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 I’m happy to be giving this lecture; it’s always good to be up here addressing the College. 

Still, I need to start with a little introduction to my Introduction, because this lecture was not 

written for a St. John’s audience. I originally wrote it for, and gave it to, a bunch of professors in 

philosophy and political philosophy at Boston College, and that audience is really different from a 

St. John’s audience. So, seriously, neither the topic, nor the focus, nor the treatment were chosen 

with this community in mind. So when Dean Macfarland said why don’t you give this lecture here… 

well… I decided that I wanted to do it, that it’s more or less OK for a St. John’s audience… I’ve 

trimmed it a bit, but there was no way to fix the basic problem. It’s probably too narrow and 

professorial and removed from the things the College takes most to heart… but there you have it. So 

now: let its shortcomings be a lesson to you: this is what you get when you specialize. 

 There’s another preliminary thing I need to develop at some length. That Boston audience, 

for various reasons that we needn’t go into, was very open to the proposition that there were works 

of philosophy where there was a surface, explicit teaching or goal or doctrine or set of opinions--but 

then there was another, real set of opinions, which was quite different from the explicit set. At 

Boston I didn’t have to argue that point at all; they were very receptive to it. But I think I can’t just 

assume it with you people. Conveniently for me, however, there’s a piece of evidence concerning 

this very work which I would like to put before you to address this point. 

 The work that I’m going to talk about, mostly, is called the Meditations on First Philosophy. It 

was published in 1641 by Descartes in Paris; and in Paris at the time was one of the most 

prestigious, one of the great medieval universities of the time, the Sorbonne: a big Catholic 

university, a big bastion of scholasticism, Thomism, neo-Aristotelian physics, things like that. Well, 

at the beginning of the first edition of the Meditations there is a Dedicatory Letter to the Faculty of 

the Sorbonne, and in it Descartes asks them to officially agree with the arguments and the 

conclusions of the book! In this letter Descartes describes “the goal at which I shall be aiming in this 
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book… This goal… is to prove the existence of God and the distinctness of the soul from the body.”1 

He wants to do this “so precisely and so clearly as to produce for the future a general agreement 

that they amount to demonstrative proofs.” Of the proofs in this book he says, “These proofs are of 

such a kind that I reckon they leave no room for the possibility that the human mind will ever 

discover better ones.” So he says some more stuff about this, and then he says that his hope is that if 

the Sorbonne officially agrees with, endorses his stuff, “There will be no one left in the world who 

will dare to call into doubt either the existence of God or the real distinction between the human 

soul and the body.” So this is the official goal of the Meditations and the official hope of its eventual 

result. “No one left in the world”—he talks about atheists, he talks about Muslims, everyone’s going 

to be won over by this. That’s the official goal. 

 Now, the book was being prepared for publication, this took a long time, and a 

correspondence exists between Descartes and his publisher, Mersenne. There is one letter in 

particular from which I want to quote here. In order to set it up, you should know that the work is 

divided into six “Meditations,” and each Meditation has a heading. So in this letter Descartes brings 

up these headings, for “I see that people take more notice of the headings in books than of anything 

else.”2 Then he lists the changes that he wants made—he’s tweaking these headings. Then he 

continues:  

These are the things that I want people mainly to notice. But I may tell you, between ourselves, that 
these six Meditations also contain all the foundations of my physics. But please do not tell people, for 
that might make it harder for supporters of Aristotle to approve of them. I hope that readers will 
gradually get used to my principles and recognize their truth before they notice that they destroy the 
principles of Aristotle.  
 

So, tonight I would like you to accept, or at least entertain, the proposition that in this book 

(whatever might be true of other books) there’s the official goal and then there’s this unofficial, 

                                                        
1 All quotes from this Letter are from Cottingham, Stoothoff, Murdoch, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes (Cambridge 
U. Press, Cambridge, 1984), Vol II, pp. 3—6. All subsequent English quotations from this translation will be cited in the 
text, thus: “PWD [vol number], [page number].” 
2 All quotes from this letter: PWD III, pp. 172—73. 
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unstated goal in addition to and perhaps instead of the official one; and this goal would be, or at 

least include, establishing a new physics and destroying Aristotle’s. 

 In fact, tonight I want to discuss what I would call a yet deeper stratum of the hidden 

project, a stratum that he doesn’t mention even to Mersenne. You’ll see why he doesn’t as things go 

on. It is indeed connected both with Descartes’ new physics and with the existence of God, as you 

will also see. 

 Now begins the Boston College lecture proper, which I have trimmed down a little bit for 

you non-specializers. 

 
  
INTRODUCTION 

 This lecture is about a topic which has much interested me in the last couple of years, partly 

because of a book on Aristotle by a Boston College professor named Christopher Bruell,3 which I 

would like here gratefully to acknowledge. Put in the most general terms, I’m discussing the 

relation between revelation and reason. More specifically, the lecture is about Descartes’ thoughts 

on the implications for philosophy of the bare possibility of an omnipotent Christian God.  

 The lecture is in two parts: Pt. 1 is on the Meditations on First Philosophy, posing a problem 

as Descartes lays it out in that work, and Pt. 2 speculates on how Descartes tries to surmount it, 

bringing in some others of his writings, mostly on the new physics. (And throwing in a lot that I 

have thought about on my own.) 

