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The important problem posed by the second a posteriori proof is the determination of the
role of the a priori notions that condition it. Although the cause was posited only with respect
to its external effect (the idea impressed in us) in the first proof, it is considered, in addition,
with respect to its internal effect: the production of self by itself in the second proof. This
penetration into intimacy of the self-caused cause allows Descartes to reveal the active charac-
ter of divinity. Since the infinite clearly does not need any efficient cause outside itself in order
to exist, it must necessarily enclose this efficiency in itself. That is why it exists necessarily in
virtue of its essence. The concept of efficient cause can be extended to this positive essence.
God’s ratinality and his free creative self-causality are therefore closely linked here. If the sec-
ond proof depends above all on a priori notions, if it is based on the concept of causa sui, and
if this concept is itself based on God’s essence, ought we conclude that this proof by effects is
a posteriori only in name, that in fact it is absorbed into a priori proof? Such a conclusion
would misjudge the analytic order of reasons, which was scrupulously followed by Descartes.
Certainly, the notion of causa sui depends a parte rei on the nature proper to the essence of God.
However, in the second proof considered in itself, the necessary link between the essence of God
and self-caused causality never intervenes as an element of the demonstration. The self-caused
cause is itself posited as God, not in virtue of the fact that I perceive a priori that it is necessar-
ily implied in the essence of God, but in virtue of the idea of God present in us as an effect to
be explained, the cause needing to have at least as much perfection in its formal reality as its
effect. Hence in spite of the multitude of its a priori elements and its link a parte rei with the

a priori proof, the second proof is maintained on the a posteriori plane.
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