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INTRODUCTION 

WITH Descartes philosophy made a fresh start. A new set of 
problems had arisen, and it is owing to the manner in which 
he faced these problems that he has been called "the father of 
modem philosophy." If we seek to characterize the point of 
view of the Greek and medieval philosophers, especially of 
those who came under the influence of Aristotle, it would on 
the whole be true to assert that for them man and nature are 
inwardly related. The soul, Aristotle teaches, realizes itself in 
and through the body. Matter and form, the material and the 
immaterial, are two aspects involved in all natural existences, 
and are separable only artificially by abstraction. Descartes' 
attitude is  very different. Those aspects which Aristotle in 
distinguishing reconciles are by Descartes held apart as con
trasted opposites. 

Speaking very roughly, it was in the writings of the Stoics 
and through Christianity, that the contrasting features in man 

and nature came to be felt. Through the Christian conception 
of the value of each human soul, the individual was separared 
out from the cosmic whole, and given an independent reality 
and worth. The ldnd of problems upon which Augustine wrote 
treatises--predestination and the freedom of the will, divine 
grace and original sin-shows how complete has been the 
break with Greek modes of thought. His treatment of our 
human knowledge, in his emphasis on its subjectivity, is no 
less modern, and again closely akin. to that of Descartes. 

There are two problems which Augustine recognized as 
being for him especially puzzling, and indeed insoluble. The 
:first of these is how the unextended mind can contain images 
of an extended world. "There is in the mind a certain wonder� 
fu1 power {mira quaedam vtr) by which it can contain tanta 

vii 



coeli, terrae, marisque spatia."1 Knowledge, he asks us to 
agree, is a subjective process going on separately in the mind 
of each individual. ·'Ez.ch sees one tlung in himse�f such that 
another person may beiieve whz.t he says of it, yet may not 
see it."2 

And it is as a consequence of this that he formulates the 
(Ogito ergo sum. "'Ne both are, and know tl:at we are, and 

delight in our being and have of it. . . In re-
spect of these tnths I am not :J.t ali of the Acadcrru-

cians, who s10y, What 1f you are deceived? For if I am de
ceived, I 10:n. For he ;.vho is not cann:·t br> C:ecer,ed; <end lf I 
am deceived, by tl:is same token T am. ''3 

The second mystery is how the mind can know extema! ob
jects, and yet be ignorant of t.hose intern�:.] ;:mrfs of the body 
wir.h which it is in immediate connection. "This Is a 
important question 'vhich I now ask, Vv'hy have I no need 
science to know that there is a sun 1n the heavens 10nd a moon, 
and all the other stars, but must have the aid of science to 
know, on moving my finger, whence the act my 
heart, or my brain, or w1th both, or with . . How 
is it tt.at 'While we can count our limbs externally, even m the 
dark and wi(h closed eyes, by the bodily sense which is 
called 'the touch,' we know not.hing of our internal functions 
in the very central region of the sm1l1tself, wt.ere that 
is present which life Land sensation to the 

this, I ap:;Jrehend, no medical man any 

.. or any mz.n living, hz.s any k:no'l'.ledge of."4 
The advance from Augustine to Descartes, and in Descartes 

the deepening of the problems, consists in this, that while 
these t\.vo problems remz.in, and remain z.t bottom as insoluble 
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for Descartes as for Augustine, there has arise�, through. the 
rise of t.he physical sciences the further problem, how soul and 

can possibly hteract, and how, t.herefore, the latter can 
sensations in the mind. Augustine depreciate:! the 
sciences as of no use for the of the saul's 

What he alone sougi1t was 
of t.1.e self. "Deum et ammam scire 

omnzno 

nature, through love of her in tl:e arts and study 
sciences, had come to be as being at once th� 
O:;Jposite and t.!Je oom:;Jlement t:'le self, that further skp 
could be made toward solution of t.!Je problems of knmvledge. 
The Renaissance 

Descartes' Early Life 

Rene Descartes v;as born in Touraine, March 31, 1596. Hi� 
paternal grandfather was a medical practitioner, and married 
the daughter of a medtcal colleague. Ren6's father, on lx:
coming a Councillor of the Brittany Parliament, ranked as 
belonging tD the petite noblesse. Rene, his second son, 
shared in the family fortune--<:. share sufficient to secure hi� 
independence--and fo!lm'ling his father's example he adopted 
the dignified two-v;orded signature Des Cartes. In Latin writ
ings he came ta be referred to as Renatus Cartesws: hence 
the adjective Cartesian. 

GSoliloquiorum,lib. I, cap. II. 
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I n  1606, at the age of ten, he was entered as a pupil i n  the 
Royal Jesuit College of La Fieche. The course of study lasted 
nine years, six years of the humanities and three of philos
ophy. The philosophy, uot then distinguished from the special 
sciences, was in three parts, the first year being devoted to 

morals and logic, the second to mathematics aud physics, with 
metaphysics in the final year. Descartes, at the close of his 
school life, was therefore in his nineteenth year; and having 
been instructed in all that was then known in the :fields of 
mathematics and physics was quite adequately equipped for 
further independent work. His Jesuit schooling in the field of 
theology was also a continuing influence. His theological 
views, as later modified to meet the requirements of his own 
new physics, are in the main a variation on those of 
Aquinas. 

Descartes' critical comments on these various studies, in 
his Discourse on Method, are directed, it should be noted, not 
against the College or his teachers, but against the general 
state of the studies and sciences of the time. They represent 
his first impressions of them, but as meantime reinforced and 
made clearer to him in the course of his own later work. Some 
of them may, quite possibly, have been suggested to him by 
the teachers themselves. While still at La F1eche he knew of 
the enthusiasm aroused among them by the newly invented 
telescope and of the revolutionary discoveries Galileo had 
made by means of it. 

On leaving La Fieche, Descartes proceeded to Poitiers, 
graduating there as Bachelor in Law in 1616. Probably, how
ever, he spent most of the four years 1614-18 in Paris, and 
throughout this period was (we have grounds for conjectur
ing) in a detached and skeptical mood, reinforced, and per
haps induced, by an absorbed reading of Montaigne's Essays. 

Critical Turning-Points in Descartes' Later Life 

In 1618 he joined the army of Maurice of Nassau, serving. at 
his own expense, as a volunteer. Peace, however, was then 
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prevailing; and more decisive for him than the military duties 
was his accidental meeting with Isaac Beeckman, a student of 
the sciences, several years his senior. On April23, 1619, Des
carLe� \Vrites him: "I sb.all cherish you &s t.\e promoter and 
first a-uthor of my studies. In truth, it is you who have shaken 
me out of my indolence, and have made me recall my almost 
forgotten learning." Also, already on March 26 of the same 
year he had written: "It is now six since I returned 
here [i.e., to Breda] and I have set to cultivate the 
Muses with more zeal than I have done at any time in the 
;JUSt. In this short term I have found .. . four demonstra
tions of no little importance, and completely new. . . To 
conceal nothing from you regarding my labors, I propose to 
give t.he public . . . an er!tirely new science . . . so that 
ahnost nothing will remain to be discovered in geometry. It is 
an opus infinjtum, and is not to be achieved by any one man. 
How incredibly ambitious! And yet in the obscure chaos of 
this science I have discovered I know not what light, by the 
aid of which I expect to be able to dissipate darkness how
ever dense.'' Then a month later, in the letter of April 23rd 
above quoted: "But for almost a month I have done no 
serious �tudy. These inventions have so exhausted my mind 
that when I proposed to inquire into ot.1.er questions awaiting 
answer it had no sufficient strength left. " 

The mental tensions induced by these mathematical dis
coveries were increased by his growing conviction that the 
opus infinitum must indeed be carried out by some one man. 
"Among the first of the thoughts that came to me was this, 
that often llJ.ere is less perfection in works composed of several 
parts and the product of several different hands t.l.an in those 
due to a single master-workman."6 Could it be, he found 
hi::nself asking, that he, Rene Descartes, was predestined for 
this tremendous task? Alternately enthusiastic and diffident, 
already more or less convinced of the feasibility of the task, 
and yet dismayed at t.1.e magnitude of it, he was still on the 
night of November 10, 1619, excitedly bewildered; and on 

ll Discourse, II. Cf. below, p. 101. 
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his retiring to rest, the inner debate, still continuing, took the 
form of a three-fold dream. In it notlling wz..s disclosed to h.::m 
beyond \Vhat he had been out in tb 
months; what z..nd 
is solely that b.elped to convince him that it was indeed 
the "Spirit of Truth;, which had been inspiring him, and that 
he could confidently count on divine approval. The following 
nine yez..rs 1619-28 Descartes spent in the leisurely of 
his new prlnciples, and in the defining of tt'1em in a 
which he

-
entitled Regulae ad Directionem lngenii. 

The next turning-point came nine years later, in November, 
1628. A Sieur de Cb.andoux, who prC',fes�ed medich1e and was 
versed in chemistry, held a co:Jference in Paris, under the 
patronage of the Papal Nuncio a...'1d before a distinguished 
audience bcluding Cardinal de Berulle, Mersenne and other 
notz..bles. After he bad delivered a lengthy discoune in refuta
tion of the philosophical teaching current in the Schools, to 
the great acceptance-so Bmllet declares-of his hearers, 
Descartes, who was observed to have abstaitJ.ed from any 

was so pressed to speak, that he 
With compliments to 

Chandom;:, and after appmvi.1g also desire to revise the 
Aristotelian teachmg then dominant in the Schools, he pro
ceeded to propound his own counter-thesis, that certainty, 
and not, as Chandoux had argued, probability, is alone the 
basis on which worL'Iy the name can be made to 

from the mathematical sci-
ences," had two essential requirements: (1) that we start 
fmm what is so simple and evident as to be indubitable; and 
(2) that in advancing from the simple to the complex, no 
step be taken which is not sJmilurly indubitable. So impressed 
was Cru:dinal de B6rulle (himself, like the congregation of the 
Oratory which he founded, Augustmian in his sympathies and 
outlook) that he entreated Descz..rtes to give him the oppor
tunity of hearbg him onpe again on these matters in private; 
and on Descartes' affording him glimpses of the be.1.efits which 
must result should his philosophy be employed in improve-
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ment of the mechanical crafts and medicine, the Cardinal 
reproved him for his dilatoriness in the promulgation of it. 

This was what Descartes' own conscience had long been 
requiring of him; and that he might be the better enabled to 
do so, he decided to take up residence in Holland, where, 
as he believed, he could best secure the necessary quiet and 
leisure. 

As we learn from the unfinished Regulae, Descartes had 
already, before 1628, concluded that his physical principles 
could suffice to account for animate as well as for inanimate 
nature, and that animals (with the sole exception of man) are 
non-conscious automata. This, in turn, had led him to believe 
that it would be in medicine, even more than in mechanics, 
that his most important and beneficent discoveries would be 
made. For if all bodily processes are mechanistically caused, 
bodily diseases, once their causes have been determined, 
should be remediable with the same precision and certainty 
as the disorders of a clock. 

Save for three brief visits to Paris, and his final ill-starred 
journey to Sweden, Descartes remained in Holland all the 
rest of his life; and to avoid becoming entangled by social and 
other ties, he moved, at intervals, from one town to another. 
In each of these residences, when at all possible, he had a 
laboratory in which he practiced anatomy (on specimens 
supplied by the slaughterhouses), with a garden in which he 
studied plant-life. And being thus ever-increasingly absorbed 
by the promising vistas opening out before him, in the twin 
fields o( mechanics and "medicine," he left the Regulae un
finished, and instead started a new treatise, entitled Le Monde. 

Revising such notes as he already had in hand, he combined 
them to form a comprehensive account of physical nature. in
clusive of man's animal organism. 

The year 1633 opened for Descartes very auspiciously. The 
completion of his Le Montie being then well in sight, he 
could, he believed, joyfully look forward to spending the re
mainder of his life in reaping the rich harvest which, in 
Baconian fashion, he foresaw as following upon the technical 
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application of his mechz..nistic ;ninciples, and more especially 
upon their application :n the "medical" domains (vegetable 
a...'1d animal) to which they bad hiL'1erto been supposed to be 
inappiicz..ble. We can understand, t!lerefore, how bitter was 
his disappointment when, in November of this very year, 
word reached hi.;n t.'lat the L'1quisition !lad condew__,_""led as 
heretical Galileo's advocacy of the Earth's motion round the 
Sun---1m -integral part of b.is own teaching, and one which, in 
his cosmology, involved still less likely to be 
approved by the Inquisition. once he decided to suppress 
his Le Monde. Meantime, in the of an early reversal of 
Cb.urch policy, he 
ceptance of his teaching, 

the discoveries his 
new method z.lready enabled him to make. Also, he 
would preface these "Essays" by a brief Discours in which, 
in place of the projected thirty-six rules of the Regulae, he 
would dwell, in quite general seJTlj--popular tenns, on the 
nature of his method, and of b.is hopes of making by its means 

discoveries. Then, in a further work to be entitled 
de Prima Philosophia�aimed at enlisting the 

sympathetic support of the Church Authorities, and more es
pecially of the teachers in the Jesuit Colleges, and composed 
this time in Latin-he would treat of the two questions in 
regard to which there need be no quarrel between hL"D and 
the Church: the existence of God and th_e immortality of the 
soul. Should fie s11cceed in converting his readers to his man
ner of establishing these two central doctrines, they would, he 
believed, be the more ready to accept his teaching in its en
tirety, including his physics. Then, in anot;_er work, also in 
Latin, entitled Principia Philosophiae, he would venture to 
give a detailed account of his physics, doing so in the manner 
most likely to gain general acceptance-as, for i..'lStance, by 
adopting the approved deductive method of exposition, and 
by leaving unrevised his early, purely relativist, teaching in 
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regard t o  motion and using it t o  camouflage his continuing 
advocacy of the Earth's motion round the Sun. 

The Essays (his first published work, issued in 1637, when 
he was already forty-one years of age) served Descartes' pur
poses well-the brief preface to them becoming the most 
famous and widely read of all his writings. The Meditations, 
issued in 1641, with six series of Objections appended, 
proved, however, only very doubtfully helpful, while the 
Principles, issued in 1644, had so negative a reception as to 
convince Descartes, once and for all, that he could no longer 
hope to obtain entry for his teaching in the Jesuit Colleges. 
Accordingly, from then on, we find him speaking his mind 
much more freely, especially in his letters. All along he had 
recognized that the self is not externally related to the body in 
the manner of a pilot to his ship or of a workman to his tools. 
Now, however, taking at last due account of the experiences 
which hitherto he had left more or less unconsidered, viz., the 
sensations of light, heat, sound, etc., and the feelings and 
passions, he had no option save to question several of the as
sumptions upon which he had hitherto been proceeding. If 
these sensuous experiences cannot be accounted for in terms 
either of body alone or of mind alone, and if further the 
occasionalist mode of explanation be ruled out, the only 
remaining alternative is to ascribe them to the action of mind 
and body in joint co-operation-thls, in turn, involving the 
admission, as recognized by Descartes'�" (and emphasized by 
Locke and by Spinoza, each in his own very different man
ner), that in both matter and mind there are ''several proper
ties of which we have no idea," an admission which, in view 
of his earlier utterances, was for Descartes a most embar
rassing confession to have to make. 

We can only conjecture how far, and in what particular 
respects, he would have proceeded in the further revision of 
his earlier doctrines. In any attempt to do so, we have to rely, 

7 Cf. his letter to his Oratorian friend. Father Gibicuf, Jan. 19, 
1642. 
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in addition to Slli-viving letters, on tt'1e two works on which he 
was engaged in tl::.e years between the publication of t.."IJ.e 
Principles and his premature death on February 11, 1650-
Les Passions de l'Ame and La Description du Corps Humain, 

wit.'1 the su"!Jtitle, La Formation du 

\Vas be more awr,ke to the need for assistance in the making of 
observations and of supplementing his high a priori 
method of reasoning. We too8 thr,t he was planning a 
School of the Arts and Crafts-what we should r:ow call an 
Institute of Technology-in whkh theorists and manual work
ers v oufd co-operate, one of their first fruits being perhaps
so at least Descartes would seem to have been hoping-the 
construction of an instrument which would do for the sensibly 
apprehended objects we can handle what the telescope has 
done for bodies in the heavens, and so give access to precisely 
t..'Ie kind of observations of which he stood most in need. 

It .is now customr,ry to disti."'lguish betvleen Descartes' 
teaching and that of the "Cartesians." The adjective Cartesian 
is taken as applying to all those various types of philosopb.y 
over which Descartes has exercised a determining influence. 
But how divergent L'1ey are, each rejecting certain_ of his cen
tral doctrines, a.'1d modifying, often quite radicaEy, those 
they have retained-the occasionalism of Geulincx and Male
branche, the pantheism of Spinoza, the monadism of Leibniz, 
the sensationalism and carefully qualified rationalism of 
Locke! And, as V. Vartanian has very convmcingl_y sb.own/' 
when t.\e term Cartesian is used b th.is wide sense, the a"!Jove 
list has also to include those eightecnth-centill'Y Enlightenment 
thinkers-Diderot, La Mettr:ie and d'Holbach-for whom t.1.e 
mechanistic treatment of nature and of the animal 
::.nJ hu,r.:;m body w;;.s Clerselier (with others of 
lesser note) seems to have remained unquestioningly faithful 
to all of Descartes' publicly recorded doctrines; but Clerselier 
was a minor figure compared with a."'ly one of the above. 

� Cf. New Stud1es, pp 
QDiderole! Desccutes 1953. 
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For justification of the terms used in my translations I 

must refer readers to my New Studies in the Philosophy of 
Descartes: and in doing so I may give warning that in three 
main respects I have departed from the views generally held 

in authoritative circles, viz., ( 1)  in the emphasis I have laid 

on Descartes' manner of differentiating between the "clear" 
and ihe "distinct," and on the role it plays in the argument of 
the Meditations;10 (2) in my interpretation of Descartes' 
statements regarding the corporeal imagination-a doctrine 
common to Descartes and to Ne\11ton; and (3) in my insist� 
ence on Descartes' view of conscious awareness as being al
ways sheerly immediate, and of our thinking as being there
fore exclusively determined by what is at the moment being 
attended to, with no power of actively forming mental images 
or of constructing concepts. For the former it has to wait upon 
their formation as patterns in the pineal gland; for the latter 
it has to rely on finding them in the mind, as having been de
posited in it at its creation. The many difficulties with which 
he was thereupon faced, and his manner of dealing with them 
-especially in respect of the relations holding between this 
type of awareness and our fallible acts of interpretative judg
ment. and more generally as to the relations holding between 
the understanding and the will-are, however, much too com
plicated to be dealt with, even brie:H.y, in this Introduction. 

N.K.S. 

10 Even Gilson has dealt with it only quite casually, in his com· 
mentary on the Discourse (pp. 200-04); Laporte and Alcui6 ignore 
it, using the two terms as If they were synonymous. 





