The Problem at the Outset of
Principles I.24

It has been established that we were created by a supremely perfect being, who would not deceive us.

Yet we are occasionally deceived.

Projects for the coming articles

· Explain how it is that we come to be occasionally deceived, consistently with the goodness of God

· Figure out what we need to do in order to avoid being deceived

Some background Christian theology
Christians have always needed to come up with an explanation of how it was that the founder of their religion and their God came to such an ignoble end.

The explanation is that this was necessary and part of a plan.

The crucifixion of Christ was supposed to have been a “sacrifice” necessary to “redeem” human nature from sin and earn salvation.

The problem is that is seems not to have worked very well.

Because it seems undeniable that not all people have been redeemed by the sacrifice

Yet God is all powerful, which would suggest that the “grace” released by the sacrifice ought to be irresistible.

The orthodox (Augustinian, Thomist, Jansenist — and later, in the reformed Churches, Calvinist) response to this fact was to deny that God wills that all be saved.

Though the sacrifice was so great that it sufficed for the salvation of all, not all are saved because God deliberately withholds grace from some

At the beginning of time God foresaw all of this and decreed that only some would be saved and predestined the rest to eternal damnation.

These doctrines have always been resisted by some within Christian denominations, who attempted to make room for human free choice in determining whether or not some are damned
In the early Christian Church by Pelagius

Among Catholics by Molinists

In the Reformed Churches by Arminians

16th and early 17th century France was a time of heated and occasionally violent debate between these opposed views

Luis de Molina and Cornelius Jansen were older contemporaries of Descartes

Matters became so involved (which is to say that the debate came to make it increasingly so evident that the one side was absurd and the other side ineligibile) that in 1611 Pope Paul V prohibited all further discussion of the matter, declaring that the question was too difficult for human minds to resolve without falling into heresy.

All these issues are in the background of Descartes’s discussion of error and God’s role in permitting it

increasingly so in the Principles, which raises the issue of predestination in far more explicit fashion than the Meditations.
Descartes was only too happy to follow the Pope’s lead.

Descartes’s approach to the problem

God does not deceive us or will that we be deceived.

But we deceive ourselves.

The cause of error

In human beings the will is infinite
(in the sense that we can assent to or deny anything)

Though the will is determined to assent to a proposition by a clear and distinct perception on the part of the understanding, this is not incompatible with its infinite power

— if I were not determined by what I understand to be the case, that would be a defect of the will (a kind of madness) — an indication of an inability to follow through on what I understand to be the case
This is what distinguishes us from all the lower orders of creation.

And we cannot blame God for making us this perfect.
At the same time, our knowledge is finite.

(we are not all-knowing)

In giving us finite knowledge, God did not make us imperfect.

The knowing powers he did give to us work perfectly (the understanding and the senses never mislead us when we use them properly — Princ. I.30)

They just don’t see everything.

We have no cause to complain that God did not make us any better in this respect.

(God cannot be under an obligation to put everything into his creations and only create rival deities.)

Because we have such strong wills in comparison to our knowledge, the power arises to affirm or deny things that we do not clearly perceive.

When we do this, the mistakes we make are our own fault, arising from our freely deciding to employ our faculties beyond their bounds and judge where we have no clear perception.

A solution to the problem of error

God, being no deceiver, would not have given us knowing powers that would deceive us when used correctly.

We need merely exercise our will to do so.

But when are our powers of knowledge being used correctly?
When we only make judgments based on what it is that we very clearly and distinctly perceive using those powers and do not make judgments about what we do not actually perceive.
But how do we know when something is being clearly and distinctly perceived?
Clear and distinct perception

defined

Principles I.45

clear =df. “present and accessible to the attentive mind”

distinct =df. “contains within itself only what is clear”

Analogies:

· What reflects a sufficient degree of light to the eye to enable it to be seen apart from its surroundings is “clear”

Examples:

· Sensations (e.g., pain, experiences of other sensible qualities) are very clear but not distinct because they are confused with things that exist in bodies when they are in fact mental states
These definitions, analogies, and examples are not very helpful.
And perhaps circular (it’s clear when it is clear)

Or involved in an infinite regress (how do I know exactly when I have distinguished a thing from its surroundings?  Do I need to clearly and distinctly perceive that I am perceiving clearly and distinctly?)
A way out

You only perceive clearly and distinctly when your perception determines your will and you cannot do otherwise than assent accordingly.

So if you can see any reason to doubt something, you can’t be perceiving clearly and distinctly.

If you see no reason to doubt, the fact that God is no deceiver allows you to be certain about it.

A residual difficulty

Why is God not to be blamed for having created us with imbalanced faculties?

Or, if this is inevitable, with not having given us a more cautious, hesitant disposition, so that we would not make hasty judgments?

At the beginning of time, God foresaw all things that would happen, including all of our mistaken judgments.

Cognizant of the ill that would result, he nonetheless proceeded to create the universe as he did, knowing what abuse we would make of our wills.

Does this not mean that he willed our mistakes and is ultimately responsible for them?

Descartes’s ways around this difficulty
1.  Negative theology

God does not create anything evil; he merely refrains from creating everything that he could.  What to us appears as evil is the result of what is absent or lacking in creation.

We must be grateful that God chose to create anything at all and not complain that he did not make more

2.  Mysterianism

As finite things, we cannot grasp the infinite

(so cannot hope to resolve the paradoxes of the composition of the continuum or declare whether an infinite sum is even or odd)
Accordingly, we can only consider questions about infinities to have an “indefinite” resolution.

In the case at hand, we know that we have free will because we clearly and distinctly perceive it in ourselves.

We also know that God foresaw and predetermined everything because this is an evident consequence of the concept of a supremely perfect being.
Neither tenet can be given up, yet they are not contradictory because we are in no position to claim to understand how God’s infinite power is exercised over human minds.

This, too, is “indefinite.”