 I can summarize pretty straightforwardly what I will try to show in Pt. 1. In the Meditations 

(on the way to proving the existence of God), Descartes claims to discover absolute bedrock 

certainty based solely on unaided human reason—the famous I think, I am. Now I am not going to 

discuss whether and why the search for certainty is a good idea—much could be said about that. 

Let us just take this search for granted and examine its fate in the Meditations. In carrying out this 

                                                        
3 Christopher Bruell, Aristotle as Teacher, St. Augustine’s Press 2014. 
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project, then Descartes talks a fair amount about the relation between this bedrock certainty and 

the  Christian God. Eventually he claims this: far from being a threat to rational certainty, the 

Christian God is its only sure guarantor. Now, I believe that his real opinion is very different. The 

mere possible existence of the Christian God is a threat to certainty and thus to the possibility of 

any philosophy based on unaided human reason insofar as it depends on certainty. By following the 

twists and turns of the argument in the Meditations, I think that I can make a fairly strong case for 

this interpretation, and Pt. 1 will be almost entirely devoted to this task. 

 Pt. 2 is about how Descartes tries to meet this problem. Pt. 2  is more tentative than Pt. 1. I 

am unsure about my conclusions in two ways: unsure whether they are really what Descartes had 

in mind, and unsure as to their adequacy for meeting the challenge posed by a possible omnipotent 

God. But you’ll just see me take things as far as I’ve been able to take them, so I beg your indulgence 

for that. 

 

Part 1 

  

 So, in this work Descartes sets out to find certainty specifically by doubting—doubting 

everything that could possibly be doubted: eventually he arrives at something that couldn’t possibly 

be doubted. Let us closely follow this process in order to grasp its less obvious implications. 

 First, then, in Meditation 1 Descartes doubts low-hanging doubtables, as it were: the objects 

of the physical senses, whether I am dreaming… sophomoric doubts, one might say. To the 

sophomoric reasons for doubting, however, he adds an additional one: he has “a long-standing 

opinion that there is an omnipotent God [Deum esse qui potest omnia]4 who created me.”5 The 

Christian God, then, could have made him wrong in his belief about such matters as whether he 

                                                        
4 Meditation 1 par. 9. All Latin quotations are from http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/des.html 
All subsequent Latin quotations will be cited in footnotes by Meditation number and paragraph number, thus: “M1 par. 9.” 
5 Cottingham, Stoothoff, Murdoch, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes (Cambridge U. Press, Cambridge, 1984), Vol II, p. 
14. All subsequent English quotations from the Meditations will be cited in the text, thus: “PWD II 14.” I have rendered 
“creavit” as “created,” not “made,” as CSM  unaccountably did. 
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really has a body. This might seem like too much artillery to bring to bear on doubts like these; and, 

sure enough, immediately after he brings God into the picture he brings up a much more serious 

class of doubtables: mathematical truths. These are things which only the most intransigent 

sophomores would claim to doubt:  

 
Since I sometimes believe that others go astray in cases where they think they have the most perfect 
knowledge, may I not similarly go wrong every time I add two and three or count the sides of a 
square, or in some even simpler matter, if that is imaginable? But perhaps God would not have 
allowed me to be deceived in this way, since he is said to be supremely good. But if it were 
inconsistent with his goodness to have created me such that I am deceived all the time, it would seem 
equally foreign to his goodness to allow me to be deceived even occasionally; yet this last assertion 
cannot be made. (PWD II 14; italics added) 
 

Here the reason for doubting that 2 + 3 = 5, say, is an extrapolation from (other people’s) sad 

experience, and God comes in in the first place as a source of reassurance. In this regard  God falls 

short of adequacy, but He is not fingered as part of the problem—at least not explicitly. But is 

watching others make stupid mistakes actually an adequate reason even to pretend to doubt that I 

can successfully count to 4 when faced with a square? It is hard for me to take this suggestion 

seriously. And indeed Descartes immediately indicates that it is the very great power of God that is 

the real reason for doubting that 2 + 3 = 5: “Perhaps there may be some who would prefer to deny 

the existence of so powerful a God [tam potentem aliquem Deum]6 rather than believe that 

everything else is uncertain.” (PWD II 14; italics added) 

 Descartes himself does not react to this troubling possibility—the possibility that God is 

deceiving him about 2 + 3 = 5—by denying God. Instead he supposes, a page later, that not God but 

“a malignant demon of the utmost power and cunning” (PWD II 15) is trying to deceive him. But 

now, is this demon omnipotent? If you look at the Latin, Descartes does not use exactly the same 

phrase to describe the demon’s power as he had used to describe God’s power. On the other hand, it 

is a pretty strong phrase; and when Descartes supposes that it is not God who is trying to deceive 

him, the reason he gives is not that he wants to deny that the demon is omnipotent, but rather that 

                                                        
6 M1 par. 10. 
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God is “supremely good and the source of truth” (PWD II 15). Is this demon then an omnipotent 

being even though he is not supremely good? But telling against this possibility is the following: 

Descartes immediately lists things that become doubtful under the supposition of being deceived  

by this demon, and there are no mathematicals on that list. One might think that the omission was 

inadvertent, and I think that Descartes wanted many of his readers to think just that, or to think 

that their inclusion went without saying. But we must ask: is the demon after all not powerful 

enough to deceive me about mathematical opinions? Do these opinions stand? One would think that 

this could not possibly go without saying, but this issue does not get cleared up in Meditation 1. 

