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Abstract:
In the practical philosophy of the Discours de la Méthode, before the theoretical metaphysics of Part Four and the Meditationes, Descartes gives us an inductive argument that his method, the procedure and cognitive psychology, is veracious at its inception. His evidence, akin to his Scholastic predecessors, is God, a maximally perfect being, established an ontological foundation for knowledge such that reason and nature are isomorphic. Further, the method, he tells us, is a functional definition of human reason; that is, like other rationalists during this period, he holds the structure of reason maps onto the world. The evidence for this thesis is given in what I call the groundwork to Descartes’ philosophical system, essentially the first half of the Discours, where, through a series of examples in the preamble of Part Two, he, step-by-step, ascends from the perfection of artifacts through the imposition of reason (the Architect Example) to the perfection of a constituent’s use of her cognitive faculties (the Wise-Lawgiver Example), to God perfecting and ordering reality (the Divine Artificer Example). Finally, he descends, establishing the structure of human reason, which undergirds and entails the procedure of the method (the Laws of Sparta Example). 

Keywords: René Descartes, method, methodology, natural theology, Discours de la                                
                  Méthode




[bookmark: _Hlk28485596]Descartes was adamant in his early philosophy that method is a prerequisite for any study whatsoever. In fact, he seems to pound his fist as he makes this point. He writes, “it is far better never to contemplate investigating the truth […] than to do so without a method.”[footnoteRef:1] There is, however, an uncomfortable question for the young savant, which he takes up in the Discours (1637): Why think the method is veracious at its inception?   [1:  Rule 4, AT 10:371; CSM 1:16. I use the following abbreviations: AT = René Descartes, Oeuvres de Descartes, eds. C. Adam and P. Tannery, 2nd edition, Paris: Vrin, 1964–1974, 11 vols.; CSM = René Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984–1985, 2 vols.; CSMK = René Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, D. Murdoch, and Anthony Kenny, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol. 3. ] 

There are well-known answers to this question.[footnoteRef:2] In this paper, I offer a plausible alternative; a thesis that reveals what Descartes thought in 1637, without taking a stance on the historicity of his claims during his early philosophy: the period of the Olympica, Studium, Cogitationes, and the Regulae.[footnoteRef:3] My proposal is Descartes directs us to his answer in Part One of the Discours, where he returns to his premières pensées of November 10, 1619, the period in which he formed the method. He writes, “[…] I consider myself very fortunate to have happened upon certain paths in my youth which led me to considerations and maxims from which I formed a method […], ” one that, based on the persona of the Discours, he deems successful.[footnoteRef:4] The question is what were the reasons by which he formed his method. These considerations he discloses in Part Two. The “first thoughts,” as he tells us in his brief discussion of the method, were on “perfection,” which, through a series of examples, he provides an argument for a pre-theoretical, essentialist foundation for human knowledge, essentially, a “first” metaphysics, sketched before Part Four of the Discours and the Meditationes, which has not been explored by commentators.[footnoteRef:5] I argue that Descartes thought the method was veracious, essentially his reasons for the method, because his pre-theoretical idea of God entailed He freely created a perfect universe; that is, like his essentialist predecessors, he thought God ordered the structure of human reason to be isomorphic with reality. Further, he held that the method, the cognitive psychology and the procedure, is a functional definition of human reason, which was standard for this period. Based on this, he thought the results of its application, likewise, corresponds with nature. What is interesting is Descartes does all of this as part of a groundwork, his so-called provisional philosophy, before his theoretical metaphysics, sketched in Parts One through Three.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Some argue the method is a functional definition of human reason for Descartes. See L. J. Beck, The Method of Descartes: A Study of the Regulae, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952, pp. 20-22; Peter Schouls, Descartes and the Possibility of Science, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000, p. 65; Peter Schouls, The Imposition of Method, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980, ch.1, sect. 3; and Norman Kemp Smith, Studies in the 
Cartesian Philosophy, New York: Macmillan, 1902, pp. 23-24. Others hold that the method was derived from mathematics, see John Cottingham, The Rationalists, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988, p. 36 and Léon Brunschvicg, “Mathématiques et métaphysique chez Descartes,” Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale 34, no. 3 (1927), pp. 277-344. Some argue Descartes naively presumed the method, being deceived by initial enthusiasm. See Daniel Garber, Descartes’ Metaphysical Physics, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992, p. 33, 34, and 38. The most interesting account, however, is the thesis Descartes did not have a single, transferable method of guaranteeing truth, but used the method as rhetoric to popularize his natural philosophy. See John A.Schuster, Descartes-Agonistes: Physico-mathematics, Method and Corpuscular-Mechanism 1618-33, Sydney: Springer, 2013, ch. 5; Stephen Gaukroger, Descartes: An Intellectual Biography, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995, pp. 111-132, 139-171; Gary Hatfield, “Science, Certainty, and Descartes,” in A. Fine and J. Leplin (eds.), PSA: Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association 1988, East Lansing, Michigan: Philosophy of Science Association, 1989, Vol 2, pp. 251-257; and Peter Dear, “Method and the Study of Nature,” in Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers (eds.), The Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984, vol. 1, pp. 147-177. In contrast, Stephen Menn holds the Discours to be part of a longstanding genre, essentially a literary formula, to present one’s various projects as part of an autobiography. See Stephen Menn, “The Discourse on the Method and the Traditional Intellectual Autobiography,” in Jon Miller and Brad Inwood (eds.), Hellenistic and Early Modern Philosophy, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. 141-191.]  [3:  Schuster challenges commentators to not continue in the Cartesian “cult of method,” perpetuating its myths. Rather, on his view, commentators should “debunk” method hoaxes, where one discards the falsehood of method talk and reveals the underlying practices in natural philosophy. See John A. Schuster, “Cartesian Method as Mythic Speech: A Diachronic and Structural Analysis,” in J. A. Schuster and R. Yeo (eds.), The Politics and Rhetoric of the Scientific Method: Historical Studies, Dordrecht: Reidel, 1986, pp. 195-223 and Schuster, Descartes-Agonistes, ch. 5. I’m agnostic concerning the actual veracity of the method but take Descartes to be immersed in his method during the 1630s and took his natural philosophy and meta philosophy to be an expression of it. There is some provisional evidence that Descartes provided a justification of the method in his early philosophy. See René Descartes, Étude du bon sens, La recherche de la vérité et autres écrits de jeunesse (1616-1631), ed., trans., and notes by Vincent Carraud and Gilles Olivo, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2013, pp. 87-94, and Matthew Kisner, “Skepticism and the Early Descartes,” British Journal of the History of Philosophy 13, no. 2 (2005), pp. 207-232.]  [4:  Part One, AT 6:3; CSM 1:112 (my italics). ]  [5:  Gilson proposes a different but plausible thesis. On his account, Descartes’ initial discovery on November 10, 1619, depicted in the Olympica and, in part, in the Cogitationes Privatae, and echoed in Part Two of the Discours, concerned his abrupt shift from developing a method to solve questions in mathematics, e.g., geometry and mechanics, to a universal method, applicable to any question capable of human reason. For Gilson, the crucial passages in the Discours depicts Descartes’ aim to establish the unity of knowledge, not a theological foundation for knowledge. See Étienne Gilson, René Descartes, Discours de la méthode, texte et commentaire, Paris: Vrin, 
1925, pp. 159-161. Gaukroger, Rodis-Lewis, and Clarke also do not place importance on the metaphors in Part Two, but take the series to examples as making the same point. See Gaukroger, Descartes, pp. 105-106 and 110-111; Geneviève Rodis-Lewis, Descartes: His Life and Thought, trans. by Jane Marie Todd, Cornell University Press: Ithaca, 1995, p. 40; and Desmond Clarke, Descartes: A Biography, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 60-64.]  [6:  In this paper, I take up the metaphysics of his groundwork for the Meditationes. I explain the ethics and method elsewhere.] 