RULES FOR THE GUIDANCE OF 

OUR NATIVE POWERS' 

[PART I. Tr-IE RULES OF METHOD, AS REQUIRED IN DEALING 

WITH THE DATA OF EXPERm:-JCE AND AS THEREBY 

SAFEGUARDING THE Mnm's NATIVE POWERS 

OF hnuiTIO� AND DEDUCTION] 

RULE I 

The aim of our studies should be that of so guiding our mental 
powers that they are made capable of passing sound and true 
judgments on all that presents itself to us. 

WHEN men observe two t.."IJ.ings to be in some respect similar, 
they are wont to ascribe to each what they have found to be 
true of the other, to the neglect of that in which they differ. 
Thus they draw a wrong comparison between the sciences 
which exercise exclusively the mind's cognitive capacities, 
and the arts which call for the use and trained skill of the 
body. The arts, they see, cannot all be acquired by the same 
man. Observing, too, that he who exercises one only is the 
more likely to become a really good executant, since the 
same hands cannot be suitably adapted both to agricultural 
pursuits and to harp-playing, or to a variety of such differing 

1 Regulae ad directionem ingenii. Composed, it would seem, prior 
to 1629, it remained unpublished until 1701. A MS. copy of it had, 
however, been shown by Clerselier to Arnauld, leibniz and others. 
It was planned to be in three Parts, cf. below, pp. 71, each of twelve 
Rules. Part I is complete; Part ll treats of perfectly understood q_ues� 
tions, and Part III �vas to treat of imperfectly understood questioru. 
Part II is incomplete; Part ill is entirely lacking. On Descartes' use of 
�e term ingenium, cf. below, pp. 14, 49, 55. 
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employments a s  t o  one alone, they have believed that this 
must also be true of the sc�ences. Distir.guishing the sciences, 
one from another, according to the diversity of L"heir objects, 

come to think L'lat they to be st:tdied sepa-
ez..ch science independently the oL'1ers. In this 

they are indeed deceived. No one of the sciences is ever other 
tha..'1 [the outcome of] hmnan discernment,2 which remams 
always one and the same, however different be the things to 
which it is directed, being no more altered by L1.em than is 
the light of the sun by the variety of the things it iilumines. 
There is, therefore, no need for our mental to be nar-
rowly restricted. So far is the knowledge one truth from 
hindermg us, on the analogy of the in the discovery of 
other truths, that on the contrary it is us. Indeed, it 
seems s�n_ge to me that wl:ile so many men are concerned 
to inquire with the utmost diligence into human customs, the 
virtues of plants, the motions o± t.1.e stars, the transmutations 
of metals, and the objects of other such disciplines, nardly any 

that universui Wis
of which, 

and not by their own separate claims, all o6er studies are to 
be esteemed. 

For these reasons this rule has good claims to be ranked as 
first a!nong the rules. Nothjng is so likely to divert us from 
adopting the true path in our pursuit of truth as tti.e directmg 
of our srudies not to this comprehensive end but to particular 
topics. I am not referring to perverse and censurz..ble pursuits, 
sucb as empty glory or base gain; quite evidently counterfeit 
reasonings and absurdities, suited to vulgar minds, prmilde a 
much more direct road to such ends than the well-grounded 
knowledge of truth. I am speaking of pursuits wnicb are in 
themselves honorable and praiseworthy. For often the manner 
in 'i':hich these influence us is the more subtly misleading. Con

which is DKLde 



sider, for instance, those sciences which contribute to the 
conveniences of life, or which yield the pleasure found in the 
contemplation of truth, almost the only one of our earthly de
lights that is blameless and free from all vexations. These le
gitimate fruits the sciences carry in their train, and we can 
mdeed count on them; but if, in tlJ.e midst of our studies, we 
allow ourselves to think of them, the effect of our so doing is 
that we are then apt to omit many matters that are necessary 

for the further extension of our knowledge-things that on 
first acquaintance may well seem to be of little utility and of 
no particular interest. We ought to bear in mind that all the 
sciences are so closely interconnected that it is much easier to 
study them together than to isolate one from the others. If, 
therefore, anyone genuinely desires to investigate the truth of 
things, he should not select some one particular science; all of 
them stand together and are interdependent. What he should 
alone consider is how best to augment the natural light of 
reason, not however with a view to resolving this or that diffi. 
culty, as propounded in the Schools, but in order that his l.l.D:
derstanding may guide his will in the choices he has to make 
on all the various issues by which be is faced throughout life. 
Soon be will be amazed to find that he has made far greater 
progress than those who devote themselves to special studies, 
and that he has not only obtained all that the others desire but 
also something far exceeding anything they can have hoped 
for. 



RULE II 

Only those objects should engage our attention, to the sure 
and indubitable knowlsdge oj which our native powers seem 
to be adequate. 

ALL science consists in sure and evident knowledge. He who 
entertains doubts on many matters is no wiser than he who 
has never thought of such matters; rather he would appear to 
be the more unschooled of the two, should he in respect of 
any of them have adopted a false opmion. It is better, there
fore, not to study at all than to occupy ourselves with objects 
so difficult that, owing to inability to distinguish true from 
false, we may be obliged to accept the doubtful as certain. In 
such inquiries there is more risk of diminishing our knowl
edge than of increasing it. Thus, in conformity With the above 
rule, we reject all modes of knowledge that are merely prob
able,� and resolve to believe only that which is perfectly 
known, and in respect of which doubt is not possible. The 
learned may perchance have brought themselves to think that 
there are very few such certainties; owing to a common failing 
prevalent among men, they have scorned to take notice of 
such certainties, as being too easy and within everyone's 
reach. I warn them that there are many more such truths 
than they think, and that these enable us to prove with cer
tainty innumerable propositions which hitherto they have 
been able to argue about in a merely probable manner. Be
lieving, as they do, that it is unbecoming in a man of learning 
to be ignorant of anything, they have so accustomed them
selves to have elaborate reasonings ready at hand, that they 

IS tantum prohab1les. The ttlntum makes the phrase equivalent to 
"merely plausible," The modern theory of probability had not yet 
taken shape. 
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have ended by imposing on themselves, and have cried up 
those [merely plausible] reasonings as being true. 

Assuredly, if we adhere faithfully to this rule, there will be 
only very few things which we shall be able to study. There is 
jn the sciences scarce any question about which men of ability 
have not d:sagreed. Now whenever two such men are carried 
to opposite conclusions regarding one and the same matter, 
one at least must be in error; indeed, neither of them, it would 
seem, has the required knowledge. For if the reasoning of 
c1ther of them were certam and evident, he would be in a 
position to propound it to the other in such wise as to convince 
him also of its truth. In al1 such matters of probable opinion, 
we would seem, therefore, to be ruled out from acquiring 
knowledge that is genuinely knowledge: it would indeed be 
rashness in us to hope for success where those others have 
failed. Accordingly, if we are representing the situation cor
rectly, observation of this rule confines us to arithmetic and 
geometry, as being the only sciences yet discovered. 

We are not, on this account, meaning to condemn the man
ner of philosophizing to which others have hitherto resorted, 
nor those weapons of war, so well suited for bellicose contro
versies, the probable syllogisms favored by the Scholastics. 
They afford mental exercise for t."l-te young, awakening a 
certain emulation among them, which is certainly better than 
leaving them entirely to their own devices. Thereby too they 
become acquainted with those opinions which, however un
certain, are the current subjects of controversy among the 
learned. Left without guidance, they might wander disas
trously; whereas, so long as they follow in the steps of their 
teachers, though they may at times diverge from the truth, 
they can yet be certain of holding to a course which is more 
trustworthy, at least in this respect, that it has had the ap
proval of those more prudent than themselves. We rejoice 
that we ourselves, in our early school years, were trained in 
this way. But now, freed from the sacred obligation which sub
jects us to the teacher's orders, and of sufficiently mature 
years to be independent of the master's rod, if we wish in all 
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seriousness t o  formulate for ourselves rules which will enable 
us to ascend to the heights of human knowledge, we mus� 
allow as one of tbe first of these rules this speci<:.I warning: 
namely, that we must not abuse our leisure, as so many do, 
neglecting what is easy, and engaging only in loftier matters. 
The conjectures whlch the many then devise are certainly 
very subtle, and their ::ea�or..ings but 
af�er much labor they at last discover, too 
have only increased the number of their doubts, 
out having made any addition to t1eir knowledge. 

We were saying that of all the disciplines yet known, anth-
metic and geometry aiorre are free from taint of falsity 
or uncertaii1ty; let us now consider more the reason 

this is so. First we must note that there are two by 
by 

ences of things are ofien 
through failure to take advantage 
be ;vrcngly perforr::1ed by an understanding that 1s in the least 
degree rationaL Those fetters by which the dialecticiat!s 
:·er to regulete hum;>n r:::a�on se�:;l to me far from 
in the drawing of these deductions, theugh I am not 
that t."l-tey may be excellent for other purposes. _For !lOne 
the deceptions which can befalt nen are due to faulty in
:enmce; they are due solely (i am 1eferring to men, net 10 
the brutes) to our rel).ring en certain imperfectly understood 
experiences, or to our venturing on judgmcn�s which are 
hasty and groundless. 

From these considerations it is evident why arithmetic and 
geometry far surpass all the other knowrr disciplines in certi
tude. They alone treat cf an object so pure and simple as to 
admit of ncihing t.hat experience can render uncertain; they 
entirely consist in a sequence of con�equences which are 
rationally deduced.7 They arc fuerefore the easiest and clear-

� valde probabiles. 
1 I.e., intuited through the natural light of reason. 



est oi all �he disciplines; and since to err in their regard, saYe 
through inattention, is scarce humanly possible, their object 
is precisely of the kmd L�at our rule requires. We need not, 

however, be su;:p;:ised lf many find themselves more attracted 
other st;Idies or by philosophy. The reasons for this are 

On matters which are obscure, they can (as they 

may not do in matters which are evident) boldly indulge 
themselves, freely advancing their own conjectures. It is so 
m J.Ch easier to have some vague notions about any and every 
subject than to arrive at the precise tr;Ith about some" one 
question, however simple the question may be. 

From all this we have to conclude, not that arithmetic and 
geometry are alone to be studied, but that in our search 
for the direct road to truth we should not occupy ourselves 
with any object about which we are unable to have a certi� 
tude equal to that of arithmetical and geometrical demonstra

tions. 



RULE I ll 

In treating of the objects proposed for investigation what we 
have to exnmine is not what others luJ.ve opined, nor what we 
ourselves may conjecture, but what we can clearly and evi� 
dently intuit, or can deduce wzth certainty: knowledge is not 
obtainable m any other way. 

WE should read the writings of the ancients, since it is an 
immense help to be able to avail ourselves of the labors of 
so many other men; and we should do so both in order to 
learn what has already, in the past. been correctly estab
lished, and also that we may be apprised as to what,. in all 
those disciplines, still remains to be thought out. Should we, 
however, occupy ourselves too exclusively with these writings, 
there is great danger of our being infected with their errors, 
however contrary this may be to our intention and however 
we guard ourselves against it. For writers, once they have 
incautiously or inadvisedly committed themselves in some 
matter on which contrary opinions are upheld, are usually 
disposed to endeavor, by means of the most subtly devised 
arguments, to carry us along with them. On the other hand, 
should they, by good fortune, have come upon something at 
once certain and evident, they never exhibit it in this light, 
but only in association with various irrelevant accompani
ments, fearing, forsooth, that the simplicity of their reason
ing may have the effect of lessening our appreciation of the 
merit of their discovery, or because they grudge us frank 
kno'.Y ledge of the truth. 

But even supposing that all writers were open and candid, 
never passing off the doubtful as being true, but expounding 
to us everything in entire good faith, yet since scarcely any-

8 



thing is said by any writer that is not directly challenged by 

some other ·..vriter, we should still a!ways be left uncertain 
which of the two should be believed. Nor would it in the 

least avail to count heads, following that opinion which has 

the greater number of supporters. For if the question be a 
di..ft.cuit one, the truth is more likely to have been discovered 
by few than by many. But even should the authors, one and 
aU, agree among thcmsetves, their teachlng would still not 

meet our need. Thus, for mstance, no matter how completely 
we may hold in memory all the demonstrations disccvered by 
others, we shall never tl1e::-eby qualify as mathematicians; we 
must ourselves acquire the power of resolving any and every 

such problem. Nor shall we be philosophers, even should 
we have read a!J the arguments of Plato and Aristctle. So long 

as we are unable to arrive at 2. .firm judgment of our own on 

the matters of which they are treating, what we are thereby 
learning is not science, but history. 

We further require that no conjectures of any kind be al
lowed into the judgments we pass on the troth of things. This 

wa;:ning is of no little importance. Neglect of it is the main 
reason why in the current philosophy we find nothing which 
is so evident and certain as not to allow of being called in 

question. The learned, not content with the knowledge of what 

is perspicuous and certain, have ventJ.red to propound as
sertions which are obscure and uncomprehended, and which 
have been reached by merely plausible conjectures. There

after, in due course, they come to rely on them with com
plete confidence, mingling them promiscuously with the true 
and the evident; and, in the end, therefore, the only con
clusions they are in a position to draw, rest, it would seem, 
on propositions of this questionable kind, and are therefore 

themselves ml.certain. 
Lest we in turn yield to this same error, let us now more 

closely examine all those actions of our understanding by 
which we :>.re able to arrive, without fear of deception, at the 
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kno·sledge o f  things. \V e  recognize only two, viz., intuition 
and induction.8 

By intdtion 1 understand, not the fluctuafng testimony of 
the senses, nor t'te misleading judgment of a wrongly combin
ing imagination, but L.,e apprehension9 which the mind, pu:ce 
aiJ.d attentive, gives us so easi:y and so distinctly that we 2.re 
t:lereby f:ceeC from aE doubt as to what ;t is that we are ap
prehending. In o�.her words, intl;.ition is tha� !IOn-dubiolls ap
prehension of a pure and attentive mirrC: whlch is born in 
the sole light of reason; and it is surer than deduction 
(though, as we have already noteC., lQ deduction also can never 
be wrongly performed by us) in virtue of its being simpier. 
Thus each of us can see by intuition t.'tJ.at he exists, that he 
thinks, that the uiangle is bounded by three lines only, the 
sphere by a single surface, and the like Such intJ.itio2s are 
mo7e numerous than most people are prepared to recognize, 
disdaining, as they do, to ocCU:?Y their mmds v.ith things so 
simple. 
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Al> readers may perhaps b e  troubled b y  this novel use of 
the term intuition, and of other terms whlch I am constrained 
in similar fashion to dissociate from their current meaning, I 
here give a general warning that I have no thought of keeping 
to the meaning with which those terms have of late been em
ployed in the Schools. For it would have been difficult for me 
so to employ them, while still maintaining my own differing 
standpoint. When appropriate terms are lacking, I convert to 
my own use those which seem to me most suitable. I shall 
plly no attention wve to 1hc r>1eaning proper to the Latin of 
each word.11 

To proceed, this evidence and certitude, proper to intui
tion, is required not only in single affirmations but also in all 
discourse. Consider, for example, this consequence: 2 and 2 
amount to the same as 3 and 1. Not only do we have to intuit 
that 2 and 2 amount to 4 and that 3 and 1 also amount to 4, 
but also that the first-mentioned proposition is a necessary 
conclusion from these two. 

The question may therefore be raised, why do we place 
alongside intuition this other mode of knowing, viz., by way 
of deduction-by which we understand all that is necessarily 
concluded from other certainly known data. Could we, how
ever, have done otherwise? Many things are known with 
certainty, though not by themselves evident, but only as they 
are deduced from true and known primary data12 by a con
tinuous and uninterrupted movement of thought in the 
perspicuous intuiting of the several items. This is how we 
are in a position to know that the last link in a long chain is 
connected with its first link, even though we cannot include 

n This proviso bears specially on Descartes' manner of employing 
the Latin terms prmc1pia (= primary data), propositio and propo� 
Sltum ( = datum ) ,  subjectum ( = substance, both bodily and mental) ,  
ob]ectum (= any and every entity that presents itself t o  the mind, i e., 
used, like res, Fr. chose, in the widest possible sense). 

12 prmcipus. When Descartes in his later writings ceased to usc 
the expression .. naturae simplices," the tenn which he adopted in its 
place was pnncipJa (Fr. principes), used in its etymological senBe as 
meaning the first item in any duly ordered series. Cf. New Studies, 
p. 60. 
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all the intermediate links ,  o n  which that connection depends, 
m one and the same intuitive glance, and instead have to 
survey them successively, and thereby to obtain assurance 
that each link, from the first to the last, connects with that 
which is ne'tt to it. We therefore distinguish intuition from the 
certitude yielded by deduction in this respect, that we have to 
conceive deduction as calling for a certain movement or suc
cession not required in the case of intuition; and also, there
fore, in this further respect, that inasmuch as immediately 
present evidence, such as is required for intuition, is not 
indispensably required by deduction, its certitude rests in 
some way on memory. To sum up, we can therefore say that 
those propositions which are immediately gathered13 from 
primary datau are, according to our differing manner of ar
riving at them, known sometimes by intuition and sometimes 
by deduction-the primary data themselves by intuition alone, 
the remote conclusions not otherwise than by deduction. 

Thc:se two paths are the most certain of the paths to knowl
edge, and in respect of powers native to us15 no others should 
be admitted. All other paths should be regarded as danger
ous and liable to error. This does not, however, hinder us 
from believing that what has been divinely revealed to us is 
more certain than all we otherwise know, inasmuch as this 
faith of ours, like all faith that bears on things obscure, is an 
act not of our cognitive powers18 but of the will. In so far, 
however, as our beliefs rest on intellectual foundations, they 
can and ought to be, more than all things else, reached by 
one or other of the two above-mentioned paths, as we may 
perhaps elsewhere find opportunity to explain more at 
length. 

18 conclzuluntur. 
u ex prirnis principiis. 
Hi ex parU mgemi. 
18 non mgen11-an unusually narrow use of the term, which else

where is taken as including the will. 
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In the search for the truth of things metluxl is indispensable. 

So blind is the curiosity with which mortals are obsessed that 
they often direct their energies along unexplored paths, with 
no reasoned ground for hope, but merely making trial whether 
what they seek may by happy chance be thereby found. As 
well might a man, fired with a senseless desire to find treasure, 
spend his time roaming the streets, in the hope of perhaps 

finding something dropped by a passer-by. This is the manner 
in which almost all chemists, most geometers, and not a few 
philosophers pursue their studies. I am not denying that in 
their wanderings they sometimes happen on what is true. I 

cannot, however, allow that this is due to greater address 
on their part, but only to their being more favored by for

tune. Indeed it were far better never to have so much as 
thought of seeking after truth than to do so without method. 
For what is quite certain is that such unregulated studies and 
confused meditations tend only to confound the natural light, 
blinding the mind. Those who thus accustom themselves to 
walk in darkness so weaken their eyesight that they cannot 
afterwards bear the light of day. And as experience similarly 
testifies, those who have never occupied themselves with 
letters, are, as we often find, able to judge of whatever 
presents itself to them far more soundly and clearly than 
those who have spent all their time in the Schools. Now by 
method I intend to signify rules which are certain and easy 
and such that whosoever will observe them accurately will 
never assume what is false as true, or uselessly waste his men
tal efforts, but gradually and steadily advancing in knowledge 
will attain to a true understanding of all those things which 
lie within his powers. 

