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the mind was first in the sense, still it is equally true that the
mind is the necessary synthetic agency in the organization of the
phenomena presented to the senses,

Even at his initial stages of inquiry into this phase of the
problen (of establishing the certain and indubitable}, Descartes
8till retains his doubts about material things. All that he has to
work with is his thinking and the corollary to that, his existence.
I think, therefore I am. It is perhaps even true, he reasons, that
a.'l.l‘that he needs o insure his existence IS mind. For he says:

From the very circumstances that I sought to doubt

the truth of other th s it must clearly and certainly

follow that I was, while on the other hand, if I had

only ceased to think, although all the other objects

which I had ever imagined, had been in reality existent,

I would have had no reason to believe that I existed.

I thence concluded that I was a substance whose essence

or nature consists only in thinking and which, that it

may exis®t, has need of no place, nor is dependent on

any matérial things, so that ®I" that is to say, the

mind by which I am what I am, is wholly distinct from

the body and is even more easily known than the latler,

and is such, that though the latter were not, it would

8till continue to be all that it is.*

But does this imply that one exists only when one thinks? Descartes
sayst "I am, I exist; this is certain; buthowoften?'#.softenas
I think, for perhaps it would even happen if I should wholly cease
2
to think that T should at the same time wholly cease to be."
then, how sismificant the consciousness-approach is to the philosophy
of Descartos. Let us observe here in comnection with our main thesis,
namely the study of this man's philosophy as a method of assurance,

that the inevitable necessity for that assurance is grounded in the

Vie see

l. Rene Descartes, Principles, pe 27e
2. Rene Desca.rtes; Hoditationsy Pe 00e
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ego, in his personal, subjective consciousness. "What then am I?

A thinking being it has been said. But what is a thinking being?
It is a think that doubts, understands (conceives), affirms, demies,
wills, refuses; thal imagines also, and pemivea.'l

This thinking object has ideas, of course, but those ideas are
not synonymous with their objects. This we see from a passage in
which there is perhaps a bit of the Kantian distinction between
phenomena and noumenas "I have observed in a number of instances,
that there is a great difference between the object and the idBB:..
Thus, for example, in my mind, I find wholly two different ideas
of the sun, etc."® Of course, Descartes here is talking sbout an
idea and an object. Dut since the mind (previously defined), also
"perceives®, its idoa of an object is its percepiion of it., Here,
then, Descartes is distinguishing between an object and our per-
ception of it, without affiraming that we can ever perceive the
object in its entiretye. ]

But the mind very often can perceive more of au object than
our senmses allow. In support of the ability of the mind to perceive
things in which the seuses misled us, Descartes asks us to think of
a piece of wax., In placing the wax in proximity of the fire, every
sensible perception, formerly ours, concerning the wax is changed.
Tt has changed in regard to our sight, hearing, smell, taste and
touch of it., He concludes, "I mst therefore admit that I cannot

even comprehend by imagination what the piece of wax is and that it

1. Rene Descartes, Meditations, ps 89
2s Toide, pe 99
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is the mind alome which perceives it.*d Descartes suggests still

another example:

(Spesking of people walking in the street below).
What do I see from the window beyond hats and cloaks
that mighl cover artificial machines whose motions

might be determined by springs. But I judge that
there are human beings from these appearances, and

thus I (.cmarehend, by the faculty of judgment alone

which_is in my nind, what I believe I say with my

eyes.
It is too bad that Descartes does not examine the source of the
precepts which determine the nature of his judgments. His earnest
cesire to separate the mind from material things seems to make him
go to an extrene to deny material things, the objects of his sense
experience. It is still true that his understanding of wax in its
new form as changed by warmth is still the result of experience with
wax. And his judoment that those are gemuine people in the streets
is based on experience too, on the many times he has descended the
stairs and mingled among them, indeed talked to them, shook hands
with them, used his sense of siwell to distinguish the fish pedlar
from the avistocratic debutante. But, I don't think Descartes is as
guilty of going to the extreme in denying the existence of material
things as he seems to be. He is still consciocusly doubting. lHe is
8till interested in absolute assurance and certainty. Thus even
though his judsments of the objects of sense experience are based
on previous experience, it is still true that experiemce is not
always true and valid; he may be deceived. Therefore, he must dis-

cover foundations more firm. These foundations he finds in conscious-

1. Rene Descartes, leditations, ppe 71-92.
2. Ibid.’ Pe 93.




ness. The emphasis is, as I've said, on his idealism. But his
idealism arises only because his consciousness is harder to doubt
than material things. But he is atill interested in validating
sense experience and the material world. For he points out that
even IHVAI.ID and incorrect sense experience in its interaction with
bhis imagination has sufficient force to establish his existential
status as a real being. For he sayss