The paper has two parts. In the first, I explain Descartes’ argument as it is given in the correspondence and associated writings during the 1630s, immediately before his composition of the Discours. The strategy is to identify the kind of argument that is dimly presented in the Discours. In the second part, I turn to the textual evidence in the preamble to the method in Part Two, where I provide a close reading of the crucial first paragraph in what is known as the preamble to the method.

[bookmark: _Hlk28808972]I. The Theological Foundation in the Early 1630s
The Discours de la Méthode, published anonymously in 1637, is Descartes’ first publication, which amounts to a preface appended to the Essais, the feature of the publication, what he called “specimens” of his philosophy.[footnoteRef:7] The Essais are part of a broader system, which is sketched in the body of the Discours.[footnoteRef:8] A core claim of the text is the Météores and the Dioptrique, i.e. the natural philosophy of the Essais, are epistemically dependent on his metaphysics, physics, and physiology, selectively summarized in the second half of the Discours.[footnoteRef:9] These parts, taken conjointly, should be read as a single unit, essentially an approximation of his emerging philosophical system in the 1630s. Before these architectonics, however, Descartes gives us a groundwork for the system, his preparation or what we will call his provisional philosophy, amounting to the first half of the Discours, which is our present interest.  [7:  October 8, 1629 to Mersenne, AT 1:23; CSMK 3:6 and End of November 1633 to Mersenne, AT 1:271-272; CSMK 3:41.]  [8:  For Descartes’ proposed philosophical system, see Patrick Brissey, “Descartes’ Discours as a Plan for a Universal Science,” Studia UBB. Philosophia 58, no. 3 (2013),” pp. 37-60. For an alternative account, see Gilbert Gadoffre, “La chronologie des six parties,” in Le Discours et sa Mèthode, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1987,” pp. 19-40 for the mosaic interpretation of the Discours and Ferdinand Alquié, Oeuvres Philosophiques de Descartes, Paris: Garnier, 1963-1973, vol. I, pp. 552-554 for the autobiographical interpretation.]  [9:  Part 6, AT 6:76; CSM 1:150. See Patrick Brissey, “Descartes and the Meteorology of the World,” Society and Politics 6 (2012), pp. 88-100.] 