Before moving on to Meditation 2,  let us return to the other reaction to this troubling 

possibility, i.e. let us consider denying the existence of so powerful a God. Descartes himself does 

not do so here, but perhaps someone else would indeed prefer to do so, as he himself has just said. 

Fine and good: but wishing does not make it so. This problem is left behind here. That is, we glimpse 

here a stance of denying a certain kind of threat to philosophy, a stance which perhaps only 

amounts to wishful thinking even as it might understand itself as a refusal to truckle to religious 

authority. Descartes is indicating an awareness of the necessity for an eventual settling of accounts 

with this stance. 

 Let us continue. Early in Meditation 2 Descartes discovers the famous “I am.” Just before 

this, he summarizes the results so far of the doubting, and he gives us two last lists of doubtables. 

They are the two “final” lists, as it were. Here they are in their entirety:  first, “everything I see… my 

memory… senses… body, shape, movement and place…” (PWD II 16). Once again the mathematicals 

are not on it. Second list: “I have convinced myself that there is absolutely nothing in the world, no 

sky, no earth, no minds, no bodies” (PWD II 16). (It is clear that by “minds” Descartes means “other 

minds.”) As you can see, we have reached the very point of discovering the I am without re-raising 

the issue of mathematical truths. 
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 So now comes the discovery of utter, bedrock certainty, not capable of being threatened by 

any conceivable doubt. It is not possible to doubt that I am, says Descartes. Now, to show that this 

assertion is proof against the strongest conceivable reason for doubting, one would think that 

Descartes must confront that reason; and he does—or, perhaps he does, because here the 

vagueness left over from Meditation 1 is not dispelled. In considering whether he could be wrong 

about the I am, he cites “a deceiver [deceptor] of supreme power and cunning” (PWD II 17). It is this 

deceiver who “will never bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something” 

(PWD II 17). So: is this deceiver God? After all, he is not called a genium malignum here, only a 

deceptor—the new term does not explicitly rule God out. Or, is he not God; and if not, then is he 

powerful enough that I could be wrong about mathematicals, or not? Could he be just powerful 

enough that I would be wrong about 2 + 3 = 5, but not powerful enough to make me wrong about 

the I am? What would that even mean? And if he is just that powerful, why are the mathematicals 

not included in the final lists? But if he is not that powerful, i.e. if he cannot make me wrong about 

the mathematicals, then he is of course significantly less powerful than the God whose existence is 

fretted about in Meditation 1. 

 Let us move on. Descartes, having established that he is, now turns to the question of what 

he is. In introducing this topic he brings in the demon/deceiver again, and the same uncertainties 

pop up when we look closely: “But what shall I now say that I am, when I am supposing that there is 

some extremely powerful and, if it is permissible to say so, malicious deceiver [at work]?” (PWD II 

18; translation slightly altered) (deceptorem aliquem potentissimum, &, si fas est dicere, malignum).7  

Now, why this apology? What’s impermissible about attributing malice to an extremely powerful 

being who is not God? Is he gradually lifting some veils of pious decorum? Did he not mean his 

earlier denial that this might be God? 

                                                        
7 M2 par. 6. 
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 He moves on. What is he? First he dismisses all the sophomoric items: he could not be a 

body, for example. Once again, mathematical truths are not mentioned. After some more of this 

casting-about he says: “… Thinking? At last I have discovered it—thought; this alone is inseparable 

from me” (PWD II 18). He is a “thinking thing.” This claim is put forward as being just as 

unassailable, indubitable, as the I am. 

 Then we get another supposedly unassailable claim: the unity of the I which is thinking:  

Is it not one and the same “I” who is now doubting almost everything, who nevertheless understands 
some things [and so on, a rather long list]? Are not all these things just as true as the fact that I exist… 
even if he who created me [is qui me creavit ]8 is doing all he can to deceive me? (PWD II 19; italics 
added) 

 
Suddenly a very loaded term has re-appeared: isn’t He who “created” me necessarily God? Doesn’t 

creation imply omnipotence? Or could a demon create me without being omnipotent? 

I think most readers conclude that this last phrase must be referring to God, so that 

Descartes is claiming that the certainty that I exist and am one thinking thing is unassailable even by 

the Christian God. As he says of these claims about himself: “This cannot be false” (PWD II 19). Full 

stop. Most readers have forgotten Descartes’ denial that this was God, or think that he has 

forgotten, or think that he has retracted it. Many readers also have the impression that it doesn’t 

make that much difference whether this is God or not. All of this is intentional on Descartes’ part. 

But in the meantime it must again be noted that  he has not called into question the mathematicals: 

not once, since the first mention of God, have they appeared on any list of doubtables. They seem 

proof against any threat short of God Himself. Perhaps including God Himself? But doesn’t that 

contradict the clear statement to the contrary in Meditation 1?  

This is as far as matters get in Meditation 2. 

