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4 Descartes on the Formal Reality,
Objective Reality, and Material

Falsity of Ideas

Realism through Constructivism?

Dermot Moran

From the standpoint of epistemology, Rene Descartes (1596-1650) is usu-

ally categorized as an indirect or representational realist in that he regards
reality (res, things) as apprehended through our representations (ideae,
ideas) and that What We immediately experience are our oWn conscious

states. On the other hand, Descartes is also often conceived to be a direct

realist in that ‘ideas’ are construed as being the actual ‘things represented’
(res representata) rather than the representings, and We have an immedi-

ate grasp of the essence of real entities through our ideas of them. It is not

exactly clear Where to locate Descartes’ realism. Furthermore, hoW exactly
does Descartes approach the issue of realism? How do ‘ideas’—immediate

conscious experiences—represent the real and hoW do they on occasion fail

to do so? In this paper I shall explicate the nature of Descartes’ realism by
examining his complex and subtle account of the failure of ideas to repre-

sent reality, Which he calls their ‘material falsity’: falsitas rnaterialis (CSM
2:30/AT 7:43). I regard this discussion as illuminating a very rich and sub-

tle account of mental and intentional content that Would not again receive

such a penetrating account until Edmund Husserl’s (2001) discussion in the

Logical Investigations. Descartes actually has quite a complex——andindeed

coherent—account of the manner in Which ideas present or display their

content and also intend their objects. He identifies intentional and ideal ele-

. ments or parts in conscious processes that need to be taken into account in

any epistemological characterization of hoW consciousness gains a foothold

in reality outside of it.

Descartes’ brief discussion of ‘materiallyfalse ideas’ in his Meditations

and Replies has attracted sustained attention from commentators in recent

decades} The general view is that Descartes’ exposition of the notion of

‘material falsity’ is interesting and subtle but confused, and various efforts

have been made to set him straight. Already in the seventeenth century, the

brilliant Jansenist theologian Antoine Arnauld (1616-1698) in his Fourth

Objections makes a number of telling criticisms of Descartes’ account, and

Descartes himself admitted to Mersenne in March 1641 that Arnaud “more

than anyone else, has entered into the sense of What I Wrote” (CSMK, 175/

AT 3:331). Indeed, in a still classic account, Catherine Wilson (1978, 115)
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claims that Descartes, in response to Antoine Arnauld’s probing questions,
significantlyalters his own position in the Meditations. She alleges that
Descartes shifts his position from saying that materially false ideas mislead
because they represent a “non-thingas a thing,”to saying that they mislead

becauseof their “obscurity.”On the whole, however, Wilson character-
izes Descartes’ response to Arnauld as “a model of confusion confounded”
(ibid., 110). Likewise, Lilli Alanen (1994a, 206) has argued that the doc-

trineof material falsity contradicts Descartes’ more usual account of truth
in judgments, thereby engendering more confusion than clarity? On the

otherhand, Norman Wells (1984, 26) argues that the confusion disappears
ifDescartes is read in the light of his Scholastic sources and especially Fran-

cisco Suarez’s Metaphysical Disputations. The key, he argues, is Descartes’
distinction between the truth and falsity of things and of ideas. For the
Scholastics, beings are ‘true’ in and of themselves. Cecilia Wee (2006) in her
recent book—lengthanalysis separates what she takes to be Descartes’ official
account, according to which an idea is true if it genuinely comes from and

accuratelyreflects its cause, from an alternative account, according to which

an ideais true if it represents something as objective reality—-thoughher
discussion perhaps over-complicates the picture (see De Rosa 2008).

.

Before commencing our own discussion we need to clarify some ambigui-
ties. Regrettably, there is widespread confusion about Descartes’ use of Latin
technical terms, such as formaliter, materialiter, objective and esse objecti-
vum (‘objectivebeing’;for a good explication, see Wells 2006). Some of this
confusion can be attributed to the varying usage found in Descartes’ Scho-
lastic sources (he claims to have remembered ‘only the Coimbrans, Toletus,
and Rubius’, AT 3:185 ),3 some to Descartes’ own-—quitetypical among
mathematicians—casual attitude towards language. But these terminologi-
cal confusions and inconsistencies should not be taken as indicating that
Descartes himself was confused. Rather I argue that Descartes is operating
with a complex——butoverall sound——conceptionof the phenomenological
and conceptual content of our experience.

Descartes acknowledges that an idea can be “obscured and confused”—
“because it contains some element of which we are ignorant” (CSM 2:105/

AT7:147). There are degrees of obscurity and clarity, confusion and dis-
tinctness (CSM 2:103/AT 7:145), and the obscurity and confusion of specific
ideas can be produced as the result of quite different causes.

Furthermore, Descartes speaks both of ideas considered ‘materially’
(materialiter) and of the ‘material falsity’(falsitas materialis) of ideas. These
notions are quite distinct. An idea considered ‘materially’is an idea consid-
ered as a mode of mind, i.e. as a temporal extended episode of thinking, a

modification of a thinking substance, a moment of conscious life——asdis-
tinct from an idea considered in its representative capacity, as something that
represents something else, or indeed the idea understood as the thing repre-
sented itself."' Some critics go further and claim———evenmore confusingly-
that Descartes actually identifies formaliter with materialiter. Thus, in his
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classic study, Etienne Gilson (1930, 203) identifies the idea understood

materialiter with the formal being of the idea. Descartes, however, when he

talks of ideas formaliter, usually means ideas taken in their representative
capacity, as representing something, or ideas as they are posited in acts of

judgment. In this sense, John Yolton (1981, 79, for instance, identifies the

notion of formaliter with the notion of the idea understood ‘objectively’
(objective); but this cannot be right——theformal and objective reality of
ideas are quite distinct although related notions. Context, however, is usu-

ally sufficient to grasp the sense in which Descartes is employing a particular
term. As is typical of a good communicator, he tends to reply to his critics

employing their own technical terms.