The groundwork, Descartes tells us, is important, if not essential, to his project in natural philosophy.[footnoteRef:10] It establishes, for him, what is necessary according to practical reason to begin his project of seeking truth in the sciences. On this point, he writes, “Now, before starting to rebuild your house, it is not enough simply to pull it down, […] you must also provide yourself with some other place where you can live comfortably while building is in progress.”[footnoteRef:11] This so-called “place,” or temporary house, in part, concerns his need for surrogate principles to enable him to participate in practical affairs, that is, to act and to pursue happiness while under the Cartesian veil of uncertainty. This, as is well known, is the purpose of his morale par provision of Part Three, but, in addition, the temporary house entails a provisional metaphysics, which, like his ethics, is temporary, not because its content changes or evolves as he proceeds in his philosophy, as Lisa Shapiro has plausibly argued, but because its epistemic status changes from practically certain during the provisional stage to absolute certainty with the completion of Meditationes and, possibly, Part Four of the Discours.[footnoteRef:12] From this perspective, Descartes’ claim is he has a strong credence, i.e., a heightened degree of belief, that his pre-theoretical metaphysics is true. It, however, is considered provisional or inductive—morally certain, as he puts it—until it becomes theoretical knowledge, that is, until he has tested it with hyperbolic doubt.[footnoteRef:13] Given this diminished, practical standard of truth in his groundwork, I lay out Descartes’ reasons for thinking the method is veracious. [10:  Many commentators disagree. They take the Discours to be a either an intellectual autobiography or a mosaic of independent projects. See fn. 8.]  [11:  Part 3, AT 6:22; CSM 1:122 (my italics). See also April 15, 1630 to Mersenne, AT 1:138; CSM 3:21.]  [12:  Descartes suggest this in the following passages: April or May 1638 to Reneri for Pollot, AT 34, 35; CSM 1:97 and Second Replies, AT 7:149; CSM 2:106. On Descartes not changing the morale, see Lisa Shapiro, “Descartes’s Provisional Morality,” in Sacha Golob and Jens Timmermann (eds.), The Cambridge History of Moral Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017, pp.  223-225. Shapiro, however, does not believe that the morale is provisional in terms of its epistemic status.]  [13:  For an alternative view, see Lisa Shapiro, “Descartes’s Ethics,” in John Carriero and Janet Broughton (eds.), A Companion to Descartes, Oxford: Blackwell, 2007, pp. 449-453.] 

Before we examine the textual evidence, however, it is prudent to first turn to his expression of the argument in his correspondence, for his proxy metaphysics, the meat of his provisional philosophy, is not placed frontstage, but is presented in a veiled way, where the theological argument plays a secondary part, which is the principal reason prominent commentators have overlooked it. 
Descartes’ natural philosophy is quickly emerging early on in his Correspondance.[footnoteRef:14] By the mid to late 1620s, he has established his key thoughts on dioptrics, and, further, by 1629, he reports to have begun a full meteorology, where, soon thereafter, he adds a physics and physiology.[footnoteRef:15] In addition, he begins sketching his arguments on metaphysics and epistemology in a treatise on the topic, entitled Traité de Métaphysique (1629, now lost). He, however, is not only interested in what exists and the essence and scope of human knowledge, i.e., metaphysical and epistemic questions, but also has developed responses to issues concerning on the origin of knowledge and its modal status by 1630. His answer in three letters to Marin Mersenne marks a development in his thought where he presents an ontological grounding for human knowledge, one, as we will see, that is alluded to in the Discours. The following are the main claims. [14:  For an account of Descartes’ work in natural philosophy during the early 1630s, see Garber, Descartes’ Metaphysical Physics, ch. 1 and Stephen Gaukroger, Descartes’ System of Natural Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002, ch. 1.]  [15:  For Descartes’ work on optics, see Schuster, Descartes Agonistes, ch. 4 and McDonough, Jeffrey K., “Descartes’ Optics,” in Lawrence Nolan (ed.), The Cambridge Descartes Lexicon, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015, pp. 550-559. For his inclusion of “a systematic study of the whole of meteorology,” see October 8, 1629 to Mersenne, AT 1:23; CSMK 3:6. For his addition of “all the phenomena of nature, that is to say, the whole of physics,” see November 13, 1629 to Mersenne, AT 1:70; CSMK 3:7. For his inclusion of physiology, see November or December 1632 to Mersenne, AT 1:263.] 


God Created Finite Minds with Well-Ordered, Innate Ideas
In a letter to Mersenne, Descartes tells us God is the origin of knowledge (efficient causation), that God freely created the eternal truths ex nihilo, and these truths are contingently necessary; that is, necessary to human and God’s will after their creation due to divine immutability, but contingent to God’s creation of them, for willing and knowing in God is a single act, with, as he puts it, no reason before willing it.[footnoteRef:16] The eternal truths are stamped on rational minds, or, as he puts it, all inborn before birth. He explains: [16:  For Descartes account of the creation of the eternal truths, see Edwin M. Curley, “Descartes on the Creation of the Eternal Truths,” The Philosophical Review 93 (1984), pp. 569-597, and Harry Frankfurt, “Descartes and the Creation of the Eternal Truths,” The Philosophical Review 86 (2007), pp. 36-57.] 

Please do not hesitate to assert and proclaim everywhere that it is God who has laid down these laws in nature just as a king lays down laws in his kingdom. There is no single one that we cannot grasp if our mind turns to consider it. They are all inborn in our minds just as a king would imprint his laws on the hearts of all his subjects if he had enough power to do so.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  April 15, 1630 to Mersenne, AT 1:145; CSM 3:23 (my italics).] 