13  



14 R U L E S  F O R  G U I D A N C E  

Here there are two requirements which have to b e  met: 
never to assume as true that winch h false; and to 

at a knowledge that takes m all things. (To the 
if we are in Ignorance o£ any one of the things 

this can be because we have 

assuming what i� false] But 1f 
how by making use of intuition we can avoid falling into the 
contrary error, and how by way of deduction we can reach 
to a knowledge that takes in all things, nothing else, it seems 
to me, is needed to render our knowledge complete, 
already remarked, no knowledge can be acquired save 
way cititer of intuition or of deduction. There can be no ques
tion of extend;ng the meth0d <:o <' S  t0 how thl"�e two 
operations ought to be perfo::roed, since they are the 
of all mental and primary. If our nnrllec<'""clmn 
were not of qualified to perform them, it would be un-
able to comprehend of the precepts prescrl:Jed by the 

to those other [syllogistic] mental 
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operations, which dialectic (relying o n  the aid o f  these prior 
ones) labors to direct, they are here useless or rather posi
tively harmful; for nothing can be added to the pure light of 
reason18 which does not in some way obscure it. 

Since, then, the usefulness of this method is so great that 
without it our labors are more likely to be harmful than 
profitable, I am incl.med to behcve th.lt already m ancient 
times it must have been in some fashion evident to those of 
outstanding mental powers, nature itself guiding them to it. 
For the human mind has in it a something divine, wherein 
are scattered the first seeds of useful modes of knowledge. 
Comcquemly it often happens thnt, however neglected and 
however stifled by distracting studies, they spontaneously bear 
fruit. Arithmetic and geometry, the easiest of the sciences, 
are instances of this. We have sufficient evidence that the 
ancient geometers made use of a certam "analysis" which 
they applied m the resolution of all their problems, although, 
as we find, they grudged to their successors knowledge of 
this method.1� There is now flourishing a certain kind of 
;::<1.thmetic, called algebra, which endeavors to determine m 
r::gard to numbers what the ancients acbteved in respect of 
geometrical shapes. These two sciences are no other than 1he 
spontaneous fruits above mentioned; they are products of the 
innate principles� of the method here in question; and I do 
not wonder that these sciences, dealing as they do with such 
objects, the simplest of all objects, should have yielded a 
harvest so much more rewarding than the other sciences in 
which greater obstructions tend to choke all growth. But 

is in Descartes' VIew a metaphysical, not a logtcal issue; and it was 
not until after his treatise on the Regulae, as we now have it. was 
completed, that he anived at a defimtive answer to it. 

18 The function of natural reason, Descartes holds, is solely that 
of enabling us to have a duect immediate face-to-face awareness of 
the sheerly given, i.e., of those data which as primary are both simple 
and fruitful, "the things on which the mind's attention has to be con
centrated, 1f any truth bearing on them is to be discovered ... Cf. 
Rule V. 

19 Cf. below, p. 18. 
20 ingeniti.r principiis. 
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certa.L.t!y these other sciences, if only w e  cultivate them 
with due care, can also be brought to full 

Thi�, indeed, ls \Vhat I hr:ve chief,:y had in in prepar� 
ing this treatise. For I should not ascribe much value to these 
rules, if they sufficed only for the solution of t.':tose unprofit
able problems with \vhich logicians an::I geoneters are wont 
to beguile their leisure. I should then only -be for 
myself the to argue aboett triiles more subtly 
others. I shall often have to speak about geometrical 
shapes and numbers, tltat is only because no other disciplines 
can furnish us with examples so evident and so certain. Who
ever, therefore, pays due regard to what I have in view will 
easDy see !hat nothing is less intended by me than ordinary 
mathematics, and that I am indeed engaged in expounding 
quite another discipline, of which these examples are rather 
the outer covering than the constituent-.. For tills discipline 
claims to contain the primary rudiments of human reason, and 
to extend to :he eliciting of truths in field whatsoever. 
To speak freely, I am convinced that it a more pov.'erful 
method of kuovring man .handed down to us "by human 
agency, and �hat it is t.1.e source from which those 
older disciplines have sprung. Jn dwelling, as I have done, on 
the outer [mathematical] integument, my purpose has not 
been to cover over and conceal tl:is discipline, with a view to 
ward:Ug o:ff the vulgar, but rather to clothe and adorn it, t.':tat 
it may thereby be �he more suitably conformed to our human 
powers. 

Wnen first I applied my mind to the mathematical disci
plines, I read through most of what writers on these subjects 
are wont to teach; and I paid special attention to arith
metic and geometry, because they were said to be the sim
plest, and as it were, a path le2ding to all the rest. But in 
neither field did 1 meet with authors who fully satisfied me. I 
did indeed read in them many things regarding numbers which 
on calculation I found to be true; an::I in respect of geometri
cal shapes they exhibited �hings in a certain manner to the 
eyes, and from them ::L.--ew consequent conclusions. But to 
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the mind itself they failed to submit evidence why these 
things are so or how they have been discovered. Accordingly 
I am not surprised that many people, �ven among the talented 
and learned, on samptng these scienc.es, very soon set them 
aside as being idle and puerile; or else, judging t.ltem to be 
exceedingly difficult and intricate, they have stopued short 
at the very threshold. For truly there is nothing more futile 
than to occupy ourselves with bare numbers and Imaginary 
shapes, as it we could be content to t.:st in tb..., 'k:11o \ J l d�e 
of such trifles Nothlng, too, is more futile than to accustom 
ourselves to those superficial demonstrations which are dis
covered more often by chance than by skill, and which address 
themselves so much more to the eyes and to the tJ:J.agma!ion 
than to the understanding that we in a manner disaccustom 
ourselves to the use of our reason. MoreoYer, there can be 
no more perplexing task than to tackle by any such m:1nner 
of proof new difficulties bearing on unordered numbers.21 
When, however, I afterwards bethought myself how it could 
be that the first practitioners of philosophy refused to admit 
to the study of wisdom anyone not previously versed in mathe
matics, i.e., viewed mathematics as being the easiest of all 
disciplines, and as altogether indispensable for training our 
human powers and for preparing them to lay hold of the 
other more important sciences, I could not but suspect that 
they were acquainted with a mathematics very different from 
that which is commonly cultivated in our day. Not that I 
imagined that they had full knowledge of it. Their extrava
gant exultations, and the sacrifices they offered for what are 
minor discoveries, suffice to show how rudimentary their 
knowledge must have been. Nor am I shaken in this opinion 
by those machines of theirs, which historians have eulogized. 
The machines may have been quite simple and may well 
have been lauded as: miraculous by the ignorant and wonder
loving multitude. I am convinced that certain primary seeds 
of truth implanted by nature in our human minds�eeds 
which in us are stdled owing to our reading and hearing, day 

21 confusxs numens. Cf. below, p. 43. 
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b y  day, so many diverse errors-had such vitality in that 
rude and unsophisticated ancient world, that the mental light 
by which they discerned VIrtue to be preferable to pleasure 
and honor to utility, although they knew not why this should 
be so, likewise enabled them to recognize true ideas2� in 
philosophy and mathematics, although they were not yet able 
to obtain complete mastery of them. Certain vestiges of this 
true mathematics I seem to find in Pappus and Diophantus,2� 
who, though not belonging to that first age, yet lived many 

centuries before our time. These writers, I am inclined to be
lieve, by a certain baneful craftiness, kept the secrets of this 
mathematics to themselves.24 Acting as many inventors are 

known to have done in the case of their discoveries, they have 
perhaps feared that their method being so very easy and 
simple, would, if made public, diminish, not increase the 

public esteem. Instead they have chosen to propound, as being 

the fruits of their skill, a number of sterile truths, deductively 
demonstrated with great show of logical subtlety, with a view 
to winning an amazed admiration, thus dwelling indeed on 
the results obtained by way of their method, but without 

disclosing the method itself-a disclosure which would have 
completely undermined that amazement. Lastly, in the present 

2:2 First use in the Rules of the tenn "idea." Cf, below, pp. 54-55, 
59. 84 

2.J Two Alexandrian mathematicians, probably of the fourth cen
tury .A;n. Pappus' Mathematicae Collectiones was first pnnted in 1588.  
Diophantll8 IS credited with the invention of algebra. H i s  treatise, the 
Ar1thmet1ca, has survived only in part. 

24 Descartes 18 here mterprettng the past in the light of tactios prac
ticed in his own day, and in one notable tnstance, as he frankly con
fesses, practiced by himself; namely in his manner of composing the 
essay on geometry appended to the Discourse, "Ma G6om�trie t5t 
oomme elle doit etre pour emp8cher que le Rob[erval] et ses sem
blables n'en puissent .tnedire sans que cela tourne a leur confusion, 
car lis ne sont pas capables de !'entendre, et je l'ay compos6e 8lnsi 
tout A d.essein" (letter to Mersenne). Cf. L. Roth, The Discourse on 
Method, p 2 1 · ''The Geometry is an essay in defiance as well as in 
the ''method," and its spirit is that of the then prevailing fashion of 
calling attention to one's discoverios by publishing a challenge an
nouncing a problem only to be solved by the unique method of the 
discoverer." 
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age there have been certain very able men who have attempted 
to reviV3 this mathematics. For it seems to be no other than 
this "ery science which has been given the barbarous name, 
algebra-pcovided, that is to say, that it can be extricated 
from the tortuous array of numbers and from the compli
cated geometrical shapes by which it is overwhelmed, and 
that it be no longer lacking in the transparency and unsurpass
able clarity which, in our view, are proper to a rightly ordered 
nt&themalics. 

These were the thoughts which recalled me from the par
ticular studies of arithmetic and geometry to a general in
vestigation of mathematics; and my first inquiry was as to 
what precisely has been intended by this widely used name, 
and why not only the sciences above mennoned, but also 
astronomy, music, optics, mechanics and the several other 
sciences are spoken of as being parts of mathematics. It does 
not here suffice to consider the etymology of the word; for 
since the tenn mathematics simply signifies [in Latin] dis
ciplina [i.e., science], all the other sciences can, with as much 
right as geometry, be so entitled. Yet, as we see, there is al
most no one, with the least tincture of letters, who does not 
easily distinguish, in the matters under question, between 
what relates to mathematics and what relates to the other 
disciplines. What, on more attentive consideration, I at length 
came to see is that those things only were referred to mathe
matics in whlch order or measure is examined, and that in 
respect of mei!Sure it makes no difference whether it be in 
numbers, shapes, stars, sounds or any other object that such 
measure is sought, and that there must therefore be some 
general science whic.h explains all that can be inquired into 
respecting order and measure, without application to any one 
special subject-matter, and that this is what is called "uni
versal mathematics"-no specially devised designation, but 
one already of long standing, and of current use as covering 
everything on account of which the other sciences are called 
parts of mathematics. How greatly it excels in utility and 
power the sciences which. depend on it, is evident from this, 
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that it can extend to all the t.lungs of which those other sci
ences take cognizance, and many more besides. Such difficul
ties as it may conta;n are ::tlso iound in those other sciences, 
while these, on their part, owmg to the porticularity of then 
objects, exhibit yet other difficulties peculiar to themselves. 
Everyone knows the name of this discipline, and understands 
with what it deals, however inattentive he may be to it. How 
then is it that so many men laboriously pursue those other 
disciplines, and yet that no one is concerned to inform him
self regarding this universal discipline upon which they de
pend? Assuredly I should marvel, were I not well aware that 
everyone thinks it to be the easiest of all disciplines, and bad 
I not long since observed that we leave aside what we con
sider ourselves easily able to comprehend, hastily reaching 
out to what is new and more imposing. 

For my part, conscious as I am how slender are my pow
ers, I have resolved, in my search after kno"'ledge of things, 
perseveringly to follow such an order as will require that I 
begin always with the things which are simplest and easiest, 
and that I never step beyond them until in their regard there 
re!lla,jru;, it would seem, nothing more to be done. This is 
why, bitherto, 25 I have to the best of my ability concentrated 
on universal mathematics, so that when in due course I may 
judge myself to be qualified to treat of the more advanced 
sciences, my labors will not be premature. But before I em
bark on these further inquiries I shall endeavor to bring 
together and to arrange in an orderly manner all that in these 
preceding studies I have found to be specially worthy of atten
tion, so that, when increasing age has weakened my memory, 
I shall sttll, if need arises, have the convenience of being able 
to recai1 them as required, on consulting this written record, 
and that meantime having disburdened my mind of thean I 
;: � ��7� able to advance in my inquiries with a mind 

25 Up to 1627-28? 
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Method consists entirely in the orderly handling of the things 

upon which the mind's attention has to be concentrated, if any 
truth bearing on them is to be discovered. We shall comply 

with it exactly, if we resolve involved and obscure data26 step 
by step into those which are simpler, and then starting from 

the intuition of those which are simplest, endeavor to ascend 

to the knowledge of all the others, doing so by corresponding 
steps [taken m reverse order]. 

IN this one requirement we have the sum of all human en
deavor; \¥hoever enters on the pursuit of knowledge must rely 
on this as implicitly as he who entered the labyrinth had to 
rely on the thread that guided Theseus. But many seekers ei
ther do not reflect on what it prescribes, or simply ignore it, 
presuming that they themselves are in no need of it, setting 
themselves to examine the most difficult questions with so lit
tle thought of due order, that, as it seems to me, they act Uke 
a man who would attempt to spring at a bound from the base 
to the summit of a house, spurning the ladders provided for 
the ascent, or not noticing them. This is how the astrologers 
behave. Though ignorant of the nature of the heavens, and 
having made no proper observations even of their motions, 
they yet expect to be able to declare their effects. Thls, too, is 
what many do who study mechanics apart from physics, 
rashly engaging in the devising of new instruments for pro-
ducing motion. This also is how those philosophers proceed, 
who to the neglect of experience/.i7 imagine that truth will 

26 propontiotte!/. 
27 neglectls expenmentia. As this passage clearly shows, Descartes 

takes due aceount of those "empirical" data to which We have M:ce$$ 
solely in and through sense-ex:perience; they too have to be recog
nized as being princtpla, i e., m1tial, primary data. They are mdeed 
nnmous/;y experienced, but are not for that reason any the less open 
to the mind's direct inspection. 

21 
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spring from their brain like Pallas from L'Ie head of Zeus. 

Obviously all of these sin against this rule. But since the 
order whi::h it requires is often so obscure and intricate ths t 
not everyone can detect it. it is scarcely possible to guard ade

against error save by diliger,t observation of the next 
rule. 
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To be able to do this con ectly, we have first to note lhat 

23 
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one, straight and such like. This "absolute," this 

sim?lest and easiest [of apprehension], and 

in the 

same absolute nature, or 
as per!llits of its being brought into to this absolute, 
and of' its being thereby deduced from it in a certain serial 

order, yet also involves in its concept, over and above the 
absolute nature, certain other characters which I entitle the 
relatives,$2 e.g., whatever is said to be depende:::tt, effect, com� 
posite, particular, multiple, uneq'.lal, unlike, oblique, etc. 
These relatives are further removed from the absolutes ht 
proportion as they contain more relatives of tbis kind in 
i:continw.ed] subordination me to another. The above ru1e 
requires that these relatives be all disting-c:ished from one an� 
other, and the linkage33 and the natural order of their inter
relations be so observed, that we may be able, starting from 
that wl"!Jch is nearest to us empirically given], to reach to 
that which is completely by passing through all the 
intermediate relatives. 

Tne secret of this whole method is, therefore, this: that in 
all t.'lings we carefully take note of that which is most com� 
pletely absolute. 

Secondly, we must note that the pure and simple natures 

expe�ience t!J.at !s relevant to the que�tion asked: as thus disclosing 
itseli to us in this immediate face-to.face manner, our knowledge of 
it is "adequate" not abstract. As he explaill5 in Ru1e XII (below, p. 
57), what d!stmguishes the merely abstract from the "simple," and 

therefore from all "absolutes," is that it is "obtained from a l?lurality 
of natllres wholly diverse, and to which therefore it cannot be ap
piied save ambiguously," Cf. New Studies, pp. 3 12-13. 

S� respectus. These relatives, as being thus additional, can be ap
prehensible by us only as gtven, i.e., must no less than their abso
lutes be apprehended by us in self-evidencing intmtwn, and, i£ they 
are to serve in "deduction" must prove "coml?arable," i.e., must be 
found to stand to their absobtes and to one another in relations like
wise given and similarly intuited. Thus, in Descartes' view, even in 
the process of ''lllation," of "deduction," the mind is non-creative 
and sheerly contemplative. sa nexus. 



which we are ht a position to intuit 
not [jn our knowir.g of them} 
immediately disclosed to us 

25 

observed; for they are natures which we 
:have of as being the simplest in each of the series. 
None tl:e other [given] natures [makffig u;) 1.he seriesJ can 
be apprehended save as deduced�rom them [i.e., as standing 
in intuitively apprehended relation to them] either immedi-

or proximately !:ly the mediation of two, three, or more 
steps. The nu::nber of these steps should be noted, 

tb.at we may know whether the relatives are from 
the primary and completely simple datum a greater or 
smaller number of intermediates. These series of tb.e things 
under inquiry, series of t<1.e kind to which every question 
should be red'.lced, owe their origin to the connections which 
thus hold throughout between the terms in sequence; and it 1s 
t.hese connections [these relations as being intuited and there
fore directly known} which enable us to examine the series 
methodically and with certainty. But because it is not easy to 
keep in view all these connections, and also because O'.lr task 
is not so much that of retaining them in memory as of discern
ing them vtith a certain precision, we must cultivate whatever 
will so discipline om mental powers as to enable us to appre
hend such connections h"'1Stantly when we have need to do so. 
For this purpose, as experience has taught me, nothing as
suredly is so effectual as the accustoming ourselves to attend 
with a concentrated awareness to the least recondite of those 
connections which are already familiarly known to us. s� 

34 Cf. below, Rule XII, p. 68: "Simple data must come before 
the mind cf themselves; they cannot be reached by way of inquiry." 
Cf. also Rule XIII, p. 73. 