Now, those of you who know the Meditations know that all of this is somewhat clarified 

early in Meditation 3. I shall try to look at the passage very carefully. God, explicitly named, comes in 

                                                        
8 M2 par. 9. 
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while Descartes is discussing what is generally called (by professors and so on) the “clear-and-

distinct rule”: that anything which I perceive “clearly and distinctly” I can be assured is true. It’s 

important later on, and I’ll talk about that, but first I want to discuss only its relation to God. Here is 

how Descartes describes that relation:  

 
But what about when I was considering… that two and three added together make five, and so on? Did I not see 
at least these things clearly enough to admit their truth? Indeed, the only reason for my later doubt was… that 
perhaps some God could have given me a nature such that I was deceived even in matters which seemed most 
evident. And whenever my preconceived belief in the supreme power of God comes to mind, I cannot but admit 
that it would be easy for him, if he so desired, to bring it about that I go wrong even in those matters which I 
think I see utterly clearly with my mind’s eye. (PWD II 25) 
 

Here, suddenly, it is unambiguously declared that it would be “easy” for God—for a God in whose 

power Descartes has long believed—to make it false that 2 + 3 = 5 in spite of my clear and distinct 

perception of its truth. Furthermore, worse ensues, since the passage continues as follows:  

 
Yet when I turn to the things themselves which I think I perceive very clearly, I am so convinced by them that I 
spontaneously declare: let whoever can do so deceive me, he will never bring it about that I am nothing, so long 
as I continue to think I am something; or make it true at some future time that I have never existed, since it is now 
true that I exist; or bring it about that two and three added together are more or less than five; or anything of 
this kind in which I see a manifest contradiction. (PWD II 25; italics added) 
 

Descartes says that, God or no God, he cannot help but believe such things. This is actually a 

dispiriting reflection. Any assertion which is such that I cannot help but believe it is, as such, an 

assertion that I will believe even if it is false. Descartes studiously ignores this reflection. As a 

consequence, however, it is now not quite certain that even the I am is proof against the threat 

posed by the Christian God as it is at least possible to conceive of Him. It is crucial that we hold on 

to this possibility. We must see whether and to what extent it is ever refuted—and if it is not, then 

how we should respond if there is indeed any reasonable response to this.  

 Immediately after this, Descartes sounds as if he is trying to minimize the problem:  

 
And since I have no cause to think that there is a deceiving God [note: he calls this  being “God” here,  not a 
demon: [aliquem Deum esse deceptorem], and I do not yet even know for sure whether there is a God at all, any 
reason for doubt which depends simply on this supposition is a very slight and, so to speak, metaphysical one. 
But in order to remove even this slight reason for doubt, as soon as the opportunity arises I must examine 
whether there is a God and, if there is, whether he can be a deceiver. For if I do not know this, it seems that I can 
never be quite certain about anything else. (PWD II 25) 
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Again, we must be clear. Descartes is here in effect declaring that in all the arguments that 

immediately follow he is going to ignore the possibility that he could be wrong about the I am, the 

mathematicals and the clear-and-distinct rule. He is going to assume, from here until further notice, 

that if the Christian God (or any God) exists he is not causing Descartes to be wrong about these. He 

also claims that this is a slight and, so to speak, metaphysical problem. But the full title of this work 

is Meditations on First Philosophy, “first philosophy” being another term for “metaphysics.” To call a 

problem both metaphysical and slight is, in such a work, to contradict oneself. This is the problem 

which the Meditations  is designed to explore, or at least point to. 

 It’s not easy to maintain this clarity, because a red herring pops up next in Meditation 3. In a 

kind of faculty-analysis of the clear-and-distinct rule, Descartes introduces a new term, the “natural 

light” or “light of nature.” This too gets promoted to the status of guarantor of certainty, and this is 

what he says: 

 
Whatever is revealed to me by the natural light—for example that from the fact that I am doubting it follows that 
I exist, and so on—cannot in any way be open to doubt. This is because there cannot be another faculty both as 
trustworthy as the natural light and also capable of showing me that such things are not true. (PWD II 27; italics 
added) 

 
I want to say only two things about this. First, note the lack of any mention of God here. If we bring 

God into the mix the picture changes significantly: true, there is no faculty capable of showing, or 

especially proving, that such things are not true, but we have seen a consideration showing that 

they might not be true for all that. Next, note that Descartes is actually assuming perfect 

trustworthiness in the natural light—for even if we have no more trustworthy and more compelling 

faculty to correct our opinions, they might still be wrong. We’d just never be able to see that, or, 

more cautiously put, to become convinced of it. So on both counts we have not advanced at all. Now, 

all of this is just as Descartes told us it would be once God is tabled. But once again the reader might 

actually think that the slight, metaphysical doubt has been dealt with once and for all. 
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 All of this happens before he starts the actual proofs of the existence of God in Meditation 3. 

As we have implied above, in the course of these proofs the problem of the omnipotent God and the 

challenge he poses to the clear-and-distinct rule simply gets ignored. We don’t want to get into the 

details, but if you read the proofs you will see that Descartes appeals both to the natural light and to 

the clear-and-distinct rule any number of times, without further comment on the grounds of their 

trustworthiness.  

 The proofs and related discussions are long, including all of Meditation 4, and it is a while 

before Descartes returns to the problem of certainty. When he does so, it is in a way that reminds us 

that he is assuming that it is no longer a problem. Towards the beginning of Meditation 5 he 

remarks:  

 
I have already amply demonstrated that everything of which I am clearly aware is true. And even if I had not 
demonstrated this, the nature of my mind is such that I cannot but assent to these things, at least so long as I 
clearly perceive them. (PWD II 45) 

 

Once again, this notion of an irresistibly compelling thought appears, and it is a dispiriting 

reflection again, here shrouded in a claim that seems to rob it of its bite: the false claim that 

Descartes has proven the clear-and-distinct rule. And it is here, finally, that Descartes again 

mentions the mathematicals. 

