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5. Validating reason; the persistence of knowledge 
(Meditation 5, 46.2-47.5)

Descartes thinks that he has proved that God – a perfect being – exists. Since He is perfect, He cannot be a deceiver. So now the doubt induced by the evil demon hypothesis is overcome. This is the sense in which all other knowledge depends on knowledge of God: only if I know that God exists can I know anything else. (At least, it is only then that I can be certain that any of my other judgements amount to knowledge. Is that the same?)

    It is commonly objected that the argument is circular: ‘You are using reason to validate reason. You have granted that the evil demon could deceive you even about basic arithmetic. So presumably he could deceive you into supposing that an invalid argument was clearly valid. It is only once you have established the existence of God that you can rule out that possibility. But establishing that depends on trusting reason.’ 

   Whether or not this is a decisive objection depends on just what the form of Descartes’s argument is. I will suggest three different possible readings of the role that Descartes gives to God. In all of them, knowledge of God is crucial to all other knowledge. But the way in which other knowledge is dependent on knowledge of God differs. I should stress that I am not suggesting that one, rather than another, is clearly the correct reading. I suspect that Descartes slides between these three positions. I do, however, believe that the third reading gives him a much better thought than does the first, and most obvious, reading:

1. Only if I know that God exists can I be justified in trusting my reasoning powers. It seems to me that if all men are mortal, and Socrates is a man, then Socrates must be mortal; and it seems to me that 27 x 3 = 81. But what grounds have I for supposing that going through what we call a ‘process of reasoning’ is a means of arriving at the truth? Only if I know that God exists do I have such grounds. [Comment. If this is the form of Descartes’s argument, if, that is, he is searching for a reason for trusting reason, it is pretty clear that the project is hopeless: for any attempt to give reasons – as in Descartes’s proofs of God – itself involves reason, which is the very thing he is trying to justify.]

2. I can be justified, without knowledge of God, in accepting results that I arrive at by reasoning. But God is needed to justify my reliance on memory. Now almost all my current beliefs are dependent in some way on memory: I believe Jones was at the party because I remember seeing him there; I believe there is a war in Syria because I remember reading about it in the papers; I believe I have enough wallpaper for the room because I remember proving that 10 rolls, each two feet wide and 30 feet long, will cover 600 square feet. But what justification do I have for taking my memory impressions as a guide to reality: for example, for assuming that if I seem to remember going through that calculation then I really did? At its most dramatic, the doubt would be of this form: perhaps I popped into existence three seconds ago, and my apparent memory of having gone through the proof is totally delusory. Only if I know that God exists do I have such justification. The role of God, then, is that of validating, not reason, but memory. [Comment. It is possible that all of our thought is as dependent on memory as it is on reason; and so that we are still left with a circle. This comes out in two possible worries one might have about this proposal: (i) ‘The proofs of God involve a number of steps. A particular proof is only good if every step of it is good. So my acceptance of a proof is dependent on my memory of previous steps in it. If that depends on knowledge of God we again have a circle’. In reply to this objection, Descartes says that we can take the proofs in at one go. (ii) When I have one of the proofs before my mind I can know that God exists; and so I have grounds for trusting my memory. But as soon as I don’t have the proof before my mind, I am reliant on my memory of having proved God’s existence. And so again we have a circle: I only know that God exists if I can trust my memory of having proved that He does; and can I only trust memory if I know that God exists. The only way round this would be to keep a proof of God permanently before my mind. Perhaps this is not out of the question; but it is an uncomfortable conclusion.]

3. In one sense I don’t need grounds for trusting my reasoning powers: when I am actually confronted with what seems to me clearly a valid process of reasoning I cannot help but accept it. Further, Descartes is not raising a doubt about memory: he accepts that I can know, through memory, that I went through a chain of reasoning that seemed to me to be clearly valid. The point is rather that, whenever I do remember having gone through a chain of reasoning, there is always a doubt that has to be settled before I accept the conclusion that seemed to me clearly valid yesterday: the doubt that I was, perhaps, under the influence of an evil demon at the time. (Much as, while yesterday, confronted with him, I couldn’t doubt that John is a decent bloke, today I can worry that perhaps my judgement was the result of the influence of his charm or of the general drunken conviviality.) Without knowledge of the existence of God I am permanently vulnerable to a quite general threat of that form: the evil demon hypothesis (or temporary insanity.) Only once I have a proof of the existence of God is that threat removed.

This last line of thought is connected with a view Descartes holds about the persistence of objects.
 The persistence of objects depends on God; and so does the persistence of knowledge: a judgement needs to be renewed from minute to minute – sustained by God - just as an object does. That I proved something yesterday can stand for me today only because, knowing God exists, I can rule out an evil demon, temporary insanity etc. At the bottom of Descartes’s thought here lies an atomistic picture of time. This is part of a more general atomism, which is seen also in his ‘individualism’: his idea that the starting point is the solitary individual, who must validate, find grounds for accepting, all of his beliefs for himself. This raises the question: does Descartes give grounds for the idea that doubt is the default condition ie that in the absence of specific reasons, I should doubt (rather than trust) what others tell me or what seemed to me clearly to be so yesterday? In the absence of a defence of this claim we do not, it seems, have grounds for accepting that knowledge of God is essential to all other knowledge.

� ‘The separate divisions of time do not depend on each other; hence the fact that the body in question is supposed to have existed up till now 'from itself', that is, without a cause, is not sufficient to make it continue to exist in future, unless there is some power in it that as it were recreates it continuously. But …. we see that no such power is to be found in the idea of a body. ….. And each one of us may ask himself whether he derives his existence from himself in this same sense. Since he will find no power within himself which suffices to preserve him even for one moment of time, he will be right to conclude that he derives his existence from another being [God], and indeed that this other being derives its existence from itself. [First Replies]





