Chapter One
Descartes’ Revolution 
1.1. Descartes upsets the applecart

Descartes’ philosophy begins in dissatisfaction with what we know—or rather, with what we think we know:

Suppose a man had a basket full of apples and, being worried that some of the apples were rotten, wanted to take out the rotten ones to prevent the rot spreading. How would he proceed? Would he not begin by tipping the whole lot out of the basket? And would not the next step be to cast his eye over each apple in turn, and pick up and put back in the basket only those he saw to be sound, leaving the others? (Descartes, Replies to Objections 7, CSM II: 324; cp. II: 349)
Most of us, says Descartes, have a vast stock of beliefs, unquestioningly acquired in childhood, and never properly examined since. When we begin to philosophise seriously, and look at any particular one of these unexamined beliefs, we find that we do not know it with certainty. For all we can tell, that belief could be false. How then are people to separate their false beliefs from their true beliefs, to prevent the false beliefs from “contaminating the rest and making the whole lot uncertain”? 

The best way they can accomplish this is to reject all their beliefs together in one go, as if they were all uncertain and false. They can then go over each belief in turn and re-adopt only those which they recognize to be true and indubitable. (Ibid.)

We are used to the idea that we might be wrong about some things. Descartes proposes a much less familiar, and much more radical, idea: We might be wrong about everything. If this apple might be rotten, and this apple might be rotten, and this apple might be rotten… then they might all be rotten. Similarly, if this belief might be false, and this belief might be false, and this belief might be false… then they might all be false. 

With the apples, it’s no good just to select a few at random off the top, check that they’re all right, and hope for the best. Finding some sound apples is no guarantee that all the apples are sound. We can only find that out by inspecting every apple. And it only takes a single rotten apple in the middle of the cartload to infect all the apples around it, till eventually every apple is rotten. 

Similarly with our beliefs. It’s no good to say that some of our beliefs seem just fine when we inspect them, so we needn’t bother to inspect the rest of our beliefs. Having some true beliefs is no guarantee that all our beliefs are true. We can only be sure of that by inspecting every belief.

Moreover false beliefs, like rotten apples, are a bad influence. As a rule (there are exceptions, but this is usually how things go), false beliefs replicate themselves more easily than true beliefs do:

True Belief + True Belief = True Belief,
and 
False Belief + False Belief = False Belief,
BUT  
True Belief + False Belief = False Belief. 


Also, it usually only takes one false belief to undo the good work of many true beliefs:


True Belief + True Belief + True Belief + True Belief + False Belief = False Belief.

This is why Descartes encourages us to upset the applecart. “Us”, or at least as many of us as are fit to do his sort of philosophy: “The simple resolution to abandon all the opinions one has hitherto accepted is not an example that everyone ought to follow” (Discourse 2, CSM I:118). But anyone who has the necessary intellectual abilities should learn to treat every one of his beliefs with suspicion, as a possible “rotten apple”. For Descartes, we don’t know what we think we know, until we are sure that we know it. Socrates (470-399 BC), of course, had thought the same. As Socrates tells us in Plato’s Apology (19a-23b), most people imagine that they know lots of things—but they can quickly be exposed as ignorant by anyone who stops imagining that he knows anything, and takes the trouble to question people about what they think. Our world is crowded with naked emperors. 
In his first published work, The Discourse on the Method (1637), Descartes uses another image. He compares our beliefs to a building that is so rickety, ramshackle, ill-designed and unsafe, that the best thing to do is knock it down and start again:

Sometimes people are forced to pull down their houses when they are in danger of falling down and their foundations are insecure. This example convinced me that… regarding the opinions to which I had hitherto given credence… I could not do better than undertake to get rid of them, all at one go, in order to replace them with better ones, or with the same ones once I had squared them with the standards of reason. (Discourse Part 2, CSM I:117) 
Descartes was convinced that the edifice of knowledge that his own society inhabited was structurally unsound. (And he knew about this edifice from the inside, having been educated himself at the famous Jesuit college of La Flèche (1606-1614), a stronghold of the old-style scholastic learning that he later came to reject so adamantly.) To Descartes, most of what passed as knowledge in his day was not really knowledge at all. Because that “knowledge” was not known to the mind with complete assurance, and because it made no attempt to close off every possibility of doubt, it was not secure against the worries raised by scepticism’s nightmare scenarios. To kill these worries off permanently, Descartes believed, a revolution in knowledge was needed. And he became convinced that he was the man to start it. 

1.2. Sceptics and subjectivists in the age of Descartes
Though Descartes’ work is indeed revolutionary, it is also true that his outlook marks him as a man of his time. The climate of thought that Descartes grew up in was already a sceptical and introspective one. “Descartes must (in April 1625) have heard the reported last words of his former commander, Maurice of Nassau: Asked about his faith, he had replied ‘I believe that two and two make four’” (Rodis-Lewis 1992: 35). Maurice’s sardonic deathbed joke was entirely in line with the zeitgeist of the time, which said that hardly anything can be known for sure, and that what little can be known for sure is so obvious that it is barely worth knowing at all. 

An older contemporary of Descartes was Lord Francis Bacon (1561-1626), who wrote in his Aphorisms (1620) that “there is no soundness in our notions”, and that “the subtlety of nature is greater many times over than the subtlety of the senses and understanding”. A little earlier on the time-line, Erasmus (1466-1536), the greatest of renaissance humanists, had combined an ardent enthusiasm for light and elegant pagan authors such as Vergil, Ovid and Cicero with a questioning coolness towards the “schoolmen”—Aquinas (1225-1274), Aristotle (384-322 BC), and the rest of the traditional canon of clerically-approved authorities. Descartes’ age was the age of Copernicus (1473-1543), of Galileo (1564-1642) and Kepler (1571-1630), three men whose combined observational and mathematical discoveries simply blew apart the supposedly certain knowledge found in the fifteen-centuries-old astronomical system of Ptolemy’s Almagest. 

Descartes’ age was also the age of Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), who expressed his cultured and gentlemanly scepticism in a new literary form that he called the “trial”. Montaigne’s “trials” are short pieces of conversational prose in which Montaigne subjects some particular idea or belief to intellectual interrogation. (The French for “trial” is essai: hence the English word “essay”.)