For Descartes, we have innate laws impressed on our minds, but, more importantly, he adds elsewhere, God imposes a structure to them. Our ideas, as he sees it, are not just a random series of truths, but are well-ordered, containing, as John Schuster puts it, a lattice structure, and this is because they are the result of the activity of a maximally perfect being.[footnoteRef:18] This supreme being, Descartes thinks, made the sciences interconnected. On this point, he expresses the unity of the sciences doctrine without theological grounding in the Regulae. He writes, “It must be acknowledged that all the sciences are so closely interconnected that it is much easier to learn them all together than to separate one from the other.”[footnoteRef:19] His claim, like many methodists during this period, is the sciences are logically arranged in human reason such that there is an epistemically basic or foundational science, containing, largely, self-evident truths, axioms; where a Cartesian investigator can use the basic truths to deduce the contents of the other sciences: e.g., the physics and astronomy of Le Monde, the physiology of L’homme, the optics of Dioptrique, and the meteorology of Les Météores. These specifics, however, were not worked out during the period of the Regulae (1619-1620, 1626-1628) and were most likely not known. Nevertheless, Descartes’ unity of knowledge doctrine is not restricted to this work but is referred to throughout his writings during his early period, including in Part Two of the Discours.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Schuster, “Cartesian Method as Mythic Speech,” p. 41.]  [19:  Regulae, AT 10:361; CSM 1:10 (my italics).]  [20:  See Discours, AT 6:19; CSM 1:120; April 15, 1630 to Mersenne, AT 1:140-141; CSM 3:22; Descartes also refers to this doctrine in the Olympica.] 


Human Intellectual Ideas are Isomorphic with Reality
Descartes additionally tells us God ordered the ideas of reason and nature to be isomorphic. He explains in the Discours, “[…] God has given us a natural light to distinguish the true from the false.”[footnoteRef:21] Descartes’ point, which he additionally makes in the opening, is we have a divinely inspired, cognitive faculty, a natural light, that grasps or intuits the truth; more specifically, our intellectual cognitions, what he later calls clear and distinct perceptions, are objective, i.e., ordered to accord with the way things are.[footnoteRef:22] He elaborates on the point in his selective summary of Le Monde (1632) in the Discours. He writes in Part Five, “I have noticed certain laws which God has so established in nature, and of which he has implanted such notions in our minds, that after adequate reflection we cannot doubt that they are exactly observed in everything which exists or occurs in the world.”[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Part Three, AT 6:27; CSM 1:124 (my italics).]  [22:  Descartes refers to the “natural light” in the opening to the Discours as “good sense.” See Part One, AT 6:1-2; CSM 1:111.]  [23: AT 6:41; CSM 1:131 (my italics).] 

This evidence presents a first approximation of his argument for the veracity of human reason. He tells us the divine artificer, by His omnipotent nature, creates human minds with well-ordered ideas; more precisely, some ideas are basic, while others are epistemically dependent. These are well-ordered in terms of internal order, the arrangement of the ideas themselves, and, in addition, in the sense of truth; they are ordered to correspond with reality. Given this evidence, Descartes thinks reason, in a general way, with little to no specifics, corresponds with nature. What is left outstanding is the additional claim that his method, mainly the procedure of ordering ideas, is equivalent to the structure of reason and likewise insures certainty. We get this in the preamble to Part Two of the Discours.

II. The Preamble to the Method
Before Descartes presents the method, he begins with a pre-theoretical justification of it, where, through a series of examples, he challenges the reader to ascend from the importance and structure of human reason to the divine artificer as its ontological foundation, all of which occurs in the first paragraph of Part Two. The notable claim is God has ordered intellectual cognitions to correspond with reality, and the method is a functional definition of reason. The following is how Descartes expected his readers to reason while considering his examples.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  The dividing line between the preamble to the method and the statement of the method is given in Part Two, AT 6:18; CSM 1:120.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk14121659]He begins the preamble to the method by sketching the setting of his premières pensées. He tells us he attended the coronation of the Emperor, Frans Ferdinand II, at Frankfurt, where he found himself full of cogitationes while shut up in his German, stove-heated room.[footnoteRef:25] After this brief account, Descartes turns to his “first thoughts,” those that resulted in the method, and begins with what we will call the Perfection Principle. He writes, “Among the first thoughts that occurred to me [those that resulted in the method] was the thought that there is not usually so much perfection in works composed of several parts and produced by various different craftsmen as in the works of one man.”[footnoteRef:26] Descartes’ principle, as we shall see, is an approximation of the more precise formulation in the Meditationes: “The more skilled the craftsman the more perfect the work produced by him,” but this will be argued for in what follows[footnoteRef:27] I highlight, provisionally, the next inference Descartes draws in the latter work concerns natural theology. He continues, “[…] if this is so, how can anything produced by the supreme creator of all things 
not be complete and perfect in all respects?”[footnoteRef:28] The quick transition from the Perfection Principle to the divine artificer and the perfection of creation in the Meditationes also occurs in the Discours, written a few years earlier, but, in the latter case, Descartes procedurally makes his point. [25:  Gilson dates the coronation to July 20 to September 9, 1619 and, further, gives a broader setting than Descartes’ account in the Discours. See Gilson, Discours, p. 155 and April 29, 1619 to Beeckman, AT 1:162; CSMK 3:4. Additionally, the Olympica and the Cogitationes Privatae gives confirmation of the date. See Olympica, AT 10:179 and Cogitationes Privatae, AT 10:218; CSM 1:5.]  [26:  Part Two, AT 6:11; CSM 1:116 (my italics). This statement is a return to a passage in Part One, where he tells us he, “happened upon certain paths […] from which I formed a method […].” See AT 6:3; CSM 1:112.]  [27:  Fourth Meditation, AT 7:55; CSM 2:38 116 (my italics).]  [28:  Ibid.] 


