superficial non hie 

intellegi ullaE corporis ***partem sed solum temdnum.**; vel certe intellegi 

superficiem in comi&uni, quae non sit pars unius corporis magis quam alterius" 

Once again, Descartes refuses to be drawn* His brusque remark at line 12 

shows a characteristic contempt for the jargon of the schools.
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line 15 : •••which do not behave like this...

For a more precise account of 'contiguity 1 (in connexion with 

Descartes' denial of the possibility of a vacuum) see Principles II, 13 

(AT VIII 50).

CB 48

This piece is unique in the Conversation that it does not relate to a 

specific text. The opening word 'Observandum' introduces a general piece 

of advice on how to study Metaphysics, which Descartes apparently launched 

into off his own bat. If one may speculate on the setting* perhaps one 

should imagine a pause in the interview at this point; Burman then says 

something like 9 I wonder if we might now leave the Meditations and move 

on 1 1 Descartes replies i 'Yes; but before we go on, I should like to make a 

general point... etc •'.

The point Descartes makes is highly important for its bearing on the 

old and vexed question of whether the chief driving force in Descartes* 

philosophy is metaphysical or scientific* (For a general discussion of 

this issue, see GIBSOK Ch.XI.) On the face of it, our passage would seem 

to support the view of Adam, amongst others, that Cartesian metaphysics is 

merely a prologue to the science* ("[Descartes] ne demande a la me*ta- 

physique qu'une chose, de fournir un appui solide a la verite solentifique*s 

AT XII 143). Certainly, the comment about physical science and its 

practical importance for life (line 10) represents a serious and ongoing 

strand in Descartes 9 motivation! compare the Discourse. Part VI: "au lieu 

de cete Philosopbie speculative, qu'on ©nseigne dans les escholes, on en 

peut trouver une pratique, par laquelle*..nous...pourrions...nous rendre 

comae maistrea & poaseaoeurs de la Kature" (AT VI 61/2)* Compare also, 

letter to ? (AT I 370) where Descartes claims that the whole object of 

publishing the Discourse is to prepare the way for the treatise on Physics.
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la neecartea then baldly telling Burman here that he regards meta­ 

physical questions as only of secondary importance? I think this would be 

the wrong conclusion, for several reasons* First of all, what he offers as 

advice to the young Bunaan* may not necessarily reflect his own priorities* 

After all, one has to remember that Descartes himself spent an enormous 

amount of time and energy on just those metaphysical issues which he here 

tells Burman not to labour over. Moreover, Descartes 9 advice is complicated 

by the fact that, rather smugly perhaps, he regards the theoretical 

questions of Metaphysics as having been finally settled in the Meditationst 

all one needs to do is to remember the conclusions (line 6), and get on 

with science. The point then is not that Descartes regards metaphysical 

progress as of minor significance t but that he regards it as already 

achieved through his own work* This is quite compatible with his having 

attached a crucial importance to Metaphysics! were he to have suspected, for 

example, that part of his system was not after all 'secure against the 

sceptics', would he not have given top priority to re-establishing ita 

certainty? It is worth noting too, that Descartes does tell Bunaan that he 

needs to know Book I of the Pgflqcisles* which will give him a sufficient - 

but necessary - grounding for science; and this is a book which after all 

contains a vast amount of detailed philosophical argument. The point, surely, 

is that Descartes' work is a unified system, in which the 'metaphysical' 

(episteoological and other theoretical) foundations are Just as important 

as the scientific superstructure.

When all this is said, I think it cannot be denied that our passage at 

CB 46 does reflect something of a personal bias in Descartes towards the 

physical sciences* This, it seems to me, is a matter of emotional preference 

based on experience rather than an intellectual judgement about the

* Be gave ei&ilar advice to Queen Christina of Sweden via Chanut (AT V 291).
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relationship of science and metaphysics. Compare a revealing passage later 

in the Conversation (cB 61 lines 30 ff.) where Descartes describes the 

development of his theories concerning the physical world as the high point 

of his work, and says that nothing gives him jsaore pleasure to look back on.

One final point about this interesting passage is worth noting. And 

that is that Descartes is anxious to avoid a new scholasticism developing 

over his work, (lines 1-3; MS] "lion incumbendum ease Eteditationibus...neo 

eas comcentariis...elaborandas")- He is anxious to avoid a return to the 

exclusive study of theoretical matters which •draw the mind away from 

physical things and make it unfit to study them9 (line ?)• Above all, he 

does not want Cartesiacism to become a closed system within which 

•dialecticians* indulge in worthless debates (see CB 77). The whole differ­ 

ence between his new philosophy, as Descartes conceives it, and that of the 

schools, is that it is not merely •speculative' but 'pratique*. Having 

built, as he thinks, the secure foundations, he wants to see the physical 

superstructure grow and flourish among the young men of Buroan's generation* 

^IHf ft I ...the Meditations...

The small 'm* in the KS should probably be ezsended to a capital; even 

if the small 'm' is correct, Descartes obviously has his own definitive 

statement of Metaphysics principally in Bind (see line 11).

CT 49
This single piece deals with a passage from the Notes against a 

Prorraiame. In the MS, the piece begins with the hieroglyph "In R. ad Hog." 

Hog, (unemended in AT V, but corrected in Adam's special edition of the 

Bntretien) should of course be Prog.. Burman is referring to the reply 

( fH. f » Responsione) to the anonymously circulated broadsheet of Regius, 

which had attacked certain of Descartes* doctrines on the nature of the 

mind.
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ffft AQ

- - The diapute with Ragius was very much a hot issue at the time of 

the Conversation (April 1648}* fiegitu 1 f programme1 . entitled *2he human 

mind er rational soul - an explanation of what it is and what it oan be 1 , 

had appeared only a few months previously ('sub. finest Anni 1647*; AT 

VIlib, J&JU&&*)* Descartes had written his reply at the end of December 

1647, and it was published immediately ~ with rather precipitate haste, 

Descartes complains ("11 a este plutot imprinte* que Je ne 1'ay sceu"; 

Letter to Elizabeth of January 1648; AT V 114) - under the title Sot&e in 

prograifffl snifMbiii" Burman's reference ( M p«42?) is to this very recently 

published first edition* For sore about Hegius and his relations with 

Deseartee see below en CB 61•

For a detailed discussion of this piece, and its philosophical 

importance, see above on CB 9*

CB 50 - 75

The following twenty-six pieces take as their starting points passages 

from the Principle* of Philosophy* see Conspectus,ppo 16-18.

SLSL
III the first part of CB 50 (one of the longer pieces in the Conversation) 

several interesting themes which have been discussed earlier reappear* For 

the important distinction between conception and understanding (line 1) see 

above on CB 21 • For the dangers of thinking of God anthropomorpblcally 

(lines 1-4) see on CB 29* 

Ijjna 8/9 s •••not hftvlng been enacted mid as alterable*

CM complete unity and indivisibility of Cod has been touched on earlier 

at CB 21) it follows from this unity § according to Descartes, that God must 

be thought of its 'accomplishing all things by moans of a single act 9 (per

line 6) | against this, Burman raises the objection that

of Cod's decrees (e.g. that concerning the creation of the world) oan
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theoretically be separated from him, and hence are not unalterably part of 

the 'single act*.

Bur-man* e argument for the * separability' of thie decree is that Cod 

Aid not Lave to create the world, since it was completely in his power to do 

so or not - he was quite 'indifferent* (line 13); thus the decree might not 

hare been enacted - we can. consider it as 'not having been enacted and as 

alterable' (tanquam non factum et nutabtie; line 7/8); and what God Blight 

not have done is net necessarily part of him, and ao is theoretically 

separable from him.

The issue of the 'immutability' of God, which Bureau's question leads 

on to, vas a key topic in the theological debates of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, which centred around attempts to reconcile the 

existence of human freedom with the thesis that all is predetermined by 

the sovereign and unalterable trill of God. See Appendix I), pp. 299 ff. 

1 inft 10 $ • • •single act which is identical with God* • *

the US is in need of slight restoration at this point* Hy translation 

follows this reconstruction! ...'quae ergo unica Dei actione auae ept Deus 

non fiainjt, cum ab eo separari [nonj possunt aut saltern potuerint'. This 

simply involves reading auae eat where the original is indecipherable; the 

result is quite good sense, provided fiat is altered to fiant* This 

reconstruction seems to me preferable to Adam'a, which involves rather more 

radical departures from the KSj however, the general meaning is much the 

same in either version. In any version the non in front of possunt, which 

vas surely inserted by a slip of the copyist, should be deleted* 

line 17/18 \ • * •from the jMt.a.phyjBicaJL point of view* • *

Interestingly, Descartes deals with Busman's objection (see above) on 

two fronts - the metaphysical, and the ethical-cum-religious. The pattern 

of his reply clearly reflects Descartes' philosophical priorities (cf. CB 80)
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First, he answers on the metaphysical front i God is certainly immutable 

with reapeot to the dacreea already made (lines 14 ff.)« Then, the ethical 

difficulty which arises out of this ia fairly briskly swept aside in what 

ia evidently a stock line of argus&nt reconciling the immutability of God 

with the Christian practice of petitionary prayer (lines 22 ff.)- Descartes 

then reverts at once to the metaphysical field dealing with the objection 

that the deoreeo * could have been separated* from God; and this occupies 

the remainder of the discussion (lines 35 f f *) *

• • •uvmaj.'j.ava* • •

In view of Descartes' reluctance to deal with the ethical and theo­ 

logical (aa opposed to metaphysical) aspects of Burman'a question* it ia 

remarkable that he should venture as far as he does into this theological 

controversy. Indeed, one almost feels a shook of surprise that he should be 

ao incautious aa to plump by name for one set of theologians against 

another* That he does ao ia a testimony to the relaxed and inforaal 

atoosphere between Beacartea and Buzman* which gives the Conversation its 

unique appeal* For details of the controversy referred to here, sea the 

discussion in Appendix D, pp. 299 ff • 

Iine46 t • * •deliberate logical cojflfftrTn^lf' • *

This ia a very free rendering of the difficult technical phraat Jiffiua 

at aomef^jff frtifflrti- But Descartes makes the meaning perfectly clear in 

the following sentence, where he deploys a standard Cartesian distinction 

between a distinotio realia and a diatinc^Q ffiejytalia* For this see above 

on CB 36.

SLJSL

line 8 s • . .fodefini te . .•fttffttfifo - > .

Ihe distinction between these two terms ia Besoartea 9 own (line 1 ) and 

he clearly regards it of some importance. It ia referred to earlier in the
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Conversation (CB 21 q»v.) and occurs frequently in the letters (soae of the 

references are given below) as well as in the passage quoted here from the 

Principles.

la the Principles (l, 27), Descartes tries to explain the distinction 

by saying that the infinite is a positive idea while the indefinite is a 

negative one: when we call something infinite, we * positively understand 

that there are no limits* (positive nullos Unites esse intellegimus) j 

whereas when we call things indefinite, we laerely negatively admit that 

their limits, if there are any, cannot be found by us (negative tantina... 

limites, ai quos haboant, inveniri a nobis non posse confitemur) . This 

account is far from satisfactory! the cash value of the adverbs positive 

8X1(1 negative- is by no means clear (see further on CB 19).

A rather more promising account occurs in a letter to Chanut of June 

1647:

•*.je no dis pas que le monde aoit infini, mais indefini seulemsnt* 
En quoi 11 y a une difference asses remarquable; car, pour dire 
qu*une chose est infinie, on doit avoir quelque raison qui la 
fasse connaitre telle* ce qu'on ne peut avoir que de Bieu aeulg 
mais pour dire qu'elle est indefinie, il suffit de n' avoir point 
de raison par laquelle on puiase prouver qu'elle ait dea bornes.

[AT ? 51 ]

•X is infinite 1 , Descartes explains, can only be asserted on the strength 

of a conclusive reason ('quelque raison qui la fasse connaitre telle')* 

By this, it seeas that Descartes must mean some logically conp^Xil^fi reason: 

since he remarks that only In the case of God is a reason of the appropriate 

sort available, it would seem that he will only allow X to be called 

infinite if it can be logically demonstrated that X has no bounds* For the 

claim that X is indefinite, on the other hand, it is sufficient that we 

cannot prove that X has bounds - i.e. that it be logically possible that X 

is boundless*

The above account explains why Descartes in general talks of the 

physical universe SB indefinite, rather than infinite. For it does not seem
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to be a necessary truth about the cosmos that it is lied ties si we cannot in 

fact discern say Units v but there aay be some. This is the implicit reason­ 

ing in lines 6-8 of CB 51 • But in spite of this Descartes seems to be in 

some doubt, whether the label indefinite or infinite is more appropriate: 

(see the curious last line of this piece)* The reason for this is* I think, 

that Descartes does acknowledge that one can construct an argument to 

demonstrate the logical impossibility of a finite universe. This argument 

is sketched in the letter to Chanut already referred to* Descartes argues 

that:

..•in supposing the world to be finite, one imagines beyond its 
boundaries some spaces which are three-dimensional... [let since 
anything three-dimensional belongs in the universej.«.this Beans 
that the universe must extend beyond the boundaries we tried to 
9saign to it*

[AT ? 52]
Thus, for any circumference C assigned to the universe, it will always be 

possible to conceive of an area outside this circumference, which must then 

be included as part of the universe* And for the new circumference C. 

constructed to accommodate this additional area, an identical process of 

reasoning will apply. And so on* This argument i« of course closely 

parallel to the proof that there is no largest natural number (for any 

allegedly largest number n. it will always be possible to conceive of a 

larger number n+1, and so on); the type of self-repeating operation involved 

in this sort of reasoning was called by Descartes the •multiplication of 

indefinites* (of* CB 21, line 13 ff.)* Now the point about these arguments 

is that they do seem to show that it is (logioally) impossible to talk of a 

largest number or (given that the universe is Euclidian) a bounded universet 

so they would seem to license the use of the stricter term infinite for the 

series of numbers/ the size of the universe. This seems to be what 

Descartes moans when he says at CB 51 that "when the indefinite is multiplied 

again and again it is identical with the infinite; so we can perhaps say
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that the world is infinite, and the same for number" (lines 8-11 ).

In spite of these remarks in the Conversation* however, Descartes is 

elsewhere very reluctant to apply the word infinite to anything ezcept Cod 

(<*f* Principles 1 , 27) • This reluctance irritated the Cambridge Flatonist 

Henry Mores 'if you maintain the extension of the universe is infinite 1 , 

he complained, *vhy conceal your view in excessively cautious and modest 

language? 1 (AT V 242). More's criticism seems well taken; for on the 

ordinary, standard meaning of 'infinite*, Descartes clearly believed in an 

infinite universe. But the word infinite seems to have had a specially 

emotive aspect in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which it has since 

lost* As Boyce Gibson notes, "the theory of an infinite world had played 

no saall part in the burning of Gicrdano Bruno, and was generally suspected 

as limiting the power of God 11 (GIBSON, p. 246). So it was almost an impiety, 

in SOBS circles, to use the term infinite outsido a context referring to 

God and Ms perfections* Compare Descartes' letter to Clerselier of April 

1649, whore the author defiaea infinite substance as M a substance which 

has actually infinite and iamsase true and real perfections" and is 

"bounded by no defects" (AT V 355; £ 254)* See also the letter to Hersenne 

of January 1641» where Descartes anxiously stresses that he has never been 

so presumptuous as to attempt to discuss the infinite! "I have never 

dealt with the infinite except to submit ayself to it (par me souaettre a 

lui) and certainly never to determine what it is or is not11 (AT III 292;

K 93) .

line 15 s As for ua (Nos quod attinet).

This follows Adam's suggestion that the near-illegible first word of 

the sentence in the MS (apparently 9 Ibi f ) should be amended to Hoa* I have 

also adopted Adam's conjecture ouia for qua later on in the same sentence 

'quia finiti SUBUS').
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An important little piece. The basic distinction made in the passage 

qusted from the friMllflitg io &«tween knowledge which involves extra-mental 

existence, and that which does not. Compare the more explicit French 

versions

Je distingue tout ee qui tombe sous notre connaissance en deux 
genres s Is premier contient toutes les choees qui on quelque 
existence, et I 9autre toutes los verites qui ne sont rien hors 
de notre pensce*

[AT m 45]
Descartes now makes it clear to Burman that by 'eternal truths* he here 

has in mind none other than the common notions. * Common notion9 is used 

in Descartes more or less interchangeably with * axiom1 or 'common principle 1 ; 

and Descartes has already pointed out earlier in the Conversation that these 

axioms have no relation to anything existing extramantally (see on CB 1 

line 24) *

But is this all too neat and tidy? Referring to our passage at CB 52, 

A .Kenny makes the following observations

The expression "eternal truth** in the Principles is not a synonym 
of "axiom" as Descartes told Burman it was. If it were, he could 
not consistently have divided all possible objects of knowledge 
into things and eternal truths without denying that we could know 
any non-axiomatic a priori truths*

[KBHHI (1) p. ITS]
This comment is Important for an assessment of the value of the Converaation 

since it suggests that Descartes may have been inaccurate or careless when 

talking to Burman* But in fact it is Kenny *s remark which is inaccurate* 

First 9 Descartes does not use the word axiom at all in this passage (though 

he does use 'comnon notion9 , which is virtually interchangeable - see 

AT VII 164 line 25) « Second , Kenny fails to notice that what Descartes 

says to Burman squares exactly with what he says later on in the Principles 

when explaining his second category of objects of knowledge (l, 49)i a 

proposition in this category "is to be considered*.. as an eternal truth 

which has its seat in our mind, and is called a common notion or axiom"
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( Hoonsideretur...ut veritaa quaedam etezna qua* in mente nostra Bed em 

habet, Yooaturque eommis notio, eive axioms,* (AT Till 23))* Third, and 

•0it important, Desoartes does not in any case say anything about synonymy* 

either to Burman or in the Principles. At most, it seema to me, identity 

of reference is implied, hero in CB 52. (What is more, Descartes 1 remark 

to Burman is explicitly confined to the particular passa&e under 

discussioni nhie imtelligit at»tor" (line 3) - f the author has in mind in 

tfiAf Plffftfft* -not t seffisyr et ubiaue*.)

It is of course true (not that Descartes denies it here) that the 

cor.no tation of * eternal verity* is different from that of f axiom or common 

notion*. if%Hftfrti truths, as their name suggests, are unchangeable - trot 

for all time ("{tensile* et immuables" AT I 146). The main fact about 

them stated in the Prfociplep is that they do not involve extra-mental 

existence. And now all Descartes need be taken to be pointing out to Bursan 

is that what he had in mind as meeting these criteria of unchanging truth 

and lack of existential import, were the axioms or common notions*

But are the axioms the only propositions to most the criteria? Here 

it seems to me that Kenny is quite right to point out that there must be 

the possibility of non-axiomatic eternal verities in Descartes' system 

(e*g* mathematical theorems). But the distinction between axiom and theorem 

(important though it is from the point of view of immediate self-evidence) 

is one which Descartes is inclined to blur. Sooe of the * axioms 9 listed in 

the Second Replies are quite complex to state, and as Descartes himself 

admits, they might better hare been demonstrated as theorems (AT VII 164). 

lino .6/7 I ContJjftg'gnt trutbfl^ i^olyeexistence .affil. vi&Q versa..

If the distinction between eternal and contingent corresponds with 

that between propositions carrying no existential import and those which do, 

is not Descartes moving remarkably close to a Huoe&n position on scientific 

truth? Will not physical science, since it deals with existing things.
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here to be of a contingent character? And if this is so, what becomes of 

the *deduotivist9 or 'a prioristie 9 view of natural science with which 

Deecaitea is so often credited?

I think part of the answer to this is that in so far as the laws of 

science are* for Descartes, external verities (either axiomatic or deducible 

from axioms), they deal with relations between essences; the propositions 

involved are thus not of an existential character* In this respect they are 

closely parallel to (indeed often are) mathematical propositions; and these, 

as Descartes tells us, do not require actual existence for their truth* 

The difference between mathematics and physics is not in the character of 

the laws studied, but merely that the physicist introduces the (contingent) 

assertion that the objects which he is studying are to be regarded as 

actually existing. This is explained very clearly in the interesting passage 

in CB 34 q.«v. When this has been said, however, one can, I think, greatly 

exaggerate the extent to which Cartesian science is jflfRflT * Batter of the 

a priori deduction of eternal- veritiest see Appendix E.

CB 53 - 75

These pieces deal with Books II-IV of the Principles. Although, as 

will be seen, there is a great deal of philosophically interesting material 

in this section* some of the pieces are concerned with purely technical 

points arising out of Descartes* theory of the physical universe* I have 

kept the ?fflMy*rtflj|iT on these predominantly scientific pieces briefer than 

elsewhere. However, the inclusion in the tatt of relatively full trans­ 

lation of the source-passages from the Principles quoted by Burman should 

stake the context in each case relatively clear. (Many of these passages 

are not to be found in any of the available English translations of 

Descartes.) See also Introduction, p. x/xi.
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« * I • »»¥hat we see roust ultimately reducQ to wh&t ^appears* to ins •

It 1* Merely ideas that are, for Descartes, the proper objects of 

immediate perception (sixth Meditation - AT VII 75 line 7; ef. VII 436-457); 

henee 'anyone is capable of denying* that these originate in extended 

physical objects, ('Anyone' of course includes Descartes himself in the 

mood of the First Meditation.) In saying that these appearances in fact 

•require9 or 'demand' (aziaere) the existence of material objects as their 

source (line 7)» Deseartes is assuming the already proved existence of a 

non-4ec*lving Ged; a point Bade explicitly both in the paragraph of the 

ftpiflftfttfiff referred to here and in the corresponding part of the Sixth 

Meditation (Af VII 73/60). Without such a guarantee there can be no sure 

move from the 'appearances 1 to the material world*

CB 54.

The example of the ship was introduced in the Principles (II, 26) to 

illustrate an important aspect of Pescartee* theory of isotion, To think 

that more activity is needed for F;otion than for rest is a mere prejudice, 

Descartes argues, derived fro* our human experience) it is an 'effort9 to 

Bove our bodies when we are tired » and we take this as the model for our 

view of the causality of notion. The illustration of the ship, which needs 

as great a force to stop it as to set it going (except for the qualification 

explained here to Buraan), is given by Leacartes as an aid for ridding our­ 

selves of this prejudice.

The prejudice that Descartes condemns is, in a sense* presupposed by 

the impetus theory of notion so popular in the fourteenth century (see 

COFLESTOK Vol.Ill, Fart 1, p.170 ff.)* By contrast, Descartes* theory of 

action has as its first lav the principle that each tiling, in so far aa it 

depends on itself, continues always in the same state of rest or notion*
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and never changes except through the agency of some thing ( Principles II,

Adam suggests (AT iXb 7?) that this &u&t be what is meant by the rather 

vague Latin word laator- (The French version of the Principles simply 

readers this as 9aonteur9 .)

CB 55

An even 0073 'contorted* notion is involved in another example given 

by Descartes i the path described by a point on the moving cog of a watch 

carried by a man walking about on a ship travelling in a. rough sea which 

is part of the rotating earth (Principles II, 31 )•

The point Bade 'at the end of the section9 (line 5) is that even though 

* absolutely speaking9 one should speak only of a single motion in a given 

body, it may often be useful to distinguish various components (e.g. the 

rectilinear and circular motion of the carriage wheel) •

TSieee few lines are extremely valuable evidence on the question of 

Descartes 9 contribution to the French version of the Principles. This 

version ("Les Principe* de la Phil oao phis, escrita en Latin par Rene Dee 

Cartes et Traduits en Francois par un de sea Amis") was published in Paris 

by Henri le Gras in 1647. The 'friend' referred to is known to be the 

Abbe Picot. Now, one notices at once that this edition contains a

* It we combine this with the Second Law, tliat all motion is of itself 
rectilinear (a principle derived from the immutability and simplicity of 
the operation by which God conserves motion - Principles II, 39) • then 
Descartes 1 theory can be regarded as the first accurate statement of the 
principle of inertia, later enshrined in Newton9s First Law. (viz* 9every 
body continues in a state of rest or uniform rectilinear motion unless 
compelled to change its state by the action of forces. 1) In fact Galileo 
also conceived of the solar system in terms of uniform inertial motion; but 
he regarded this motion as essentially circular (see II/IL, p«50 ff«).
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eeosiderable mnber of substantial additions and modifications to Descartes' 

origin*! Latin version*, which it ia hard to balieva that Picot would have 

ventured to supply on his own initiative. The possibility that the 

additions are Descartes* own work ia suggested by the inventory of his 

papers which was made at Stockholm just after he died; this contains the 

item: "solxanta & neuf feulllets dont Ia suite est interrompue en plusieura 

indrolta, contenant la doctrine de ses Prinolpes en franco is & non entiere- 

Bent conformes a I'lapriiae la tin" * handwritten notes in two extant copies 

of the first French edition give further support for Descartes 9 own 

autnorship of certain passages* (This evidence is cited in detail in 

A? IXb: Avertisseaent. } Bat here in the Conversation, we have direct 

proof 'straight froa the author* that Descartes did sake additions of his 

own. And although the comment to Burman refers only to the rules on Bove- 

Kent in Book II , the strong inference must be that the other substantial 

additiona* or at least the bulk of them* are Descartes' own work*

The reason for Descartes* additions was not that he was dissatisfied 

with Picot 9s version (he speaks of it in flattering terms when writing to 

Picot in February 1645» AT IV 181); rather, as is made clear here in the 

Conversation* Descartes took the opportunity of a second edition to enlarge 

upon and clarify certain passages which had uausod trouble to readers of 

the original Latin edition* Presux&ably he simply inserted these when 

reading Picot*s version prior to publication* The comment that *many were 

oosiplaining* of the obscurity of the f laws' (th& seven rules for determining 

the subsequent motions of colliding bodies - articles 46-52) is confir&ed in 

a letter to Clerselier (17 February 1&45)t yhere Descartes promises "Je 

tascherois de las i so* oes regies] eclaircir d'avantage*** 1' (AT IV 137)*

* Compere, for example, the French version of Bk» II, articles 49, 50 and 
51, with the original Latin.
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A fascinating and remarkably modern-sounding piece which illustrates 

the extent to which the new Copernican cosmology had been absorbed into 

Descartes' thinking. The specific impetus for the views offered here, 

however, no doubt cornea from Descartes* own scientific methodology: the 

notion that everything is here 'for our benefit* is associated with the 

search for final causes which Descartes utterly rejects as useless for 

physios (and insulting to God). Compare CB 29, and also CB 651 we mistakenly 

think of the earth as the 'end of all things' (finis omnium); but it is 

really Just an ordinary planet like Kara and Saturn (lines 6 ff.).

In the Principles. Descartes concedes that the anthropocentric view, 

though absurd for science, may be acceptable in the ethical sphere (it may 

be pious to say that all things were made by God for our sake, so that we 

may be impelled to give thanks and burn with love for him; AT VIII 81 ). 

