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1. Dp80:  What are corpuscles, and what is corpuscularianism? 

2. Dp80; Hp70:  How did Beeckman’s understanding of causation differ from the scholastic 
Aristotelian understanding?  With which element in the Aristotelian system was it 
comparable? 

3. Dp81-83; Hp72:  In what sense did Descartes’ emphasis on certainty chime with the 
approach to natural philosophy of the scholastic Aristotelians?  In what way was Descartes’ 
method in natural philosophy modeled on the methodology of geometry?  In Descartes’ 
natural philosophy, what belief(s) played a role similar to axioms in geometry? 

4. Dp83:  Descartes’ conclusion that “clear and distinct” ideas must necessarily be true was 
widely shared by progressive natural philosophers in the early 17th century.  By what logical 
process did Descartes justify that conclusion? 

5. Dp84; Hp75-76:  In what way was Descartes’ position that matter is inert different from prior 
beliefs from Aristotle to the scholastics?  Was this change of world view significant?  How 
did previous work, such as Galileo’s, make this change possible? 

6. Dp84-85; Hp71,79:  In addition to depriving matter of its inherent capacity for motion, 
Descartes also stripped it of qualities such as color, heat, and texture.  How, then, did he 
explain our perception of these qualities”  What fact familiar to everyone did he use to justify 
this position? 

7. Dp85:  After Descartes stripped matter of all other qualities, what quality was left?  How did 
he justify this conclusion?  How convincing is this argument? 

8. Dp86:  How does Descartes explan the non-uniformity of matter? 

9. Dp87-88,97:  Aristotelians had held that a substance (a thing) consisted of the union of matter 
and form.  In the case of a person, that form was taken by Christian thinkers to be the soul.  
Since, in Aristotelian thought, a form could not exist apart from its union with matter, it was 
difficult to avoid the conclusion that the soul did not survive the death of the body.  This 
problem was one source of serious concern about scholasticism long before the scientific 
revolution.  (Another was Aristotle’s assertion that the world had existed from eternity.)  How 
did Descartes’ system solve the problem of the soul’s survival of the death of the body? 



10. Dp92,86:  Why is Descartes’ conclusion that “all motion is in itself rectilinear” significant?  
Can you reconcile it with his position that all motion is circular? 

11. Hp74:  In what way did Descartes overthrow the scholastic Aristotelian distinction between 
the natural world and the cultural world (craft/art)?  How significant was this change?  Is 
there any parallel with today’s distinction between the “hard” sciences and the “social/
psychological” sciences? 

12. Although our authors do not emphasize the fact, the emergence of the mechanical philosophy 
was intimately connected to religion and theology, and much of its appeal derived from the 
fact that it was easier to accommodate to Christian ideas than Aristotle had been.  Have you 
spotted any aspects of Aristotelianism that were hard to reconcile with Christian belief?  How 
did corpuscularianism deal with those issues”  What other aspects of the mechanical 
philosophy were congenial to Christianity?  What theological disputes caused natural-
philosophical disputes between different mechanical philosophers?  How did these 
theological disputes sort out along lines of nationality?  Why? 

13. Hp69,84:  To what recent philosopher of science does Henry owe the ideas in his first two 
paragraphs and his last one? 

14. Hp70:  Henry writes “The Aristotelian distinction between manifest and occult qualities is no 
longer significant in the mechanical philosophy since all explanations resort, ultimately, to 
the motions and interactions of insensible particles.”  Nevertheless, the corpuscules of the 
mechanical philosophy and the nature of their interactions remain imperceptible and thus 
“occult”.  In what sense did the mechanical philosophers simply trade one set of occult 
entities and relations for another? 

15. Dp85,92:  One of Descartes’ main publications was titled Principia philosophiae.  What does 
this mean?  Two major works by later thinkers subsequently echoed this title.  What were 
they, who wrote them, and what do they mean? 

16. Dp92-93; Hp75:  Descartes has historically been viewed as the original rationalist 
philosopher, as contrasted with Locke the empiricist.  What do these two philosophical 
positions amount to?  In what way does Section V undercut this view of Descartes? 

17. Although some corpuscularians—notably Descartes and Hobbes—retained the goals and 
methods of scholastic Aristotelianism, all of them broke with scholastic Aristotelianism on 
almost all issues of substance.  What are the most important differences between the 
mechanical philosophy and scholastic Aristotelianism?


