Descartes: The Circle                                                 Phil. 126   1/29/15
The Problem of the Cartesian Circle (from 1/15 handout)

-Arnauld’s formulation (from the Fourth Objections):

I have one further worry, namely how the author avoids reasoning in a circle when he says that we are sure that what we clearly and distinctly perceive is true only because God exists. 

    But we can be sure that God exists only because we clearly and distinctly perceive this.  Hence, before we can be sure that God exists, we ought to be able to be sure that whatever we perceive clearly and evidently is true.
- James Van Cleve (“Foundationalism, Epistemic Principles, and the Cartesian Circle,” The Philosophical Review 88 (1979): pp. 55-91) handily summarizes the problem as arising because Descartes

appeared to commit himself to each of the following propositions:

(1) I can know (be certain) that (P) whatever I clearly and distinctly perceive is true, only if I first know (am certain) that (Q) God exists and is not a deceiver

(2) I can know (be certain) that (Q) God exists and is not a deceiver, only if I first know (am certain) that (P) whatever I clearly and distinct perceive is true  (p. 55)

-In dilemma form: What is the initial status of Descartes’s clear and distinct intuitions: ( or (?

(now new)

The Circle: Van Cleve’s Solution

-based on a distinction Van Cleve (following work by Anthony Kenny) draws between two readings of “I am certain of the truth of clear and distinct perceptions”: 

(A) For all p, if I clearly and distinctly perceive that p, then I am certain that p.

(B) I am certain that (for all p, if I clearly and distinctly perceive that p, then p).

-The difference is that (A) says that whenever I clearly and distinctly perceive any proposition, I will be certain of it (the proposition in question), whereas (B) says that I am certain of a general principle connecting clear and distinct perception with truth.    (pp. 66-67)

-Van Cleve claims that this distinction 

enables us to make sense of…the notorious fourth paragraph in the Third Meditation, where Descartes appears to oscillate inconsistently between saying, on the one hand, God or no God, I am certain of things when I clearly and distinctly perceive them, and, on the other hand, I can doubt even the truth of clear and distinct perceptions if I do not know that there is a veracious God.  The appearance of consistency is removed if we see Descartes as being uncertain not of particular propositions that he clearly and distinctly perceives, but only of the general connection between clear and distinct perception and truth.  What he show us in the paragraph is that at this stage in the Meditations (A) is true of him but (B) is not.  (p. 67)

-On Van Cleve’s solution, Descartes’s C&DP’s are never in any way doubted (only the general principle connecting C&DP with truth is doubted).  Thus, Descartes’s C&DI’s are available for legitimate use as the starting points for Descartes’s building project.

-Problem: Epistemic circularity

-Main Problem: But does this do justice to the apparent expressions of doubt about C&DI’s we looked at last time, including in the fourth paragraph of Meditation Three?

-A look at that fateful paragraph (in a different tr.; see p. 25 of our book), with key bits highlighted:

But what about when I was considering something very simple and straightforward in arithmetic or geometry, for example that two and three added together make five, and so on?  Did I not see at least these things clearly enough to affirm their truth?  Indeed, the only reason for my later judgement that they were open to doubt was that it occurred to me that perhaps some God could have given me a nature such that I was deceived even in matters which seemed most evident.  But 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 thos matters which I think I see utterly clearly with my mind’s eye.  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.  And since I have no cause to think that there is a deceiving God, 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.

-Suggestion: To make sense of this paragraph and other troublesome passages, I suggest employing a distinction between psychological and epistemic (or evaluative) certainty.  The first is a matter of being psychologically incapable of doubting something; the second is a matter (perhaps among other things) of having no good reason for doubting something.  These can come apart.  You can have even what you recognize to be a good reason for doubting something (and thereby realize that the proposition in question is not an epistemically certain one for you), while finding yourself psychologically unable to doubt the matter for that, or for any other, reason (thereby realizing that this epistemically uncertain matter is nonetheless psychologically certain for you).  My suggestion is to read Descartes’s apparent “oscillations” as him asserting, on the one hand, that the matters under discussion (things he c&dp’s, while he’s c&dp-ing them) are psycholigically certain for him (he is incapable of doubting them), while admitting that, epistemically, they are not (yet) as certain as he would like (he still has a reason – though it is “a very slight and, so to speak, metaphysical one” – for doubting them). 

The Circle: A Suggested Two-Level Solution

-Retains Van Cleve’s account of how Descartes uses particular C&DP’s to establish, as a C&DP, the general truth that Whatever I C&DP is true.