But here in the Conversation, even this let-out seems closed. For if there 

may be an infinite number of creatures 'far superior to us* (line 17) f then 

the privileged place of man in God's plan seems threatened; and this has 

obvious implications from the ethical and religious standpoint** Descartes 

is seldom as frank about the implications of the new cosmology as he is 

here (and in the following piece on Geneaie) i and though God stays very 

much in the picture (line 9 ff*)» his purposes remain firmly hidden in a 

way which foreshadows the dels tic movements of the following century. See 

also CB 65. [For a discussion of the ethical implications of a cosmos of 

Innumerable 'worlds 9 , see Leibniz, Theodicy Fart I, 0.1 9 f where much of 

the language about possible creatures of other worlds is strikingly similar 

to that used here by Descartes* Leibniz, however, actually tries to turn

* Elsewhere Descartes is careful to observe that we cannot prove the 
existence of beings on other worlds - letter to Chanut of June 1647 (AT 7 
55) - though he does seem to think the indefinite extension of the universe 
makes this highly probable (ibid, p.56).
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the tables and use the insignificance of our planet in a grotesque attempt 

to explain away the problem of evil: an apparent preponderance of suffering 

in our own little corner of the universe may be counterbalanced by a 

preponderance of good elsewhere tj

CB 58

Descartes had long hoped to provide a detailed reconciliation between 

his own theory of the origin of the world and the account in Genesis. In 

1641 he had told Mersenne that he intended to send the 3 or bonne an explan­ 

ation, based on his own scientific principles, of the first book of Genesis, 

along with the trails-substantiation (AT III 295)* Moreover, as Gils on has 

pointed out, the cosmogony in Le Konde is carefully presented in such a way 

as to correspond, if only in general outline, with the order of the Genesis 

account (order out of chaos; sun and stars; plants; animals; man; of. the 

resume in Part V of the Discourse, and GIL3QB (2), p.380/1). Despite this, 

however, there ia the obvious stumbling block that Descartes* whole project 

is, in effect, to describe the gradual evolution of the cosmos from prime 

elements in accordance with scientific laws, rather than accepting a 

creation of the ready-Bade variety. Thus, even though God plays a crucial 

role in Descartes9 system, both as initiator and perpetual conserver, the 

divergence from the Genesis story means that there is always the background 

fear of an open clash with the theologians* This can be seen in the 

piscourse. where Descartes is careful to insert an escape clauses his 

account is only a suggestion - the biblical account is 'much more probable*t

Toutefois Je ne voulois pas inferer de toutes ces choses, que ce 
monde ait este cree en la facon que je proposois; car il eat bien 
plus vraysemblable que, des le commencement Dieu l*a rendu tel 
qu'il devoit estre.

[AT vi 45]
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There had been no such escape clause In the suppressed treatise Le Konde.* 

By the tiae we reach the more formal treatment of the Principles. Descartes 

la even more careful to stress the purely hypothetical character of his 

theory: 9me tamen eas, quas hie exponam, pro hypothesibus tanturn haberi 

velle 9 (Bk. Ill art. 44); Galileo's refusal to make such a concession had 

of course been a key factor in his condemnation. And in the following 

section (from which Burman quotes here at CB 58) Descartes completely 

resigns any claim to truths his account is a complete fiction, though none* 

theless useful in investigating the nature of the world. "Although we 

know perfectly well that the stars never originated from certain seminal 

elements, we can still give a better explanation of their nature than if 

we described them as they now are" (AT VI11 100).

Though this sounds like a grotesque contortion act* it is not of course 

beyond the bounds of possibility that Descartes( or any scientist) should 

regard his theory as having as it were a 'synehronic' rather than a 

'diachronic* function - as illuminating the structure of a phenomenon 

rather than giving an account of its causal genesis. But in actual fact 

there is little doubt that Descartes privately regarded his 'hypotheses' 

as the literal truth* The whole thrust of his 'mechanistic* philosophy

* According to a recent monograph (cOLLIMS, p.?) Descartes "calls his 
account of the genesis and structure of the world [sc. in Le Monde I a tale 
or fable". But the passage from Le Monde which Coll ins is thinking of here 
(AT XI 48) does not bear this out. What Descartes says is "I will content 
myself with continuing the description as I started as if my only plan was 
to tell you a tale" (comae n' ay ant autre dessein que de vous raconter une 
Fable) (my italics). Further attention to the context shows that Descartes 
la not saying that Le Monde has a "fabular status" (Collins), but is simply 
making a point about the manner in which he is setting out his theory, viz., 
in general outline rather than in full meticulous detail. nJe no vous 
promote pas de mettre ici des demonstrations exactes de toutes les choses 
que je dirai; ce sera assez que je vous ouvre le chemin par lequel vous les 
pourrez trouver de vous meme." (ibid.). Descartes goes on to say that In 
his picture of the universe he will have to use fde 1* ombre' as well as 
'des couleurs Claires': that is, he will merely give a general adumbration 
of his views; others will have to colour in the details.
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la to search for the origins of complex phenomena in terms of their 

emergence from the interaction of primitive particles which operate on simple 

•mechanical 1 laws (of. on CB 73) • This means that understanding an object 

a» it now is is intimately tied up with understanding its causal develop­ 

ment - a point which Descartes explicitly makes later on in the Conversation t 

one cannot explain the functions of an animal without having to explain its 

formation right back ob ovo (CB 61 , line 23/24) •

In the fascinating passage here at CB 58, Descartes makes some remark­ 

ably frank comments on the progress of his old aim of reconciling his own 

oosmogeny with the biblical story. At first (lines 1/2) it seems as if he 

is merely going piously to reassert the compatibility of his system with the 

Scriptural account* But then, almost like an 'off-the-record* aside, comes 

tiie exasperated cry: 'if anyone can explain Genesis to me, "magnus mihi erit 

Apollo"! • Descartes then baldly asserts that he has abandoned the task of 

reconciliation! the only way to deal with Genesis seems to be to construe 

it ollegorically, and this makes the book ideally suitable to be left to the 

theologians to explain,

13/14* • . .Augustine. • .thouj^hta of the angels*

Augustine, arguing that the six 'days* of Genesis Book I cannot be 

taken literally (since the sun was not created till the fourth 'cloy') had 

given a completely mystical and metaphorical interpretation of the six-day 

creation* His thesis was that the f morning and evening' composing each day 

(Gen. 1 9 5 etc*) are to be interpreted as referring to two phases in the 

thoughts of the angels - their 'morning' and 'evening* thou^its (cognitio 

matutina & verspertinaj see 3)e Gen, ad Litt,. Book IV, esp. Ch.41 (XXIV) 

ff*). For Augustine v s general approach to the creation, and his theory of 

the rationea aeainalea. see COPIES TON, Vol.11, Part 2, p. 91/2. See also 

Boyer, Charles 9 Esafiia BUT IB doctrine de Sa^lnt Au/rustin? Paris, Beauchesne 

et fils, 1932, Ch.IV.
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16/17 s ...waters of the flood (aquae diluvii) ...cataracts of the

deep (cataractae aterssi)...

A reference to the story of Noah and the flood: 'ego adducam aquas 

diluvii super terram' (Gen» VI 17); f et clauai sunt fontes abyss! et 

cataracta* caeli* (Gen* VIII 2).

Descartes 1 own view of the story is summed up by the words 'super­ 

natural', 'miraculous' and 'metaphorical 1 (lines 16/17)* But at lines 18 ff., 

we have a brief glimpse into his earlier (abandoned) attempt to provide a 

thoroughgoing rational account of Genesis consistent with his own philosophy . 

It is interesting; to see that Descartes took this project seriously enough 

to tackle the original Hebrew (lines 20 and 24); but, if what is offered to 

Burman is any guide, his studies were not too successful (see below)* 

line 20 : • • .placed^ tjjjhe^ Wj^.'^ejrs, above jigi

In Genesis 1,1-6, God creates the 'firmament of heaven' which divides 

the waters above from those below. Descartes' suggestion seems to be that 

we should deaystify the phrase 'waters above the heaven', and realize that 

it means merely 'waters above the air', or clouds* But the alleged ambiguity 

in the Hebrew on which his argument turns is just not there: as Adam points 

out (AT V 169) ha shaaavia only means 'the heavens', never 'the air9 . But 

perhaps what Descartes is trying to get at is that the Hebrew word has a 

distinctly concrete flavour, more like the English 'sky' than 'heaven*; or, 

in Latin. more like *aer* - what the birds fly through - than 'caelum' ; 

so that the biblical passage could Just as well be referring simply to the 

natural clouds above the sky aa to waters in a mysterious 'heaven* . (This 

is the only way I can see to make any sense of the remark at line 22, that 

"it is out of prejudice that we think of the air (aer) as heaven (caelum) 1*.) 

line 24 j ••• another word...

This just seems to be a straight mistake: ha aretz can only mean 'the
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earth* • Man suggests that the Hebrew word in the MS should perhaps be 

amended to read *ha aver* (the air)j although this is a borrowed Greek word 

whioh does not oocur in biblical Hebrew.

Descartes 1 second law of motion is that 'any given piece of matter 

considered in itself tends to go on moving in a straight line 9 (of* above 

on CB 54) * But Daseartes also maintains that the net result of the collision 

of innumerable particles must always be a circular motion* The details of 

the (rather curious) argument from Principles Book II referred to here cay 

be found at AT Till 58/9.

line 1 t •..first element. . »

Descartes 9 9 three elements* are described in article 52 of Principles 

Book III* In effect these are not * elements* in the modern chemical sense 

but merely classifications of the single basic material of the universe with 

respect to shape and magnitude. The first element, out of which the sun 

and • fixed stars* are formed, comprises high speed particles which divide 

into indefinitely small fragments* The 'thicker1 particles of the third 

element are those from which the earth and planets (and the comets) are 

formed, the particles of the second element* whose size Descartes here 

describes* are those which compose the heavens* Elsewhere they are described 

mere vaguely as *valde quidem minutae si cum iis oorporibus quae oculis 

eernere possumus comparentur* (AT VIII 105)*

1 t «..complicated... 

I follow Adam's suggested reconstruction of the corrupt KS at this 

point (see AT V 170).
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Regius, or flenri le Roy (1596-1679)* a native of Utrecht and 

Professor of Theoretical Medicine and Botany at the University there , vaa 

for soae years a great champion of the Cartesian philosophy. His 

Fundaments Physios, (vhieh Buxnan has in Bind at line 2) was published in 

1646. Descartes complained to Kersenne (5th October 1646) that auch of the 

book was a repetition of things he himself had said in the Principles. 

Dioptrics and Meteors8

Also, he Imps together everything he has managed to get from me 
privately and also material he could only have got by indirect 
routes, which I did not want passed on to him. He pours all this 
out in such a muddled way* and supplies so little argument to 
back it up, that his book can only sake the views expressed there 
look absurd*..

[AT XT $10; K 204]

But what evidently irritated Descartes even sore than the plagiarism and 

confusion in natters of physics was that Regius had put forward metaphysical 

views diametrically opposed to his own (11 BUB 11 ff.; a similar point is 

made to Meraanne loc.cit.)* These metaphysical differences had led 

Descartes to insert a sharp disavowal of Regius 1 views in the Preface to 

the French edition of the Principle? (AT IXb 19). Regius had, for example, 

put forward two thoroughly uocartesian theses regarding the nature of the 

mind, and human knowledge: vnena est principium corporeum*} and 'nihil 

scions nisi seeundua apparentiam' (AT IV 566). At a later date (in fact a 

few months before the Conversation) Regius had openly attacked oany aspects 

of Descartes' theory of the mind, in the 9£r£grag&9 (see above on CB 49)* 

lAflff 1? f ...confines the hypothesis.

This is an important passage for Descartes' views on the nature of 

scientific reasoning. See Appendix £. 

line 2$ s »• •Treatise, on the Anijpal...

It was a long-standing project of Descartes to write a treatise on 

animal anatomy and physiology. In a letter to Elizabeth of 6th October 1645,
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Descartes refers to 'a treatise I once drafted on the nature of animals *| 

Elisabeth had apparently seen a eopy of this (AT IV 310; I 1T7). It Bight 

appear that the infoxnation provided by this letter is inconsistent with the 

date of writing given here in the Conversation (line 21: i.e. Winter 1 647/8) > 

but in fact Descartes had decided to rewrite the treatise, as we know from 

another letter to Elizabeth written less than three months before the 

Conversation*

J'ai main tenant un autre ecrit entre les mains** *i o'est la 
description des f one t ions de I 9 animal et de I'hon&e. Car ce que 
J*en avals brouille, il y a douce ou treize ana, qui a ete vu 
par Yotre Al tease, etant venu entre les main de plusieurs qui 
I 9ont val transcrit, j'ai crd etre oblige de le aettre plus au 
net, c'est a dire de le refaire.

[AT ? 122]
As we see from lines 29 ff.» however, Desoartes had abandoned this project 

fcgr the following April. Evidently, the plan of * tidying up9 the work 

turned out to require a more lengthy treatment than Descartes felt prepared 

to give at this tiae; and the book was never in fact completed* 

.24 t •••fron the

See above on CB 58, p. 212/13. 

t • • •greases t pjleas^ure » • • 

A spontaneous personal revelation typical of the Conversation* For its 

philosophical importance, see on CB 48,

CB 62* 615 and 64

these all relate to the eaiae passage, though in the original KS the 

piece which I number CB 63 is placed after CB 71 , at the end of the pieces 

relating to Book III of the Principles i presumably it was inadvertently 

omitted by the copyist, and then a imply inserted later on, when he paused to 

check the pieces relating to Book III. A similar nispositioning occurs at 

CB 36.
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CB 62* : The Mathematical point here is perhaps easiest to see in the case 

of two cubes. A cube of aide 2 on will have a volume of 6 cor (we may take 

this as a measure of mass, since ve are dealing with a uniform material
o

throughout), and a surface area of 24 cm ; this gives a ratio of mass to 

surface area of 1 /4* But a cube of side 1 cut will have a mass of 1, and a 

surface area of 6, which gives a ratio of 1/6. As Descartes points out, this 

ratio will only work with bodies of the same shape, since the ratio of 

surface area to mass will vary widely depending on the shape in question; a 

sphere, for example, (as Descartes notes on "page 160" - i.e. Principles III, 

123) has the smallest possible surface area in relation to its mass (AT Till 

173).

pB 63 : The conclusion of the argument at Principles. Ill 50 (made explicit 

in the French version) is that the smaller particle encounters relatively 

more bodies in virtue of its comparatively greater surface area, but has 

less power to resist them in virtue of its smaller mass* The comments here 

at CB 63 do not seem strictly relevant to this, since they introduce the 

notion of number of surfaces, rather than surface area* Presumably the 

point is that a cube split into four parts is more vulnerable to further 

fragmentation because of its increased number of surfaces (a simple calcul­ 

ation shows this will mean a greater surface area in proportion to the total

o.
• • -Jind frww more still*• •

Here, as quite often* the original Latin is unpunctuated . I follow the 

text in ADAK: "habebimus superficies multo plures; multo plures si long* 

plus multiplicatur ab omni parte".

* In the MS there is an error in the words quoted here from the Principles: 
4"° lefllM *PP»*rs in place of quo minora* For this sort of inaccuracy
<ra ffi 21.
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CB 64 t Here Descartes makes the point that in distinguishing mass fron 

surface he is not implying that they are in reality distinct. The 

distinction is purely a theoretical one (for the difference between a real 

[realis] and a theoretical [formalis] distinction, see on CB 36). For the 

phrase * theoretical notion' (ratio formalis - line 3) cf AT ?II 113, where 

Descartes distinguishes between two ways of talking about the infinitet one 

may talk in terms of a purely theoretical notion or definition (ratio 

fonoalia inttniti, sire infinites)? or one may talk of a real thing which 

is infinite (res quae est infinite).

Sift §5

Descartes* • first heaven* is the vortex which makes up the local solar 

system, with our own sun at the centre *S* (the - not particularly helpful «•> 

diagram referred to in the quotation from the Principle^ may be found at 

AT Yin 106). The 'second heaven* consists of the vast number of vortices 

centred around the other fixed stars* (AS Descartes explains at AT VII 107, 

it is purely for convenience that all these vortices are grouped together 

under the name 'second heaven*: in fact, each vortex has a similar status 

to the one which nakes up our own solar system.) Stretching yet further 

beyond the visible stars is the 'third heaven*. By using the term 'empyrean' 

to Buman (line 1) Descartes merely means that his tertiim oaelum may be 

thought of as corresponding to the * highest heaven* of medieval cosmology 

(whose ancestor was the outermost * fiery* sphere of the Greeks)* In the 

traditional version of the medieval system, the empyrean heaven was the 

dwelling place of God and the angels.* Descartes is not of course reverting 

to this conception (as lines 7 ff. make alear); though he does say piously

* cf« Milton's 'the pure Empyrean where God sits* (paradise Lost. Ill 57),
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in the principles that it is impossible for us to view the third heaven 'in 

this life 1 (AT VIII 107)* The main content of the acknowledgment of a third 

heaven, from the scientific point of view, is that it affirms the existence 

of a vast uncharted area extending beyond the visible stars (Descartes in 

fact regards the universe as infinitely extended; see on CB 51)* 

li^ie 5 : • • .end, o^ .ajyi^ JtfejJjygs. • • • ( finis omnium)

Another outspoken attack on the anthropocentric and f finalistic f 

conception of the world* See above on CB 57 and 29* 

lijfre 8 s •••neither siqacie***

Matter and extension are identical for Descartes, since there can be no 

extension which is not extension of ff^fttMWT hence Descartes regards the 

notion of empty space or vacuum as incoherent; see Principles II, 18 (AT VIII 

50). 

i iiu> 1 1 j • . •co^.d. not but be "present* • •

But exactly how an unextended indivisible God can be 'present1 in 

extended divisible matter is not clear* of. on (3 43*

CB 66

of liht * • *

In a very general sense, Descartes* boast has turned out to be 

justified, since physicists have been unable to dispense with a corpuscular 

model in explaining some aspects of the nature of light. More specifically. 

the thesis that light exerts a pressure has actually been verified!

Although nothing could appear more imponderable than a sunbeam, 
even light has a weight, and can exert a definite pressure when 
it falls upon a surface* That pressure is almost unimaginably 
asall; yet it has been measured, and comes to about one-ten- 
millionth of a pound on every square foot of surface directly 
facing the sun.*

• A Clarice, The Promise of Space (London: Penguin Books, 1970) p*270.
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This la not to say th&t many of the details of Descartes 9 theory are not 

eonpletely wide of the Mark (e.g. that the pressure is 'without movement 9 

line 8| see also PriqQJTiIea III 64)*

Descartes' complicated description of the movement of his vortices is 

not easy to follow even with the aid of the 'figure9 (reproduced in A? Till 

page 118; see note ad loc.). For Descartes 1 note of pride in tht way he 

has trained his powers of imagination cf . CB 42, lines 26 ff * 

1 4i*<> i> j 9 9 .visits! • *

An important point about Descartes' conception of mathematics e&erges 

here, vie* that the mathematician needs great po«rers of visualization (or, 

failing that, an actual visual demonstration using a model)* The point is 

developed farther at CB 79, where mathematics is contrasted in this respect 

with physics (see commentary, qd loc.)* For the linking of 9 as thema tics' 

and 'mechanics* sea on CB 73 line 3«

Four technical pieces dealing1 with Descartes' theories of notion* 

CB 68 sad 69 deal with the stellar vortices? CB 70 with planetary notions 

and CB 71 with the rotation of the earth.

CB 68 j Barman's question seems a reasonable one; but Descartes acknowledges 

no interstellar 9space' (see above on CB 65)* It follows that where one 

vortex ends, another begins*

CB 69 i The figure on * p. 78' may be found at AT VIII 88. 2he point about 

constriction is illustrated by a neat aechanieal model which is reproduced 

at AT VIII 138. 

pB 7D t Analogy of the top (tvrbo). A child's spinning top is clearly meant
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- •IBM toupie f f Adam; though the French version of Principles III 144 has

•une pirouette*.

liiflf 4/fi * •••stare would always continue in their motion...

The original passage in the Principles refers to planetary motion; but 

see on CB 71 • In any case, the law in question is presumably regarded by 

Descartes as holding for any massive object*

In one way, the top analogy suggests a universe which is slowly running 

down* The top suffers a gradual loss of momentum, owing (as Descartes 

explains to Burman) to factors like friction and air resistance; and 

analogous factors must operate on the stellar and planetary scale (since 

celestial bodies do not, for Descartes, move in a vacuum: the vortex is a 

mass of particles, and every vortex is adjacent to another vortex - CB 66)*

However, the effects of friction etc* are -"especially in the case of a 

massive body (lines 8 ff.) - very marginal; so that the universe, once set 

in motion, has more than enough momentum to keep it going to the present day 

without any additional forces. So the point which Descartes is really 

Baking here is that the universe ie - very nearly - in a state of equilibrium 

(cf. CB 73) • Its natural tendency, as it were, would be to run on ad 

infinitum. Compare Beacartes 1 principle of inertia; CB 54« There is some­ 

thing in all this which suggests a deistic conception of the universe, with 

the role of God in the system limited to that of creator and prime mover; 

indeed Pascal, in a famous criticism, attacked Descartes for making God 

merely give the initial shove to set the universe in motion, and then having 

nothing further to do with him (Penaeea (ed.) Krailsheimer (Penguin 1966) 

p.355). From the mechanical point of view, this aeems an accurate appraisal 

of Descartes' system; the 'top 9 model suggests that, given an initial 'spin 1 , 

we have all we need in order to explain and predict all future movements of 

the heavenly bodies. Elsewhere, however (perhaps out of caution), Descartes 

does seem to want to assert that the continuous agency of God is necessary
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in order to conserve motion; see Letter to More, AT V 404; K 258. 

CB 71

liap ** * •.•bladder... (veasica)

Descartes is apparently thinking of the sort of thing that happens when 

one blows up a balloon? the point of the comparison is simply to illustrate 

how an object can be acted upon by forces from within. The explanation of 

the rotation of the ©arth accords with Descartes 1 theory of the origin of 

the planets; according to this, the planets were originally quasi-stellar 

objects, each at the centre of its owi vortext see £rjacipl?a III, art. 146 

(and art. 119, for the change from star to planet).

CB 72 - 75

The section of the Conversation dealing with the Principle^ concludes 

with four pieces relating to Part IV (De Terra) . 

CB 72 

line 5 j The very

In the original Latin, Descartes simply says "retorqueo"; there is no 

neat English equivalent for this useful word. Burman's point about centri­ 

fugal force is 'turned against him 1 , sine® the fact is, according to 

Descartes, that the celestial globules are more solid (or no less solid) 

than the terrestrial matter* 

line 14 s •..stake them heavy...

Descartes' theory of gravity may nowadays seem to be no thine more than 

a curiosity in the history of science; but at least it has the merit (which 

previous theories lacked) of attempting to provide an intelligible explanatioi 

of the phenomenon, instead of being content with the non-solution of 

attributing to bodies a mysterious 'real quality 1 of '^ravitaa' . The attempt 

to eliminate real qualities in favour of mechanical laws of particle inter­ 

action is one of the hallmarks of Cartesian science (for the philosophical
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background to this, see on CB 15). The reduction is perhaps least successful 

in the case of gravity, but often - e.g. in the case of the 'quality 1 of 

heat, which Descartes reduces to a function of the speed of molecules 

(AT YI 256) - the Cartesian approach has turned out to be subctantiaHy on 

the right lines*

In the case of gravity, Descartes 1 approach is a casualty to the 

perspective of history. We cannot today read about the vortices, or about 

terrestrial particles being displaced and pushed down by celestial globules 

(line 13) without remembering that all this was to be swept away forty 

years later in Newton's Principia. But perhaps it is worth remembering too 

that the actual nature of gravitation is regarded by many as still something 

of a mystery.* though post-Newtonian science has been able to develop and 

exploit precise laws of enormous predictive power, these laws are purely 

descriptive in character; it can plausibly be argued that the explanation of 

the phenomenon of gravitation still eludes us. Thus, H.Earre writes: "I 

think it is fair to say that although we know the Law of Mutual Gravitation 

extremely well, we have very little idea of the ruechanism of gravitational 

attraction." (HARRfi, p.119).**

CB 73

line 3 : .. .mathematical and mechanical •.. (mathematicuia et mechanicum rat) 

The two terras are to be taken closely together; the same coupling occurs

* Newton himself observed: "the cause of gravity is what I do not pretend 
to know*' (letter to Bentley of January 1695; cited in HALL p.314).
** 3ee further on CB 73 for the notion of 'explanation 1 iaplied here. Earre's 
view is a controversial one: though it does, I think, reflect the concept of 
'explanation' which prevails in ordinary usage, many scientists today would 
maintain that beyond the mathematical principles of pure physics there j£ 
no further understanding. Thus, Bertrand Kusseil, expounding Einstein's 
theory of gravity, seeics to imply that any 'qualitative 1 explanation in 
terms of models and mechanisms is merely a pis aller for the true and com­ 
plete quantitative explanation of mathematics. (The AF-C of "elativitv. 
London! Alien & Unwin, 1958, Ch. 8).
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at CB 67, line 5/6 (Ks* "haec a xaathesi et mechanica pendent"). But what 

exactly does Descartes Bean by 'mechanical*?

Although commentators often speak of Descartes' "mechanism", this word 

is never used by Descartes, and even 'mechanics' and 'mechanical* only seldom 

occur. One area where Pescartes talks of mechanics is that of physiology: 

the nature of the body can be explained by the 'laws of mechanics' (lea lois 

exactes de mechaniques) which have been 'imposed by God' (AT II 525; K 64)1 

compare also CB 45s 'God made our body like a machine, and he wanted it to 

function like a universal instrument which would always operate in the same 

manner in accordance with its own laws* (lines 4-6). The most precise 

statement of what Descartes means by 'mechanics' occurs in a letter to 

Flempius (3 October 1637), where Descartes says that his philosophy "like 

mechanics, considers shapes, sizes and motions" (AT I 420; K.38). Exactly 

what this involves can be seen in the case of gravity, referred to above 

(on CB 72). The phenomenon is explained simply in terns of the interaction 

of particles of a certain shape, size and velocity; no reference is made to

'real qualities 1 . The tie up between mathematics and nechanics would thus
and 

seem to be this* Cartesian science deals only with the shape* siee/motion of

particles; since these are exactly quantifiable, the laws interaction of

the particles will be suitable for description by means of precise mathematical

formulae* As Descartes himself says in a fazaoua passage from the Princiuleat

I recognise no other matter in corporeal objects than that susceptible 
of what the Geometers call quantitative analysis of divisions, shapes 
acd motions*... (Bk* II, art* 64)

This Cartesian programme - elimination of real qualities and reduction 

to mathematical laws - is, I think, reasonably clear. Descartes is a sort of 

corpuscularian quantum-physicist, in the sense that he regards all phenomena 

as ultimately derivable from mathematical formulae containing a few simple 

variables (in this case, shape, size and direction and speed of motion)*
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But if we look at bow the programme works out in practice, the 'mechanical 1 

element becomes acre important, and the mathematical element less important, 

than thie general account suggests.

