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Lesson 2: Student Resource Sheet 2

How did Descartes influence science and religion?
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René Descartes loved mathematics.  

He became certain that everything in the material world ‘came down to’ maths in the end. The laws of nature, he said, were based on maths.  And all matter, including living things, obeys the laws of nature – so everything boils down to maths! 
This view is held in some form or another even today.  No one can become a great physicist in the 21st century if they can’t do algebra! Certainly maths opens the door to lots of secrets. This is great news if you’re good at maths like Descartes was, but not so great if you’re more of a poetry person (although there are some who say everything boils down to poetry in the end – so don’t feel left out!)

Descartes was in good company with his views on maths.

Here is Galileo, another great scientist, living in Italy at around the same time:
 “The book of nature is written in the mathematical language…without its help it is impossible to comprehend a single word of it.”
And another brilliant mind, that of Johannes Kepler, born in 1571 in Germany, concluded:

“‘Geometry is unique and eternal, a reflection of the mind of God…all nature and the graceful sky are symbolised in the art of geometry.”
Descartes developed these ideas. He saw around him new machinery being invented to make life easier and more efficient – clocks, pumps, looms etc. He had been taught hydraulics at his Jesuit school. He came to see the world as a great machine, a giant clock created and ruled over by God, with its parts set to run on mathematical principles. 

In one way, the desire to think of the universe running like clockwork was a religious desire.  It was a desire to see the whole system of the universe interlocking, ordered, rational and consistent; the sort of universe worthy of being created by an orderly, rational, supremely intelligent God; the sort of universe governed by the same rules wherever you went in it, made of matter which itself always and inevitably obeyed these rules too.  It suits the purposes of science very well to agree here – in order to do science you need a rational, ordered universe or you’d get some very odd results! In fact a belief in the order and intelligibility of the universe are the foundations on which both science and religion are built.

These ideas influenced religious thought. They placed God firmly outside his creation. Ideas of God as being ‘in’ or part of everything (as in pantheism) were discarded.
Now the question became: if God is outside the universe, what does he have to do with it? Does he have anything to do with it at all?  Does God hear, let alone respond to, the prayers of those conscious beings (humans) which he has created?

Most people who believe in God call themselves theists. This means they believe that God created everything and continues to oversee his creation and at times work within it, listening and showing concern – rather like an ideal father.

However, to some people, a clockwork universe implied that God set everything up, rather like a clockmaker, and then left it to run its course, without interfering in any way. This belief became known as deism. However, most theologians rather disapprove of deism, as it goes against established concepts of the nature of God.

In another way, the idea of a clockwork universe full of creatures behaving in mechanical ways paved the way for new technologies and industries to exploit and damage the earth with a clear conscience. These new technologies were built on the back of scientific invention and discovery. It was not long after Descartes that the first rumblings of the Industrial Revolution began to be felt – first in Britain and then across the rest of Europe.

It felt as if there was no ‘Mother Nature’ any more to protect her children. Instead the natural world was perceived as cold, unfeeling and colourless, without spirit or soul. The road was clear for using the earth in whatever way humankind saw fit.
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