Philosophy: Basic Questions




Prof. Boedeker 

worksheet on Descartes, Meditation IV

You’re not required to read Meditation III.  What’s important there for our purposes is that Descartes claims to prove that God, defined as an absolutely perfect being, exists.  For Descartes, this perfect being is what created and preserves Descartes’ existence.  God is also the cause of Descartes’ idea of a perfect being, “like the mark of the craftsman impressed upon his work.”  Thus by the end of Meditation III, Descartes claims to know just two things: that he exists as a thinking thing, and that God (a perfect being) exists as his creator and preserver.  In Meditation IV, Descartes proceeds to determine what else, if anything, he can know.

1. Could God ever deceive Descartes (paragraph 2)?  That is, could God be responsible for the errors that Descartes makes?  Why or why not?

2. What is responsible for Descartes’ faculty of judgment (paragraph 3)?  What does the faculty of judgment do?

3. What is responsible for the errors Descartes makes?  How does error come about (paragraphs 8-9)?

4. Does Descartes’ discussion of the source of errors remind you of anything in Augustine?  What?  

5. In paragraphs 10-13, Descartes argues for a principle that supplies a method for never making an error (expressed in the first sentence of paragraph 13).  In his argument for this principle, one crucial premise is that “I am inclined toward”, and even “could not help judging that what I understood so clearly [and distinctly] was true.”  His conclusion is that “I should never judge anything that I do not clearly and distinctly understand”.  What additional premises does he need to argue for his conclusion?

6. In the Meditations, Descartes unfortunately says nothing about his crucial notion of his mind’s “clear and distinct perception” of an idea.  Fortunately, however, he does about 5 years later in his Principles of Philosophy: 

I call a perception clear when it is present and apparent to an attentive mind, in the same way as we say that we see objects clearly when, being present to the regarding eye, they operate upon it with sufficient strength.  But I call a perception distinct when it is clear and so different from all other objects that it contains within itself nothing but what is clear” (Part I, #45).  

What, in your own words, is a “clear” perception?  What is a “distinct” perception?  Most importantly, what sorts of things are perceived?

7. What’s the practical upshot of Descartes’ meditations on the nature of error (paragraphs 15-17)?  That is, how does he think that he should now conduct himself?