Montaigne’s motto was the Socratic phrase que sçais-je?, “What do I know?” One of his inspirations was the contemporary rediscovery of the work of ancient Greek sceptics such as Sextus Empiricus (2nd century AD). Like Sextus, and indeed like Socrates, Montaigne finds himself suspicious of his own capacities for truth: “He who remembers having been mistaken so many, many times in his own judgement, is he not a fool if he does not distrust it forever after?” (Montaigne 1957: 454). This distrust leaves Montaigne in suspense between alternative beliefs, and certain of nothing:

I can maintain an opinion, but I cannot choose one… whichever school of opinion we first incline to, we will then find lots of evidence to confirm us in that view. The uncertainty of my judgment is so equally balanced in most occurrences, that I could willingly refer it to be decided by the chance of a die. (Montaigne, Essays, X, “On Presumption”)

Even if Montaigne cannot “choose” opinions, he is at least capable—unlike Sextus—of “maintaining” some opinions. But how can he know which beliefs are worth maintaining? He does it, he tells us, by looking within himself: 

I turn my sight inward, and there fix and employ it. I have no other business but myself, I am eternally meditating upon myself, considering and tasting myself. Other men's thoughts are ever wandering abroad, if they will but see it… for my part, I circulate in myself. This capacity of trying the truth, whatever it be, in myself, and this free humour of not over easily subjecting my belief, I owe principally to myself. (Montaigne, Essay X)


Montaigne’s method of introspective confirmation can give him an inner assurance of the truth of the beliefs that he thinks are worth “maintaining”. Indeed, the method can give anyone this sort of inner assurance—even when their beliefs flatly contradict Montaigne’s. This does not bother Montaigne: “I think my opinions are good and sound, but who does not think the same of his own?” (ibid.). It is not unusual for people today to think that different perspectives can be equally “valid”, i.e. true, even when they contradict each other. (In the words of the Manic Street Preachers: “This is my truth, tell me yours”.) Montaigne thought the same.

1.3. Descartes and Luther
Descartes lived in a sceptical and subjectivist age, and Descartes had a use for both scepticism and subjectivism. Yet Descartes himself is no subjectivist. He does think that all philosophy begins with the individual’s subjective view-point; but he does not think that all philosophy ends there. Unlike Montaigne and many people today, Descartes does not believe that any unexamined subjective belief is as “valid” as any other.  

Nor is Descartes a sceptic. Unlike Montaigne and Sextus Empiricus, Descartes does not think that genuine objective knowledge is impossible. He does not believe scepticism, but he does use it: Cartesian scepticism is a via negativa, a “negative way” or “way of purgation”. It is a method of deflating the philosophical over-ambition and complacency that Descartes finds, above all, in the mediaeval schoolmen.

The full title of the Discourse tells us that Descartes’ project is to show us a “method of rightly conducting the reason and seeking truth in the sciences”. As part of this project, Descartes uses scepticism to show that all methods except his own are not just inadequate, but positively misleading. The more comprehensive is Descartes’ destruction of all other fraudulent and deceptive routes to knowledge, the more inevitably we will be channelled into the true, Cartesian route to knowledge. Descartes is not a sceptic but a reformer. 

Picking up the suggestions of the word “reformer”, we can say this: Knowledge in Descartes is like heaven in Luther. To get there, you have to start off in the opposite direction. 

For Luther (1483-1546), you do not get to heaven in the way that the Catholic tradition proposed: by starting with the human nature you already have, and finding ways of improving and refining, perhaps even perfecting, it.
 Instead, you start by rejecting and destroying human nature. This happens when you apply the standard of heaven—perfection—to your own human nature. You then realise that by that standard, your nature is utterly corrupt: there is nothing in you that is perfect. It is no good to try to meet heaven’s standard by upgrading your old human nature. The task is hopeless because the standard is too high. It is better not to even try to meet the heavenly standard. It is better to be a harlot than a Pharisee (Luke 7.39); at least the harlot, admitting that she has failed, has no false pride in her own virtue. The only thing to do, Luther tells us, is to abandon the old nature entirely. We need to “put off the old man” (Ephesians 4.22), and start again from nothing.


Similarly, for Descartes, you do not reach the salvation of true knowledge in the way Aristotle proposes in Nicomachean Ethics 1145b2—by starting with the “customary beliefs” you already have, and finding ways of improving and refining them.
 Instead, you start by destroying and rejecting your customary beliefs. This happens when you apply the standard of true knowledge—certainty—to your customary beliefs. You then realise that by that standard, your customary beliefs are utterly baseless: there is nothing that you are certain of. It is no good to try to meet the standard of true knowledge by refining your customary beliefs. The task is hopeless because the standard is too high. It is better not to even try to meet it. It is better to be a sceptic than a scholastic; at least the sceptic—like Socrates in Plato’s Apology—knows that he is ignorant, and does not falsely imagine that he knows something. The only thing to do, Descartes tells us, is to abandon our former beliefs entirely. We need to “to rid ourselves of all the opinions we have adopted” (Meditations 1), and start again from nothing.

The “nothing” that Luther starts again from is the emptiness of the soul that looks within itself, and sees that it can do nothing good. In a miraculous reversal, this helplessness itself becomes the way in for the grace of God which empowers the soul to do good, and which would otherwise be rebuffed by the pride of human nature. 

The “nothing” that Descartes starts again from is the emptiness of the soul that looks within itself, and sees that it has no knowledge. In an almost miraculous reversal, this ignorance itself becomes the way in for a certainty which empowers the mind to have knowledge, and which would otherwise be rebuffed by the pride of human nature. “I said to my soul, be still, and let the dark come upon you Which shall be the darkness of God.”

1.4. Cogito, ergo sum



Descartes’ use of sceptical doubt strips me of virtually everything I know. The world vanishes, and I am left with nothing except myself:

I will suppose, then, that everything I see is spurious. I will believe that my memory tells me lies, and that none of the things that it reports ever happened. I have no senses. Body, shape, extension, movement, and place are chimeras. (Meditations 2, CSM II:16)

Once he has got me into this sceptical nightmare scenario, how is Descartes going to get me out again? The answer—and the “almost miraculous reversal”—begins with Descartes’ celebrated argument cogito, ergo sum, “I think, therefore I am”. 
Sceptical doubt has undermined my belief that there is a world outside my own mind or self. Can it do the same to my belief in my own existence? No, because if I am to think that my own mind or self does not exist, there has to be a mind or self to think this. Even if everything that I think happens is only a dream, there is still a me to whom it apparently happens. Even if I am trapped in the Matrix or in Plato’s Cave, even if I am the victim of a mad scientist or a deceiving demon, there still has to be a me to be fooled:

I undoubtedly exist, if he is deceiving me;
 and let him deceive me as much as he can, he will never bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something. So after considering everything very thoroughly, I must finally conclude that this proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind. (Meditation 2, CSM II:17)


Hence, as Descartes triumphantly concludes, 

I noticed that while I was trying to think everything false, it was necessary that I, who was thinking this, was something. And observing that this truth, “I am thinking, therefore I exist” (cogito, ergo sum), was so firm and sure that all the most extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were incapable of shaking it, I decided that I could accept it without scruple as the first principle of the philosophy I was seeking. (Discourse 4, CSM I: 127)

Two points about the cogito argument need discussion at once. One point is that the argument is essentially first-personal; the other is that it is essentially about thought. A little reflection on these two points will bring out what kind of self it is that Descartes leaves us with. In particular, it will show how little there is of this self. 

