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Despite the universal recognition of Descartes' philosophical genius, the 

commentarors of his works have been highly critical of his metaphysics. To 
Erienne Gilson "the metaphysics of Descartes had largely been a clumsy 
overhauling of scholastic metaphysics. "2 In Being and Some Philosophers, one 
of die most important books on metaphysics produced in this century, Gilson 
devored hardly more rhan a few pages to Descartes' metaphysics, finding in 
ir "somerhing amateurish. "J The judgment of Marrin Heidegger is no more 
favorable. In discussing the question of Being, Heidegger writes, "Descartes 
is always far behind the Schoolmen."4 The quesrion of whether Descartes' 
meraphysical sophisricarion marches char of the Scholasrics'-whose mera­
physics was a yardstick of philosophical refinement both lO Gilson and 
Heidegger-is, however, additionally obstructed by the fact char Descartes 
never laid our his meraphysics in a sysremaric fashion. Whar we find in rhe 
Meditations, is a jumble of meraphysical terms. As one of Descartes' recenc 
commentators remarked: 

Descartes in die Medi1111iom never asks nor discusses 1he quesrion. whar is being. or 
subscancc. or essence. Norhing approaching a clefini1ion is found of 1hcsc 1erms . . . .  
Docs he ucilize the mciaphysical rerminology of rhe 1r>di1ion unaware o[ or uncon­
cerned with, the precision wirh which its issues and implications had been 1rcared in 
the 1radirion? Or does he employ it as an ,ul hominem concession to rhc regnant schobs­
ticism of the day? In Discourse [ (para. 2) he inrroduces the reader 10 his use of schobsric 

1 An earlier version of this text has been read by Jean-Luc Marion and Lcszek Kolakowski. 
I am graccfol for their sugges1ions. 

' God tlnd Philosophy, Powell Lccrures on Philosophy at Indiana Universiry (New Haven. 
1941) xiv. 

) Being tlnd Some l'hiloiophers (Toron10, 1952) I I 3. 
' Martin Heidegger, Being tlnd Time, rr>ns. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (San 

Francisco, 1962) 120. 
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168 ZBIGNIEW JANOWSKI 

language by employing rhe terms "forms or narures," "accidenrs," "individuals," and 
"species" . . . .  We find thar in the .Medirations he uses lirde or no traditional terminology 
until in Meditations III he addresses himself ro the firsr part of his apologetic intention, 
the proof that God exists. Abrnpdy a group of scholastic terms is inrroduced, scarcely 
defined and devoid of supporting explanation-"objecrive rcaliry," "formal or actual 
realiry," "eminent realiry" . . . .  "Essence" is never defined in any Cartesian publicl!ion: 
what meaning employed by what philosopher of the tm.dition should u•e foll back on?'> 

Particularly irritating is the reading of the Fourth Meditation, in which 
Descartes is working out the theory of nature and origin of falsity. He uses a 
number of rraditional metaphysical notions wirhout taking the trouble, how­
ever, to state precisely rhe meaning of any of rhem. Erienne Gilson, who 
devoted several hundred pages of his La Liberti chez Descartes et la theologit 
( 1 9 13) to investigating the sources of Descartes' philosophy, unable to pre­
cisely pinpoint them, came to the conclusion that "the whole Fourth Medi­
tation is a web of borrowings from the rheology of St. Thomas and that of 
the Oratory. Ir will not be an exaggeration to say rhat it contains nothing 
original . . . .  "" Cartesian scholars by and large have accepted Gilson's conclu­
sion, and no attempt to reconsider it ever since has been undertaken.7 The 
goal of this article is to reopen the question concerning rhe sources of 
Descartes' metaphysics in the Fourth Meditation. 

Unlike God, who on account of His absolute omnipotence enjoys che 
"freedom of indifference," man, according to Descartes, finds all the norms 
of the true and the good already established by God. Hence Descartes infers 
chat man's freedom lies in directing his judgments in accordance wich these 
norms and pursuing a clearly known good (AT VII, 432-33; CSM II, 291-
92).8 In  the Fourth Meditation-in which Descartes' considerations abouc 
the nature of rruth and falsity are intricately linked with those on the narure 

of human freedom-Descartes remarks chat che freedom of indifference 

(libertas indiffirentia), which is the essence of Divine freedom, in man is "the 

s Richard Kcnningron, "The 'Teaching of Nature' in Descartes' Soul Docrrine," The Reviru· 
of Af�taphysics 26 ( 1 972): 9 1 -93; emphasis mine. 

" Etie;rnc Gilson, la fibertl chez Descrmes et lt1 thlologie (Paris, 1913)  44 l ;  emphasis min(. 
- The only worthy atrempr to link Descarres' considerarion in the Fourth Mediration to 

Augus1ine's writings is Stephen Menn's "Descartes, Augustine. and the Srarus of Faith:' in 

Studies in Seventeenth-Century European Philosophy, ed. M.A. Stuart (Oxford, 1997) esp. 6-JS. 

• References to Descanes' works arc to: Charles Adam and Paul Tannery (eds.), Oe11vm dt 
Descanes, 2nd edirion, 1 1  vols. (Paris, 1 974-86), This is abbreviated to AT. References ro the 

English edirion are to John Cottingham, Roben Sroorhoft; Dugald Mardoch, and Ai1tl1
'.
"1

.
v 

Kenny (eds.), The Philosophiral W.·irings of Descartes, 3 vols. (Cambridge, 1984-95), Tins " 

abbreviated ro CSM, with the exception of volume III, which is abbreviated to CSMK. 
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lowesr degree of freedom" (infimus gradus !ibertat is),9 and cestifies only to "a 

Jeftct in cognition, or ro some negation" (tanrummodo in cogitatione defec­

rum. sive negationem quandam, testatur). When the will has no more reason 

10 incline irself in one direction rather than another, it becomes indifferent 
and "ic easily turns aside from what is true and good, and this is the source of 

my error and sin" (AT VII, 58; CSM II, 40-41). 
Whence error? 

In chis incorrect use of the libemm arbitrium is to be found that privation which consri­
!UICS rhe essence of error. The privation, I say, lies in the operation of [the will) itself in 
so for as it proceeds fi'om me, bur nor in rhe fuculry of will [the libemm arbih·i11m.J which 
I received from God, nor even in its operation, in so far as it depends on Him. (AT VJJ. 
60; CSM II, 4 1 )  

The crucial term in rhe above passage is  che personal pronoun me-privatio 
. . .  quatenus a me procedit; privation . . .  in so for as it proceeds .ft-om me-the 
meaning of which Descartes explains in the following way: 

I fond d1a1 I possess not only a real and positive idea of God, or of a being that is 
supremely perfect (entis summe perftcu), but also whar may be described as a negative 
idea of norhingness (nihili . . .  11egativam q11a11dam ideam mihi obvervari), or of that 
which is fanhes1 removed from all perfection. I realize 1har I am, as it were, a middle 
something between God and nothingness, or between the highest being and nonbeing 
(tanquam medium quid inter Dmm & nihi/, sive inter mmmwn ms & non ms ita esse 
comti111N1m): mv narure is such that in so for as 1 was created by rhe highest being, there 
is surely nothing in me ro en•ble me to go wrong or lead me astray; bur in so far as I also 
parricip.ue in norhingness or non-being, rhar is, in so far as I am nor myself the highest 
being himself (sed quatenus etiam quodammodo de nihilo, sive de non eme, participio, hoc 
esr q1111tenus non sum ipse s11111m11111 ens) and am lacking in coundess respects, it is no 
wonder that I would be deceived. (AT Vil, 54; CSM II, JS) 

Let us briefly reicerace che main points of Descarces' account. I )  In creat­
ing man, God endowed him with liberum arbitrium. 2) Error is not some­
ching positive or real (non esse quid rea!e), chat is, it does noc require a posi­
tive force on che part of God, bur rather it is only a lack, a privation (privatio) 
or a defect (tantummod<J esse defectum). 3) le arises from che incorrect use of 
the !iberum arbitrium. To explain how this incorrect use of the !iberum arbi­
trium comes abouc-and this is the real crux of Descartes' argument in the 
Fourth Medication 10-Descarces draws on che difference between rhe respec­
tive natures of God and man. While God is "rhe most perfect being" (ens 
summe pe1fectum) or "the highest being" (summum ens) , man is "a middle 

'' AT VII, 58; CSM II, 40. Cf. Leibniz, Theodicee 33-53. 
1° Cf. Gilson, La libenl chez Descartes 2 1 1-35. 
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something" (tanquam medium) between God and nothing, or, as Descancs 
puts it in yet another way, between the highest being and non-being (medium 
quid inter Deum et nihil, sive inter summum ens & non ens ita esse constitur11m). 
Furthermore, insofar as man participates in nothingness (nihi/) or in non­
being (non ens) he is subject to error. 

