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Lesson 1: Student Worksheet 1

The mechanistic view of nature and its consequences

Read this text by René Descartes:

“Beyond question when the swallows come in the spring they act in this regard like clocks. All that is done by the honeybees is of the same nature.”
Question 1:  René Descartes was a mechanist.  What is he saying here about swallows and honeybees? Write your answer here.

Question 2:  What gave him these ideas? Think about his beliefs concerning the natural world. Write your answer here.

Now read this poem by William Blake:


THE FLY

Little Fly,

Thy summer’s play

My thoughtless hand

Has brushed away.

Am not I

A fly like thee?

Or art not thou

A man like me?

For I dance,

And drink and sing,

Till some blind hand

Shall brush my wing.

If thought is life

And strength and breath, 

And the want of thought is death,
Then am I

A happy fly,

If I live

Or if I die.

William Blake was an eighteenth century artist and poet. He possessed deep spiritual insight, feeling and imagination, which contrasts greatly with the science of his age, which was deeply influenced by mechanistic ideas.

This poem is an extended metaphor, comparing his life with that of a fly.

Question 3:  In what ways does Blake see the fly as being like himself?  Write your answer here.

Question 4:  What does the poem reveal about Blake’s view of living things? How does it compare with Descartes’ view?

Question 5: It used to be said that, “The test of a good Cartesian was whether he would kick his dog”. A ‘Cartesian’ is a follower of the mechanistic ideas of Descartes.
Why would a ‘good Cartesian’ be able to kick his dog without worrying that what he was doing was wrong? Write your answer here.

Question 6: Can you explain how Descartes’ theories of mechanism led to a complacency about and even a justification for animal cruelty? Write your answer here.

Question 7:  Some of the cruelty still inflicted on animals could stem from old ideas that animals have no ‘sensitive soul’, are inferior to humans and have less capacity than humans for feeling pain.  Can you think of a situation today in which animals are treated badly? Write your answer here.

Science and Religion in Schools – 3e: Mechanism