3fj I.e., we shall thereby so falillliarize the mind with the genu
inely, indubitably evident, that it will be the more sensitive to its 
presence in any and every context, and the less liable to rest content 
vrith any lesser misleading substitute. Not only, Descartes contends, 
is no one truth more difficult than another, no truth is in itself diffi· 
cult, provided our approach to it is duly ordered. Cf. below, p. 40. 
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Thirdly, and finally, w e  must note that our studies ought 

not to start with the investigation of difficult matters. Before 
tackling any specific question we ought first to ponder at 
length and impartially those truths which have of themselves 
presented themselves to us, and starting from them to inquire 
whether others can be reached by way of them, and again 
others from these, and so on in orderly sequence. This done, 
we should then reflectively attend to the truths thus discov� 
ered, and diligently inquire why it is that we have been able to 
discover some of them prior to and more easily than others, 
and what these are. Then, when we come to deal with some 
specific question, we shall be in position to judge what prior 
questions ought first to be attended to and answered. . • • 
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OBSERVANCE of these requirements is necessary, if we are to 
admit as being certein those truths which we have been_ speak
ing of as not being immedietely deduced from the prim.ary 
self-evidencing data.36 For this deduction sometimes L11volves 
so long 2. series of connected terms in sequence, that when we 
come to our :final conclusion we do not easily retain in mind 
the whole of the route which hes conducted us to it; and this 
is why a certein continuous movement of thought is, as I say, 
required to remedy this weakness of the memory. Thus, e.g , 
if I have found, by of separate operations, what the rela-
tion is, first, between magnitudes A and B, then between 
B and C, and finally between D and E, I do not, in so doing, 
t.!J.ereby see what is the relation between A and E, nor am I 
able to learn of it from the truths known unless 

en'.l times, the imaginetion operetbg wi.tb a motion so con
tinuous, tb.at while it is intuiting each step it is simultaneously 
pessing on to the next, until I have lear�ed to pass from the 
first to Lhe last so quickly, thet almost none of the steps are 
left to the care of memory, and that it t.'len seems as if I were 
intuiting the series simultaneously as a whole. And not only 
is the memory thus strengthened, t.�e sluggishness of our 
mental powers is diminished and their cepacity extended. 

This movement, we add, should nowhere be interrupted. 

36 a pnmis et per se notis principiis. 
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o f  intermediate with a.:::curacy smU-
the� inconsidemtely omitting r:tany of the 

v.>I1cn even the smaJest link is m;ssing, 
broken, and the certainty o£ the con-

�l:1t for the corr:oleticn ol oe1r knowl-

is req�iied. Tb Gther pre
cepts do indeed us in a great number of ques

tions, but only by means of entrrleration can we be assured of 
always passing a true and certain j'.ldgment on whatever i� 

under investigation, in such wise that nothing entirely escapes 
us and that in ali questions there is something [however 
mim1te or however negative] of which we may j"�,;:dge ourselves 

induction is therefore the seeking out 
of all the things which have a bearing on the that is 
being asked, a search so careful and accurate the 
of it we ca,'l conclude, with certitude and evidence, 
nothing can inadvertently have us. Provided, there� 
fore, w;; have employed this type of enumeration,37 
should what we are seeking stili elude us, we shall at all events 
be wiser in this respect, namely, in now having the certain 

knowledge that there is no path ava:lable to us by which we 
could have discovered i.t. For jf perchance, as often happens,38 

we have been able to explore all the pat.'1s to it which lie open 
to men, we �hall be entitled boldly to assert that the knowl-

of it transcends our human powers.-1� 
we should note that by 

-
a sufficient enumeration or 

L'llduction is meant that enumeration by which we may reach 
tn;.th with nore certainty than by any other kinG of proof, 

37 I.e., an enumeration which, as unbroken, is self-evidencingly 
complete. 

3S Namely as hap;_:�ens in the case of those questions which involve 
only such data as are experienced by all men, even by the rustic. as a. below, pp. 33, 38. 
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excepting only simple intuition. When our knowledge of some 
matter cannot be reduced to simple intuition-rejecting, as we 
do, all syllogistic devices-this enumeration is the sole path 
remaming open to us, and we should hold to it with complete 
confidence. When we have deduced one [intuited] thing from 
another immediately, then, if the illation has been evident, 

each [step] has thereby been found to rest on a true intuition. 
When, however, we have to infer by way of many separate 
steps, our intellectual capacity is often not sufficiently great 
to be able to embrace them in a single intuition, and the cer
tainty afforded by the enumeration should then suffice. This 
is how we proceed when unable to distinguish in one compre
hensive glance all the links of a lengthy chain; having seen the 
connection which unites each link with the next in order, we 
are justified in saying that we have seen how the last link is 
connected with the first. 

I have said that this operation [i.e., tltis "enumeration or 
induction"] ought to be sufficient, because often it can be 
defective, and in consequence subject to error. For sometimes, 
although iu our enumeration we may pass in review much 
that is completely evident, should we yet omit a single link, 
however small, the chain is broken and the certainty of the 

conclusion is entirely lost. Sometimes also, even though all 
the things [bearing on our question] are indeed embraced in 
the enumeration, they are not distinguished one by one from 
one another, and so are known by us only confusedly. 

Agajn, though the enumeration ought sometimes to be 
complete, and sometimes to be distinct, there are cases in 
which neither is called for; and this is why in the rule I have 
required only sufficiency. Thus should I seek to prove by 
enumerati.on40 how many kinds there are of corporeal things, 
or how they are accessible to the senses, I shall not indeed 
assert that they are just so many and no more, unless I have 
previously made certain that the enumeration, as including all 

40 Here the enumeratlon is not of the members in a linked series, 
and the above intuitively guaranteed test of completeness, i.e., of an 
unbroken continuity, is tlwrefore not available. 
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the relevant items, is duly complete, and a s  distinguishir.g 
between them IS also distinct. But should I by this same oath 
seek to show that the rational soul is not corporeal, the�e is 
no need for the enumeration [of the corporeal to be 
complete; fue enumeration will be sufficient if 
grasped by me together in certain collections, in such fashion 
thal it enables me to demonstrate that the ratio:tal soul cannct 

to give a last instance, 
area of the circle is 

greater than the area of all geometrical which can be 
enclosed in the circle, there is no to review all geo-
metrical figures If I demonstrate tb1s b particular cases, that 
will sufl.lce for concluding by induction41 that this holds cf all 
the others. 

r have likewise that the enwneration be method-
ical- partly most effective remedy for the defects 
above-mentioned. and partly because, as often happens, 
sll.ould each single thing bearing on the issue -under question 
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have w be separately exammed, n o  man's life would suffice, 
either because these things would be too numerous or because 
the same things would be returning upon us over and over 
agam. But if they are all arranged in the best order and are 
thereby reduced to certain classes, it will, for the most part, 
be sufficient to take one instance of each class, or some one 
feature of the single instances, or certain of the instances 
rather than the others; and we shall at least never have to 
waste time in considering the same instance twice. The ad
vantages of this procedure are so great that often, thaPks to 
a well-devised order, a multiplicity of things can be gone over 
quickly and easily, though on first view it seemed immeas
urable. 

In such cases, the order of enumeration allows, however, of 
variation, and what this order should be depends on each 
man's judgment. This is why for the more accurate employ
ment of our judgment it behooves us to bear in mind what has 
been said in the fifth :rule.42 Often, too, in the solution of our 
more trivial, artificial questions, the deciding of this order is 
the whole of method. Thus if we seek to construct a perfect 
anagram by the transposition of the letters of a name there is 
no need to pass from the easiest things to the more difficult, 
or to distinguish those which are absolute from those which 
are relative. There is here no place for these processes. It will 
suffice, if in examining the combinations of letters we adopt an 
order such that we have never to cover the same combinations 
twice, and that their number be, e.g., so divided into fixed 
classes that it may be immediately apparent in which of them 
there is the better prospect of finding what is sought. In this 
way the task will often be so shortened as to be almost child
ishly simple. 

For the rest, these last three prescriptions [Rules V, VI and 
VIIJ should not be separated. All three contribute to the per
fection of the method, and should therefore be simultaneously 
kept in mind. There has indeed been no imperative reason for 
expounding one of them prior to the others. And if we have 

42 I.e., on the need of "experiences." 
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hitherto explained them only briefly, the reason is that there is 
almost nothing (in respect of doctrine] which needs to he 
added. The more detailed treatment of what has been outlined 
in a general manner in the above rules has therefore been re-o 
served for tt. remaining sections of this treatise." 

n Cf. opeoing of Rule XII, below, p. 50. 
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lf in any series of things mto which we may be inquiring we 

come upon something which our understanding is unable to 
intuit sufficiently well, there we must stop short. What follows 

thereupon is not to be studied; that would be useless labor, 

and from it we should abstain . 

. . . For whoever, in the treatment of any difficulty, has 
faithfully conformed to the preceding rules, and yet by this 
eighth rule is commanded to stop short at a certain point, may 
then rest assured that no further labors will enable him to 
obtain the knowledge he is seeking; and this not owing to any 
failure in the use of his mental powers, but because the very 
nature of the difficulty, or at least his being humanly condi
tioned, cuts him off from it This knowledge [of our necessary 
ignorance] is no less truly science than that which reveals the 
nature of the thing itself; to attempt to carry our curiosity 
further is to betray lack of sound judgment.'" 

[So to cite another question, outside the field of mathe
matics] let us take the noblest of all examples. If a man set 

himself the problem of examining all truths, i.e., all those the 
knowledge of which is within the competence of human 
reason-and this seems to me to be a task which should be 
undertaken once in his life by everyone who seriously strives 
to attain wisdom-he will assuredly find, in conformity with 
the above given rules, that nothing can be known prior to the 
understanding, since the knowledge of all things else depends 

44 Cf. Montaigne III, 2 (Florio's translation) : ''Yea but there is 
some kinde of ignorance strong and generous, that for honor and 
courage is nothing beholding to knowledge: An ignorance which to 
conceive rightly there is required no lcsse learning, than to conceive 
true learning." 
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o n  this knowledge,i:> and not contrariwise. Then, when h e  has 

clearly apprehended all those things which follow proximately 
on knowledge of the pure understanding, he will enumerate 
whatever {native] instruments of knowledge we have in addi
tion to the understanding, and of these there are two only, 
phantasy and sense. He will therefore devote all his energies 
to the distinguishing and examining of these three modes of 
knowing; and recognizing that while truth and falsity, rightly 

regarded, cannot be save in the understanding alone, they 
often derive their origin from those other two modes of know
ing, he will direct his attention diligently to the sources of 

deception resulting therefrom, that he may guard himself 
against them. Also he will carefully enumerate all the paths 
to truth which lie open to men, that he may follow the path 
which leads to certainty. Not being numerous, these paths can 
all of them be easily discovered and adequately enumerated. 
This may seem surprising and incredible to the inexpert; but 
our inquirer, should he, in respect of each single object, 
distinguish, as he may easily do, those cognitions which oc
cupy and embellish only the memory from those on account 
of which he can be truly said to be better instructed . . . 46 
he will assuredly discover that absence of further knowledge 
is in no wise due to lack of mental power or skill, and that 
nothing can be known by any other man which he is not hun
self capable of knowing, provided only that he directs his 

4� What Descartes intends to mean by this assertion is more ex
plicitly stated below, p. 35 ff. He has in IIUnd ihe two-fold inquiry: 
( 1 )  as to the cognitive powen of the human ingeruum, viz , as to 
the inttntive powers of the pure understanding, and as to what are 
the roles nghtly asstgnable to the other cognitive faculties, sense, 
unagination and memory; (2) as to what are the obJects to wh1ch 
our human understanding has direct intuittve access, thus recogniz
ing that the only adequate method of defirung these various faculties 
is by reference to the obJects proper to each. While the two inqwries 
supplement one another, enabling Descartes to define more precisely 
"the rough precepts" (cf. below, p. 35) outlined in the preceding 
ru!CJ, 10 the second of the two inquiries he raises and answers the 
question as to the limits of knowledge, the limits beyond which we 
can never, by our human powers, hope to pass. 

46 As the 1701 Amsterdam edition notes, something is here missing. 
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mind to it with the needful application. Many questions which 
this rule prohibrts him from treating may indeed continue to 
Loree themselves on his attention, yet since he will clearly 
apprehend that they transcend the scope of the human mind 
he will not regard himself as being the more ignorant on that 
account. On the contrary, this very knowledge, viz., that the 
matters in question cannot possibly be known by us, will, if he 
is reasonable, amply suffice to abate his curiosity. 

That we may not, therefore, remain always uncertain as to 
the powers of the mind, and that we may not labor mistakenly 
and at random, we ought, before setting ourselves to the de-
tailed treatment of things, to inquire, once in our lives, of 
what things, in the way of knowledge, the human reason is 
capable; and that this may be the better done, we should, in 
respect of such questions as are equally easy of treatment, 
always give priority to those which are the more immediately 
helpful. 

There is here a resemblance between our method and the 
procedure of those mechanical arts which are independent of 
outside aids, and which themselves teach how to fabricate the 
tools they need. For instance, should a man wish to practice 
any one of these crafts, such as that of the smith, and be lack
ing in all tools, he will at the start be constrained to use as an 
anvil a hard stone or some rude piece of iron, a stone in place 
of a hammer, a shaped piece of wood as tongs, and collect 
other such tools as his necessities require. Equipped with 
these he will not then forthwith attempt to forge swords or 
helmets or anything made of iron for the use of others, but 
will first fabricate hammers, anvil, tongs and other tools for 
his own use. From this example we may learn that since in the 
above preliminaries we have thus far been able to discover 
only certain rough precepts, dictated, it would appear, by our 
native mental endowments, but not yet artfully elaborated, we 
should not forthwith attempt with their aid to settle philo
sophical disputes, or to find the solution of difficulties in 
mathematics. We must first make use of them in seeking to 
determine with the utmost care such other things as, in the 



36 R U L E S  F O il  G U I D A N C E  

search for trufu, are more immediately necessary-the more 
so as there is no reason why these should prove more difficult 
of solution than some of the questions commonly propmmded 
in geometry or in physics or in the other disciplines. 

Now, there is assuredly nothing that can, at this stage, be 
more usefully chosen for prior treatment than the question 
what human knowledge is and bow far it extends; and so we 
are brought back to the question which [as above stated] we 
consider should be examined prior to all others, with the aid 
of the above (roughly shaped} rules. This is a task whlch [as 
also already said]41 should be undertaken once in his life by 
everyone who has any love of truth, since it is by way of this 
inquiry that the true instruments of knowing and the whole of 
method disclose themselves to us. Nothing, indeed, seems to 
me more foolish than boldly to dispute, as many have done, 
about the secrets of nature, the influence of the heavens on 
sub-lunar happenings, the predicting of future events and 
suchlike, without ever having inquired whether our human 
reason is equipped for answering such questions as these. If 
thus often we do not hesitate to pass judgment on thlngs 
which are outside us and quite foretgn to us, why should the 
task of deternrining the limits of that ingenium which we ex
perience in ourselves be regarded as arduous and dillicult? 
Nor is it an excessive task to seek to embrace in thought all 
things contained in the Universe, provided our purpose be that 
of determining how [and whether] they may severally be sub
ject to our mental scrutmy. Nothing can be so complex or so 
wide-ranging that we need fail, on applying our prescnbed 
method of enumeration, to confine it withm limits and to order 
it under a few headings. To test whether this be so in the case 
of the question before us, we start by dividing all that pertains 
to it into two parts: the question ought to relate either to us 
who are capable of knowing or to the things which can be 
known. These two parts we will discuss separately. 

In ourselves we observe that while the understanding alone 
is capable of scientific knowledge, it may yet be helped or 

4'1' Above, p. 20. 
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hindered by three other faculties, namely, imagination, sense 

and memory. We must therefore consider in an orderly 
manner these three faculties with a view to determining where 
each may prove to be a hindrance, so that we may be on our 
guard; or how each may assist us, that we may take full ad
vantage of their powers. This part of our task will be discussed 
in the light of an adequate enumeration, as will be shown in 
the next following rule.4s 

Secondly, we have to deal with the things themselves, 
though only in so far as they can come within the reach of the 
understanding. So taken, we divide them into those natures 
which are completely simple and those which are complex or 
composite. There are no simple natures which are not either 
spiritual or corporeal or pertaining to both. Among the com
posite natures are some which the understanding experiences 
to be such, before it attempts by way of judgment to deter
mine anything regarding them; but there are others which it 
1tself composes. All this will be explained at greater length in 
the twelfth rule, where it will be shown that there can be no 
falsity save in this last group, that of the composites made by 
the understanding itself. Thls is why we have to distinguish 
the two species of composite ideas, viz., those composites 
which are deducible from natures completely simple and 
known per se (these we shall deal with in the next Part) ,  and 
those which presuppose [i.e., are explicable only by reference 
to] other natures which experience shows us to be composite 
a parte rei. The whole of the third Part we reserve for these 
last.49 

Throughout the treatise as a whole our aim will be to follow 
so carefully the paths which lie open to man and which lead 

4-8 Dcscarte& ought rather to have said in subsequent rules. Rules 
IX, X and XI treat only of the part played by the pure understand� 
ing, amplifying the account already given of intuition and dedw:tion 
in Rules m and VU. He then proceeds in Rules XII and XIV to treat 
of the aids afforded to the understanding by the other faculties
imagination, sense and memory. 

49 This part Descarte& has not succeeded in sketching. even in out· 
lme. Cf. above, p. 1 n. 
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to truth, and to render them so easy that anyone who has perM 
fectly mastered this whole method, however ordinary his 
mental powers, may be enabled to see that no path is closed 
to him which is not also closed to all others, and that his 
ignorance is therefore not due to any defect in his native 
powers or in his method of procedure. 50 As often as he applies 
his mind to the knowing of anythmg he will either be entirely 
successful, or he will realize that success depends on some 
experienced1 which he has [thus far] been unable to obtain, 
and accordingly will not blame his mental powers for his 
being thus perforce halted. Or he will succeed in showing that 
the thing sought altogether exceeds the range of our mental 
powers, and accordingly will recognize that he is not on this 
account the more ignorant; for this kind of knowledge is as 
truly knowledge as any other. 

:SO ingenii defectu vel artiS. 
:U experimento. 
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We ought [for the tratning oj the mind m perspicacity] to con
centrate our native powers on those things which are simplest 

aNi easiest, and to dwell on them at such length that we 

thereby confirm ourselves in the habit of intuiting truth dis

tmctly and perspicuously. 

HAVING treated of those two operations of our understanding, 
mtuition and deduction, which alone, as we have said, can 
be employed in the acqmsttton of scientlfic knowledge, we 
proceed, in this and the next following rule, to explain how 
we can render ourselves more skilful in the exerCISe of them, 
nnd in so doing cultivate tvvo special mental aptitudes, per

sptcaclty in the intuiting of each smgle thing d!stinctly,62 and 
sagacity in the artful deducing of these single things one from 
another.38 

How the mind's intuiting powers may best be employed can 
be learned from the manner in which we use the eyes For he 
\\ho endeavors to view a multitude of objects all at once in 
a single glance sees none of them distinctly; and similarly any
one who is wont to attend to many things at once in a single 
act of thought does so with a confused mind. But just as 
workmen who engage in tasks calling for delicate manipu
lr.tion, and are thereby accustomed to direct their eyes 
attentively to single points, by practice acquire a capacity 
ndequately to distingmsh things which are subtly minute, so 
likewise is it with those inquirers who refuse to have their 
thought distracted by a variety of simultaneous objects. Oc
cupying themselves with the things that are simplest and 
easiest, these too become perspicuous. 

