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Very few drafts were submitted. While drafts are optional and it is entirely up to you whether
to submit one or not, do note that getting feedback on your draft is a valuable opportunity to
make sure that you are on the right track. Furthermore, receiving and responding to feedback
is itself an important academic skill which is most easily developed in a small class such as
this one. (This is one advantage of a small class: it is generally impractical to offer the same
opportunities in larger classes.)

I cannot recommend turning in a draft of the third assignment too strongly. Paper 3
requires you to formulate your own thesis and to develop and defend an argument for that
thesis. Getting advice on an early draft is likely to significantly improve the quality of your
final paper. Note that you may, if necessary, turn in a partial draft. This is not as useful as
turning in a complete draft but it can still be very valuable. If you do this, put a note at the
beginning of your draft to indicate which parts of the paper you have attempted. This will
allow me to focus my comments on what you’ve done rather than on explaining what else you
need to do.

A few common points emerged from the drafts I did see.

• Please see page 1 of ‘Writing With Philosophical Attitude: Useful Phrases’.

• There is some understandable confusion about the argument Descartes is making here. In
particular, some papers misunderstood the relevant sense of ‘possibility’. ‘Possible’ is multiply
ambiguous — not to mention controversial. For our current purposes, however, two senses
should suffice:

Epistemic possibility: This is the sense of ‘possibility’ Descartes is concerned with in the
First and Second Meditations. For example, when he argues that it is possible he is being
deceived by an evil demon, he means that for all he knows, such a demon is deceiving
him. In this sense, ‘it is possible that Augustine will enjoy salted caramels’ might be true
for me but false for you. (You know Augustine hates all kinds of caramels whereas I only
know that he enjoys lemon drops. So, for all I know, Augustine will enjoy salted caramels
whereas given all that you know, he certainly will not.)

Metaphysical possibility: The argument from the Sixth Meditation is primarily concerned
with this sense of possibility but the argument does also touch on epistemic possibility.
When Descartes says that he ‘may have. . . a body’, he is concerned with epistemic
possibility (1988, AT VII 78). That is, for all he knows, he may have a body. When,
however, he claims that things are ‘capable of being created by God’ or that he ‘can exist
without [his body]’, he is talking about metaphysical possibility.

‘Possibility’ in this metaphysical sense is much stronger. When Descartes claims that
the immortality of the soul (mind) is a possibility, he means that the soul actually is the
kind of thing which could survive the death of the body to which it is attached. This is
not a ‘for all I know. . . ’ claim: Descartes is not merely arguing that I cannot rule out the
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soul’s immortality due to ignorance. Rather, he is making a positive knowledge claim
concerning the nature of minds. It is a claim concerning the essential nature of soul stuff.

Descartes is not saying that the soul really is immortal. This depends on further facts
about the way God has set things up. But there is a possible world in which a mind just
like mine continues to exist when the body to which it is attached dies. This is a fact (if
it is one) about the kinds of things minds and bodies are even in the actual world. It is
true of my mind (if it is true at all) even if the actual world is configured to ensure that
my mind will cease to exist when my body dies.

• I think that the ambiguity of ‘possibility’ probably explains a second misunderstanding.
Some papers attributed the following claim to Descartes:

God has created the world to correspond with whatever I ‘clearly and distinctly’ understand.

Note first that this claim is extremely implausible. If Descartes were committed to this claim,
then the claim that it is (metaphysically) possible for my mind to exist without my body
would, indeed, commit him to the further claim that my mind actually is immortal. That
is, the possibility of the soul’s immortality would guarantee the soul’s actual immortality. It
would also, unfortunately, commit Descartes to the actual existence of blue-and-pink-spotted
cats, the actual mortality of the soul, and actually non-extinct dodos. That is, assuming that I
can ‘clearly and distinctly’ understand anything, it seems very plausible to think that I can
‘clearly and distinctly’ understand (i) the idea of a cat with blue-and-pink-spotted fur, (ii) the
possibility of the soul dying with the body, and (iii) dodos not having become extinct. If that’s
right, then the claim above would commit Descartes to the actual existence of these things.
Moreover, Descartes seems more-or-less explicitly committed to the possibility of the soul’s
mortality. Hence, God must have configured things so that souls are both mortal and immortal.

However, Descartes is not committed to anything quite so implausible. Rather, he is
committed to the slightly less implausible claim that:

God could create anything which I ‘clearly and distinctly’ understand in such a way that that
thing would exactly match my idea of it.

So if I really can ‘clearly and distinctly’ understand the three examples above, that just means
that God could create blue-and-pink-spotted cats, could configure the world so that souls died
with bodies, and could bring it about that dodos did not become extinct. Now there is no
problem: there is no contradiction in claiming that God could make my soul perish with my
body and that God could make my soul survive my bodily death. While God cannot realise
both possibilities, of course, the claim is simply that God could realise either. This is just a
claim about God’s omnipotence: if something is (metaphysically) possible, an all-powerful
being is capable of bringing it about.
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