Reading 14.  René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy 

Outline with Study Questions


I.
First Meditation. What Can Be Called into Doubt 

1.
What project does Descartes begin to undertake?

2.
What method will he use to carry out this project?’

3.
What conclusions does Descartes draw from the fact that he might be dreaming?’

4.
What conclusions does he draw from the supposition that there is an omnipotent God?

5.
What is Descartes’ hypothesis about a “malicious demon”? Why does he propose it? 


II.
Second Meditation. The Nature of the Human Mind, and How It Is Better Known Than the Body 

1.
Why could not even a deceiver who is supremely powerful and malicious deceive Descartes about the fact that he (Descartes) exists?

2.
Why does Descartes exclude the body from the “I” that exists?

3.
What attributes of the soul does Descartes exclude from the “I”?

4.
What is the nature of the “I”?

5.
Why is the imagination unable to disclose the nature of the “I”?’

6.
What is the essence of the piece of wax that Descartes describes? With what faculty is this essence perceived? 


III.
Third Meditation. The Existence of God 

1.
What general rule does Descartes adopt about things he perceives very clearly and distinctly?

2.
What are the three possible sources of the ideas in Descartes’ mind?’

3.
Why does Descartes trust “the natural light” more than his natural impulses?

4.
How does Descartes’ idea of God lead him to conclude that God exists? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

1.
Is it possible to be absolutely certain that you are not dreaming right now?

2.
If you cannot doubt the existence of your mind, but can doubt the existence of your body, does it follow that you are a mind?

3.
Does Descartes’ proof that the “I” is “a thing that thinks” depend on any assumptions he fails to doubt? 

4.
Might the “thing that thinks” be the physical brain?

5.
Is everything we perceive clearly and distinctly necessarily true?

6.
Is our idea of God innate? If so, does this prove that God exists? 
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