Although Descartes' only goal in this passage is to explain the meaning of 
the single personal pronoun me, he resorts to a battery of metaphysical terms: 
"being" and "non-being," "privation" and "negation," "participation," "highest 
being." None of these terms, strangely enough, he explains. Descartes says 
neither what privation or negation are1 1  (we are told that error is privation 
bur we are not told a privation of what); nor in what way man "participates• 
in non-being; nor what it means that God is che "highest being;" and, last 
bur not least, how the fact chat man is not che "highest being" (summum ens) 
or the "most perfect Being" (Ens summe perfect11m) accounrs for man's being 
subject to deception. 

The statemenr, "in so far as I am not God, it is not very surprising that I 
would be deceived," is far from clear. If we rake it at face value, it expl.iiru 
literally nothing, or it yields a tautology: if co be infallible means ro be per· 
feet, and only che highest being is perfect, and man is not the highest being. 
therefore non mirum est rhat man is subject to deception. Only with che 
greatest of difficulty can we ascribe to Descartes' staremenr any explanatory 
power. Needless co say, if char is what Descartes is really saying, che argu­
menr instead of vindicating God's goodness and omnipotence leads Descancs 
back to rhe very problem he was artempcing to overcome, namely, that God 
might be responsible for error: either God has not conferred on man some­
thing which could keep him from deception, 12 in which case His bcnc:vo­

lence is at scake; or God could not create human nature in such a way char 
man could avoid error, in which case His omnipocence is at srake. 

We should not, however, suspect Descartes of committing such an ap­
parent logical blunder. If his account raises problems, these concern. first 

and foremost, his undemanding of God. We are cold chat God is che mflll 
pe1fect Being (Ens summe pe1fectum), buc what exactly is this Ens sumN 
pe1.fectum? ls the Ens summe perfectum (the most perfect being) the same as 
summum ens (the highest being; another expression used in the same pas-

I I  C( Principles of Philosopl�y I. 31. and Dcscancs' leucr 10 Rcgius, 24 May. 164 _<AT m 
65). According 10 L. J. Beck ( The MetllphJ•;ics of Descllrtt'$: A S11u/y• of the Medillltions 1�.eo.IJ'O"• 
1 979] 205, footnote I ) ,  Dcscancs is using here "privation" in Aris1ode's sense of s1ercsis � 
deprivation. Cf the quo1>tion from Suarez cited by Gilson in his Index Scho!llStico-CJrtt>llfl 
(245): "nam privatio dici1 caren1ia111 in s11bjec10 ap10 1uco." . . . VII " In a shon passage in 1hc Founh Meditation Descarrcs considers such a poss1bili1r: AT 

6 1 :  CSM II, 42. 
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AUGUSTINIAN SOURCES OF CARTESIAN METAPHYSICS 1 7 1  

sage),  or, perhaps, Ens summe peifectum means just Ens (being)? But i f  so, 

why is Descartes using the expression Ens summe pe1fectum (the mosc perfecc 

being) or summum ens (the highest being) rather than simply Ens (being)? 

Possibly, co suggest another line of interpretation, the two terms-the high­
est being and the most perfect being-should be taken co mean a being 
(Ens) which possesses certain attributes which man does not possess. The 
rwo definitions of God which Descartes offers in the Third Meditation might 

support such an interpretation. 
The first reads: "a God sovereign, eternal, infinite, immutable, all know­

ing, all powerful, and universal creator of all things" ( ilia [idea] per quam 
mmmum aliquem Deum, aeternum, infinitum, omniscium, omnipotentem, 

remmque omnium, quae praeter ipsum sunt creatorem intelligo AT VII, 40; 
CSM II ,  28). 

The second reads: "By the name God I understand a substance infinite, 
ecernal, immutable, all knowing, all powerful, and by which I myself and all 
other things (if it is true that any such exist) have been created and pro­
duced" (Dei nomine intelligo substantiam quandam infinitam, independentem, 
mmme intelligentem, summe potentem, et a qua tum ego ipse, tum aliud omne 
si q11id aliud extat, quodcumque extat, est creatum AT VII, 45; CSM II, 3 1 ). 

We could interpret the expression Ens summe pe1fectum to imply rhe ex­
istence of a hierarchy of "beings" or "substances" of which God is the most 
perfect. The difference between the highest Being (God) and lesser beings 
(like man) would lie in that the highest Being possesses certain attributes 
(infinity, eternity, ecc.) which the laner do nor possess. By placing God on 
the cop of the ladder of beings, the equation between God as Ens in the 
Fourth Meditation and God as Substantia in the Third Medication is rather 
unproblematic: God as Substantia would be the highesc Being in the sense of 
being a unique bearer of certain anribuces. Thus, the problem of the mutual 
translatability of these two definitions of God as "Being" and "Substance" 
disappears. 13 

This reading is nor free of difficulties, however. Even if God-as che only 
bearer of some attributes-were, so to speak, the only genus of His species, 
He would still be the highest being amongst other beings. Accordingly, God 
is a being which possesses certain attributes which man does not-but both 
God and man are essentially beings. The problem with this interpretation is 
char it makes the difference benveen God and other beings "quantitative" 

•J For a very instruccive and erudite discussion of different problems wich Descartes' defini-
1ion of God see Jean-Luc Marion, "The Essential Incoherence of Descartes' Definicion of Di­
vinity," in Amelie Oksenberg Rorc:y (ed.), Estnys 011 Demmes' Meditariom (Berkeley, 1986) 297-
338. 
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rather than "qualitative." Descartes could defend himself against this accu­
sation by saying that God is a unique being nor only because He possesses 
certain attributes which other beings do not possess, bur because no other 
beings can possess them. Be chac as it may, chis argument is exposed to a 
simple objection: as ir is in the narure of man not to be, say, eternal or 
omnipotent, etc., it is not in the narure of God to possess the attributes 
which are proper for "lower" beings; the fact that God is the only such a 
being who is eternal, immutable, etc., whereas there are many beings such as 
man, does not matter since boch man and God are essentially beings. Thus 
God's "uniqueness" in the sense chat only He is, e.g., immutable, eternal, 
etc. is insufficient to account for God's being the highest Being. 