In the Conversation - here at CB 721 and at CB 67 * Descartes lays great 

stress on what we should nowadays call mechanical models* At CB 67, 

Descartes points out that the movements involved in the vortices can only 

be understood with reference to the model of the *little balls' (without 

this* says Deacartes, it is not really possible to understand even the 

diagram in the Priaciplesy . And at CB 73» the equilibrium of the particles 

of celestial matter id explained by reference to the model of the bladder, 

or balloon* Now one could argue that these models are purely illustrative; 

this is certainly part of their function, since the model in CB 67 is 

described as an aid to imagination. But there aeerns to be more to it than 

this, for at CB 73, after say lag that the point about equilibrium is 

• oatheioatical and mechanical', Descartes goes on to make the following very 

striking observation (l quote the original):

nos autem machines non satis asseuti sumus considerare et nine 
oamis fere error in pfailosophia exorsus est.

We are not sufficiently accustomed to thinking of machines, and this has 

been the source of nearly all error in philosophy (i.e. science) (lines 

5-5). This suggests that the mechanical model has a very central role in 

Cartesian science; what this role is emerges, I believe, out of Descartes' 

conception of scientific explanation. Descartes' scientific explanations 

are not simply mathematical laws; indeed, it is striking that there are 

almost no equations, or arithmetical or algebraic formulae in the Principles.* 

Descartes himself observes at CB 79 that 'one does not need Mathematics to 

understand the author's philosophical (i.e. scientific) writings, with the

* an exception are the rules for determining the motions of bodies on 
impact, Principles II 46-52.
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possible exception of a few mathematical points in the Dioptrics * (line 18). 

What we do find, over and over again in the Principles, are little diagrams, 

generally representing mod els - arrangements of little balls in boxes and 

the like. This strongly suggests that Descartes regards the scientist's 

role as not just that of reducing phenomena to quantifiable a; core important, 

he Hakes the phenomena intelligible, by providing a model which explains 

the aeaiaaniflift by which the basic laws operate. For the conception of 

'explanation* involved here, compare the following quotation:

The proper use of models is the basis of scientific thinking. A 
theory is often nothing but the description and exploitation of 
aoae model.... Our lack of knowledge of the real mechanisms at 
work in nature is supplemented by our imagining something analogous 
to mechanises which we know, which could perhaps exist in nature 
and be responsible for the phenomena we observe. Such imagined 

are models, modelled on the things and processes we
know, and being models pjT the unknown processes and things which 
are responsible for the phenomena which we are studying.

(EARE£, p. 174/5)

This quotation is not from a seventeenth century corpuscularian, but from 

a twentieth century philosopher of science; and it would of course be an 

exaggeration to say that Descartes* views of the role of the model in 

scientific explanation are as developed or detailed as this. But it is 

undoubtedly true that the model of the little balls in the box, used to 

explain the motions of celestial globules, is a model in just the sense 

meant by Harre — a model based on what we know, which is used to explain 

the mechanism of an unknown process.

Accounts of Descartes' 'mechanism* which coiifine themselves to the 

elimination of real qualities in favour of quantifiablos and fail to notice 

the specific importance of mechanical models thus seen crucially deficient.*

* F.B.J.Hoenen, for example, regards the elimination of qualitative changes 
in favour of quantifiable nations of particles as the essence of Cartesian 
mechanism. (Descartes Mechanism, printed in D01ISY (1), pp«353~368; a 
similar line is taken in KSEKY (1) pp.202 ff.)



228

CB 7"5 '. (coat*)

One might say that such accounts concentrate too much on what Descartes 

claimed he was offering and too little on what he in fact offers, thereby 

ignoring both the attractions and the disadvantages of Descartes 1 system. 

The disadvantage of Descartes' mechanistic system, when compared with the 

Newtonian system* is precisely its lack of express! bility in terns of precise 

mathematical formulae* Its attractiveness lies in a conception of science 

(revealea implicitly throughout the Principles and explicitly here at CB 73) 

winch recognises the vital explanatory role that can be played by clear and 

readily intelligible mechanical models. 

CB 74 

line 2 i > . . reasoning • . . experience . » .

For this important comment, see Appendix &. 

line 4 i • . • shapea in Quest JOB . • .

The three kinds of particles referred to are (i) •branching's (2) solid 

and angular, like pebbles of various shapes; (5) oblong, like a stick. There 

is & discussion of some of the alleged observational evidence for Descartes' 

classification in the letter to Plempius for Fromondua of 3rd October 1637 

(AT I 422/5; K 39/40). 

C$ 75

Descartes' explanation of the formation of glass. Sine articles in the 

(Part IV, 124-32) are devoted to this; and we knon from the

discourse that a (now missing) section of La Kopde had also dealt with the 

topic:

I showed j ac. in Le Hondej how fire can produce different colours and 
various other qualities in various bodies... and how it can consume 
nearly all of them into ashes and smoke, and finally how it forms 
glass from these ashes purely by means of the intensity of its action. 
Since this transformation of ashes into glass seemed to me as remark­ 
able as any other process which occurs in nature, I took particular 
pleasure in describing it. . , .[AT vi 44/5]

Descartes' fascination with this subject is surely due to the fact that it
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proridee a paradigm case for his * reductionist* scientific approach* the 

•any striking fllialiiiltitlYt changes which we observe in the manufacture of 

glass can all, he believes, be explained o imply by reference to the inter­ 

action of particles at various different speeds and angles. 

line 22 i ...Book Two

See Article 63s 'Why some bodies are so hard that despite their small 

sice they cannot easily be divided by our hands* (AT Till 77) •

fais concluding section of the Conversation consists of seven pieces 

dealing with points from the Discourse, Bunnan's quotations are not fro* 

the first edition of the Discourse, but from the 1644 Latin translation! 

accordingly, my translation of the quotations is based on this Latin version 

(to be found at the end of AT Vol. Vl). The page references which I have 

supplied after each quotation are to AT's Latin text; but for convenience 

I have added, in brackets, a reference to the corresponding page of the AT 

French text* Thus, the quotation at OB 76 may be found in AT Vol. VI, page 

540 (Latin) or pages 1 and 2 (French). 

CB 76 

line 8 s ..•'good sense*...

In the Discourse, le bon sens (translated in the Latin version as *bona 

•ens 9 ) is defined as followss "la puissance de bien juger et de distinguer 

le vrai d'avec le faux...est proprement ee qu*on nomme le bons sens, on la 

raiaon" (AT VI 2). It is this * power of distinguishing the true from the 

false* which Descartes claims in the opening sentence of the Discourse is 

the 'most equally distributed thing in the world* (la chose du monde la 

mieux partagee; the Latin Version says, rather sore precisely, "nulla res 

aequabilius est distribute11 ); it is 'naturally equal in all men* (naturelle- 

aent egale en tous les bournes).
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Burman objeots to this surprisingly egalitarian thesis* citing as a 

counter-example the existence of many 9obtusi homines' (line 1). In fact 

Descartes himself admits in the Discourse that he has often wished he was as 

veil endowed with powers of thought (la pensee), imagination or memory as 

some of his acquaintances, adding that these three faculties are the only 

ones he knows of that contribute to perfection of mind (AT VI 2 lines 20-26). 

This admission certainly makes the egalitarian thesis rather obscure; so 

Burman's question is a most apposite one*

In his reply to Burman, Descartes glosses good sense as 'Judgement* 

(judicium), or * being qualified to give an opinion9 (aptitude sententiam 

ferendi)f when it comes to this* says Descartes, everyone thinks he is 9 second 

to none* (omnibus aliis aequalis; lines 5/6)* But the logic of this comment ~ 

and the original remark which opens the Discourse - is bizarre: the fact that 

everyone thinks his judgement is good does not of course entail that it is 

good* Kore puzzling still is the comment at lines 6/7: everyone is happy 

with his own views, says Descartes; and he goes on to quote the proverb 'no 

two think alike* ('quot capita tot sens us 1 ; a variant of the Terentian tag 

•quot homines tot sententia*}* The proverb may be true enough: everyone has 

his own 'point of view* which he is proud of. But it seems Just tendentious 

for Descartes to go on to say that this is what he meant by good sense (line 

8). "No you did not!", one feels tempted to reply on Burman's behalf) "in 

th* Discourse you talked of a 'power to judge well and distinguish the true 

from the false*, which is something completely different."*

* Qilson, noting a close parallel between the first sentence of the Discourse 
and a passage in Montaigne's Essay .on Presumption, suggests that the opening 
of the Discourse may contain "une nuance d'ironie" (GILSON (2), p.83). The 
tone of the remarks here to Burman certainly support this view* But 
Descartes' irony should presumably illustrate, or at least not contradict, 
tad serious thesis which he wishes to advance concerning the equal dis­ 
tribution of good sense* So we still have to explain the relation between 
ereryman's proverbial satisfaction in his powers of Judgement, and the 
serious thesis.
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One night try to defend Descartes along the following lines. His claim 

is (1) that there is a universal faculty of 'Judging well 1 , which ve all 

equally possess; as evidence of this, he cites (2) the proverbial fact that 

ereryone feels he is good at judging* These two points are compressed; so 

that when Descartes says to Burman that by the phenomenon of good sense he 

eeans (2), what he should say is that by the phenomenon of good sense he 

s*ans (l), put that (2) is introduced as good evidence for the truth of (l).

But this reconstructed argument is still a bad one, lor why should (2) 

be evidence for (l)? Imagine a population in which everyone held his own 

special view of what was * tasteful* in architecture; where, moreover, every­ 

one was perfectly confident in and satisfied with his own Judgement. Would 

this fact be the slightest evidence for the existence of a universal faculty 

of 'good architectural taste 1 ? Clearly not! the various different views are 

evidence of a faculty of Judging, but not of judging well! there is evidence 

of various tastes, but not of an equally shared 'good taste*.

I do not think that Descartes can ultimately be acquitted of blurring 

things here; but some sense can still be made of the doctrine of a universal 

equal endowment of *le bon sens 9 , along the following lines. When Descartes 

talks of 'la puissance de distinguer le vrai d'avec le faux*, he really has 

in mind a potentiality, rather than an ability which is actualized in all of 

us. The Latin version of the Discourse makes this clearer by talking of an 

innate power - a power which is 'naturally equal and inborn in all of us* 

(vim natura aequalem omnibus nobis innatam; AT VI 540, line 8) * This innate 

faculty will not automatically produce correct opinions (indeed, Descartes* 

whole method supposes the existence of 'prejudices* which need critical 

scrutiny); it needs, if truth is to be attained, to be applied correctly - 

i.e. methodically and with concentration. As Descartes says in the Discourse! 

'the diversity of our opinions does not arise because some men have more
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reason than others , but merely from the fact that we direct our thoughts 

along different paths, and do not attend to (oonsiderert Latin: at tend ere) 

the sane things' (AT VI 2 and 540). Elsewhere, instead of 'sense* or 

'reason' (le sens; la raison; ratio), Descartes uses the more familiar 

metaphor of the 'light of reason' or the 'natural light* (la lumiere 

naturelle)| and he observes to Kersenne:

Since all sen have the same natural light, it seems that they 
should all have the same notions; this is far from the case, because 
there is hardly anyone who makes good use of this light, so that 
many people - e.g. everyone of our acquaintance - may agree in 
making the same mistake*

(16 October 1639$ AT II 598; £ 66)

Thus, good sense is universal only in that we all have an equal potentiality 

for arriving at correct judgements; the endowment is universal, but the 

successful use of the endowment far from universal*

Leaving aside the droll move in the opening of the Discourse, does 

Descartes have any serious arguments to prove the existence of his universal 

power? One argument for the thesis that we are all equally endowed with it 

is referred to in the second paragraph of the Discourse t 'good sense' or 

'reason9 is the defining characteristic which separates men from the other 

animals; and essential characteristics do not admit of degrees

As for reason or sense, in so far as it is the only thing which 
makes us men and distinguishes us from the beasts, I should like 
to believe that it is quite complete in each of us, following 
here the common view of the Philosophers, who say that 'more or 
less* apply only among accidents and not among forms or natures 
of Iffi^THMflUg of the same species' .

[AT 71 2/3 J

However, the battery of technical terms would warn us that Descartes is 

merely quoting this as a stock piece of scholastic reasoning; though he is 

pleased enough that the conclusion accords with his own thesis that reason 

is 'toute entiere en un chaoun', he clearly does not want to have to rest 

his case on the scholastic apparatus of 'accidents' and 'forms'.

Elsewhere, Descartes does at one point mention a sort of experimental
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confirmation of the egalitarian thesis taken from his own experience* In the 

introduction to the French edition of the Principles, he say a:

I have noticed, in examining the nature of many minds, that there 
are virtually none so dull or slow that they were incapable of***
acquiring the nicest branches of science, provided they were 
correctly led*

[AT XXb 12]

This implies that the egalitarian thesis is not an arbitrary piece of dogma* 

but is open to empirical testing. In fact, at least two ways suggest them­ 

selves in which the anti-Cartesian might try to falsify the thesis: Loeke's

•idiots and children** night provide one line of attack*; another counter­ 

example, more serious from Descartes' point of view, would be the case of a 

normal* sane adult who failed to tsee 9 or assent to one of Descartes'

•principles of natural light 1 . If any two properly trained and •attentive1 

Binds can disagree about any one of the basic Cartesian principles, then 

Descartes* optindam about a universal • power of distinguishing the true from 

the false* cannot be justified* The question of the universality of the 

natural light is thus connected with the issue of its reliability and the 

problem of the Cartesian circlei see further Appendix C. pp. 292 ff*

lines 1/2 t * • .Lo^dlc. « .Dialectic . . *

In the section of the Discourse referred to here**, Descartes makes his 

faisous attack on the traditional Aristotelian logic of the schools. The 

chief point, to which Descartes frequently returns elsewhere, is that 

syllogistic reasoning is useless for discovering the truth. This is because 

it deals with form rather than content: it will tell us whether B validly 

follows from A, bat not whether A or B is true* In the Regulae. the

* Essay on HwflflB yhderstapil^Jip', Bk. I, Ch* 2, § 5»
** For the reference to 'the art of Lully* in the passage quoted, see AC 
p*2C and GILSON (2) p.185/6.
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standard forme of inference are likened by Descartes to •bonds' (vincula);

They I »c* the dialecticianaj preaczlbe certain formulae of argument 
which lead to a conclusion with such necessity that if the reason 
commits itself to their trust, even though it slackens its interest 
and no longer pays close attention to the proposition inferred, it 
can nevertheless at the same time come to a sure conclusion by 
virtue of the form of the argument alone.... Often the truth 
escapes away out of these imprisoning bonds**..

LAT X 405/6; transt HE 1 32]

Sarlier, in Rule II, Descartes notes that error is very seldom due to faulty 

deductive inference: it is the hasty acceptance of premisses fhich causes 

error (AT X 3^5 )• It is just this hasty acceptance which, on Descartes 1 

view, traditional logic encourages*

Interestingly* a closely similar attack on formal logic was developed 

two centuries later by J. 3, Kill, (see System of Logic Book II, Ch. III.) 

Like Descartes, Hill is concerned to develop a 'Logic of Truth* which would 

pay attention to content as well as form, and be a genuine tool for the 

advancement of science. But the Descartes-Kill objections to traditional 

logic are* when one reflects on them, extremely odd* It is not as if the 

requirements of objective truth and formal validity were in conflict* What 

one wants of a deductive system is a consistent and clear set of rules 

which preserve validity when we move from premisses to conclusion; it just 

seems beside the point to object that these rules do not guarantee the 

objective truth of the premisses and conclusions themselves* Moreover, though 

the nub of Descartes' philosophy is the method of discovery (which involves 

orderly and attentive focusing on the content of propositions themselves), 

he also acknowledges the usefulness of a method of exposition for setting 

eut what is already known (see on CB 1?)j this latter method evidently uses 

just those formal rules of deductive logic which Descartes appears to attack*

In view of this, it is important, as well as reassuring, to notice 

how Descartes in the Conversation qualifies the critical remarks he had 

earlier made in the Discourse. There is, he explains to Burman, a use for
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logic - namely to provide 'demonstrationes' (expository logical proofs) on 

all subjects; the earlier strictures are to be taken as directed not against 

formal logio per se, but against Dialectic (lines 1/3)* By 'Dialectic 9 , 

Descartes seene to mean a certain way of teaching logic which prevailed in 

the schools and universities of the day, and was coupled with a certain 

implicit belief about its status and importance. What Descartes would like 

to aee, it appears, is a combination of his own method of discovery and 

search after truth with a sufficient training in formal logic to allow the 

student to set out the implications and interconnections of the truths, once 

discovered. What happens instead, Descartes complains, is that formal logic 

becomes the be-all and end-all; what should be a tool for the development of 

knowledge becomes instead the sum of knowledge.* The student can never get 

beyond the 'stock arguments and headings* (line 5); he is imprisoned *frtfoiB 

the deductive system, and can never get out and examine the 'nature of the 

thing itself1 (line 6/7).

Descartes' criticism is thus an &d hoc educational one, rather than a 

general attack on scholastic logic. His position can be seen in a nutshell 

from line 3/41 what he would like to see is logic building on (ad at mere) 

the natural light of 'good sense*; what happens at the hands of the 

professional dialecticians is that 'good sense* is given no scope to get 

started, and is therefore 'undermined*.

The original Latin has "Dn. [i.e. 'Dominus'j Yoetius". 'Professor', as 

used in modern English, seems the nearest equivalent to this respectful 

prefix with its academic flavour* The respect, in Descartes' case, is of 

course heavily ironical*

* Compare Kill: "Logic, as I conceive it, is the entire theory of the 
ascertainment of reasoned or inferred truth. Formal Logio therefore, which... 
[has been] represented as the whole of Logic properly eo called, is really 
a very subordinate part of it..." (System of Logic Bk. II, Ch. Ill, I 9).
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Gisbertus Voetius (1389-1676), one of Descartes' most implacable 

opponents, was Professor of Theology at the University of Utrecht, and was 

elected Rector there in 1641* In that year he, and his son Paul, also a 

professor at Utrecht, Mounted a bitter attack on the Cartesian philosophy, 

then being expounded at Utrecht by Regius (aee on CB 61). The brunt of the 

attack was theological - Cartesian 'scepticism* was held up as antireligious 

and a danger to faith* Eventually, Voetiua succeeded in getting the 

university senate to ban all teaching of Descartes' philosophy* Taking up 

the challenge, Descartes had attacked Voetius, first covertly in the gpttre 

au Bere Dinet (1642), and then more openly and bitterly in the £ Pis tula ad 

Voetium (tfay 1643)* In the ensuing storm. Descartes vaa actually summoned 

before the magistrates of Utrecht to substantiate his comments on Voetius. 

This led to the writing of the 'Lettre Apologetique' - 'A letter in self 

defence written to the Magistrates of Utrecht against the two Voetii, father 

and son 9 (July 1643). (For an account of the "Utrecht Controversy" see 

TBOOHAH pp* 156-165.)

The wounds of this long battle are clearly not yet healed in 1646, to 

Judge from Descartes' cutting comments here at CB 77* Presumably, Voetiua 

is introduced as a paradigm case of the 'dialectician'; but Descartes gets 

rather carried away by his animosity, for the traits attributed to Voetiua - 

e*g. arbitrarily laying down the law, line 9 - do not specifically clarify 

the particular point at issue about 'Dialectic** It is however true that 

the reliance on 'authorities' (testimonia; l?ne 10) is one of the character­ 

istics of the 'closed' scholastic mentality which Descartes associates with 

tile study of Dialectic. But above all Voetius symbol it ee for Descartes the 

nightmarish polemicism of contemporary academic theology: see below on CB 78*
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CB 78

line _1 t • • «ia it not the ^ftfitft*«•

The original US has Burman asking a simple open question! but the 

context (see below) makes Adam's emendation of 'an* to 'annon' probable* 

ibid* : ...Theology...

Tn« Conversation is a valuable source for Descartes' attitude to 

theology and theologians. In the correspondence, notably in the letters to 

Kersenne, Descartes comes across as anxious to steer clear of difficult 

theological issues (e.g. the trinity - AT III 3741 eternal damnation - AT I 

158) • In the Conversation, when Bunaan raises a theological question, 

Descartes frequently distinguishes between the job of the •philosopher* and 

that of the 'theologian9 * Thus, in discussing man's freedom, Descartes says 

that its connexion with grace and salvation must be 'left to the theologians 

to explain'; for the 'philosopher*, it is enough to consider man *aa he is 

BOW in his natural condition' (CB 32). Similarly, the question of the 

original immortality of man is 'not a question for the philosopher but must 

be left to the theologians' (CB 82) f again* the interpretation of the 

creation story in Genesis 'ought to be left to the theologians* (CB 58)*

Here at CB 78, Burman wants to know tow Descartes can Justify this 

syphoning off cf religious questions to the sphere of theology in view of 

the famous Cartesian doctrine of the inter-connectedness of all knowledge 

(stated in the passage quoted from the Discourse) * In reply, Descartes 

makes explicit the rationale for his distinction between theology and 

philosophy* It is true, he asserts* that the truths of theology are mutually 

Interconnected like all the objects of knowledge (line 3); they thus 

theoretically belong in the 'longues chalnes de raisons* of Descartes' 

universal mathesis. So, despite the distinction made elsewhere* theology 

snd philosophy are not for Descartes* concerned with radically different
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type* of subject matter. The point about theological truths is that their 

derivation is greatly more coaplext we cannot follow or understand 

(intellegere) the various connexions in the same way (line 4); this means 

that theology is something we cannot * grasp* ('capere' - line 7). A second, 

closely related point emerges here* by 'Theology* as distinct from 

•Philosophy', Descartes means the investigation of the reve&led truths of 

religion (truths which 'depend on revelation* line 3)« Thus Descartes is not 

saying that all propositions concerning the attributes and existence of God 

are outside the proper sphere of philosophy; on the contrary, many such pro— 

positions are central to Descartes* system* The point is, rather, that while 

some theological truths are accessible to the unaided light of reason - these 

are truths which can be followed by, and should be acceptable to, even the 

'Turks* (CB 32 line 8) - there are more detailed tenets of Christian 

doctrine whose connexion with the principles of natural light is so complex 

that we cannot arrive at them without the aid of revelation (i.e. through 

Scripture, and the teachings of the Church). It is the propositions of this 

latter category, then, which, Descartes insists to Buraan, are to be 'left 

to the theologians' (the questions about grace and salvation, scriptural 

interpretation and prelapsarian immortality are all good examples). Questions 

about the existence of God and the immortality of the soul, on the other hand, 

are described by Descartes as "praecipuae ex iis quae Philosophiae potius 

quam Theologiae ope sunt demonstrandae" (Heditationsi Dedicatory Letter; 

At VII 1).

One further important point emerges from our passage* Although the 

truths of revealed theology are not to be critically examined, the philosopher 

must at least be sure that they are not inconsistent with his results (lines 

11/12)* This remark explains certain departures from Descartes' stated policy 

of 'leaving it to the theologians' which would otherwise be puzzling - e*g* 

the lengthy arguments about the transsubatantiation (Fourth and Sixth



239 

CB 7a — (cont.)

Replies) and the project for dealing with the creation story (CB 58).

The above remarks, I think, summarize Descartes' standard policy on the 

relation between theology and philosophy. But in the second half of CB 78 

we see a much more personal and passionate motive for his reluctance to 

become embroiled in theological issues. Throughout his life, Descartes was 

plagued by theological critics who tended to seize on aspects of his writing, 

particularly the method of doubt, which appeared to threaten religious 

orthodoxy I People like the 'pedagogi' who were ready to claim that Descartes 1 

aim was to 'subvert religion and faith' (CB 80) . 3fce overwhelming impression 

in CB 78 is of a man who is sick to death with the polemical habits of 

contemporary theologians, and their * abuse* of his philosophy (line 9). Tfc* 

principal target is the 'monks* and their 'scholastic theology' (i.e. the 

Thomist tradition in which Descartes had been well grounded at La Flech*)| 

bluntly and bitterly Descartes lashes outj the scholastic theology should be 

'stamped out above all else' (line 15). In place of this scholasticism, 

Descartes proposes a simple theology like that of the ignorant 'country folk' 

(rustici - line 17), which, he notes, is quite sufficient for salvation* 

This picks up a phrase in the Discourse; "le chemin 1 ac. au cielj n'en eat 

pas moins ouvert aui plus ignorans qu'aux plus docteaM (AT VI 8).*

Descartes* preference for a 'reformed* theology perhaps explains in part 

his decision to settle in Holland for most of his life. The question of a 

religious motive for emigration is considered by Professor Vrooman in his 

recent biography of Descartes, but summarily rejected: "what need was there

* Gilson, in his commentary on the Discourse, notes that this approach to 
theology echoes the views of the sixteenth century humanists, and in 
particular Erasmus5 referring to our passage at CB 78, he observes that its 
tone beara marked similarity to Erasmus' 'In praise of Folly' (1509), 
although the central idea goes back as far as Augustine ("aurgunt indocti
•t caelum rapiunt" (Confessions. VIII 8, 19)), and ultimately to the New 
Testament I G1LSQN (2) p.132 ff.J*
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for a Catholic in France to fear persecution?** (VfiOOHAB p.75) • But there are 

many forms of persecution, and Descartes' complaints against the 'abuse 1 of 

his philosophy, and the loathing for scholastic theologians evidenced in our 

passage, show that Vrooman's argument is a great deal too swift* But whatever 

the truth about Descartes* motives, lie certainly did not find the Protestant 

professors of theology any closer to his ideal. And when he talks at the end 

of CB 78 of theologians who are adept at 'foisting views on their opponents 

and denigrating them* (lines 22 ff.), it seems that he has broadened his 

attack and has in mind the professors of Utrecht as such as anyone (cf. on 

CB 77 line 7). 

CB 79

Here Descartes gives a fluent and beautifully lucid account of the 

importance of mathematics for his philosophy and science* The piece largely 

speaks for Itself, but the following points are especially worth noting.

(1) His approach to mathematics reveals Descartes* characteristic 

individual ism; he wants to get away from the standard curriculum of school 

mathematics; actual practice is the key (lines 4-7); each individual must 

develop his own skill —something 'not to be gleaned from books*. This is a 

recurrent theme in Descartes * thinking: the 'natural light* will take us 

further than all the traditional wisdom of the past. Interestingly, however, 

Descartes does qualify somewhat his * egalitarian thesis' about human endow­ 

ment with the natural light (see on CB 76). Although Descartes himself is 

proud of having 'gone it alone % he attributes his success to a particularly 

*mathematical mind' (line 10); the more average individual, especially when 

it comes to Algebra, will need the assistance of a teacher (lines 12 ff.).