The cogito is essentially first-personal: it has to be stated as “I think, therefore I exist”. “You think, therefore you exist” and “She thinks, therefore she exists” are both arguments that are valid for the same reason as the cogito is valid. (The reason is this: if it is true that any person thinks, then it must also be true that that person exists. In logical notation, Fa ( (x (x = a).) All the same, “You think, therefore you exist” and “She thinks, therefore she exists” are very different arguments from the cogito. Both start from something that cannot be certainly known by me. I can know absolutely for sure that I am thinking. I can never know absolutely for sure that anyone else has a mind at all. For all I can tell, everyone else might be a mindless zombie or robot. They might just be automata in cloaks, as Descartes puts it (Meditation 2, CSM II:21).
The cogito is essentially about thought: it has to be stated as “I think, therefore I am”. “I’m pink, therefore I am” and “I drink, therefore I am” are both valid for the same reason as the cogito is valid. (As before, the reason is the logical rule Fa ( (x (x = a): if it is true that any thing does anything, it must also be true that that thing exists.) All the same, “I’m pink, therefore I am” and “I drink, therefore I am” are very different arguments from the cogito. Both start from something that cannot be certainly known by me. I can know absolutely for sure that I am thinking. I can never know absolutely for sure that I’m pink or that I drink. For all I can tell, I might be gamboge or vermilion, not pink; for all I can tell, I might be dreaming or drowning, not drinking.
If I ask myself “Am I drinking?” or “Is he thinking?”, the answer can be “Yes”, “No”, or “Maybe”. But If I ask myself “Am I thinking?”, the answer can only be “Yes”. For me to ask myself this question is itself for me to do some thinking. It would be self-refuting for me to ask myself “Am I thinking?”, and answer No. 

Whatever other beliefs sceptical doubt may strip me of, I cannot coherently doubt that I am thinking when I doubt. Since I cannot be thinking unless I exist, I cannot coherently doubt my own existence either. Descartes’ cogito proves beyond the slightest doubt that I can’t be wrong about whether I am thinking. So it also proves beyond the slightest doubt that I can’t be wrong about whether I exist.

But what is this “I” that has been so certainly proved to exist? And what is the thinking that this “I” has been so certainly proved to be doing? 

The argument of the cogito depends entirely on the fact that my subjective consciousness is immediately aware of itself. It follows that nothing beyond this self-consciousness is made certain by the cogito. When I work through the cogito, I certainly prove that “I exist”, if “I” means “this self-consciousness that exists right now”. But I do not prove that “I exist”, if “I” means “Timothy Chappell of Dundee, Scotland, a human being born in Lancashire, England, in 1964”. Still less do I prove that “I exist”, if “I” means “the father of Miriam, Caitlin, Imogen, Thalia and Róisín”, “the husband of Claudia”, “the son of William and Gillian”, etc. 
The cogito may prove that “this self-consciousness that exists right now” is real. But it does not prove that “this self-consciousness that exists right now” is connected to anything else at all. It does not connect this self-consciousness to a living human body, or to a place and time in the real world; nor to a context of relationships with other really-existing people and institutions; nor to any biography or personal history; it does not even connect this self-consciousness now to the same self-consciousness at previous times. The cogito connects “this present self-consciousness” to nothing at all except itself. I shall say more about what this fact implies for the problem of personal identity in 5.1-5.3.
Descartes’ proof is so irresistible, because it proves so little. It proves only the existence of a bare pinpoint of self-consciousness, what Charles Taylor has called a “punctual self”. But this kind of self could exist as a prisoner of the Matrix, or as a brain in a vat!

Worse, the cogito proves the existence of my punctual self only to me. You can’t share my performance of the cogito, and I can’t share yours. Your cogito proves nothing to me; mine proves nothing to you. For all the cogito shows, not only could we all be prisoners of the Matrix. I could even be the only prisoner of the Matrix, and everyone else no more than illusions of mine.
Descartes wanted to find something certain, to provide a sure foundation on which to begin reconstructing the rest of knowledge. In the cogito, he may have found something certain. But he has not found something that can be any sort of foundation for a new edifice of knowledge. The cogito may be a successful proof, to me, of my own existence. But in the same move whereby it succeeds in proving that, it puts everything else beyond the reach of proof: as I put it in the Prelude, “the fortress of my certainty about my own existence becomes the prison of my uncertainty about the existence of a world beyond me”. The certainty that the cogito gives me of my own existence as a present-tense self-consciousness is perfectly matched by the uncertainty that it creates about everything else. The cogito leaves me stranded in the problem of the inescapable self. 

Descartes, of course, would not accept this verdict. As I said (1.3), he is neither a sceptic nor a subjectivist. So he is not interested only in proving his own existence. He thinks he can go on from there to prove the existence of the external world as well. Even when that is done, his refutation of scepticism is only a preliminary to his main concern. As Descartes’ Synopsis of the Meditations shows (CSM II:9), his project is ultimately scientific. “These six Meditations,” he confided to his friend Mersenne (letter of 28.1.1641; CSMK 172), “contain all the foundations of my physics”. Descartes’ project is the establishment of a complete system for all human knowledge, with a fundamental metaphysics, a “first philosophy”, as its basis, and the cogito as the foundation of that metaphysics.
Let us look, then, to see if Descartes succeeds in founding a non-sceptical metaphysics on the cogito. In 1.5 I’ll describe how he tries to do this. In 1.6 I’ll explain why his attempt fails.
1.5. Clear and distinct ideas

The key to Descartes’ reconstructive programme lies in Descartes’ answer to a question that, in the last section, I left unanswered: “What is is the thinking that this “I” has been so certainly proved to be doing?”