The Architect Example
Descartes clarifies the Perfection Principle, his procedural explanans, by proceeding with an example concerning the perfection of architecture.[footnoteRef:29] The architect for Descartes, as Étienne Gilson notes, should be distinguished from the engineer, for the former draws up the plans and oversees its construction, i.e., has a broader purview, while the latter has a narrow focus.[footnoteRef:30] This distinction is made to highlight that Descartes wants us to focus on the larger organization, at a general level, as he indicates with his discussion with Pierre Bourdin in the Seventh Replies: “Throughout my writings [the Discours (1637) and the Meditationes (1641, Seventh Replies added 1642)] I have made it clear that my method imitates that of the architect.”[footnoteRef:31] Nevertheless, in this case, his immediate focus is a city. The architect has a general expertise, a perfection, that she uses to make buildings, streets, and other structures to form a well-ordered city. The architect creates, and the object is made perfect, albeit in degrees, by her consideration of the needs of the society as a whole, the end or purpose of the project, given to her via reason. On this point, Descartes writes, “Thus we see that buildings undertaken and completed by a single architect are usually more attractive and better planned than those which several have tried to patch up by adapting old walls built for different purposes.”[footnoteRef:32] The single architect, for Descartes, is better than many, for the former begins with new, basic materials (like his first truths) and, more importantly, constructs the city for a specific end, e.g., human flourishing or functionality. What is important is the architect perfects the city by imposing “reason” onto a disordered space. If a project, on the other hand, has many architects, the specialists, he thinks, are more inclined to split duties, to delegate responsibility to other architects and engineers, which results in different parts of the city, while beautiful and efficient viewed independently, are inconvenient, disordered, and awkward looking viewed on whole. On this point, Descartes concludes, “you would say it is chance, rather than the will of men using reason that placed them so.”[footnoteRef:33] [29:  Descartes considers these metaphors as quasi-derivations. For instance, he begins the architect metaphor with “Thus.” See AT 6:11; CSM 1:116.]  [30:  Gilson, Discours, p. 161.]  [31:  AT 7:537; CSM 2:366. I would like to thank an anonymous referee for highlighting Descartes’ architect metaphor in the Seventh Replies.]  [32:  Part Two, AT 6:11; CSM 1:116 116 (my italics).]  [33:  AT 6:11-12; CSM 1:116 116 (my italics).] 

It should be noted that the architect example primarily concerns the perfection of artifacts by the application of “reason,” not necessarily the number of artificers. For instance, Descartes explains, “Again, ancient cities which have gradually grown from mere villages into large towns are usually ill-proportioned, compared with those orderly towns which planners lay out as they fancy on level ground.”[footnoteRef:34] In this case, Descartes compares the disorder of ancient organizers to unfettered “planners” using reason. The product of the latter, the many planners, he holds, is good if all the necessary considerations are made.[footnoteRef:35] This result of Descartes’ example gives us a better grasp of the Perfection Principle. It is true, he holds that one craftsman is better than many, but this is because the single craftsman is more likely to use her reason considering the whole rather than a part. This leads to the claim “the more skilled the craftsman,” i.e., the best utilizer of human reason, the more perfect the work, and this is true for Descartes, as we have seen above, regardless of the number of craftsmen. [34:  AT 6:11; CSM 1:116 116 (my italics).]  [35:  Descartes preferred to live and work alone, but there are exceptions. For instance, in 1629, he tried to entice Ferrier to help him create his invention of a lens grinder. See March 18, 1630 to Mersenne, AT 1:129-132 and November 4, 1630 to Mersenne, AT 1:171-176. Also, he tried to attract Guez Balzac (1597-1654) to Holland for a retreat to work with him. See April 15, 1631 to Balzac, AT 1:197-198; CSMK 3:29-31 and May 5, 1631 to Balzac, AT 1:202-204; CSMK 3:31-32. Last, Descartes made a general request to Mersenne for the outcomes of experiments in astronomy. See May 10 1632 to Mersenne, AT 1:250-251; CSMK 3:37-38.] 


The Wise-Lawgiver Example
Descartes proceeds in his line of reasoning in the preamble to the method with the Wise Lawgiver Example, where he transitions from the perfection of artifacts to the perfection of the use of one’s cognitive faculties; more specifically, he explains how a wise lawgiver’s exemplary use of reason should guide a constituent’s less perfect use in practical affairs. As we shall see, Descartes’ point is not constrained to the specifics of the example. Rather, he requires the reader to generalize that not only can another guide us to truth in practical matters in which a state has a legitimate interest, but, also, an exemplary use of reason can help us to achieve truth in general. In addition, Descartes entices the reader to imagine the wise lawgiver, in a sense, indirectly tinkering with the cognitive faculties of constituents in order to transition to his main claim in the next example, that ultimately God has ordered our ideas and faculties.
On first examination, however, the Wise-Lawgiver Example seems to make the same point as the Architect Example. He writes,
Again, I thought, people who have grown gradually from a half-savage to a civilized state, and have made their laws only in so far as they were forced to by the inconvenience of crimes and quarrels, could not be so well governed as those who from the beginning of their society have observed the basic laws laid down by some wise law-giver.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Part Two, AT 6:12; CSM 1:117 116 (my italics).] 

