History of Philosophy: Ren.-En.; worksheet on Descartes, Meditation Four and Principles of Philosophy Part II, ##45-46

Having claimed in Meditation Three to prove that God exists as the cause of Descartes’ idea of God and what sustains Descartes’ existence, he then examines what else he may know.

1. Why does Descartes say that “it seems I am incapable of ever erring”?  What is error?  Which faculty of the mind is responsible for error?  Is God responsible for our errors?  Is he responsible for our faculty of judgment?  Explain Descartes’ reasoning for his views.

2. Descartes argues for a principle that supplies a method for never making an error.  In his argument for this principle, one crucial premise is that “I am inclined toward”, and even “could not help judging that what I understood so clearly [and distinctly] was true.”  His conclusion is that “I should never judge anything that I do not clearly and distinctly understand”.  What additional premise does he need to argue for his conclusion?

3. In the Meditations, Descartes unfortunately says nothing about his crucial notion of a “clear and distinct perception”.  Fortunately, however, he does about 5 years later in his Principles of Philosophy (Part II, ## 45-46, in course packet).  What, in your own words, is a “clear” perception?  What is a “distinct” perception?  Most importantly, what is perceived?

Descartes’ Meditation Five, and Principles of Philosophy, Part II ##3-25, 36-40, 64; and Part IV ##198-199, 203-204

Note: if you’re pressed for time, focus more on Principles of Philosophy than Meditation V.
In Meditation II, Descartes argued that he knows that he exists as a thinking thing.  In Meditation III, he argues that he also knows that God exists, is perfect, and is thus not a deceiver.  In Meditation IV, he argues for the principle that every idea that he clearly and distinctly perceives must be true.  In Meditation V, he then attempts to apply this principle, to see what else he can know must be true.  

4. What does Descartes claim to know about material – i.e., physical, or “extended” – things (paragraphs 1-6) ? Which of his skeptical doubts does this knowledge dismiss?  (By the way, what do you think Descartes means by the term “extended”?)  Also, how is this related to what Descartes claims to know the wax really is in the 5th from the last paragraph in Meditation II (p. 32)?

5. Does Descartes at this point claim to know that material things exist (paragraph 2)?  Why or why not? 

6. Note that Descartes offers a second proof for the existence of God, different from the proof he offered in Meditation Three.  (This proof begins in paragraph 7.)  It’s a version of St. Anselm’s (1033-1109 CE) “ontological” argument.  In this version of the argument, Descartes explicitly presupposes the principle that everything he can clearly and distinctly perceive must be true.  You needn’t pay too much attention to the details of the argument.  But why do you think Descartes offers this second proof?  Shouldn’t one be enough?  Do you think this might be an indication that he’s worried about something?  Do you think he might be right to be so worried?  Explain.

(In Part II of Principles of Philosophy, Descartes goes on to explain in some detail what he thinks we can clearly and distinctly perceive about the nature of material – i.e., physical, or “extended” – things.)

7. Which faculty of the mind don’t we use in understanding the nature of matter?  Which faculty do we use (Part II, ##3-4)?  What does this remind you of in Galileo’s The Assayer?

8. Recall that Aristotle believed that there couldn’t be a vacuum, or void – i.e., a space without any physical substance in it.  One of Aristotle’s many arguments for this view was that the category of place depends on the category of substance.  That is, just as you can’t have an action without someone acting, you also can’t have a place without a substance in that place.  Does Descartes agree (Part II, ##5-19)?  Why or why not?

(Look out!  An almost unbelievable amount happens in Part II, ##21-25 and 36-40.  Say “bye-bye” to virtually all of Aristotle’s physics, which had reigned supreme for almost 2000 years!)

9. In #21, Descartes overturns Aristotle’s view that the universe must be finite in size.  Why does Descartes believe instead that the universe is indefinitely (i.e., roughly, infinitely) extended?

10. In #22, Descartes overturns Aristotle’s view that there are fundamentally different kinds of elements, i.e., extended substances: the perfect celestial element of aether, and the imperfect terrestrial elements (earth, water, air, and fire).  Why does Descartes think that this follows?  How does Descartes explain all the different ways in which matter appears to us – e.g., as smelly, soft, hard, sweet, sour, hot, cold, etc. (Part II, #23 and Part IV, ##198-199)?

11. In  #25, Descartes overturns Aristotle’s view that “motion” (kinesis) is a substance’s change as it actualizes its final cause, purpose, or goal.  Descartes introduces a very restricted concept of motion.  What is motion for Descartes?  Does he conceive motion as absolute (with respect to a fixed, unchanging framework of space and time, like a Cartesian coordinate system) or relative (to the bodies that the moving thing is in contact with)?

12. Guess who invented the Cartesian coordinate system that we use in modern algebra, calculus, and analytic geometry.

(In Part II, ##36-40, Descartes spells out the basic principles of his new physics.  In #36, he gives an early version of the principle of the conservation of mass and energy.  Descartes phrases it as the conservation of (extended substance and) motion.  In #37, Descartes gives his first law of nature.  When combined with his second law, we get something much like Isaac Newton’s first law of motion, the law of inertia: An object at rest tends to stay at rest and an object in motion tends to stay in motion with the same speed and in the same direction unless acted upon by an unbalanced force.)

13. Is there any need for final causes in a universe governed by Descartes’ first law of nature?  Why or why not?  Compare and contrast Descartes’ explanation of why a ball continues to move after it has left the hand with Aristotle’s.  (Remember the 2 conflicting kinds of motion – natural and violent – in Aristotle’s view?)

14. In Part II, #39, Descartes overturns Aristotle’s view that some things tend by themselves to move in a circle.  Figure (i) illustrates Descartes’ explanation of the circular motion of rotating a stone in a sling.  This seems fine, but how do you think he would have to apply his theory to explain the elliptical paths of the planets around the sun?

15. What is the only kind of knowledge that Descartes’ physics uses, or presupposes (Part II, #64)?