I’ve just argued that the cogito only proves that I exist as a present-tense self-consciousness. It does not prove that I exist as a human animal with a body and a biography. It’s consistent with the truth of the cogito that I should exist but be completely wrong about what I am—perhaps because I am trapped in the Matrix, or because I am a victim of a mad scientist or a Cartesian demon. So, I’ve argued, the cogito proves nothing that is the slighest use against scepticism.
Suppose that my criticism is right: I can use the cogito to prove with absolute certainty that I exist, at the price of complete uncertainty about what I am that exists. If so, we should expect something parallel to be true of my thinking. We will expect that I can use the cogito to prove with absolute certainty that I am thinking, at the price of complete uncertainty about what I am thinking. 

Crucially, Descartes denies this. He claims that I can know with absolute certainty, not only that I am thinking, but also what I am thinking. And this claim is pivotal to his response to my accusation that the cogito proves nothing useful against scepticism. To understand how his response works, we must look closely at Descartes’ notion of a “clear and distinct idea”. 
Descartes derives his notion of a clear and distinct idea directly from reflection on the cogito. What is it about the cogito, he asks, that makes him so sure that it is a sound argument? Only this, he replies, “that I see very clearly that in order to think it is necessary to exist”. From this Descartes concludes that he can take it as a general rule “that the things we conceive very clearly and very distinctly are all true” (Discourse 4: CSM I: 127). If any idea that I have is clear and distinct—vivid and definite, without confusion or vagueness—that alone is enough to prove that it is not a deceptive idea. Wherever my ideas are clear and distinct, I can know with absolute certainty, not only that I am thinking, but also what I am thinking. There are no clear and distinct ideas which nonetheless deceive me.
But (we might object), if the deceiving demon can give me delusions about what I am perceiving, it is hard to see why the demon can’t give me delusions about what I am thinking. And aren’t there obvious exceptions to Descartes’ “general rule”? Aren’t there dreams and hallucinations that I “very clearly and distinctly conceive”, but which nonetheless deceive me?
Descartes thinks not. Some dreams are clear and distinct ideas, but don’t deceive me: “If one happened even in sleep to have some very distinct idea (if, say, a geometer discovered some new proof), one’s being asleep would not prevent the idea from being true.”
 Other dreams, hallucinations, and other sorts of perceptual illusion do deceive me, but don’t involve ideas that are either clear or distinct. The ideas they contain are sense perceptions. And Descartes denies that sense perceptions, in themselves, are ever clear and distinct ideas. For example, “The ideas which I have of heat and cold contain so little clarity and distinctness that they do not enable me to tell whether cold is merely the absence or vice versa, or whether both of them are real qualities, or neither is” (Meditation 3, CSM II: 30). Or again, stars and other bodies at a great distance appear to us much smaller than they are; and a person with jaundice will see everything as yellow (Discourse 4).
Typically, sense perceptions need interpretation. They don’t explain things well. They are, literally, superficial—based only on our physical interactions with the surfaces of things. Also, they typically conflict with other sense perceptions: consider the twig that looks bent in a jar of water, but not out of it, or the different angles on a building that we might have. Hence we need to use reason to decide what we are really perceiving. Only once we have done that will we arrive at genuinely clear and distinct ideas. “Whereas clear and distinct perception is internally coherent, sense perception is internally incoherent—sense perception on its own generates conflicting beliefs. Clear and distinct perception resolves these conflicts by sustaining one of the beliefs, and correcting the other” (Loeb 1992: 223).
Where our perceptions conflict, or need further interpretations to make sense, we arrive at clear and distinct ideas by resolving the conflicts and finding such interpretations. Once these conflicts are resolved, and a fuller interpretation of our experience has been provided, clear and distinct ideas become available to us. And then we can invoke the “general rule” of Discourse 4: all our clear and distinct ideas are true. Under these conditions, then, we can trust our perceptions of the world. 

Our perceptions of the world include our perceptions of our own bodies, and of the context that we live in. So in the end, the fact that we can be absolutely certain not only that we are thinking, but also what we are thinking, enables us to reach certainty not only about the fact that we exist, but also about what we are that exists. When we reflect on our sense-perceptions of the world, we can make them into clear and distinct ideas; and we cannot go wrong about the content of our clear and distinct ideas. But we can, with a little effort, attain a clear and distinct idea of our own bodies, histories, biographies and contexts. So we can know with certainty not only that we exist, but what we are. Beyond that, we can know the rest of the world as well.  
But why should our clear and distinct ideas be true ideas? Descartes answers that our clear and distinct ideas are guaranteed true, because they do not come from us, or not solely from us. Ultimately they come from God, and “God is no deceiver”:

What I took just now as a rule, namely that everything that we conceive very clearly and very distinctly is true, is assured only for the reasons that God is or exists, that he is a perfect being, and that everything in us comes from him. (Discourse 4, CSM I:130)

How do we know that there exists a God like this? We know, replies Descartes, because we have a clear and distinct idea of him as existing. Indeed, we have an especially clear and distinct idea of this God: 

This idea of God… is utterly clear and distinct, and contains in itself more objective reality than any other idea; hence there is no idea which is in itself truer, or less liable to be suspected of falsehood.  (Meditation 3; CSM II:31)

If I know anything at all (Descartes concludes), I know that I exist, that the world outside me exists, and that God also exists. I know that I exist, because the cogito tells me so. I know that the external world exists, because I have a clear and distinct idea of the world as existing, and clear and distinct ideas are trustworthy. That clear and distinct ideas are trustworthy is illustrated by the cogito, which works by combining clear and distinct ideas. The trustworthiness of clear and distinct ideas is also proved by the fact that clear and distinct ideas come from God. And we know that God exists, because our idea of God is the clearest and most distinct idea that we have, and that idea itself implies that God exists.
 

As Descartes sums up his case, at the end of the sixth and last Meditation:

I should not have any further fears about the falsity of what my senses tell me every day; on the contrary, the exaggerated doubts of the last few days should be dismissed as laughable…And I ought not to have even the slightest doubt of the reality [of the external world] if, after calling upon all the senses as well as my memory and my intellect in order to check them, I receive no conflicting report from any of these sources. For from the fact that God is not a deceiver it follows that in cases like these I am completely free from error. (Meditation 6, CSM II:61-62)
The world is recovered. The philosophical foundation is laid, and ready for science to be built on it. Descartes is ready to move on.