II  
It  needs to be noted, however, chat the problem which we just addressed 

is not peculiar co Descartes' accoum, bur has always been one of rhe most 
essential questions of Christian metaphysics and Descartes' is only one more 
expression of rhe perennial problem of finding an adequate definition of 
Being. The rerm Ens or Essentia has a long history and was coined because 
the term substantia-which implies chat ir "underlies" attributes, while God's 
attributes are nor accidents properly speaking-was always rhoughr to be 
insufficient for defining God's essence. To Sc. Augustine, who to a large 
extent is the true author of rhe definition of God as Essentia, "God is improp­
erly called substance and better usage requires chat He be understood as 
essence, which He is truly and properly called." To this Sc. Augustine adds: 
"perhaps God alone should be called essence. For He alone truly is immut.l­
ble."14 In ocher words, only chat which is immutable really is, and only that 

" De Trinirate Vil, 4-5; 9-10: "For jusr as essence receives its name from being [csse], so 
subsrancc is derived from subsisring. Bur ir is absurd ro give a rel.uivc meaning ro the word 
subsrance, for everything subsisrs in respccr ro itself; how m11d1 more God? If, indeed, ii is 

fining to speak of God as subsisring! For ro subsisr is righrly applied to ihose rhings to which 

che qualities, which need anorhcr being in order ro be able ro be, ding for supporr, as rhe color 
or form of 1 he body . . . .  Therefore, things char arc changeable and nor simple arc properly callrd 
subsiances. But if God subsis1s, so rhar He 1113y be properly cJllcd a subsiancc, 1hen thcic is 

somcrhing in Him as ii were in a subjccr, and He is no longer simple; His being. accorJingh·. 
would nor be one and rhc same wirh rhe ocher qu.1lirics rhat arc predicated of Him in respect io 
Himself, as for example, ro be grcar, omniporenr, good, and any orher arrributes of rhis kind 

rhar are nor unliuingly said of God. Bur it is wrong co assen char God subsists and is the subj...:t 

of His own goodness, and rhar goodness is not a substance, or rarher noi an essence, ihJr God 
Himself is nor His own goodness, and thar it inheres in Him as in its subject. Ir is, therefore. 

obvious ihar God is improperly called a subsrancc. The more usual name is essence, which lie 

H . 1h· is rruly and properly called, so rhat perhaps God alone should be called essence. For e is r n .  · 
alone, because He is unchangeable." Cited after Vernon Bourke, A11gu.stine't Vieru of ReJltt:/ 
(Villanov.1 Univcrsi1y, 1 963) 9 J-92. Cf De Ti·initate VII. 5. IO; Ct: Enm: in h CXXJ. J. 6; _I>< 
Ti·init.ae VII. 4. 7-8. Bourke's book coma ins an exccllem essay on Sr. Augustine's meraphp•CS-
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which is can be properly called Essentia. Thus God as Essentia or Ens (the 

l.ircer term, used by Descartes, was a Scholastic invention unknown ro Sr. 

Augusrine15) signifies, first and foremost, that which is or exists. Thus, God's 

essence is che act of existence. 

Since only in God are essence and existence one and the same rhing, 

Descartes' expression Ens summe perfectum might suggest char che summe 
perfectum (the most perfect) adds something to Ens (Being), implying, there­

fore, that there are either grades of existence or thar existence in equal degree 
belongs to the essence of creatures as it does co God, bur then, rhe creatures 
would exist necessarily as God does. Another complication with the defini­
tion of God as ens summe perfectum is that the very notion of the "higher" 
and the "lower," "more perfect" and "less perfect," presupposes a scale, a 
measuremenc by means of which one could estimate the position of a given 
being on the ladder of beings. But such a measurement would need to be 
independent of God. Descartes' doctrine of the eternal truths, according to 
which God is che creator of all possible norms, and subject to none (other­
wise, as Descartes says, God would be like a Jupiter subject to rhe Faces or 
rhe Sryx), precludes the possibiliry of the existence of such a scale. Thus rhe 
"quantitative" incerpretation runs councer both to the traditional understand­
ing of Ens as existence, which Descartes accepted, 10 and to his own doctrine 
of divine omnipotence which he formulated as the doctrine of the eternal 
truths. Accordingly, the summe perfectum is, it seems, merely a superfluous 
addition to Ens and we should therefore rake Descartes' Ens summe perfectum 
co mean a unique being not only in the sense chat God possesses certain 
attributes which only rhe highest being can possess, but in the sense that only 
God is Ens, properly speaking. However, co say chis implies chat man can be 
called ens only "improperly" or conditionally. 

Before we discuss this problem, lee us first ask what it is about the idea of 
God as Being (Ens) chat made Descartes use it in the Fourth Medication 
rather than Substance (Substantia). Descartes' goal in the Fourth Meditation 
is co explain how error comes about. In contradistinction to Subsftlntia, which 
defines God through His attributes, the notion of Ens (Being) allows Descartes 
to construct the notion of non-being which Descartes needs for the inter­
pretation of error as privation, and which in turn he needs to explain in what 

I) On the devdopmenr of this notion see Etienne Gilson, "Notes sur le voc.1b11laire de 
I' et re," Mediaeval S111dies VII ( 1946): 150-158. Cf: J. Owens, Being in rhe Ari<rotelian Meta­
physics (Toronto, 1951)  65-74. 

16 In the Fifth Meditation (AT VII, 68: CSM II, 47) Desc.1rces states: "First of all, there is 
the face that, apart from God, there is nodiing else of which I am capable of thinking such chat 
existence [necessarily-reads the French version] belongs ro its essence." 
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sense error proceeds from me. While error as privation is unintelligible with­
out knowing what it is privation of, the definition of man as a "middle some­
ching" between Being and non-being is equally unintelligible without con­
structing che idea of non-being. Descartes' theory of error as privation of 
being is of course nothing but a projection into the field of epistemology of 
the well-known Augusrinian idea of evil as privation of being. 

Let us make a short digression here. In "epistemologizing" the Auguscin­
ian cheory of evil, Descarces, like St. Auguscine, can easily exonerate God 
from che responsibility for man's going wrong. However, in so doing he will 
inherit all rhe problems of Augustinian theology. Insofar as Cartesian meta­
physics is in fact a "secularized" version of Christian rheology, Descartes 
muse find room in his purely "rational" philosophy for the Christian notion 
of Original Sin.17 

Up co this point Descartes' cheological-epistemology is a description of 
the formal conditions, or nature, of error. What needs co be further ex­
plained is the cause of error: char is, why man goes wrong. Descartes' discus­
sion is very scanty and in fact does not go much beyond rhe two passages we 
quoted earlier: the absence of clear and disrincc ideas causes rhe will's "imlif­
ference" and then it "cums itself aside from rruch and goodness." This is 
essentially all Descartes has to say. The lack of an extensive discussion makes 
the Fourth Meditation almost unintelligible, co chc point char Descartes' 
most fundamental question-whence error and how does it come abour?­
seems co be hanging in che air. Gilson's conclusion abouc rhe ''kaleidoscopic 
character" of Descarres' theory of error coupled with the almost complete 
absence of studies of che Fourrh Medication18 indeed implies char Descartes 

had no coherent explanation of che origin of error. Tempting as chis explana­
tion seems co be, it is rather incredible. 

,- On the place of the conception of Original Sin in Canesian epistemology. see my C.1,,,. 
sian Theodicy. Demmd Q1wsr for Certitude, International Archives of the History of ldeJS 168 

(Dordrecht, 2000) 137-40. 
" In the most recent smdy of the A/edirarions, Descanes: An A11alyrical mid Hisroricitl ,,,,,.. 

d11ctio11 (Oxford, l 99J) by Georges Dicker. which �spires ro be a systematic exposition of � 

Jt,,/edi111tions, the Fourth Meditation is completely left out. However, when rhe merapln-s1� . 
the Fourth Meditation is discussed, especially among English speaking comment3tors. 11; 
often ft11l of errors. L.J. Beck in his study of the Meditation.< ( Tl11· Metapl�ysics of De>tJrtn: 

J 
Srud_y of the Med

'.
tar'.om [Greei

.
1
.
":00<! Press. 1979 ed.] 20.8), wh�n �iscussing the '.ner3�l::::s.., 

the Fourth Meduatton sraces 1 he narural tendency of the will is towards the good ut1 
'true.'" This claim is consistent n�ither with theological docrrincs in the sevcnreenrh cen• 

nor with Descartes' own sracemems. See note 26 (below). 
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III  

On 21  April I 64 1 ,  Descartes wrote to his friend Mersenne: 

I wrorc [in rhc Fourrh Medirarion] thar indifference in our c.1se is rather a ddecc than a 
perfcaion of freedom; but ir does nor follow rhar rhc same is the case wirh God. Nev­
errhdcss, I do nor know rhar it is 'an :u-riclc offoii:h' ro believe diai: he is indifferent. and 
I feel confident rhar Farhcr Gibieuf will defend my position well on rhis marrer: for I 
wrote not/ling, which is not in accord with what he said in his book De liberrare.,. 