But finally, what shall I say of the mind itself,
that is, of myself? for as yet I do not adamit that I
an anything but wind, Vhat then? I who seem to
possess such a disbinct impression of a piece of wax -
do I not lmow myself? both with greater truth and
certitude, and also much more clearly and distinctly?
For if I judge that a piece of wax exists because I
touch it, it assuredly follows, much more evidently,

L I myself am or existe. For it is possible that
what I sce may nol be waxy, and that I do not possess
even eyes with which to see anything; but it cannot
be that when I see, ory which comes to the same thing,
when I think I see, I mysel{ who think am nothing. So
likewise, if I judge that wax exists because I see it,
it will still slso follow that I amy and if my imagin-
ation, or any other cause whatever it may be, persuades
me of the existence of wax, I will still draw the same
“conclusion. d what is here remarked of the piece of
wax islapplicable 1o all other things that are external
to me,

8o in the midst of doubt, Descartes locates the island of security
in an assurance of his own existence. Ie concludess

I find that I am insensibly reverted to the point
I desived; for, since it is now manifest to me, that
bodies themselves are not properly preceived by the
Senses nor by the faculty of the imagination, ut by
i‘l’ﬁe intellect alone; and since h:ﬁay bﬁe oﬁ m;ed

cause they are seen and touched,

they aro wnderstood (or rightly cozprebended by thought)
I readily discover that there is nothing more easily or
clearly apprehended than my own minde

l. Reme Descartes, lMeditations, pe 93+
2. Ibide, pe Sl '
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Descartes' {irst great question has been: Is there an ultimate in
knowledge which guarantees itself? By carefully doubting all w,
by e].imiﬁating from his thinking processes all of those things which
WERE doubtful, and by drawing the one valid conclusion from the fact
that he doubted, Descaries has established a principle, which, for
him, satisfies the requirements of both of these questions. That
principle: "Cogito, ergo sumi® We have shown how this principle
leads tc an emphasis on consciousness and idealistic philosophy.

He now proceeds to his second big question: Is this a suitable basis

for a superstructure of lmowledge?



V. Superstructures: The Existence of God and Matter

Descartes has affirmed that whatever is clear in the mind is true
and correct. IHowever, he cautions us again and again to make sure that
its clarity is as obvious as that of the "Cogito.® In the "Cogito¥,
there is an equation between "I think" and "I am.® These two terms
have the same validity as the equation that exists between two plus
two and four. It is possible to form such an equation because "two
plus two" is nothing more than another form of "four®". So "I think"
equals, implies, inheres in, "I an".

There is the same force in the ontological argument wherein the
existence of Cod is derived from our concept.ir-m of him. It is a
truth, an axiom which the soul perceives prior to reflection.

There are several shades of meaning in Descartes' proofs for
the existence of God. There is the purely ontological argument
aspect - the proof that a God who is "a being than which a greater
cannot be conceived®” (Anselm) would not be such if he lacked exisi~-
ence. This is an argument by definition. Or as Weber points out,
sometimes the emphasis in Descartes is nots

God exists because my mind conceives himj but, My

reason conceives God because God exists. The true

foundation of our faith in God is not our conception

of him, - that would be a subjective and weak basis, -

but God himself, who revpals himself to us in the

innate idea of infinity.

I believe we can find both aspects of this proof in Descartes. Surely,
the proof by definition is there, and surely the argument from our

1. Alfred Weber, History of Philosophy, Pe 247
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innate conception of the infinte is there. let us first look at
the argument based on God's perfection,

This perfection of God as contrasted with the imperfection of
the human being is pointed out by Descarbess

From reflecting on the circumstances that I doubted,
and consequently on the circumstance that my Leing was
not wholly perfect (for I clearly saw that it was a
greater perfection to know than to ‘doubt), I was led to
inquire, whence I had thought to think of something more
perfect than myselfs and I clearly recognized that I
mst hold this notion from some nature that was in
reality more perfect  « « It but remained that. it was
placed in me by a nature more perfect than my own, and
wnich even possessed within itself all the perfections
of which I may form an ideay that is to say, in a
single word, Godil

Descartes gives us some picture of his idea of the perfect God:

By the name God I understand a substance infinite,
(eternal, independant, immtable, all-knowing, all-
powerful, and by which I myself, and every other thing
that exists, if any such there be, is created. But
these properties are so great and excellent, that the
more attentively I consider them, the less I feel per-
suaded that the idea I have of them owes its origin to
myself alone. And thus, it is absolutely necessary to
conclude, from all that I have before said, that God
exists: for though the idea of substance be in my mind
owing to this, that I myself am a substance, I should
not however, have the idea of an infinite substance
seeing that I am a finite being, unless 12 were given
me by some substance in reality infinite.

