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4. God

The role of God in Descartes’ thought (24.1-27.7)

Descartes has doubted everything he thinks he can. He finds that there is one thing left that he cannot doubt: ‘I exist’; and, closely connected with this, that he is a thinking thing. This, then, is something that he knows. But now he wants to find other things of which he can be certain: which he can know to be true. He suggests that the certainty he has already acquired – that he is a thinking thing – provides a clue as to how to do this. It does so through reflecting on what made him certain of that: how he was able to tell that this was something that he knows. Descartes’ answer is: he could do so from the fact that he had a ‘clear and distinct perception’ of it. He concludes that he can make it a general rule that ‘everything I very clearly and distinctly perceive is true’. (Another term that he uses - ‘see by the light of nature’ or ‘by the natural light’ - is equivalent to ‘have a clear and distinct idea of’.)

    One might think, on the following grounds, that this is clearly hopeless:

(i) What does it mean? What counts as having ‘a clear and distinct’ perception that something is true? Why shouldn’t I get back all my prior certainties by this test: for can I not say that, for example, I clearly and distinctly perceive that I live in Lampeter? Again, are there not things that people have clearly and distinctly perceived, and yet which are simply false: for example, that the sun goes round the Earth? 

(ii) Well, Descartes’ response to the last point is of the form: they didn’t really clearly and distinctly perceive this. But this response can only be made acceptable if he spells out more carefully than he does what his ‘clear and distinct’ test amounts to. And it is not at all clear how he might do that: for in the depth of his doubt Descartes suggested that the demon could deceive him about ‘2 + 3 = 5’. Now if that is right, it is difficult to see how there could be a sense of ‘clear and distinct perception’ that could carry with it immunity from error.

At one level, Descartes concedes this point: ‘But whenever this preconceived opinion about the supreme power of God occurs to me, I cannot help admitting that, were he to wish it, it would be easy for him to cause me to err even in those matters that I think I intuit as clearly as possible with the eyes of the mind’ (p 25) He suggests, then, that what he must do next is try to rule out the possibility that there is an evil demon. If he can do that – if he can establish the existence of an all powerful and good God, who would not want to deceive him – he can safely take to be true anything that he clearly and distinctly perceives to be so.

    There is a good bit one might question there. We will come back to that after looking at Descartes’ arguments for the existence of God.

Arguments for God (27.7-34.7, 43.8-46.2)

Descartes offers two, or perhaps three, proofs of the existence of God. A first is in Meditation 3 (where there is a further, possibly distinct, argument.) Another is offered in Meditation 5. Since there appears to be no very good reason for this separation of the proofs in his text, we will take the main ones together. And I will deal with them briefly since I find it difficult to do anything much with them. It is, perhaps, here more than anywhere else that we are likely to feel a real intellectual distance from Descartes. For his arguments appeal to things he says he ‘sees by the natural light’, but which I, at any rate, not only see no reason to believe, but barely understand. 

(i) The ontological argument (Meditation 5, 43.8-46.2): Eternal existence is part of my idea of God. (For existence is a perfection, and my idea of God is of a perfect being.) So I cannot think of God except as existing, just as I cannot think of a valley without a mountain. That is to say: it follows from my idea of God - what I understand by the term (from His essence) - that He exists.

    Descartes remarks that the argument ‘has a certain look of a sophism about it’; but he goes on to assure us that it is not really so. Well, few subsequent philosophers have agreed. While Kant presents the most famous criticism in his insistence that ‘existence is not a predicate’, the truth in Kant’s claim is a point that was made by Descartes’ contemporaries. The point is this. To say that it is part of my idea of a valley that there is a mountain, or part of my idea of a triangle that it has three sides – to say that these are part of the essence of a valley or a triangle - is to say that where the one (eg a valley) exists so does the other (a mountain). Thus, existence itself is not a quality that a thing has or fails to have (and so is not a perfection); it is, rather, that without which the question of what qualities a particular thing has does not arise. To express the point in another way: Suppose that existence was an essential quality of God in the sense Descartes’ argument assumes ie in the sense in which having three sides is an essential quality of a triangle. Now to say this of a triangle is to say: in all circumstances in which a triangle exists it has three sides. On analogy with this, the claim about God would come to: in all circumstances in which God exists, He exists. That, of course, is fine; but it is hardly what Descartes wanted. (Another way in which the point has been made is this: if Descartes’ argument were valid we could equally prove that a perfect dog, a perfect island, or a perfect pencil must exist. We need only conjure up the relevant idea: since the idea will contain existence, what it is an idea of must exist.) While Descartes tries to answer such objections, I can see no force in his attempted responses

