Descartes’ Meditations
Lecture 6

Fifth Meditation

The essence of material things and the existence of God considered a second time

Now that the Meditator claims to have uncovered what’s required for making progress and advancing “to knowledge of other things”, he turns to the question of what can be known about material objects, whose existence has up till now been thrown into doubt.

1. “The ideas of these things, in so far as they exist in my thought”: The Meditator turns to the question of what is involved in his idea of material objects. What can be deduced, using the Intellect, by consideration of the mere Idea of a material object? The suggestion appears to be that Meditator may be able to arrive at knowledge of the essence of material things? The ‘essence’ of a thing is what is essential to it – what it is not possible for it not to possess. The discussion of the piece of wax in the Second Meditation may be relevant here. Part of what was suggested there is that we cannot know what is essential to a thing simply by means of the senses. It is through the Intellect that we come to know of the essence of something. The suggestion now appears to be that if we can come to know of the essence of things through the Intellect, then we should be able to acquire knowledge of the essence of such a thing by means of the Intellect (as long as our perceptions are C and D), while bracketing the question of whether such things actually exist in the world. Compare here the discussion of what is essential to something’s being a triangle. 

Note the qualities that the Meditator lists when considering his idea of a material object: extension, continuous quantity, size, shape, position, and local motion. This characterisation of material objects matches his non-Aristotelian scientific view of the material world. Extension, for Descartes, is the principal attribute of matter. The epistemology that is being promoted here is helping to provide the metaphysical foundations of his “mechanical” science.

2. God’s existence considered a second time: The discussion of the acquisition of knowledge of essence by means of the Intellect now forms the basis of a further argument for God’s existence (The Ontological Argument). Through consideration of his Idea of God, the Meditator draws conclusions concerning God’s essence. “It belongs to God’s nature that he always exists”. The Meditator goes on to suggest that God necessarily exists. It is part of God’s essence that he is a necessary existent: Something such that it is not possible for it not to exist. This is part of his Idea of God’s perfection. The Meditator claims that through considering God’s essence he can draw the conclusion that it is a contradiction to think of God as not existing (just as it would be a contradiction to think of a triangle that didn’t have three sides, or a material object that lacked extension). 

“I am not free to think of God without existence”.

3. Objections: 

Gassendi offers the following objections: 

(i) Existence and essence cannot be separated. If a thing does not exist then it can have no essence either. This is to challenge Descartes’ claim that essence can be known prior to existence. 

(ii) Existence cannot be a perfection. What doesn’t exist can have no perfection, and all the things that do exist have the same ‘perfection’ of existence.

(iii) Thinking of a thing as existent adds nothing to it. Either existence is not a predicate, or it is equally contained in the conception of all things. 

Caterus’ objection:

If God exists, then he necessarily exists. This all that we can conclude from our idea of God. 

General questions:

Can the essence of a thing be known without knowing whether that thing actually exists? 

Can existence be a property of something? If not, does this undermine the Ontological argument?

Is the idea of a necessary existent coherent? If so, does it follow that such a thing exists?