(2) Despite the common assumption of commentators, Descartes does not 

propose the fmathemati station* of science. As we noted above (on CB 73) there 

are few equations, symbols or calculations in Descartes* scientific writings; 

and the author stresses here that knowledge of laathematics is, for the most
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part* not * prerequisite for understanding them (lines 18-20). The role of 

mathematics, for Descartes, is that of a propaeduetic in the training of the 

philosopher* In this respect, Descartes* approach to the subject coincides - 

though for different reasons - with that of Plato (see Republic 523 ff*)» la 

Descartes' case, the great virtue of mathematics is that it accustoms the mind 

to recognising the truth (line 24) • Expanding on this, Descartes says that 

mathematics provides a paradigm case (indeed the only available example) of 

•correct reasoning' (recta ratiocinia - line 25). 'Correct reasoning' for 

Descartes always involves a 'demonstrative proof (demonstratio - lines 41 

and ff.). The most emphatically stressed characteristic required for an 

argument to qualify as such a 'proof is not, as we might expect, that of 

validity, but that of the certainty of the preaisaea (lines 41-43* a 

deconstrative proof proceeds...only from premisses which are certain} 

"demonstration^ precede re... ex solum certis"). Reliance on merely probable 

premisses is fatal (lines 39 ff.)- (See also on CB 77 line 1).

(3) Descartes is often called a 'rationalist' * a label which is in some 

ways misleading (see Appendix E). But the term can, I think, be used 

legitimately to characterise a distinctive and controversial thesis which 

Descartes does hold, and which the Humean tradition is adamant in rejecting* 

This is the thesis that at least gome 'matters of fact ' - truths about 

existing things in the real world - can be logically demonstrated a prioris 

there is a "place for demonstrative proofs in the sciences which deal with 

reality" (see lines 46 ff.). It is a fundamental belief of Descartes that, 

starting from the axiomatic intuitions of the natural light, and proceeding 

step by step along a logical 'chain of reasoning 1 we can arrive at substantive 

truths about the world. Without this belief, the metaphysical foundations of 

his philosophy cannot be erected, 

line 8 : ...no books with him...

The period referred to is that described in Part II of the Discourse -
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I.e. ilk* Winter of 1619 vhloh Desoartes spent in Bavaria, closeted in his 

famous 'stove-heated room' (AT VI 11). 

line 12 : ...Algebra*.*

Descartes is thinking in particular of & system for correlating numerical 

and spatial relations* which had been one of his earliest preoccupations, 

(cf. correspondence with Beeckman - AT X 156-7). In Part II of the Discourse, 

Descartes explains how, for the purpose of dealing with several simultaneous 

(geometrical) relations, he decided that he had best use 'certain symbols as 

compact as possible1 ('quelques chiffres (Lat. characteribus sive notie) les 

plus courts qu'il serait possible 1 - AT VI 20 & 551)• Descartes himself was a 

pioneer in the development of i^odern algebraic notation. For his reforms of 

the existing system, designed to make the function of the symbols clearer and 

more self-evident, see AT XII 52/4- 

line 16 j .. .a certain Frenchman...

Adam suggests, plausibly, that the reference must be to the French 

mathematician Debeaune. Tlorimond Debeaune (1601-1652) had worked through 

Descartes' Geometry and written an introduction and explanatory notes. Des­ 

cartes had corresponded with Debsaune and seen his work; when van Schooten 

published his Latin version of the Geometry, Deaoartes asked him to include 

Debeaune's material. This impending publication was uppermost in Descartes' 

mind at the time of the Conversation. A few days before meeting Burman, he 

wrote to Kersenne, saying th&t he had decided not to look at Schooten's 

Tersion (becauss he wanted to avoid getting caught up in corrections and 

clarifications), but that he expected it to be obscurely written owing to 

Schooten's lack of fluency in Latin (AT V 143). Schooten (Frans yon Schooten 

the younger) was Professor of Kathematics at Leyden University from 1646j so 

it is likely that Burman (himself from Leyden - see Introduction) would know 

about his forthcoming version cf the Geometry, and would pick up the reference 

to Debeaune.
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place for jJiHmmriM ti *

By 'imagination* Descartes means, quite literally, the act of forming an 

, or * visualizing1 , a« opposed to 'pure understanding* (see on CB 21)* 

Tot this nakes the comment about physics, and the contrast with mathematics, 

rather odd; one might have expected Just the opposite, since it is mathematics 

which seems, par excellence, a subject for 'pura intellectio'. In a letter 

to Elizabeth, however, Descartes repeats the point about mathematics: the 

mathematician exercises his imagination in considering 'extension shape and 

movement*; these things, Descartes acids, 'can be known by understanding alone, 

but much better when aided by imagination' (AT III 691 A; K U1)** But if it 

is a matter of the imagination aiding the intellect, why cannot this happen 

in physics? To add to the puzzle, Eoacartea remarks elsewhere, this time to 

Kersenne, that imagination is equally inappropriate when it comes to 

metaphysicsj

la partie de 1'esprit qui aide le plus aux Mathematiques, a savoir, 
1*imagination, nuit plus qu'elle ne sert pour les Speculations 
Ketaphysiques [AT II 622]

The explanation of these consents is, I think, this. Imagination, as 

Descartes explains at CB 42, is closely allied to perception. Both involve 

the depiction of images in the brain - the only difference is that in 

imagination the job is done 'with the windows shut* (line 17/18). How the 

sensory images of perception are closely tied up with the false beliefs and 

prejudices which the metaphysician needs to disregard in his search after 

truth (of* Keditation l); similarly, the physioiat needs to avoid attributing 

to matter the 'real qualities9 which his senses have led him to believe in 

(of* CB 15)* Thua, the imaginative formation of images which we may be 

tempted to foist on the world of reality can be, for Descartes, a source of

* of* the more detailed recommendations in Regulae XIV, AT X 438 ff., where 
Descartes assigns an important heuristic role to the imagination* See BECK, 
pp.215-225.
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the Boat disastrous error in metaphyaica and physics* In mathematics, on the 

other hand, there ia no question of the objecta of atudy 'really eziating 1 ; 

mathematical entitiea are conaidered merely aa poasibles (CB 34)* Thus 

Imagination, for the mathematician, can only be an aid to the intellect; the 

brain on which (according tc Descartes 1 theory of imagination) we trace out 

the images ia performing a function rather like that of a blackboard; the 

inage ia a help to the student in marshalling his thoughts, rather than a 

tempting picture of reality*

If this account ia correct, two points of criticism seem appropriate* 

First, Descartes ia a trifle optimistic in regarding imagination aa the 

natural ally of the mathematical intellect. If imagination can mislead in 

phyaics, etc., ia there not an equal need for caution in as&urcing that the 

propertied which 'look* as if they hold when we visualize a triangle are 

genuine daaonatreble properties? Second, in view of the fact that mathematical 

theorems can be applied to physics, Descartes* categorical aa a art ion that 

physics has 'no place* for imagination seoius too strong; indeed, it ia incon- 

siatent with his own comment at CB 67 that the actual visible model (aa a 

aubstitute for imagination) can be vital for grasping s •mathematical and 

mechanical* point in physics. To rescue Descartes here, we should perhaps 

make a distinction between the heuristic and expositerry roles of the physicist: 

perhapa Descartes aeana that it ia in discovering new truths that the 

imagination may be treacherous; in explaining a theory once arrived at, 

visualization and the uae of models is a valuable bonus* 

Hflg 5 1 • •••aore aolid proof*..

Why are the proofs of metaphysics more solid than those of oathematica? 

Apparently because they can be established in the teeth of the radical doubts 

Of the Meditations, while mathematical proofa cannot (lines 52-54). This ia 

odd, because in the Meditations *2 + 3 = 5' seems to rank pari paaau with 

'oogito ergo sun* aa indubitably true despite the most extreme doubts
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(AT VII 56)• Similarly, Descartes admits that the atheist (i.e. one who 

lackj any metaphorical guarantee of a non-deceiving God) can knov that the 

angles of a triangle equal tiro right angles (AT VII 141)*

The way out of this, I think, is that the truths just mentioned are of 

an extremely simple nature (*2 + 3 * 5 f is "aliquid valde simplex & facile" - 

AT VII 56); they can therefore be known for certain, since everything relevant 

to their truth can be simultaneously present and op on to the attentive mind. 

When Descartes says at CB 79 that in the face of extreme metaphysical doubts 

'absolutely no mathematical proof could be given with certainty9 * ha must be 

thinking of more complex pieces of reasoning which are too elaborate to be 

grasped by the mind in their entirety. In the case of tne^elaborate proofs * 

the "longues chainea de raisons" characteristic of mathematics, we are dealing 

with a whole system of interconnected logical relations, and here a finite 

mind can make no progress without first establishing the metaphysical premiss 

of a non-deceiving God. This can be established 'in spite of the doubt* 

because we are able to grasp the proof of God's existence in its entirety 

(CB 6, line 46)*. For a full discussion of the problems here see Appendix C, 

pp. 288 ff. 

CB 80

These few lines provide a fascinating insight into both the writing of 

the Discourse and. Descartes' general attitude to ethics. But the one 

couaaentator who has noticed the importance of the lines - Giiaon - seema 

anxious to qualify their impact. In his Commentary on the Discourse Giiaon 

observes that (1) the lines flon\ the Conversation may not strictly reflect

* This point shows that Descartes' remark about the uncertainty of all 
mathematical proofs is, strictly, an exaggeration; for it seems to me that 
he must in consistency allow that if there are any mathematical proofs at 
least as simple and short as the proof of God's existence, then these can be 
known with as much certainty. The contrast between mathematics and meta­ 
physics should not be taken as referring to an intrinsic difference in the 
knowability of the subject matter, for the reasons stated above.
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Descartes 1 attitude when writing the Diacourae (over ten years earlier}; 

Descartes might be 'projecting back* the caution he had learnt ae a result of 

the bitter attacks he had suffered during the forties; (2) the lines need 

only refer to Descartes* attitude to publishing his moral views; they do not 

alter the necessity outlined in the Discourse, for the individual to devise a

•provisional code' of morals (G1LSOK (2) p. 234).

Both these points seem mistaken. (1) Descartes does specifically say 

that his motive ffcr i&clu4inft the rulers was to avoid the caluony of the 

Schoolmen; he is thus quite clearly referring to the tise of writing* la it 

really plausible to suppose that he had forgotten his own state of mind when 

preparing this sost carefully planned introduction to his work - the first 

book he agreed to publish? Further, though Descartes had suffered a lot from 

calumny in the forties, he was just as conscious of the need for caution in 

the previous decade; the suppression of La Eionde. after all, was in 1634* 

(2) Gil a on 1 3 second point also seems to be a distortion* Descartes specific­ 

ally says here at CB 80 that he does not like writing ethics (MS; "non 

libenter scribit ethica"), which suggests that a definite personal preference 

is involved, not just a publishing policy*

But can we really suppose that a whole section of the Diacourae. which 

purports to describe Descartes' own philosophical progress , was disingenuously 

inserted out of caution? This, I think, is putting it too strongly. One of 

the points stated right at the beginning of Part III is that one cannot pmll 

down the entire s true turd of knowledge Just like that* If you want to 

rebuild your house, you must have a temporary place to stay (AT VI 22). This 

point seems to represent an attitude wliich is genuine enough: life must go oa; 

the metaphysician fiiust be able to cope with day to day matters in between his

•editations* To thin extent then, r/escartes is here recording his own 

decisions i when embarking on speculative philosophy he saw the need for some
''••• • , -f • -t ' -.- ". .' :

temporary plan of •carrying onf to avoid the complete disruption of life.
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But when we cone to the specific content of the oodo itself - in particular 

the first rule - it seems clear that Descartes is being deliberately cautious. 

9 Obeying the laws and cue toss of ay com try* ia perhaps reasonable enough as 

a piece of common sense ; but •faithfully keeping to the religion in which by 

God 9 a grace I was brought up 9 must surely hare been added from just the 

so tiros described to Human • For there is no getting away from the fact that 

this rule is inconsistent with the whole thrust of the method of doubt* One 

can hardly push scepticism to its ultimate limits - to the extent of doubting 

the external world aad the existence of a benevolent God - while strictly 

remaining one of the faithful. (Descartes9 elaborate attempts to get out of 

this, e.g. ia the second Replies - AT Til 14Q/9» do not hold water.) Hore- 

over, despite the attempt to sell the morale provisoire the overwhelming
;

impression one gets from Part III of the Discourse is that of a man who is 

anxious above all to disengage himself from social commitments rather than 

bo an active participant on the ethical scenes "My aim was to be a spectator 

rather than an actor in the comedies of life" (AT VI 28).

As regards Descartes 9 general attitude to ethics* I can see no reason 

for not taking the remark reported by Burman ('the author does not like 

writing on ethics 9 ) as authentic* It is true that in Descartes9 famous 

metaphor 9 morals 9 takes its place alongside mechanics and medicine ia the 

tree of knowledge of which metaphysics are the roots and physics the trunk; 

morality is even described as the 'dernier degre do la sagesse9 , which pro* 

supposes all the other sciences (A? IXb 14). But there is no evidence that 

Descartes himself felt able, or especially keen, to embazk on the theory 

that would provide the crowning branch of science.* It is true that there is

* Genevieve Rodis-Lewis, in her monograph La Morale do Descartes wonders 
whether Descartes sight not but for his oarly death have produced "le treite 
do morale qui aurait couronne 1'oeuvre" (l&DXS-LEWIS, p*4$. Though Lewis 
admits that not enough material has come down to us to enable us even to spec­ 
ulate on the coateats of this unwritten work, she attempts to provide a 
coherent sketch of a Cartesian moral theory consistent with what has survived 
However, almost everything diacussed in the book falls into the category of 
'moral psychology 9 (Descartes9 views on freedom, the passions, the relation 
between soul and body, etc*); Lewis is able to produce little evidence of any 
systematic interest in questions of normative ethics.
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a certain amount of discussion of morality in the faiaoua correspondence with 

Elisabeth over Seneca's De Vita Beats t but the chief concern throughout these 

letters is vith intellectual rather than moral virtue (we have already noted 

an intelleetualist bias in Descartes' conception of virtue in connexion with 

his views on weakness of willj CB 32) • In so far as the letters to Elizabeth 

contain 'ethical 1 precepts , these are generally concerned with the develop­ 

ment of powers of reasons although virtue alone can make us happy , 'the 

greatest happiness of man depends on the right use of reason' (4th August 

1645s AT 1? 267) » An apparent exception to this bias is a section in the 

letter of 15th September 1645 where Descartes talks of social relations in a 

tone which recalls Donne's 'Ho man is an Island' passage** But even here, 

the interdependence of human beings is presented as a truth which it is useful 

to know after arriving at other truths * for example the 'immortality of the 

soul' and 'the immensity of the universe* (At I? 292/3; K 172). 

ft^ft jg s ...Schoolman..*

For Descartes' difficulties at the hands of academic theologians, see 

above en CB 77 and 78* In a letter to Chanut of 20th Hovember i647 Descartes 

also mentions the dangers of calumny in connexion with his reluctance to write 

on morals} he adds the comment that attempts to regulate the morality of 

others should, in any case, be left to sovereigns or their agents (A? T 87) • 

This remark confirms the reliability of Burman's reporting here at CB 80, and 

supports further our argument above about Descartes' attitude to moral 

philosophy* 

CB 81

By introducing this text from the Diacourae. Burman brings Descartes 

back to the thorny problem of the Circle, which has already been discussed

at CB 6. POT Descartes' important additional comments here, see Appendix C, 

p. 284/5.

* Devotions XVII (published 1624).
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line 2 t ...left to the

See on CB 78. For Descartes' attitude to Qenesia of. CB 58; for Ma 

use of the terns •philosopher' and 'philosophy 1 see on CB 29, line 8. 

line 9 t ...simply aa it is now...

Descartes does not mean that the philosopher should ignore the past 

history and evolution of phenomena - on the contrary? see above p. 211 ff. 

The point9 rather, is that the scientist cannot deal with supernatural 

witters (e.g. the situation of mankind before the flood - lines 3 ff*)l his 

subject is the natural world * the world 'as it is now 1 . There is a closely 

similar passage at CB 32, line 6 ff., where Descartes says that it ia enough 

for the philosopher to study man 'as he is nov in his natural condition9 * 

Again, the contrast is vith supernatural matters: in considering the question 

of man's freedom, the philosopher cannot concern himself with man's condition 

before the fall and the problems of original sin, etc.

1.1X1.2 } . * •hMBftTii life could be prolonged • . .

In the Discourse, the value of science is closely linked to its potent­ 

iality for benefitting mankind; the aim is to make ourselves 'nutters and 

possessors of nature 1 ! the preservation of health, in particular (both 

physical *&d mental) is described as the 'chief bl easing and foundation of 

all other blessings in life' (AT VI 62). In a letter to Newcastle (October 

1645)9 Descartes goes so far as to say that 'the preservation of health has 

always been the principle and of my studies' (AT IV 329; £184).

In his own case* Descartes admitted that he looked after himself 'as 

carefully as a rich man witfc gout' (to Kersenne; AT II 460). His careful 

diet is referred to by the Abbe Hoot, who stayed with him at his Kgcond 

retreat for three months in 1647} according to Picot, Descartes was convinced 

that he was on the vsy to discovering the secret which would enable men to 

live to an age of three or four hundred (reported in BaiUet's Vie de Mr.
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CB 82 (oont.)

Dee Cartes« see AT XI 671) *

Because it ia a 'machine 1 which works in accordance with universal 

mathematical lava; cf CB 45* But Descartes is skating over some difficulties 

here, since he himself admits at CB 45 that the messages which the body sends 

to the mind in illness (e.g. in the case of a dropsical man with a raging 

thirst) may be highly misleading* 

lifie jffi $ • • *j^i& her perfect Internal awareness** • (sui optima, conscia)

There is a strong parallel here with Descartes* attitude to our mental 

endowments* Just as, on the mental plane* the lux natura^lia will get us 

farther than all the inherited * wisdom 9 of the past, so the body can look 

after itself better than 'les plus savants docteurs 1 (cf AT IV 330)* It is 

remarkable, however, to find Descartes using the term 'aware* (conscia) of 

nature - i.e. the machine of the body, which is of course pure extension ~ 

even though he is talking loosely and metaphorically* 

line 38 s •..Tiberius Caesar said i or Cato* I think].*«

Tiberius is the right answer] the source for his success in doing without 

a physician is the biography of Suetoniusi "valitudine prosperrlftii usus eat, 

tempore quidem principals paene toto illaesav quamvis a trigesiaw &*tatis 

anno arbitratu earn sue rexorit sine adiumento consiliove medicorum" (Vita 

Tiberii. 68). I am inclined to think that the bracketed alternative 

attribution (to Cato) was subsequently added by Burman or the copyists 

Descartes makes a similar remark about health in the letter to Newcastle of 

October 1645* and there it is Tiberius who is referred to, without any doubt 

or hesitation (AT IV 329)* 

THhMt ^ | •. «be foia own doctor*

Oa this relaxed and optimistic note the Conversation closes* Descartes 1 

cheery confidence in do~it-yours«lf medicine assumes, in retrospect, a
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GB 02 (cont.)

poignant touch of irony* Though just turned fifty-two, he has less than 

two years to live.

Amsterdam. April 20tfo,1648 •

For the place and date, which differ from those given at the beginning 

of the MS, see Introduction, page v ff•
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APIGHDIX At The Role of the Malignant Demon

the moot important question arising out of the remarks to Bus-nan at 

OB 2 is in what sense Descartes regarded his supposition of a gialiflnue genius 

as going beyond the ordinary sceptical objections. When the demon is 

introduced, at the end of the first Keditation, he does not seem to add any* 

thing to what has gone before* the supposition that 'the sky, the air, the 

earth, colours, ... and all external things1 are no more than the delusions 

of dreams* and that 'I have no eyes* flesh, blood or senses 9 (A? VII 22) 

seems to have been catered for already by the dreaming argument*

One popular view today is that the role of the malignant demon is to cast 

doubt on our knowledge of the basic truths of logic and mathematics. Thus 

Professor ft>pkin writest "In.,.creating the possibility of the malin genie, 

Descartes overthrew the mathematical inttdtionism of the nebulae as the 

foundation of all certainty* The oriae pfrrrhonienne had been pressed to its 

farthest limit" (POPK3N, p.184; cf. GIBSON p.307 ff.j BECK* p.40). This is 

an odd view on the face of it, since - though this is seldom noticed - 

Descartes never explicitly attributes such a role to the don>cn. We can, 

however, construct a case for saying that he does so implicitly, by following 

the line of argument in the First Keditation* At the end of the dreaming 

argument, Descartes says that whether I am awake or asleep two and three make 

five, and a square has four sides* But he then says that God udght raeke me 

go wrong when I add two and three, or count the sides of a square* Tet this 

assumption. It turns out, runs into theological difficulties. The assumption 

that Cod is willing to deceive a* is inconsistent with his goodness (AT VII 

21, line 11)* Two paragraph* later the malignant demon is introduced (**I 

will suppose therefore, et'?."). The inference on this view would be, then, 

that the malignant demon hypothesis is a theologically purified version of 

the earlier suggestion that God may deceive me when I count the sides of a 

square* So the purpose behind the introduction of the demon, though not
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explicitly stated to be such, im to east doubt on our knowledge of the basic 

truths of logic and mathematics.

This Interpretation indeed supplies a special additional role to the 

demon, viz* that of impugning an area of our knowledge which had hitherto 

been left untouched by the earlier doubts about illusions and dreams* What 

Is more, there is strong textual support for the interpretation in the wording 

of the sentence which introduces the demons "I will suppose therefore that 

not God, who Is supremely good and the source of truth, but rather sone 

malignant demon**, etc.". The reference to God seems to refer back to the 

discussion of the possibility of God's deceiving me when I count the sides of 

a square.

I do not, however, think that this interpretation is acceptable. For, 

despite the extremely suggestive echo in the passage just quoted, a closer 

scrutiny of the text shows that the connexion between the demon's intro­ 

duction and the earlier discussion of God's deceiving me Is in fact rather 

remote. (1) First, the reference back to a deceiving God does not force us 

to conclude that it is our knowledge of logic and mathematics that is 

•specially under scrutiny* For the deceiving Cod was also - indeed princip­ 

ally * introduced to reinforce doubts about the external worlds "How can I 

be sure that he [so. GodJ has not brought it about that there is ne */rth, no 

sky, no extended bodies*.." (AT 711 21 line 3 ff»).

(2) Second, the alleged theological rationale for, as it were, replacing 

God by the demon cannot really be inferred from what Descartes says in the 

First Meditation* Descartes' own considered view* it is true* is that it is 

logically (and theologically) repugnant to suppose that God sd^ht deceive 

(indeed, even referring to t&* demon &s •supremely powerful 9 was felt to be 

theologically riskyt see on CB 10)* But frc& the point of view of the stage 

reached in the First Meditation, the argument against God's deception eannct, 

Descartes insists, be sustained. After mentioning tho argument, Descartes 

goes on to say that he is not, at this stage, prepared to accept it as at
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all oonclueirei if it goes against God's goodness to have so created me that 

I ax always deceived, then presumably it ought to be foreign to his nature to 

allow as to be deceived sometimes! yet he does allow this (ibid, lines 12-16),

(3) Third* the discussion of God's deceiving me does not lead directly 

on to the introduction of the demon* On the contrary, the discussion tails 

off into a sort of Socratic aporia. Descartes seems to imply that questions 

about the nature of Ood are not worth considering at this stage of the 

Heditationst for at this point we are not even sure whether God exists at all 

(ibid, lines 19-26). We might owe our existence to chance evolution, in which 

case the reliability of our mental powers could be even more dubious (ibid.). 

the whole issue of the existence of God, deception, and the reliability of 

the mind, is in fact postponed until after the existence of God has been 

proved in the Third Meditation (see Commentary on CB 5). The upshot is that 

we are left in the air, with the suggestion that we nay go wrong when counting 

the sides of a square, and no theological arguments to counter this doubt*

(4) Fourth, and most important, the most natural way of taking the 

"therefore" in the sentence "I will suppose, therefore, etc." is as referring 

to what has immediately gone before * the preceding paragraph, in fact. Yet 

this paragraph does not anywhere mention either the possibility of God's 

deceiving me, or the propositions of logic and mathematics* It d«a3*, Instead, 

with the practical difficulties of being a thorough-going sceptic. And here, 

I think, is the clue to the real purpose of the demon.

What Descartes stresses ii the crucial paragraph leading up to the 

introduction of the demon is the persistence cf our ordinary habitual beliefs 

(oonauetae opinions. A? 711 22, line 4) • Try as we say to suspend our 

assent, they keep coming back and taking possession of our belief (occupan^ 

credulitatett)* Such is th«> force of habit, the iua fftgdllarltatla (ibid*. 

line 6). Vow we know from CB t that these 'oonaueta* opiaionee* cannot be 

the 'notions 9 or axioms of logict for the aiioaa are propositions we are not 

ordinarily aware of at all, except in a confused way (CB 1, line 19)* The
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*habitual opinions* must be the standard beliefs or 'prejudices' that ve 

never nornally think of questioning until ve begin to philosophise * the 

beliefs that the earth, sky and "all external things" exist, and that ve 

have bodies of flesh and blood. Now, as ve began by noting, it is just these 

beliefs that Descartes specifically mentions when he introduces the demon* 

The conclusion seems clear. The demon is introduced as a device to help the 

faltering doubter - a sort of aid to scepticism. It provides a "counter- 

weight" to prejudice. (Descartes himself used this metaphor just before the 

introduction of the demon - AT VII 22, line 16). The supposition of the demon 

will help us to persevere in our doubts even when they outrage our common 

sense. This is crucial to Descartes 9 purpose (referred to at CB 2) of 

ultimately overturning scepticism. Only by sticking to the doubt, by 

remaining 'obatinate defixus* (A? VII 25, line 4} will ve succeed eventually 

in distinguishing mere prejudice from what is truly indubitable.

At first sight all this way seem a little lamei ia the famous demon 

argument nothing more than an auxiliary device * a mere technical aid to 

scepticism? But nowadays ve have become so familiar with Descartes' arguments 

that ve tend to miss their radical and startling nature; ve tesd to overlook 

the intense difficulties of maintaining serious and thorough-going scepticism. 