Even before, when I was completely preoccupied with the objects of the senses, I always held that the 
most certain truths of all were the kind which I recognized clearly in connection with shapes, or 
numbers or other items relating to arithmetic or geometry, or in general to pure and abstract 
mathematics. (PWD II 45) 

 

They were never called into question: we cannot honestly call them into question. As he says a 

couple of pages later, “But whatever method of proof I use, I am always brought back to the fact that 

it is only what I clearly and distinctly perceive that completely convinces me” (PWD II 47). 

 With this last formulation Descartes may have some readers thinking that God is, after all 

this, irrelevant to the epistemological situation. Descartes would be like any other philosopher who 

starts from certain propositions asserted without proof and works from there to arrive at 

conclusions about the world, God, no God, whatever. Now in a way this is exactly what he has done, 
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as far as it goes. However, Descartes does not want either his most naïve/pious reader or his most 

discerning reader to leave with this impression, because it is not a full statement of the situation.  

 So, once more, he brings God into the discussion and then, one last time, calls into question 

the reliability of the clear-and-distinct rule. Let’s examine this. He continues, in the same paragraph 

as the remark concerning “whatever method of proof,”  “But as regards God… what is more self-

evident than the fact that… God, to whose essence alone existence belongs, exists?” (PWD II 47) This 

certainly seems like basing your conviction that God exists on a prior conviction about self-evident 

truths. Just here, however, Descartes adds one last turn of the screw: “And what is more, I see that 

the certainty of all other things depends on [the certainty that God exists], so that without it nothing 

can be perfectly known” (PWD II 48). 

 Here is how he backs up this assertion: 

Admittedly my nature is such that so long as I perceive something very clearly and distinctly I cannot 
but believe it to be true. … But my nature is also such that…  as soon as I turn my mind’s eye away 
from [something clear and distinct,] then in spite of still remembering that I perceived it very clearly, 
I can easily fall into doubt about its truth…  For I can convince myself that I have a natural disposition 
to go wrong from time to time in matters which I think I perceive as evidently as can be.  
    Now, however, I have perceived that God exists, and… that He is no deceiver; and I have drawn the 
conclusion that everything that I clearly and distinctly perceive is necessarily true. Accordingly, even 
if I am no longer attending to the arguments which led me to judge that this is true, as long as I 
remember that I clearly and distinctly perceived it, there are no counter-arguments which can be 
adduced to make me doubt it, but on the contrary I have true and certain knowledge of it. (PWD II 48; 
italics added) 

 
The obvious objection to this is insurmountable, and it is this. The conclusion that God exists and is 

not a deceiver is itself merely an instance of something that was once clearly perceived but may not 

be now, and thus I can convince myself that I have a natural disposition to go wrong here too. But 

meanwhile, the naïve/pious reader is reassured and even edified by this, while the more 

perspicacious reader has a very different reaction. 

 Let us put this passage in the context of the whole Meditations. Here, in 5, Descartes is 

pretending to return to the radical challenge that God presented to philosophizing in Meditation 3, 

and he is pretending to surmount it. What seemed like a threat to certainty is instead presented 

here as the one true guarantor of it. Nothing could, in fact, be further from the truth. Between 
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Meditation 3 and here, he has proven the existence of God and the claim that he is not a deceiver by 

tabling the possibility of the God whose existence is feared in Meditation 3. There he had said, if 

you’ll recall:  

[I]n order to remove even this slight reason for doubt, as soon as the opportunity arises I must examine whether 
there is a God and, if there is, whether he can be a deceiver. For if I do not know this, it seems that I can never be 
quite certain about anything else. (PWD II 25) 

 
Now in order to do this, he would have had to call seriously into question the reliability of the clear 

and distinct rule. What he does instead here is call into question the reliability of memories of the 

clear and distinct rule. The challenge posed by an omnipotent God has not in the slightest been 

surmounted.  

 Let’s further take stock for a bit here. Where are we, at the end of Meditation 5? What is 

presented in Meditations 3 through 5, without Descartes admitting it, is what I would call a fairly 

straightforward kind of rationalized Christian theology (which, let me add, there is nothing wrong 

with). In it one assumes that God supports human reason; one then works from certain principles 

that one considers to be the firmest at one’s disposal, although unprovable; and based on these one 

elaborates a sketch of this God and our relation to Him in such a way as to make us feel better about 

the original assumption about human reason. We reason to a kind of answer for why human reason 

is valid even if it is not capable of grasping everything. Yes, there are things beyond human reason; 

however, by assuming that precisely the most important among them (namely, God) supports 

human reason, we can argue for considerations as to how and why He does so. By pushing the 

matter of certainty so hard, the Meditations indicates that this procedure is not philosophy but a 

kind of religious faith. Intransigent philosophy—to apply to Descartes’ position a word Leo Strauss 

liked—must insist on calling into question any too-comfortable assumptions concerning the 

relation between God and reason. 