-But avoids VC’s main problem by construing Descartes as aiming for a level of certainty stronger than that provided by mere C&DP.  

-Descartes wants scientia, or perfect knowledge, which is attained only when the general principle connecting C&DP with truth is itself C&DP’d.  
-Here is Descartes sounding very two-level-y, in the “Atheist Geometer” passage, from his Replies to the Second Set of Objections (Haldane & Ross translation):

That an atheist can know clearly that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles, I do not deny, I merely affirm that, on the other hand, such knowledge on his part cannot constitute true science, because no knowledge that can be rendered doubtful should be called science. Since he is, as supposed, an Atheist, he cannot be sure that he is not deceived in the things that seem most evident to him, as has been sufficiently shown; and though perchance the doubt does not occur to him, nevertheless it may come up, if he examine the matter, or if another suggests it; he can never be safe from it unless he first recognizes the existence of a God.
-And here he is in a letter to Regius (24 May 1640):

In your second objection, you say that the truth of axioms which are clearly and distinctly conceived is self-evident.  This too, I agree, is true, during the time they are clearly and distinctly conceived; because our mind is of such a nature that it cannot help assenting to what it clearly and distinctly conceives.  But because we often remember conclusions that we have derived from such premises without actually attending to the premises, I say that in such a case, if we lack knowledge of God, we can pretend that they are uncertain even though we remember that they were deduced from clear principles; because perhaps our nature is such that we go wrong even in the most evident matters.  Consequently, even at the moment when we deduced them from those principles, we did not have scientific knowledge (scientia) of them, but only a conviction (persuasio) of them.  I distinguish the two as follows: there is conviction when there remains some reason which might lead us to doubt, but scientific knowledge is conviction based on an argument so strong that it can never be shaken by any stronger argument.  Nobody can have the latter unless he also has knowledge of God.  But a man who has once understood the arguments which prove that God exists and is not a deceiver, provided that he remembers the conclusion ‘God is no deceiver’, whether or not he continues to attend to the arguments for it, will continue to possess not only the conviction, but real scientific knowledge of this and all other conclusions whose premises he remembers he once clearly perceived.  
-Proposal: We make sense of Descartes’s procedure if we understand his goal, scientia, along these lines:

S has scientia of p if and only if (1) S clearly and distinctly perceives that p is true and (2) S clearly and distinctly perceives the truth of the general principle that what S clearly and distinctly perceives is true.  (DeRose, “Descartes, Epistemic Principles, Epistemic Circularity, and Scientia,” p. 224)

-Main Question: Is having scientia of p, so understood, really epistemically better (more certain) than is merely having C&DP of p? To answer, we should think mostly about reasons for doubt.

--undercutting (as opposed to opposing) reasons for doubt and D’s supposed advantage over the atheist geometer.

-still a problem (as with Van Cleve): Epistemic Circularity

From the second set of Replies:

First of all, as soon as we think that we correctly perceive something, we are spontaneously convinced that it is true. Now if this conviction is so firm that it is impossible for us ever to have any reason for doubting what we are convinced of, then there are no further questions for us to ask: we have everything that we could reasonably want. What is it to us that someone may make out that the perception whose truth we are so firmly convinced of may appear false to God or an angel, so that it is, absolutely speaking, false? Why should this alleged ‘absolute falsity’ bother us, since we neither believe in it nor have even the smallest suspicion of it? For the supposition which we are making here is of a conviction so firm that it is quite incapable of being destroyed; and such a conviction is clearly the same as the most perfect certainty. (AT 7:144–45; emph. added)
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“Ooh-La ‘Really’”: 

Consider the case where the news flashes through the parish that Parson Drabb, who has always driven a gray car, has just bought a red one. To an incredulous parishioner, the word 'red' may need emphasizing: 'Parson Drabb has bought a red car' or 'Really, Parson Drabb has bought a red car'. To stress that the parson's new car is, preserve us, red, one might say, too, 'His car is really red'. This last sentence can, however, be understood in a different way as well, and indeed if the scuttlebutt concerned anybody but a man of Parson Drabb's conservative habits, it would be much more natural to understand the sentence in the second way. Here, to say the car is really red is to say it is fire-engine red, bright-bright red, ooh-la red, rather than maybe maroon red or wine red or dusky red. . . . [T]he 'really' here is not just an emphasizing 'really'; it is a restrictive ‘really’. To say someone's car or socks are really red is here to say they are tolerably close to the reddest reds possible.   B. L. Blose, “The ‘Really’ of Emphasis and the ‘Really’ of Retriction,” Philosophical Studies 38 (1980) 183-187; pp. 184-5.
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