Hums was very much alive to these difficulties. Indeed, he attacked *4e 

Cartesians for proposing impossibly far-fetched and unrealistic doubts; his 

remarks make the need for a powerful '&id to scepticism' seem far from trivial*

The great subverter of P/rrhoniaa or the excessive principles of 
scepticism is action, and employment, and the occupations of common 
life* These principles may flourish an.1 triumph in the schoolsj 
where it is, indeed, difficult, if not impossible, to refute th$*u 
But as soon as they leave the shade, and by the presence of the real 
objects, which actuate our passions and sentiments, are put in 
opposition to the mor<» powerful principles of our nature, they 
vanish like sr.oke.... Nature is always too strong for principle. 
And though a PyrrhoDian may throw himself or ot&uirs into ft momentary 
amazement and confusion by his profound reasonings; the first and 
most trivial event In life will put to flight all his doubts and 
scruples, and leave his tho same, in evsry point of action and 
speculation, with ... those who never concerned themselves in any 
philosophical researches.

[Enquiryf Sect. XII, Part IIJ
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It is precisely these difficulties which, I believe, Deaeartes has in mind 

when he proposes the deaon as a counterweight to the ius f aaJliori tatig - the 

influence of our habitual beliefs*

I oan think of three possible objections to thia reading of Descartes* 

(1) The first is that the fantastic hypothesis of the demon bent on deceiving 

ate is hardly easier to entertain than the hypothesis that I am dreading: so 

it can hardly be an aid to seepticism. But the imaginative appeal of the 

demon hypothesis is a subjective question, and depends on our emotional and 

intellectual background. Kost philosophers nowadays do not think ouch about 

God, let alone about eril spirits* Descartes and his contemporaries presum­ 

ably thought a lot about both**

(2) Secondly, and more seriously, what about Descartes' remark to Buncan 

about going beyond the customary difficulties of the Sceptics? (CB 2, line 3)* 

Surely, on the account suggested, the demon adds nothing substantial to the 

dreaming arguments it impugns no additional beliefs* Well, I do not think 

Descartes 1 remark to Burman has to be taken to be a claim that the destcm 

hypothesis easts doubt on types of PTOIPO ait ions, not normally questioned by 

the sceptics* In claiming that he raises 'every possible difficulty*, 

Descartes need only be claiming that he has introduced a now intensity of 

doubt) a new method which enables one not only to doubt but resolutsiy to 

keep doubting* And this would make good sense of thd ensuing remark that 

the introduction of the deaon is, de^uite what a critic might mjrer.ope. not, 

after all, a 'superfluous addition' (lines 4/5}* The way Descartes phrases 

this remark ia, it see&s to me, highly revealing; although he insists that 

the demon has a special role, be seems to imply that it would be quite natural 

for a critic tc miss this* I think this is another argument against those 

who take the introduction of *h© densra as designed to pose a new and distinct 

episteiLOlogical threat.

* The famous 'devils of Loudun 1 case, for example, occurred less than a 
decade before the publication of the Xflditations* see Huxley, A*, The fty 
of LoTJdin (Lofcdom Chatto & Windus, 1952), and c£. POJFKIN, p. 185.
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(3) Someone may still be worried about the propositions of logic and 

ma thematic*. Have theae not been rather left in the air, if the demon 

hypothesis is not designed to inpogn them? I think that we must admit that 

tfe*y are, in a sense, left hanging or rather, that the two paragraphs where 

they ar«* discussed constitute what is strictly a digression from the main 

theme of the First Meditation. It is true that the scepticism of the First 

Meditation is radical and thoroughgoing (a® Descartes proudly observes to 

Burman at C2 2)^ in his enthusiasts for casting off prejudices, the Dtscartea 

of the First Meditation will even throt* out the suggestion that one may 50 

wrong actuating the sides of a square (later on this suggestion is severely 

qualified: see Appendix c). But the whol® thrust of the Meditation ia 

against existential propositions! its whole target is to establish what, if 

anything, exists. We must reffiembe? Descartes 9 earlier remark to Human, 

•hie praecipttfc de re existente agitur, an ea sit 1 (CB 1 1 line 24/58 se« 

Commentary a,d loc.)« The point is made quite explicitly in the resume at 

the beginning of the Second Meditations '! have convinced myself that nothing 

in the world exists - no sky, no earth, no minds, no bodies* Then surely I 

jfoo do not exist? Bfo, for ... etc.* 

An aZtfejjnafcjlve view

A rather different view of the role of the deiaon has been put forward by 

Professor Harry Frankfurt in his recent book on the Meditations. This view 

Eiust now be discussed, since if it is correct, the Interpretation offered 

above cannot stand. According to Frankfurt, the omnipotent deceiver, or 

malin genie ... "however designated, certainly does serve a metaphysical 

function ... to provide a basis for doubts that had not previously been 

entertained at all* (PRAHKFURT, p.87). This metaphysical role, it turns out, 

is a dual one. One of the demon's functions, Frankfurt argues, ia to raise 

the possibility that we may make mistakes whenever we Eiake a mathematical 

judgement. (Thi» view has already been criticised above.) But the demon 

has a special additional role, according to Frankfurt, which has to do with
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questions of real existence. Already, this looks much more promising, since 

it harmonlflesi vith what we have argued is the main drift of the First 

Hesitation.

What this role is emerges in the light of an alleged limitation in the 

dreaming argiaaflttt, "The dream argument% Frankfurt argues, "does apt cast 

doubt on the existence of umterial objects" (p. 70, author*e italics). 

AQCordii<& to Frankfurt, the dreaudas argument merely questions our ability to 

distinguish between those ss&aationr which correspond to particular physical 

objects ani th^se which do noti "the import of ths dream argume&t is essent­ 

ially epistemologiealt it bears on our ability to distinguish two ports of 

existents - images and material objects" (p* 12$ Prenkfurt contrasts this 

•episteaclogic&l' question with the deeper 'metaphysical 1 question of the 

existence of Batter itself - a question which, he claims, the dreaming 

argument leaves untouched)*

In support of this, Descartes does say that, if I am ?.ideep, certain 

Particulars (particular!a ieta) - e.g. that I have my ey©s open, I move ay 

nead, I put out lay hand - may be false; indeed, I may not even have hands of 

this sort at all; but, Descartes goes on, "saltern generalia haec, oculos, 

eaput, manus, totumque corpus, res quaadam non inaginariaa, sed veras 

existere" (AT VII 19). This seems clearly to suggest that, while the dreacdn, 

argument casts doubt on the veracity of propositions about particular objects 

and events in the physical world, it does not impugn the existence of 

gensralia - general types of physical object, like heads, eyes etc*

But Descartes goes on to make an important comparison between dreaning 

and painting, which reveals that the dreaming argument is a great deal nore 

powerful than this. Painters, says Descartes, may paint weird imaginary 

beings like satyrs, but tnese are always composed of general sorts of things 

which exist (they only mix up the limbs of different animals; AT VII 20, 

lino 3). 20 far so good. But Descartes goes on to say that it may be 

possible to paint southing "adeo novun ut nihil omnino ei simile fuerit
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visum, atque ita plane fiotitium sit * falsum"j one may paint something 

utterly fictitious and false* unlike anything seen before* This implies thai: 

in our dreams (a* in i?£iA&ng) we may produce imaginative creations which not 

only fail to represent a particular physical object, but do not even corres­

pond with any general type of object which exists*

But we are still not out of the wood; for Descartes 9 complex and subtle 

argtsment now takes yet another twist. Even when a painter produces a 

completely new creation* he will still, saye Descartes, use real colours in 

th» composition (ibid, line 7/8) • Similarly, although we may dr*em u£ 

something "plane falsiaa", this will still involve "quaedam magis simplioia & 

uniYersalis", which are real or f true f (vera. line 11). Howerer, these very 

staple universal^ turn out to be shape, extension, quantity, location ete* 

(line 15)$ that is to say, they are not existing objects at all, in any 

normal sense, but the basic logical categories who&? relation* and properties 

are the study of Arithmetic and Geometiy - subjects **quae aonnisi de 

Bimplicissimis & maxl&e generalibus rebus tract ant, atque utrun ea flint in 

rerum natura necne, paruo curant" (line 25).

Even here, however, Frankfurt finds an existential element for the demon 

to get to work ont

From the statement that mathematics has nothing to do with any 
particular object, or complex sort of object, it does not follow 
that it has nothing whatever to do with existing things..*. In the 
First Meditation, Descartes does in fact regard the truth of 
mathematical Judgements as depending upon the existence of things 
that exhibit the simple characteristics with which he presumes 
mathematics to deal.

Thus, Frankfurt regards the deacon argument as impugning mathematical know­ 

ledge by casting doubt on the existence of the objects of mathematics (or, 

vhat the Dee car tee of the First Meditation supposes to be its objects)*

In support of this, Frankfurt cites the passage Just quoted above, where 

Descartes says that mathematics deals with very simple and general things, 

and * scarcely cares 1 whether these exist in nature or not. "If no questions
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of existence are relevant to mathematics", asks Frankfurt, "why should 

mathematics care about existence even scarcely?" (ibid.)* But this, it 

seems to me, treads on very thin ice. *Parun curant 9 can hardly mean 'care 

to a small, but nonetheless important extent1 . The natural way of interpret­ 

ing the idiomatic 'panaa curant1 is as saying that mathematics 'could not oar* 

less* about the real existence of its objects. A&d this is certainly Des­ 

cartes* normal views compare CB 34, where Descartes says that mathematics 

consider** its objest not as actually existing, but merely as •possible' - 

oapable of existing.

However, we should not necessarily expect Descartes 9 considered view on 

mathematics to correspond with the remarks made at any particular stage of the 

First Meditation) for here, of course, Descartes is not setting out his con­ 

clusions, but following a dramatic! voyage of discovery from pre-philosophical 

prejudice to philosophical truth* But Frankfurt can ha idly arju® (as he seems 

to want to in the chapter under discussion) that the remarks abcut mathematics 

in the First Meditation represent the beliefs of the pre-philosophieal 'man of 

the senses 9 whose viewpoint Descartes adopts at the start of the Meditation 

(the 'homo sensualis 9 - see CB 1, lines 10-16; and Frankfurt, p.73/4). For 

the 'man of the senses*, as described to Buna an in CB 1, is a san who simply 

does not think about abstract principles: he never even considers the basic 

truths of logic (the * common principles and axioms9 ) "apart from material 

things and particular instances" (CB 1, line 19/20). So the 9 pre-philosophical 

man 9 will not have considered the philosophical nature of the objects of 

mathematics at all) if he does have any thoughts relating to mathematics, 

these will, according to Descartes, only be in terms like "two apples plus 

three oranges make five pieces of fruit". And this is a far cry indeed from 

regarding mathematics as dealing with 'simplicissima universalia* on a plant 

of abstraction such that tho question of their real existence in nature is 

taken to be irrelevant.

I conclude that these arguments for giving the desion a special
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metaphysical role failf that the remarks on mathematics are essentially a 

digression from the main theme of the Firat Meditation} and that the demon's 

vole is to strengthen (ii* the sense described above) doubts about the external 

v&rld vhich have &lre&dy been r&ised by the dreaming argument in its fully 

developed form. A final point in favour of my view. When Descartes formally 

introduces the demon argument, he specifically refers back to the dreaming 

arguments "Supponam igltur «.. genium aliquem cialigpum »..*: putabo oaelum» 

a*rem, terras, oolor«s, figures, sonos* cuntaque externa nihil aliud esse 

quaa Iudifi<sati9»^s goainJ.oiiruiE qiiibus iasidiaa credulitati meae tetmidlt"" 

(AT VII 22? my italics)* The deir.on reinforces the supposition that 

external objects are merely 9 the delusions of dreams*•
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APPENDIX B t The Cogito

No one can doubt that the proposition *I exist* baa a special primacy 

in Descartes * systemt it is the first foothold in the Cartesian assault on 

scepticism* Bat this still leaves the epiatemological status of the 

proposition very obscure* Do we, according to Descartes, know it immed­ 

iately and directly, or only mediately, via some process of reasoning? To 

put it another way, does Descartes mean us to infer or deduce our existence 

by means of an argument (as the ergo in •cogito ergo sum9 would suggest; or 

are we supposed to arrive at knowledge of our existence by means of a simple 

act of intuition?

Unfortunately, what Descartes himself has to say on the subject of the 

Cogito is, as many commentators and critics have found, not at all clear* 

But I hope to show that careful attention to the relevant texts yields a 

reasonably coherent answer to the question posed above* The evidence of 

the C conversation will turn out to be crucial, both for bringing the 

difficulties into focus and for providing the basis for their solution*

Bather than tackle our question head on, I propose to approach it by 

way of the subsidiary, but closely related question raised by Barman at 

CB 4, viz* that of whether the Cogito involves a syllogism* One night at 

first suppose that the answer to this question is bound to settle the 

question we started with* For, if Descartes says that the Cogito involves 

a syllogism, then surely, one might suppose, he must regard our knowledge 

of our existence as derivative; if, on the other hand, he denies that the 

Cogito involves a syllogism, then there might seem to be at least a good 

ease for thinking that he regards the knowledge as non-derivative. In fact, 

however, it would be mistaken to argue along either of these lines, as will 

emerge in due course* nevertheless, what Descartes has to say on the 

question of whether the Cogito involves a syllogism does. 1 believe, provide 

us with the basis for answering our principal question*
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II

The two most crucial passages dealing with the issue of whether the 

Cogito involves a syllogism are from the Second Replica and the Principles* 

They are both brought up by Burman at CB 4, and are difficult enough to 

warrant quoting in full* Let us start with the passage from the Second 

Repliest

fcaen we take note of the fact that we are thinking things, this is a 
primary notion, which is not derived from any syllo^sm* For when 
someone says, *I thlrik^ therefore I am* or I .ejcist*» he does not 
deduce existence from thought by means of a syllogism, but 
recognises it by a simple intuition of the mind, as if it were a 
thing known per se* This is clear from the fact that that, if he 
were deducing it by means of a syllogism, he would have to have 
known previously the major 'evervthira? which thinks* is* or exists*; 
yet in fact of course he learns it instead from experiencing in his 
own case that it is impossible that he should think without 
existing**

At first sight thia passage seems clear enough. We are told straight 

out that the man who says 'cogito, ergo sum* does not deduce existence from 

thought by means of a syllogism* If one were deducing one's existence, 

Descartes goes on to say, one would have to have known previously the major, 

•whatever thinks exists9 * The syllogism that Descartes has in mind here 

must be the following!

(i) (x) x thinks -> x exists,

(ii) I think, 

therefore, (iii) I exist*

What Descartes seems to be saying, then, is that the reasoning (if it is 

reasoning) behind the Cogito is not of thia form, and so is not syllogistic* 

This, at any rate, is the nay most commentators have taken the passage*

* Cum autem advertimus nos esse res cogitantes, prima quaedara notio eat, 
quae ex nullo syllogismo concludituri neque etiam cum quis dieit, ego 
gopito. enm sum, aive exiato. existentiam ex cogitatione per syllogismum 
deducit, sed tanquam rem per se notam simplici mentis intuitu agnoacit, ut 
patet ex eo quod, si earn per syllogismum deduoeret, novisse prius debuisset 
istam majorem, illud omne quod oogitat est« sive ex^stit! atqui profecto 
ipeam potius discit ex eo quod apud se experiatur, fieri non posse ut 
oogitet nisi existat. (AT VII HO).
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Thus, Weinborg writes in connexion with this passage: "the scholastic 

tradition, on which Descartes explicitly depends here, recognised valid 

inferences (bonae consequentine) of non-syllogistic varieties" (WEHTB&RG, 

p*488). And even those who would disagree with this take Descartes to be 

saying here that the Cogito involves a step from (ii) to (iii) - or perhaps 

the direct intuition of (iii) - bat without, in any case, the need for (i) 

(e.g. HINTIKK4 (1), S 8).

Notice, however, that Descartes does not say that the man who says 

•cogito ergo sum' does not know the major (i). On the contrary, he says that 

the individual learns this premiss (ipsam discit) from something he 

experiences in his own ease* What he experiences in his own case is that 

"fieri non posset ut cogitet nisi exietat", or

(iv) - O [I think & -(I exist)]*

In what sense one 'learns 1 (i) by experiencing (iv) is not clear* (i) is 

eertainly not entailed by (iv) - though it is entailed by a generalized fora 

of (iv), viz*

(v) (x) - \> [x thinks & -(x exists)] 

We shall return to this point later*

Although Descartes does not deny that the nan who formulates the Cogito 

knows the major premiss (i), he does deny that prior knowledge of (i) is 

necessary: the supposition that 'one would have to have known the major 

previously* (novisse prius debuisset) is in the counterfactual mode* 

Further, he does quite clearly deny that deduction from the major premiss is 

the means whereby one becomes aware of one's existence (neque*.*existentiam 

ex cogitations per syllogismum deducit) •

To explain what is going on here we have to take note of a crucial 

Cartesian doctrine* which 1 call the doctrine of the two aspects of

* I u»e 'O ' for the modal operator 'it is logically possible that'.
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reasoning. Every piece of reasoning, or train of thought, can, according 

to Descartes, be considered either under its formal aspect, or under its 

epistemic aspect* we can either consider the order of formal exposition 

(the ordo docendfr) or the order of actual discovery (the ordo inveniendi). 

(This distinction is illustrated in CB 17; see Commentary j&lfiS.*)

When Descartes talks of the ordo dooendi,. he has in mind, I think, the 

Aristotelian ideal of demonstrative knowledge, or a.podeifr^to eplsteme. 

•This type of knowledge was defined by Aristotle as proceeding syllogistically, 

and drawing conclusions from premisses which are "true and primary and 

immediate and better-known-than and prior-to the conclusions" (An«Po3t» 71 b 

21)• This definition supplies the standard model for a deductive science 

like Geometry, and, arguably, corresponds to the nationalist conception of 

science in general.* How, it is an important fact - and one which I think 

is the basis of Descartes 1 distinction between the OJE&O dooendi, and the ordo 

inveniendi - that when one is working out, say, a theorem in Geometry or 

Logic, the route by which one arrives at the solution often does not at all 

correspond to a formal deduction from first principles* Of course, if one's 

reasoning is valid, it can be set out in the proper, demonstrative pattern? 

but that pattern will not necessarily bear any relation to the way one 

arrived at the conclusion.**

How it is of the essence of the method employed in the Meditations that 

it follows the order of discovery (CB 17, lines 10 ff»): that is, it does 

not start from first principles and then deduce conclusions syllogistically 

in the traditional manner of the Aristotelian apodeifetike epietemet instead,

* See however Appendix E*
** For this reason, Aristotle*s description of the premisses used in 
demonstrative knowledge as '^O^t^ KL^ yv>^v.^£j~i-£„>> (prior and 
better known) may be misleadingi for if P is prior to Q in the formal sense 
that Q is logically derivable from P, it need not at all follow that know­ 
ledge of P is prior to knowledge of Q for any given individual 3, In fact 
Aristotle goes on to distinguish what is v-^-atw ^\ ^.,u.^v fr^ wnat 
is ri *\A^C ncort-cp^ (AiuPoat* 72a1 A), cf. above p.126.
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it follows an actual individual journey from scepticism to certainty* Rather 

than a book of formal demonstrationa which compel the assent, the Meditations, 

as th<? title suggest, are a set of mmtal exercises which the reader must

•make his own1 (of. AT VII 155}*

We are now in a position to see what Descartes meant when he said that he 

who says 'cogito ergo sum9 doer/ not deduce existence from thought by means of 

a syllogism* To talk of syllogistic deduction would have suggested that the 

knowledge of one's existence is arrived at yjrq a formal demonstration from 

first principles; yet this would completely jumble the 'order of discovery' - 

it would completely sdsrapreseiit what goes on in one's mind when one works 

through the Cartesian meditations* But to say this is nat to aay that there 

is no syllogism involved in the Cogito* To say that I do not deduce my 

existence from my thought by means of a syllogism when I follow the Cartesian 

meditations is quite compatible with the proposition that my existence is 

formally derivable from my thinking by means of a syllogism* Although the 

ordo docendi and the ordo inveniendi represent two distinct aspects of human 

reasoning, the formal aspect and the epistemic aspect, there is no question 

of their being incompatible alternatives* To say (l) that a geometer non-

•yllogistically discovers some property F of a triangle t, is quite compat­ 

ible with saying (2) that it can be syllogistioally inferred that t is P by 

deduction from a major premiss specifying the properties necessarily 

possessed by the class of triangles of which t is a member* The first state­ 

ment has to do with the train of thought actually followed by the geometer 

in arriving at the knowledge that Ft5 the second relates to what he might 

write on a blackboard if asked to provide a formal proof of his discovery* 

It is my opinion that Descartes did believe that there was a perfectly valid

•blackboard' syllogien; of the form set out in (i), (ii), (iii) above, which 

represented the formal aspect of the reasoning in the Cogito* What he 

wished to deny in the jtecond Replies was that we 'go through' this syllogism 

when we follow the famous exercise in the Second Meditation and arrive at
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knowledge of otir own existence*

XII

I now turn to our second difficult passage, from the Principles* Once 

again, the text is worth quoting in full*

When I said that this proposition, *I thinfo t therefore I as*, was of 
all propositions the first and most certain which anyone who 
philosophizes in an orderly way comes up against, I did not by saying 
that deny that one must first know what knowledge is. what e3q.atep.ce

should not exist and so forth; but because these are very simple 
notions and ones which on their own do not furnish us with knowledge 
of any existing thing, I did not think they were worth listing.*

It is easy to see what worried Buraan here (see CB 4, line 1). In the 

passage from the Second Replies. Descartes had denied that the Cogito involved 

a syllogism. Or rather (if our interpretation above is correct) he had denied 

that the femulator of the Cogito (let us call him the 'cogitator* for short) 

Actually needs go through a syllogism in his mind in order to arrive at 

•sum*. At any rate, and on any interpretation, he had specifically denied 

the need for prior knowledge of the major premiss

(i) (x) x thinks -^> x exists*

Tet here, in the Principles. Descartes seems to commit himself quite clearly 

to saying that the co git a tor needs prior knowledge of the proposition 'fieri 

non potest ut id quod cogitet non existat** This is not a saajor premiss of 

the exact form of (i) above, but it does assert a general necessary connexion 

between thinking and existing. We may represent it as:

(v) (x) -<>[* thinks & - (x exists)] 

The contradiction now seems glaring. For (v) is actually stronger than (i):

* Atqui ubi dixi hanc pro positioned, e^o cogito ergo sum, esae cranium primam 
& cert is s imam, quae cuilibet ordine philosophanti occurrat, non ideo negavi 
quin ante ipsain scire oporteat, qvld ait cogitatio. Quid existentia. Quid 
oertitudo; item, quod f^-eri non poasit ut id quod co/ itet non exiatat ft 
talia; sed quia hae suut eimplicissiiaae no tiones, & quae solae nullius rei 
existentis notitiao praebent, idcirco non cenoui esse numerandas. (AT VIII 
8).
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It asserts that (i) is true for all possible worlds. Nor vill our earlier 

distinction between the aider of discovery and the order of exposition help 

us out of the aeas. For whatever may b* the case about the formal order of 

exposition, there remains a clash between the Replies and the Principles 

concern ing the, actual knowledge required by the indiv^ual 'co/ritator** 

Here is Descartes aaying in one breath (in the Sqe^ad Heplies) that the 

aogit&tor does not need prior knowledge of (i), and in the next breath (in 

t*16 Principles) that he does naed prior knowledge of the stronger proposition 

(v).

Wa can begin to resolve the discrepancy if *e notioe a very close parallel 

in the language of the two apparently contradictory passages. In fact the 

reader will have already noticed that our proposition (v):

(v) (x) -^ [x thinks & -(x exists)]

which, according to the Principles, the oogitator requires prior knowledge of, 

is none other than the generalized fora of (iv)s

(iv) - \> II think & -(I exist)]

which the cogitator is said to know in the Second f^e^lies (above p« 264). 

the close formal similarity here is no artificial creation of our symbolism, 

but is closely paralleled in the text. The original of (v): "fieri non 

potest ut id quod cogitet non existat", closely corresponds to the wording of 

(iv) in the Second Kevlies: "...fieri non posse ut cogitet nisi existat11 

(AT VII 140). Unfortunatfcly, Eost 3nglii,h versions of the passage in th« 

Principles follow ?ic6t*s French version, which has the rather vagiae "pour 

pensar il fant Stre" for the sentence in question; and the parallelism has 

therefore gone unnoticed.

At this point our apparent discrepancy is stjll with us, but is in 

sharper focus. It can be resolved, I suggest, if we notice some vital 

observations Descartes has to make about the way in which we normally possess 

knowledge of certain general propositions. It is here that the contribution 

of the ponvergation is invaluable. The general proposition 'whatever thinks
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exists 1 ie called a 'general notion* (notio general IB) at CB 4, line 11; a 

similar expression, 'very simple notion' (notio simplioissima) is used in 

the Prinafo^aj (AT VIII 8) to describe our proposition (v) . Now ".lotion" 

seems to be something of a technical term for Descartes. It is invariably 

used to describe basic logical truths - 'common principles or axioio' as they 

are called at CB 1 9 line 12.* Here is what Descartes says about these 

principles at CB It

•••since [these principles] are present in us from birth with such 
clarity, and sinoe we experience them Inside ourselves, we neglect 
them and think about them only in a confused manner* but never in 
the abstract, or apart from material 
instances, (lines 15 ff.j ay italics

Descartes makes the point again at CB 4* this time in connexion with the 

Cogitot

As I have explained before, we do not separate out these general 
propositions from the particular instances; rather it is in the

that ve tMjBik. of "theis* • (lines 11 ff.t myfir ITI st 
}italics

This is sound enough as a matter of empirical psychology* A child, for 

example* trill be able to reject a particular contradiction as false* without 

being able expressly to formulate the 'general notion' that every proposition 

of the form 'P & - P' must be false*** In such a ease, we may say with 

Descartes that the knowledge of the general principle has not been 'separated 

out' from the particular instance*

It is clear from all this that Descartes is aware of a crucial ambiguity 

in saying that someone knows e.g. the principle of non-contradictions does 

the knowledge have to be explicit (i.e. does the knower have to be able to

* Descartes frequently says that these logical 'notions' have no existential 
import (see on CB 1 lines 24/25)* An acute Aristotelian logician might 
object "but surely the major premiss 'whatever thinks exists' oannot be 
included in this class* since universal affirmative propositions carry 
existential import". For this difficulty* see Commentary on CB 4 line 1.
** of. Descartes' own comment to Clereeliert "Quand on enseigne a un enfant 
les elements de la Geometrie, on ne lui fera point entendre en general que... 
' ' ' ______________ i* si on ne lui en oontre des 
examples en dee oas particuliers." (12 January 16461 AT IX 206).
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formulate the prinoiple explicitly)* or is it sufficient for hia to be able 

to recognise ita truth in 'particular instances'? (This is part of a general 

difficulty in the use of the rerb 'to know't compare 'he knows the principles 

of English grammar*). If we now relate this to the Cogito, the precise 

content of the claim that prior knowledge of a general principle is necessary 

for the oogitator will hinge on whether the knowledge is supposed to be 

explicit or implicit. And Descartes* position on this comes out at CB 4* 

Prior knowledge of a general principle is, it seems, involved (line 1)} 

"but it does not follow that I am always expressly and explicitly aware of 

its priority" (line 6). And Descartes goes on to make the point quoted above 

that one may know a general principle only in a particular instance.

la the light of this, the Principles can be reconciled with the Second 

Replies. It is true in a sense that I (the oogitator) need prior knowledge 

of the general principle (v) as the Principles assert. But the Second 

Replies passage is correct in so far as my knowledge of this principle need 

not be explicit) I need only know it implicitly by knowing (iv).