Descartes himself did move on. During his career he did an enormous amount to “establish the sciences” upon the foundation of the Meditations. Descartes was not just a philosopher in the narrow modern sense. He was a philosopher in the much wider seventeenth-century sense, a sense nowadays preserved only in the titles of those ancient professorships of physics at Oxford and Cambridge which are called “professorships of natural philosophy”. Descartes was a friend (philos) of every sort of wisdom (sophia), including and especially the sciences. Besides the Meditations and Discourses, he produced writings on the physics of light and refraction, on the colours of the rainbow, on hydraulic compression, on falling bodies, on the physiology and psychology of the emotions, and on the relation of geometry to algebra. (In this last field he made perhaps his most important contribution of all: to put it crudely, he invented the graph.) Nearly all of his published scientific output was important at the time; some of it, especially his mathematical work, is still important today (see Gaukroger 1995). Descartes does not just lay a foundation for knowledge, and stop there. He goes far beyond that foundation. 

1.6. God, error, and the Cartesian circle

Unfortunately, however, he gets called back. Descartes immediately faced—and today still faces—opponents who will not let him move on. 

These opponents included the Inquisition, who, elsewhere, hounded the scientist Galileo throughout Descartes’ career. In 1632 the Inquisition condemned Galileo for continuing to teach the Copernican view that the earth goes round the sun, and placed him under house arrest for the remainder of his life. When Descartes heard of this he abandoned work on his treatise The World, which—as he confided in a letter to his friend Mersenne, November 1633—was a thoroughly Copernican work. 

Other opponents of Descartes’ system were more properly philosophical, and less inclined to the use of thumb-screws. From the moment of Descartes’s first presentation of his new ideas, in The Discourse on the Method (1637), other philosophers’ reactions were such that Descartes was led to append “Replies to objections” to the first edition of his Meditations (1641). 
One objection that was immediately put to Descartes, and is still a standard objection today, concerns Descartes’ “clear and distinct idea of God”. The objection is that some people have no such idea, either because their idea of God is not clear and distinct, or else because they have no idea of God at all: “the natives of Canada, the Hurons and other primitive peoples, have no awareness of any idea of this sort” (Second Set of Objections, CSM II.89). 

My Canadian friends tell me that in fact the Huron do have an idea of God. Even if they didn’t, this objection would still involve a simple misunderstanding. Descartes’ clear and distinct ideas are not supposed to be immediately and obviously present in any old mind, just as soon as it tries to locate them in the “buzzing, blooming confusion” of its own sensations, the frenzy of its own prejudices and conditionings. Like the mathematical ideas that Socrates gets the slave-boy to “recollect” in Plato’s Meno, 82b-86b, clear and distinct ideas are not some random sample of our actual thinking. They are the distillation of our best thinking, and as such available, in principle, even to “savages”.
Another standard objection is even more famous—but, I think, no more successful. This is the “Cartesian circle” objection. Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) put it like this:

I note that a circular argument appears to have its beginning at this point, according to which you are certain that there must be a God and that he is not a deceiver because you have a clear and distinct idea of him, and you are certain that a clear and distinct idea must be true because you know that there is a God who cannot be a deceiver.  (Gassendi 204)

Descartes’ doctrine of clear and distinct ideas depends on his proof of God’s existence.  Conversely, his proof of God’s existence depends on his doctrine of clear and distinct ideas. So—the “Cartesian circle” objection goes—the doctrine does not really support the proof, and the proof does not really support the doctrine.

In the Second Set of Replies, Descartes responds that he only meant some clear and distinct ideas to be supported by appeal to God, namely the ones that we currently do not perceive, but only remember. This response is unconvincing, and seems to involve Descartes in misinterpreting his own writings. Descartes seems to apply the proposed restriction to remembered clear and distinct ideas in only two places: Meditation 5, para.15, and Rules for the Direction of the Mind, Rule 3. Elsewhere we have, for example, this: “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 of anything else” (CSM II:25, emphasis added). Again, in the Second Set of Replies itself Descartes says that an atheist “cannot be certain that he is not being deceived on matters which seem to him to be very evident” (CSM II:101, emphasis added). This seems like cast-iron evidence against Descartes’ official response.

Whether or not Descartes himself deals well with it, the Cartesian circle objection is surely overrated. For one thing, there is no good reason why either the proof of God or the doctrine of clear and distinct ideas must come first in the order of support. Nothing but a lack of interpretive charity can stop us saying that the two views can give each other mutual support. (They also bear mutual-support relations to a third doctrine, namely the cogito: the Cartesian circle involves three mutually supporting doctrines, not just the two that are usually mentioned.) Modern “coherentists” routinely criticise Descartes for his “foundationalism”, that is, for resting all knowledge on a single basic foundation, and not allowing that two or more beliefs can corroborate each other by cohering with each other, even though neither of them is a foundation for the other.
 But maybe, in the case of the “Cartesian circle”, this is precisely what Descartes does allow. 

There is another reason why Descartes should see his proof of God and his doctrine of clear and distinct ideas as mutually supportive. Descartes wants to position himself midway between the two alternatives rationalism and fideism. Fideism is the view, descended from Luther, that only our trust in God can guarantee our access to the truth. It was defended in Descartes’ time by the Jansenists, the “Catholic Calvinists” of the Port-Royal school. Rationalism is the opposing view that human reason alone is the only guarantee of truth that we need. Rationalists contemporary with Descartes included the English deist Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648). Now if Descartes takes the mutual-support view, he finds a middle way between fideism and rationalism. For his appeal to clear and distinct ideas, on its own, might seem like a rationalist move which excludes God from his metaphysics; whereas his appeal to God’s undeceptiveness, on its own, might seem like a fideist move which excludes reason from his metaphysics. Descartes’ compromise, I suggest, is to make both appeals, and claim that they support each other.
Neither of these two objections shows what is really wrong with Descartes’ strategy of working outward from the self to the world by way of the self’s “clear and distinct perceptions”, and using God as the guarantor of the reliability of these perceptions. What is the real problem? 

The real problem with Descartes’ appeal to God as the guarantor of the truth of our perceptions is that this appeal either proves too much, if it implies the obvious falsehood that we are never deceived about anything, or else not enough, if it implies anything less. 

Does the existence of an undeceiving God preclude all possibility of deception? If the answer is Yes, the undeceiving God cannot exist—for after all, as Descartes himself recognises, at least some deception occurs. But if the answer is No, at least some deception is possible even though there is an undeceiving God. In which case, we can’t ever be sure that we are not being deceived right now, and that Descartes’ undeceiving God is simply letting deception happen. (Just as the good God of Christian theology allows Auschwitz and child leukaemia to happen.) 

In Meditation IV, Descartes grasps the second horn of this dilemma. Deception is possible, he tells us. This is because “the scope of the will is wider than that of the intellect” (CSM II: 40). You can will anything at all, but you can only understand clear and distinct ideas. Hence you can choose to assent to all sorts of things of which you do not have clear and distinct ideas, and so do not really understand. In this case, since Descartes’ undeceiving God allows you freedom of the will, he will allow you to be deceived. (Just as the good God of Christian theology allows us the freedom to choose evil.) 