I clearly perceive that there is more reality in
the infinite substance than in the finite, and there-
fore that in some way I possess the perception of the
infinite before that of the finite, that is, the per-
ception of God before that of myself, for how could I
know that I doubt, desire, or that something is Ian‘hng
in me, and that I am not wholly perfect, if I possesse
no idea of a being more perfect than myself, by com—
parison_of which I know the deficiencies of my omn
nature?3

1. Reme Descartes, Discourse on lethod, pe 28.
2. Rene Descari;esi foditations, pe 104s
3. Ibid., pp. 10h- e
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Of course, out of the assumption of a perfect being Descartes
concludes that this will not be a being who is subject to doubt,

inconstancy, sadness and such like. This is concluded rather
naively, because Descartes himself would be quite happy to be rid
of such burdens .1 Furthernore, these unfortunate circumstances
which Descartes feels should nol be ascribed to God are related to
his om dual nature, that of mind and matter, "I therefore con-

cluded that it could not be a perfection of God to be thus com-

pounded of two natures._“z Understanding Cod in this way insures

his existences

I observed that the great certitude which by
common consent is accorded to the demonstrations (of
geonelry) is founded solely on this, that they are
clearly concelved in accordance with the rules I have
already laid down. In the next place I perceived that
there was nothing in these demonstrations which could
assure me of the existence of the object: thus, for
example, supposing a triangle to be given, I clearly
perceive that its three angles are equal to two right
angles, but I did not on that account perceive any=-
thing which could assure me that a triangle existed;
while on the contrary, recurring to the examination
of the idea of a perfect being, I found that the
existence of the BDoing was comprised in the idea in
the same way that the equality of the three angles
to two right angles is comprised in the idea of a
triangle . . . and that consequently, it is at least
as certain that God exists (who is a perfect being)
as any demonstration in geometry can be.

Descartes asks himself whether he could exist were there mo God.
If he did, he concludes, he would have to derive his existence from
something more imperfect than God since nothing more perfect than
God can be imagined. Let us suppose that he himself is the cause of

1. Rene Descartes, Discourse oh Method, pp. 28-29.
2' Ibid., Pe 29
3. Toid., pp. 29-30.
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his existence. DBub in that case he would be conscious of no de-
ficiencies for he would have bestowed upon himself every quality of
which he had any idea and thus, as far as he was able to judge,
would be perfect.-

But perhaps the being upon whom I am dependant is
not God, and I have been produced either by my parents
or by some causes less perfect than Deity. This cammot
be: fory, as I have said, it is perfectly evident that
there must at least be as much reality in the cause as
in the effect; and accordingly since I am a thinking
being, and posgess within myself the idea of God, what-
ever in the end be the cause of my existence, it must
of necessity be adnitted that it is likewise a thinking
being, and that i% possesses in itself all the ideas
and perfections I atiribute to Deity. Then it may be
inquired whether this cause owes its origin and exist-
ence to itself or to some other cause. For if it be
self-existent, it follows from what I have lald down,
that this cause is God; for since it posseases the
perfection of self-existence, it must likewise without
doubt, have the power of actually possessing every
affection of which it has the idea, - in ciher words
all the perfections I conceive to belong to God. But
if it owe its existence to another being than itself,
we demand again, for a similar reason, whether this
second cause exists of itself or through some other,
wntil £rom stage o stage, we at length arrive at an
ultimate cause, which will be Godl2

You will see how subtly Descartes becomes representative of the
two ideas about Gode That he exists because He is perfect and that
He exists because of cur idea of things greater than ourselves. It
is very hard to separate these two ideas in Descartes. let ussay a
few words now about the second Cartesian concept of God, that he re-
veals Himself as perfect through implanting certain ideas in us.
This idea of God is a resmarkable thing. It is not derived through
sense experience; it is not a pure production or fictlon of the mind