IT

Let us summarise the results of the two preceding sections* (1) Formally 

speaking, the answer to the question 'Is the Cogito a syllogism?* is 'yes'. 

My existence is logically derivable from the premiss 'I am thinking9 , given 

the general logical principle that nothing can think without existing. But 

from the epistemic point of view, from the point of view of the individual 

who is 'beginning to philosophise in an orderly fashion1 , the Cogito is not 

syllogistic. The eogitator does not actually go through a syllogism in order 

to arrive at knowledge of his own existence (Second Replies). (2) However, 

even in the case of the individual discovery of the Cogito, prior knowledge 

of a general principle asserting the impossibility of thought without exist­ 

ence is essential (Principles). But the knowledge need not be explicit (of. 

CB 4). The individual has the general principle implanted in hia froa birth,
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but he is not explicitly aware of it (CB 1). Re recognises it only in the 

singular, particular case, by seeing in his own case that it is impossible 

that he should think without existing (Second Replies). And it is -his 

recognition* coupled with the indubitable awareness of the fact that he is 

thinking, that enables him to know the proposition •sum* with certainly.

Let us now go back to the question we originally started with, vie. that 

of whether the knowledge of one's existence is, for Descartes, immediate or 

derived. In the light of what has emerged it is easy to see that the question 

is really a misleading one, since the alternatives are not mutually exclusive. 

The knowledge of one's existence is derivative in the sense that it implicitly 

depends on a general logical principle (or 'notion*) asserting the imposs­ 

ibility of thought without existence. But it is immediate in the sense that 

the oogitator need not be aware of this principle except in its particular 

application to himself; so that the knowledge of his existence may come upon 

him not as a syllogistic deduction from a general premiss, but "as if it were 

a thing known per se."*

The status of the Cogito has aroused an enormous amount of discussion 

in the last decade or so, most of which seems to have arisen out of the 

apparent inconsistencies in Descartes* own character! Bat ion of his famous

fleplies (quoted above, p. 265). A lot of recent discussion has
centred around the phrase 'tanquam rem per se notam*. It is not clear, first 
of all, whether the phrase refers simply to the proposition 'sum9 , or to the 
Cogito as a whole* Eintikka, arguing for the first alternative, has suggested 
that the phrase supports a non-inferential interpretation of the Cogito 
(HZNTIKKA (2), p. 492). Against this, Frankfurt, followed by Kenny, has drawn 
attention to the particle tanouam. arguing that whatever is known in the 
Cogito is only described as known as if it were self-evident, (see KSIOT (1), 
p. 54) • But in fact nothing is proved either way by the use of the phrase 
•res per se nota's for, according to Descartes, for something to be self- 
evident is quite compatible with its being deducible from other principles. 
In the Fourth Replies he says that the proposition 'there is nothing in the 
mind of which it is not aware' is per ee no turn t and he then proceeds to 
demonstrate that it follows logically from two other propositions! (1 ) every­ 
thing in the mind must be a cogitatio (2) there cannot be any cogitatio in 
us of which we are not aware. (AT VII 246).
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dictum* If the analysis offered above is correct, then Descartes can at 

least b« cleared of contradicting himself when speaking about the Cogito* 

Now there is, no doubt, an intrinsic interest in seeing whether a great 

philosopher is guilty of inconsistency; and from the point of view of inter­ 

pretation we need to be clear on how Bescarfcas meant his dictum to be taken* 

But there are deeper questions at stake in this issue which, though obvious 

eaough, often seem to be overlooked. Ig the status of the Cogito really 

crucial for Descartes* philosophy? And if ao, why?

The answers lie, of course, in the nature of the enterprise which 

Descartes sets himself: to establish human knowledge against the sceptics. 

If the Cogito is supposed to be the firm and immovable rock on which 

scepticism is to founder, then it seems crucial that should possess a special 

kind of certainty* If there is, after all, a sense in which the Cogito can 

be regarded as the conclusion of an argument with a general premiss rather 

than a simple intuition, then at least one other, potentially doubtful, 

proposition ia involved in the truth of the Ccgito, and the structure of 

Cartesian metaphysics looks less secure*

To canvass this difficulty further, it will help to return to the point 

made earlier about Descartes 9 'two aspects of reasoning1 * The 'order of 

exposition 1 (used in mathematics, science etc*) works as we have seen from 

previously conceded premisses* But in metaphysics we can take nothing for 

granted - in metaphysics 'it is the primary notions themselves which we have 

to work hard to render clear and distinct 1 : this is why, according to 

Descartes, the 'way of discovery* is especially suited to metaphysics, and 

was the way followed in the Meditations (AT VII 157? of. above p.121 ff.)« 

All this is very well, but raises the following worry* Is not a seductive, 

but ultimately specious, defence of the Cartesian system being smuggled in 

here: we are invited to believe that Cartesian mathematics etc* work 

demonstratively from premisses, while Cartesian metaphysics (with its 'way 

of discovery') establishes the truth of these basic premisses themselves. 

We seem to be tricked into thinking that we can start from scratch, arrive at



273

the Cogito, then the existence of God, and then move on eventually to 

demonstrative science. To puncture this balloon, it might be argued , we 

simply have to observe that the Cogito, despite its vaunted 'priority in the 

order of discovery 9 , does not have any intrinsic logical primacy. Indeed, if 

we forget about the order of discovery, and ask simply about the 'formal 

aspect 9 of the reasoning, the formal validity of the Cogito hinges on its 

deducibility from a general logical truth.

Part of what is at stake here is the general problem of the Cartesian 

Circle, and this will be tackled separately in the following appendix. 

Leaving aside the Circle, however, there is, I think, an appropriate Cartesian 

response to the line of attack just sketched. The first point one could make 

emerges from our previous conclusions. The Cogito may indeed depend logically 

on the truth of a general principle; but if the cogitator can arrive at 

genuine knowledge of his own existence without needing an express awareness 

of that principle, the dependence in question hardly impugns the genuineness 

of his knowledge, or its self-evident character* If a child correctly 

intuits that it is either raining or not raining, then his knowledge is no 

le*3 a genuine intuition of a self-evident truth because what he intuits is 

a particular instance of a general truth which he is not explicitly aware of.

Secondly, it is important not to misconstrue the sense in which the 

Cogito is 9 primary9 or 'privileged 1 in the Cartesian system. Though the 

Cogito is often described as Descartes 9 'Archimedean point9 , Descartes never 

implies that it is the only fixed point in his system. The 9 puncturn firmum 

•t imnobile* passage in the Second Meditation (AT VII 24) is in fact only an 

introductory comment, not directly linked with the Cogito; in the light of 

what follows, the passage could well be taken as having the force of an a. 

jjfrrtiori argumenti 'if Archimedes was satisfied with one fixed point* then 

there is hope that even £&£ certain truth may suffice to establish knowledge 

(•••and in fact how much more secure are the foundations of my system...) 1 .
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Ia faott Deaeartea explicitly deniea that the Cogito has a privileged status 

in aay logical aenaei in a letter to Claraelier concerning the Cogito he says 

that thare raay waU be no 'premier principe 1 in the aenaa of a principle to 

which everything ia reducible 1 (June 1646; AT IV 445)* Nor would the Cogito 

appear to have any special epiatesaologieul primacy< a glance at tht 'geo­ 

metrical proof* in the second KepiJoe ahows that there are many basic 

propositions whose truth ia presumably aa certain aa that of the Cogito. The 

special importance of the Cogito, as Deseartea explains in the letter to 

Clereelier Just mentioned, is that unlike the «npty principles of logic, 

which 'do not make us any the wiser* , it is an exist qntia,! proposition which 

ia uaeful for establishing the existence of God and other creatures*. Aa I 

have argued ia Appendix A (p.254-7), the basic thrust of the Meditations ia 

toward the question of what, if any thine, exists: what the Cogito shove ia 

that there la at least one existential proposition which the total scepticism 

of the First Meditation cannot subvert.

Does this eliminate the •primacy1 of the Cogito altogether? I think not* 

Descartes observed to Clereelier that there are three criteria which a 

proposition muat meet if it ia to be considered a •premier principe9 s (1) it 

*ust serve aa the basic for discovering other informative principles! (2) it 

most depend on no other principles; and (3) no principle must be easier to 

discover.** whether the Cogito satisfies the first of these requirements 

hingea on the (highly questionable) validity of Ueacartos* proof of God's 

existence from the idea of God. The claim that it satisfies the second teat 

hinges on the thesis that the logical truth on which it depends is one which

* What we learn from the principle 'impoasibile cat idem aimul ease & non 
ease* "...eat da bien peu d'importance et ne nous rend de rien pli» scavana". 
Oa the other hand, "C'est avec trea grande utilite qu*on commence a s'assurer 
da ^existence da Dieu et eneuite de toutes lea creatures, par la consider­ 
ation de aa propre existence*. (AT IV 444/5).
** •C«eat aaaez (juf il puiaae aervir A an trouver pOLusieurs [ae. principeaj, 
ft qu*il n fy en ait point d*autre dont il depends, ny ojt^on puisse plutoat 
trouver ^ue li^H U* IV 444) •
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I need only be aware of in its particular application to my own case. The 

third claim is plausible enough, provided that existential principles alone 

are being considered! if ve compare the Cogito with other exiatcntial 

propositions (relating to God or physical objects),then the certainty of these 

is very much harder work to establish. In terms of the degree of mental 

effort involved, the Cogito is by far the easiest*
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APPENDIX Ct Knowledge and the Circle

"Lastly, as to the fact that I was not guilty of circularity 
(eJjMulum non oommiaeriJB) when I said that the only reason we 
have for being sure that what we clearly and distinctly perceive 
is true is the fact that God exists) but that we are sore £od 
exists only because we perceive this clearly) I have already 
given an adequate explanation of this point in the reply to the 
Second Objections. noa. 3 and 4, where I made a distinction 
between what we in fact perceive clearly and what we re&e&ber 
having perceived clearly."

[Descartes 1 Reply to Araauldf AT Til 24$]

"It seems there is a circle* For in the Third Meditation the 
author uses axioms to prove the existence of God, even though 
he is not yet certain of not being deceived about these."

[CB 6, lines 1-3]

Bature of the Circle

The allegation that Descartes 'committed the circle* has become so 

eofflfflonplace that most people acquainted with the Cartesian system probably 

have a general idea of what is meant. But it is not easy to explain exactly 

what the alleged circularity consists in* Perhaps it will help to start by 

setting out schematically what seem to be the main steps in Descartes1 valid­ 

ation of human knowledge in the Meditations. I offer no more than a crude 

sketchj the purpose is to illustrate roughly the 'order of discovery1 (see 

on CB 17).

(1) cogito

(2) sum

(3) sum res cogitans

(4) there exists in me an idea of God

(5)t (5a), (5b) ... (various AXIOMS - e.g. 'the effect is like the
cause')

(6) God exists

(?) God is not a deceiver

(8) If I go carefully* and assent only to what I clearly and distinctly 
perceive, I will not go wrong

(9) ....
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stages from (9) onwards need not concern us here, though some of them 

begin to emerge in the latter part of the Meditations. But Descartes appears 

to suggest that once (8) is established, th© whole corpus of mathematics and 

science can be developed, step by step (AT VII 70/1). The way is open for 

achieving the ultimate aim of re-establishing the whole of human knowledge 

against the sceptics.

The first point to notice about the above schema is that there is no 

petitle principii in the ordinary sense. Descartes does not attempt to rig an 

argument by slipping into the premisses the proposition which he is setting 

out to prove. What worried Arnauld (AT VII 214) end Burman (CB 6) was what 

one might call an epistemological circularity. To explain this idea, I shall 

introduce the notion of •epistemic eatailment*. P is normally said to entail 

Q when the truth of P depends on the truth of Q (i.e« when, if Q is false, 

1? cannot be true). 1 shall say that P epiatemicallv entails Q when our know­ 

ledge of P depends on our knowledge of Q (i.e. when, if .. is not known, P 

cannot be known).

Now let us turn to Descartes and look at how the schema outlined above 

is built up. What happens is a careful step by step build-up of propositions, 

starting from scratch. It is vital t"iat we do not Jump steps; we develop our 

eyatsm piece by piece, starting from what we are absolutely sure of (our own 

existence) and working carefully on from there. Clearly, there is an implicit 

methodological rule at work in this procedure: we must not, at any stage v 

assert any proposition which we are not yet sure of knowing. Descartes 

himself refers to this implicit rule in the Search after Truths

The whole secret consists in starting from the first and most simple 
truths and then advancing slowly, step by step, to those which are 
most remote and complex.*

« "Toturn arcanum in eo tantum consistit ut a primis et aimplicissimis 
Incipiamus, & deinde sensia & quasi per gradus usque ad remotissimas & maxims 
composites progrediamur." (AT X 526/7) •
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And in the Second Replies there is a quite explicit formulation. Descartes 

sayo that he tried in the Meditations to follow most strictly (acuratjssiae) 

a particular order:

The order consists simply in the fact that the propositions put 
forward first have to be known w^thou^ ffly foelp from those which 
follow, and then that the remainder should be arranged in such a 
way that their demonstration depends solely on what has gone 
before.*

The reason behind this rule is obvious enough. To ignore it would be to allow 

the possibility that any old prejudice might slip in unchallenged and infect 

the subsequent steps in the validation of knowledge*

Descartes 1 methodological rule may be expressed more precisely with 

reference to our numbered schema, and using the notion of epistatic entailment 

defined above. We may put it like thist

Ho proposition in the schema may epistemically entail any proposition 
which cornea further down in the order of discovery.

Bpistanalogical circularity may now simply be defined aa any violation of 

this rule. As the above quotations from the Replies and the Search show, the 

essence of the careful, systematic quest for truth is that, at each stage, 

any proposition asserted may epistemically entail only those propositions 

which have already been established.

The appropriateness of the term •circle' to a violation of our rule oan 

be seen from the following example. Let P be the proposition that there is 

order in the world; and suppose that Descartes had started from this 

proposition and proceeded to show that God exists (q.). To demonstrate a 

•circle* here, an objector might try to show that P in fact epistemically 

entails Q. He might for instance argue as follows: in order to know that 

there is order in the world, I must know that the external world exists; to 

know this, I must know that my experience is not a dream or delusion) to know

* M0rdo in eo tanluin consiatit, quod ea, quae prima proponuntur, absque
•oila seouentima ope debeant cognosci, & reliqua deinde omnia ita disponi, ut 
ex praecedentibus solis demonstrentur." (AT 711 155; my italics).
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this, I must know that a nondeceivlng God exista. This imaginary line of 

criticism indeed demonstrates a violation of our basic rule: P was supposed 

to be prior to Q in the order of discovery; yet it turned out to epistemically 

entail Q, Now the security of Q as a valid step in the systematic build-up 

of knowledge depended on its oareful, step by step derivation from P. let 

an investigation of the epistemological pedigree of P brought us back round 

to Q. The circle is complete*

We are now in a position to analyse the charge of 'circularity 9 cade by 

Arnauld and Burman* Arnauld can be taken to be saying, in effect, that 

proposition (6) in our schema epistemically entails proposition (s). I need 

to know (8) - that I can rely on the truth of my clear and distinct percep­ 

tions - before I can be in a position to know (6)* let (6) was supposed to 

be prior to (s) in the order of discovery* Burman puts the poiat rather 

no re precisely, by concentrating on the actual steps (5. 5a, 5b, etc*} which 

we need to know in order to prove the existence of God* Bow do we know these 

axioms are true? Only, it seems, in virtue of knowing (d) * Yet, if this Is 

•o, the fundamental methodological rule is broken t propositions (5), (§a) 

etc., turn eut to epistemioally entail a preposition which comes much further 

down in the order of discovery* Th* objection of circularity ta thus a very 

grave one for Descartes* He is not merely charged with a logical slip in 

one of hie arguments; the allegation is of a fundamental methodological flaw 

which threatens to vitiate the entire carefully planned structure of the 

Meditations.

II 

The reply

What reply can be made to such a worrying charge? If our analysis above 

is correct* then there seems to be only one possible reply: one has to deny 

that (5) etc.. do in fact epistemically entail (8). And this, 1 believe, is 

precisely what Descartes does* But, until he spoke to Burman. he had
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explained hie response in rather obscure language - so much so that many 

modern commentators have, I believe* completely misunderstood hia meaning* 

Let us now look first of all at the earlier formulations of his defence* 

(a) The reply

Here Descartes seems to rest all the weight on a distinction between 

what is ijo. fact clearly and distinctly perceived , and what we merely remember 

having clearly and distinctly perceived* Why on earth should Descartes bring 

in memory at this point? One popular modern view on this is that he is 

correcting a misapprehension about the role of God in his system: what he is 

saying, on this view, is that God's role is not that of guarantor of clearly 

and distinctly perceived truths (despite any impression to the contrary that 

the Fifth Meditation may have given), but merely the guarantor of the 

veracity of memory (see DOKEY (2), p. 326 ff.). According to thi<2 view, when 

I clearly and distinctly perceive P, I can know the truth of P even if I do 

not yet know that there is a God; after I have proved God's existence, however, 

I can know the truth of P even if I merely "remember11 that I once clearly and 

distinctly perceived it.* On this interpretation, our schema should be 

amended as follow si proposition (8) should be replaced byi

(8a) Whenever I "remember* that I clearly and diatinctly perceived 
X, I did in fact clearly and distinctly perceive X*

Under the new schema, there is no circle, since (8a) is not epistemically 

entailed by (5) (5a) etc.: the proofs of God's existence do not require know* 

ledge of the veracity of memory . And the original proposition (s) - the 

general guarantee of the veracity of clear and distinct perception - does not

* By putting the word "remember" in inverted commas, 1 merely mean to mark 
the obvious fact that the verb is to be taken in what is some times called 
the 'weak* sense * i.e. the sense which leaves it open whether a memory 
experience is veridical* This is opposed to the 'strong 1 sense of the verb, 
where 'I remember that P 9 entails P. Of course, it does not need God. or any­ 
one else, to guarantee the veracity of memory in this strong sense. (For a 
discussion of these ambiguities, see FLEW, Section III. However, the notion 
that there are two senses of * remember' seems to me unhappy. 1 prefer to 
mark the distinction by talking of 'remembering proper* on the one hand, and 
'thinking one remembers' or "remembering11 , in inverted commas, on the other.)



281

appear in the achema at all*

I think that there la something right and something wrong in thia inter­ 

pretation* I believe it la correct to assert that we do not, according to 

Deacartes, require a general guarantee of the veracity of clear and distinct 

perception in order to knov (5), (5a) etc. Of course, merely to aay thia 

atill leaves the statue of these axioms very obscure; does Descartes want to 

claim that we * just knov 9 that (5) etc. are true - that they are, aa it were, 

•platemlcally self-guaranteeing? I think he does want to say something like 

this; but we shall return to thia later. Where, however, the interpretation 

aeeiaa to me to go wrong la in the introduction of (Sa), and in the role 

thereby assigned to God*

Notice, first of all, what a very odd claim Descartes would be making, 

if ha- meant to assert something like (8a) above. He would be saying, in 

effect, that once we have proved God*a existence, we can rely absolutely on 

our memory «• i.e., that whenever we "remember" (in the 'weak sense 1 ) clearly 

add distinctly perceiving aorae proposition, we can be sure that the memory ia 

accurate. Yet thia would be a monstrous claim to make! it would fly in the 

face of the universal acknowledgment of the fallibility of memory. This ia 

not a 'philosophical* point - a piece of over-precious scepticism * but a 

matter of plain common sense. Mot juat philosophers, but mathesaaticiana, 

scientists and ordinary 'men in the street* know better than to rely uncritic­ 

ally on their powers of memory. So if Descartes were aaying that, once God'a 

existence h&a been proved, such caution is unnecessary, he would be aay ing 

something which is plain silly. (The fact that the remembering involved here 

relates to a special sort of proposition, vig. 'that I clearly and diatinctly 

perceived P 1 , makes no difference to this point. If I can "remember" having 

had a cup of coffee this morning, when in fact I did not, there seems no 

reason why I cannot equally "remember" having clearly and distinctly perceived 

the truth of Euclid's thirteenth theorem this morning, when in fact I did 

not.)
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But not only would it have been very odd if Descartes has advanced a 

theeic like that expressed in (8a) above, but there is very strong evidence 

that he did not in fact do 90* The Conversation itself is the source here; 

and if it reports Descartes* words accurately, then the evidence is incontro­ 

vertible* The relevant passage is CB 5, where Descartes and Burman discuss 

the question of the reliability of the human mind, and whether God can deceive. 

Burman makes the point that, even after God's existence has been proved and 1 

know that my mind does not deceive me (non .fallit ingenium), yet still my 

memory may deceive me ( falli^ segoria) since I may think I remember sonething 

which I do not in fact remember* This is because memory is weak (iabeoillis) 

(lines 12-17). Descartes, and this is the vital point, implicitly accepts 

this* He says that he has nothing to say on the subject of memoryt "everyone 

should test himself to see whether he is good at remembering; if he has any 

doubts he should make use of written notes, and so forth, to help him" (lines 

18-21). Here Descartes is clearly taking up a cautious, cossmon sense position 

vis-a-vis the possibility of sqr mistakenly thinking I remember having clearly 

and distinctly perceived fuel id's thirteenth theorem this morning. He 

sensibly tells us to check our memory by means of the usual aids* This is 

not the suggestion of a man who regards the veracity of memory as guaranteed, 

once God*s existence has been established* 

(b) yfeq^repfo to the Second Objeqt^pns

If we reject the memory interpretation, we still have to explain why 

Descartes Bade the distinction between actual and remembered perceptions in 

reply to the charge of circularity. The passage from the Second Replies. 

which Descartes referred Arnauld back to, may help to supply a more satis­ 

factory explanation. In the Seconft Replies^. Descartes addresses himself 

directly to the charge of circularity. The authors of the Second Objections 

had cited as a focus for their accusation an awkward passage in the Fifth 

Meditation; they complain; "according to your statement, you cannot be certain
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of anything, or knov anything clearly and distinctly, unless you first knov 

certainly and clearly that God exists" (AT VII 124/5). Descartes did not, 

in fact, make this statement in exactly these words. But what he does say in 

the Fifth Meditation apparently cones down to the same thing* He aayst "the 

certainty of everything else depends on this very thing [knowledge of God's 

existence], so that apart from this nothing can ever be perfectly known" 

(AT VII 69, lines 13-15)» And later on we are told that it is from the know­ 

ledge that God exists and is not a deceiver that "I have gathered that 

whatever I clearly and distinctly perceive is, necessarily, true* (collegi 

oamia, quae clare et distincte percipio, necessario eese veraj AT VII 70)* * 

Both these quotations ring out like warning bells to those on the look out 

for a circle. The first passage, in particular, put*? Descartes Immediately 

and obviously in trouble* For, If all knowledge depends on knowledge of God's 

existence, then all the steps in our schema, from (1) to (5).*., epistemic- 

ally, entail proposition (6). Descartes thus see&s to be condemned out of 

his own mouth.

What happens, however, in the Second Replies, is that Descartes puts a 

vital qualification on his statement in the Meditations that all knowledge 

depends on Cod.** This is what Descartes says:

When I said that we can know no thine for certain until we know that 
God exists, I expressly declared that I was speaking merely of 
knowledge of those conclusions which can be recalled when we are no 
longer attending to the reasoning which led us to their deduction.

vii 140]
The crucial concept Introduced her© is that of j,tjjyx\t^o-ft. (it is true that 

•recalling* is also mentioned, but the reference to nienaory, though there is, 

as we shall see, a perfectly good reason for it, is iu a sense a red herring.)

* There is a similar passage at Principles I, 50; this however refers us 
back to the fuller treatment in the Meditations.
** In fact, he elais» that he had explicitly supplied tliis qualification in 
the Fifth Heditation; this must refer to the paragraph beginning at AT VII 
69 line 16 ff.; but the 'explicitneas* there is certainly not as great as one 
would wish.
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The distinction Descartes ia getting at ia the distinction between our know­ 

ledge of clearly and distinctly perceived propositions at the time when we are 

fttttniiM1* to them, and our knowledge of such propositions when we are not 

attending to them* The former typo of knowledge is an exception to the rule 

that 'all knowledge depends on God 1 , 

(c) The reply _to Bun&an

What I have jutrt said would otherwise be only a tentative interpretation 

of what is, after all, a rather cryptic sentence, were it not for the valuable 

evidence of the Conversation* For at CB 6, we have tha most explicit and 

clear atatement of Descartes 1 reply to the charge of circxdarity- Talking of 

the axioms used to prove the existence of God (5, 5a..) Descartes says: 'I 

know that I am not deceived with regard to them, bftca?*se T nw ^fofflpy paving 

attention to them; and for as Ion? as I do Pay attention to there. I am certain 

that I am not being deceived. 1 * In this idea of the mind's focusing on, or 

attending to, a proposition we have the key to Descartes' attempt to break 

tha circle.** At the time wfum we are actually focusing on a proposition, 

then, if we clearly and distinctly perceive it to be true, we cannot be 

mistaken - we know we are not being deceived.