But it is a common failing of mortals to be unduly impressed 

:'12 Dealt w1tb throughout the remainder of this rule, 
53 Dealt with separately m the next following role. 

39 
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\Vith the d:fficult. The grea� majodty of men on the 
and simp1e 

ad:niration is reserved 

knowi.11g anything, save when he has an int,:rition of it no less 
distinct tr.can the i.rttuition he has of that which he knows 
most distinctly of all. Some am indeed born with much 
greater aptitude than others for such intuitive discernment. 
But by art a.Tld exercise our [native} mental powers can be 
immem>ely improved. The point upon which, as it seems to 
me, I ought to insist above all others is therefore this: that 
everyone should confirm in himself the convi.ction t,_:,at it is 
not from tl-Jngs lofty and obscure, but solely from what is 
easy and readily accessi.ble, that sciences, however recondiie,M 
have to be deduced. 

Fo:r example, if 1 wish to examine whether it is possible 
for a natural power'5 to pass instantaneously from a dist2.:1t 
place, while traversing the whole intervening space, I 
shall not direct my mind to the power of the 
magnet, or to the :iufluence of the stars, or even to t.lre speed 

po""''" . .otw•o/,, Cf. above, p. 39 n. 
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of light, inquiring whether perchance these actions take place 
instantaneously. The solution of these questions would be 
more difficult than the question proposed. I should rather 
devote my attention to the local movements of bodies, as 
he1ng of all motions56 the mo�t manifest. H A stone, us being 
a body, is indeed, as I observe, unable to pass instantaneously 
from one place to another distant place. If, on the other 
hand, a power similar to that which moves the stone is to 
pass from one subject58 to another, and does so nakedly 
[I.e., unsupported by a body that requires to be conceived as 
'·carrying" it], it must do so instantaneously. For .instance, 
if I move one end of a staff of whatever length, I easily con
ceive the power by which that part of the staff is moved as 
necessarily moving at one and the same instant all its other 
parts, because the power is then communicated nakedly, 
and not as existing in some body (such as the stone) which 
carries it along. 

In the same way, if I wish to understand how one and 
the same cause can give rise at one and the same instant to 
contrary effects, I shall not cite the remedies of the physi
cians, which expel certain humors and retain others, nor 
shall I romance about the moon as warming by its light 
and chilling by some occult quality. Instead I shall gain 
instruction from the balance, the weight raising one ann 
at the instant at which it depresses the other, and from other 
like examples. 

16 in toto hoc genere, i.e., taken in the wider Scholastic seme of 
the term. "motion." 

57 sensibil8. 
IS �u.bjecto. Cf. below, p. 81 n. 
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To train ourselves in sogacity [i e ,  m the required power of 
proceedmg in an orderly manner, and not at random] '\'e 
should exercise our mental powers on those que.stions whiclt 
/lave already been solved by others, and in doing so, we 

should, m a methodical manner, take account even of tile 

least important of the tradltional handtcrafts, paying special 
attention to those arts in which meier is brought out or im
posed. 

MY own natural disposition, I confess, is such that my chief 
pleasure has never consisted in attending to the reasonings 
of others, but in making drscoveries by my own personal 
efforts oo This was what especially attracted me, while still 
young, to the study of the sciences. Whenever a book by 1U. 
tide held promise of a new discovery, before reading further 
I made trial whether I might not myself perhaps, by means 
of a certain inborn sagacity, attain to something sinular, 
and was careful lest the hasty reading of the book might 
deprive me of this innocent pleasure. So often did I succeed 
in thts, that at length I came to realize that I was no longer 
working my way to the truth of things in the manner in 
wh1ch others were wont to do, by way of vague and blind 
searchings, relying on good fortune rather than on skilled ad
dress, but that my protracted tentative efforts have enabled 
me to detect rules which are of no little help in such inquiries 
and which I have since been using in the discovery of several 
other rules. It was in this way that I d.ibgently elaborated thls 
whole method, oonfinning myself in the convictton that the 
manner of �tudy which I had indeed been following from the 
very start is the most serviceable. 

1!19 Cf D1ocourJe. below, p 94. 
42 
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But because not everyone is by nature thus strongly dis· 

posed to rely on his own exertions, the above rule teaches. 
that we ought not at the start to occupy ourselves with the 
more difficult and arduous inquiries, but should first study 
those arts which are easiest and simplest, and, above all, 
those in which order is dominant, e g., the arts of those 
craftsmen who weave cloth and tapestry, or of those women 
who embroider, intermingling the threads in infinite diversity 
of varied texture. Again, there are the games that involve 
the use of numbers, and indeed all employments that call 
for arithmetic, and the like. It is amazing how greatly such 
arts discipline our mental powers, always provided we do 
not Jearn the procedure from others, but discover it ourselves. 
For since there is nothing occult in them, and since they are 

thus entirely within the capacity of our cognitive powers, they 
exhibit to us in the most distinct possible manner innumer

able instances of order, all different one from another, and 
yet none the less all of them conforming to rule; and it is 
precisely in the due observance of such order that human 
sagacity almost entirely consists. 

This is why we maintain tha.t in our inquiries we must 
proceed methodically. In the lesser arts this method is for 
the most part found to consist in the steady observance of 
the order prescribed either by the thing itself or by ingenious 
human devising. Thus if we wish to read something dis� 
guised in cipher, there is indeed in it, we find, no appear
ance of order. On starting, we imagine a certain order, for 
the purpose of testing all conjectures00 that can be made 
regarding the single letters, words or sentences, and for the 
arranging of them in such wise that by an enumeration of 
them we may know what may be deduced from them. What 
we have chlefl.y to guard against is the wasting of our time 
in guessing unmethodically, at random. For although the 
answer can often be obtained without method, and some
times, if fortune favors, more quickly than by method, yet 

60 pruiuti!Cla. 
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o: 

la::,ors 
knowledge to whkh 
to train ourselves first those matters, metlwdi

cally. Thereby we shall accustom ourselves to proceed always 

by easy and familiar and so, as as thocgh we 
were at play, ever more deeply Ute truth of 
things. By thls procedure we shall gradually, in a mach 
sbmicr tio_e that: we find Ollrselves in a 

to ded1.1ce from evident primary 
which have the appearance of being 

cult and intricate. 

It may perhaps seem surprising that in tltis inqairy as to 
how \Ve may improve our powers of tmths from 
other trut.lJ.s, we make no reference to any of precepts 
by whic'J. the dialecticians propose to regulate the human 
reason. prescribe certain [syllogistic] forms of argu-
ment are, they declare, so necessarily conclusive tlwt 
reason, even while disinteresting itself in the clear and 
attentive consideration of that particular illation, may yet, in 
virtne solely of its be in :Posit;on to draw a conclusi:cn, 
and to do so with Bet as we find, the truth often 
fails to be held fast by fetters, and those who so rely 
on the syllogistic forms are then leftbellind in bondage. Those 
who dispense with those forms are less frequently betrayed 
into error. As experience testifies, sophisms, however in� 
genious, hardly ever deceive those who rely on pure reason 
[i.e., on the natural 1ig.,t of reason]; it is the sophists them
selves who fall victirus to them. 

What we have chiefly to guard against is, therefore, lest 
61 ex evidentibus principiis. 
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our reason disinterestiD! itself in examining the things, the 
truth of which is under question. This is why we reject all 
those [syllogistic] forms as being at variance with this re
quirement. Instead we look around for all available means 
that may aid us in keeping our thought attentive, as will be 
shown in what follows. But meantime, to make my point 
even clearer, viz., that the [syllogistic] mode of procedure 
contributes nothing whatsoever to knowledge of the truth, 
we may note that the dialecticians are unable to construct a 
syllogism that leads to a true conclusion, save in so far as they 
already have the matter of which it is composed, i.e., unless 
they have previously known the very truth which the syllo· 
gism is deducing. It is evident, therefore, that from such a 
syllogistic form nothing new can be learned. The currently 
used dialectic, that is to say, is entirely useless for those who 
are desirous of inquiring into the truth of things. Its only use 
is in enabling us to explain to others more easily, as is now 
and then the case, the truths already known; and it should 
therefore be transferred from philosophy to rbetoric. 

&2 feriatur: literally, "take holiday from.'" 
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If we have intuited several simple 

uti at once. For in thrs 

more certain and the capaczty very greatly increased. 

This double mode of distinction has to be employed, be-
cause for intuition we t\.vo that 6e in-
tuited"�' be apprehended and and (2) thnt 
tt be apprehended all at once, and not successively. Deduc

tion, if, as in Rule III, we are thi.."'lking of how it comes 
does not indeed seem to be executed as a whole at nu� 

one thing 
This is \vhy we have found good cause to 
it from intuition. If, however, we are attending to 
aire:tdy drawn, then as we have said in Rule VII it no 
s.:gnifies a movement, :,ut the of a 
and that is why we have there of the deduction as 

as In RuJe III, cf. p. 1 0 if. 

64 In Rule VII, cf, p. 28 ff. 
M propositio. 
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being intuited when it is simple and perspicuous, but not 
when it is multiple and involved. In the latter case, we as

�ign to it the title "enumeration" or [as marking illation] 
.. induction." For we are not then able to apprehend it by 
the understanding as a whole and all at once, and its certainty 
is therefore to some extent dependent upon memory, in which 
our judgments66 regarding the single parts enumerated have 
to be retained, if from these parts taken together some one 
conclusion IS to be drawn. 

All of these distinctions are required for the understand
rug of the above rule. Rule IX has treated only of the mind's 
mtwting [i.e., of methods for improving the mind's perspi
cJ.city] and Rule X only of enumeration61 [i.e , of methods 
for improving the mind's sagacity]. The present rule explains 
the manner in which these two operations aid and complete 
one another. In so doing, they can be seen as coalescing into 
one single operation by way of a certain movement of thought 
\;hich, while attentively intuiting [in a perspicuous manner] 
each single item, at the very same instant passes on [in a 
sagacious manner] to the others. 

In this we mark a two-fold advantage: ( 1 )  that it affords 
a more certain knowledge of the conclusion we have in view; 
and (2) that it renders the mind more apt in the discovery 
of yet other truths. Since memory (on which, as we have 
Jl'St said, depends the certainty of the conclusions which 

embrace more than we can grasp in one single intuition) 
I'> v. eak and apt to fail us, we are called upon to refresh and 
confirm it by repetition of this continuous act of thought. 
Thus if by separate acts I have learned first what the relation 
is between the first and the second of a series of magnitudes, 
then in sequence the relation between the second and the 
tltird, between the third and the fourth, and finally between 
the fourth and the fifth, I do not thereby intuit what the 
relation is between the first and the fifth, nor can I deduce it 
from the relations already known, unless by remembering 

&& judicia. 
6< There enumeration is being equated with deduction. 



48 R U L E S  F O R  G U I D A N C E  
all o f  them. What i s  necessary i s  that I should run over 
them all repeatedly in thought, nntil I pass so rapidly from 
the first to the !sst that almost none of the parts is left to 
memory, and I seem to be intuiting the whole [series] at one 
and the same instant. 

By this device, as everyone will see, the slowness of our 
mental powers is quickened and their capacity enlarged. 
But that is not all. The chief advantage of this rule, as we 
should further note, consists in this, that by reflection on the 
mutual dependence of the simple data" we acquire the habit 
of distinguishing at a glance69 what is more and what is less 
relative, and through what steps the relative stands related 
to what is absolute. . . . 

88 simplicium propositionum. 
llll sub1to. 
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Fmally, 1-te have to ma/..e use of all the aids afforded by 
understandmg, imagination, sense and memory; first, for 

the purpose of intuiting distinctly the simples which come 
before the mind; secondly, in comparing the things into 
which we are inquiring with those we already know, in such 
fashion that they may thereby come to be Ukewise known; 

and thirdly, in finding the things which allow of being thus 
compared, in order that, so far as our human powers allow, 
nothing be omitted. [The distinction between simple data 

and questions.] 

THIS rule summarizes all that has been said in the preceding 
rules, which have expounded in a general manner what has 
now to be explained in more detail as follows. 

In treating of knowledge, two factors have to be con
sidered, ourselves who know [ourselves qutl embodied]"0 and 
the things we are engaged in knowing. In us there are but 
four faculties of which we can make use, namely, under
standing, imagination, sense and memory.n The understand-

l'o Cf. below, p. SO ff, 
'1'1 Cf. above, p 34. Descartes is not, it may be noted, declanng 

these to be strictly mental faculties: sensings and the imagings which 
make nna.gi.nation and memory possible rest on bodily conditions. 
The four faculties are proper not to the vis cognosce113, but to the 
mind-body complex, the ingenium. In the Principles, pt. i, § 12, in 
an addition made in the French translation (presumably on Descartes' 
own suggestion) it is emphasized that it is only when the "self" is 
metaphysically considered that we have to understand by it the mind 
alone: "We then clearly apprehend that neither wttcnsion, nor shape, 
nor local motion [in French wrsion, in place of "local motion" ex
istence in any place] nor anything similar that can be attributed to 
body, pertain to our nature, and nothing, indeed, save thought alone." 
To the very last, Descartes' modes of expression continue to be highly 
ambiguous. Cf. Principles, pt. i, § 53. "He cannot conceive imagina
tion or sense . . .  unless in a thinking thing." For his teaching, when 
more consistently formulated, c£. New Studies, pp. 3 0 ff., 74ff., 147 ft. 

49 
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ing i s  in.deed alor:e 
th::: Iess it has to be 

know one thir.g 
the conclusions are from 

things they are deduced. '2 The above enu..meration seems to 
me to be complete, omlt�ing n.othing which can come 
the reach of our human powers. 

As to t..-,_e first of the two a:,ove-mentioned factors [our
selves who k."'low], I should have liked to explain here what 
the mind of man is, what Lhe of man is, and in v.·hat 
manner the the mind, what pre-

whole (Li.e mind-body 
serve in the knowing of 

operates. But the present 
discussion I :find to be too narrowlv circumscribed to allow 
of my on all that must be 

·
granted, if trut.\ in Lhese 

ma�ters is to evident to all my reackrs. For in all I 
write regarding such issues as are of current I 
should to make no assertion until I have stated 
the 1s which has led me to Jt, and by which I am 
judgir:g that others also may be persuaded. 

But since that is not here I stall have to be 
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in regard to some quantity suppositions which do not in any 
way weaken the force of the demonstrations, though in 
physical inquiry the quantity may often have to be judged 
to be otherwise constituted. 

Let us therefore represent the c-onstitution of the human 
ingemum as follows : 74 first, that all the external senses, in 
so far as they are parts of the body, and despite the fact that 
we actively direct them on objects (namely, by local move
ments of the sense-organs ) ,  none the less, properly regarded, 
serve in a purely passive way, precisely in the manner in 
which wax receives shape from a seal. It must not be thought 
that what I am here suggesting is an analogy merely. We 
have to think of the external shape of the sentient body as 
being really altered by the object precisely in the manner in 
which the shape of the surface of the wax is altered by the 
seal. This has to be admitted as happening, not only when 
we touch a body which has shape, hardness, roughness, 
etc., but also when by touch we apprehend heat and cold 
and the like. Similarly in the case of the other senses. The 
first opaque structure in the eye receives the shaFe impressed 
upon it by the hght with its various colors, and the first 
surface7� in the ears, the nose and the tongue, which is im
pervious to the object, similarly borrows a new shape from 
the sound, the odor and the flavor. 

To represent all these occurrences in this way is  very 
helpful. For nothing falls more readily under sense than 
shape. It is both touched and seen. Nothing false follows 

H As Descartes has here been careM to point out, he does not, in 
\\hat follows, make any profession of having shown that the posi
tions for which he is arguing can be established in accordance with 
the strict requirements of his method. Instead he argues only that 
the as��umptions which he is asking us to accept JUStify themselves by 
their ''helpfulness," i e ,  by the frmtful manner in which they enable 
us to interpret and to co-ordinate a mulb.pilc1tY of "'sensibles." This 
IS the first of many admissions tacitly made in the Regulae, and 
throughout his later writings, of his inab1hty to make good the claim 
that his rules of method are as strictly applicable in the fields of 
physics and metaphysics as in the purely mathematical disciplines. 

1ll cutis. 
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from this supposition [at least not] more than from any 
other; and the reason why this is so is that the apprehension 
of shape is so common and simple, that it is involved in all 
sensibles whatsoever [i e . ,  even in the case of the "secondary" 
qualities]. To take, for inst..mce, color; whatever you may 
suppose color to be, you yet will not deny that it is extended, 
and in consequence shaped. Does any serious difficulty follow 
if-taking care not to admit and rashly to postulate any 
needless new entity, and also not denying what others may 
be pleased to assert regarding color, but merely abstracting 
from every other feafme save only its having the nature of 
shape--we think of the diversity existing between white, 
blue, red, etc., as being that which exists between the follow
ing similar shapes?76 

1 1 1 1 1 m m  
The same can be said of all other sensibles; for it is certain 
that the infinite multiplicity of shapes suffices for the expres
sion of all the differences in sensible things [i.e ., of all the 
various qualities, secondary as well as primary]. 

Secondly, we must bold that when an external sense is 
set in motion by the object, the shape which it thereupon 
receives is conveyed to a certain other part of the body 
(called the sensus communis) in the very instant, and without 
any entity really passing from the one place to the other. 
Exactly in the manner in which, while I am now writing, I 
comprehend that at the very instant at which the various 
characters ue formed on the paper, not only is the lower part 
of the pen moved, but that no motion, not even the smallest, 
can occur in it which is not simultaneously shared by the 

76 For hill later manner of representing the differences of color as 
due to differences of motion, and thereby of shape, cf. Dioptric, be
low, pp. 147-SO; New Studie11, pp. 104-06. 
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whole pen. All these diversities in the pen's motions are 
l Z!mg l.reced in the air by its upper end, and this vrithout 
our having to think of anything real as passing from the 
one end of the pencil to the other. Now who believes that 
the connection between the parts of the human body is less 
close than that between the parts of the pen; and in what 
simpler way can this connection be envi�aged? 

