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Abstract

This paper presents an analytical and critical review of “Material Falsity and Error in
Descartes’ Meditations” by Cecilia Wee (2006), a study devoted to one of the most
intricate and overlooked issues in Cartesian philosophy—the notion of material
falsity. The book distinguishes between “static” and “dynamic” interpretations of
materially false ideas, arguing that Descartes’s understanding of material falsity
evolves throughout the Meditations in accordance with his epistemological progress.
While Wee’s “dynamic interpretation” is innovative in emphasizing the
transformative process of Descartes’s inquiry, it raises significant philosophical
challenges. The findings suggest that although Wee’s approach revitalizes the
discussion of material falsity and highlights the evolving nature of Descartes’s
thought, it remains conceptually ambiguous concerning the representational
mechanism of materially false ideas and their relation to truth and epistemic agency.
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Extend Abstract

The concept of material falsity in Descartes’s philosophy represents one of the most
intricate yet foundational topics in early modern epistemology. Although mentioned
briefly in the “’Third Meditation, it raises profound questions about the relationship
between perception, representation, truth, and cognitive agency. Despite its central
importance, the notion has rarely been explored in isolation. Material Falsity and
Error in Descartes’ Meditations by Cecilia Wee (2006) constitutes the first
systematic monograph devoted to this issue. The book examines how Descartes
distinguishes material falsity—a kind of error occurring at the level of ideas—from
formal falsity, which belongs to the level of judgment. According to Descartes, the
human mind may form sensory ideas that represent what does not in fact exist, such
as the perception of cold as a positive quality rather than the absence of heat. This
seemingly minor point becomes a window into the larger structure of Cartesian
epistemology. Wee’s interpretation is built upon two contrasting hermeneutic
models: the static and the dynamic interpretations of materially false ideas. The
static model, defended by classical commentators such as Margaret Wilson, Alanen,
and Normore, treats material falsity as a fixed notion defined once and for all in
“’the Third Meditation. By contrast, Wee’s dynamic interpretation argues that
Descartes’s understanding of material falsity evolves throughout ’the Six
Meditations, in parallel with the progressive unfolding of his epistemological and
metaphysical insights. In her view, material falsity is not merely a local problem
about sensory error but a conceptual thread that connects Descartes’s theory of
perception, his metaphysical proofs of God, and even his moral reflections on the
relation between finite human will and divine perfection. The originality of Wee’s
reading lies in emphasizing this developmental dimension of Descartes’s
philosophy. She contends that Descartes continually reconstructs his key concepts
rather than employing them statically. Thus, the meaning of material falsity changes
in accordance with the thinker’s own progression from doubt to knowledge, from
epistemology to metaphysics, and ultimately to ethics. In this sense, the Meditations
themselves represent a process of conceptual transformation rather than a mere
sequence of arguments. In developing her case, Wee turns to late Scholastic sources,
particularly Suarez’s Disputationes Metaphysicae, in order to trace the historical
roots of the notion. She argues that Descartes adopted the term material falsity from
the Scholastic tradition but radically reinterpreted it within a new metaphysical
framework. Whereas Suarez defined material falsity as a lack of correspondence
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between a representation and its object, Descartes redefines it as a failure in the
representational function of an idea—a breakdown in how an idea presents its
supposed object to the mind. This shift reflects Descartes’s broader move from
Aristotelian ontology to a representational epistemology centered on the thinking
subject. While Wee’s reconstruction is conceptually rich and historically informed,
it faces several philosophical difficulties. First, her extension of material falsity
beyond the “Third Meditation’’—to encompass metaphysical and ethical
dimensions—appears to overreach the textual evidence. Descartes himself confines
the analysis of materially false ideas to the stage of epistemological reflection,
where the focus remains on the nature of sensory representation rather than on
divine justice or human morality. Second, Wee’s treatment sometimes blurs the
distinction between ideas and judgments. For Descartes, falsity properly belongs to
the act of judgment, not to the mere presence of ideas in the intellect. Ideas may
serve as the matter of error, but they are not themselves false or true except in this
derivative sense. Consequently, the dynamic interpretation, while illuminating the
continuity of Descartes’s thought, introduces a conceptual ambiguity by treating
material falsity as both epistemic and moral in nature. Nevertheless, Wee’s work
succeeds in repositioning the problem of material falsity at the center of Cartesian
studies. Her analysis shows that without understanding this notion, one cannot fully
grasp how Descartes connects error, will, and understanding in his theory of
knowledge. The idea of material falsity functions as a revealing mirror of the human
mind’s finitude: it marks the boundary where finite cognitive capacity encounters
the infinite perfection of God. In this sense, error becomes not merely a defect but a
moment of philosophical revelation—an indication of the tension between finite and
infinite understanding that underlies the entire Cartesian project. From a
methodological standpoint, Wee’s book stands out for combining conceptual
analysis with historical reconstruction. She situates Descartes within the intellectual
continuum linking the late Scholastics to the early modern rationalists, highlighting
the transformation of metaphysical language in the transition from theological to
epistemological frameworks. However, some methodological inconsistencies
remain. In several chapters, especially the later ones, Wee’s discussion tends to shift
from analytical exposition to textual commentary, resulting in occasional repetition
and a lack of systematic closure. The book would benefit from a final integrative
chapter summarizing its philosophical implications—a point noted by reviewers
such as Raffaella De Rosa. Despite these shortcomings, the dynamic interpretation
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proposed by Wee offers valuable hermeneutic insights. It reminds readers that
Descartes’s Meditations should be read not as a static system of theses but as a
living process of intellectual self-formation. Through this lens, material falsity is
redefined as a philosophical moment of limitation and transcendence: the human
mind, striving toward truth, confronts the boundaries of its own representational
power and thereby recognizes its dependence on the divine source of truth. The
present article undertakes a detailed critical evaluation of Wee’s work. It analyzes
the logical coherence of her dynamic model, its textual foundations in the
Meditations, and its relation to both Cartesian and Scholastic traditions. By
combining conceptual analysis with comparative study, the paper aims to assess
whether the dynamic interpretation truly clarifies or instead complicates the
understanding of material falsity in Descartes. The findings indicate that although
Wee’s approach is historically and hermeneutically persuasive, it requires further
philosophical precision to avoid conflating epistemological and theological levels of
analysis. In conclusion, Material Falsity and Error in Descartes’ Meditations
represents a significant contribution to the field of Cartesian scholarship. It reopens
a neglected question and encourages renewed reflection on the interplay between
truth, representation, and human error. Even if not entirely free from conceptual
tension, Wee’s interpretation serves as an inspiring framework for rethinking the
dynamics of cognition and the moral dimension of error within rationalist
philosophy. From this perspective, material falsity is no longer a marginal notion but
a key to understanding Descartes’s vision of the mind as both finite and self-

transcending—a being whose very errors disclose its orientation toward truth.
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