PHIL 1301 – After Midterm

Class 4: Part 2 –October 15th 2012:
The historical importance of Descartes:
· Divorced form from matter
· His metaphysics uncovered problems that have shaped Western Philosophy
· First great modern rationalist
Descartes’ Mediations
· Using philosophy/metaphysical reasoning to provide sure foundation for the sciences
Mediations: Literary Form
· Writing in journal style
· Seems like more of a true story than Plato 
· Maybe this journal method is intended to let us into Descartes’ world to follow him 
“Letter of dedication”
· He had to be careful –didn’t want to end up like Galileo 
· Philosophizes about God/the soul 
· Looking to replace Aristotelian physics favored by the Church 
· Offers revolutionary philosophy and uses radical scepticism methodologically
· Before showing that God/the soul exist, he needs to submit their existence in the test of radical doubts 
· Dedicated to Dean and Doctors of Faculty of Sacred Theology in Paris
· Tries to win their favor
· Argues that his arguments bolster belief in God rather than threaten it
· Still some sense of atheism 
Dangerously modern? 
· A lot of people suspected atheism
· Rejected an important church-supported doctrine 
· Uses radical doubt in his argument 
Arriving at truth via the mind alone
· Suggests he’s only examining what`s already in the bible 
· “everything that can be known about God can be shown by reasons drawn exclusively from our own mind”
· The belief that the divine can be accesses through reason alone 
Metaphysics and geometry
· Metaphysical reasoning is analogous with geometrical reasoning 
“Preface to the Reader”
· His audience was mainly intellectuals since the book was published in Latin
· To prevent weaker minds from setting out on the intellectual path he traces 
· This is elitism
· Not a defender of the working class 
· His work is fully ensconced with the bourgeoisie ideology 
· But he know his ideas would be misinterpreted (religiously) and he could get into trouble 
Synopsis of the following six mediations
· Mediation One
· Wants to erect good science on a strong foundation
· Starts with a general demolition of his opinions
· Gets rid of everything that leaves room for doubt 
Method of a radical doubt
· Uses this to sweep away confusion/uncertainty 
· Boil it down to was indubitable 
What makes the cut?
· Our sense deceive us –so throw them out 
· Makes passing suggestion that extension and mathematics are basic science 
God’s power to override basic truths
· Believed that god can deceive basic truths such as 2+3=5
· Is God capable of creating logical impossibilities?
· But would he ever deceive us in this way? 
· Believes there’s an evil genius deceiving him 
· Meant to show the possibility that we are deceive
· Ex: the Matrix (everyone is in a computer game until they are unplugged)
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Mediation Two:
· Goal: establish that existence of the mind of the doubter is itself indubitable 
· Secondary goal: sketch the most basic knowledge we have of bodies as an abstract knowledge of their extension
Radical doubt
· If he is deceiving, that means something exists. The “I” who is deceiving exists 
· “Dubito, ergo cogito, ergo sum”
· I doubt, therefore I think, therefore i exist 
· But what if I just think I exist?
· Since you think, you exist
· There is some “you” who thinks, hence you exist 
· Hasn’t proven the existence of his body 
· Extension of space 
Is the mind what it thinks?
· No, beliefs, doubts etc do not add up to the thinking substance
· The mind is rather having these contents in the first place 
Soul distinct from body
· Indicates that essences are different (thinking substance independent from the body) 
· Lends credibility that the soul is immortal or doesn’t need the body to exist 
Wax exercise:
· Descartes examines wax, takes away all its perceivable qualities (scent, hardness etc) 
· Because whatever can change, is not essential 
· Wax takes up space –the mind on the other hand takes none (extension does not belong to its essence)
· Wax is alterable and divisible 
· Mind is indivisible –cant have a half-mind
· What about identity disorder? 
