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Synopsis

"It is not enough to have a good mind; it is more important to use it well"RenA© Descartes was a
central figure in the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century. In his Discourse on Method he
outlined the contrast between mathematics and experimental sciences, and the extent to which
each one can achieve certainty. Drawing on his own work in geometry, optics, astronomy and
physiology, Descartes developed the hypothetical method that characterizes modern science, and
this soon came to replace the traditional techniques derived from Aristotle. Many of Descartesa ™
most radical ideasa "such as the disparity between our perceptions and the realities that cause
thema "have been highly influential in the development of modern philosophy.This edition sets the
Discourse on Method in the wider context of Descartesa ™ work, with the Rules for Guiding

Onea ™s Intelligence in Searching for the Truth (1628), extracts from The World (1633) and
selected letters from 1636-9. A companion volume, Meditations and Other Metaphysical Writings, is
also published in Penguin Classics.For more than seventy years, Penguin has been the leading
publisher of classic literature in the English-speaking world. With more than 1,700A titles, Penguin
Classics represents a global bookshelf of the best works throughout history and across genres and
disciplines. Readers trust theA series to provide authoritative texts enhanced by introductions and
notes by distinguished scholars and contemporary authors, as well as up-to-dateA translations by

award-winning translators.
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Rene DescartesA (1596-1650), French philosopher and mathematician, is generally regarded as
the founder of modern philosophy.A Desmond ClarkeA is professor of philosophy at Unviersity

College, Cork.

One of the greatest practical works of the modern era with a faithful translation (unlike some other

editions out there).

Extremely, extremely small and faint print. | do not recommend this version.

This book was just what i needed for my class that required this it. thank you for this great book.

In Discourse on Method (DOM), Descartes wrote a history of his own philosophical pilgrimage and a
program for his philosophical and scientific system. The DOM serves as a programmatic summary
of what Descartes considered a revolutionary new method of knowledge; it is a kind of philosophical
confession of faith which serves as an apology. It is important to remember that DOM was the
preface to three works of science--the Geometry, the Dioptrics, and the Meteorics--which followed it
in the original text published in 1637. These served as proof of the success of the method.
Descartes presents himself as an earnest and humble seeker of truth. He delights in all manner of
learning, but is unsatisfied with its uncertain status. Though well-schooled and well-traveled as a
young man, his heart finds no rest in authority and tradition. He finds clarity and certainty in
mathematics but sees little of philosophical value built upon its foundations. So he is discontent. It is
important for Descartes to convince the reader that he failed to find certainty in the conventional
places. This helps to convince the reader that a new and revolution method is needed. Descartes
now resolves to make himself alone the object of study. In Germany, Descartes repairs to a
secluded room heated by a stove to occupy his attention with his own thoughts. Here he begins to
discover his method. When Descartes begins to philosophize he discovers four "precepts of logic"
which he resolves never to violate: (1) to believe nothing except what is clear and distinct, (2) to
divide up problems into appropriate parts, (3) to proceed from the simple to the complex, and (4) to
make sure nothing is left out. This method can, Descartes thinks, deliver a kind of mathematical
certitude. Yet he deems himself too young and inexperienced to commence the project. He waits
until he is more mature. Descartes then sets out to doubt all that can be doubted (while keeping
religion provisionally intact), not in order to be a skeptic but to find indubitable certainty. He then

gives a brief treatment of issues more thoroughly addressed in (also autobiographical) The



Meditations (published later). Everything can be doubted except himself as a doubter: "I think,
therefore | am" becomes the indubitable and foundational principle of certitude upon which the
structure of knowledge and science can be safely built. He goes on to report his conclusions
concerning the existence of God, the distinction of mind and body and the immortality of the soul.
These conclusions are reached by rebuilding philosophy from himself as an autonomous knower.
Thus, according to Hirom Caton, is "the origin of [modern] subjectivity" and the animus of his
autobiographical stance. (I owe several of the following observations to Caton’s book, The Origins of
Subjectivity.) To this point, Descartes uses philosophical autobiography quite skillfully. The telling of
a story draws in readers who might not be normally attracted to philosophy. He conveys a sense of
intellectual adventure and he personalizes the positions as his positions, grounded on his
perspective, not merely as abstract speculations of no one in particular. The autobiographical form
is not incidental to the philosophy proposed. Descartes’ autobiographical form is intrinsically
connected to his philosophical program. Because of his distrust of tradition, he must, as it were,
begin philosophy all over again from himself as an autonomous being. The starting point for
Descartes’ positive philosophy is not an abstract proposition but an existential statement, "I think,
therefore, | am." By making himself the central object of study, he demonstrates that philosophy and
autobiography are intimately and necessarily related. A statement of his philosophy requires a
history of the study of himself. Descartes used autobiography to avoid an overtly didactic or
dogmatic manner by saying that the book is merely a record of how he himself conducts his reason.
Using the autobiographic form, Descartes can avoid the authoritarianism of the schools while still
making broad sweeping claims as to the veracity and utility of his method. He believes his method is
sound, but he asks his readers to test what he says against their own reason. He thus decided to
write the work in the "vulgar" French instead of the traditional--and scholastic--Latin. The rest of
DOM consists of portions of an unpublished work on physical science and Descartes’ comments on
why he has not published it. In these later sections Descartes launches into a kind of campaign
speech for his own greatness and the indispensability of his scientific method. He laments that he
could not publish his work--The World--because of the prevailing authority’s disagreements with his
conclusions. Descartes fears that publication would threaten the equanimity he needs to be a
successful seeker of truth; but his dedication to human betterment demands that he arrange for its
posthumous publication. Descartes is particularly shrewd at this point. He seems to be enlisting
public support for the publication of a work he is afraid to publish. He tantalizes the reader by saying
that his findings have tremendous practical value for the alleviation of human suffering and

