History of Philosophy: Renaissance through Enlightenment;
Worksheet on Descartes’ Discourse on Method (1637) Parts I and II; 

and Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) “Letter of Dedication”
1. What’s the goal of Descartes’ method?  How does this compare with that of Bacon’s method?

2. How does Descartes’ discovery of his ignorance (p. 13) compare with Montaigne’s?  Are both content to remain ignorant, or does one strive to overcome this?  
3. Compare Descartes’ and Montaigne’s use of encounters with the different beliefs and customs of people in other cultures, whether foreign or ancient (p. 13).

4. What was Descartes’ favorite subject in school (p. 14)?  Why?

5. Where was Descartes, and what was he doing, when he began his meditations in a stove-heated room (p. 15)?

6. What metaphor does Descartes use in describing his decision to attempt to rebuild his knowledge on a foundation of certainty (p. 16)?
7. What’s Descartes’ first rule of method (p. 18)?  How is it related to geometrical analysis and algebra (pp. 18f)?

8. What does Descartes say (in the “Letter of Dedication” to the theology faculty at the Sorbonne) is his aim in the Meditations on First Philosophy?  

9. Descartes, like Montaigne, says that he hopes to defend Catholicism against the threat posed by the Protestants.  How are his methods for doing so different from Montaigne’s?
(Don’t bother reading the “Preface to the Reader” now.  Instead, read his response to the first objection (pp. 24f) after you’ve read Meditation Two, and read his response to the second objection (p. 25) after you’ve read Meditation Three.)
Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), Meditation One:
1. What experiences in his life does Descartes tell us led to his meditations, and what is the purpose of these meditations?

2. Why does Descartes attempt to doubt all of his beliefs?  

3. What counts as “doubting” a belief?  For example, must he prove the belief to be false?

4. In doubting his beliefs, Descartes divides them into several classes.  The first class of beliefs is based on the assumption that things really are just as they seem through the senses.  What reason does he give for doubting this class of beliefs?

5. The second class of beliefs that Descartes doubts is based on the assumption that the objects of our senses exist, even if they aren’t really just as they seem.  What reason does he give for doubting this class of beliefs?

6. The third class of beliefs that Descartes doubts includes his basic beliefs about geometry and arithmetic, when he is clearly and distinctly perceiving the ideas involved.  What reason does he give for doubting this class of beliefs?  Why does this involve supposing “not a supremely good God, the source of truth, but rather an evil genius, supremely powerful and clever, who has directed his entire efforts at deceiving me”?