Before focusing on the problem of material falsity, Descartes’ overall posi-
tion on ideas needs to be outlined briefly.(For background texts, see Perler

and Haag 2010). As far as I can see, Descartes speaks of ideas in at least

five different ways: as (a) forms, (b) modes, (c) dispositions, (d) immediate

objects of the mind, and (e) images. He does not usually make explicit what

sense he intends and therefore one has to apprehend his intended sense con-

textually. As a first move, Descartes distinguishes between ideas as entities

or events in themselves, i.e. as ‘modes or manners of my thinking’ (modes ou

facons de ma pensée; AT 91:29) and in their representative function. Thus,
for instance, the Preface to the Reader (Praefatio ad lectorem) in the Second

Latin Edition of the Meditations Descartes concedes that his initial account

had been ambiguous with regard to the term ‘idea’:

. . . there is an ambiguity here in the word ‘idea’. Idea can be taken

materially [materialiter], as an operation of the intellect [pro operatione
intellectus] . . . Alternatively, it can be taken, objectively [objective], as

the thing represented [re . . . representata] by that operation; and this

thing, even if it is not regarded as existing outside the intellect, can still,
in virtue of its essence, be more perfect than me. (CSM 2:7/AT 7:8)

The ‘idea’ taken on its own (materialiter) is to be understood as a temporal
episode of ‘thinking’and as possessing intentional content. The idea, in this

sense, is a thinking episode in the broadest sense, a cogitatio. Metaphysi-
cally speaking it is a ‘mode’ (modus) of mind (which is a substance), i.e.

the manner in which the mind itself manifests itself in its temporal flow of

consciousness (think of a light bulb changing color). Descartes—and indeed

subsequent thinkers including Hume——tends to think of an act of thinking as

completely taking over the mind’s attention at the moment it is being enter-

tained; the mind is being ‘minded’ in a certain manner or mode. Descartes

also thinks of an idea as a form, usually in terms of its causal power or its

relation to its own cause. Ideas are forms in that they reflect their formal
cause. Descartes offers a very elaborate discussion of formal versus efficient

causes in reply to Arnaud in the Fourth Replies, and there he identifies for-

mal cause with essence. Since God’s essence and existence are not distinct,
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it is possible to say that God is formal cause of Himself and also efficient
cause of*Himself (see CSM 2:170/AT 7:243). The main principles Descartes
defends are articulated in the Second Replies: ‘whatever we perceive as being
in the objects of our ideas exists objectively in the ideas themselves’ and
‘whatever exists in the objects of our ideas in a way which exactly corre-

sponds to our perception of it is said to exist formally in those objects’ (CSM
2:114/AT 7:161).

Descartes thinks of an idea not just as a ‘mode’ of mind, but also as hav-
ing a certain representative ‘content’ for which he uses the Scholastic term

‘objectivereality’ (realitas objectiva) which in turn points to, or in some

sense represents some real or possible being (realitas formalis) beyond the
idea itself. As Descartes puts it, “nature has taught” him to think of ideas
as resembling the things they represent (CSM 2:26/AT 7:38). So, ideas do
not just refer to actualities but in the first instance to possibilities, possible
beings, essences capable of existing. The reality of some possible thing is

expressed by its essence which is reflected in its ‘objectivereality’.As Des-
cartes says in his Fifth Replies, “an idea represents the essence of a thing, and
if anything is added or taken away from the essence, then the idea automati-

cally becomes the idea of something else” (CSM 2:25 6/AT 7:371). Objec-
tive reality comes in degrees. There are degrees of ‘objectivebeing’—from
the lowest (materially false or materially empty) to the highest—the infinite
positive idea of God. Some ‘real’ entities also have, beyond their ‘possible
essence’ an actuality or existence as a result of being caused. Existence is

produced by the ‘formal reality’;Descartes is clear about this in answering
Arnauld, who wants existence to flow from the efficient cause alone (cf.
CSM 2:149/AT 7:212). For Descartes certain ideas (e.g. God) have an objec-
tive reality so great that it can be accounted for only by them also having
formal reality. Other ideas have objective reality but fail to have a formal
cause and even mislead in presenting the kind of objective reality they pos-
sess. These are ‘materiallyfalse’ ideas.

For most of our ideas, there is a strong tendency to think of their objects
as actually existing and also as being like the ideas of them. The assumption
of actuality and the assumption of resemblance permeate our experience of
our ideas. What Descartes is alluding to here is what Edmund Husserl calls
the ‘general thesis’ of ‘belief in being’ (Seinsglaube), which he character-
izes as the ‘basic belief’ (Urdoxa) that belongs to all perceptual acts. In the
‘natural attitude’, to invoke Husserl’s conception which very much suits the
naive outlook Descartes’ meditation is meant to challenge, there is a natural
instinct to accept our experience as of the real and as adequately reflecting
what reality is like. Descartes has exactly this understanding of the kinds of
ideas that are experienced by an embodied sensory being. We have a natural
if ‘blind impulse’: ex caeco aliquo impulsu (CSM 2:27/AT 7:40) to accept
our experiences in a realistway.

Descartes often discusses the idea in itself in terms of what causes it
or what it stands for in the outside world. Thus in a famous letter to Fr.
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Giboeuf of 19 January 1642, Descartes says in relation to ideas being made

inadequate by an act of abstraction from the intellect:

I am certain that I can have no knowledge of what is outside me except
by means of the ideas I have within me, and so I take great care not to

relate my judgments immediately to things, and not to attribute to things
anything positive which I do not first perceive in the ideas of them. But I

think also that whatever is to be found in the ideas is necessarily also to

be found in the things themselves. (CSMK, 201-2/AT 3:474)5

Ideas are what the mind primarily experiences. But we may also consider

ideas in different ways.