betterment of human health. Descartes ends the DOM with a restatement of his mission as a seeker



of truth and benefactor of humanity. All in all, Descartes uses philosophical autobiography quite
successfully. The form fits the philosophy throughout most of the DOM in that Descartes is
challenging the inherited wisdom of the schools by urging a personal discovery of truth through a
radical method of rethinking philosophy with self-awareness at the center. His self-awareness is the
foundation of his method. Descartes presents himself as a kind of philosophical hero of almost
mythical dimensions who is on a quest for the holy Grail of certainty. He claims to have captured the
Grail which blesses him with the ability to envision an entirely new philosophy and science of nature.
He gives the Geometry, the Dioptrics, and the Meteorics (which follow the DOM) as positive
evidence of the fruitfulness of his method. They are, he claims, harbingers of even greater
discoveries. Nevertheless, Descartes sustained self-promotion at the end of the work seems
intrusive at times and does little actual philosophical work. He is fighting for the chance to be heard
by showing us his good intentions and intellectual genius. But the philosophical hero succumbs to
hubris and the semblance of humility is betrayed by a kind of egotism which spills over the bounds

of propriety and actually gets in the way of concrete philosophizing.

Rene Descartes is often considered the founding father of modern philosophy. A true Renaissance
man, he studied Scholastic philosophy and physics as a student, spent time as a volunteer soldier
and traveler throughout Europe, studied mathematics, appreciated the arts, and became a noted
correspondent with royals and intellectual figures throughout the continent. He died in Sweden while
on assignment as tutor to the Queen, Christiana.Descartes 'Discourse on Method’ is a fascinating
text, combining the newly-invented form of essay (Descartes was familiar with the Essays of
Montaigne) with the same kind of autobiographical impulse that underpins Augustine’s Confessions.
Descartes writes about his own form of mystical experience, seeing this as almost a kind of
revelation that all past knowledge would be superseded, and all problems would eventually be
solved by human intellect.In the Discourse, Descartes formulates logical principles based on reason
(which makes it somewhat ironic that this came to him almost as a revelation). Descartes had some
appreciation for thinkers such as Francis Bacon and Thomas Hobbes, but he thought that Bacon
depended too much upon empirical data, and with Hobbes he disagreed on what would be the
criteria for ascertaining certainty.Descartes was a mathematician at heart, and perhaps had a
carry-over of Pythagorean mystical attachment to mathematics, for his sense of reason led him to
impute an absolute quality to mathematics; this has major implications for metaphysics and
epistemology. Descartes method was a continuation in many ways of the ideas of Plato, Aristotle

and the medieval thinkers, for they all tended toward thinking in absolute, universal terms in some



degree.Descartes in his first section discounts much of Scholasticism, stating that the only real
absolutes are theology and mathematics; because theology is based upon revelation, it is therefore
beyond reason, and thus, mathematics becomes the only rational truth. Descartes develops this
idea further with rules of method, which include ideas of intuition, analysis and deduction. He uses
some of his method to come up with his greatest proposition:Cogito ergo sum - - | think, therefore |
am’'The Cogito is a first principle from which Descartes will now deduce all that follows.” This permits
Descartes to deal both with rational elements and empirical data.The other writings included here
give good insight into the ways in which this method influenced Descartes. His correspondence was
one of the things for which he was most famous during his lifetime, and Descartes carried on
extensive correspondence with people throughout Europe helping educate and elucidate through
his writing.This is an important text; the '‘Discourse on Method’ is one that | read the summer before
| went to college, and makes a good study for those who wish to see the personal element in the
development of philosophy.
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