
Phil 32 Midterm study guide

The midterm will cover all material from the first 5 weeks of class (so Aristotle, Copernicus,

Galileo, Bacon, Descartes, and Boyle). Since we spent so much time on Descartes, expect much of

the test to be about him. The test will focus on the material that was emphasized in the lectures.

Note that much of what was discussed in the lectures was not explicitly discussed in the readings, so

look closely at your lecture notes as you study. The questions and problems below is an exhaustive

list of what you should be able to explain in the exam.

Aristotle

• What is a syllogism, and how does Aristotle think syllogisms are necessary for natural expla-

nations?

• What is a thing’s “form” and how is a form different from “matter”?

• Explain Aristotle’s four “causes” (formal, material, efficient, final) and give an example of

each.

Copernicus

• In what sense are the Ptolemaic, Copernican, and Tychean models of the planetary system

“equivalent”?

• Given this equivalence, why does Copernicus think that his model is to be preferred to the

others?

• What does Copernicus’s theory show us about the difference between the subjective and

objective in the way things appear to us?

Galileo

• Would Galileo agree that the Copernican model of the solar system is inconsistent with the

way the world appears?

• What is the “tower argument” supposed to show?

• In what ways does Galileo think that Aristotle’s followers are too dogmatic?

Bacon

• Why does Bacon think Aristotelian syllogisms should not be used as scientific explanations?

• What is the difference between “interpreting nature” and “anticipating nature”?
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• Bacon describes two distinct approaches or methods in science. Both make use of both the

senses (which give us knowledge of “particulars”) and the understanding (which gives us

knowledge of “generalities”). What is the difference between the two approaches, and which

does Bacon recommend?

Descartes

• What is the primary goal of the project that Descartes sets for himself at the beginning of

the First Meditation?

• Describe the different stages of doubt or skepticism described in the First Meditation.

• In what sense is the skepticism of the First Meditation a “methodological skepticism”?

• What is the difference between mere psychological certainty and absolute certainty?

• By what reasoning does Descartes arrive at knowledge of his own existence?

• What does Descartes know about his own essence, and what does he know about the essence

of corporeal substance?

• What is the difference between “objective reality” and “formal reality”?

• Describe the “causal proof” for the existence of God given in the Third Meditation.

• How does Descartes come to trust his clear and distinct ideas, and how is this related to the

proof for the existence of God?

• What is the “Cartesian circle” and why might it be a problem for Descartes?

• Despite God not being a deceiver, we still fall into error all the time. How is this possible if

God is (either directly or indirectly) the source of all our ideas?

• In what sense is the will infinite and the understanding finite?

• Reconstruct Descartes’ “ontological proof” for the existence of God.

• In what sense is the ontological proof stronger than the causal proof?

• Why is God the one being whose essence implies existence?

• How come I couldn’t rephrase the ontological proof to show that triangles exist?

• What are the possible explanations of where my ideas of material bodies come from, and why

does Descartes rule out all but one of these possibilities?

• What does it mean to say that Descartes presupposes a form of “internalism” regarding the

mind’s access to things?

• In what sense does Descartes’ appeal to clear and distinct ideas make him a “rationalist”?

• What is the relation between matter and space according to Descartes?
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• What are the only sorts of explanations that Descartes can appeal to to explain phenomena

such as cohesion and gravity?

• Explain Descartes’ argument against the possibility of atoms.

• Explain Descartes’ argument against the possibility of a void.

Boyle

• How useful are explanations in terms of formal causes according to Boyle? What about final

causes? And what about the other Aristotelian causes?

• What are the two most basic physical principles according to Boyle? What does it mean to

say that they are “simple” and “extensive”?

• What theological considerations does Boyle think speak in favor of his corpuscularianism?

• What is the relation between corpuscularianism and other sciences according to Boyle?
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