The importance which Descartes attaches to thia concept of mental 

attention emerges elsewhere in the Conve,rjSation« Right at the beginning, 

Descartes aays that the common principles and todoma (like 'it is impossible 

'that the same thin£ should both be and not be') cannot be denied by anyone who 

carefully focuaea fo^s attention on them (attente «d ilia animadvertit; CB 1,

» Italics sdne; the ora^io oblfoua of the original Latin is reproduced in my 
translation of CB 6, lines 5-7, q.v.; the Latin says* "ecit ae in iia non 
falli quoniam ad ea attendit; quamdiu autem id facit, certus est se non falli," 
** The reliability of the Conversation on thia issue is confirmed by Dee- 
cartes' reply to Bourdin, who had asked how the attainment of knowledge was 
pooaible in Deaeartea' system, given the extent of Cartesian doubt« In reply, 
Descartes points out that when he aaid 'there was nothing which we may not 
doubt* this was H in the First Meditation, where I was supposing that I was 
not attending to anything which I clearly perceived" (in Prima Meditation* 
in qua supponebaa me non attendere ad quicquam quod dare perciperem) 

Heulieat AT VII 460) .
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line 23) . And at CB 81 , Descartes uses the sane idea, when summing up his 

position on the circle. If we did not know that God was the source of truth, 

then however clear our ideas wera we should not know they were truet says 

Descartes, restating what he had said in the Fifth Keditation. But then he 

addsi

I mean of course when we were not p^yin^ attention to them (cum ad 
eas nan adverteremua) and when we merely remembered that we had 
clearly and distinctly perceived them* For on other occasions, 
when ve dp pay attention to the truths themselves (quando ed ipsaa 
treri bates advertimus) , even though we may not know God exists we 
cannot be in any doubt about them. Otherwise we could not prove 
God exists*

(lines 2~8; my italics)

These passages leave us in no doubt as to the thesis which Descartes wished 

to advance, and which he took to provide a defence against the charge of 

circularity. The thesis is that clearly and distinctly perceived propositions 

are, whJ[Ae attended, ,to« epistei&ically self— gua

III 

Two objections

Before we develop this further, two possible objections to our inter­ 

pretation must be dealt with* (A) The first arises out of an observation 

recently made by Professor FrankfUrt in his study of the Meditations , that 

^Descartes repeatedly &*&«rts v without any qualification or limitation what­ 

ever, that as long as he is ignorant of God's existence he must fear that a 

proposition aaay be false even though he porceives it quite clearly and 

distinctly" (ffRAHXFUJtf?, P*166). However, Frankfurt only cites two passages 

in support of this claim, and neither of these seems conclusive* On the 

contrary, they can both be seen, on close examination, to confirm our own 

interpretation* In the first passage (from the section at the end of the 

Fifth Keditation which le have already drawn attention to - above p.263), 

Descartes says: "...for 1 can persuade myself that I was created of such £t 

nature as to be deceived from time to time in matters which I think I perceive 

most evidently*" But the "for" here refers us back to the previous sentence,
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where Deacartee, having talked about the proposition that the angles of a 

triangle equal two right-angles, sayst

I cannot not believe that this is true so long as I attend to the 
proof \ but <»g aoon as I turn car attention away from the proof 
(mentis aeiem ab ilia deflexi), even though I still remember that 
I perceived it very clearly, it can easily happen that I doubt its 
truth, if I do not know there is a God*

[AT VII 70| lines 1~4f my italics] 

The doubt, then, does not relate to the actual moment of mental attention*

The same point emerges in the case of the second passage cited by 

Frankfurt (Third Meditation, ad init.). Here Descartes raises the doubt that 

some God may, if he wishes, cause me to go wrong f even in those matters which 

I think I intuit with the utmost possible clarity with the eyes of the mind* 

(etiam in iia quae me puto mentis oculis quam evidentiseime intueri; AT VII 

36, lines 10-12). But a oruoial qualification follows in the very next 

sentence* When, says Descartes, he turns his attention to the objects them­ 

selves which he perceives clearly, he has to affirm that no deceiver could 

bring it about that 'I am nothing when I think 1 am something*, or that 'two 

and three make more or less than five*:

Quo ties vero ad ipeaa res, quas valde dare pereipere arbitror, 
me converts, tarn plane ab iis persuadeor ut sponte erumpam in has 
vocesi fallat me quisquis potest, numquam tamen efficiet ut nihil 
sin, quandiu me aliquid esse cogitabo; ...vel forte etiam ut duo 
& trla simul Junota plura vel pauciora sint quam quinque.

I ibid.; my italics]

How Frankfurt does acknowledge this important qualificatory passage, but he 

claims that Descartes only says that he ia persuaded of the propositions in 

question while entertaining them - i.e. that he cannot doubt them,not that he 

knows they are true* However (though it would be a mistake to be dogmatic 

about this difficult passage) it seems to me that Descartes does clearly 

commit himself to the assertion that no deceiver could bring it about 

(efficere) that two plus three do not equal five* and this implies a claim 

about knowledge and truth, not just about psychological conviction. Compare 

the passage from CB 6 (quoted above, p.284) where Descartes says that when he
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i» attending to the axioms he knowB he is not being deceived (seit se in iis 

non falli)t the explicit use of the word 'know' (acire) makes it clear that 

Descartes ia arguing that clearly and distinctly perceived truths, when 

attended to, do not just compel subjective assent, but also somehow carry a 

guarantee of objective truth.

(B) the second objection to our interpretation ia that it still leaves 

unclear the reasons for Descartes' harping on memory in his discussion of the 

circle. We earlier rejected the thesis that God ia intended by Descartes to 

function as a guarantor of the veracity of memory* but we have to admit that 

question of memory has an awkward habit of cropping up throughout the relevant 

parts of the Meditations and Replies* Even in the Conversation, which we have 

mainly relied on for our own interpretation, Descartes seems to contrast 

focusing on F with remembering that F (CB 811 quoted above p.285) .

I think that the purpose of these references to memory ia to highlight 

exactly what ia meant by the crucial notion of attending, or focusing the 

mind. This point, and its importance for our interpretation, now needs some 

further development and clarification.

I? 

Thin iiiPortiificaL. of ....thfe tJJB& factor

Descartes* defence against circularity involves, as we have seen, the 

ooaeept of epistemically self-guaranteeing propositions* The plausibility of 

this notion will be looked at later* The point I wish to stress at this stage 

is that there ia a sense in which the self-guaranteeing nature of such 

propositions cannot be regarded as a timeless affair. l&e guarantee is only 

operative, as it were, under very special conditions! it depends on, and is 

oo-extensive with, the focusing of attention. If I am following the Cartesian 

programme, then I can indeed know the truth of the baaic axioms while I attend 

to them. But aa aoon aa I let my attention wander, even for a second, the 

•guarantee' vanishes. To put the matter more precisely, the statement that a
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proposition P is epistemically e elf-guaranteeing is always analysable into a 

set of hypothetical stateaents about the knowledge available to given 

individuals at given tines, if at those times they are mentally attending to 

P.

Now there is a severe Halt to the number of propositions which the human 

•ind can entertain at any one time. As Descartes remarks to Burman at CB 6, 

we can entertain BO re than one proposition at a tine (line 15 ff •) but the 

capacity of the mind is not infinite. The need for God in Descartes* theory 

of knowledge, and the sense in which all knowledge can be said to depend on 

him, now begins to emerge. For although we can have some knowledge without 

God (the knowledge of epistemically self-guaranteeing propositions), such 

knowledge would never, so to speak, get us anywhere. It would last only as 

long as the relevant proposition, or set of propositions, was actually being 

attended to. This alarmingly temporary status of our knowledge of basic 

propositions is brought out in the discussion of the Cogito in the Second 

Meditation! I must conclude, says Descartes, that the proposition 'I am, 1 

exist* is, necessarily, true as ofton as i^t is put forw<***d by me or conceived 

in the mind (quoties a me profertur vel mente concipitur; AT VII 25 j italics 

mine). This passage has been taken as support for the so-called 'performatory* 

view of the Cogito*t on the more orthodox inferential view, it might be taken 

as referring to a sufficient condition for the truth of *I exist*. But in 

the light of the passages on mental attention in the Conversation, it seems 

possible that at least part of what Descartes is introducing here is a 

necessary condition for guaranteed knowledge. My knowledge of my own existence,

* "The reason why Descartes* insight emerges...as a curiously momentary 
affair...is a consequence of the performatoriness of his insight. Since the 
certainty of my existence results from my thinking of it in a sense not 
unlike that in which light results from the presence of a source of light, 
it is natural to assume (rightly or wrongly) that I can be really sure of my 
existence only as long as I actively contemplate it" (lIINTIKKA (1), 
Section 11).
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like that of the other basic truths in the Cartesian system, is guaranteed 

when * flufl ft,*\Iy when - I make the mental effort to attend to the relevant 

propositions*

Without God, then, our knowledge would be a fragmentary, disconnected 

affair, like the flames from embers which flicker and then die away* The 

flickering* would be genuine knowledge, but they would never enable us to see 

our way to developing any systematic science* Thus, Descartes 1 constant 

reference to memory - to wondering whether* a moment ago, one clearly and 

distinctly perceived that F - is to emphasise the essential disconnectedness 

that would be a feature of knowledge without God. Suppose, however, that we 

attend to the axioms which prove God's existence * tney are few enough* 

Descartes claims, for us to keep them all in front of our mind at one time so 

that we can "grasp the proof in its entirety"*. Once we have arrived at the 

proposition that God exists and is not a deceiver, then at last the possibility 

of developing a svates^atic body of knowledge becomes available* TO preserve 

the metaphor* the flickering embers have enabled us to kindle a torch which 

lights the whole room* Knowledge of God's existence makes possible the 

extension of our knowledge beyond the sphere of momentary and fragmented 

flashes of self-guaranteeing intuition*

This interpretation explains, I think, Descartes' position on the awkward 

issue of whether, in his system* it is possible for an atheist to know any­ 

thing* This issue arose in the Second Ob .lections. The impression (which we 

have now seen to be erroneous) that absolutely all knowledge depends for 

Descartes on the knowledge of God's existence, had worried Mersenne and 

company not only a propos the circle, but also because it seemed to have the 

consequence that an atheist could not even know that the angles of a triangle 

add up to two right angles* In his reply, Descartes makes it clear that an 

atheist can, on his view, know this ("quod A the us possit dare oognoscere

CB 6, ad fin* See however note on CB 6 line 9*
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trianguli tres angulos aequales esse duobus rectis, non nego" [AT VII 14lJ)» 

This is what ve should expect; for the epistemically self-guaranteeing 

character of basic propositions (when attended to) is in no way conditional 

on our beliefs about God. But Descartes goes on to make the strange cement 

that such knowledge (oognitio) on the atheist's part cannot amount to true 

science (vera soientia). He adds little to this obscure comment except to 

say that nothing which can be rendered doubtful (dubia reddi) seems fit to 

be called true science. The point behind this remark becomes clear, however, 

in the light of our interpretation. The atheist9s knowledge (cognitio) of P 

(that the angles of a triangle equal two right angles) is only co-extsnsive 

with his concentration on the mathematical proof of P. This means that ths 

atheist cannot develop a secure and systematic corpus of knowledge. He will 

be in the position described above of flitting from insight to flickering 

insight. He cannot advance beyond isolated bits of oognitiot these bits of 

knowledge, though genuine enough, can never amount to true science.*

This still leaves unanswered the question of exactly bow knowledge of 

God*s existence enables us to extend our knowledge beyond the flashes of 

self-guaranteeing intuition* One way to make the transition would be to show 

that God has given us a mind of infinite capacity for attention, or an 

infallible memory. But, as Descartes noted to Burman, this is not on - we have 

to sake use of 'written notes and so forth1**. This is an interesting comment, 

because it rhows the extent to which, for finite human beings, the development 

of knowledge is bound up with the use of aids and *props' - props which 

presuppose the existence of a stable external world. Now the method of doubt 

in the First Meditation revealed how far the belief in such a world is

* For Descartes 1 use of 'science* in this sense, compare the Search After 
Truth, where Eudoxus says how many have failed to acquire "une doctrine 
asses solids et assures pour meriter Is nom de science" (AT X 513) • The 
context concerns the dangers of Pyrrhonism and the need to build our system 
of knowledge on foundations of rook*
** CB 5, quoted above p.282.



291

ultimately a natter or raiwi. vmce wa j s existence has been established, 

this basic prerequisite for the development of systematic knowledge can be 

reinstated, and grounded in reason.

That the importance of God in Descartes* system should lie in this 

direction may sound very odd to those who suppose that Descartes' undertaking 

in the Meditations is the 'validation of reason 9 . But Descartes reveals the 

true nature of his enterprise as soon as he has * proved* the existence of 

God, by looking forward to the crucial transitional step from knowledge of 

God to knowledge of the external world; at the beginning of the Fourth 

Meditation, Descartes says that after proving God exists, he thinks he can 

"see a path from the contemplation of God, in whom all the treasures of the 

sciences and wisdom are hid, to knowledge of other things"*. And in fact 

the place where the stress on a non-deceiving God occurs again and again in 

Descartes is in the Sixth Meditation, where the arguments about illusion and 

dreaming and our knowledge of external objects are re-examined. God is 

constantly called in to bridge the gap between ideas and external objects, 

to rule out the possibility of systematic illusion, and so on*

It does not at all follow from this that once God's existence is 

established we can throw caution to the winds: it does not mean, for example, 

that we can suddenly start to rely uncritically on our powers of memory. The 

very last sentence in the Meditations stresses the frailty of human nature 

and its liability to error (AT VII 90). The existence of a non-deceiving God 

does not mean that all is pellucidly manifest in the most error-free of all 

possible worlds. But it does mean, for Descartes, that human beings can 

progress beyond the intuition of self-guaranteeing truths and attempt to con* 

struct a coherent system of knowledge with at least some degree of confidence,

* The context shows that by 'things' (res) Descartes must here mean external 
objects. For the train of thought is: *(0 I have hitherto had to doubt my 
perception of corporeal things (res oorporeales) and turn inward to contem­ 
plation of myself as a thinking thing; (2) but reflexion on myself leads me to 
acknowledge the existence of God; (3) and now, I can see a path back...etc.' 
(AT VII 53).
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and without being stopped short by the limitations of a finite mind.

la t

If the analysis we have offered is correct, then Descartes caa be 

acquitted of epistemologlcal circularity, provided that we are prepared to 

accept the notion of epiateaically self-guaranteeing propositions* But are 

we? 1 1 seems to me that there is no way of giving- a general answer to this 

question; the argument must turn on appeals to particular examples* This, at 

any rate, is what Descartes* strategy in the Meditations suggests, with its 

constant focusing, on e.g., •2+3=5* and 'cogito ergo sum 1 . Such a 

reliance on individual examples may seen* ominous* does the epistemic 

guarantee reduce after all to no more than an appeal to subjective conviction? 

This, however, is only one possibility* The other possibility is that 

Descartes regards the guarantee as hinging on the nature of what is asserted - 

the pro positional content of the sentences in question*

In general, it la true, Descartes does not attempt to defend the self- 

guaranteeing status of such propositions; since he is not concerned to 

validate our basic logical intuitions, he is content, as we have seen, merely 

to assert that we know these propositions to be true while attending to them* 

fiie germ of a defence, however, is perhaps to be found in the passage from the 

Third Meditation where Descartes says that when he turns to the • things them­ 

selves 1 he realises that no deceiver could bring it about that I should be 

nothing at the time of thinking I am something, or that two and three should 

be more or less than five (AT Til 36; quoted above p. 286), what Descartes is 

perhaps on to here (and I think it is an important insight) is that, though 

someone might somehow manage to shew that '2+3 = 5* is false, the content 

of this sentence, the proposition which I am at present attending to when I 

contemplate the meaning of '2 + 3 = 5 1 , is something that could not possibly 

be rendered false*
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That the self-guaranteeing nature of Descartes* axioms depends on their 

content is borne out by the criteria for clarity and distinctness] to be 

clearly and distinctly perceived an idea must contain in itself (continere in 

se) only what is 'present and open to the attentive mind* (Principles, I, 45 )• 

Thus, when I contemplate the meaning of '2 + 3 = 5', what is at present before 

my mind contains all that is necessary for the knowledge of the truth of this 

proposition. '

But if this is the key to defending Descartes1 notion of the episteadc- 

ally self-guaranteeing proposition* it is also in a sense the key to Descartes* 

downfall. For Descartes' validation of human knowledge does not just depend 

on the existence of epistemically self-guaranteeing propositions} as we have 

aeenv in order to show that any systematic knowledge is possible, Descartes 

has to show that the existence of a non-deceiving God can be demonstrated from 

such propositions* Tet the requirement of containing only what is present and 

open to the mind is an extremely stringent one, which it seems can at best be 

satisfied only by propositions whose content is both exceedingly simple and

exceedingly unambitious - elementary tautologies, in fact, which 'wear on their
(2) faces' all that could possibly be relevant to their truth; ' When we turn to

* ' To see this further, contrast *2 + 3 « 5* with 'I have a pain in ray foot 1 . 
The second proposition, though part of what is involved is clear enough, con­ 
tains an element which is not strictly present to the mind (vis. an idea 
about the location of the pain in the body; Principles. I, 46). Thus Descartes 
says we can have clear perceptions concerning our sensations "provided that we 
take great care that any judgements about them are restricted to that which is 
contained in our perception and of which we have inner knowledge" (si accurate 
caveaffius ne quid amplius de iis iudicemus quam id praeeise quod in perceptions 
nostra continetur & eujus intime conacii sumus; Principles I, 66). See 
however note 2.

Should we include, as Descartes does, reports of immediate experience like 
'I have a pain'? It seems not, since the truth of these depends not simply 
on idie meaning of what is asserted, but also on the occurrence of the relevant 
sensation* If we assume (per impossibile, according to Wittgenstein) that it 
makes sense to imagine a private language for labelling sensations, then the 
possibility of mi sis bell ing (misidentifying the sensation) must be open, (cf. 
Investigations. Part I, para.228). If Wittgenstein's strictures are carried 
to their logical conclusion then even the assertion of a tautology could be 
oast into doubt, since we may ask how the content or meaning of such an 
assertion is to be identified* Those who argue against Wittgenstein's attack 
on private language have to rely on memory-checks in order to provide such 
languages with any viable (rule-governed) structure of meaning. But such a let- 
out would not be open to the Cartesian dcubter.
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the axioms Descartes needs to demonstrate God's existence, for example the 

proposition • there is nothing in the effect which was not previously in the 

cause*; it is evident that much more is claimed here than could possibly be 

establiahed by attention to the mere meaning of what is asserted (of* on 

CB 24)* Descartes managed to conceal this from himself by refusing to apply 

the rigorous attention to this proposition which he applied to '2 + 5 « *>' 

and the Cogito* He never says 'let him who will deceive me, he can never 

bring it about that whatever is in the effect was not previously in the cause's 

instead, he is content to observe that the causal principle is 'manifest to 

the natural light 9 , and accepts it with little or no further scrutiny.

This last point shows that even if the class of self-guaranteeing 

propositions is instantiated, the success of the Cartesian method must still 

hinge on conscientious and rigorous attention to particular propositions. 

Descartes himself readily admits that there is nothing infallible about this 

process: it needs hard work (AT VII 157 line 6; AT X 527 lines 6-9)* But he 

perhaps underestimated the dependence of his system on this subjective 

component*

The upshot is that while there is no intrinsic circularity in Descartes 1 

approach to the validation of human knowledge, it is not the gateway to 

secure science which he hoped for* The Cartesian method can be uaed; but 

instead of the towering edifice of metaphysics and natural philosophy* it 

seems that it will at best yield a collection of thin and unexciting 

propositions which are guaranteed objects of knowledge for the limited period 

while they are actually being entertained* Epistemon's reservations at the 

outset of the Oartesian journey of discovery are, unfortunately, only too 

aptt "If you continue in this way, your progress will be slow and short-lived. 

For how are we always going to find truths of this sort which we can be as 

sure of as we are of our own existence?"* How indeed?

* "Verum si ea ratione pergaa, non longe, nee celeriter progredieris. Quo 
pacto enim semper istius modi veritates de quibus tantopere persuasi, ac de 
nostra sxistentia, esse possinus, reperturi sumus?" (Search after Trutht
*m v CO£i
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proportion to the degree of indifference ('tanto mgia apoote & libere 

'lllud credidi quanto winoa f ui ad iatttd ipsum indlf f erena* * [>T VII 

However, the difficulty here ia only apparent. For, aa rfcacartea himself 

was later explicitly to admit (Letter to Mealand of > February 1645) » the 

aenae in which he uses the tern 'indifference 1 in the passages Just quoted ia 

a apecial ones the word ia uaed to refer to the aituatioa where one has no 

particular reason for taking either of two alternative courses of action;

or where, In T*acartes' own worda, 'the will ia not impelled one way
# 

rather than another by any perception of truth or goodneaa* * This

it like the situation of Buridan'a aaa, equidistant from two equally 

luah leeadowa (cf. Leibniz, theodicy Bk* I, parm* 49} » The use of the 

term 'indifference 1 to characterise such a choice-situation corresponds 

with the modern Engliah idiom* one sight say, * I am entirely indifferent 

aa to which alternative to select - it nsakea no difference, aa far aa 1 

can see." This aenae occurs at one point in the Conversazioni in the 

pursuit of good and evil, saya ^eseartes, indifference la a faulty 

slftce "the will ought to seek after the good without any indifference0 

(CO 32 line 12) » The 'fault* here mat be not the aatonoaous power of 

the will, but a slate of neutrality, of 'not earing either way 1 . How, 

the fact that Tteacartea refers slightingly to 'indifference* in the 

modern ^Buridan'a aaa 1 ) sense does not at all prevent us from taking 

hire to be committed to freedom of indifference in the traditional 

(contre-cauaal) aenae, and to be affirming such a commitment in the 

paaaage already quoted from the Principles. But more of this later.

Statum ilium in quo eat voluiitag cum a nulla veri vel boni perceptions 
in unam iftagia quaia in alterant partem ira.^llitur (Af IV 173j K 159).
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(2) The second difficulty concerns the relation between the will 

and the intellect in ^escartes 1 philosophy. It is a bedrock principle 

of tha Cartesian system of knowledge that clearly and distinctly per­ 

ceived truths are indubitable. We just cannot doubt such truths at 

the time when we are perceiving them (Fifth fe di tat ion. AT VII 69j 

Second Maplies,. AT VII U5j Prlncipleg I, A3). In the cases of clear 

and distinct perception, then, the indifference and autonomy of the 

will seems to be threatened. Indeed, in the ponveraat^oa the very 

strong language of compulsion is used: *for as long as he pays 

attention to them [[clearly and distinctly perceived axioms] he 

is ... compelled (cogitur) to give assent to them* (OB 6, lines 

6-8) « But although resear teg steadfastly held to his basic thesis 

about perception of axioms compelling assent, I do not think he re­ 

garded it as a threat to the independent sovereignty of the will. We 

tend today (so much are we unconscious Locksans) to think of per* 

ception as something passive i we take T^gcartes to be saying that a 

truth Just * strikes us 1 or f impresses itself on our mind' so that 

our freedom to dissent is lost. To sane extent rescartes himself 

uses the model of passivity, (cf* F&ajrlons of the aot^ I t 17). But 

despite this, our perception of clear and distinct truths is for
\

^escartes ultimately under the active control of the will* ye have 

to make a mental efforts we must * carefully focus our mind* on the 

relevant axiom (atUnte animalvortere; CB I, line 23)* Only while 

we keep the axiom in focus is it impossible for us to <*oubt It. The 

threat to the independent sovereignty of the will, then, is very tauch 

less than appeared at first sight. The situation we are in with 

respect to clear and diatinct perceptions is rather like that of a
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who takes aa emettas having taken the emetic he is not free to 

wait or not to voodt as he choose35 but the Decision to take the 

emetic in the first place was up to him* Indeed, the freedom we 

enjoy is actually far greater than in this analogy* For once a man 

has taken the emetic he loses all subsequent freedom of control over 

his stomach. But ones a man has focusserf his attention on an axiom 

he does not lose all subsequent control over the giving of his 

assentt he can at a*$r time relax his attention and so avoid the 

compulsion to assent* Ihe compulsion to assent lasts only so long 

as the attention (quamdiu. a^tqad^fr. OB 6, line 6)*

(3) The third difficulty concerns a remarkable passage in the 

Converaetfigft itself* At CB 50, where the vened issue of pretest!- 

nation, divine immutability and grace is raised, Beacarteii says that 

1 after weighing the truth of the matter, he finds himself in agree­ 

ment with the Goraarlats rather than the Arndaiana or even, amongst 

his brethren, the Jesuits 1 (Hoss 31*4}* H««» In the fierce eon* 

troversy following the <Wth of Calvin, which is referred to here, 

Francis Qoaar (1563-1641) had represented rigid adherence to striet 

predestinarimniam, while Jacobus Arsdntus (1560*1609) took a more 

moderate position, holding that the sovereignty of God was compatible 

with a measure of human freedom. In affirming his preference for 

Goraarism, Descartes lsf as he hiioself notesf pitting himself at odds 

with some of his own Catholic brethren, notably the Jesuits* On the 

issues of predestination, the Jesuits had favoured the position of 

Luis de Moliaa (1535*1600), who had stressed the role played in sal­ 

vation by free and independent (though divinely foreseen) cooperation 

with the grace of Gody this was in contrast with the Jansenist doctrine 

of the irresistibility of divine grace*
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the upshot of this is that ^eacartes* view, as stated in the 

fifflCTlnrfstJoa. seesa to involve an outright rejection of Koliniasi, 

am} a denial of full-blooded human autonomy, or freedom of indiffer­ 

ence. Indeed, if strict predestination is true, and Divine grace 

completely irresistible, then it wool** seem that human freedom must 

re Aice, at best, to mere spontaneity*

^ spite this, there is an earlier text where Descartes 1 position 

seems much closer to that of Molina and the Jesuits* This is the 

famous analogy of the king and the duellists j a king orders two 

subjects who hate each other to be at a certain place at a certain 

ti&e, knowing that nothing will stop them fighting} bat

* . . for all that he dees not compel them, and his 
knowledge and even his will to make them act in this 
way (lea y de/termiqar,) doesn't prevent their fighting 
when they meet as freely an* voluntarily as if they 
had met on another occasion without his knowledge . . .

(AT I* 3535 & 1895 letter 
to Elizabeth of January

As Etienne Gilson has shown, Tfeseartes' stressing of the real in* 

dependence of the Cellists does seem to favour a position more 

compatible with the Molinists, as against the stricter 'irresist­ 

ibility1 doctrine of the Jansenists* Nov. face** with this apparently 

flat contradiction between the remarks in the Conversation and the 

letter to Elisabeth, Gilson concluded that ^scartes took no fixed

stand on the problem of human freedom, and was apt to apeak at random
» 

when pressed on the subject . Similarly, Boyce Gibson thinks that

"II Q|£. tfcacartesj defend selon les circonstances n'importe quelle 
solution, et encore ne se r^aigne-t-il k. en d,>rendre one qua con- 
traint et forc4 par lf inaistance d« ses interlocuteura" (GILSQfo (3) f
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Pescartes 1 view vacillates because of continual ad hoc concessions 

to 'contemporary theological controversialists* (GIBSO^, p. 339} 

ef. CUPLESTON, /ol. I?, p. t50),

It seems to EM, however, that theae commentators £&il to take 

account of the special context of the passage in the Conversation* 

What is essentially at issue at CD 50 is not the freedom of men but 

the nature of Godj in particular, God»a complete integrity (his decrees 

are inseparable from himself - line 45) and his *imrautability* (he c&a 

undergo no change or alteration - line 35) * How it is well known that 

the Omnipotence of Clod, in the ^artesian system, is utterly absolute 

and unqualified (compare the divine control over even the eternal 

verities; CD 33). So we might well expect Tfcaeartes to argue that 

nothing can be allowed to detract from the supremely perfect and 

immutable divine nature* And this is just what happens at CB 50* 'We 

cannot, insists ^esc&rles, think of God as changing his decrees in 

response to the prayers of men* Instead, we mist think of him as 

having decreed from eternity to grant a given request, on condition 

that the petitioner is living a worthy iii'e at the time; line 27* 

It is in this respect and this respect only, th@a, that Tescartes 

sides with the Gomarists as against the Arrrdnian® and Jesuits, viz., 

in that the Gomarisos have the most absolute and exalted view of the 

eternal sovereignty and immutability of God* Beacartes never says, 

it should be noted, that this affects his conception of human freedom} 

indeed, human freedom is never mentioned at all at CB 50. And Descartes 1 

constant refusal to compromise his philosophy by a rigid adherence to 

any one theological sect should surely make us wary of foisting on him 

acceptance of all the tenets of &onarisin» just because of his agreement 

with them on a single point.



