Descartes’ Meditations
Lecture 7

The Exit from Scepticism and the ‘Cartesian Circle’

In the first Meditation, the Meditator introduced a ground for doubting what appear to be the deliverances of reason – e.g. concerning simple mathematical propositions, such as 2 + 3 =5. This was the deceiving God hypothesis. In the Third Meditation, the Meditator reconsiders this “slight”, “metaphysical” ground for doubt. It is at this point that the Meditator turns to the question of whether there is a God, and if so whether he can be a deceiver. 

The Meditator argues that God does exist and that God is no deceiver, thus removing this “slight” ground for doubt. The existence, and non-deceiving nature, of God is then appealed to in defence of the proposal that Clear and Distinct perceptions are true (in the Fourth Meditation). “I have perceived that God exists, and at the same time I have understood that everything else depends on him, and that he is no deceiver; and I have drawn the conclusion that everything which I clearly and distinctly perceive is of necessity true”.
The validation of the general rule that C and D perceptions are true assures the Meditator of a route out of his sceptical doubts, and ultimately to knowledge of the material world (in Meditations 5 and 6).

An objection raised against Descartes is that the structure of the argument that promises a route out of scepticism is viciously circular. This is the so-called ‘Cartesian Circle’. The objection is that Descartes first argues from clearly and distinctly perceived premises to the conclusion that a non-deceiving God exists. He then argues from the premise that a non-deceiving God exists to the conclusion that what is clearly and distinctly perceived is true (call this the Cand D Rule). The concern is that he presupposes the C and D Rule in his attempt to validate the C and D Rule, thus making his argument circular. (An objection of this kind was raised by Arnauld).
What makes an argument ‘viciously’ circular?

A straightforward instance of a viciously circular version of the argument would be the following:

1. C and D perceptions are true.

2. I C and D perceive that God exists and is no deceiver

3. If God is no deceiver then C and P are true. Therefore,

4. C and D perceptions are true.

In this argument the conclusion is a premise of the argument. This doesn’t make the argument invalid – i.e. the conclusion does follow from the premises. But it is no better than the argument: ‘C and D perceptions are rue, therefore C and D perceptions are true’.

Is this the form of Descartes’ argument?

Alternative Possible Interpretations?

One uses the C and D rule in arguing for the validation of the rule. Compare here: one uses one’s reason to validate the use of reason. One uses a logical rule of inference in order to justify that rule of inference. This gives rise to a general issue: Is it illegitimate to use a method of reaching judgement when determining whether that method of reaching judgement yields truth? If so, how can we ever know that our methods of reaching judgement yield truth?

For example, is it legitimate to use one’s memory to determine whether one’s memory is reliable? Is it legitimate to use one’s senses to determine whether one’s senses are reliable?

1. The memory interpretation: The existence of a non-deceiving God is called upon to validate memory, rather than the use of C and D perceptions. What the existence of God validates is reliance on memory that we have C and D perceived certain truths.

Is there textual evidence for this? Also, is recollection of the proof of the existence of God then appealed to in order to validate the use of memory? If so, we are back with a circle.

2. When we have a C and D perception we cannot doubt its truth. We are compelled to believe it, as we consider it. But this does not alleviate the general background worry that what we are compelled to believe may not be true. This is the “slight”, “metaphysical” doubt. The Meditator ultimately discovers that he is compelled to believe that the “slight” “metaphysical” doubt is ungrounded after all. 

Is this the kind of validation that Descartes was seeking?

3.  Descartes is attempting to show that the use of reason does not lead to the mistrust of reason. That is, there are no good reasons for believing that reason is unreliable. It is not the truth of what is C and D perceived that Descartes is trying to establish, but rather a consistent set of beliefs that cannot be undermined by the sceptic.

Again, is there textual evidence to support his interpretation?

4. In order for a method of arriving at judgement to yield knowledge it is not necessary that one know that the method yields knowledge. Use of a method may then yield knowledge that the method used yields knowledge.

One uses the C and D rule in arguing for the validation of the rule. Compare here: one uses one’s reason to validate the use of reason. One uses a logical rule of inference in order to justify that rule of inference. This gives rise to a general issue: Is it illegitimate to use a method of reaching judgement when determining whether that method of reaching judgement yields truth? 
One issue relevant to this interpretation is Descartes’ position on the question of whether an atheist can have knowledge.

A further issue relevant to the question of the ‘Cartesian Circle’ is the relation between certainty and knowledge. The C and D perceptions are ‘certain’ in the following sense: they are indubitable, as there can be no reason to withhold assent from them. If there can be no reason for me to withhold assent from p does it follow that p is true? If it doesn’t, then certainty may not entail knowledge. Suppose there can be no reason for me to withhold assent from the following proposition: if there can be no reason to withhold assent from p, then p is true. It is then indubitable that the indubitable propositions are true. But does it follow from this that they actually are true?