This explanation of error is quite unconvincing. It presupposes that we believe things because we want to believe them. But surely that’s wrong. At least most of the time, we believe things because we think they’re true whether or not we want to believe them. (For more on the relation of believing and wanting, see 7.6.)
Further, Descartes explains all erroneous beliefs as a sort of epistemic rashness (= rashness relative to knowledge, Greek epistêmê). He thinks that whenever I form a wrong belief, what happens is that I pertinaciously insist on taking a view on a question that I don’t really understand. No doubt some wrong beliefs are formed this way. But it isn’t the only way of being wrong. Can’t I also form a definite belief about a question that I think is completely free from risk and unclarity—and still be wrong?
Descartes would like to answer No, because—once more—of his rule of truth: whatever we “very clearly and distinctly conceive” is true (Discourse 4). This rule applies quite well in some areas, such as mathematics. If you’re thinking with complete clarity and distinctness, it really does look impossible to think that 37 is not a prime number, or that the interior angles of a triangle add up to 365 degrees.
But let’s think about some of the other mistakes that we make. I can be absolutely clear and sure that the party is tonight, when in fact it’s tomorrow night. I can think with complete lucidity that the atomic weight of gold is 80, when in fact it’s 79. And I can be completely definite that bats are birds, when in fact bats are mammals.

Mistakes like these suggest that Descartes has only two alternatives:

First alternative: Some things that we “very clearly and distinctly conceive” are nonetheless false, and so Descartes’ rule of truth is wrong. 


Clearly Descartes can’t take this first alternative without giving up completely. So he must take the second alternative:

Second alternative: Whatever we “very clearly and distinctly conceive” is true. But we can think that we “very clearly and distinctly conceive” something when in fact we don’t. 

The second alternative raises this question: How am I to know that I have a clear and distinct idea? Descartes’ rule of truth suggests the following answer: to know that I have a clear and distinct idea, I need a clear and distinct idea of my clear and distinct idea. But this raises another question: How am I to know that I have a clear and distinct idea of my clear and distinct idea? Apparently I will need a clear and distinct idea of my clear and distinct idea of my clear and distinct idea…  So this second alternative leads us into a hopeless regress. 

Descartes thinks he can block this regress, by insisting that our clear and distinct ideas are, to use Timothy Williamson’s term, luminous.
 If I have a clear and distinct idea, then I know just by having it that it is clear and distinct. So I don’t need a clear and distinct idea of each of my clear and distinct ideas. The idea of luminosity is the idea that our clear and distinct ideas come to us marked as clear and distinct ideas—and so as true ideas.

This gambit doesn’t work either. Imagine you receive these two postcards:

Hi! Weather fine here. We spent yesterday 

at the beach. Today we’re at the casino. 

We’re having a great time, but missing you.  

Love from—Bill 

Hi! Weather fine here. (N.B. THE LAST STATEMENT IS TRUE.) We spent yesterday at the beach. (N.B. THE LAST STATEMENT IS TRUE.) Today we’re at the casino. (N.B. THE LAST STATEMENT IS TRUE.) We’re having a great time, but missing you. (N.B. THE LAST STATEMENT IS TRUE.) Love from—Jill 

Jill’s postcard assures us, repeatedly, of its own reliability. Does Jill’s assurance that she is telling us the truth make her postcard a more reliable message than Bill’s? No, because Jill’s assurance is itself part of Jill’s message. We only have reason to trust Jill’s assurance if we already have reason to trust the message containing that assurance. But if we already trust Jill’s message, we don’t need any further assurance. And if we already distrust Jill’s message, we won’t heed any further assurance. Jill’s postcard is only a long-winded way of telling us exactly what Bill’s postcard tells us. (Unless it also tells us that Jill is protesting too much, or is mildly deranged, or has done too much philosophy.)
For the same reason, nothing is gained by suggesting that our clear and distinct ideas come clearly and distinctly marked as true. If we already trust our clear and distinct ideas, we won’t need them to bear the mark of truth. If we already distrust our clear and distinct ideas, we won’t heed the fact that they bear the mark of truth. The claim that our clear and distinct ideas luminously contain assurance of their own truth adds precisely nothing to our reason to trust them. To think that it could add anything is like thinking that you can make a newspaper more reliable by naming it “The Truth” (Russian Pravda). Or it is like thinking that there’s a special tone of voice, such that anything you say in that tone is bound to be true. (Wittgenstein, On Certainty #30: “Certainty is as it were a tone of voice in which one declares how things are, but one does not infer from the tone of voice that one is justified.”) 

So in the end, Descartes’ rescue mission fails. Having got us into the problem of the inescapable self, the sceptical predicament where nothing is certain to each of us except his own existence, Descartes is, ultimately, unable to get us out again. His project to reconstruct knowledge cannot even begin without his appeal to our clear and distinct ideas, and to God as their guarantor. This appeal fails; and with it, Descartes’ whole project. 

Where does this leave us, Descartes’ co-meditators? Like investors in a bubble company, we find ourselves philosophically bankrupted. We consented to be reduced us to scepticism about everything, because Descartes promised us that this consent would win us a complete vindication of knowledge. But his promises have turned out empty. We find ourselves abandoned in the jaws of the sceptical trap. The problem of the inescapable self remains untouched. 
1.7. Locke and Reid in the sceptical trap
What else could have got us out of the sceptical trap, except the failed appeal to God and our clear and distinct ideas? The shortage of attractive alternatives here is uncannily well illustrated by comparing the cases of two other philosophers: Thomas Reid (1710-1796)
 and John Locke (1632-1704). On Reid, Christopher Hookway writes as follows: 

Simply pointing out[, as Reid does,] that a variety of standards are natural or “self-evident” does not establish that we are not victims of a systematic illusion. Why does Reid think that holding this common sense view of the world is legitimate? I suspect that Reid’s own response to this challenge invokes the goodness of God… Since God is known to be the benevolent creator of a world which displays intelligence and design, He [will] ensure that our instinctive standards for rationality [are] adequate for our developing intellectual aspirations. (Hookway 1990: 116) 
As an empiricist, Locke is a completely different style of philosopher both from Reid—“the philosopher of common sense”, as he is often called—and from the rationalist Descartes. Nonetheless, when Locke’s great project in the Essay concerning Human Understanding (1690) is already almost complete, Locke succumbs to a sudden attack of Cartesian vertigo (Essay IV.4): 

I doubt not but my reader, by this time, may be apt to think that I have been all this while only building a castle in the air; and be ready to say to me… “How shall the mind, when it perceives nothing but its own ideas, know that they agree with things themselves?”