Thlrdly, "'e have to think of the part of the body which 
1'> the .sensus commu111s17 as in its tum functioning in place 
of the seal [i.e., in place of the bodies which act on the senses] 
for the forming in the phantasy or itnagination,78 just as if 
in wax, of those very shapes or ideas79 which come pure 
and without bodyOO from the external senses. And this 
phantasy [this imagination] has to be conceived as a genuine 
part of the body, of sufficient magnitude to allow of its 
different parts assuming shapes in distinctness from each 
other, and to enable those parts to acquire the habit of re-
tairllng those shapes for some time-this being what we 
entitle the memory. 

Fourthly, we have to think of the moving force [by which 
we move the limbs] as deriving its origin from the brain, in 
whlch the phantasy is located, and that the phantasy moves 
the nerves [and thereby the muscles] in diverse ways, just 
as the common .sense is moved by an external sense, or the 
pen as a whole by its lower end. This example also shows 
how the phantasy can be the cause of many movements in 
the nerves, of which, however, it does not have the images 

1'1 How precisely Descartes distinguishes between the sensus com
munis and the region of the brain which receives the imprints, i e., 
between the parts of the brain which serve as seal and the pineal 
gland on which they act, is far from clear. (Cf. Meditation. VI, be
low, p. 2AS: "The mind is immediately affected, not by all parts. of 
the body, but only by the brain, or rather perhaps only by one quite 
small part of 1t, viz., that in which the sensus communis is said to 
be.") What is alone clear is that both arc being conceived as genuine 
parts of the body. Cf. New Studies, pp. 76 ff., 143 ff. 

7B phan.tasia vel imagin.atione. Descartes uses thfl term "phantasy" 
as equivalent to ''imagination." 

79 figuras vel ideas. 
80 puras et sine corpore, i.e., «naked.'" 
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stamped upon it, but certain other i:nages which enable the 
movements to come a bout This lets us understand how 
dl the rnoveme:1.ts of the brute anim&:s can ;:,� 

no knowledge of can be to 
corporeal It al,o;o enables 

us. to ourselves all operations are 
brought atout which we accomplish without any assistance 
from reason. 

in the fifth we have to think of the powers2 

is from bone, or hand from eye. We have likewise to 
thL11k of this as one and the same whether it receives, 

from the 
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applies itself to the [corporeal] imagination in order to create 
new shapes, it is said to imagine or cognize;85 and finally if 1t 
acts alone it is said to understand. 86 In what manner this last 
is carried out, I shall explru.n more at length in its proper 
context. 87 According as it discharges these d1verse functions 
the agency is entitled either pure understanding, or imagina
tion, or memory, or sense. When, however, it is forming new 
ideas [i.e., shapes, figuras] in the phantasy, or attends to 
Ll:tose already formed there, strictly speakmg its proper name 
is mgeniwn.88 [Viewed thus as the mind-body complex] we 
consider it to be capable of all the above operations; and 
the distinction in the names applicable to the several opera
tions must be kept in view in what follows. If all these 
matters be thus conceived, the attentive reader will have no 
difficulty in gathering what are the aids to be obtained from 
each faculty, and how far human address can avail to sup
plement the defects of our ingenium. 

8� conczpere, i.e , in De5carte5' wage of the term, any and every 
mode of cognitive awarenes<J. Since Descartes wes percipere and 
wncipe1e as virtually synonymow terms, they hav; been translated 

uniform, it can yet be entitled either sensing, remembering, Imaging 
01 understandlng, according to the nature of the "objects" which it 
is tben disclosing to us. When it is pure understanding it is "unaided 
by any corporeal image" (cf. below, pp. 58-60) and instead has as 1ts 
'"objects., the self and its states, knowing, doubting, willing. etc. In hts 
1a1er teaclung, on formulating his doctrine of innate ideas (cf New 
Stu.d1es, p. 226 ff . ) ,  Descartes adds to this list of the "obJects" of pwe 
understandmg, the idea of God and certain archetypal ideas, le
quired by the al1quid amplius involved in all judgments. The ideas 
common to both the mental and the corporeal (inclusive of ''rela
tions,'' so cursonly dealt with in the Regulae) have an ambiguous 
status, not further defined. They can be apprehe..�ded, Descartes dis
doses (below, p. 60) ,  "either by the pure understanding, or by the 
understanding in its intuiflng of the images of material things." The 
tentative exploratory character of his teaching in the Rules is here 
especially i n  evidence. 

87 Cf. below, pp. 58-60 
ss Ingenium is here, as in the title of the treatise, taken as signify. 

ing man's entire cognitive mtnd-body equipment. 
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For since the understanding [when not acting alone, but 
in collaboration with the imagination]89 can be moved by the 
[corporeal] imagination or on the contrary act upon it, and 
since tl,.e imagination can by its motor power act on the 
senses [i.e., on the sense-organs] directing them to cbjects, 
while they in their turn act on 1t, that is to say, can depict on 
it images of the objects, and since the memory-that memory 
at least which is corpOreal and similar to that of the brutes-
is in no respect distinct from the imagination, we are brought 
to the assured conclusion, that if the understanding be 
deaLng with matters in whtch there is nothing cotporeal or 
similar to the corporeal, it cannot be aided by those powers, 
and that if it is not to be hampered by them, the �enses must 
be held off from it, and the imagination [i.e., the corporeal 
imagination], in so far as that is at all possible, emptied 
of every distinct impression. If, on the other hand, the ur:.der
standing sets itself to examine something which can be re
ferred to body, its idea [i.e., its figura, shape] must be 
fashioned as distinctly as possible in the [corporeal] imagi
nation; and that this may be done the more effective1y,<>o the 
thing itself which this idea [this shape] is to represent should 
be exhibited to the external senses. A multiple thing Ca:lnot 
be of assistance to the understanding in the distinct intuiting 
of single things. If, as has often to be done, one thing be 
deduced from a number of things, we must remove from the 
ideas of the things [i e., from the shapes of the things] what
ever does not require present attention, so that the remaining 
features may be the more readily retained in memory. For 
the same reason, it is not the things themselves which should 
be exhibited to the external senses, but preferably certain 
reduced shapes which abbreviate them; and provided they 
suffice in guarding against failures of the memory, they are 

89 When, as here, Descartes is speaking of understanding as aided 
(or hampered) by the imagination, he IS identlfying it with the v1a 
cognoscens, i e., with the natural light of reason, the hght that dis· 
closes to us the true nature not only of the self and its states but ah!o 
-when dlrected on the bram patterns-of extension and its modes. 

90 I.e., more effectively than m relying on revived corporeal Images. 
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the more helpful in proportion as they are simple. Whoever 
will observe all these prescriptions will, in my view, have 
omitted nothing that bears on this first part of the rule [i.e., 
the distinct intuiting of simples]. 

We now come to the second part o£ our task,91 th3t of 
dist:nguishmg accurately the nouons of simple things frofll 
those whlch are composed of them, and of seeing in respect 
of both where lllli.!ty may come in, so that we may be on our 
guard, and concern ourselves only with those matters which 
can be known with certainty. But here again, as in the 
preceding inquiries, we must make certain assumpt!one. a� 
to which all are not perhaps agreed. But even should they 
h:tve to be viewed as being no more real than the imagi.na.ty 
�·il:dc.; which astl. onomers employ in describing thcir phenom
ena, that matters little, provided they in fact do enable us 
1 -:- l �ch gzven caSt" to dtstmgwsh true knowledge from false. 

Frrst. then, we declare that in the order of our knowledge 

sin,;\:: thingsq2 should be viewed otherwise than if we were 
speaking or them as they indeed exist. Thus, for mstance, 
Jf we consider an extended and shaped body, we shall :indeed 
r .imJ� m respxt of the thing itself, that it is one and simple. 
\', e cannot in that regard treat it as a composite of corporeity, 
c xtension and shape, since these parts have never existed 
- � ,.....cately from each other. But since we have to think of 
·,:·,,.! .1 separately, before we can be in pos1ti.on to judge that 
L:1.� three are to be found together in one and the same subject, 
\"'e pronounce it, in respect of our understanding, to be a 
� .: nposite of those three natures. For this reason, since we 
t.r�� here treating of things only in so far as they are appre
hended by the understanding [as aided by the imagination], 
we call only those simple, the cognition of which is so per
spicuous and dtstinct that they cannot be divided by the 
mind into others more distinctly known. Such are shape, 93 

91 I e ,  the three que�tiollli cited above, p 50: 1n what follows the 
tbiee are treated conJointly, under eight headings, ending p. 65. 

92 res singulas. 
93 Here (and again on p. 59) it may be noted, Descartes, con

trary to his usual custom. cites figura pnor to extend.o, and proceeds 
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extensio::J., etc. All oL1ers w e  concc.ive t o  b i. n  soce 
\V;_1J co-mposed these; and 6is is to be understood in a 
manner so that we cake no exceptwn in favor even 
of 6ose w:1ich we sometin:es abstract froc these 

that shape is the limit 
term limit something 

since we can speak of a 
limit duration, a limit of etc. For even although 
limit, as thus understood, is abstracted from shape, it should 
not for that reason be regarded as simpler than shape. Si..rtce 
it is also attri"buted to other things, such as the outer boundary 
of duration or o£ moti.on,H etc., which differ from 
<shape toto genere, it has to be from these n<:.tures 
also; and accordingly, is somet:J.ing composite, o"btained from 
a plurality of natures wholly diverse, and to which therefore 
it cannot be applied �ave ambiguously.9J 

Secondly, we declare that those things which in respect 
of our understanding <:.rc called simple e.re either purely 
mental,ne or purely material, or common to the two. Those 
are purely mental which ar<>: k..."'lO\Vn the understanding -

a certain inbcrn light97 any corporeal 
That a number of such things exist certain. It is 

<:.lso that we are unable to construct any corporeal 
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idea99 [i.e. ,  any figura, shape] which sbatl represent to U'> 
what knowledge100 is, what doubt is, what ignorance is, or 
what that action of the will is "hich allows of its being called 
volition, and the Iike.101 All those things we know as they 
indeed are; and we know them so easily that for doing so 
it suffices that we be endowed with [the natural light of] 
reason. Purely material simples are those which are appre
hended only in bodies, such as shape,

102 extension, motion, 
etc. Lastly those simples are to be entitled common which are 
attributable now to corporeal things, now to spirits, without 
distinction [i.e., unambiguously].1 03 such as existence, unity, 
duration and the like. To this last group we must also assign 

these common notions which are, as it were, Iinks104 for the 
connecting together of the other simple natures1o:> and on the 
evidence of which rests all that we conclude by way of 
reasoning.106 Such, for instance, are: things which are the 

99 ulea corporea. Imago and 1dea are, it will be observed, tal..en 
here as in Meditation m (cf. below, p. 1 9 5 )  as being possibly inter
changeable terms. The term "idea" does not occur in the Regulae. 
�ave once in Ruie IV (above, p. 1 8 ) ,  in this twelfth Rule and in Rule 
XIV, and even there never with the wtder sense given to it m the 
Med1tatzons and Principles. Cf. New Studies, pp. 223 If., 261 If. 

IOO cogmt1o. 
101 "Knowledge, doubt or ignorance, vobtion and the like." Thi� 

IS one of the few attempts which Descartes has made to give a list 
of the Slmples winch are mental, not pbySlcal; and he 18 ranling the'll 
with the latter as being mtuited no less easily, and no less immedi
ately. 

102 Descartes again gives priority of mention to "shape." 
1os Cf. above, p. 58. 
11M. vincula. 
1011 Among the hnks for the connectJ.ng of the "simple natures,. 

Descartes here reckons not only the mtuitively apprehended relationl 
tn which they stood to one another, but also anoms. In thus group
ing together relatr.ons and axioms as forming a class by themselves, he 
is by imphcation admttting that they call for separate treatment, 
which yet is nowhere forthcormng rn any of his writings; and this 
notwithstand!.ng his having himself drawn attention to the all-Impor
tant part played by relatio11:1 1n the field of knowledge. (Cf. below, 
pp. 65, 8 1 . )  

106 This last statement, followed a s  i t  is b y  the mention o f  axioms, 
is dangerously misleadrng; it holds, on Descartes' teaching, only if 
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same 2.s a t h  \rd a:<>: th.c same a �  one 

Ttlirdly, we declare that these simple natures 2.re one and 
This 1s 
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things V'hkh we intuit, o r  attain b:1 [111.tuitive] thinking, there 
is something further which is bidden from us, even though 
this CO!lJecture is false. It i� evident, therefore, that we ere 
in erro£, ::hould we judge that any one of these simple natures 
is not completely kno""n by us. For if our mind attains to 
any apprehension of it whatsoever, however minimal-and 

this we must neccssatily have done, since we are supposed 
to pass some judgment upon it-we can at once conclude 
that we know it completely. Otherwise it could not be said 
to be s:::t;.le, 1t w::mld ha •� ;:o be a composite of. that whk�1 
we apprehend in it and that of which we judge ourselves to 
be ignorant. 

Fourthly, we declare that the conjunction of these simpl� 
natures one with another is either necessary or contingent. 
It is necessary when one is so implicated in some inexplictt 
manner109 in the concept of another that we could not con
ceive either distinctly, should we judge that the two are 

really apart from each other. Thus shape is united with ex
tension, motion with duration or time, etc., because we are 
not free to cognize a shape lacking in all extension, or a 
motion lacking in all duration. Similarly, if I say that 4 and 
3 are 7, this combination lS a necessary combination. For 
we do not conceive the number 7 distinctly, unless we include 
in it in some inexplicit manner the numbers 3 and 4. And in 
the same way, whatever is demonstrated regarding shapes or 
numbers necessarily holds of that of which it is affirmed.U0 
Nor is 1t merely in things senstble that we are faced with this 
necessity.lll If, for instance, Socrates says that be doubts all 
things, it necessarily follows that at least he knows this, that 

109 con!usa quadam ratione. Cf. Descartes' argum.ent in the next 
following paragraph. 

no Le., in respect of all such thmgs as stand in quantitative rela
tions to one another and therefore allow of a common measure. 

Ul Here Descartes is making the far-reaching, highly questionable 
assertion that bis method, formulated by study of the mathematical 
disciplines, i e., of the sciences which treat of the quantitatively 
measurable, will be found to be no less valid, and to be fruitful. in 
general philosophy and iD metaphysics. 
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he doubts; 2nd it likewise further follov,·s that he k.."l.ows that 

in the tri2.ngle other 
notice, e.g., the 
right angles, 
between L'f:l.e sides and th0 angles. of the area, etc. 

Sixthly, we declare that t_;.ose natures which we a am<>: com
are known by us eiL'l<>:r bec2.us-;: \Ve experience them as 

are, or because we ourselves co:npose them. We experi

n 2 Cf. below, p. 80. 
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ence whatever we perceive by sense, whatever we learn from 
others, and in general whatever reaches our understanding, be 
it from without, or be it from the self's reflex contemplation 
of itself. And here we must note that the understanding can 
never be decezved by anything experienced if it limits itself to 
intuiting the thing presented to it precisely as given, i.e., either 
as it is in itself [i e., as apprehended non-spatially, through 

the mind's direct contemplation of it] or in some image118 [i.e . .  
as apprehended spatially, in the corporeal organ of the sem.u.s 

communis], and does not in the latter case proceed to judge 
that the imagination is thereby faithfully reporting the objects 
of the senses [i.e., the bodies acting on the sense-organs] or 
that the senses take over the true shapes of things [1.e., Wke 
on, in the manner of wax when acted on by a dk:, an exact 

imprint] or, in short, that external things always are as they 
appear to be. For in all such judgments we are liable to error, 
and are guilty of it when, for instance, someone relates a fable 
to us, and we believe it to have actually happened, or when 
on suffering from jaundice (when the eye is therefore tinged 
with yellow color) we judge all things to be yellow, or when 
the [corporeal] imagination being damaged, as happens in 
those suffering from melancholia, we judge its disordered 
phantasmata to represent real things. But the understanding 
of the wise man will not be thereby deceived. Whatever may 
come to him from the imagination [i.e., from the bodily seat 
of the sensus communis} he will judge to be :indeed truly im
printed there, and yet will never assert that it has passed com
plete and without alteration from external things to the senses, 
and from the senses to the phantasy, unless he has been pre
viously assured of this on some other ground. For it is we our
selves who are compounding the things that engage our 
thoughts, in all of those cases in which we [allow ourselves 
to} believe that in them there is something of which our mind. 
has no immediate experience-as when the sufferer from 
jaundice persuades himself that the things at which he is look .. 

n s rem mbi objectam, prout 1llam habet vel 1r1 se ipro vel 11.1 
pltantasmo.te. 
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ing are yellow. Any such thought will be composite, made up 
partly of what his phantasy represents to him, and partly of 
what he is of hlmself assuming, namely, that the color appears 
yellow, not owing to a defect in his eye, but because the things 
at which he is looking really are yellow. The conclusion fol
lows, that we can fall into error only when the things we be
lieve are in some way products of our own compounding. 

Seventhly, we declare that this compounding can come 
about m three ways, namely (a) by impulse,114 (b) by con
jecture, or ( c )  by deduction. (a) All those who in the fmm
ing of their judgments on things are led to such beliefs by their 
native make-up11" are to be counted as acting through llll
pulse. They are not persuaded by reason or evidence,116 but 
are determined merely, either by some superior power [that 
which has determined th�ir native make-up] or by their own 
free-will or by the play111 of their phantasy. The first-named 
power is never a source of error, the second rarely, the third 
almost always. Impulse [when determined in the first-named 
manner] does not indeed concern us, since it is not subject to 
our human control.U8 (b) As to conjecture, nothing that we 
conjecturally compound really deceives us, so long as we 
judge it to be no more than probable, and never affirm it to 
be true. Such conjectures, indeed, aid in our self-instruction; 
for instance, when from the fact that water, which is more re
mote than earth from the center of the globe, is also less dense 
than earth, and that the air which is above the water is less 
dense than water, we proceed to hazard the guess that above 
the air there is nothing but a very pure ether, much rarer than 
the air itself. 

There remains, therefore, only (c) , deduction; through it 
alone can we be certain that in compounding things we do so 
comformably with truth. Yet in it also there can be many de-

114 per 1mpulsum. 
llll suo ingenio. 
116 nulla ratione persiJ.(Ml. 
llT dispositwne. 
us sub artem non cadit. 
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fects.l19 Thus if, from the fact that in a space full of air we 
perceive nothing either by sight, touch or any other sense, we 
conclude that this space is empty, we are in error, wrongly 
conjoining the nature of this space with that of a vacuum. And 
this is what happens as often as we judge that we can deduce 
from what is particular or contingent something general and 
necessary. But it is within our power to avoid this error, 
namely, by never conjoining objects save only those which we 
intuit as being necessarily conjoined, as, for instance, when, 
from our intuiting shape and extension as being necessarily 
conjoined, we deduce that nothing can have shape save that 
which is extended, etc. 