In Descartes’ convoluted language, when we consider an idea mate-

rialiter, we consider it metapbysically in terms of what it is, namely, as a

‘mode’ or ‘operationof the mind’ (operatio intellectus, AT 7:160; operation
de l’entendement, AT 9.1:124). An ‘operation’ in Scholastic terms must be

understood as the exercise of a power. A power, furthermore, must always
be located in and dependent on a substance. No idea, then, can be ‘greater’
than the substance in which it inheres and the power of an idea ultimately
depends on the substance in which it inheres. Substance underpins every-

thing else.

On the other hand, when Descartes considers an idea objective he is focused

on the ‘thing’(res) or object presented in and through this operation of the

mind (pro re per istam operationem repraesentata). This ‘object’,Descartes

adds, need not actually exist outside the mind (extra intellectum; CSM 2:7/

AT 7:8) but we are considering the thing in itself as given in the thought
(this formulation is admittedly ambiguous). Thinking of an idea objective
is thinking of that idea’s ‘objectivereality’,a concept introduced first——and

controversially since it violates Descartes’ own epocbé concerning importing
metaphysical doctrines—-—in the Third Meditation. At this point in the method-

ologicalself-scrutiny conducted in the Meditations, Descartes does not know

whether there exists anything ‘outside’ the mind, and yet he knows he has

ideas, because he experiences them immediately. He resolves to re—examine the

flow of ideas to see if he can learn something more about them. At this point he

introduces various taxonomies of idea (innate, adventitious, factitious; CSM

2:26/AT 7:37-38) based on how they appear to him and what their source

appears to be—-this is a phenomenological classification (e.g. some ideas seem

subject to the will, others appear even if I will them not to).
But just to complicate things Descartes has another use of materialiter.

He invokes this Scholastic term when he refers to ideas as capable of being
‘materiallyfalse’. According to Descartes, ideas scarcely (vix, a peine) ever

give material for error when they are considered in tbemselves (i.e. as modes
of thought) and are not referred to anything else (CSM 2:26/AT 7:37). But

they can be materially false as well as formally false. The distinction between

formal and material falsity is explained in Meditation Three:



72 Dermot Moran

For although as I have noted before, falsity in the strict sense, or for~
mal falsity [falsitatem proprie dictam, siz/e formalem], can occur only
in judgements, there is another kind of falsity, material falsity [falsitas
materialis], which occurs in ideas, when they represent non—thingsas

things [cum non rem tanquam rem representant]. 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 of heat
[priz/atio caloris] or heat the privation of cold, or whether both of them
are real qualities, or neither is. And since there can be no ideas which
are not as it were of things [nullae ideae nisi tanquam rerum], if it is true
that cold is nothing but the absence of heat, the idea which represents it
to me as something real and positive [idea quae milzi illud tanquam reale
quid 69‘positiz/um repraesentat] deserves to be called false; and the same

goes for other ideas of this kind. (CSM 2:30/AT 7:43)

Formal falsity occurs where a judgment fails to correspond with reality, the
res. Ideas on their own (as components of judgments) can be materially false
if they supply my mind with material which in itself is misleading (materia
errandi) and which will therefore mislead the unaided intellect or, on the
other hand, if their obscurity means that they do not intentionally guide
in the right direction. These are, as it were, naturally misleading ideas; we

instinctively take up ideas in certain ways. As Descartes puts it, somewhat
misleadingly, materially false ideas are ideas that ‘represent a non—thingas

a thing’ (non rem tanquam rem representant; AT 7:43). The French transla-
tion of the Meditations adds a gloss on the phrase that there can be no ideas
which are not ‘as it were of things’which states that “since ideas, being like
images, must in each case appear to us to represent something”(. . . les idées
étant commes des images, il n’y en peut at/oir aucune qui ne nous semble rep-
resenter quelque chose, CSM 2:30 n. 2/AT 9.1:34-5). Ideas-—as conscious
experiences——musthave some kind of phenomenologicallyapprehended
content; there is something it islilee to experience such an idea. Descartes also
says that materially false ideas “arise from nothing [a nil9ilo]——thatis, they
are in me only because of a deficiencyand lack of perfection in my nature”

(CSM 2:30/AT 7:44). To say they arise from ‘nothing’is not to violate the
Aristotelian maxim ex nibilo nihil fit, as is clear from his discussion with
Caterus in the First Replies. Descartes\means that the phenomenological
quality in the idea does not arise from something outside the mind. It is due
to the mind’s own sensuous character as an embodied mind. In his conversa-

tion with Burman, he is clear that the “bodyhas an obstructive effect on the
soul” (Cottingham 1976, 8/AT 5:150). Ideas———bothas acts and as appear—
ings of objects——-havea distinct phenomenological character. Experiences
have the character of appearing to be ‘about’ something (see Garcia 1999,
who claims Descartes is using a distinction between what an idea seems to

represent and what it actually does). Cold, for instance, is a distinctly posi-
tive feeling——Ican feel the coldness of my hand when I touch it to my face.
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The experience of cold is not——as Arnaud wants to suggest—theexperience
of a privation. That would be to understand what cold is ‘formally’,i.e. to

grasp its metaphysical nature, not materially. Cold, moreover, is not just a

qualitative sensory feeling, it has an intentional arrow (as it were) that seems

to point to some state of the world outside us. It tells us something (the air,
the room, my hand) is cold. This, for Descartes, is perfectly natural; but

precisely this natural intending must be resisted by the meditating scientist.