 
Like Descartes’, Locke’s account of knowledge faces the danger that the thinker might be trapped inside his own mind. Like a dreamer or a victim of the Matrix, the thinker can manipulate his own ideas; but for all he can tell, he makes no real contact at all with the world (if there is one) outside his own mind. 

In the case of what he calls our “complex ideas”, Locke simply admits this problem. Where our complex ideas are supposed to reflect the way the world is, we can’t ever be totally sure that they do reflect it.
 

However, our complex ideas are always compounded out of our simple ideas. And in the case of our simple ideas, Locke’s account of knowledge meets this Cartesian danger with a thoroughly Cartesian response (Essay IV.4): 

Since the mind can by no means make [simple ideas] to itself, [they] must necessarily be the product of things operating on the mind, in a natural way, and producing therein those perceptions which by the Wisdom and Will of our Maker they are ordained and adapted to. From whence it follows, that simple ideas are not fictions of our fancies, but the natural and regular productions of things without us, really operating upon us… this conformity between our simple ideas and the existence of things, is sufficient for real knowledge. 

Here Locke gives two reasons why I should trust that my simple ideas really do give me knowledge of a world outside my own mind. Locke’s first reason is that I could not make these ideas up, so they must come from outside me. Descartes reaches the same conclusion in Meditation VI (CSM II:55): “These ideas [of perception] are produced without my co-operation  and often even against my will.” Locke’s second reason is that God is wise and (implicitly) good: in Descartes’ words, “God is no deceiver”. The parallel between Locke’s argument and Descartes’ could hardly be more obvious. The problems for their arguments are parallel, too. Above all, both face the objection that the appeal to God either proves nothing at all, or far too much.
1.8. Malebranche and Berkeley: “We see all things in God”

I said above that the parallel between Locke and Descartes shows how difficult it is to find responses to scepticism other than the appeal to a trustworthy God. All the same, there are other responses. One neat response to scepticism is to finesse it by agreement in spades. Instead of refuting the sceptic, you tell him that he is absolutely right to raise his worry. However, he hasn’t taken the worry far enough. The surprise is that, if he did take it as far as he should, he wouldn’t be a sceptic after all. 

Descartes’ own philosophy itself uses scepticism to create this sort of finesse: that is one way of describing what’s going on en route to the cogito. As for Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715), he finesses Descartes’ finesse. Malebranche takes up Descartes’ worry that perhaps we have no real access to the world outside us. Instead of refuting this worry, Malebranche takes it even further than Descartes. In his immense and ingenious book The Search after Truth (1675), Malebranche makes a list of all the apparently possible ways in which we might have contact with the external world. He finds four; and he dismisses them all. The only possibility left standing is that “the soul is joined to a completely perfect being that contains all intelligible perfections, or all the ideas of created beings” (219). In other words, I have no contact with the external world. But I do have direct contact with God, and the ideas of all things are in God.
 So “we see all things in God” (230): without ever actually being in touch with the external world, I can know all about it indirectly, by inspecting God. (To the objection that things in the world seem to engage in causal interactions with each other quite independently of us (and of God), Malebranche ingeniously replies that God acts on them to make them look as if they interact. This bizarre view, occasionalism, is also found in Leibniz (1646-1716).) Thus Malebranche’s profoundly sceptical route brings us to what he thinks is an anti-sceptical conclusion, a sort of mystical Platonic inward certainty.

Here, as David Hume (1711-1776) caustically commented, “we are got into fairyland” (Hume, Enquiry concerning Human Understanding VII.I). Or in Descartes’ words, “Nothing can be imagined which is too strange or incredible to have been said by some philosopher” (Discourse Part 2, CSM I:118.) Malebranche’s metaphysics is a genial fantasy, extravagant and incredible. Moreover, Malebranche’s arguments for it are often unconvincing. (For example, Malebranche dismissses the possibility of direct perception of the external world by arguing that “material objects do not transmit species resembling them” (220), i.e. by arguing against the Aristotelian account of this possibility. Other and better accounts of perception are possible—as Malebranche knew from reading Descartes’ account.) Before reasonable people will concede that the truth really is the strange thing that Malebranche makes it, they will want better arguments than Malebranche provides. 
Malebranche himself, of course, insisted that the best argument for his own system was that the only alternative to it was scepticism. But is Malebranche’s system really an alternative to scepticism, rather than a form of scepticism? Even if it is, it is not a much more attractive option than scepticism. The choice between these options is more finely balanced than Malebranche admits.

As the Catholic priest Malebranche is to Descartes, so the Anglican Bishop George Berkeley (1685-1753) is to Locke.
 As we saw in 1.7, Locke says that all our thought about the external world is no more and no less than simple ideas and their conjunction to form complex ideas. He then faces an apparently insuperable problem about how we can ever know that these ideas inside our minds correspond to anything outside our minds. 

Berkeley shares this worry with Locke; except that Berkeley finesses Locke by arguing that the worry is unanswerable. Berkeley accuses Locke of proposing a system that cuts us off entirely from the existence of the external world, and leaves us, without knowledge, in a mire of scepticism and atheism. Locke assumes that if we don’t have knowledge of an external world of material objects, we don’t have knowledge at all. But, says Berkeley, Locke’s own arguments show that “if there were external bodies, it is impossible we should ever come to know it” (Principles 1.20). Therefore Locke’s own principles imply scepticism. 

According to Berkeley, the only answer to this scepticism is to drop the assumption that we can’t have any knowledge at all unless we have knowledge of an external and material world. After all, we certainly have knowledge of our own ideas. But there is no reason to see these ideas as evidence of an external and material world. Seeing them that way does not explain anything (Principles 1.19): “The production of ideas or sensations in our minds can be no reason why we should suppose Matter or corporeal substances, since that is acknowledged to remain equally inexplicable with or without this supposition.” Nor is there any practical need to see our ideas as a reason to believe in an external and material world. We can carry on our lives exactly as we always have, without that belief (Principles 1.20): 

Suppose—what no one can deny possible—an intelligence without the help of external bodies, to be affected with the same train of sensations or ideas that you are, imprinted in the same order and with like vividness in his mind. I ask whether that intelligence hath not all the reason to believe the existence of corporeal substances, represented by his ideas, and exciting them in his mind, that you can possibly have for believing the same thing? 