In another letter ro Mersenne, written two months later (23 June 1 64 1  ) , 
Descartes states, "as for whar I wrote about liberty [in the Fourth Medita­

tion]. it conforms to that which Reverend Farher Gibieuf wrote before me, 
and I do not think that there is anything to which he could objecr."10 

An extensive discussion about the contents of Gibieuf's De Libertate Dei 
et Crearurae ( 1 630) would require a long and detailed treatment which would 
cake us too far away from our presenc topic, but a few remarks need to be 
made. Much of che concents of Gibieu f's book. and his conception of free­
dom in particular, is a philosophical elaboration of the theology of Sc. Au­
gustine. During che theological debates in che first half of the seventeenth 
century, especially before the publicacion of Jansenius' Augustin us in I 640, 

Gibieufbecame a primary object of atcacks by the Jesuic theologians (Annat, 
Raynauld, Haberc, Dola, Colonia, er al.) , some of whom (Annat and Haberc) 
played an essential role in furthering the condemnation ofJansenius' Augus­
tinian rheology of grace in 1 653. To the extent char Gibieuf's theory of hu­
man liberty is an exposition of Sc. Augustine's views, it amounts co criticism 
of the Molinisc-Jesuit understanding of freedom as the possibility of freely 
acting in one direction or anocher. In religious terms che semi-pelagian 
Molinisc doccrine meant thac even afcer Original Sin man does nor need 
God's grace to choose the good and thus is capable of gaining eternal salva­
cion by means of his own nacural resources. 

Alchough the bactle between che Auguscinians and the Molinists was foughc 
primarily on a theological front and concerned almosc exclusively religious 
issues, it could very easily be translated into purely philosophical cacegories. 
The philosophical issue which divided che cwo camps was freedom of che 
will. According to Molina, freedom is che power to ace or nor ace, or do 
someching or ics opposite; chis faculty of acting or of doing something or its 

1• To Mcrscnnc, 21  April 1641 (AT Ill, 360; CSMK III, 179; emphasis mine). 
'° Letter ro Merscnne, 23 June 1641 (AT Ill, 385-86). Adrien Baillet writes rhar "La pub­

lication du livre de P. Gibicuf. rouchcnr la libcrtc! de Dieu er de la cr6rure, ou ii cur le pbisir de 
rrouver de quoi auroriser cc qu'il pcnsaii: de I' indifference et du libre arbicre" (La vie de Monsie111· 
Descanes [Paris. I ?46] 87). 
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opposite when all that is required for acting is given is called liberty (quo 
modo id liberum dicimus, quod positis requisitis ad agendum in potestate ipsius 
habet agere aut non agere, aut agere hoc aut oppositum; focultasque ii/a agendi 
et non agendi aut agendi hoc aut oppositum posit is omnibus requisitis ad agend11m 
appelfatur libertas).21 The Jesuit-Molinist conception of freedom does nor 
presuppose a special metaphysics of good and evil, right or wrong, trurh or 
falsity; there is nothing in it which would not allow us to conceive of free­
dom as the pursuit of error rather than truth, or evil rather than good. The 
position of the Molinists entailed, even if rhey never spelled it out, thar in 
making a wrong choice man also asserts his freedom. From this it followed 
that if we are capable of doing good out of our own resources (and we are, 
since, as the Molinists maintained, God's grace, even if necessary, is disrrib­
ured equally), we can also be indifferent with respect to the choice between 
good and evil, right and wrong, or truth and falsity. 

Gibieuf's position is on the opposite pole. The question which he raises 
in De Libertate Dei concerns whether the liberty of indifference in man is 
absolure, or, in other words, whether ir belongs ro rhe essence of human 
freedom (Hie duae quaestiones emergunt: una, utrum indifferentia libertatis sir 
indifferentia absoluta ad agendum & non agendum22). In addressing rhis ques­
tion, Gibieuf scares thar che liberty of indifference of rhe will is only "condi­
tional and tempered" by its end (Dico 1. lndifferentia quae spectat ad liberum 
arbitrium creaturae, non est indifferentia absolut11 11d agendum & non agendwn. 
sed indifferentia conditionata & temperata per respectum ad finem . . . 13). (This 
is the exact same argument Descartes will use in rhe Fourth Medi ration de,•en 
years later.) Gibieuf concludes his argument-and here he is repeating 51. 
Augusrine verbatim-rhat the more man becomes subject to God's will che 
more free he is. 

Jansenius, who served as an examiner of Gibieuf's work, despire some 
reservations, found rhe Oratorian's criticism of rhe freedom of indifference 
ro be rhe mosr valuable parr of De Libertate Dei. "The rrue liberty of rhe 
!iberum arbitrium known by rhe ancient aurhors," reads Jansenius' approbJ­

rion, "does nor consist in this philosophical indifference to act as ic is com­

monly proclaimed (quae vu/go praedicatur). This book demonstrates this wirh 
numerous and solid reasons, and it refuces the defenders of conrrary opin­
ions. "2• Jansenius' Augustin us contains much more severe and elaborate criri-

'' Molina, De Sdemi,, Dei, published in Beitriige Zur C..schichre Der Philosophie U,,d Tlwlo&� 
Des Minelaltm, Band XXXll (Miinster, 1935) 207. 

" De libert1lle 68. 
'l De Libertate 68-69. 
" The full tc:xt of the approbation reads: "Veram arbicrii Liberratem antiquis Scripioril>us 

not am, non esse siram in ilia Philosophica indifferemia agendi, quae vulgo praedicarur. mulns 
praedaris er solidis racionibus hie liber asrruir er adversae opinion is defensores confutat. Et quoJ 
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cism of the freedom of indifference than Gibieuf's work, and there seems ro 

be very litcle in De Libertate Dei as far as che freedom of indifference is 

concerned which cannot be found in Augustinus. However, before the pub­

(icarion of Augustinu.s, which is a stricrly rheological work, De Libertate Dei 
was che first, and the most important, book co take an open stance against 

ihe increasingly powerful partisans of the freedom of indifference. 
Oescarres' statements on freedom are in perfect conformity with the Au­

gustinian doctrine of freedom understood as the opposite noc of necessity 
bur of compulsion:2� "in order co be free, there is no need for me co be 
inclined borh ways; on the conrrary, rhe more I incline in one direccion­
eirher because I clearly understand that reasons of cruch and goodness point 
rhat way, or because of a divinely produced disposition [i.e., grace] of my 
inmost thoughts-the freer is my choice . . .  divine grace . . .  [does not] di­
minish freedom, [but] increas[es] and strenghten[s] it." What explains the 
incompleteness of Descartes' account of the will and the theory of being in 
rhe Fourth Meditation is, in my opinion, the fact that he was all roo well 
aware thac his account was to a large degree an exposition of Augustinian 
rheology.26 An open adherence to the Augustinian theory of freedom could 

non modo en1ditioneni, scd ctian1 pie(atetn Auctoris sui rcsta1nenrun1 fccit. er Lecroris provocat, 
dum :u1imun1 cre:iruranun visco ct ncxibus cxpedicndum docc1. tH asser�uur in liben:ue1n glori:ic 
faliorum Dei: meriro omne rulisse pu11c1um dici potest: quia Dei simul er hominis consuluit 
dignitati" Cornelius fansenius, S. Tlieologiae Doctor ac Professor Ordinarius, In Universitare 
Louvanevsi ( 13 December 1 629). Quoted alter Jean Orcibal in Les origines du J1ml11 isme. Vol. 
I. Con't'spondana de j,msh1im 456. 