(ii) The argument of Meditation 3:

1. There must be at least as much reality in a cause as in its effect. (This is seen by the natural light.)

So: 2. Any idea that I have must be caused by something that has at least as much reality (perfection) [‘formal’ reality] as the thing represented in the idea [‘objective’ reality]. [The terminology of ‘formal’ and ‘objective’ reality can be confusing. ‘Formal’ reality is the kind of reality something has in itself simply in virtue of existing. The notion of ‘objective reality’ applies only to ideas, pictures, and so on: that is, to things that represent other things. Thus, the objective reality of an idea is what the idea represents. Consider a painting of a house: we can describe it simply as colour patches on a canvas; or we can describe it as a picture of a house. The first description is in terms of its formal reality; the second in terms of its objective reality.]

3. I have an idea of God: a being that is infinite, independent, supremely intelligent and powerful.

(From 1 and 2) 4. That idea could only be caused by God: a being that has all the perfections contained in my idea of Him. 

So 5. God exists.

Along the way, Descartes argues that the principle articulated in premise 1. leaves open the possibility that most of my ideas derive from nothing external to myself [29.5-30.9]. He also answers some possible objections [31.2-32.5]. But the major problem is premise 1 itself. We might ask what grounds there are for accepting it. In effect, Descartes’ reply is: it is so transparently true no sane person could question it. (It is seen by ‘the natural light’.) But a more fundamental question one might ask is: just what does it mean?

    Consider another formulation of this principle that Descartes offers: there can be nothing in an effect that was not previously present in the cause. Now a first reaction to this might be to say that it is transparently false.  For example, if I mix a certain blue chemical with a certain red chemical I get a milky green chemical: a colour, that is, that was not present in the cause. Again, if one puts gear wheels etc together in an appropriate way one ends up with a clock: something, that is, that tells the time - as nothing in the cause did. Now Descartes will have to say that these are not counter-examples to his principle, properly understood, that there must be ‘as much reality in a cause as in its effect’. But this just presses more strongly the question: how is that principle to be understood?

   In the second set of objections a contemporary critic presents the following counter-example to Descartes’ principle: animals and plants were produced from sun, rain and earth; and yet life is ‘nobler’ than any non-living thing. One might think the example betrays gross ignorance of the mechanics of reproduction. In fact, the ignorance was of a fairly local kind: it was believed that, under certain conditions, flies were spontaneously generated from non-organic material. Having said that, we might today think that the theory of evolution brings out something clearly correct in his example. For this holds that human beings evolved from other creatures: creatures that Descartes would certainly insist are less ‘real’, or ‘perfect’, than us. Is this not, then, a clear counter-example to Descartes’ principle however we understand it? Well, evolution was simply not on the intellectual horizon for Descartes. I suspect that we are here at a point where the shift that has taken place in our general world view is so radical that we can no longer seriously engage with Descartes’ thought. The problem does not lie simply with the particular example of evolution. This is simply one instance of the more general point that Descartes’ argument turns on a picture of a hierarchy of degrees of being – degrees of reality – that is quite alien to us. To the extent that that is so, what Descartes declares that he sees ‘by the natural light’ may be something with which we can do very little.

    In the face of this kind of difficulty, we might just abandon the first premise of Descartes’ argument, and replace it by a more modest principle, one which we can perhaps grasp, of the following form: the idea of an infinite being could only be caused by something infinite. Descartes could then argue: we have an idea of an infinite being; so such a being must exist in reality. Might an argument of this form be acceptable? For contemporary challenges to both premises of this argument, see the second set of objections.