Furthermore, this ‘natural tendency’ emerges from my embodiment and is

ingrained since childhood and can be uncoupled or bracketed only by the

meditating activity of the scientific mind.

On the one hand, Descartes is acknowledging in his usual manner that
ideas are always representative or at least present themselves to us phenom»-
enologically as representative. Ideas seem to represent something; they are

‘as of’. Ideas in this sense are ‘like images’ (even if they are not all images)
in that they convey something beyond themselves to the mind, namely that

which they ‘picture’ or ‘image’ or, generally, represent. Now the question
arises whether certain kinds of ideas which, when analyzed logically (or
scientifically—-thescientific meaning of ‘cold’ for instance) turn out to be

‘non—things’or to arise from our ‘defective’ (i.e. embodied) nature, continue

to exercise a representative function. Does, for instance, the idea of phlogis~
ton continue to represent something even after it is shown to be an empty
idea (in chemistry)? Inaccurate ideas——as the pagan’s idea of God—-can stili

refer in a genuine way to their object. I can intend or mean something even

if I have an incorrect concept of what I intend. This referential function of

an idea beyond itself is crucial for Descartes’ argument for the existence or

God, but it isalso what can be misleading in the case of sensory ideas.

Descartes’ overall discussion revisits a debate found in late-thirteenth:
and fourteenth-century authors concerning the status of our thoughts of

‘nothing’or privations, of impossible beings, possible but non-actual beings
and so on. This discussion is taken up again in Arnaud’s analysis of the

idea of cold as a privation, and later, in the nineteenth century, by Bernard

Bolzano (1781-1848) and Hermann Lotze (1817-1881), and thereafter by
Franz Brentano and his followers (Meinong, Twardowski, I-Iusserl), as well

as by Frege and Russell. Indeed, Brentano’s student Kasimiercz Twardowski

(1866-1938) explicitly invokes Descartes’ account of material falsity in his

discussion of the possibility of Bolzanian ‘objectless presentations’. Thus

Twardowski comments:

The doctrine of true and false presentations as it still appears in Des

cartes and his successors remains incomprehensible without the presup-
position that to every presentation without exception there corresponds
an object. Every presentation, according to Descartes, presents some

thing as an object. Now, if this object exists, then the presentation is

materially true; if it does not exist, then the idea is materially false.

(Twardowski 1977, 23)
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Twardowski continues:

It is obviously Descartes’ view that, irrespective of whether the object
exists or not, it is always presented through the presentation. The ques-

tion is only whether there corresponds to this intentional existence of

the object in the presentation a true existence; and in presenting the

really existing objects as well as the merely intentionally existing objects
indiscriminately in the same way, the presentation easily leads to false

judgments, since one can be as inclined to believe that the merely inten-

tionally existing objects truly exist as that the really existing objects
exist. (Twardowski 1977, 23)

We thus find in Descartes a confirmation of our view that to every presenta-
tion there corresponds an object (‘Twardowski1977, 23-24).

Twardowski is enlisting Descartes in support of the Brentanian claim

that every presentation presents an object; in other words experiences are

essentially intentional. Twardowski thinks, however, that the mode of rela-

tion between the presentation (idea) and its object differs from the mode

of relation of a judgment to its object because in the case of the judgment
the ‘existence or non-existence of the object’ matters. Presentations, on the

other hand, merely present or are entertained, and their formal truth or

falsity is not immediately the issue; formal truth occurs only in judgments.
Ideas on their own are merely entertainings, musings, appearings, and do

not have judicative ‘force’; they are not animated by the act of judging, the

‘judgment stroke’. Certainly there are grounds for thinking that Descartes

also holds that truth and falsity are generated in and by the judgment. There

are many places where he says that strictly speaking the senses in and of

themselves do not mislead but only the judgments that are hastily made on

the basis of what is assumed to belong in the judging. The point is that, aside

from formal positings and negatings, there are certain experienced aspects
of our conscious episodes that have an intentional character, although their

intentional direction needs to be treated with suspicion.
In his Fourth Replies to Antoine Arnauld’s criticisms, Descartes admits

having entertained a worry that his usage of the term ‘materially false’ might
not be in conformity with what he calls the ‘standard philosophical usage’
(since he has never spent much time reading philosophical texts) but he is

reassured by finding the term ‘material’ used in precisely the same sense in

the very first author he went to consult, namely Suarez’s Metaphysical Dis-

putations, Part IX, Section 2, Number 4 (see CSM 2:164/AT 7:235). The

term materialiter is then admittedly ambiguous for Descartes: it can mean

the idea thought of as an operation or mode of the mind; or it can mean

the manner in which this idea presents its intentional object in a way that it

provides ‘material’ for error. The problem is this: In material falsity, what

exactly in the idea provides the material for error? Is it the mental act or

operation itself, the ‘ideating’?Or is the failure a failure of content, of what
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elsewhere is called the ‘objectivereality’of the idea? Here one must be care-

ful in supposing that the act and its content can be neatly distinguished. In

fact, the thinkingact is already contentful in a particular way. Thinking on

its own (independent of its content) has a phenomenologicalcharacter: there

is something it is like to imagine as opposed to remember, will, judge and

so on. But, to use Scholastic language, one can make a formal distinction

between the kinds of content involved in an act of thinking.
I believe that Descartes’ distinct uses of materialiter have confused almost

all the commentators, because a material falsity is false because of our way

of considering the idea objective not materialiter. Ideas considered materiali-

ter, on the other hand, would seem to be all ‘true’, at least in the one sense

that they really are mental occurrences appearing with an apparent phenom-

enological content that one’s mind is entertaining, no matter whether they

are perceptions, fantasies, or whatever. For this reason, in Meditation Three,
Descartes says that ideas considered in se are all the same: that is there IS no

inequality among them, and moreover they cannot as such be false:

Now as far as ideas are concerned, provided they are considered solely

in themselves [si sole in se spectentur] and I do not refer them to any-

thing else [nec ad aliad quid illas referam], they cannot strictly speaking
be false. (CSM 2:26/AT 7:37)

That is: they have the experiential character they have, and that is that. And

again:

Of course if I considered just the ideas themselves simply as modes of my

thought [at cogitationis meae qaosdam modos considerarem], without

referring them to anything else [nec ad qnidqaam aliad referrem], they

could scarcely give me any material for error [materiam errandi]. (CSM

2:26/AT 7:37)

Note here that Descartes does not say absolutely that ideas are never false

but only that ideas scarcely (vix) ever give rise to falsity. This at least allows

for the possibility that they may sometimes mislead——even within the man-
ner in which they are being experienced and bracketing here their referentiai
character. Normally, for an idea to mislead is for it to misrepresent in some

way. Material falsity, then, most have concluded, must relate to therepre:
sentative or objective side of ideas rather than to the act of thinkingitself.it

suggest instead that Descartes thinks literally of material falsity ‘as
a flawin

the sensory basis of the idea itself. Many of our sensorially experiencedideas

have a ‘natural’ flaw in their nature: we are led to feel them as having a char-

acter which more careful scrutiny might lead us to question. It is not

they do not continue to have the phenomenologicalcharacter of appearing

to be ‘real’ and referring to_ real things outside the experience, but precisely
that phenomenologicalcharacter is what is suspect.
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Considera phenomenon such as referred pain. One really does have an

experienceor presentation of a distinctly located pain, as being in the shoul-
der for

instance.But one can be told by the doctor (a doctor once told me

thatthe first thing one was taught in medical school was never believe the
patient) that this pain is actually ‘referred pain’—-itdoes not indicate dam-
age in the shoulder but rather, let us say, in the vertebrae of the neck. The
neck itselfmight separately be sore, and have its own phenomenologically
experiencedpain, but that manifests itself as a separate, unconnected event.

TheCartesianaccountof the apparent shoulder pain is of course that it is
a confusedidea.that does.not clearly and distinctlyrepresent its cause.

Iiut is it a materially false idea? Is there something inherently misleading
in the very concept of the very specific pain itself as felt in the shoulder?
With the concept of material falsity Descartes is trying to express something
more complex.than simply the usual contrast between the phenomenologi-
cal manifestationof the idea (with its quale and ‘content’) and its repre-

sentationalcharacter.There must be ‘somethingelse involved in material

falsity-—-thatis, that the peculiar qualitative character of the experience is
itself somehow ‘misleading’.Let us follow this thought further.

As we
saw, in hisreplyto Arnauld (which some consider a departure

fromthe Third .lVI€d1t3.t10l’1account), Descartes explains that material fal-
sity means‘providing material for falsity, that strictly speaking the falsity is
located

in judgment (AT 7:233—5 ). Is Descartes’ response to Arnauld merely
a rhetoricalconcession to Arnauld’s way of putting it, or is this account

consistentwith what he actually says in Meditation Three? In Meditation

Three,it IS unclear whether our ideas of sensible qualities “are ideas of real

thingsor of non-things”(CSM 2:30/AT 7:44); and in the French version,
this statement is expanded to include an explanation of ‘non—things’:

I do not know. . . whether the ideas of those qualities of which we are

aware are in factthe ideas of some real things, or whether they repre-
sent to me nothing but some chzmerical heings which cannot exist. (AT
91:34; my trans. and italics)5

Certain experiences have a phenomenological character which is confused
because the causal ‘source’ cannot be really determined. (Interestingly, Des-
cartes here uses the late Latin term author, AT 7:44 ll. 9-10, rather than
auctor.) In such cases, Descartes will conclude there is really no reason to

seek a source for these ideas heyond myself. In other words, my embodied
nature conveys experiences in a certain way which is due to my incarnation.
I experience cold as something really out there, but on higher reflection I
should rather regard it as a modality of my own incarnate being, for which

‘I’am the source, and I should uncouple the intentional thrust of the expe-
rience. Many of my conscious experiences really can be related to me as a

causalsource. The ego (as a substance), for Descartes, has sufficient formal
reality to be the formal or indeed eminent cause of anything which is ‘below’
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it on the chain of being. According to Meditation Three, for instance, the

notion of substance carries more objective reality, more content than that of

accidents or modes. Furthermore, within the category of substance, the idea

of an animal carries more objective reality than the idea of a stone. Let us

look further at this conception of formal reality.
In the Third Meditation, to articulate the special relation between the

idea of God and its cause, Descartes introduces what Suarez elsewhere calls
a ‘commonly found distinction’ (2/ulgaris distinctio) between formal and

objective reality. This distinction stems from Suarez and the Scotist tradition

(Dalbiez 1929; Cronin 1966; Wells 1990, 2006). Indeed, the French text of

the Meditations acknowledges this borrowing, adding a reference to “what

the philosophers call actual or formal reality” (cette réalité que les Philos-

ophes appellent actuelle ou formelle; CSM 2:28/AT 9:32). The Scotists used

a fine-grainedset of distinctions between objective reality, formal reality,
ideal being, and so on; see Kobusch (1987, 79-104), who traces the origin
of the discussion in Roger Bacon, Albertus, Siger of Brabant, Martin of

Dacia and others. Francisco Suarez (1548——-1617) made a similar distinction

between the objective and formal concepts, whereby the ‘formal concept’
refers to the form of the act of thinking itself and the ‘objectiveconcept’ to

the representative content of the thought. As Suarez writes in his Metaphysi-
cal Disputations (1597):