Descartes infers that a single lawgiver makes a better society than many, over a long period of time, because, like the architects in the former example, many legislators often have a narrow focus, where laws are devised to solve a single problem or a few. Time passes, then, another narrow-focused legislator targets a concern of society and lays down reasonable laws to solve it. The consequence, considered macroscopically, is a disordered society, one that results in “the inconvenience of crimes and quarrels.” The wise lawgiver, on the other hand, considers the totality of laws and their implications. Thus, like the architect example, Descartes holds we should have a single lawgiver that well-utilizes her reason.
This conclusion, however, is not Descartes’ main purpose with this example, for there is no need to compound examples, especially for a geometrician.[footnoteRef:37] The example, however, focuses us on a new object, no longer on artifacts, but on the use of human reason itself. The wise governor’s exemplary use, Descartes thinks, should guide the constituent’s inadequate use through the promulgation of laws to alter the citizen’s behavior towards the best course of action, i.e., to achieve truth in practical affairs. The inference Descartes pushes us to draw is reason can be better used by a more excellent agent (a formulation of the Perfection Principle above). In fact, he indirectly expresses this point later in the preamble to the method, where he tells us the “world is largely composed of two types of minds whom [the search for truth] is quite unsuited.”[footnoteRef:38] These minds, he tells us, should learn from others; presumably, they should seek erudite professors and attend well-known colleges, which Descartes derides as a path for philosophers in Part One.[footnoteRef:39] Further, he claims those more suited to search for knowledge should teach and augment other’s use of their faculties.[footnoteRef:40] [37:  Commentators, however, largely take Descartes to compound examples. See Gaukroger, Descartes, pp. 105-106 and 110-111; Rodis-Lewis, Descartes, p. 40; Clarke, Descartes, pp. 60-64.]  [38:  AT 6:15; CSM 1:118 116 (my italics).]  [39:  AT 6:9; CSM 1:115.]  [40:  Descartes does not propose himself to teach others, but this claim is an obvious implication of his example.] 

This fine-tuned point is highlighted by Descartes’ attempt to abate a fallacious implication of the example. He feared some readers may interpret that he thought himself to be the wise savior sent to heal society. On this spinoff of his example, he writes, “That is why I cannot by any means approve of those meddlesome and restless characters, called neither by birth nor by fortune to the management of public affairs, are yet forever thinking up some new reform.”[footnoteRef:41] Descartes, again, considers himself not to be the wise lawgiver in this sense. In contrast, he modestly tell us he wants to revise his own thoughts, to use reason in an exemplary way to reconstruct the sciences in his own mind.[footnoteRef:42] If others, he tells us, are convinced by his thought, they can similarly revise their thoughts. Nevertheless, his worry about this possible, though incorrect, implication stems from his claim that a wise legislator’s aim is to promulgate laws to correct the populace’s use of their faculties and ultimately their behavior in practical affairs.  [41:  Part Two, AT 6:14-15; CSM 1:118. See also AT 6:13; CSM 1:117]  [42:  This modest claim, perhaps, is not entirely true. He wrote the Principia as a Scholastic textbook. See November 11, 1640 to Mersenne, AT 1:233; CSMK 3:156-157. See also Gaukroger, Descartes’ System, ch. 3. Further, he proposed Les Météores as a textbook. See October 1637 to Noel, AT 1:455; CSMK 3:75.] 

Notably, Descartes makes a similar point in his correspondence with Mersenne. He writes, “Please do not hesitate to assert and proclaim everywhere that it is God who has laid down these laws in nature just as a king lays down laws in his kingdom. […] They are all inborn in our minds just as a king would imprint his laws on the hearts of all his subjects if he had enough power to do so.”[footnoteRef:43] In this case, God gives perfect laws to guide behavior and to determine nature itself, via the laws, just as a king attempts to guide or influence the constituent’s will with the law. The point in the Discours, however, is not yet theological, although there is an obvious (and, perhaps, strong) analogy between the divine and Descartes’ wise lawgiver. Nevertheless, Descartes’ concern, at this stage, is to establish that we can use our cognitive faculties in a fallacious manner, and, for this reason, we should proceed circumspectly. In this endeavor, others, who use reason well, can guide us, as intellectual exemplars. A more perfect being concerning practical affairs, a wise lawgiver, can model through laws and guide another to the correct use of her cognitive faculties, to orient one’s will to the intellect, as Descartes later tells us in the Fourth Meditation. The question entails, based on the Perfection Principle, which is elucidated by these examples, we should ascend to a being more perfect than the wise lawgiver, which best utilizes reason and is the origin of human reason. [43:  April 15, 1630 to Mersenne, AT 1:145; CSM 1:23 116 (my italics).	] 


The Supreme Artificer Example
Descartes next turns to the core of his argument with the Supreme Artificer Example, where he gives an ontological foundation for his provisional philosophy. His claim, as we shall see, is we can trust reason because the supreme artificer has ordered it well; that is, God has structured the ideas of reason to correspond with reality. On this point, it should be noted Descartes is not as forthcoming as we would like on his views on God’s creation, especially in his published works.[footnoteRef:44] For this reason, he, once again, gives us an example in the Discours, which may seem abstruse on first examination, but, given his line of reasoning to this point, it is aimed to prod the reader to discover the foundation of the structure of knowledge.  [44:  His most forthcoming presentation is in the 1630 letters to Mersenne. Nevertheless, the text is open to diverse plausible interpretations. Additionally, he makes comments in the Replies to the Meditationes and elsewhere. See fn. 16.] 