(iii) A possible second argument in Meditation 3 (32.5-34.7): What caused me to exist? It cannot be that I brought myself into being. If it is suggested, for example, that my parents brought me into being, this only pushes the problem back. So only God could be responsible. We cannot get round this reasoning by supposing that I have always existed. For that will still leave us with the question: what preserves me in being from one moment to the next? It cannot be anything in myself that does so. So there must be a God who does so. (First cause argument.)

    At certain points in his presentation of this proof Descartes seems to fall back on the previous proof. But the argument does raise some independently interesting points. We will return to it in the next lecture.

Judgement and Error (Meditation 4)

Descartes believes that he has proved that God – a perfect being – exists. Since He is perfect, He can’t be a deceiver; and so the doubt that was 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 that any of the other judgements that I make are certainly true.

   Quite independently of whether Descartes’ proofs of the existence of God are any good, it is widely thought that there is a fundamental problem with the whole structure of his thinking here. For he appears to be using reason to justify our normal reliance on reason: he seems, that is, to be involved in a hopeless circle. We will come back to that. Setting that to one side for the moment, Descartes appears to face another problem. If I was created by God – an all good, and all powerful being – why did He not make me in a way such that I was incapable of error? Does not the fact that I clearly do get some things wrong strongly suggest that there is no such God?

    Descartes answer is this. Every judgement that I make depends on the combined work of intellect and will: the intellect proposes ideas that I can then affirm or deny. For example, the intellect comes up with the suggestion that it is a man that I see over there in that field, or that 17 x 14 = 273. It is then a matter of will whether I accept this, reject it, or suspend judgement. Error arises when I freely choose to affirm things that I do not fully understand. The fault, then, lies in me, not in God. Now God could have made us such that we never got anything wrong. But He could only have done so by making us without free will. While there are, no doubt, things we don’t understand in all this, it is at least not obvious that it would have been better if God had not given us freedom: a freedom that leads to the possibility of rash, and consequently false, judgement.

    To this it is sometimes objected: ‘The will is not involved in judgement. When I see a proof of something, there is no question of me deciding whether or not to believe the conclusion: if I see the force of the argument there is no room for a choice not to accept the conclusion’. The objection rests on a misunderstanding. To see this, note that Descartes draws a sharp distinction between freedom and ‘indifference’. I will first illustrate the distinction with a case that involves action, rather than belief. ‘Indifference’ is what I experience when I am confronted with a choice and can see no compelling reason for going one way rather than another: for example, I can have an apple or a banana, but have no preference between these. So I wobble; being indifferent, I just plump for one or other. Some have spoken as if this kind of case – where my choice is completely unconstrained by anything, including reason -represents true freedom. Descartes, by contrast, holds that such cases involve the ‘lowest grade of freedom’. The best kind of freedom is that involved when I see a compelling reason for going a certain way, and, because of that, am inescapably drawn in that direction: for example, seeing that the apple is clearly rotten, I take the banana.

    The analogue of this in the case of judgement is an instance in which I see the reasons for a certain belief completely clearly: for example, when I completely grasp all of the steps in a mathematical proof. In such a case, I cannot help but believe what has been proved: that is to say, I am not ‘indifferent’, though I am still ‘free’. So when Descartes speaks of the will as being involved in judgement he does not mean that I necessarily have some choice in whether to believe. In ideal cases I don’t. Choice only comes in when I am confronted with arguments that are not totally compelling, or whose force I do not fully recognise. I then have an obligation to hold myself back from believing the conclusion, however tempted I may be to believe. We misuse our freedom when we jump to conclusions on the basis of inconclusive grounds. We could, Descartes suggests, avoid error completely if we always withheld judgement in cases in which we did not see absolutely clearly that the conclusion was established by the reasons available to us.

    What, according to Descartes, the proofs of God’s existence establish is this: if I am strongly inclined to believe something, and with the most careful thought cannot find any reasons for doubt or any mistake in the reasoning that led to it, then it is certainly true. ‘God’ would be a deceiver if He had not given us the ability to detect errors in our thinking. Knowing that God exists, and that He is good, I know that, as long as I don’t believe anything that goes beyond what I have compelling grounds for, I won’t go wrong.