But surely, it will be objected, la aiding with the aosiariata and 

acknowledging the complete sovereignty and immutability of the divine 

will, Descartes must, as a corollary of this, accept a downgrading of 

hie conception of human freedom* But this line of reasoning (obviously 

implicit in Gilaon's argument) ia mistaken* The logical tension be­ 

tween complete divine pre-ordination and genuine amaan freedom, acute 

though it is, ia 3 on* thing Tfcscartes consistently refuses to be 

bothered by. He just redded the resolution of the problem as a 

magnoa rayeterium - something which, like the incarnation, we have to 

aeeept on faith . This cornea out explicitly in the ffriOBiplea (1, 40) t

Our knowledge of Qod leads us to perceive so imssense a 
power in him that we think it impious to suppose anything 
could be done by us which had not been already pre­ 
ordained by him. Jiow It is easy to get ourselves into 
great difficulty if we try to reconcile this divine pre­ 
ordination with our freedom of the will, or grasp both 
at once*

(A? ?III 20)

A similar nystery surrounds the acts of God himself* as is raar'e clear 

later on in QB 50. For although the acts of God are completely 

necessary (since he necessarily wills what is best) they are still 

completely free and * indifferent' i "non deberet hie sejungi neeessitas 

et indifferent!* in flei deeretis* et quamvis matim indifferenter 

egerltf siaul tatasn wudiaa necessario egit* (lines 40 ff.)« fescartea 

concludes, as well he might, with a warning against tryifsg to unravel 

this logical tangle i we mjist never allow ourselves the Indulgence of 

trying to subject the nature aad workings of God to our own reasoning 

(lines 50 ff.).

.

Compare a remark in CQgit»tio^a._Kdmtfaj|» written as early as 1619s 
•teia mirabilia fecit ^jrainuat rea ex iiihilo, liberorn arbitrlum, i 
Hominem Heum" (AT X 218) .
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None of these three difficulties, then (the ambiguity over *!»- 

difference' } the problem of compelled assent; and the alleged 'Go- 

raarism1 of the CQnversatlon)J seem to me to cast real doubt on the 

accuracy of Leibnia* assessment of Ttoscartes as a foil-blooded 

libertarian* More positively, there are a large number of passages 

which sees to me to place Descartes quite firmly among the adherents 

of •liberty of indifference 1 , in the traditional, fall-blooded sense.
•

In the letter to island of Hay 1644 tfcscarte® omkes it quite clear 

that he accepts the idea of a real and positive power of self* 

determination (unf puiq 3&oqe r4f He ,et gQ-sifrlse de ae d4tearadosrt

AT IV 116| K 149) i this looks very like the independent, contra-
» 

causal power meant by freedom of indifference * Ann, in general,

the view Tfescartes takes of the human will Is a very exalted one* 

He calls it a f perfection of the highest order* ( siimm^ perf ec tios 

Friociplea. I 37) ; and in the Fourth Habitation he makes the claim 

that our will, considered formally and precisely in Itself, Is as 

great as that of Qod (AT VII 57) « This claim is elaborated in the

any apparent imperfection in the will arises from errors

in our understanding (which, of course, is far inferior to God 1 a); the 

will itself is perfect (GB 31)* The parallel with aod<s will is very 

striking! and it is worth noting that in the mm work, God is des­ 

cribed as indifferent with respect to aH things* and as 'acting with 

maximum indifference* (CB §0, lines 38 and 42). AH this seems to 

confirm that Leibnia, in fastening on the phrase 'entirely free and 

undetermined 1, had got to the heart of the Cartesian view of the will*

* The characterisation of the will as a power (puissance*, Lat.i vis 
volendi) also occurs in the Fourth Meditation; AT VII 58, IX 46.
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What then are Descartes' arguments for the existence of human 

freedom of this degree and kind? In view of his thesis that its 

existence, despite complete predestination, is a mystery which we 

must just accept, it is not surprising to find that he offers almost 

none. Indeed, he positively states that no proof is necessary (j& 

liberta* de notre volonte se connait sans oreuvet Principles. I, 39) • 

The freedom of our vill is just self-evident (per ae notas ibid*)*

it is one of the first and most common notions which are innate in
nobis 

us (inter prlmas et maxime communes notiones quae/slnt innatae; fold*)*

The introduction of the 'notion* - an improvable but Indubitably true axiom 

- is not as harsh as it sounds; it is fundamental to the Cartesian system 

that there are some truths which cannot be demonstrated, but which can 

be intuited to be true by the attentive mind (Principles. I, 43 ff*)* 

But while one may be prepared to accept this appeal to intuition in 

the case of an axiom like 'it is Impossible for the same thing to be 

and not be at the same time* (example given at Principles, I, 49), it 

seems much harder to swallow in toe ease of the proposition that our 

will is free* No doubt most of tfescartes 1 axioms (even the most basic 

logical notions) have been questioned by philosophers at one time or 

another* But the proposition asserting the freedom of the will is 

surely something of a special case* In Descartes' own day, as well 

as our own, it has been the subject of fierce and bitter controversy 

among moralists and theologians as well as metaphysicians* So 

Descartes' inclusion of the proposition in his category of axloraata 

per se nota is, to put it at its mildest, a bold move* But there is 

more to complain of than this, as we shall shortly see*
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The only thing "^escartes offers us by way of supporting his position 

is an appeal to inner experience. We have to go down deep into our­ 

selves, Descartes tells Burma* and we will just see that our will is as 

perfect as it can be (CB 31, line 23) i we can imagine beings cleverer
v-. :

than us, but not having a more perfect will* ye have inner awareness 

of our freedom (^ut|mc conacil gu-nus,r^tr^e libertatls; GB 32, lin« 9^ 

of. Princ|t4ej i, 41). This straightforward challenge, the bold appeal 

to experience, has become extremely popular in discussions of free willi 

"We have a profound conviction of freedom. We know we are free% asserts 

a recent writer (LUCAS, p. 1). let one feels there ia something philo­ 

sophically suspect here* It is act easy to explain just exactly what is 

wrong, but somehow the appeal seeisa too brief, too peremptory, too
•- - "• '. .

simple* Leibniz, however, seems to me to put his finger exactly on the 

weakness involved.

The reason M* Bsscartes has advanced to prove the in- 
dependence of our free actions by &n alleged internal 
feeling has no force* ye cannot properly speaking fofA 
our independence , and we are not always aware of the 

t causes, often imperceptible, on which our decisions
depend* It is as though the magnetic needle took pleasure 
in turning towards the Idorthi for it would think that it 
was turning independently of any other cause, not being 
aware of the imperceptible movements of the magnetic 
natter*

(Theodicy Bk. I, pjnu 50).

the point is well taken. I nay be aware of choosing X without any 

feeling of being pushed into the choice: 1 may feel I could equally 

well have chosen Y. But the fact that 1 do not £e«^ that there are 

any factors beyond &y control determining my choice does not entail 

that there are none. If in fact there are, unbeknown to me, psycho­ 

logical pressures which permit m no other choice than X, then my feeling



30*

of freedom is an illusion * as much an illusion as the feeling which 

the sentient compass needle exults in.

It may be objected that these strictures ajpunst the f inner aware­ 

ness' api/eal prove too moch. If the appeal to subjective feeliof* of 

conviction is to be disallowed, then does not the entire Cartesian 

structure of indubitable knowledge (including knowledges of the most 

basic logical notions) threaten to collapse? ye have already noted 

that it is fundamental to the Cartesian system tnat there are some
' ' ' ,.,..-.,» f ..-.-.

truths which cannot be doubted by the attentive mindt and rainy philo­ 

sophers would want to agree with Ttoseartes that an appeal to •psycho­ 

logical 1 or ' subjective 1 feelings of in&ibit&bility la ultimately ii*- 

eseapable for any viable theory of knowledge* ..

However| even if we accept this general approach to the foundations 

of knowledgef it just will not work in the special ease of the pro* 

position asserting the existence ef hoaan freedom. Whatever view we 

take of Descartes' other axioms (and there la no space to examine them 

severally here), the content of the proposition that we are free la just 

not available for contemplation* As the Leibniiian criticism shows* for 

this proposition to be true it has to be trite that there ara no antecedent' •' •••••• '•*... '•- ••. > a

subconscious factors determining our choices j and this is some thing that
' • • •-,...-.. .,,

it is not (logically) open to us to exaodos by introspection* We can no 

mora determine the truth of thia proposition by 'attentively focusing1 

on it, than we can do in the cast of the proposition that there ara 

mountains on the aoon. Zhuat no natter how enthusiastic (or otherwise) 

one stay be about the Cartesian theory of indubitabilitar and axiomatic
'^:w 4 '

knowledge, the assertion of the freedom of the will is not even a 

candidate for inclusion in the relevant list of axioms*



yn

The point at issue here can be stated in Oartasian terms* JLeibnis 

is in effect objecting that the perception I have of ny freedom ®&y b* 

clear, bat it cannot be Distinct* For a proposition P to be distinctly 

perceived, it must not only be present and apparent to the attentive 

mind, but also must contain nothing but what is clear (Pfirgjples X* 

45). But in this case P (that I have a completely free and independent 

will) contains or entails the proposition that there are no antecedent 

factors determining my action* And this is something which I do not, 

and cannot, clearly perceive* HI X am conscious of is a fearing of 

being independent* But whether X am in fact Independent is not sons** 

thing X can be aware of (X cannot * properly speaking Iflfii1 it)* For 

the psychological antecedents determining ray action * if there are any * 

are not the sort of things which are normally available for conscious 

intuition* Xt follows that X do not distinctly pertelv* BQT freedom 

(in the full-blooded sense of 'freedom1 which Tfescartes requires), 

and so the appeal to intuition fails*

Descartes does have one argument to back up his 'inner awareness 1 
appeal* This involves reference to his own method of doubt* We haw 

the ability, rescartes points out, to stand back or •abstain* (abstinare! 

Principles X, 39) from received opinions and beliefs (e«g* f ve can 

suspend our comaon sense belief in the existence of the external world) » 

rescartes seerns to have regarded this type of sceptical exercise as a 

striking example of our exercising our freedom* But although to go 

through the Cartesian programme of doubt requires a deliberate decision 

to suspend our ordinary beliefs, the fact that we are able to make such 

a decision is clearly insufficient to prove that the decision la entirely 

free and undetermined* The Leibniaian criticism stands* For although 

a man may think hia decision is free, it saay in fact bo the result of
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psychological causes* In Ttoscartea 1 own case •» to speculate freely - 

the Decisions to suspend his ordinary beliefs aay in fact have been 

the only course open to him (e.g, t a pathological desire to beat the 

sceptics at their ova gam my have left him no other option)» I do 

not vant here to get in to the labyrinthine problems in the theory of 

action about whether desires are causes, and so forth, rhe point of 

the Leibnisian objection is simply that Ttescartes 1 appeal entirely 
faila to take into account the possibility of psychological determinism* 
It rosy of course be that psychological determinism ia refutable} but 

the appeal to the experience of exercising the will proves nothing 
either way*
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Descartes has long been classified as a 'rationalist 1 , and, for 

most Anglo-Saxon philosophers, this word atlll conjures up the spectre 

of 'a priori 1 or 'armchair1 science. This conception dies bard* Boyde 

Gibson stated that "it is impossible to doubt that the constant drift 

of Ttescartes 1 (scientific) thought was away from the particular and 

in the direction of a priori argument11 (OIBSQB. p. 1&3)* *tore re­ 

cently, Kenny has observed; "Farts of Descartes 1 system were later 

confirmed experimentally, and other parts experimentally confuted, 

but the system is based mainly on a priori philosophical grounds0 

(KEMY (1), p. 206) * As they stand, both these comments are purely 

descriptive* But an underlying attitude of criticism soon makes 

itself apparent* Boyce Gibson go^s on to remark that ^ocartes, in 

contrast to a Bacon or a !%rvin* favours the "direct and rigid way of 

theoretical deduction11 (ibid.) i and Kenny notes that " • * « it is as 

if (Tfescartes) realised correctly that the way of progress lay through 

Ma the urn tics, but thought incorrectly that what physics should imitate 

in ma the r* tics was • * * its a priori faethods of disco vary"

This view of Tfcscartes (which I shall call the orthodox view) seems 

to me unsatisfactory for two reasons* First, the element of criticism 

seems somehow out of place. For it appears to subscribe, implicitly^ 

to the old fflytfa of a rigid dichotoasy between (good) eiapiriclsts who 

work experimentally from observed effects to causes and (bad) rational-

Cf* th© following cosHBent in a recent paper on Pescartes 1 theory of 
Gravityl Tescartea1 aim in the frriocipja mioaffohi^i was to deduce 
the effects of nature from the 'clear and distinct ideas 1 or first 
principles. Experiment had little place in this method, 11 (AITuft, p.27)
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lats who proceed a priori from causes to effects. Xat recant develop­ 
ing nts in the philosophy of science (e.g. the work of Foppar and of 
Kuhn) make it vary hard to maintain the old conception of 'good 1 
empiricist science* This is (to compress grotesquely) because 
(a) the path froa * observed facts* to 'scientific lav1 is beset with 
thorny logical problems to do with confirmation and strangth of 
evidence; (b) few of these whom wa regard as *good scientists* haipv 
in actual fact followed, or even attempted to follow, such a pathj 
and (c) the very notion of the 'empirical facts1 and 'sis^la ob~

• ••*•" , •' ••"'. •

servation* is distinctly problematic**
. • ••'•• ,,,: rf- "%;• •'- •

The second objection to the orthodox view is that it completely 
misrepresents Descartes 1 own attitude to the nature of science. 
Even in the BffjrisMr which lays so much stress on •deduction**

•-• "• - • "" . "-...-. - ' •/>• r %hf ir. • v: -?
Descartes roundly attacks the scholastics for * neglecting experiments1

-*•;" ~- 'jjtv ••.'•' •'" " •.

and Expecting truth to germinate fro® their own heads like Minerva 
from the head of Jupiter* (AX X 380). And in the l^aoauraa. Ttescartes 
is adamant that * the progress of science makes eatpariisBat more and more

• - . • ,' •, i .-.-•..., ,-•»- ">V-..'• • " ' . - ' ...*._ ._ .^ .._ •, . .. .. . . .r- ^^ _

necessary*| he goes on to sayt
f • : <• • .- * ,'. ; • •" , ' '- - ' "

.,.. the potentialities of nature are so ample and vast, and 
toy principles ao simple and general, tlmt, as regards 
any particular affect that 1 observe, I begin by knowing 
only that there are various ways in which it can be de~ 
dueed from the principles * • • Here I know of no other 
resource that to look out once more for experiments that 
would give different results according as one or another 
explanation is right*

• . ••/•.'^.r^-'s -; ;: ' ' ' • .
(AT VI 64/5! tranf* AG 4S)

But in spite of this, one nay ask whether ^escartaa in fact followed 
his own advice* Po not his actual scientific arguments constantly re­ 
flect a * mathematical' conception of scientific truth? A fa-nous

* saa POPPER, | 1 and f 30j rOHJi ch. X p. 126 ff.
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passage at the end of Book Two of the Principles comes to mind here, 

in which Descartes appears to state unambiguously his allegiance to 

the mathematical methods

I freely admit that I recognise no other Batter in corporeal 
objects than that susceptible of what the Geometers call 
quantitative analysis of divisions, shapes and motions * , * 
Concerning these I accept as true only what can be deduced 
from the indubitably true common notions with auch clarity 
as to qualify as a rmthemtical proof*

(AX HII 78/9)

But the phrase 'mathemtical method* is ambiguous, since it might refer 
to either of two quite distinct requirements* the requirement of 
quantifiiibility and the requirement of deducibility from axioms* Both 
these elements appear in the passage quoted. In the first part, 
ffescartes is rarely insisting on the basic Galilean thesis that a 
scientific description must be a description in tenna of exact quant* 
itiea** There is nothing specially * rationalistic f about this views 
on the contraryf it Is now universally accepted by scientists of all 
persuasions* But Bescartes does go on to rrasntion the second require­ 
ment of the mathematical method when he says that he will only accept 
as true what can be deduced fro® indubitably true f common notions 1 
(i»e* axioms) | and this does seem to favour the orthodox view. More­ 
over, in the aeone book of the JPrlnoiolf^ do we not have a paradigm 
example of purely a priori science - the deduction of the laws of 
motion from premisses about the nature of God?

This last point cannot be denied. But it is very ia^xjrtant to 
notice that only a very few quite general principles are put forward 
as demonstrable a priori in the ffrine^plea.. For the rest, ttescartes

In fact Bescartes* own results often fail to measure up to this re­ 
quirement; see on CB 73 •
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saysi
We are free to make any assumption consistent vith these 
principles, provided all the consequences which follow 
from it square with experience (nobis liberum est quid- 
lib© t de illis assa'nere rnodo crania quae ex ipso con* 
sequentur CUD experientia consentiant) •

(AT VIII 101)

How this is patently not pure »a-priorisra» , It looks naich more like 

the standard modern conception of a hypothetico-deductive method. A 

theory is advanced and its deduclble consequences checked against ex­ 

perience* A similar conception of the scientific enterprise is to be 

found in the Conversation. At OB 74, Barman asks re scar tea point blank 

how he arrives at his three types of terrestrial particle* "Through 

reasoning", replies Descartes, "and then through experience which 

confirms the reasoning" (lines 2/3)* ?h® reference to experience is 

no aberrations ten years earlier T&scartes insisted that "in wy type 

of science I used no reasoning which was not mathematical and evident

Plempiuu, At I 4211 K 33; italics mine in both quotations)* Else­ 

where in the Conversation. Descartes talks of his theory of the 

vortices as a hypothesis which has been corroborated by the large 

number of consequences deduced from it (CB 61, lines 12 ff.). And 

Indeed, the whole tone of this passage suggests a scientific method 

much more akin to the outlook of many present day scientists than the 

1 rigid deductivism1 which the orthodox view would have us believe in. 

Two points in particular emerge. Firatf th® notion of explanatory 

simplicity plays a key role in T^scartes* thinkings hia object is to 

subsume as wide a variety as possible of diverse phenoiaena under a 

sparse and econoadcal covering principle (lines 13 ff.). Second,



Descartes shows a complete grasp of the importance of the j8fi22S of a, 

scientific theory* It is no great achievement to construct, float hoc* 

some sort of covering lav for a finite set of phenomena. What Ttesearts 

in common with scientific thinkers today, takes to be a striking con- 

sideration in favour of a theory is that its scope can be extended to 

cover a wider ranfff of phenomena, and in particular of different &!<!§ 

of phenomena, than those which it was originally designed to account 

for (see lines 1*40) •*

The conclusion to be drawn from all this is that Descartes 1 concept 

of scientific truth is much more complex and sophisticated than the 

orthodox model suggests* While there is a strong element of pore a 

priori reasoning (in the deduction from axioms of the basic and most 

general principles of physica), at a lower level we save aoaething much 

more like a hypothetico-deduetlv© system* At this level the aim is to 

devise hypotheses of maximum simplicity consistent with the first 

principles which will aubaume as wide a range of diverse phenomena as 

possible* If this is * rationalism1 , then rationalism Is something 

science cannot do without*

* «f . POPPER I SJ.
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2

3

4

5

146

147

147

147

vel a sensibus vel per 
sensibus

Supponam igitur

auame potentem

ex nullo syllogismo

7

8

9

147/8 in quod noa potest ferri 
summum ens

14C/9 denique quod circulum

149 Quod autem nihil in mente ) 

149 a cogitatione dependens ) 

149/^0 Quafflobrea non dubito

[Medit.il] 

10 150/1
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12

13

14

151

151

151

et si fas est dice re 
malignum

is qui me crearit 

turn quid ea sit 

neque enim abstraxi

151/2 adaequat infinitam Dei 
potestatem

[Kedit.IIl] 

15 152

Topics

sensory and innate knowledge; 
the 'prephilosophical* mind; 
axioms and scepticism*

malignant demon

the Cogito

God and deception; memory

Cartesian circle; nature of 
thought and the mind; eternity

thought and consciousness

the mind never without thought; 
mental activity of infants; 
intellectual memory

malignant demon

author of our being - doubt

substance and accidents (wax)

adequate knowledge

vix mihi ullam material falsity in ideas
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16 152 forte etiam

17 152/3 nullum plane habebo

18 153 et quia nullae ideae nisi
tantum rei ease possunt

19 153 qua enim ration® intellig*-
erem me dubitare

20 154 non possim e^us ope

21 154 nulla difficiliora factu
mini videntur

22 154/5 ma jus est creare vel
conservare subjecturn quasi 
attributa

taoquaa ai inde sequeretur 

valde credibile est 

omnis res cud ineet

aliquod idoluffi 

sed me istan Tim 

de idea angeli

atque ob hanc unlearn 
rationes

158 ex hoc ipso quod ejus ideam 
formare possim

158/9 non tamen in se formaliter

23

24

25

26

27

28

tMedit.IVj

29

155/6

156

156

156

157

157

158

30

31

32 159 possum tamen illo altero

35 159/60 cujus idea in intellectu
divino prius fiierit

Topics

nature of the mind as gradually 
discovered in first three 
Meditations

order of discovery vs. order 
of exposition

•ideas'

perfection? *priority* of 
positive over negative

knowledge and power

understanding* conception and 
imagination; * indefinite* and 
•infinite*

substance and attributes

creation and eternity 

cause end effect

substance and attributes} 
substrate*

idols and material falsity 

proof of perfect being 

angels and *res cogitans'

final causes

idea of perfection

understanding and willj per­ 
fection of human will

freedom and indifference* 
original sin

God as source of possibility 
as well as actuality
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££
[Kedit.V] 

34 160

161

164

16137

Rubric

ut patet ox eo

non possum dues ant plures 
ejusmodi Deos intellegere

quia suamius assueti

nee in ulla re

Topics

38

39

161 nee ulla umquam in Claris 
et dietinctis esse poteat

161/2 ac proinde

LMedit.VIJ

40 162

41 162

42 1 62/3

43 163

44 163

illaa existere ) 

quararis ilia a me abesset ) 

ad illud velut inspiciendum 

Et prime quoniaa

actisslme esse conJuneturn 
et quasi pexmixtum

45 163/4 long* meliue eat

46 164 nulla cum profimdltate
spectatur

47 164 quorum extremitates sunt
eimul

43 165 L Observandian j

[Hotae in Progranoaa]

49 165 [in Reap* ad Prog.]

[Prinoipia Philooophiae] 
[Lib.lj

50 165/6 ita ut per unicam

true and real versus fictitious 
objects; difference between
Mathematics and Physics

uniqueness of God

distinction between essence 
and existence

'ideas* and 'things* * contra­ 
diction can arise in ideas 
alone

no contradiction possible is 
eloar and distinct ideas

perfection and priority 
(triangle)

imagination

imagination vs. perception 

mind and body

interaction between mind and 
body

human errorj the body ft

* surface* (superficies)

'contiguous* and 'continuous*

The Meditations; relation of 
Metaphysics to Physios*

innate ideas

God identical with hie decrees; 
divine 'immutability 1 ; necess­ 
ity and indifference; Gomariots 
and Arminians
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51

52

AT T.

t67 

167

ftubrio 

Indefinitum

tamquam etiam aeternae 
veritstea

[Lib.IlJ

53 167

54

55

168

168

56 168

[Lib.IIlJ

57 168

dare videre nobis videmur

aquae ab eo sublevatae
gravitas et ejuadem 1entor

saepe sit valde contorta,

Prima

propter nos solos

58 168/9 creatua cum omni sua
perfectione

59 170 motusque habent aliquo modo
circular© a

magnitudine medioeres 

170/1 circa alia quaedam puncta 

quia quo

60

61

62

63

64

170

170,

171

173

171

65 171

plus habent superficiei

dividuntur vero secundum 
molem

pro tertio

Topics 

•infinite 1 and 'indefinite 1

eternal truths va. contingent 
truths

*appearance* and the external 
world

motion and rest: movement of a 
ship

complex motion (carriage 
wheel)

French edition of Principles

dangers of anthropocentric 
cosmology

the creationt Deseartea' view 
of Genesis

circular motion of particles

the three 'elements 4 

scientific hypothesis

ratio between surface area
and mass

the three 'heavens' ; our own 
world not centre of universe 
but simply a planet

66 172 sed tantumiaodo in press!one nature of light

67 172 [Art.66]

53 172

59 172

70 173

non esse inter se aequales

augus tius e regione centri 

videmus turbinem

* ma thoisa tics' and 'mechanics'; 
utility of models

vortices} inter-etellar
distances

vortices

vortices: comparison of the 
top
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71

[Lib.IT]

72

73

74

75

AUL Rubric 

173 ipsamque impellit

173/4 tails propensio non ait 
tanta

174 in aequipondio oonsistere 

174 in tria praecipua genera

174/5 supra aliud oblique 
ducitur

Dissertations de Methodoj 

76 175 abtmdare se putat

77

78

79

175

176 

176/7

ad logicam

eedem pacto se mituo sequi

assuefaeeren ingenium meuin 
veritati agaoscendae

80

81

82

178 

178 

178/9

non pigebit adscribere 

sed si nesciremua

fortaasis a senectutis 
debilitation®

Topics

rotation of earthi balloon 
analogy

Descartes* theory of

fmechanics* and machines

terrestrial aaatter - three 
types of shape

nature of glass

f good 
endowinent

- universal

•Logic* vs* *Dialeotic* 

Philosophy and Theology

importance of Mathematics in 
Descartes' philosophy; Algebra 
imagination in Mathematics and 
Physics | Hathematioa and 
Metaphysics

Descartes* attitude to ethics 

Cartesian circle

Philosophy (science) vs. 
Theology j prolongation of life
•natural* medicine.
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