Descartes writes in the groundwork, “Similarly, it is quite certain that the constitution of the true religion, whose articles have been made by God alone, must be incomparably better ordered than all the others.”[footnoteRef:45] Descartes strategy is to continue his dialogue with the reader, where the reader proceeds with a question. One is to ask himself, “Why is true religion better ordered than false religion?” It seems the answer, although not given in the text, is obvious: a maximally perfect being, if He chooses to create, must create a perfect creation (efficient causation), one that is well-ordered. In one sense, human knowledge is perfectly ordered because it is a result of the will of a maximally omnipotent being, Descartes’ well-known formulation of theological voluntarism. It is also perfect because God’s knowledge is perfectly ordered. God is immutable. Thus, after creation, the eternal truths and the structure of knowledge will not change.[footnoteRef:46] Given this, because the “articles” of “true religion” are made by the supremely perfect artificer, the articles are also perfect and well-ordered. On the other hand, “false religion” is myth, made by finite imaginations, by a being less than perfect, and, thus, the religion is less well ordered.  [45:  Part Two, AT 6:12; CSM 1:117 116 (my italics).]  [46:  Kaufman, Dan, “Descartes’ Creation Doctrine and Modality.” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 80, no. 1 (2001), pp. 24-41.] 

The topic in the passage, notably, is “true religion,” but, based on the argument above, much more is entailed, but let’s proceed in steps. By “religion,” I take it Descartes means supernatural truths known by special revelation, those truths of religion that are inaccessible to reason—e.g., truths, for Descartes, derived from mysteries of the Christian Bible, the liturgy, and sacred tradition. But, in addition to this, Descartes is adamant elsewhere that “religion” also means articles derived from natural theology, those religious truths that are accessible to human reason.[footnoteRef:47] With this broad definition of “religion,” his strategy in the Discours is to get the reader to reason that the supreme artificer perfects not only supernatural ideas of faith incapable of human reason, religion in the first sense, but also supernatural ideas known by reason, i.e., natural theology or religion in the second sense. Thus, his claim in the passage is “true religion” is well ordered, which entails, at least partially, reason is well-ordered.  [47:  See Rule 3 AT 10:370; CSMK 3:370 and April 15, 1630 to Mersenne, AT 1:143-144; CSMK 3:21. Gilson concurs with my claim. See Gilson, Discours, p. 164.] 

This conclusion, however, should be unsatisfying to the reader, as well as our savant. I take it that Descartes gives us part of the necessary reasoning in this example as a subtle nudge for the reader to continue thinking further. The supreme artificer not only created “true religion” as part of reason but also “reason” as a whole. The implied argument is the divine artificer perfects all things (efficient causation); reason is created by God; thus, reason too is well ordered and perfect. Based on this, his claim in the crucial passage is “true” ideas given to us through reason are better ordered than “false” ones produced by the imagination.
We next need to clarify Descartes’ phrase “better ordered.” He implies that our intellectual ideas are “better ordered” in the sense that they have a definitive structure. This, essentially, is the well-known interconnectedness of the sciences doctrine, where reason and the sciences have a mathematic-like, axiomatic structure. The architectonics of reason, however, is his focus in the next example; so, we will withhold our examination for now. In addition, Descartes holds that intellectual ideas are well-ordered in an ontological sense, that is, in accord to the way things are. In the passage above, he makes an explicit distinction between the “true” and the “false.” We are told “true” ideas in general, the ideas of natural theology and, presumably, reason as a whole, are better ordered than false ones, and this is because they correspond with objective reality. Thus, for Descartes, it is “religion” and, by implication, “the veracity of reason” that he conveys as “well-ordered” and “true.”
Given this, Descartes’ Supreme Artificer Example gives us an interesting development of the Perfection Principle from which he derived his method, for it makes a new thread in the dialogue with the reader. We first learn that reason perfects artifacts, say, a city. Next, we are told a wise lawgiver uses reason, via promulgation of laws, to help constituents order their use of their cognitive faculties in practical affairs; that is, an exemplary use of reason can perfect a less perfect use. We are then told in the Supreme Artificer Example that we can trust reason, essentially the wise lawgiver’s reason, because God, a maximally perfect being, ordered in accord to reality.

The Laws of Sparta Example
Descartes additionally needs to establish, not only that reason corresponds to reality, but, also, the results of the proper application of his method. This is crucial because if he can establish a pre-theoretical knowledge of the structure of reason as axiomatic and lattice structured, he can use this as the basis to practically justify the procedure of the method. He could tell us because reason is axiomatic, we ought to simplify complex questions to more simple ones, breaking them up, step-by-step, until an axiom is discovered in the foundational science, as he describes the regressive part method in Part Two. Similarly, because most intellectual propositions are deductive, i.e., necessarily entailed but epistemically dependent on others, he lays down the provision we ought to methodically proceed by using the axiom and the data from the problem discovered during the analytic stage of the method to make necessary inferences to answer the original and intermediate questions compositive part.[footnoteRef:48] Thus, the way things are, for Descartes, entails the method. [48:  For an account of how Descartes used the method, see Daniel Garber, “Descartes and Method in 1637,” in Descartes Embodied: Reading Cartesian Philosophy through Cartesian Science, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, pp. 86-103, and Patrick Brissey, “Towards Descartes’ Scientific Method: A Posteriori Evidence and the Rhetoric of Les Météores,” in James A. T. Lancaster and Richard Raiswell (eds.), Evidence in the Age of the New Sciences, New York: Springer, 2018, pp. 80-86.] 