 Let me expand the implications even further. I have called Descartes’ target here a religious 

faith, but that does not mean it has to be Christian, or Jewish, or Biblical at all. Any attempt to 
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characterize the divine in this way could be called religious, even if it acknowledged no debt to any 

widely-believed revelation or text. Here we get into very deep waters, but I believe (I believe I’ve 

established) that the Meditations takes an entirely serious stand on one aspect of this problem: 

namely, that philosophy, merely rational philosophy, cannot go the route of Plato’s Forms or 

Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover in order to ground human reason in the face of challenges from 

revealed religion. These famous doctrines (or surface doctrines if you will) are in the end mere 

comfortable assumptions about, precisely, the divine. They cannot be argued for except by ignoring 

the challenges to human rationality posed by the possible power of the divine. Furthermore (at 

least with these two, the Forms and Aristotle’s god), they are at variance with much of what various 

widely-believed revelations and sacred texts actually, in fact, seem to assert about the divine, and 

no general reasons can be given for preferring one to another. 

 So, that is the situation, as I read it, at the end of Meditation 5: that is the predicament 

Descartes thinks philosophy finds itself in. So what does he propose should be done about it? That 

is the question hanging over Meditation 6. And, I might add, my own Pt. 2, to which I now proceed. 

 

Part 2 

 I must note at the very outset that what Descartes suggests in Meditation 6  is extremely 

narrow in comparison to what a truly serious response would have to cover. Any response must 

proceed on the level of metaphysics, natural philosophy, political philosophy, and a study of the 

soul—to oversimplify shamelessly. Meditation 6 only deals with metaphysics, natural philosophy 

and their relation to each other, thus leaving huge problems and areas of inquiry aside.  

 Furthermore, laying out Descartes’ exposé of the problem facing philosophy is far easier 

than trying to descry the solution he would favor. From now on this lecture changes in character. I 

must perforce be relying on, and unloading on you, some of my own reflections on some very 

difficult matters—some of them quite longstanding reflections, in justice to myself. 
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 So, then, here’s something I think: let us grant that metaphysics or natural philosophy, or 

whatever you want to call it, cannot by itself do the job of saving philosophy from the challenge 

we’ve been examining. It, by itself, cannot—to put it in its most brutal terms—refute the existence 

of that kind of God. Well, it is also true that moral or political philosophy by itself cannot do the job. 

You absolutely need something on the level of metaphysics or natural philosophy: not so much a 

self-consistent, knowable, complete account of the whole—for this is unobtainable—but at least 

some sort of in-principle sketch of how a self-consistent account would be possible. Otherwise you 

can find inconsistencies in any religion’s political and moral teachings as much as you want. If those 

inconsistencies are matched by unavoidable self-contradictions in your philosophical account, 

you’ve gotten nowhere. 

 Does Meditation 6 hint at some such sketch? Well, it contains some very suggestive things. 

Here is what happens. Meditations 6 is proceeding “methodically”—of course, for that’s the only 

way to maintain certainty as you establish more and more things. OK, so, starting solely from what 

has been established, Descartes discusses the existence of physical, corporeal things. First he 

concludes that they exist and that they certainly do possess “all the properties which … are 

comprised within the subject-matter of pure mathematics” (PWD II 55): extension and so on. Then 

he discusses whether they possess properties that are not within the purview of pure mathematics. 

This follows in reasonable enough order although it might seem of less urgency or depth. But then, 

unexpectedly, a difficulty occurs to him: sometimes a person suffering from dropsy (a terrible 

disease linked to chronic heart failure) has a great desire to drink water when that will only make 

him sicker. This might seem to impugn the benevolence of God, and Descartes spends a surprising 

amount of time defending God from this possible accusation—although it in its turn would seem to 

be pretty irrelevant to the task at hand.  

 While defending God, however, Descartes suddenly departs from his orderly, step-by-step 

“methodical” approach. Instead, he starts making claims about the meaning of “nature” that simply 
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do not follow from anything that has been said before in the entire Meditations. They are new, 

unestablished and quite striking claims: 

[A] clock… observes the laws of nature just as closely [horologium … non minus accurate leges omnes 
naturae observat]9 when it is badly made and tells the wrong time as when it completely fulfills the 
wishes of the clockmaker. In the same way, I might consider the body of a man as a kind of machine… 
which, even if there were no mind in it, … would still perform all the same movements as it now does, 
in the cases where movement is not under control of the will… [I]f such a body suffers from dropsy, 
for example, [it will] take a drink, with the result that the disease will be aggravated. Yet this is just as 
natural as… when there is no such illness and the drink is beneficial. … [I can say that a dropsical 
body is “deviating from its nature,” but] I am well aware that “nature” as I have just used it has a very 
different significance from “nature” in the other sense. As I have just used it, “nature” is simply a label 
which depends on my thought; it is quite extraneous to the things to which it is applied…  But by 
“nature” in the other sense I understand something which is really to be understood in the things 
themselves; in this sense, therefore, the term contains something of the truth. (PWD II 58—9; 
translation slightly altered for accuracy.) 
 

To be “natural” is to follow laws, to follow laws necessarily. It’s clear that the laws are mathematical, 

mechanical in fact, and that they follow with some sort of necessity. 

 Now, to anyone familiar with the “Discourse on the Method” and Le Monde, this is not a new 

claim. I’ll turn to those versions in a minute. What’s different here is that Descartes does not claim 

to derive this characterization of nature from any of God’s perfections, as he does in both of the 

latter writings. In my opinion the silence here is more frank than the pious verbiage in those works, 

for I think that Descartes’ idea of “Laws of nature” here does not, in fact, follow from anything else. It 

is a fundamental assumption, one of the cornerstones of his attempt to meet the challenge of an 

omnipotent God.  