The objective concept (conceptus ohjectiz/us) is said to be the thing
(res) or ratio which is properly and immediately known or represented
through the formal concept, as for example, when we conceive of a

man, that act which we make in the mind in conceiving the man is

called the formal concept [conceptus formalis], whereas the man known

and represented by that act is called the objective concept [conceptus
ohjectiz/us].7

Many commentators have thought that these sets of distinctions made essen-

tially»the same discriminations. If ideas are forms of some kind, then speak-
ing of them as they actually are is to speak of them formally. However, this

is precisely what Descartes calls speaking of an idea materialiter, as we have

seen (and this is why Gilson identifies formaliter with materialiter); we are

picking out the immaterial ontological nature of the act of thinking. In the

‘Preface to the Reader’ and also in the Third Meditation, Descartes uses

materialiter to refer to ideas thought of in themselves without reference to

their objects. In the Replies to the Fourth Set of Objections Descartes con-

firms this way of speaking when he says:

Since ideas are forms of a kind [formae quaedam] and are not composed
of any matter [nex ex material ulla componantur], when we think of

them as representing something [quatenus aliquid repraesentant] we are

taking them not materially [materialiter] but formally [formaliter]. If
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however,we takethem,not as representing this or that, but simply as

operations of the intellect [operationes intellectus], then it could be said
that we were taking them materially,butin that case there would be no

reference to the truth or falsity of their objects. (CSM 2:163/AT 7:232)

It is clearthat referring to an idea as some kind of object, process or event in

itselfis to refer to it materialiter. In the Replies he says ‘formaliter’character-

izes the representative character of an idea: we are thinking of what the idea
is of, its intentional/object.

With respect to Etienne Gilson’s eminence in the field of mediaeval phi-
losophy, we must still ask whether formaliter and materialiter here mean the
same thing for Descartes? The majority of commentators have thought so,

butNormanWells (1990, 34 n. 3), in perhaps the most careful and erudite
discussion of the topic, argues that the material/formal distinction here is

quitedifferent from the objective reality/formal reality distinction in Medi-

tation Three. My own view is this: an idea considered as an activity which

modifiesthe mind, or as a mode in which the mind manifests itself to itself

consciously,is considered materialiter. When it is considered as representa-
tive, it is considered formally (what, confusingly, the ‘Preface to the Reader’

calls‘objective’,CSM 2:7/AT 7:8). Descartes is confusing the issue because
he is saying that ideas considered materially are forms of thinking, but to

speak of them as ‘forms’ is not to speak formally. When some idea is consid-
ered representatively in terms of what those forms are forms of (i.e. what is

objectifiedby the thinking) then the idea is considered ‘formally’or ‘objec-

tively’;hence the formal/objective distinction applies only when we consider
an idea in terms of the cause of its intentional object. Formally and materi-

ally are two ways of considering ideas which pick out the ambiguity of the

term, i.e. as both act and object. But now we appear to be identifying objec-

tive(as found in the Preface to the Reader, AT 7:8) and formaliter as found
in theReply to Arnauld (AT 7:231). However Descartes’ first proof for the
existence of God in Meditation Three turns on whether we can distinguish
between the objective and formal reality of an idea. Although considering
an idea formally and objectively means thinking of it epistemologically in

terms of the representative function or activity the idea possesses, neverthe-
less when we come to examine that representative function in detail we now

need to distinguish the objective and formal components as referring to two

ontologically distinct aspects of the representing process.8
Descartes himself offers an important formal definition of ‘objectivereal-

ity’ in his Second Replies:

Objective reality of an idea. By this I mean the being of the thing (enti-
tatem rei) which is represented by an idea (repraesentatae per ideam), in

so far as this exists in the idea (quatenus est in idea); . . . For what we

perceive as being in the objects of our ideas (in idearum objectis) exists

objectively (objective) in the ideas themselves. (CSM 2:113—4/AT 7:161)9
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This is a complex——andinitially confusing—definition,but at least he is clear

that objective reality refers to the idea in itself—-bracketedfrom its causal

source. In the First Objections, Fr. Caterus therefore denies that ‘objective

reality’in the mind is anything real possessing formal reality and hence not

anything requiring a causal explanation. Caterus denies that there is a ‘reai’

intentional object between the external thing and the mind. Thinking of

‘nothing’,for him, is not apprehending an object which is not itself nothing;
rather it is not thinking at all. Opposing him, Descartes adopts a Scotist stance

whereby the ‘objectivereality’of an idea is something whose content requires
a causal explanation. For Descartes, the thought of nothing is ‘not nothing’,

though it is of course ‘less perfect’than the thing itself (since it lacks forrna‘.

reality or else any formal reality it has it owes to its causal source). The objec-
tive reality on this account contains the properties and the ‘being’(entitas) of

the thing represented in the manner in which they are so represented. Thus,
for example, the objective reality of the idea of God contains the property

‘infinity’which is also a property of the infinite deity itself. Later Descartes

will get into a tangle as to whether the objective reality is an exact mirror

the object represented (the formal reality) or is just a signpost pointing to it

a certain way. Clearly, as he recognized, the finite mind cannot contain within

itself an idea that is itself actually infinite. The ego as a finite substance does

not have enough formal reality to be the source of a genuinely infinite idea.

But it can generate a finite idea of infinity (and this is Descartes’ fallback posi-

tion). A finite idea can have or somehow intend an infinite ‘objectivereality’
and indeed, in the case of the idea of God, it does just that.

In her now classic study Descartes, Margaret Wilson (1978, 106) inter-

prets material falsity as a falsity of ideas which “derives from their represen-

tative character.” She distinguishes between the representational character

of an idea and its objective reality. Wilson appears, then, to be in agreement

with Twardowski (1977, 107)——whomshe does not discuss——in holding that

Descartes’ idea is of a thing does not just concern existent things. The con-

cept of a res is wider than the notion of an existent thing, as we saw earlier.

