Descartes’ Meditations
Lecture 4

Third Meditation

The existence of God

This Meditation presents two arguments for the existence of God. Both attempt to derive a claim about the nature of a cause by consideration of the nature of some effect – these effects being (a) The Meditator’s idea of God and (b) the Meditator’s existence as a finite being.

Further important issues discussed in the Meditation are:

(i) An attempt to extract from the Cogito reasoning a method for coming to know truths with certainty.

(ii) The distinction between “teachings of nature” and the “natural light”.

(iii) An analysis of the notion of an idea.

1. Extracting a method from the Cogito reasoning: “there is simply a clear and distinct perception of what I am asserting”. “I now seem to be able to lay it down as a general rule that whatever I perceive clearly and distinctly is true”.

Questions this raises: what are C and D perceptions? Is a C and D perception the perception of a claim for which there can be no grounds for withholding assent?

Why think C and D perceptions only yield knowledge?

2. A “slight”, “metaphysical” doubt: The Meditator considers general grounds for doubting that what appear to be C and D perceptions (e.g. simple arithmetical propositions like 2 + 3 = 5) are true. This involves the deceiving God hypothesis mentioned in Med. I. 

The strategy adopted to meet this challenge: The possible ground for doubting that his C and D perceptions are true involves an appeal to a deceiving God. This presupposes that he has an idea of God. Can something be derived from his mere possession of the idea of God that would show that the possible ground for doubt turns out not to be a ground for doubt after all? 

3. A theory of ideas: Some of the claims that are made here:

(a) Ideas represent things; (b) the things represented by ideas need not exist; (c) three possible sources of ideas are considered: Innate, adventitious, and created; (d) the notions of truth and falsity (error) do not apply to all acts of thinking, but rather to judgements.

4. The resemblance thesis, natural impulse and the natural light: “Nature has apparently taught me” to think that adventitious ideas resemble what they represent. The Meditator claims he has a natural / spontaneous impulse to believe this. The Meditator is careful to distinguish “natural impulse” from the “natural light”. The deliverances of natural impulse can be corrected, but the deliverances of natural light cannot. Reasons for questioning the resemblance thesis are given.

5. More on the theory of ideas: Some technical terms are appealed to here. (i) Substance: something “capable of existing independently” or on its own; (ii) Mode: a “modification” / property of a substance; (iii) an accident is a property of the substance that it can lack; (iv) Formal reality: the reality something has simply in virtue of existing. All ideas of the mind have the same formal reality as mode of mind; (v) Objective reality: the reality of the kind of thing represented by an idea. (vi) Degrees of reality / being: a three-level hierarchy of being that depends on the substance-mode ontology. Modes have less reality than substances (as modifications of substance they depend on substance for their existence; finite substances have less reality than an infinite substance.

6. A causal principle: “Manifest by the natural light” – the degree of reality of cause must be equal or greater than the degree of reality of the effect. This principle is applied not only to the formal reality of ideas but also to their objective reality.

7. First Argument for God’s existence: The Meditator’s idea of God could only exist if God is the cause of the idea. The idea of an infinite being requires an infinite cause. Argues that he himself cannot be this infinite being. Argues that the idea of the infinite is not derived from the idea of the finite. The Meditator claims to have an idea of an actual infinity, rather than a potential. The idea of infinity here is supposed to be an idea of something “positive” that includes perfection and power. Part of the idea of this perception is the “interconnection and inseparability of the perfections”.

8. Second Argument for God’s existence: The existence of any finite being can be explained only if there is an infinite creative power. The argument proceeds by a process of elimination. What assumptions does the Meditator rely on in this argument? (i) It takes an infinite power to create something where nothing existed before. (ii) The existence of any finite substance at any one moment does not give it the power to exist at a subsequent moment: “the distinction between preservation and creation is only a conceptual one”. The power of an infinite being, i.e. God, is left as the only explanation of the continuing existence of any finite being. God alone has the “power of existing through his own might”. 

The idea of God is innate. Again, the Meditator arrives at this conclusion by a process of elimination.

9. God is no deceiver: From the idea of an infinite perfect being the Meditator concludes that God “is subject to no defect whatsoever”, and adds that “it is manifest by the natural light that all fraud and deception depend on some defect”. So the “slight”, “metaphysical” ground for doubt has now been removed.
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