" AT VII, 58: CSM II, 40. A. Boyce Gibson rightly remarks that "by his deliberare and 
almost unnecessary allusion to 'divine grace', and by his use of rhe technical term, 'liberty of 
indifference', which he could easily have avoided, Descartes here ranges himself with one of the 
parties to the bineresr of the contemporary theological controversies." Tiu Philosopf�yo/Descarte> 
(London, 1932) 333. Gibson is right but for the wrong reasons. He is referring to rhe Jansenist 
movement which did not exist in 1641. Before 1640 ir was primarily rhe Oratorian Fathers 
who consritured the most influential Augustinian group in France. 

16 Let us use several quesrions from Descartes' writings to support our claim: "The will of a 
thinking thing is drawn volunrarily and freely (for this is the essence of will), bur nevertheless 
inevitably, towards a clearly known good" (AT Vll, 58-59: CSM II, 4 1 ,  emphasis mine). "I can 
sec, however, that Goel could easily have brought it about that without losing [freedom), and 

despite the limirations in my knowledge, I should nonetheless never make a mistake. He could, 
for example, have endowed my inrellect wirh a clear and distincr perception of everything 
about which I was ever going ro deliberate" (AT VII, 6 1 ;  CSM II, 42). To be sure, chere are 
other places in Descartes' writings, especially those written in 1644, in which Descartes seems 
ro endow will with a certain degree of autonomy with respect to the choice between good and 
evil. These. I believe, are nothing more than a concession for the benefit of the Molinists, who 
by 1644, that is, by the time of the publication of rhe Principles of the Philoiophy and the lccrcrs 
to Mesland, were starting to take 1he upper hand; by 1653 they had carried out the condemna­
cion of the Augustine's teaching precisely on this poinr (the so-called "Five Proposirions"; see, 
e.g., Leszek Kolakowski, God Ou•es Us Nothing [Chicago, 1995] Part I). However, the core ct 
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bring on him the wrath of rhe Molinists, as ir had in rhe case of Gibieuf in 
rhe 1 630s, and consequendy could jeopardize his chances of receiving the 
approbation for his Meditations.27 

IV 
Lee us now have a closer look ar rhe major premises of Sc. Augustine's 

rheology and, next, contrast chem with rhe comenrs of rhe Fourth Medica­
tion. Sc. Augustine begins with rhe observation char rhe bodies which con­
stitute rhe material world change: nothing remains unchanged even for a 
shore time (in eo nihil manet, nihil vel parvo spatio temporis habet eodem 
modo).28 Physical objects change nor only in space bur also in rime (Omne 
autem quod movetur per locum, non potest nisi et per tempus simul movert}_!q 
What causes chis change? Ir would seem char ir is maner (mutabilitas enim 
rerum mutabilium ipsa capax est Jormarum omnium, in quas mutantur 1-rs 
mutabiles).30 Bue change also affects souls which are immaterial (clarum est 
eam esse mutabilem) . .l1 Thus one cannot account for change by mere refer­
ence to matter or mere time, though time and maccer or only time are ·neces­
s:iry conditions for change. The murabiliry, however, is a result of something 
much more fund:imencal: there was a "time" when what is mutable was not, 

die Cmesian doarine of freedom of the will remains csse111ially Augustinian. AT VII. ��, 
CSM II, 40. On the condemned propositions, see Anroine Arnauld, "Quinque Propositione. 
.tb lnnocemio X DamnarJe, er Propositiones Jansen ii Yprcnsis Episcopi. Damnaris Conrrariae: 
i11 CEuvres de ftfmire A111oi11e Am;1ttld, vol. XJX (Paris, 1967). Cf also "Argument du P. Aunat ... 
ibid. , and "Relation Abrcgc sur le sujct des cinq Propositions condamnees par la Consriu11ion 
du Pape lnnocem X," ibid. The theological background of Descarres' doctrine of the Divine 
and humJn freedoms, especially their relations vis-a-vis Molinism, is discussed by Romano 
Amerio. "Arbitrarismo Divino, Liberia Umana c lmplicanze Tcologichc Ncl!J DourinJ Di 
Cartcsio," CARTES/O: Ne/ Ter.:.o Cemmario Del <Disrono Del Metodo>(Milano, 1937). 

" It was Jssumcd until rccemly that the approbation of the Sorbonne for the Medit.lflbllS 

w;1s never gramed. Reccmly, J.-R. A.rmogarhe convincingly argued on the bJsis of existing 
documents rhat the .Medi1ativ11s did receive the •pproba1io11. (See his ''l:Approbation Jes 
Medi1,uiones par la Faculte de Theologie de Paris ( 1 641)," Archives de Philosophie, Bullcun 
Carresien, XXJ, 57 ( 1994: I}:  l-3. See also Francis Ferricr's remarks on rhe same question. lJ 
pemee phi/osophique du Pel'e Guillaume Gibieuf[Lille, 1976). vol. I, 125). Four men sef\d .as 
1he examiners of the J\.Ieditt11io11s: Chastelain, Poiicr, H.1llier, and Cornet. The hosiilc atlin..k 
of the latter rwo towa«ls Janscnism is well known. 

" De Ordine II,  xix, 50 (PL XXXJI, 1018). 
'° De Gene>i ad litter.1111 VIII, xx, 39 (PL XXXIV, 388). 
'° Confeuione> Xll, vi, 6 (PL XXXJI, 828). Cf Confessio11es Xll, .-iii, 8; (PL )().,'XII. 8!9t:. � 

vera l'eligione c. xviii, 35-36 (PL XXXIV, 137); De Genesi fiber impnftcrusc. xii 36 (PL xx,">J ' 
235); De Genesi ad lirtm1m /ibri duodecim I I ,  xiv, 28 (PL XXXJV. 274-75). � PL 1 1  Devel'a religio11cc. xxx, 54 (PL, XXXJV, 140). Cf. also De immonali1aum1i11u1ec. "· ( 
XXXJI, 1025). 
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before God created the world. Because God created the world not out of His 
being (which is impossible since then the world would always have been) 
but ex nihilo,31 therefore everything muse be changeable. Whatever was cre­
ated is by definition murable (so/us ipse incommutabilis. omnia quae ftcit, 
quia ex nihilo ftcit, mtttabi/a sunt).3.l 

In contrast to creation, God is not subject co change, and, therefore, only 
He can properly be said To Be (Id enim vere est, quod incommutabiliter manet).34 
"Ir is obvious chat God is improperly called substance, and becrer usage re­
quires chat He be understood as essence, which He is truly and properly 
called: and ch us, perhaps God alone should be called essence. For He alone truly 
is, since He is immutable."-'� This is probably the strongest statement in St. 
Augustine co the effect char in God essence-which . as he says elsewhere, is 
derived from "what it is to be" (ab eo quod est esse)36-is existence. 

If God is che pure ace of existence, in what sense can che creatures be said 
to be? Ir would seem chat Sr. Augustine's definition of God as that which Is 
( vere enim ipse est, quia incommutabilis est; omn is enim mutatio facit non esse 
quod mu)r does not leave room for anything ocher than God Himself ro be 
called essentia. And yet, despite Sr. Augustine's unequivocal statement to the 
effect chat only God is ousia or essentia38 lfortasse so/um Deum dici oporteat 