A thing is a possible existent for Descartes. For instance, the Fifth Medita-

tion argument moves from demonstrating that entities with mathematic

properties are possible to the demonstration that they exist and also

they are actually as they are conceived to be. Wilson distinguishes an ide.a’s

‘of a thing’ status and its representative character:

‘)
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Consequently, the claim that an idea or thought is ‘of a thing (res)’
be distinguished both from the claim that it represents something that

fact exists, and from the claim that it has representational character.

idea may have representational character, yet fail, in the relevant sense,

to represent any thing. (Wilson 1978, 108)

Wilson (ibid.) wants to distinguish (a) the claim that an idea is of a thing, (b)
claim that it represents something that in fact exists, and (c) the claim that
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has ‘representational character’. Wilson’s tripartite distinction is not coher-
ent, nor is it supported by the text of Meditation Three. Wilson thinks that
something can have ‘representationalcharacter’ and yet fail to be ‘of a thing’.But it seems to me that to represent is to have something presented throughthe idea.10 Curiously,Wilson’s discussion in her book does not require this
tripartite classification. She does want to have ideas of a kind which are not
sufficientlyclear and distinct that we are able to tell whether they representanything real (where ‘real’ means possible). Something is real if it does not
contain a contradiction; everything conceived clearly and distinctly containsthe notion of possible existence (AT 7:1 16, 166). Wilson does not give a veryclear definition of the representational character of an idea, she simply uses it
as a rendering of Descartes ‘as if they were images of things’:

I will use the expression ‘representational character’ to designate that
feature of ideas by which they are ‘tanquam rerum imagines’. (Wilson
1978, 102-3)

Wilson also interprets this Latin phrase in a very specific way:

First, when Descartes says that ideas are ‘tanquam rerum imagines’ Ithink he is saying more than that thoughts have ‘objects’,accordingto which they are classified (as ideas of God, of beat, or cold, etc.). He
means also that ideas are received by the mind as if exhibiting to it vari-
ous things——oras if making things cognitively accessible. . . . Second,when Descartes speaks of ideas being ‘tanquam rerum imagines’, he
does not mean that every idea involves a mental picture with visual
properties: an idea, in other words, can purport to bring something into
cognitive ken without purporting to represent it visually. . . . I will use
the term ‘representational character’ to designate that feature by which
they are ‘tanquam rerum imagines’. (Wilson 1978, 102-3)

Here Wilson acknowledges that all ideas seem to be of something; ideas
have aboutness, as it were (cf. Shapiro 2012; Perler 1996). Yet she goes on
to give a very confused picture. Of course, ideas do not necessarily have to
have visual properties; we have representational ideas of smells and tones,for example, or of abstract entities. To smell an orange is not to have a qualeof a certain olfactory character combined with a visual representation of an

orange; this is a cartoon depiction of ideas. To my knowledge, Descartes
does not use the term imago to mean pictorial image in this way. Indeed, he
continues to employ the term ‘idea’ as terminus tecbnicus to refer to ‘forms
of perception’ in the divine mind in the traditional way. As he writes in the
Third Replies:

I used the word ‘idea’ because it was the standard philosophical term
[terminus tecbnicus] used to refer to the forms of perception belonging to
the divine mind [ad formas perceptionum mentis divinae significandas],
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even though we recognize that God does not possess any corporeal
imagination. (CSM 2:127/AT 7:181)

The term ‘idea’ does not include any reference to the imagination.
How should we understand the distinction between the being of a thing

and its having representational character? Wilson tries to employ her tripar-
tite distinction to sort out the puzzle of how there can be materially false
ideas. Wilson (1978, 105) uses the representational character of ideas to

explain the notion of ‘objectivereality’.Ideas exhibit to us different degrees
of objective reality. She states:

This account [of material falsity] forces us to recognize a distinction
between the representative character of an idea and its objective reality.
(Wilson 1978, 106)

It is not clear how she arrives at this conclusion and it makes no sense to
me. It is entirely unclear how the representational character of an idea can

be distinguished from its objective reality. Indeed there is no evidence that
Descartes makes anything like such a distinction. There is, rather, the dis-
tinction between the phenomenological experience of having the idea, the
conscious episode with the ‘natural’ intentional thrust, and the intentional
object which is intended in and through this conscious process.

According to Wilson, material falsity in sensory ideas is to be explained
by a gap between the objective reality of the idea and its representational
character. Sensations for Descartes, according to Wilson (1978, 111), “lack
objective reality, despite having representational character.” It is again not

clear what this means. Is the suggestion that sensory ideas apparently carry
content but actually do not refer? Wilson (1978, 112) suggests that Des~
cartes thinks of ‘objectivereality as something the idea ‘wears on its face’.
However, in the case of materially false ideas this does not hold and we can—

not infer from the objective reality of the idea to its formal cause. Here Wil-
son seems to mean by ‘representational character’ the connection between
the objective reality of an idea and its formal cause. The question is whether
an idea has in some sense to represent what causes it. John Searle (1983,
61) has claimed, for instance, that a perception is uniquely characterized
by representing its conditions of satisfaction, such that in seeing a yellow
station-wagon, I know that that seeing precisely involves that it is caused by
the presence of a yellow station wagon. Other philosophers of perception,
e.g. Edmund Husserl, deny that perception necessarily involves grasping a

causal connection. The question is, as Cecilia Wee puts it, whether an idea
has to both represent its cause in some way, and also be an adequate repre-
sentation of that cause. She writes:

