The Letters of Descartes—Study Questions
“First of all, as soon as we think that we correctly perceive something, we are spontaneously convinced that it is true. Now if this conviction is so firm that it is impossible for us ever to have any reason for doubting what we are convinced of, then there are no further questions for us to ask: we have everything that we could reasonably want. … For the supposition which we are making here is of a conviction so firm that it is quite incapable of being destroyed; and such a conviction is clearly the same as the most perfect certainty.”--Replies
These questions are primarily meant to help you work through the selections from Rene Descartes’ letters that we are reading. My purpose for reading in his correspondence is to help us gain a feeling for the intellectual exchange and debate of the seventeenth century. We will read Descartes’ responses to questions of natural science, metaphysics, epistemology, theology, and ethics. And by doing so, I hope we will see that these cannot be separated from his friendships, enemies, interlocutors, and at times, life concerns.
Day 1 (10-13, 19-28, 37-45, 54-57, 96-103, 119-120; also skim 66-73, 111-118.)

1. Why does Descartes think a universal language would be simple and clear yet isn’t possible with the present world? (10-13)

2. Is there a relationship between our perception of beauty and our sensual responses to what we consider beautiful? (19-20)

3. How does Descartes describe his intellectual work in 1630? (21)

4. Why does Descartes insist that we cannot grasp God and His infinity? (23)

5. Why does Descartes stress God’s freedom and the truth’s complete dependence upon Him? (24-25)

6. Is there any truth in Descartes’ joking with his friend Beckman on page 27?
7. Why does Descartes respect Bacon’s method of natural investigation? (38)

8. How does Descartes respond to the news about Galileo? (40-45) What do you think about Galileo’s situation?

9. How does Descartes seek to offer Constantijin Huyens hope and comfort in his loss? (54-55)
10. How does Descartes defend his statement that the purpose of a human being is to think against those who change that this denies the will? (56, cf. 62 #2)

11. How does Descartes work out the meaning of acting on uncertain judgments? (97)

12. How does Descartes orient thought, soul, and external things/powers? (97-98)

13. How does Descartes conceive of the nature of soul and body? (98-100)

14. Why does he insist on methodological doubt? (99)

15. How does he account for pain? (101)

16. What is Descartes’ opinion of the encyclopedia project? (119)

17. What is his reservation about combining revelation with science? (119-120)

Descartes on Ideas: “Among my ideas, some appear to be innate, some to be adventitious, and others to have been invented by me. My understanding of what a thing is, what truth is, and what thought is, seems to derive simply from my own nature. But my hearing a noise, as I do now, or seeing the sun, or feeling the fire, comes from things which are located outside me, or so I have hitherto judged. Lastly, sirens, hippogriffs and the like are my own invention.”--Meditations
Cartesian Dualism
Descartes’ position on the soul and body (or mind and body) is typically considered dualistic, for he conceives of the body as functioning in a mechanistic fashion, while the soul (or mind) is immaterial; it has a seat of connection in the brain (perhaps the pineal gland), but it remains distinct from material existence. It can even be impacted by information from our senses, yet it is not compromised by the sensorium. Those ideas that are “adventitious” are shaped by the senses. The body does have mechanistic reflex reactions that appear to function without mental consent, as well. 
Day 2 (139-155, 159-160, 165-169, 174-203) 
1. What are the criteria for truth according to Descartes? (139-140)
2. Why does he think our will “has no limits”? (141-142, cf. 195 #1)

3. Why does Descartes think there is a relationship between the memory and the brain? (143-146, 149-151)

4. Why does Descartes think that out human ideas of the infinite do not lead to God? (147)

5. How does he distinguish conviction from knowledge? 

6. Why does Descartes suggest that independence is only available to infinity (i.e. God)? (154)

7. Why does Descartes insist that atheism has nothing to do with the notion of simple being or one’s definitions of bodies and their movement? (155)

8. How does Descartes distinguish his cogito from a similar argument by Augustine? (159-160)
9. Are Descartes’ ideas about “the infinite qua infinite”, the Trinity, and total/efficient cause compatible with each other? (166, 169, cf. 192)
10. How does Descartes counsel dealing with grief? Why? (167-168)

11. Why do some object that the idea that God is his own cause (sui causa)? (174-176, cf. 196)

12. Why is the soul not three-fold (as the ancient Greeks believed)? How does this apply to one’s emotions? (181-183)

13. What are innate ideas? How do we conceive of ideas concerning God? (183-185)

14. Why is the mind superior to the imagination, according to Descartes? Why does this matter in regard to one’s ideas about God and the soul? (186-187)

15. Descartes continues to discuss the body-soul and body-mind distinctions. What are these and do you find them convincing? (188-190, cf. 197)
16. How does he distinguish faith and knowledge? (191-193)

17. Why does Descartes think that God concurs in our continual existence? (193)

18. Why must God reveal his purposes for us to know them? (194-195)
19. How do we realize when our mental perceptions are confused? (197)

20. What is the difference between actions and passions? (199)

21. Why does Descartes reject the thesis that a human is an ens per accidens? (200)

22. How does Descartes defend his belief that clearly conceived ideas are true? (201-203) 
Day 3 (205-213, 217-236, 241-246, 253-273)
1. What kind of advice does Descartes give Regius concerning the latter’s definition of a human as ens per accidens? What concern does Descartes express over the question of the substantial form in a human? (205-209)

