History of Phil.: Ren-En; Prof. Boedeker; handout on Descartes’ Meditations IV-VI

I. One big problem for Descartes lies in his proof (in the Fourth Meditation) of the principle of clear and distinct perception (the heart of Descartes’ positive method).

Descartes’ proof of the principle of clear and distinct perception presupposes that a perfect being (God) exists, and must not be a deceiver.

But his proof (in the Third Meditation) of the existence of a perfect being (God) presupposed that everything has a cause, and that the formal reality of a cause must be at least as much as the objective reality of the effect.  His justification that this premise is true is that “is manifest by the natural light”.  But what does “is manifest by the natural light” mean but “is clearly and distinctly perceived” (in particular, that Descartes can clearly and distinctly perceive in his idea of substance that all substances have a cause, etc.)?  Thus Descartes’ argument that all clearly and distinctly perceived ideas must be true assumes that all clearly and distinctly perceived ideas must be true.  And this is a clear case of “begging the question”, i.e., assuming the conclusion to be proved as a premise of the argument.

II. In the Fifth and Sixth Meditations, Descartes applies his principle of clear and distinct perception.  

A. Descartes claims that he can clearly and distinctly perceive that thinking substances has 2 faculties: 

1. the intellect, which perceives ideas;

and

2. free will (used in judgment).

B. Descartes’ new theory of sense-perception: involves 2 sorts of ideas (both of which can be clearly and distinctly perceived):

1. the a priori idea of extended substance: the idea of something extended in 3 spatial dimensions, flexible, and mutable.

2. sensations, which I can clearly and distinctly perceive are ideas in my mind.

C. rebuilding scientific and mathematical knowledge: 

1. Recall that 

a. the criterion for such intellectual matters was that they are just as they seem to my mind when I clearly and distinctly perceive the ideas involved;

and

b. the reason that Descartes gave for doubting the reliability of this criterion was that he didn’t know that his mind and all of his experiences weren’t created by an evil genius.  

2. But now that Descartes claims to know that God – not an evil genius – is the creator of his mind.  And, as Descartes argues in Meditation IV, Descartes knows that this implies that the criterion (the principle of clear and distinct perception) is reliable.

3. Applying this criterion to his idea of physical, or “extended” substance allows Descartes to rebuild his scientific and mathematical knowledge.  He claims that he can clearly and distinctly perceive all the ideas of geometry and physics, which must therefore be true.  (This explains why Descartes wrote to his friend Marin Mersenne that “these six Meditations contain all the foundations of my physics” (Modern Philosophy, p. 2).

4. Note that the truth of geometry and physics does not imply that physical objects actually exist.  This is because geometrical and physical laws are all of the form “for all x, if x is a physical object, then x …”   (For example, “for all x, if x is a physical object, then x continues to move in a straight line at a constant speed unless acted on by another force.”)  And such laws can be perfectly true, even if no physical objects exist.

D. rebuilding the belief that physical objects exist.

1. Recall that 

a. the criterion for this class of beliefs is that the (physical) objects that seem to be given to me through my senses exist;

and

b. the reason that Descartes gave for doubting the reliability of this criterion was that it has led him in the past to believe in existence of the really non-existent objects of his dreams.

2. Descartes notes that we have “a great inclination to believe that [sensations] issue from corporeal things.”  If our sensations weren’t generally caused by physical objects (but, say, were caused by our imagination or by an evil genius), then God in giving us this “great inclination” would be a deceiver.  

3. But now Descartes claims to know that God – not an evil genius – is the creator of his mind, and that God can’t be a deceiver.

4. Thus Descartes (in Meditation VI) also claims to know that sensations are generally caused by real physical objects, and not our imaginations.

5. The criterion for distinguishing our sensations caused by real objects from our dreams is that our waking life is connected with the memory of the whole rest of my life, whereas dreams are disconnected from this memory.

E. The only class of beliefs that Descartes still doubts at the end of the Meditations is the exact testimony of our senses.  

· Nevertheless, the doubtfulness of our senses doesn’t imply that God is a deceiver.  For God did not give us senses to show us how physical objects are in themselves.  Rather, he gave us the senses so that we would seek which physical things were good for us (because pleasant) and which bad for us (because painful).  And they generally work just fine for this purpose.

III. These applications of the principle of clear and distinct perception raise a second big problem.

A. One of Descartes’ main motivations was to give an account of why the scientific revolution was a rational development.  But the scientific revolution was fueled in large part by observation (through the senses, such as Tycho Brahe’s astronomical data) and experiment (also using the senses, such as Galileo’s experiment involving dropping 2 lead balls of different weights from the leaning tower of Pisa).  

B. But Descartes’ method of clear and distinct perception makes it possible (and in fact necessary) to do physics without any observations or experiments.  For Descartes, however, physics shouldn’t be done in the laboratory; it may as well be done in bed.  

C. Thus Descartes’ proposed method for doing modern science, like Bacon’s, still doesn’t take into account one of its crucial components: the controlled experiment – in which all factors but the one under study are held constant.

IV. A final application of the principle of clear and distinct perception:

A. Descartes claims that

1. he can clearly and distinctly perceive both his idea of thinking substance and his idea of extended substance;

and

2. he can clearly and distinctly perceive each idea without the other.

From this, he concludes that

3. thinking and extended substances must be really distinct.

He also claims that

4. he can clearly and distinctly perceive that he is a thinking substance, and not an extended substance.

From this, Descartes concludes that 

5. he is just his mind, and not his body.

B. Descartes’ claim that the mind and body are really distinct substances raises a third big problem: the “mind-body problem”.  Here’s how it arises:

1. One way:

a. Descartes claims that he can clearly and distinctly perceive from his idea of body, i.e., physical, or “extended”, substance, that such things are a closed system of forces.  

b. Since the only forces in this closed system are physical, the mind is not one of them.

c. But then how can the mind ever influence physical events?  That is, how can the mind influence the body, for example, when our mind freely decides to do something, and causes our body to move accordingly?  How is intentional action possible?

2. Another way:

a. Descartes claims that he can clearly and distinctly perceive that (efficient) causality holds only among extended, physical substances.

b. But the mind is obviously not an extended substance. 

c. But then how can the body influence the mind, as in sensing, when the mind receives sensations that are caused by interactions between the body’s sense-organs and external objects?  The mind would seem to be insusceptible to bodily events. 

3. Descartes’ answer to the mind-body problem: the mind and body meet in the pineal gland of the brain.  This is “the part of the body in which the soul exercises its functions immediately” (PS, 31); “the soul has its principle seat in the little gland that exists in the middle of the brain” (PS, 34).  He notes that the pineal gland is “very small” (as if this will help matters!). 
 This is where the mind receives sensations from the body, and presumably also where the body receives the commands from the mind.    

4. But Descartes’ answer doesn’t solve the mind-body problem: his official position is that substance is either mind or body, but not both.  And the same must apply to the pineal gland – no matter how small it may be.  It’s either physical or mental, but can’t be both.  Indeed, since it’s in the brain, and the brain is physical, the pineal gland fairly clearly seems to be physical.

