Descartes Handout
History / Background: 1596 – 1650 c.e.
     Rene Descartes is the Father of Modern Philosophy. He is the creator of Analytic Geometry – the” Cartesian Coordinate System.” He signals the beginning of the “Subjective Turn” in Western Philosophy.  It is hard to underestimate the impact that his thinking and conclusion have had on modern thinking.

   In order to appreciate his thinking, let me turn to the period before Descartes’ life. 
We left off with Aristotle (384 – 322 bce.). After Aristotle many important events occur and new ideas are developed. New philosophic systems are created including Stoicism and Epicureanism. The importance of Greece wanes as its political power diminishes. Rome becomes the new Empire in the West. Romans use some Greek philosophic ideas and modify them to their own sensibilities. Between Aristotle and Descartes two major Western Religions emerge: Christianity and then Islam. These two religions greatly influenced the development of philosophical ideas. St. Augustine “baptized” Plato by using Plato’s ideas (as seen through the ideas of a Neo-Platonist philosopher named Plotinus) to solidify Christian theology by providing Christianity a philosophical basis. Later, Islamic thinkers such as Averroes and Avicenna used Aristotle’s ideas to develop their own philosophic ideas. St. Thomas Aquinas came to learn of Aristotle’s ideas through these Islamic commentaries on Aristotle’s philosophy. St. Thomas’s use of Aristotle’s ideas led to the fundamental Catholic doctrine known as Thomism, named after St. Thomas.

For hundreds of years before Descartes Europe was in the Medieval period: approximately from the fall of Rome and St. Augustine’s death 430 to 1450. (These are somewhat arbitrary dates.) Although it is impossible to claim this as a monolithic time frame or mind frame, there are some general characteristics. It was a time under the control of the Catholic Church. There was very little literacy for the general population. Education was restricted to the Clergy. ‘God was in heaven and hung low over the people and the world.’ This means that most of the people’s lives were lived within/under the auspices of the church. Philosophy was the handmaiden of theology - philosophy was used as a tool to defend concerns of religious faith.  There was no independent science as we think of science. For the medieval thinkers, scientific questions had been settled by the earlier, ancient thinkers. One merely read Aristotle to get an answer regarding Physics and logic. (There was no testing of his conclusions; they were accepted, more or less, as one accepted the revealed word of God in the Bible.)

     Certainty was absolute. God had revealed the truth in the form of the Bible. One problem which the Church faced was that of heresy. There was, from approximately 1400 - 1700s, persecution of those that did not follow/believe in the authority of the church. Estimates range widely but perhaps hundreds of thousands of persons to several million, mostly women, were killed as witches and heretics. Part of this had to do with beliefs regarding medicine, and part had to do with economics. Disease was believed to be spiritual in origin. Thus illness required a spiritual solution. Such solutions could only be given by men, who were the only ones trained theologically with the necessary spiritual information. Thus, any woman who healed without this training, using medicinal herbs, healed with the power of the devil and was a witch in league with Satan. So a midwife, who used herbs to aid in childbirth, was suspect and often tortured and killed for heresy.

     Over the course of time many events resulted in a change. The Renaissance in Italy led to a revitalization of the humanities and sparked what became called “the Age of Reason.” Developments in the arts, literature, politics, philosophy and economics caused a revolution in thinking. This also led to a change in the sciences. Certain inventions made learning widespread. The most important was the movable type printing press which allowed books to be cheaply placed into more hands. Scientific theories and theological ideas could be spread more easily as well. The Protestant Reformation is a direct result of the printing press and the ideas of Martin Luther and John Wycliffe. The reformation led to strife and bloodshed, as there were violent clashes between Catholics and Protestants. These were not merely debates over theological issues; the question of ultimate truth was at stake.

       Descartes comes into a world that has recently found continents previously unknown to them: North and South America. New theories about the place of the Earth in the universe had been advocated: the Copernican Revolution. The Sun replaced the Earth at the center of the universe. (This idea contradicted explicit claims in the Bible.)  The telescope and microscope revealed new external and internal worlds. These revolutionary ideas challenged the authority of the church. Skepticism regarding any certain truth emerged. Such skepticism was a problem for mathematics. Descartes sees there is a way to salvage the Scientific project as long as a method is determined that will conserve knowledge and certainty. He proposes such a method in his work The Discourse on Method. There we find a four step procedure 1) accept only that which you know to be true, 2) divide complex problems into their component parts, 3) start with the easiest parts and solve toward the harder parts, and 4) review the work.

Reading Questions:

These do NOT need to be answered nor turned in. They are here, for you, as a guide to the Meditations by Descartes. Keep them in mind as you read the text.
1st Meditation
What is Descartes’ method of analysis?

What is his purpose in the Meditations?

What source of ideas is easily negated?

Why is Mathematics harder to doubt as certain?

What is the “Evil Genius” argument?

2nd Meditation

What’s the key conclusion in the 2nd Meditation?
What is the purpose of the Wax Example?
What is concluded in the final paragraph?