In view of all the above considerations we conclude, first, 
that we have expounded distinctly, and as I think by an ade
quate enumeration, what at the start could be stated only 
confusedly, rudi Mmerva; namely, that no paths leading to 
certainty in the knowledge of truth are open to men save self
evidencing intuition and necessary deduction. We have also 
shown what those [simple] natures are to which reference is 
made in the eighth rule. And it is evident that the mind's in
tuitive power extends to all those simple natures and to the 
knowing of the necessary connections between them,120 and, 
in short, to everything which the mind accurately121 experi
ences as existing either in itself or in the phantasy. Regarding 
deduction, however, more will be said in what follows.122 

Secondly, we have concluded that no special labor is re
quired in knowing those simple natures, because they are in 

no On pp. 12, 14, Descartes has stated that deduction can never 
be wrongly perforn:Led by us. Evidently he is here tWng the tenn in a 
looser popular seil5e, i.e., as oovenng not only what in the next para
graph he entitles "necessary deduction" but also reasoning whlch, 
:falling short of this, yet claims to have a cogency quite other than 
that of the conJectures, the guesse&, dealt with in the preceding para
gmph. 

l!l(J. Here, as in the preceding paragraph, De9C'artes is, by implica
tion, taking relatwns as a class of ideas, distinguishable from simple 
natures. 

121 praecise, i.e., when not added to or altered by any mental 
operation into which the will enters. 

122 Cf. below, p. 6 8 :  "Fifthly • • •  " 
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and by themselves sufficiently known Effort is called for only 
in separatmg them off from each other and in intuiting each 
separately with steadfast mental penetration. No one is of such 
feeble ingenium as not to be able to perceive that when he is 
seated he in some way differs from himself when upright on 
his feet; but not everyone separates equally distinctly the na
ture of posture from the other features in this thought, or can 
assert that nothing has altered save only the posture. We have 
good reason for insisting upon this. For often the learned have 
a way of being so clever that they have contrived to blind 
themselves even to those things which are in themselves evi
dent and of which the rustic is never ignorant. This is what 
happens when they set themselves to explain things which 
are in t!J.emselves evident by something yet more ev1dent. For 
what they in fact then do is to explain something else or noth
ing at all. Who, for instance, does not apprehend all that there 
is to apprehend. in respect of his change when he changes lo
cation; yet who, on being told that ''locus is the surface of the 
surrounding body," will thereby be enabled to conceive what 
<:hange of location is? For that surface can be changed, al
!.hough I have not moved and thus have not changed location; 
or, on the other hand, it can so move along with me that, 
though it still surrounds me, I am nevertheless no loPger lo
cated in the same place. Or again. they would seem to be using 
magic words, which have an occult power that exceeds the 
grasp of the human mind. Thus they declare motion, a thing 
completely familiar to everyone, to be actum entis in potentta, 

prout est in potentia. Is there anyone who understands these 
words? And is there anyone who is ignorant what motion is? 
Must not everyone recognize that these learned men have 
been seeking to find a knot in a bulrush?12cl We have there-

Iu Gilson {L:&pTit de la phllo.soph1e mt!dithale (1932], p. 70) 
makes the not lliiJUSt comment "C'est nne d6finition dont depuis Des
cartes, 11. est adnris que ron a le droit de se moquer, et �le de Des
cartes semble: assur6mcnt beaucoup plus claire, mais c'est peut-Btre, 
comme l'a bren vu Leibntz, parce qu'elle ne d6finit ancunement Ie 
mouvement Ce n'est pas la definition d'Aristote qui est obscure, c'est 
le mouvement m!me qu'elle ctefinit; ce qui est acte, puisqu'il est, mai� 
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fore to maintain that no definitions are to be used in explain
ing things of this kind. To do so is mistakenly to substitute 
composites for simples. What alone is required is that we 
each of us intuit the simples apart from all else, attentively 
turning upon them the light native to his ingenium. 

Thirdly, we have concluded that the whole of human 
science [science as distinguished from immediate experience] 
consists in this, that we have [clear and distinct] understand
ing of the manner in which those simple natures combine to 
compose other thlngs. That this be noted is of first importance. 
For how often, when some difficult matter is proposed for 
investigation, almost all halt at the very threshold, uncertain 
as to which of their thoughts they ought to give heed, and 
obstinately inclined to believe that what they have to be doing 
is to search for some new kind of entity previously unknown 
to them! Thus if the question be as to the nature of the mag
net, these people, foreseeing nothing but difficulties ahead, 
turn their minds away from whatever is [simple and] evident, 
and straightway occupy them instead with whatever is most 
difficult, in the vague hope that perchance, by roving over the 
unfruitful field of manifold causes, the novelty they are look
ing for will be found. On the other hand, he who refiects that 
in the magnet there can be nothing to know which does not 
consist of certain simple natures, known in and by themselves, 
has no doubts as to how he should proceed. First of all, he 
diligently collects all the experiences to be had in regard to 
this stone, and from these he then endeavors to inferl:u what 
the character of that mixture of the simple natures must be 
if it is to be effective in producing all of the effects thus ex
perienced in the magnet. On determining this mixture, we 
can at once boldly assert that we have learned the true nature 

qru n'est pas actualite pure, puisqu'il devient, et dont cependant la 
potcntialit6 tend a s'actual!ser progressivement, puisqu'il change. 
Lorsqu'on depasse ainsi les mots pour attendre les choses, on ne peut 
pas ne pas voir que Ia pr6sence du mouvement dans un etre, est 
rCv6latrice d'un certain manque d'actualit6 " 124. deducere conatur--a tentative process, calling for "'sagacity" 
nnd for "suppcrsitionq," not "ded11ction" in a"ly stricter �nse 
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many doctrines of 
real understanding. On the bmd, the 

more r.wdcst many an investigation which 
is yet q trite easy and of high practical importance, be-
cause of their considcrLIIg themselves cmequai to it; be-

that such issues allow of bel..llg mastered 
they adopt the opinions of those 

r!IOst confidcCJ.ce. 

o£ eftccts, or of 
or parts or 

our argument in Part 
of our mles be 
bto simple data 

a.1d questions. In respect of simple daca,IH the only reqmrc
P.Ients on wbch we insist arc those which prepare our 
of knowing for the more d1stinct [i.e., perspicuotts] 

"oc-
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of objects whatever the objects be, and for the more sagacious 
examination of them. For these simple data must come before 
the mind of themselves; they cannot be reached by way of in
quiry. This part of our task we have covered in th�se first 
twelve rules; in them we have, we believe, taken account of 
everything that, in our view, can in any way prove helpful in 
the employment of our reason [in the knowing of the simple 
data]. As to questions,128 some of them are perfectly under
stood, even while we are still in ignorance of their solutions; 
and these we shall deal with in the next twelve rules. There 
are others not perfectly understood; and these, in turn, we 
reserve for treatment in twelve further rules. In making this 
division betw�en perfectly and imperfectly understood ques
tions, we have had two considerations in view: that we may 
be able [in the next following twelve rules] to avoid having to 
speak: of anything that presupposes a knowledge of what 
comes later: and that there may be opportunity of inculcating 
what, in the disciplining of the mental powers, ought, we hold, 
to be our first concern. For, be it noted, no questions are to 
be taken as being perfectly understood, save those in which 
we apprehend distinctly the three prerequisites :  ( 1 )  ll hat t:1re 
marks are that enable us to recognize what we are seeking 
when we come upon it; (2) from what precisely we ought to 
deduce this; and ( 3 )  the manner in which these two [the data 
and the conclusion to which they lead] are proved so to de
pend each on the other that it is impossible for either to be 
changed in any respect while the other remains unchanged. 
Thereby we are assured of having all the required premises; 
nothing remains to be detennined save the manner in which 
the conclusions may be discovered. This will not be a matter 
of deducing something from one simple thing (that, as we 
already said can be done without the aid of rnles) li$ but of 
disengaging some one thing which depends on many others 
mingled together, and of doing this in so artful a manner that 
at no point [in the course of the inquiry] is any greater mental 

128 Elsewhere Descartes entitles them "difficulties." 
12& Cf. above, pp. 10, 14. 
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capacity required than in making the simplest illation. Ques
tions of this perfectly nnderBtood kind, because of their being 
highly abstract180 and being for the most part181 met with 
only in the fields of arithmetic and geometry, may seem to the 
inexperienced to be of mediocre utility. But I here give warn
ing that should they desire to gain full mastery of the con
cluding part of this method, in which we shall be dealing with 
all the other [imperfectly understood] questions, they must 
continue to busy and exercise themselves in the prolonged 
study of this first kind of question. 

uo I.e., 8.'1 callmg for abstraction "from all that is super6uous." 
Cf.Rule XIIT. 

lln feretantum, 



[PART II. THE APPUCATION OF THE RULES n-1" THE RAISING 

AND ANSWERING OF PERFECTLY UNDERSTOOD QuESTIONS)l�:: 

R U L E  X I I I  

For the perfect understanding of a question we must abstract 

it from all that is superfluous, rendering it as simple as pos

sible, and, reso1ting to enumeration, divide it into its minimal 
parts. 

THIS is the one respect in which we imitate the dialecticians. 
Just as, in the treatment of the forms of the syllogisms, they 
assume that the terms or matter of the syllogisms are known, 
so too we here lay it down as a prereqrusite that the question 
at issue be perfectly understood [i.e., that we are from the 
start in possession of all the data required for its solution]. 
We do not, hmvever, hke them, distinguish two extremes and 
a middle term. This noted, let us now consider the whole 
matter afresh. Firstly, there must in every question be some� 
thing not yet known; otherwise inquiry would be to no pur
pose. Secondly, the not yet known must be in some way 
marked out; otherwise we should not in our investigation be 
determined to it instead of to something else. Thirdly, it can 
be so marlced out only by way of something that is already 
known. All these prerequisites are found even in imperfectly 
understood queshons. Thus if the question be what is the 
nature of the magnet, we already know what is meant by those 
two words, "magnet" and "nature," and thereby are deter
mined to this instead of to some other inquiry; and so in other 
cases. But over and above this, if the question is to be per
fectly understood, we require that it be made so completely 

lJ2 Cf. above, p. 1 n. 
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determinate that we have no need to seek for anything beyond 
what can be deduced from the [already known] dataP� For 
in11tance, (a) ,  should someone question me as to what is to 
be inferred regarding the nature of the magnet when we argue 
exclusively from those observations134 which Gilbert claims 
to have made, be those observations true or be they false; or 
( b ) ,  if I be asked what precisely I should infer as to the na
ture of sound.1ll5 basing the inference exclusiVely on the fol
lowing data: that three strings A, B and C emit exactly simi
lar sounds; that the strings are being supposed to be <Jo 
related that B is twice as thick as A but no longer, and kept 
in tension by a weight twice as heavy; that C in turn, while 
twice as long is yet no thlcker, and is kept in tension by a 
weight four times as heavy; or (c) , if I be asked some other 
such determinate question-in all such cases we are enabled 
to see how all imperfect questions can be reduced to questions 
that are perfectly understood, as will be explained more at 
length in due course.1116 We see also how this rule can be ob
served in such wise that our difficulty, rightly understood, is 
held apart from everything superfluous, and how in that way 
it can be so reduced that we no longer regard ourselves as 
dealing with this or that [concrete partJ.culanzed] sUbJect but 
solely in genere with certain magnitudes. in respect of their 
interrelations. Thus, fm instance, once we have decided that 
only such and such observations regarding the magnet are 
to be considered, there is no longer any need for us to hesitate 
in abstracting in thought from all the others. 

In addihon we prescribe that the dlfficulty ought to be made 
as simple as possible in accordance with Rules V and VI, and 
divided in accordance with Rule VII. Thus if, in stud)ing the 
magnet, I rely on certam observations, I shall run them over 

188 e� datis. 
lU exp�mmenns. 
us Cf A T. x, pp. 337, 4 3 1 ,  488, Ill Beeckman's Journal. 186 Cf below, Rule XIV, pp. 80 ff ,  leading up to the conclusion, 

p. 83, "Let us then take 1t as agreed and certain that questions winch 
are perfectly understood raise scarcely any difficulty saVe that which 
consists in so ireating proportions as to arrive at equations."  
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kind. 
We have ._aw�s that !.here can be no fr,lsity in the 

whether ilie things be simple or con� 
joined. As thus we do not cCJ.title them "ques-

do, however, acquire that title, as soon as we are 
to pass sor!le determinate judgment regarding 

do limit the titre to questions asked 

all tD.ings, and daimed that he was. 
our questions we arc seeking either things by way 

of words, or causes by of effects, or effects by way of 
c<;.uses, or tf1e \l·hoie by way of parts,ml or have 
severai such questions simultaneously L.1 view. 

We say that we are seeking things by way of words, when 
the difficulty consists in obscurity of language. To this kind 
of question ac"""e referred not only all riddles, like that of the 
Sphinx about the animal which to begin with is a quadruped, 
thea a biped c.nd, finally, three-footed; or the riddle regard
ing the fishermen, who, standing on the shore, provided with 



74 
rods a."'ld hooks for the catchir!g of :5.sb, declared that they Wi 

had those which 
had those which they 

etc.I40 Bnt 

in great 

dispute, t.IJ.e 

sists wholly in a of the thing that is �aid to l::e 
in loco to t.IJ.e parts of the space e:;:ternal to it. Some 
on notmg that what is thus na:ncd the place of 
the the surface surrounding it. 

the absointe place:14� and 
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ourselves to find the answer to a riddle or to explain from ob
scure and ambiguous words what an author has been intend
ing to say. 

Questions of things may be reduced to four chief kinds. 
( 1 )  The first is, when we seek causes by way of effects. 

We know, for example, the various effects of the magnet, and 
inquire into theh- causes. We know the various effects which 
we are wont to ascribe to lwrror vacui, and inquire if this is 
the true cause [and have found that it is not].144 We know 
the ebb and flow of the sea, and ask what can be the cause 
of a movement so great and so regular. 

(2) The second is, when we seek effects by way of causes. 
We have always, for instance, known that wind and water 
have a great power of moving bodies; but the ancients, not 
having sufficiently examined what the effects may be of these 
causes, did not apply them as they have since been applied, 
by means of mills, to a great number of purposes very useful 
to our human societies and which so notably lighten the labor 
of men, the harvest appropriate to a true physics. Thus we 
may say that the first kind of qlle8tion, in which we seek 
causes by way of effects, constitutes the speculative part of 
physics, and this second kind, in which we seek effect by way 
of causes, is the whole of applied physics.1411 

( 3 )  In the third kind of question we seek the whole by 
way of the parts, as when, having several numbers, we seek 
their sum by adding one to another; or when, having two 
numbers, we seek their product by multiplying the one by the 
other. 

( 4) The fourth kind is when, having the whole and some 
part, we seek another part; as when having one number and 
another which is to be subtracted from it, we seek what there
upon remains, or when, having a number, we seek what such 
and such a part of it will be. 

144 Added by Arnauld in the 1664 edition of his Logic. The refer
ence is presumably to Pascal's treabse which appeared in 1663. 

Bti This reads like a paraphrase, tn which Arnauld is using hlS own 
preferred modes of expression, not a literal transcript of DesCBI'tes' 
text. As to this, however, we can only conjecture. 
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But we must note that, in order to afford due extension to 
those tv.ro last kinds of questions, and in order thal th�y may 
include what can."lot properly be brought under the two first 
l..inds, we have to take the word "part" in a more general 
sense, as comprising its modes, its extremities, its accidents, 
its properties, and m get'eral all 1ts attributes,tt�> so that, for 
example, we shall be seeking a whole by way o£ pm.ts when 
we seek to find the area of a triangle by way of its height and 
bas�, and on the other hand, a part by way ot the whole and 
of another part when we seek to find the side of a rectangle 
by way of our knowledge of its area and one of its sides.147] 

But, as often happens, when a que.:.hon is propounded to 
us for a solution, we do not at once recognize the kind to 
which it belongs, nor consequently whether things are to be 
sought by way of words, or causes by way o£ effects , etc. It 
is useless, there.Lore, as it seems to me, to treat here of the 
different kinds in more detail. It will tend to greater brevity 
and be more useful, if instead we go over all that has to be 
attended to in the solution of any and every difficulty, con

sidering all of their requirements in order and together. Now 
in doing so, what we must first, and above all else, strive to 
obtain-no matter what the question may be--is a distinct 
understanding as to what it is that we are seeking. 

Frequently people are in such a hurry in their investiga
t.:ons, that they bring only a vagrant mind to their solution, 
not having first considered by what marks they are to recog
mze what they are seeking, should they chance upon it. They 
are proceeding as foolishly as a servant sent on some errand 
by his master, should he be so eager to obey that he hurries 
off without having received his instructions, and without 
knowing where be is ordered to go. 

146 Attributes (like substance) is a term which nowhere OCCUG 
in the ReguWe, in Descartes' own text 

147 This is the end of the m.iS&ing part of Descartes' text In his 
next following paxagraphs Arnauld, as we find, is paraphrasing some
what freely (and with the teaching of the Discourse and the Medita��':;i;V.in view) the remainder of Rule :xm and the beginning o:f 
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In every question there has indeed to be something un

known; otherwise there would be no reason for asking it. 
None the less tWs unknown something must be marked out 
by conditions sufficiently definite to determine us to seek one 
thing rather than another. And, as we are maintaining, our 
attention must be concentrated on these conditions from the 
very start. We have to direct the mind's attention to the in
tuition of each of these conditions, diligently asking how far 
the unknown something for which we are seeking is limited 
by this and that condition. For our human minds are here 
liable to error in one or other of two ways; either by our 
assuming something more than is given in the statement of 
the question, or on the other hand by our omitting somethlng. 