 Here’s a sketch of how I think that attempt works. Again, you must excuse me thinking on 

my own and supposing, or hoping, that Descartes would agree. These necessary laws are a 

substitute for an eternal being, e.g. Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover or Thomas’ God (or for that matter 

Lucretius’ atoms). Take, for example, Thomas’ proof in the Summa for the existence of God based on 

the distinction between necessary and contingent beings.10 Thomas argues that if there were no 

                                                        
9 M6 par. 17. 
10 ST, I, Q.2 A.3 
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necessary beings, then, given an eternity of time stretching back, there must have been some time, 

somewhere, in which there were no beings; in which case there would be no beings now, since 

nothing comes from nothing. Thus Thomas: but this is not an airtight argument, for there is an 

alternative.  Everything we see at least suggests that when an actual being ceases to exist another 

actual being takes its place; it devolves into other actual beings, not into mere potentiality. That is, 

what is necessary is that actuality be succeeded by actuality, not that some particular actual being 

exist necessarily. A law of becoming. In this way one might try to substitute some set of permanent 

laws for permanent beings that in some manner enforce or underlie the stable properties we see—

for divinities, in short.11  

 This version of “laws of nature” is of course very familiar to us, but we must now raise the 

question: how far does Descartes want to push the notion? Do these laws govern every aspect of 

absolutely everything? If so, the resulting picture of the universe would be similar to Laplace’s 

famous characterization from his Philosophical Essay on Probabilities: 

 
An intellect which at a certain moment would know all forces that set nature in motion, and all positions 
of all items of which nature is composed, if this intellect were also vast enough… , it would embrace in a 
single formula the movements of the greatest bodies of the universe and those of the tiniest atom; for 
such an intellect nothing would be uncertain and the future just like the past would be present before its 
eyes.12 

 

Would Descartes want to go so far? And if he didn’t want to, how could he avoid it? I consider these 

to be important questions partly because, as a matter of fact, it seems to me that this kind of 

lockstep universe carries its own danger to philosophy and that Descartes was sensitive to that.  

 Here’s what I’m getting at: with strict, strict determinism there is always only one kind of 

causality at work. There is no room for independent kinds or “threads” of causality. Therefore, 

there is no room for subsets of the whole which are held together and governed by these threads of 

                                                        
11 Cf. Bruell, op. cit., pp. 123—125. 
12 Truscott and Emory, tr.; Laplace, Pierre Simon, A Philosophical Essay on Probabilities (Dover Publications, New York, 
1951), p.4 
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causality that could be examined, analyzed and grasped in isolation from that underlying whole. On 

the contrary, the answer to every question about the state of affairs right this moment is, “because 

of 1) the fundamental laws of nature, which form a unique and exhaustive set, plus 2) the initial 

configuration of all the fundamental particles.”  

 I’ll try and clarify this problem by relating it to the notion of “epiphenomenon.” Some of you 

old-timers will remember this term and the way it is used. For instance: human consciousness, it is 

claimed, is a “mere epiphenomenon.” It seems to have its own characteristics and to follow its own 

laws, all of which can be explored independently, but that is an illusion: everything that it does is 

actually a direct result of atoms following the laws of physics and ultimately can be adequately 

understood only in those terms. This is a good example of what Descartes and I fear.  

 So I would like to avoid this. There’s no time tonight to talk about how unknowable 

everything becomes in this kind of radical lockstep world; but in fact we can call in our own modern 

science in witness against it. That is, I believe that a great deal of science as we actually have it 

actually has no truck with this kind of strict lockstep determinism. For example, I think that such 

determinism is quite incompatible with Darwinism. Why are there lions? Darwin does not, cannot, 

and does not want to, harken back to an original configuration of fundamental particles and one set 

of laws of physics. There are lions because, on another level of causality, an acquisition of new, 

inheritable abilities improved the chances of survival of some pre-lions that had acquired them. 

And then as a “statistical effect” (I don’t quite know how to label the kind of cause-and-effect at 

work here), more of them survived to reproduce, and the new ability spread. This process, repeated 

a myriad times, led eventually to the existence of modern lions. It is chance, to bring in a dangerous 

term, in some pretty strong sense, that is at work here in Darwin’s thought: that is, the general 

properties of matter, as physics understand them, have very little to say in whether any individuals 

of these pre-lions did better. They did better because of their properties and those of their prey qua 

animals, and even then they did not do so necessarily: whether they succeeded in any given 
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instance was also partly due to chance, and they did better only on average. That’s the way the 

tendency manifests itself. 

 To dip with great dread into using Aristotelian terms, what happens “always,” literally 

always and of necessity, is actually not of much use to a great deal of philosophy, which must deal 

with “what happens” only “for the most part.” “What happens for the most part” is, of course, is 

what characterizes these subsets that I am talking about—human affairs, ethics, but also biology, 

Darwinism. And furthermore, as some of you may know, Prof. Bruell points out in the book I 

mentioned at the very outset that in the Metaphysics Aristotle says, in tension with the Ethics, that 

scientific or philosophical knowledge, episteme, of “what is only for the most part” is actually 

possible.13 Thus to a certain degree (just how much is of course a huge question) Aristotle himself 

allows for the kind of philosophizing that I am sketching out here.   