. . an idea represents truly only if (1) the idea comes from the cause

from which it purports to come, and (2) the idea accurately represents
that cause. (Wee 2006, 39-40)

‘D
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For example, consider a toy that says “made in China” on it. Some of our
ideas——-whatDescartes calls our ‘adventitious’ ideas——comewith ‘made in
the outside world’ written on their faces, to use Wilson’s expression. Other
ideas could simply have written on them ‘possible candidates for extra-
mental existence’. In her discussion, Wee claims that the idea of the sun is
not materially false, although it is inaccurate. It is still an idea caused hy the
sun. Now, the idea of the sun is problematic because Descartes thinks we

operate with at least two different ideas of the sun. There is the commonsense
idea and the astror1omer’s idea, which, as we shall see, is a constructed idea.
Descartes’ argument in the Third Meditation will be that only in the case

of God is this testimony (what is as it were written on the face of the idea, to
use Wilson’s locution) incontrovertible. Only ‘God’ is an idea which in and
of itself is most true (AT 7:46), although in a certain sense not even chimeras
are false in themselves (Meditation Three and Letter to Clerselier 23 April
1649, CSMK 376/AT 5:354).

Norman Wells (1984, 27-8) sees the problem as one of distinguishingbetween representing a true or false object and the notion of representing
falsely. Wells is right to remind us that Descartes follows tradition in think-
ing of entities themselves as true in so far as they have being (‘truth consists
in being’;Letter to Clerselier 23 April 1649, CSMK 377/AT 5:356) and that
falsity and deception are rooted in non-being, in defect. In other words,
in this special ontological sense not just judgments but things may be said
to be ‘true’. Thus in Meditation Three the idea of God considered in itself
is considered to be most true. What these true ideas ‘represent’, ‘exhibit’
(exhihet, AT 7:42 1. 30, 46 l. 14), or ‘contain’ (contineat, AT 7:46 1. 9) is
something stable and immutable (a true essence, genuine entia). As Lilli
Alanen (1994a, 208) remarks, the ‘objective’truth of an idea is wedded to its
objective reality and to the clarity and distinctness with which that objective
reality is conceived. But the formal truth of the idea consists in its accurately
representing its cause and conveying accurately the qualities of that cause as
qualities contained in the objective reality of the idea.

From Suarez Descartes took the idea that an idea in and of itself cannot
be false. In a sense whatever is given in simplex apprehensio must be true.

Simple apprehension simply conforms to its object as Suarez says (Disputa-
tiones Metaphysicae):

It is impossible that a concept of the mind be given which does not have
something which represents the proper object; therefore, if it is com-

pared to something else, it is not possible for it not to be a true concep-
tion of such an object since it necessarily is of it and represents it nor

can it represent it naturally, if not intentionally and conforming to it, it
is therefore true, since truth is nothing other than conformity of intellect
to the thing. (Disputationes Metaphysicae 8,3,3; 25 :284)“

To have an idea is to have something represented to one and this involves
some kind of conformity with what is represented. This is the basis of both
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Suarez’s and Descartes’ thinking on this subject. Ideas taken in themselves
cannot strictly speaking be false. When I imagine a goat or a chimera I have
a genuine object before my thought even if it does not exist; only in the case

of God is an essential judgment also an existential judgement.
We cannot misapprehend at the level of simplex apprehensio, as Des-

cartes emphasizes in reply to Gassendi (CSM 2:260/AT 7:378) and in his let-
ter to Hyperaspistes August 1641: “falsehood is never apprehended as truth
and those who deny that we have an idea of God do not really apprehend
this even though perhaps they affirm it, believe it and argue for it” (CSMK
195/AT 3:432). Descartes here clearly is making use of the notion of appre-
hension as distinct from what we actually conceive or think.

What precisely is in the objective reality of an idea? The problem is

whether the ‘objective reality’ of the idea is the total ‘content’ of the idea;
i.e., whether it actually possesses all the properties in the idea or whetherthe
objective reality is a subjective phenomenal appearance which gives us just
an aspect or profile, an Ahschattung of the object, to use Husserl’s terms.

Is it the ideal essence of the object, or just those qualities we are currently
able to think in the object? If I am thinking of ‘gold’,is the objective reality
of that idea that it is yellow, heavy, precious, shiny metal, or is it the chemi-
cal composition, its place in the table of elements, and so on? Twardowski

attempts to distinguish between properties of the object and properties of

the content of my thought and with Descartes we must do likewise (and
Malebranche makes this problem acute).

This question becomes crucial in regard to the argument for the existence

of God. Because if the objective reality does not guarantee a firm toe—hold

from which to argue to the need for a formal reality as the sole cause of that
objective reality, then the whole notion of the objective reality of the idea
becomes fraught with difficulty.It becomes unreliable in precisely the way in

which Brentano’s ambiguous understanding of content became unreliable as

between the psychical occurrence and the ideal signification,to use I-Iusserl’s

(1994, 388-395) terminology in his criticism of Twardowski.

Let us leave aside for the moment the question of the objective reality of

the idea of God and concentrate on those ideas which Descartes acknowl-

edges can be materially false, ideas of sense and ideas of privative andnega-
tive concepts (but not the ideas of infinite objects, which are positive for

Descartes). Are sensory ideas intrinsically deceptive? Or are they merely
deceptive because of some extrinsic context in which we normally find them

embedded?

According to Descartes we assume two things when we have sensory
ideas: that they come adventitiously from outside (AT 7:38, 91:30), and

that they resemble qualities in the objects which cause them (AT 7:38). He

is vehement in denying the second claim all through his life, from his early
works to the Principles.

In his Conversation with Burman Descartes returns to the idea of the

falsity of ideas (AT 5:152). He is challenged with the objection that there

is no error within ideas considered in themselves but only in so far as they