1. TRene Descartes, Discourse on liethod, ppe 106-107.
2. Tene Descartes, Hodtatlons, pe 100-
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since one can neither contribute to nor detract from the conception
as it stands. The only other possible sou'rce of this knowledge of
God is through innate ideas. By some means God had implanted these
ideas in us at creation as though the mark of the "workman impressed
on his work."l God mist have fashioned us after Iiis own image and
. likeness, "and that I perceive this likeness in which is contained
the idea of God®®
Descartes has not interested himself in exanining all of the
arguments walch might be adduced in the proof of God's existence.
He tells us quite clearly that what HAS concerned him was the proof
which he considers most valid, that it the nmecessity of his existence
from the fact of the capacity of the finite to conceive the infinite.
He feels further that "there is no way open to man whereby proofs of
more sufficient certainty can be discovered.“3 Nor does he feel that
even his proof is of sufficient worth to merit the immediate con-
version of all men, This ho feels, is not because of any inherent
fallacy in the proof but because of certain unfortunate approaches %o
the provlem in the mind of the atheist.
A1l that atheists commonly allege in favor of the
_non-existence of God arise contimually from one or the
other of these two things: namely, either the ascription
of human affections to Deity, or the undue attribution
in our own minds of so much vigour and wisdom that we 5
essay to determine and comprehend what God both can an
ought to do; hence all that is alleged by them will
cause us no difficulty provided only we keep in remem-
brance that our minds must be consi finite vhile
Deity is incomprehensible and infinite.
So the force of Descartes! argument is this, that he could not

be the way he is, he could not have the thoughts he has if God did

%. Rene Descartes, Meditations, ppe 109-110.
« Ibid. ,
3. Tene Descartes, Discourse on Method, pe 67
h- Lbig‘, p. ?3.




not exist. This is guaranteed by the principle that he, though
finite, is able to conceive of the unchangeable, the immtable, the
ocmniscient, the omnipotent, the infinite in such a mammer as could

only happen 1f his idea was conceived innately as derived from God
himself.

The existence of God proved, and the existence of himself
established, Descartes next demonstrates how the existence of God
insures the existence of the material universe. This is the second

superstructure. The idea of God "is the perpetual refutation of

1

Skepticism."™ And since God is perfect and not a malignant devil,

Descartes may be sure God would not deseive him as to the existence
of the corporeal world.

But after I have recognized the existence of God,
and because I have at the same time, recognized the
fact that all things rest upon him and that he is no
decelver, and in consequence of that I have judged that
all that I conceive clearly and distinctly camnot fail
to be true . « « NO opposing reason can be brought
against me which should ever make me call it into
guestiony and thus I have a true and certain knowledge
of it. And this same knowledge extends over all other
things that I recollect having formerly demonstrated,
as the truths of geometry and others like them o «
And thus I recognize clearly THAT THE CERTAINTY AND
TiE TRUTH OF ALL KNOWLEDGE DEPEND UPON THE KNOWLEDGE
ALONE OF THE TRUE GOD: so that before I kﬁ:; hin :t['.hat.
could not perfectly know anything else. now
I know him, I have the means of acquiring a perfect
knowledge of an infinitude of things, not only of
those which are in him, BUT ALSO OF THOSE WHICH BELONG
TO CORPOREAL NATURE. « o 2

Carrying along this idea, Descartes reminds us that prior to
this stage of the argument he had raised the problem of dreams.
Material objects sometimes appear in our dreams with the force of

l. Alfred Weber His%% of Phﬂosgﬁa « 248,
2. Rene Descart:as, Heditations, PPe e

e e S ot
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real objects. How are we to distinguish the real from the illusory?

How are we to establish the ontological reality of the material world?
Descartes answers it in this fashion:

Though men of the highest genius study this question
as long as they please, I do not believe that they will
be able to give sufficient reason to remove this doubt
unless they presuppose the existence of Gods For in the
first place even the principle which I have already taken
as a rule; vise., that all things which we clearly and
distinctly perceive are true; is certain only because God
is or exists and is a perfect Being, and because all that
we possess is derived from Himj whence it follows that
our ideas or notions, which to the extent of their clear-
ness and distinctness are real; and proceed from God, are
to that extent true « « « But if we did not know that all
that we possess of the real and true proceeds from a per—
fect or infinite being,; however clear and distinet our
ideas may be, we should have no ground on that account
for the assurance thal they possess the perfection of
being true.l

So with the affimmation of God's existence and the existence of the
material universe, Descartes has baéun the superstructure of his
metaphysics. He has advanced confidently, for he feels that his
reason has been his guide.