 OK, with all these reflections in mind I’m going to conclude with a couple of  important 

Descartes quotations, because I believe that Descartes is trying to get at a view of the world 

something like what I’ve been describing. First, in Le Monde Descartes lays out a world consisting 

solely of matter, matter with an extremely restricted set of properties. This matter starts in an 

unknown (and unknowable) initial configuration, is put into motion by God, and subsequently 

follows quite simple, necessary, mathematical laws (they’re a little bit like Newton’s Laws). 

Descartes then claims, quite strikingly, that no matter how God initially subdivided matter and no 

matter how He administered His initial “kick” to set matter in motion, everything would have settled 

down into a recognizable version of our world.  

 
[Let us assume that pieces of matter, starting from any random initial state, have been made to] continue their 
motions according to the ordinary laws of nature. [Then] God has so wondrously established these laws that, 
even if we suppose that He creates nothing more than what I have just said, and even if He does not impose any 
order or proportion on it but makes of it the most confused and most disordered chaos that the poets could 
describe, the laws are sufficient to make the parts of that chaos untangle themselves and arrange themselves in 

                                                        
13 Bruell, op. cit., p. 125. He cites Bk. 6 Ch. 2 (E2), 1027a20-21. 
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such right order that they will have the form of a most perfect world, in which one will be able to see not only 
light, but also all the other things, both general and particular, that appear in this true world.14 

 
He goes on to give reasons why, for example, our universe would contain stars which give light and 

why each star would be at the center of a system of planets rotating around it. He gives no such 

reasons why we would have animals: but he does imply, as we’ve just seen, that we would have 

animals no matter what the starting state was. Notice how different this is from Laplace’s dictum 

about predictability: there are these tendencies that will assert themselves given any number of 

possible starting points. This is a decisive supplement or correction to Laplace. 

 In the “Discourse on Method” Descartes makes a second remark, a kind of other side of the 

coin and a necessary limit on the above claim from Le Monde. “I did not think the human mind could 

possibly distinguish the forms or species of bodies that are on this earth from an infinity of others 

that might be there if it had been God’s will to put them there.”15 The implication is that, for 

example, there was no necessity for the particular kinds of animals that exist here on earth, or 

indeed for animals at all on earth: it has just turned out that way. This is more modest than the 

claim in Le Monde, and I think it’s closer to what he really thinks. While admitting tendencies, this is 

a vision of the world which refrains from positing “global,” universe-wide tendencies concerning 

some very important matters—for instance, a fundamental tendency towards, say lions, or more 

radically towards life or intelligence in the universe. Consequently it resists positing any underlying 

ground beneath the phenomena which would necessitate or explain those particular tendencies. 

 There’s one last great Descartes quotation that really bears on this view of the world. It’s 

from a letter. Descartes never published this; that helps explain its relative clarity and frankness on 

these issues: 

Metaphysical thinking … brings the pure understanding into play makes the notion of mind familiar, 
and the study of mathematics ... makes us accustomed to form the very distinct notions of body; 
however, it is by relying only on the activities and ordinary concerns of life, and abstaining from 

                                                        
14 Mahoney, tr., Descartes: Le Monde (The World), (Abaris Books, New York, 1979), Ch. 6; p. 55. The parallel claim in The 
“Discourse” is in Part 5 at PWD  I (not II) 133. 
15 “Discourse on the Method,” Pt. 6. PWD I 144. This is in contrast to heaven (what  we call “outer space,” stars and 
planets, 144). 
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philosophical meditation and [from] studying the things which exercise the imagination, that we can 
learn to conceive the union of mind and body.16 
 

Clearly, to “conceive the union of mind and body” here does not mean to “derive it from 

metaphysics and physics” or “derive it from the properties of mind and the properties of body”; 

indeed, it does not mean to “derive it” from anything which is supposedly prior and supposedly 

better known. Instead, it means to gain a conception of the union of mind and body by studying 

directly how that unified being (namely, us) acts. 

 Now, in conclusion we should ask ourselves, how far does all this get past merely denying 

the existence of “so powerful a God” rather than believing that everything else is uncertain? I said 

above that wishing it does not make it so. In a way all Descartes has done is this: he rejects positing 

beings beyond the visible, mutable contents of the whole; he rejects either accepting a revealed God 

and believing that He supports reason, or positing some other kind of invisible divine beings and 

assuming (without being told by them) that they support reason; he counsels positing nothing 

beyond the visible whole. On the other hand, he does seem to have to posit features of it which, 

while possible, can never be known for sure. To what extent do the kinds of assumptions go beyond 

mere wishing, toward the status of an assumption that can be vindicated in good conscience? To 

quote the aforementioned Prof. Bruell (with some liberty): the task of my lecture, as regards 

Descartes’ science, has been “showing what such a science seeks and uncovering—is this the same 

as vindicating them?—the assumptions upon which it actually rests.”17 To  that parenthetical 

question, whether uncovering them is the same as vindicating them, I must end with a shrug: not a 

Gallic shrug of superior indifference but a shrug of acknowledged inadequacy. 

                                                        
16 Richard Kennington, "The 'Teaching of Nature' in Descartes' Soul Doctrine," The Review of Metaphysics Vol. XXVI No. 1, 
1972, p. 87. Also quoted in John J. Blom, tr., Descartes: His Moral Philosophy and Psychology (New York: NYU Press, 1978), 
p. 113. 
17 Bruell, op. cit., p. 38. 