In short, our belief in a material world, existing in its own right outside us, is both groundless and pointless. Not only that, it is incoherent (Principles 4): 

It is indeed an opinion strangely prevailing amongst men, that houses, mountains, rivers, and in a word all sensible objects, have an existence, natural or real, distinct from their being perceived by the understanding… yet [this opinion involves] a manifest contradiction. For, what are the forementioned objects but the things we perceive by sense? And what do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations? And is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these, or any combination of them, should exist unperceived?
 

Locke begins by saying that our minds never know anything but their own ideas: “that which a man’s mind is applied about whilst thinking” is “the ideas that are there” in the man’s mind (Essay II.1). But he ends up saying that our minds can know a world that is not just our own ideas. Locke’s ending contradicts his beginning. 

Berkeley concludes that our ideas are not and cannot be what Locke thought they were—evidence of the existence of a physical world outside us which they represent. Rather, our ideas are evidence that there is a God who gives to each of us a series of perceptions. There is no more to my physical world than my series of perceptions, no more to your physical world than your series of perceptions, and no more to the “shared” physical world than God’s series of perceptions (Principles 1.25-26): 

We perceive a continual succession of ideas, some are anew excited, others are changed or totally disappear. There is therefore some cause of these ideas, whereon they depend, and which produces and changes them. This cause cannot be any quality or idea or combination of ideas... It must therefore be a substance; but it has been shewn that there is no corporeal or material substance: it remains therefore that the cause of ideas is an incorporeal active substance or Spirit. 

Berkeley cheerfully concedes that our experience is just as if there were a material world outside us. But, he tells us, the reason for this is not that there is such a world. It’s because God makes it look as if there is such a world. 

This means that Berkeley’s God is a deceiver. Berkeley’s view is that Descartes was right to worry about the “evil demon”—and failed mainly in not taking his worries far enough. If he had, suggests Berkeley, then Descartes would have seen that God is a “demon” all right, but a good demon. Berkeley’s God creates, for our benefit, a systematic illusion: the illusion that the physical world exists. For Berkeley too, we see all things in God.

Since Berkeley’s God is a benign deceiver, Berkeley faces the same objection as Malebranche. Berkeley’s system is not an alternative to scepticism; it is scepticism. Hume’s caustic comment on Malebranche applies equally well to Berkeley: this too is a fairy-land theory of knowledge. We should not adopt Berkeley’s theory either, until we are quite sure that no less fantastical alternative is available. 

Surely, then, soberer routes to knowledge have been found, so that today we need not echo Descartes’ and Locke’s appeals to God’s goodness, or Malebranche’s and Berkeley’s finesses of the sceptic? In Chapter 2 we will move on from the history of philosophy, and take our first look at some contemporary philosophy, to see what new ways of defeating scepticism and solving the problem of the inescapable self it has discovered. Especially since the beginning of the twentieth century, philosophy has grown exponentially, both in quantity and in quality. A huge amount of energy has been devoted to what Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) called “the scandal of philosophy”—the unsolved problem of scepticism. After so much attention, surely a better solution to the problem of the inescapable self, as a problem about knowledge, must be available by now? 
� For the Catholic idea that grace adds something extra to nature rather than replacing it, see Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1a2ae.109.2c: “Human nature is not altogether corrupted by sin, so as to be shorn of every natural good. Even in the state of corrupted nature it can, by virtue of its natural endowments, work some particular good.”


� For the Catholic idea that revealed knowledge supplements natural knowledge rather than replacing it, see Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1a2ae.109.1c: “Man does not need a new light added to his natural light, in order to know the truth in all things, but only in some that surpass his natural knowledge.” 


� T.S.Eliot, East Coker. Here Eliot has in mind what St John of the Cross (1542-1591) calls “the dark night of the soul”: the mediaeval mystics’ idea that God is most richly present in the deserts of his apparent absence. Descartes and Luther knew about this idea too. 


� St. Augustine proposes a very similar answer to the sceptic in de Libero Arbitrio II.3: Si fallor, sum, “If I am deceived, then I exist”. See also de Trinitate X.x.14-16; XV.xii.21; de Civitate Dei, XI.26. Arnauld points out the parallel in the Fourth set of Objections to the Meditations, CSM II.139. 


� CSM I: 130. Compare the dream in which the scientist Kekule discovered the shape of the benzene molecule, described in Asimov 1962.


� Strictly, Descartes offers two arguments to prove that God’s existence follows from the content of my clear and distinct idea of God. First, I could only have got an idea with that content from God himself (the “trademark argument”, Meditation 3). Second, my idea of God is an idea of an absolutely perfect being. But no being could be absolutely perfect without existing. So the content of my idea of God guarantees God’s actual existence (Descartes’ ontological argument, Meditation 5). 


� For more about foundationalism and coherentism, see Greco and Sosa 1999.


� Williamson 2000 Ch.4, “Anti-Luminosity”. Cp. Ayer’s metaphor of the “inner searchlight”: Ayer 1956: 20.


� Reid’s main works are his Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense (1764) and his Esssays on the Intellectual Powers of Man (1785). One of Reid’s main targets is  his contemporary and compatriot Hume. 


� For Locke’s distinction between simple and complex ideas, see Essay II.12.1. With Locke’s view that we can err in our complex but not in our simple ideas, cp. Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1a.85.6, who agrees. In the case of perception, Locke further distinguishes between simple ideas of primary qualities (which exist whether or not we perceive them) and of secondary qualities (which exist only when we perceive them). 


� Much else in Malebranche is wildly unorthodox, but his thesis that the ideas of all things are in God is main-line scholasticism (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1a.14.6): “God sees Himself in Himself, because He sees Himself through His essence; and He sees other things not in themselves, but in Himself, since His essence contains the similitude of things other than Himself.” Perhaps this means that Aquinas’ God is in a Matrix too. 


� Berkeley rejects the comparison with Malebranche. In the Third Edition of the Second Dialogue between Hylas and Philonous, Berkeley inserted a passage noting three differences between his own views and Malebranche’s. (1) Malebranche “builds on the most abstract general ideas, which I disclaim.” (2) “He asserts an absolute external world, which I deny.” (3) “He maintains that we are deceived by our senses, and know not the real natures of… extended beings… I hold the direct contrary.” As I shall argue, Berkeley misrepresents his own views here at least with respect to point (3).


� Berkeley’s thesis that “our ideas can only exist when they are perceived” means that there can be no thought without a thinker, and no perception without a perceiver. This is the claim that leads to the famous question whether the tree in the forest makes a sound when it falls with no one to hear it. (The question is not quite put this way by Berkeley himself, but see Turbayne 1954: 42.)
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