1� De Civi111te Dei Xll, I .  
11 Dn111111r,z boni I, i (PL XXXII. 8 1 1 ). 
"' Confmiones VII, 1 1 .  17 (PL XXXII, 742). Cf. De vm1 religio11e 18. 35 (PL XXXJV, 137). 
11 De 7i·i11i1111e VII, 5, 10. Cf. £1111r. i11 PJ. PL CXXI, 3. 6, also De Tri11i1.11e Vil, 4. 7-8. 
"' D,. Tr·i11itate V, 2, 3. 
,. De natura boni 19 (PL XU!. 557). 
11 De Tr·initate VII, 5. 10 (PL XLII, 942); "Es1 ramcn sine clubimione subs1antia, vd, si 

melius hoc appdlarur. essenria quam Gracci ousiam vocanr . . . .  Aliae quae clicumur csscmiac 
sivc subsiamiac, capiu111 acciclentia. quibus in eis flat vcl magna vcl quantacumque 111u1ario: 
Deo aurem aliquicl ejusmocli acciclere non porest; cl icleo sola est incommutabilis substanria ,.ef 
esscmia, qui Deus est" (Ibid., V, 2. 3). In De Civiwe Dei, Xli 2 Sr. Augustine states: "The 
quickest and easies1 way for :111yone ro divest himsdf of 1hai erroneous and blasphemous no­
tion is to understand dcarlr what God said by the mouth of his angd when sending Moses to 
the children of Israel: God said, "! am HE \XfHO JS" [Exodus 3, 14). For God is cxis1ence in a 
supreme degree-he supremely is-and he is therefore immutable. Hence he gave existence to 
the creatures he made out of nothing; but ir was nor his own supreme existence. To some he 
gave existence in a higher degree, to some in a lower, and thus he arranged a scale of existences 
of various narurcs. Now 'existence' (t'SSl'lllia) is derived from rhe verb "ro be" or "to exis1" (eHe), 
in 1hc same way as "wisdom" (sapientia) from rhe verb "ro be wise" (sapere). Ir is a new word. 
1101 employed by ancienr wrircrs, but i1 has come i1110 general use in modern rimes co supply 
the need for a L1tin word 10 express what the Greeks call ousia. of which esse111ia is a literal 
rransforion. Thus 1he highest existence, from which all things 1hat .tre derive their existence. rhc 
only contrary namrc is rhe non-exisccnt. Non-existence is obviously contrary 10 1he exis1ent. Ir 
follows that no existence is contrary 10 Goel, rhJt is co the supreme existence and the au1hor of 
all existence whatsoever." 
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essentiam), he does nor resrricr the cerm essentia to God alone. Alrhough in 
contrast to God creation conrains an element of change, it contains, how­
ever, a principle of permanence3" wichout which it would inevitably perish 
(n isi pe1maneret, incommutabilis, nu/la mutabilis naturtl remaneret).40 In cre­
ating rhe world, God imposed on crearion rhree principles: measure, fonn 
and order (modus, species, ordo): "Since measure derermines rhe proporrions 
of each rhing, number furnishes each rhing with irs species, and weighr draws 
each thing to rest and srabil iry, He is these things firstly, truly, and uniquely, 
who secs bounds to all, forms all, and orders all."41 Insofar as every created 
ching contains these three principles (and ic must contain chem because oth­
erwise ir would cease ro be), it is. Whacever is is ac the same time good. 

Thus we come ro what is probably the most often recurring question in 
Christian rhoughc. If everyching char is is good, whac is evil and from where 
does ic  come? "Evil is chat which defects from essence and rends coward non­
existence" (Jdipsum ergo ma/um est, si praeter pertinaciam velitis attenderr. 
deficere ab essentia et ad id tendere ut non sit);42 " I  did nor find it [iniquitas; 
wickedness] a substance, but perversion of the will which is twisted away 
from the highest substance, from Thee . . . " (non inveni substantiam, sed mmma 
substantia, te Deo, detoratae in infima voluntatis perversitatem proicientis i11-
tima sua, et tumescentis foras).4·1 

From the fact chat only God is Essentia, it follows chat whac was created is 
not and cannoc be called essentia. On che other hand crearion cannot be said 
not to be. Whac, then, is man, if he is neirher being (God) nor pure nothing? 
In the Confessiones, Sr. Augustine calls man a certain nothing (nihil aliquidl. 
An is Is-not (est non est) .44 Man is neirher Being nor a non-being (norhing): 
man is stranded between nothingness (whence it came) and Being (which 
called him into existence/being). The famous sentence from the Civitate Dei 
reads: "Man is a greater miracle than any miracle effecred by man's agency" 
(Nam et omni miraculo, quod fit per hominem, majus miraculum est homo). 41 

Despire his numerous and valiant arrempts, the grear Saine never really an­

swered rhe question of what man is, and the reason for his failure is char he 

3' '"Deus cujus legibus in aevo sranribus, morns ins1bilis rerum murabilium permrba1us� 
non sinirur, frcnisque circumeuntium saeculorum semper ad similirudinem srabiliratis f"C'·oa-

1ur." Soliloq11ia I, i, 4 (PL XXXII. 871). 
•0 De ver.i religione c. x, 18 (PL XXXJV, 130). 
41 De Gmesi ad littnmn IV, iii. 7 (PL XXXJV, 299). 

. . . ii. '' De Moribm Ecdesiae Ct11holic1U' et Manichaeor11m II, 2. for a derailed d1scuss1on of C\ 111 
Sr. Augustine, sec R. ]oliver, "Le P .. oblemc du mal chcz sainr Augustin," Archiws de P/oil•'"'� 

VII:2 (1929): 1-101.  
41 Confessiones VII, xvi. 
" Confessiones XII, viii, 8 (PL XXXll, 829). 
'5 De Civitate Dei X. 12 (PL XL!, 291). 
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never found the answer to the question o f  how the human soul and body are 
connected. 46 

Bec:iuse of his incorpore:il soul, which belongs to another world, man is 
never properly :it home as long :is he is in the body. The soul's journey to his 
Creator is, as Erienne Gilson aptly remarked, at once a metaphysics, :in epis­
temology, a psychology, a moral philosophy, and a mysticism. This journey 
begins for St. Augustine with the evaluation of human cognitive faculties. 
There are the external senses (which are lowest on the ladder), inrernal senses, 
and reason which is higher on chis cognitive hierarchy. Parallel to them are 
the objects of man's cognition. Now, since what is changing cannot be said 
to be, che proper object of knowledge must be chat which is immutable. 
Because only God is immutable, He is the Truth, since only chat which is 
always the same can be true (Ecce tibi est ipsa veritas: amplectere ii/am si potes, 
et ji-uere ilia, et delectare in Domino, et dab it ti bi petition es cordis tw). 4' Man 
who wants to know che truth should, therefore, focus on whar is immut:ible. 
With the knowledge of what is immutable (a knowledge gained by reason), 
che soul begins her ascent co God. One can already in chis life have a fore­
taste of what it truly means to be, provided that one fixes one's gaze on the 
Supreme Essence. 

As has been pointed out many rimes, the famous cogito :ilready appears in 
Sr. Augustine. Like Descartes, Sc. Augustine needs rhe cogito co demonstrate 
the groundlessness of the Sceptics' claim chat we cannot have any certainty. 
However, the context in which ir appears in Sr. Augustine is different from 
char in Descartes. Both in De Trinitate and in De Civirate Dei Sr. Augustine 
discusses ir as part of his considerations concerning rhe Holy Trinity and 
happiness. For a modern reader, who knows rhe cogito from Descartes' Medi­
tations and is used co dry Cartesian epistemological language, the Augustin­
ian cogito muse seem somewh:it strange. One would like to ask: what do rhe 
Holy Trinity and happiness h:ive ro do wirh rhe cogito or being? Because 
everything created is changing, it never really is. To be happy for Sr. Augus­
tine is to be, and to be is co enjoy che presence of He who Is-char is, God in 
rhe Holy Trinity. 

A man who directs his judgments in accordance with what is Eternally 
True c:in already in this life have a foretaste of what it is to be (happy).48 And 
inversely, when man turns away from the eternal and immutable 

•• De Civitate Dei XX.l, 10 (PL XLI, 752). 

•' De libero arbitrio II, xiii, 35 (PL XXXII. 1 260). 
" "Cons1iruamus ergo animo iaJcm sapicmem, cujus anima raiionalis jam si1 paniccps 

inconumnabilis acicrnaeque vcritatis, quam de omnibus suis ac1ionibus consulat, nee aliquid 
omnino faci:11, quod non in ea cognoveri1 csse facicndum. ll! ci subditus cique ob1cmpcrans 
rectc focio1." De li·initate III , iii, 8 (PL XLII, 872). 
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Truth, directing his gaze toward whar is changeable and perishable, 4'' he aban­
dons higher goods for lesser ones, and rhus loses himself in whar only ap­
pears co be. In omological terms, rhe consequence of chis turning away from 
Being is privation of being, resulting in one's tending toward norhingness. In 
the moral realm, chis turning away from God inevirably leads man astray 
from the parh of righreousness. 

v 
The above is merely a very brief survey of St. Augustine's rheology or 

meraphysics, bur ir suffices for our present purposes. How much ofic do we 
find in Descartes? 