2. What does his advice to Regius reveal about the way Descartes deals with intellectual debates? (205-209)
3. Why does Descartes refuse the ancient heretic Pelagius’ position on works and grace? (210-211)
4. Why is it impossible for God to do something that delimits his own perfection? (213)
5. How does Descartes further distinguish the powers of the soul versus those of bodies? (218-219, cf. 226-228)

6. How does Descartes set out the goal of learning and education in regard to philosophy versus religion? (221-222)
7. How does he go about replying to some of Voetius’ charges against his philosophy? (222-224)

8. What are some of Descartes’ views of the material action of the body? (224-226)

9. How does Descartes address Buitendijck’s questions about doubting or thinking incorrectly concerning God? (229-230)
10. What does Descartes’ letter to Mesland add to his arguments for God’s existence? (231-232)

11. Why does he compare the soul to wax? What is the difference between memory and traces? (232-233)

12. How does he regard the freedom of the will? (234, 245-246)

13. Why do we need to distinguish what God makes possible from claiming that God makes anything of necessity? (235)

14. What is Descartes’ theory/explanation of the elements in the Eucharist? (241-244)
15. Why is Descartes disappointed by Regius’ manuscript? (254-255)
16. How does Descartes define the happy life? (257)
17. What rules for morality from his Discourse on the Method assist one’s desires in following one’s reason? (257-258)

18. In what ways does Descartes adjust Seneca’s position on the supreme good? (259-261)

19. Why does he hold that happiness and virtue are bound up with one another? (262)

20. What are certain circumstantial and/or bodily states that interfere with human happiness? (262-264)

21. What are the five broad conditions that Descartes gives for being able to judge well? (265-267)

22. What are some of the limits of human knowledge and awareness? (268-270)

23. How does Descartes describe the passions of the soul and their origins? (270-273)
Thoughts (voluntary and involuntary imaginings/actions of the soul)

Passions of the soul (general perceptions)

Perceptions of Volition (Caused by soul)
Caused by the Body

Neural

Non-neural
Reference to External Object
Reference to Body
Reference to Soul (passions in restricted sense)

“I think it proper to remain here for some time in the contemplation of God himself--that I may ponder at leisure his marvelous attributes--and behold, admire, and adore the beauty of this light so unspeakably great, as far, at least, as the strength of my mind, which is to some degree dazzled by the sight, will permit. For just as we learn by faith that the supreme felicity of another life consists in the contemplation of the Divine majesty alone, so even now we learn from experience that a like meditation, though incomparably less perfect, is the source of the highest satisfaction of which we are susceptible in this life.”—Third Meditation
Day 4 (274-283, 292-300, 306-314, 319-326, also skim 354-384)

1. What are some things that we learn about Descartes’ views of the body and medicine on pages 275-275?
2. What observations does Descartes make concerning excessive passions, free will, and our response to death? (276-277, 282-283)

3. What additional thoughts Descartes share with Mesland about the Eucharist? (279)

4. How does Descartes distinguish modal, formal., and conceptual distinctions? (280-281)
5. On what grounds does Descartes critique Machiavelli’s The Prince? Do you find his critique convincing? (292-295, also 297)

6. What additional insights does Descartes have into human happiness? (296-297)

7. How does Descartes distinguish intellectual love from sensual love? (306-308)

8. How does Descartes understand the relationship between “natural light” and the love of God? How does he understand love of a friend or of country? (308-311)

9. How does he understand love, hatred, and excess? (312-313)
10. How does Descartes conceive of the world (i.e. universe)—its size, time, origins, and creatures? (320-322)

11. How should our understanding of the supreme good influence our contentment? (324-326)
12. In what ways does Descartes distinguish the minds and memories of infants? (354-357)
13. Why does Descartes conclude that there is no extension in God? (362-364, 372-374, 381-382)
14. Why does he conclude that there is no real speech in animals? (366)

206. Indeed, my explanations possess more than moral certainty

Besides, even in relation to nature there are some things that we regard as not merely morally but absolutely certain. This certainty has a metaphysical basis in the proposition that God is supremely good and in no way a deceiver, and hence that the faculty he gave us for distinguishing truth from falsehood can’t lead us into error while we are using it properly and are thereby perceiving something clearly. Mathematical demonstrations have this kind of certainty, and so does the knowledge that material things exist, as does all evident reasoning about material things. If you think about how I have reached my results, deriving them in an unbroken chain from the first and simplest principles of human knowledge, you may be willing to count them among the absolute certainties. You are especially likely to do so if you have a proper grasp of two facts: (1) We can have no sensory awareness of external objects unless they make something move in our nerves; and (2) the fixed stars, owing to their enormous distance from us, can’t produce such motion in our nerves unless some motion is also occurring both in them and also throughout the entire intervening part of the heavens.  Once this is accepted, it seems that all the other phenomena, or at least the general features of the universe and the earth that I have described, can hardly be intelligibly explained except in my way.
--The Principles of Philosophy