In summary, we see that Descartes finds certainty in his own
consciousness. MHis own doubts were sufficient to establish his
personal existence. God and the material world are derived there-
frome Howover, a part of Descartes' assurance of his own existence
is derived from the existence of Gode

Having set up reason as a clear guide for further action,
Descartes can begin dealing with science, or the laws which govern
the material universe. This is his third great syperstructure. In
his study he is just as interested in certainty as he was in en-

1. Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method, p. 3l.
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deavoring to lay the foundations for a solid metaphysics. Here,
however, the going is much more difficult. He is involved with
natural processes which must be investigated, concerning which
hypotheses must be advanced. Such hypotheses must be tested and
‘retested and perhaps restated in the light of new empirical data.
Descartes, in other words, now turns empirical s;ientiat, trying
to ferret out natuve's secrets and place upon them the same in-
signia of certainty that he placed upon Ontology. You will notice
that the methods must become quite different because of the nature
.of the subject matier. Descartes! first method was one of intro-
spection. lis second method was that of faith (a faith which pre—
served his ethical integrity even while doubting all else). This
really isn't a "method® at all, though it takes the place of ome
since it provides subjective certainty while the search for objective
certainty still goes on. The third method we have reserved for the
next chaptery that method concerns itself with the empirical
approach to nature.

Here we must remember all that we have said about Descartes
the mathematician and scientist. Formerly be had assumed that the
starting point of science was philosophy. He found upon investi-
gation that philosoply was far too unstable to support so lofty a
superstracture as science secmed to be. So it is that Descartes
having used mathematics, or at lesst a mathematical method in
establishing his introspective examination and subjective assurance,

NoW uses mathematics as the foundation for science. So, of Descartes
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1t may be said that he laid science upon a new starting point and

recognized the importance of that starting point more than did
either Bacon or Locke.

He starts with an exam:l.naf.ion of geometry and algebra and upon
careful consideration finds them both entirely inadequate. Then,
realizing that a combination of them would be highly successful,
he combines them. A study of the details of this process is not
possible within the confines of this paper nér' is it necessary for
the purpose of this paper. Sufficient to say that Descartes estab-
lishes the existence of naturel because of the existence of a per-
fect God and then proceeds to lay down the detailed analysis of how
further study is to be carried on. This further study is summarized
in Descartes'! four ppints of method which is briefly examined and
criticiged in this paper in order to shot how the Cartesian method

of certainty applies in the physical universe.



the place of mathematics in the future structure of scientific thought.

VI, Criticism and Analysis of Descartes' Four Points

We have said that Francis Bacon did not have the insight into

Nevertheless, he is one of the fathers of induction. It might be

interesting to compare some extracts from his Aphorisms with the four

points of Descartes:

———

The logic now in use serves rather to give stability
and to fix the errors which have their foundation in
commonly received notions than to help the search after
truth « . « The syllogism consists of propositions, pro-
positions censist of words, words are symbols of notions,
Therefore if the notions themselves (which is at the root
of the matter) are confused and over-hastily abstracted
from the facts, there can be no firmmess in the super-
structure. OCur only hope lies in true induction « « »
There are and can be only two ways of searching into and
discovering truth. The one flies from the senses and the
particulars to the most general axioms, and from these
principles, the truth of which it takes-for settled and
immoveable, proceeds to judgment and to the discovery of
middle axioms. And this is now in fashion. The other
derives axioms from the senses and particulars, rising
by a gradual and unbroken ascent, so that it arrives at
the most gemeral axioms last of all. This is the true
way but as yet untried . . . axioms duly and orderly
formed from particulars easily discover the way to new
particulars, and thus render sciences active . . . One
method alone remains to usj which is simply this: we must
lead men to the particulars themselves, and their series
and order; while men on their side mst force themselves
for awhile to lay their notions aside and begin to fam-
iliarize themselves with the facts » « « The idols and
false notions which are now in the possession of the human
understanding . . . not only beset men's minds that truth
can hardly find entrance, but even after entrance is
attained, they will aggin in the very instauration of the
sciences meet and trouble us, unless msn being forewarned
e « o fortify themselves o . » They are IDOLS OF THE
TRIBE . . o IDOLS OF THE CAVE o » » IDORS OF THE MARKET
PLACE . , . IDOLS OF THS THEATER « o »

l. Francis Bacon, "Aphorisms," Hovun %amm. quoted by Burtt,
i,

Ihe English Philosophers from Bacon G0 Ps 20