To identify his route to this conclusion in the Discours, let us turn to his next example. He, in a sense, returns to the Wise Lawgiver Example, though, now, having a different focus. He no longer concentrates on the governor’s use of reason to correct others, but on the structure of the wise lawgiver’s ideas. He writes in the Laws of Sparta Example,
And to speak of human affairs, I believe that if Sparta was at one time very flourishing, this was not because each of its laws in particular was good (seeing that some were very strange and even contrary to good morals), but because they were devised by a single man and hence all tended to the same end.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Part Two, AT 6:12; CSM 1:117 116 (my italics).] 

He tells us the constitution of Sparta was, at one time, good, at least on whole (some were contrary to good reason); for the laws were laid down by a wise lawgiver; mainly, the reference is to the legendary constitution of Lycurgus.[footnoteRef:50] The laws were good, Descartes notes, not in the sense that each particular statute was good (he notes, again, some were not), but because, taken collectively, were ordered according to reason and all tended to the same end: e.g., promoting justice, equality, a flourishing economy, and a strong defense.  [50:  Gilson identifies Lycurgus as Descartes’ target. See Gilson, Discours, p. 164.] 

What may be noticeable in Descartes’ subtle example is the wise lawgiver reasons axiomatically, beginning with intuitions and proceeding to a, broadly, deductive answer. Descartes implicitly tells us Lycurgus’ flourishing society was a result of him posing a question, something like: “What are the necessary laws to produce a thriving society?”[footnoteRef:51] His aim is not to promulgate laws to insure an absolutely perfect society, where each particular instance is good, considered independently, as he told us above in the Wise Lawgiver Example. Rather, Lycurgus should begin with a collection of statutes ordered to foster a good society. What is important is his problem depended on intuitive maxims, the ends of the created society. Presumably, for Descartes, Lycurgus reasoned it is good for people’s life and property to be protected; thus, the society should be organized, in part, toward the end of security. Further, a thriving society depends on equal application of the law and a just distribution of goods and punishments. Thus, the society should engender justice. Additionally, it is good for people to efficiently and innovatively provide for themselves; thus, free markets and entrepreneurialism should be valued. The implicit claim is Lycurgus began with basic, normative maxims, the ends of what he takes to be a good society, and proceeded, Descartes thought, to a broadly deductive answer to meet the end. Nevertheless, it is noticeable Lycurgus’ ends can be met in diverse ways, which resulted in the society having some morals contrary to good action, as Descartes tells us.[footnoteRef:52]  [51:  Garber insightfully argues that posing question is an essential part of the Cartesian method. See Garber, “Descartes and Experiment,” p. 46.]  [52:  For Descartes’ broad use of the term deduction, See Desmond Clarke, “Descartes’ Use of ‘Demonstration’ and ‘Deduction,’” Modern Schoolman 54, no. 4 (1977), pp. 333-344.] 

The Laws of Sparta Example, it should be noted, is not meant to be solely a historical speculation concerning Lycurgus’ solution of his problem. Rather, it is an example illustrative of the structure of knowledge. Consider his line of reasoning in the series of examples. This one comes after his claim that a perfect artificer ordered reason to correspond with reality. He then gives us an example of the structure of human reason in a particular case.[footnoteRef:53] The implication is this is the structure in general. Descartes’ claim is reality is oriented such that if one finds an intuition and makes a quasi-deduction, a construction that meets the end, as he tells us in the architect metaphor, then one achieves truth.[footnoteRef:54] [53:  We can also see this in his examples of the method in his natural philosophy. For instance, his explanation of parhelia (false suns) and the rainbow in Les Météores begins with a description of the phenomenon (observations), which is the end to which the efficient causal explanation aims, beginning with composite intuitions (dependent on further arguments in physics, physiology, and metaphysics). See Garber, “Descartes and Experiment” and “Descartes and Method in 1637.” Similarly, he uses a model of the anaclastic curve in optics as an end for his causal explanation in optics. ]  [54:  Descartes adds that one needs to know the deduction in a single grasp, as an immediate, composite intuition.] 


III. Conclusion
Descartes ascends from the perfection of artifacts to his cognition that God is the ontological foundation of human knowledge and, then, descends to explain the structure of reality. The implication is human knowledge has a foundational structure such that the sciences are interconnected. There is a basic science from which the others—e.g., physics, physiology, optics, meteorology—are derived, or constructed according to reason. With this structure, he thinks he is inductively justified to proceed somewhat independently in natural philosophy—as he tells us in Part One: discarding past studies, books, and authorities—only using the dictates of reason. Further, he believes he has established in the narrative in the Discours why his method is veracious at its inception, with little to no empirical evidence, and this is because it is laid down by a maximally perfect being. As Descartes tells us in the Perfection Principle, “The more skilled the craftsman the more perfect the work.”[footnoteRef:55] In this case, the so-called craftsman has indubitable knowledge, goodness, and power; thus, the structure of reality produced by this being is likewise indubitable. Ultimately, Descartes maps the procedure of the method onto his account of the structure of reality, which enables him to practice the method for roughly a decade (1619-1629) with practical certainty, until he turns to his semel in vita reflections on first philosophy in the Meditationes, or so his persona tells us in the narrative in the Discours. [55:  Fourth Meditation, AT 7:55; CSM 2:38 116.] 
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