I )  Error in Descartes, like evil in Sr. Augustine, is privation of being or 
defect (tantummodo esse defectum;50 defectus substantiae . . .  contm natul'dm;�1 
and ma/um ex defectu non ex profectu51). 

2) To account for error (evil), Descartes, like Sr. Augustine, juxtaposes 
uncreated Essence (ens summe perfectum ) wich created essence. Descartes re­
marks chat insofar as man is not the highest Being, he participates in non­
being. Sr. Augustine in turn claims that because creawres were created ex 
nihilo chey by rheir very narnre rend toward nothingness ( Tanto utique deterior. 
quanta ab eo quod summe est, ad id quod minus est vergit, ut ipsa etiam minus 
sit. Quanto autem minus est, tanto utique fit propinquior nihilo).5J 

3) What or who is man? In contradistincrion to God, whom St. Augus­
tine calls chat "who himself is nor in degree, bur He is, He is" (qui non aliquo 
modo est, sed est, est),54 man is nihil aliquid (a certain nothing), Esr non t'1f 
(An is is-nor). " I cast mine eyes upon chose ocher crearnres beneath rhee, :md 
I perceived, that they neither have any absolute being, nor yet could they be 

said to have no being" (Et inspexi cetera infiu te, et vidi nee omnino esse flt'{ 
omnino non esse: esse quidem, quoniam abs te szmt, non esse autem, quoni,zm id 
quod es non sunt).'5 Descartes in rum calls man a middle something berwecn 
God or nothing or Being and non-being (medium quid inter Deum et mhJ 
AT VII, 55; CSM II, 38). 

"' "Loca offerunr quod amemus, rempora surripiunt quod amamus et relinquun< in auinu 
turbas phanrasmarum, quibus in aliud arque aliud cupiditas inciietur." De vera religio11ec xnv. 
65 (PL XXXIV, 1 5 1 ) .  

"'AT VII, 54; CSM II, 38. 
" Co11tr.1 Epiu. Manich.u:i c. JJ (PL XLll, 1 99). 
" Comm Serund. Mt111idui c. 15 (PL XU!, 590). . 
'-' Co11m1Seru11d. Al1111id1ei c. 1 5  (PLXLII, 590). "Quaproprcr quamvissi1 malumcorr11P''°' 

er quanwis non sit a Condirore narurarum, sed ex co sit, quod de nihilo factJC sulll ... (olltnl 

Ep ist. M11nichaei ioo.·viii, 44 (PL XLII, 203). 
1' Confassio11es X1 II, 3 1 .  
1 '  Confossiones VII, xi. 
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Furthermore, man, St. Augustine claims, is a dweller of two worlds: his 
soul belongs to the world changeable only in time, while his body inhabits 
the world which is subject to change in both space and time: "There is a . . .  
manner of contact of spirit with body which produces a living being; and 
that conjunction is utterly amazing and beyond our powers of comprehen­
sion. I am speaking of man himself" (iste alius modus, quo corporibus adhaerent 
spiritits . . . ) .  56 Because of his inexplicable nature, man "is a greater miracle 
than any miracle effected by man's agency."5- Descartes was in equal meas­
ure unsuccessful in defining the connection between mind and body. In his 
private note, among the three miracles, Descartes lists free will which does 
nor fir the structure of his deterministic universe. 

4) To explain how the will comes to make incorrect choices (this question 
should not be confused with why the will makes incorrect choices), Sr. Au­
gustine observes that it is because "I lack the strength to fix my eye long 
upon them [the invisible things of Thee): but my infirmity (infirmitate) 
being beaten back again, I returned to my wonted fancies . . . .  "58 Likewise 
Descartes, who could also find this idea in Gibieuf,59 ascribes it to a weak­
ness (infirmitas) in man which does not always allow him to "inhere fixed in 
one and the same cognition" (ut non possim semper uni e!r eidem cognitioni 
defixus inhtemre AT VII, 62; CSM II, 43). 

5) According to St. Augustine, "all sins are conrained in . . .  turning away 
from things divine and truly everlasting, [and then man] is turned to chings 
changeful and uncertain" (omn ia peccata hoc uno genere contineri, cum quisque 
avertitur a divinis, vereque manentibus; et ad mutabilia atque incerta 
converritu1�. "When the will turns away from rhe unchangeable and com-

» De Civitate Dei XX!. 10 (PL XU, 752). 
s7 De Civitare Dei Bk. X, 12. 
S• Confessiones VII. 17. 
so "Des dew< rccommandations du Philosophe [Descartes) , la second seulcmcnt ressemblc 

au conscil indirect de Gibicu( L1 oi1 l"oratoricn, rrop pris par sa controvcrsc, constarait unc 
carencc et rccommandait d'y rcmedier par l"cfforr, le philosophc prcoccupe de donncr des reglcs 
d'action 011 la consideration des fins n"est pas cnvisagec demand a l"imclligcnce de ne pas se 
rel:ichcr ct de tcnir fcrmc sur une vcritc UllC fois cntrcvue. Pour etrc differentc dans !cur 
aboutisscmclll, le chcmincmem des deux pensees meritc d'etre signalc: ii montrc a I' evidence 
que Descartes en pananr des positions du rhcologicn mais en les qucrelles sreriles Cl lcs 
considerations theorctiques. fuir foire un pas considerable 'pour parvcnir a la connaissancc de la 
veritC' ct done pour quc le d10ix moral soit plus assure. Car. ii faut bien le rcconnairre, le 
constant rappel 'd'adhercr 3 Dicu" qui est le lcitmoriv tr� bemllicn du sysremc Gibieuf manque 
trop souvent de comenuc pratiquc et de regles precises. II sc trouvc au conrrairc que Descartes 
qui se defend de le foire y parvicnt plus efficacemcnt, car sans exactc apprehension du bien on 
ne pem le poursuivrc. Pour faire le bicn ii fuut sans ccssc rectifier son jugcment." F. Ferrier, la 
pmsre philosophiq� du Pere Guillaume Gibimf 1583-1650 (Lille, 1976) vol. II. 15-16. 
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mon good ir sins" (voluntas autem aversa ab incommutabili et communi 
bono . . .  peccat).60 Descarres provides a similar explanarion for error: when I 
am unable ro fix my gaze on rrurh, the will becomes indifferenr and it "easily 
turns away from rhe rrue and rhe good, and rhus borh am I deceived and do 
I sin" (ad quae cum sit indifferens, facile a uero & bono defactit, atque ita & 

fol/or & pecco)."1 
6) Descartes' theory of rhe unlimired scope of human will, probably rhe 

most unusual and original item in Descarres' philosophical armory, can be 
found in  Gibieuf, who in rum borrowed it from rhe sixteenth-century Car­
dinal Conrarini. 

As inrelligence is very amµle because ir 11nderscands everything, the will itself is also 
very amµle and exrends irsclf towards .ill the kinds of good Jnd the univers.il Good itsdf 
. . .  a sµonraneous human will . . .  unconfined by anything. bur free and wirh no limits, 
stretches irself no less to any good as it does ro the universal good. (cumque inrellutUJ 
,mzplissimm >it quonimn inu//igir omn ia, volunta> erimn ipM mnpli.<Jim.z err, Jt'Seq1te ,u/ 
omni.: bonornm genera, arq1trad Boman ipsum univemtm t'>:tmdir intellemts . . . .  Sponi.111r.1 
ergo vol1tn1'lte homo . . .  neque 11//0 rennino ciraansCl'ipro, Jed amplo, 1u libero movrrnr 
i1rbi11io1 quod tum ad singul1u 11m ad univernttn bonum exrenditur.<•.!. 

