Dr. Santas’

2010 Study Questions

for René Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy
Meditation I and Meditation II  (See Santas notes for Med. I and Med. II)
1. Why is Descartes so doubtful of everything? What does he hope to gain with this doubting?  What sorts of things does he doubt? Explain.

2. Explain the expression cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore I am) and how it figures in Descartes’ plan for finding a foundation for knowledge.

3. What is Descartes' example of the wax supposed to illustrate?  What is the "naked wax" and what are its clothes supposed to be?

Meditation III (See Santas notes for Med. III)
4. Define the terms 'formal reality', 'objective reality' (sometimes translated as ‘subjective reality’), 'formal cause', and 'eminent cause'.  Explain how Descartes employs these terms to prove that God exists.

5. Describe how Descartes moves from ‘I have imperfections’ to ‘There must be a source of ultimate perfection.’  Does this work as a proof that there must be a God?

6. Explain the role of the Principle of Sufficient Reason in Descartes' (first) proof of God's existence.  Does Descartes ever doubt this principle? Could he? Explain.

Meditation IV (See Santas notes for Med. IV)
7. Explain the difference between the understanding and the will (“freedom of choice”), according to Descartes. Why is this difference important? 

8. What is Descartes' explanation for why humans make mistakes?  Explain his advice for avoiding them.

9. Explain why Descartes can be sure that God is not a deceiver.  Why is this knowledge an important development in Descartes' inquiry, given his earlier concerns in Meditation I?

Meditation V (See Santas notes for Med. V)
10. Explain the difference between an essential and an accidental property and relate the distinction to the wax example in Meditation II.

11. Explain why Descartes believes that existence is an essential attribute of God.  Do other things exist essentially according to Descartes?  Explain.

Meditation VI (See Santas notes for Med. VI)
12. What does Descartes’ example of the chiliagon illustrate?  How is illustration important in his description of the mind and its relation to the body?  Explain.

13. To what extent does Descartes think we can trust the senses by the end of Meditation VI?  How can we be more sure that they aren't deceiving us, and how can we become more sure that we are not dreaming?  Explain.

14. Why does Descartes doubt the truths of mathematics at the beginning of the Meditations?  How does he get rid of this doubt by the end of the Meditations? Explain.