· He arrives at the essence of bodies through reason 
Proof of the mind’s existence
· Shows us that “nothing can be perceived more easily and more evidently than my own mind” 
· Bodies are perceived by the intellect alone 
Mediation three
· Has established his own existence
· He will attempt crucial move from knowledge of his existence to knowledge of other things
· Makes detour: through God’s existence to knowledge of material world 
· He clearly and distinctly perceives his existence 
Problem with “clear and distinct”
· Mediation one: some “clear and distinct” truth might be doubted (2+3=5)
· Works for establishing own existence, but not necessarily anything else 
God: the second anchor point
· Must determine if there is a god, and whether or not he is a deceiver 
· Needs to establish
· If god exists
· To establish there’s a higher source of clarity/distinction of his ideas
· That god is not a deceiver
· If he is a deceiver, then nothing can be clear and distinct since a malevolent god could be tricking him
· Proofs that God exists
First Proof
· Something cannot come from nothing (Parmenides)
· We have in us an idea of God, so it must have come from somewhere 
· To have reality, an idea must derive it from some cause which contains at least as much reality as there is reality in the idea (Plato and Forms) 
· There must be a cause for every idea 
· If the idea doesn’t come from us, it must come from somewhere 
· The attributes of God (perfection, etc) can’t come from something less perfect than God
Second Proof
· Don’t have the power to create our own existence
· Something external must have created/preserved our existence 
· The external thing must also be a thinking thing 
· Parents are thinking things, but they alone cannot be responsible for instilling these ides of perfection 
The idea of God is innate
· It is put there by god
· Since it doesn’t come from the senses, not created by us
God is no deceiver
· “cannot be a deceiver for it is manifest by the light of nature that all fraud and deception depend on some defect” 
· Idea of god is perception, deception indicates defect so notion of deceiving God makes sense as that of a round triangle 
· If we believe in god’s existence and benevolence, we have to except the possibility of other evils 
Cartesian circle
· Mediation Three rests on possibility of fatal circularity:
· Whatever I clearly and distinctly perceive is true
· I clearly and distinctly perceive that God is omnipotent, benevolent and doesn’t deceive me
· Therefore everything that I clearly and distinctly perceive is true (since God made us that way) 
· Why is this circular?
· How do I find out if god really exists? I appeal to my clear and distinct ideas of such a God. And how can my clear and distinct ideas guarantee that I can rely on them? Because god created me that way 
Descartes response
· Clear and distinct ideas per se do not in fact depend on God; Descartes intuition of his own existence, recall , is self-evident, requiring no such guarantee 
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Mediation Four
· We’ve established that: we exist, and god exists 
· A problem arises
· If god exists and would not deceive me, why am I prone to error?
The chain of being
· Inherited a catholic/Aristotelian framework for interpreting the world
· Being is a hierarchy of beings
· God is the pinnacle
· Lowest point is a certain negative idea of nothingness 
Between god and nothingness
· “I” is a middle ground between god and nothingness
· This offsets the theological problem of human error
· Error does not depend on god, merely a defect 
Problem remains
· Why do we make errors?
· Descartes appeals to ignorance –if he’s been created with imperfect judgement, then how should he know god’s plans? 
Aristotelian physics
· Ends in physics is useless since in any case we can’t be sure that we comprehend god’s designs 
Part and Whole
· We perceive our errors from up close, but maybe what we perceive to be errors contributes to making a perfect whole 
· Not for us to judge that Creation is imperfect
Why do I err
· We possess both intellect and free will
· The will outstrips the intellect
· “I extend the will to things I do not understand”
A methodological remedy
· If you hold off from making a judgement when you can’t perceive what is true with sufficient clarity and distinctness, then you are acting properly and not committing any error. 
· Train our wills to keep pace with our intellects 
Mediation five
· Knowledge of material things by exploring the methodologically prior question of clarity/distinctness of the various ideas he has of them 
Innate geometrical/mathematical ideas
· Even if there is no triangle in nature, I have the idea of a triangle that could not have been created by me
· If I were to perish, the triangle is still there –it has properties 
· These ideas don’t come through the senses
Third proof of existence of God
· God’s essence implies his existence –just as a triangle implies three angles adding up to 180 degrees
· God is defined as an infinitely perfect being
· Perfection implies existence
· Therefore got exists 
“an inexistent god”
· Like a mountain without a valley –impossible
· If an inexistent god is impossible, this does imply that god exists
Mediation six:
· Establish the existence of material things 
· Comment upon real distinction between mind and body
· Deal with troubling phenomena that are left –phantom limbs and dreams 
Are material things possible?
· Fully possible that god created/sustains material things
· We have the clear and distinct impression of these
· Existence of objects could explain imagination
· You can cut out imagination but not thought –I can understand a chiliagon, but cant imagine it
· Imagination must then have its reason in something outside of me 
· And since I imagine objects based on sensations I have had, this suggests they are objects
Mind/body
· Provides weak proof of the mind’s independence
· My existence as a thinking thing does not require existence of a body 
· I understand my body as extended in space 
· Does not imply anything mental 
· Weakness of the proof
· Does not follow the logical possibility of God creating separate mind/body that he in fact has
· Suggests that there is more to be said –all he can at this point is that they could be separate 
Mind body interaction design flaws
· Mind and body interact in pineal gland 
· Can be misleading because machine is in certain respects imperfect
Back on track
· In a position to reject radical doubts with which he states as ludicrous 
· Ready to face the world with a hopeful if cautious scientific eye
Nature of the universe
· Universe contains
· God
· The mind; mental substance
· External objects; material substance 
Unfinished science
· Descartes only able to provide a physiology of the body
· Constructed a universe where only a third of its aspect is accessible to science and where there’s no obvious way to explain how it interacts 