If we did nor know rhar rhe aurhor of rhis passage is Conrarini, we would 
nor hesirare ro ascribe ir ro Descartes, who in a famous passage from the 
Fourrh Medirarion ralks abour rhe ample and perfect will which is nor Jim· 
ired by anyrhing (so/a est uolunras siue arbitrii libert1lS . . .  ut nulliu.s majoris 
ideam apprehendam AT VII, 57; CSM II, 40). 

7) Furthermore, rhere are several points, which are essenrial borh for 
Gibieuf and Descarres, where Gibieuf's rhoughr and Descarres' philosophy 
seem ro converge. Why does man arrive ac indifference, rhar is, hesiracion 

before making a decision? Gibieuf invokes man's habir, moral weakness, ar-

"°De libt?'O arbirrio 1, xvi, 35 (PL XXXII, 1240); ibid. , II, xix, 53 (PL XXXII. 1269). 
"' AT VII, 58; CSM II, 4 1 .  See also Principles of Philosophy I.  23. 
''' The whole fragmenr quoted by Gibieuf (De libenare44) reads: "C1tm, inquir [Cour.lfini 

in t r.icraru De libero arbirrio] , homin is volrmt11Sf.ze11ltlls q11edam sir & apperendi vii qlttlt' i11ulln7um 
seq11it11r & ad omnia u exrendir ad q11e ipu s<' e,wendir ime//eam, cttmq11<' i11rellecrm .1111plissimu• 

sir 1111011iam imelligir omnill, volu111 1u eriam ipsa ampliJiinuz eJI, Ie>eque ad onmia bononm1 f.e;'<"'"· 
t1tque ad &1111111 ipJ1tm 1mivem1m n:rmdir, q1tare pmecdeme rognirione in finem ur fi11u est JertW. 
& media qu1u >ibi accommodara fini vidmrur, eligir. Spo11ra11ea ngo vo!tmtate homo, prop'14. 

neque 11//0 rermino circu11un·ipro, sed mnplo. tit' libero move111r ,zrbinio, quod 111111 ad Jingulu ""' 

ad universum bon1tm exrendit1tr." Gasµaris Contareni Cardinalis, De liberoArbirrio [597-60.l], 

Opem (Paris, 157 l) 599. I have rerained rhe original p1111c1 uarion from Concarini's wor-k. whidt 

w.1s slightly changed by Gibie111'. 
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traction to what i s  easy.''·1 To understand that the freedom o f  indifference is 

not an ideal of liberty, Gibieuf goes on to remark, one needs to change one's 

habits and make an effort. In the Fourth Meditation Desc:mes says some­
thing very similar: 

What is more, even if I have no power to avoid error in the first way just mentioned, 

whid1 requires a dear perception of everything I have to deliberate on. I can avoid error 
in rhe second way, which depends merely on my remembering to withhold judgment 
on any occasion when the truth of the matter is not dear. Admittedly. I am aware of :i 
certain weakness in me, in that I am unable to keep my attention fixed on one and rhe 
same item of knowledge ar all times; but by arrmtive and repeated meditmion l 11111 nev· 
errhele« able to make myself remember it as often as tl11• need arises, and thm to get imo the 
l1t1bit of avoiding <'1Tor."" 

In other words, there where the Oratorian recommended "effort," the phi­
losopher suggested a rule of firmly holding to the truth once we catch sight 
of it. Gibieuf's constant reminder to "adhere to God" (a Berullian leitmotiv) 
is reminiscent of Descartes' ide:i of rectifying a judgment. 

As we can see, despite Descartes' strenuous effort ro avoid religious ter­
minology, the core of Cartesian metaphysics clearly betrays religious, and 
more precisely, Augustinian provenance. All the elements which we lisred 
above can be found in Sr. Augustine's well-known and widely read works: 
De libero arbitrio, the Confassiones, and De Civitate Dei. Did Descartes read 
rhem? We know from Descartes' correspondence that he read the Confassiones, 
De Cenesi ad Litteram libri duodecim, and De Civitate Dei.6� As for De libero 

01  De Lib<'1·tate 272-73 (cf Ferrier, ibid., vol. II, 13). There are SC\•eral other points which 
Descartes could have borrowed from St. Augustine via Gibieuf. First, the idea of evil as priva­
tion, which Gibieuf describes as rhe return co nothingness: "Ex parre principii, quia non qua 
capax Dei operorur, sed qua od inferiorem grodum dedinans propria defectibilif3te & nihilo, 
unde nondum omnino emersir ·· (De Liberate 271);  also, rhe idea that rhe perfection of creation 
should be looked ar not from a perspective of a perfection of an individual pan bm from the 
perspeaive of creation as rhe whole: "Videlicer. ersi muha mala sinr, rchra ad creturas er naruras 
earum, ad providentfatn ta1ucn compar;:ua1 01nnia bona st11H, sace1n per 1nodun1 1nedii, quia 
ornnia ad bonum aliquod conforum .. (De Libert ate 441 ) . Cf. Sr. Augustine, Enc'1iridion c. 1 1 ,  
95. 96 .  99, 100. 

64 .. Ac praererea, ctiam ur non possim ab evidc111i eorum omnium perccprione de qui bus est 
delibcrandum, possum tamen illo alrero qui pendcr ab co 1an1um. quod recorder quot ies de rei 
vericarc non lique1 a judicio fcrcndo essc absrincnd111n; nan1, quarnvis ca1n in n1c infinnitarcrn 
esse expcriar, u1 non possim sempcr mei et cidem cognirioni defixus inherarc. possum tamen 
aue111ia er saepius i1era1or mcditarione eAlcarc ll! cjusdem, quories usus exigct, recorder, arque 
ira habirum qucmdam non errandi acquiram." AT VII, 61-62; CSM II, 43; emphasis mine. 

M See letters to Mesland, 2 May 1644 (AT IV. 1 1 9; CSMK Ill, 235), Conversation with 
Burman, 16 April 1648 (AT V, 169; CSMK Ill, 349), and to Merscnne, December 1640 (AT 
Ill, 260; CSMK III, 161 ) .  For rhe complete dossier of Descartes borrowings from Sr. Augus­
tine's writings, sec my Index Augustino-Gzrtlsim (Paris, 2000). 
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arbitrio, there is no explicit reference in  Descartes' writings ro confirm this; 
yet almost verbatim reirerarions in the Fourth Meditation66 leave no doubt 
that Descartes read it carefully. 

In view of our findings, the answer to the question as to which meta­
physical tradition Descarces draws on in the Fourth Medication is: rhe Au­
gustinian rradirion, or more precisely, rhe "metaphysics" of Sr. Augustine 
himself. 

"" Sr. Augustine: "omnia peccara hoc uno genere contineri, cum quisque .1vercirur J di,·ini<. 
vereque manenribus; et ad murabilia Jtque incerra con\'ertirur" (De libn·o 11rbi1rio, I. x·vi); ··scJ 
m.1l11m sir aversio ejus [volunras liberal ab inconunurabili bono, et conversio ad murabil� 
bona" (ibid., II, xix). Descartes: "ad quae cum [voluntas] sit indifferens, facile a vero & �"° 
deflecrir, orque ira & follor & pecco" (ATV!!, 58; CSM II, 40-41); Sr. Augustine: "ErquJCS•'.1' 
quid csscr iniquiras, et non inveni subsuntia1n, sed a su111nia subsranria, 1c Dco. de1ort3c 111 

· f' I · · . . · · · · c " (r ·tessiorw \ 11. 1n -.111a vo unraus pcrve1·s1ta1e1n pro1c1enns 1nr11na sua, er n1mcscenus 1oras L0'1.J' 
xvi, 22); Descartes: "na1n, qwunvis ea1u in n1e infinnirarc, essc experi�ir1 tu non p<>SSilll sentfW:f 
uni & eidem cognirioni cleflxus inhaerare" (AT VII. 62; CSM II, 4J). 
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