In other words, we have to guard against reading into the 
question more than is given, and also at the same time against 
taking the given in too restricted a sense. This is especially 
so in the case of riddles and other such questions artificially 
invented for the very purpose of misleading the mind, but 
sometimes too in other questions-those in which something 
is being assumed as being certain, and when this is an assumpw 
tion to which we are committed merely by opinion of long 
standing, and not by any well-grounded reason [i.e., when this 
something i& indeed not to be found among our data]. For 
example, in the riddle set by the Spbinx,14s we ought not to 
believe that the word ''foot" refers only to animals' feet: we 
have to note that it may be otherwise applied, as happens 
when it is used to describe the hands of an infant or an old 
man's staff, these being, in each case, employed as feet are in 
walking. So likewise in the fishermen conundrum, we have to 
guard against allowing the thought of fish to occupy our minds 
to the exclusion of those [smaller] animals which the poor 
often carry about with them all unwillingly, and cast away 
when caught. Or again, suppose we are inquiring into the 
construction of a vessel, such as I have seen, in the midst of 
which stood a column, and lying on the column the figure of 
a Tantalus in the posture of a man bending down to drink. 

us Cf. above, p. 73. 
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When water is poured into this vessel, it rises in the vessel. 

and col!tinues t� rise so long as it is not high enough IO enter 

Tantalus' mouth; and immedi�tely it reaches his disappointed 

in ?.ctual fact is nerely 

A:: first sig;1t, 
of Tanta-

t..he question. For the whole consists 
exclusively in this: how the vessel can be so constructed that 
the whole of the water flows irrnnediateiy it reaches a 
certain while it up to this level. Or 

to take example o�her, more serious type nbcve 
mentioned]: if from the observations we have regarding 

we seek to discover what can be asserted 
\-Ve not assume that 

is immobile and is at the center of things, a� the 
ancients declared�on no Getter ground than that from in-

omission when we fai! 1o 
bear in mind sorae condition. is prereqaisite for the 
determination of t.'Ie ouestion, and which is either expresslv 
stated b it or is in so'zue way implied in it Should .:Ve, fo'r 
in�tance, i.:�quire bto the question of pe:LJetual motion, not 
as we have it in i:t the motion of 

-
stars and of foun

haman �ki!l. Some inquirers h::n ·,
Viewing the earth as being m 

perpet:J.al motion around its axis, a..rJ.d holding that the lode
stone retains ail t..IJ.e properties of the earth, they have accord
bgly believed that for the inveation of perpetual motion all 
we have to do is to contrive that the lodestone revolve cir-
cularly, communicating to a piece of iron not its other 
powers but also its ow:n motion. But even if codd be 
doue, would not then be producing perpetual motion 
artificially; would only be utilizing a natural motioa, a 
motion no less natura! than th?J of a wheel exposed to the 
current of a river. They would thus have been neglecting to 
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take account of a. condition essential for the determination of 
the question. 

Once the question is sufficiently understood, what we have 
next to consider is in what precisely its d.ifficulty consists, in 
order that, as abstracted from all else, it may be the more 
easily resolved. 

For to know in what precisely the difficulty of a question 
consists, the understanding of the question does not always 
o£ itself suffice; in addition, we have to direct our attention to 
the several features which go to constitute it. Those features 
which offer no special difficulty oi apprehension, we leave 
aside; and on their removal, only that of which. we are stlU 
in ignorance remains. Thus i.'l the case of the Tantalus vessel, 
above described, we can then easily understand how it has to 
be constructed. The column as standing in its midst,H9 the 
bird painted [the figure of TE-ntalus, etc.], all of these are un
essential; and on leavL.ig them aside, as not bearing on the 
question at issue, the difficulty then appecrs in all its naked
ness, how the water previously contained L.i the vessel, on 
risL.ig to a certain height, flows entirely away? That is what 
we have been trying to discover. 

Wnat we declare to be alone promisi.'lg of reward for our 
labors amounts, therefore, to this: the reviewing of all the 
factors which are given in t.1.e question set, the rejecting of 
those which we clearly see to be irrelevant, t.1.e retaining of 
those which are necess&ry, and the reserving of all those 
whlch are dubious for a more careful examination. 

149 The column, as we find on solving the problem, conceals a 
siphon. 
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standing. 

BuT if we are to make use of the imagination as an aid to 
m rescrting to it, 

of new entit:es. 
unknown is deduced frcm some� 

we are not the;::eby discovering some 
new all we are doing is to extend cu.;: to:al 
knowledge m such a way that we are enabled to see that the 

songht participates m t.\1s or t."l-tat b the natnre of 
provided in the qaestio:c. which is asked. For 
if a man has been blind from birth, it not to be 
that we shall be able train of reasoning to 

which we have ob� 
tamed frcm our senses. Once, hcwever, a man has �een be 

pri.t11ary colors, though he has never seen the intermediate and 
mi:;:ed colors, i! is possible for him to construct the images of 
those wh!.ch he has not seen from their likeness to the others, 
by a sort of deduction. Simllarly, if i.n t.l:te magnet tl:ere be 
some kind of the like of which our lmderstandir.g has 

to expect that we shall 
should have 

m this matter can be accomplished by way of our human 

80 
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equipment/�0 if w e  discern wiLIJ. all possible distinctness that 
combination of already known ea:ities or natures which gives 

rise to those effects which make their appearance in the 

of an idea '<vhich 
the shape of a 

that of a crown 

in this or that respect :L'ke, or identical 
wit..h, or equal to a certain LIJ.ing. Consequently in every 

by of comparison that we 

truth. To take an ex-

compare wi� one anot..\er a quaesitum and a dmum, viz., A 

and C [the relation which to one another we are seeking 

to determine] in the light of what is given, viz., that both are 

B, etc. But because, as we have already often declared, the 

syllogistic forms are of no assistance in discovering the truth 
of tillngs, it wm be to the reader's profit to reject them alto

gether and to recognize that all knowledge whatsoever, other 

tha.1. that which consists in the simple and naked intuition of 
one single thing, is to be had by the comparison of two or 

more thbgs with each other. Indeed almost the whole task 

set the human reason consists in preparing for this operation. 

For when t.IJ.e operatioa is open and simple we aeed no assist

ance from art; in the intuiting of the truth which lhe compari
son yields to us the light of nature [i.e., our native power of 

direct face-to-face awareness] is all-s1.1fficing. 

150 ab humano ingenio. 
151 in diversis subjectis. "Subject" Descartes is here usmg in its 

realist, etymological sense as meaning that which underlies and 
embodies the shape in question, i.e., as so far synonymous with 
"substance," a term which nowhere occurs in the Regulae. 
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It should be noted that tl-Ie comparisons can be said to be 

si."'llple and open, only when quaesitum and datum participate 
equaEy in a certain nature. The only reason why preparation 
is required is that in comparisons not of this simple character, 
the commoa nature is not found eqnaliy in both, but by way 
of certain other relations'r,2 or proportions in which it is in. 
valved. The cbief part of our human labor consists in so s.:m. 

as to show clearly an equality be
and the somet.IJ.ing else already knownYm 

Next we should note that nothing ca:t be reduced to this 
equality save that which admits of a greater or a less, and 
that all such matters arc covered by the term "magnitude " 
Consequently, when, as required by the preced:bg rule, in 
difficult issues, its terms are abstracted from every subject 
[i.e., from all the -oar-Jcular insmnces in which they are found], 
all that is left for 

�
us to do consists exclusively in the treatment 

of magnitudes in genere [i.e., in universal terms]. 
Even so, we shall stil1 be making use of the imagination, 

employing no't the pure understanding but the understandi:1g 
as a£ded by the species [i.e., the figures, the shapes or patterns, 
the images} depicted in the phantasy; and thus :linaliy we have 
to note that nothing can be asserted of magnitudes in genere 

save what can be found to hold true of some magnitude in 
through our of particular in-

From this w� easily that there will be no small 
profit in relatiugm whatsoever cau be intelligibly said of m�g
nitudes in genere to that species which, of ail others, is most 

and distinctly depicted in the imagination. Now it fol
mws mtm ''""' n"' been said in Rule XII that the magnitude 
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wb.tch can be most easily and distinctly depicted is the real 
extension of a body [i.e , of some given body particularized 
in shape] abstracted from everything else save only from its 
shape. For in that twelfth rule we have shown the phantasy, 
together wiili the ideas1�6 existing in it, to be itself no other 
than a truly real body, extended and shaped.151 It is likewise 
evident that in no other subject158 [ie., in no other type of 

subject] do proportions of any and every kind exhibit their 
differences more distinctly. Though one thing can be said to 
be more or less white than another, a sound more or less 
sharp, and so on, it is yet impossible to determine exactly 
whether the greater exceeds the less in the proportion of two 
to one, or three to one, etc., unless by way of a certain analogy 
to the extension of a body that has shape. Let us then take it 
as agreed and certaJ.n that questions, when pedectly deter
mined, raise Scarcely any difficulty save that which c

'
onsists 

in so tre:tting proportions as to arrive at equations. We may 
argue that everything in which this precise difficulty is met 
with can easily be, or ought to be, separated off from every 
other [type of] subject and stated [exclusively] in terms of 
extension and shapes. For this reason we shall, up to the 
twenty-fifth rule, treat of extension and shapes alone, omtt
tmg consideration of everything else. 

At this juncture I would rejoice to :find the reader disposed 
to the study of arithmetic and geometry, though I should in

deed prefer him never to have occupied himself with them 
rather than that he should have learned them in the usual 
manner. The practice of the rules which I am engaged in 
propounding is indeed much the easiest method of learning 
these sciences, and is amply sufficient for doing so, the rules 
being easier of application in them than in any of the other 
disciplines; and yet so great is their utility for the acquiring 
of a yet wider range of knowledge, that I have no hesitation 

156 Here, it may be noted, Descartes does not besitate to speak of 
the corporeal phantasmata as ideas. Cf. Nev- Studies, pp. 52, 147-48. 

l&'l verum corpmJ reale extensum et figuratum. 
1&8 Cf. above, p. 81 n. 
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in saying that this part of our method has not been invented 
for the purpose of solving mathematical problems, and that on 
the contrary these problems should be studied almost exck
sively for the sake of traffiing in this method. I shall therefore 
suppose no knowledge of these disciplines save what is evi
dent in itself and within the reach of evcrjone. Such knowl
edge of arithmetic and geometry as is ordinarily met with in 
those who have mastered them, while it may not be vitia:ted 
by any nanifest errors, is yet obscured by many equivocal 
and ill-conceived principles; and these, in the course of our 
discusslon, as occasion offers, we shall endeavor to correct. 

By extension we understand whatever has !eng'"ch, breadth 
and depth, not inquiring whether it be truly body or merely 
space. Tt does not, indeed, appear to require further explana� 
tion, since there is nothlng that our imagination frames for 
us more easily. But since the learned often employ dlstindons 
so subtle that they extinguish the natural light, and find ob� 
scurities in matters of which even the rustic is never ignorant, 
we give warning that by extension we do not here mean any� 
thing distinct and separate from that which is extended, m 
and that we refuse to recognize, in this field, philosophical 
entities which cannot be imaginatively envisaged. For though 
some may, for lnstance, persuade themselves that even sup
posing every extended object in the universe were annihilated 
this would not prevent extension existing by itself alone, in so 
thinking would not be making use oi any corporeal 
idea,l60 but a misjudgment of the urrderstandbg relying 
on itsel£ alone. They will themselves admit this, if they direct 
their attention to that very image of extension which, as will 
then happen, they will be striving to fashion in their phantasy. 
For they will then notice tha� they do not apprehend it in 
isolation from any and every and that their imaging 
of it is thus quite other than believed it to be. 
Consequently, whatever the understanding [acting itself] 
may think to be true in this regard, these abstract 
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never be formed in the phantasy separately from their sub
jects. 

Since, then, we are henceforth [in dealing with questions 
treating of real extension] to attempt nothing without the aid 
of the imagination, it will repay us to distinguish with care 
the ideas [i e., the figuras, the patterns] which, in each case, 
are to convey to the understanding the meaning of the words 
we employ. To this end we submit for consideration these 
three ways of speaking: "extension occupies place," "body 
possesses extension," and "extension is not body." 

The first shows bow extension may be taken as being that 
which is extended. Clearly, if I say "extension occupies place" 
I am "in effect saying "the extended occupies place." Yet this 
is no reason why, in order to avoid ambiguity, it should be 
better to use in place of "extension" the expression "that 
which is extended." For the latter does not indicate sufficiently 
distinctly what we are conceiving, namely that a subject oc
cupies place because of its being extended. When so ex
pressed, the assertion made is liable to be interpreted as mean
ing only that "that which is extended is the subject occupying 
place," just as if I were to say ''that which is animate occupies 
space." This explains why we have said that here we would 
treat of extension rather than of that which is extended, al
though we hold that extension does not allow of be.ing con
ceived otherwise than as that which is extended. 

Let us now pass to these words: "body bas extension.'� 
Here we do indeed understand by the term "extension" some
thing other than body; none the less we are not forming in 
our phantasy two distinct ideas, one of body and another 
of extension, but only one single idea of a body that is ex
tended; and from the point of view of the thing161 it is pre
cisely as if I had said: "body is that which is extended," or 
rather, ''that which is extended is that which is extended." 
This is a peculiarity of those entities which have their being 
only in something else, and which can never be conceived 

161 a parte rei. 
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without a subject. How different i s  it with those entities which 

allow of being really distinct from their subjects! Should I, 
for example, say "Peter has wealth," my idea of Peter is di
verse from that of wealth. Accordingly, should I proceed to 
say "Paul is wealthy" I am imaging something quite different 
than if I said "the wealthy is wealthy." Many thinkers, fail
ing to recognize the diversity of the two assertions, are falsely 
of opinion that extension contains something distinct from 
that which is extended, in the same way as Paul's wealth is 
indeed something over and above Paul 

Fmally, the statement: "extension is not body." The term 
extension is here taken quite otherwise than as above; and 
when it is so used, there is no properH12 idea [i.e., image] cor
responding to it in the phantasy. In fact this entire enuncia
tion is the work of the pure understanding, which alone has 
the power of separating off abstract entities of this type. For 
the majority of men, this is, however, an occasion of error. 
Not recognizing that extension, viewed in this manner, cannot 
be grasped by the imagination, they yet represent it to them
selves by the true idea {ie., by the corresponding image]. Now 
such an idea necessarily carries with it the notion of body; 
and if they say that extension thus apprehended is not body, 
they are needlessly involving themselves in the contradiction 
of saying that "the same thlng is at once body and not body." 
It is therefore very important to distinguish the affirmations 
in which such words as "extension," "shape." "surface," 
"line,"' "point," "unity," etc., are used in a sense so restricted 
as to exclude something which those affirmations do in fact 
imply. Thus when we say "extension or shape is not body," 
«number is not the thing that is counted," "a surface is the 
limit of a body," "a line the limit of a surface," "a point the 
limit of a line," ''unity is not a quantity," etc., all these and 
other similar propositions would have to be taken entirely 
outside the bounds of the imagination, even should they be 

lti"Jpeculuzrls. 
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true. Consequently we shall not be concerned to treat of 
them. tea 

But we should carefully note that in all the other proposi
tions in which these words (notwithstanding their being used 
in the above restricted sense, in abstraction from their sub
jects) do not exclude or deny anything from wb:ch they a:re 
not really distinct, we can and we ought to make use cf the 
imagination as an aid. For the understanding is in 
strictness attendmg only to what signified Dy the word, the 
imagir..ation ought nevertheless to form a true idea of the 
thing, in order that the undcr�tanding may be able, at need, 
to direct its attention to Slich o(her conditions belonging to 
it as are not expressed the word, and that may never 
imprudently judge that have been excluded. Thus, if 
the question be in regard to number, we Imagine some sub
ject that is measun'-blc through a plurality of units. Nmv 
although it is allowable for the understanding to confine its 
attention for the moment to the multiplicity displayed 
by the subject, we mliSt be on our guard against 
being thereDy led to a conclusion which supposes that what 
is numbered has been excluded from our thought. That, how
ever, is what those do who ascribe to numbers mysterious 
properties, idle fancies to which certainly wm_r.ld not 
yield any such credence, were it not they are thinking 
numbers to be something distinct from the dli"'1gs numbered. 
In the same way, if we are dealing with shape, let us bear in 
mind that we are dealing with an extended subject, though 
we are indeed restricting ourselves to thinking of it merely 
as shaped. When we are dealing with body, let us bear in 
mind that we are dealir.g with what has to be taken as pos
sessing length, breadth and depth. When we are dealing with 
a surface, mu subject will still be the same, though we are 
thinking of it as having length and breadth, and omit depth, 
while not denying it. So, too, in the case of the line, we are 

1as E.g., not concemed to discuss whether angelic, disembodied 
spirits can apprehend extension. 



then still thin..\:ing of body though only in respect of its 
lengt..h. And in the case of the point, \Ve are still thinking of 
body t.ltough wit\out taking account of anything save that it 
is what it is. 

Notwithstanding aU that I have thus far I fear that 
men's minds are so prejudiced that are free 
-:'rom the danger of their way here, o£ finding 

discourse all too brief. Arithmetic and georr,etry, 
most certain of all the arts, themselves lead us 

astray here. Does not e\'ery calculator believe not merely 
that his numDers have been abstracted by the understanding 
from aU subject-matter, but that they are also genuinely 
distingwshable for the imagination? Do not geometers ob
scure the eviC.ent character of ti-Je object with which L'ley deal, 
employi.ng irrecoDciiable principles? They te1 'JS that lines 
have no breadth, surfaces no depth, while yet they subse
quently wish to obtain the one out of the other, not recog
nizing that a lme, the fluxion of which is conceived as creat-
ing a is really a body. How can the line which has 
no breadth be::1g save as a mode of But not to 
delay longer over these considerations, explain 
the manner in which we are supposing that our ol::ject should 
be conceived, our purpose being to show how we may mas� 
easily demonstrate whatsoever is true in arithmetic and 
geometry. 

Here, therefore, \Ve are dealing with an object that is ex
tended, considering in it nothing save only the extension 
itself, a�:.d purposeiy refraining from using the word quantity, 
since there are certain philosophers who are so subtle-minded 
as to distinguish it even from extension. We suppose all our 
questions to have been so simplified that there is nothing 
else to be inquired into save only the knowing of a certain 
extension by L'le comparison of it with a certain other already 
knovm extension. For we are not here looking to obtain 
knowledge of any new entity;164 what we are endeavoring 
to do is only to simplify the ratios, be they never so in-

104 Cf. above, p. 80. 
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valved, so that we may thereby discover an equality between 
the quaesitum anC something already known. What is certain 
is t1at whatever differences in ratio exist in other subjects 
can be found to hold also between two or more extensions. 
Accordingly, our endeavor is sufficiently met if in extension 
itself we consider all the things that can aid us in th.e compre
hension of differences in the ratios; and these things, as \Ve 
fi1�d, reduce to three: dimension, unity and shape . . . .  16'> 

J 65 De�cartes managed to complete Rules XN to XVII, partially 
to complete Rule XVIII, and to settle ilie titles of Rules XIX to 
XXI, at wh1:h point the treatise abrup!ly ends. The projected Part 
III IS entirely lacking. 



D I S C O U R.. S 
D E  L A  M E T HO D E  

Pour bien couduirc fa raifon,& chercher 
1a vcrit6 dans les fcicnces. 

I' L U $ 

L A  D I O P T R I Q V E. 
L E S  M E T E O R E S. 

E T 
L A  G E O M E T R I E. 

§1t!jf0111dts tjfais de "'' M B T H O D  .. 

A L E Y D A  
De l'lmprimerie de I .A N M A J 1. & 

C l Z) I ;) C % X :I: Y I L  
A'luc Prit�i14l'· 



D I S C O U R S E  O N  M E T H O D  

O F  RIGHTLY CONDUCTING THE REASON AND OF 

SEEKING FOR TRUTH IN THE SCIENCES1 

If this discourse appears too to be read all at once, 
the reader may take twte of its parts. fn the first he will 
fir.d various considerations bearing on the sciences; in the 
second the chief rules of the method which the Author has 
devised; in the third some moral rules which he has derived 

t Publish::d in Leyden, 1637; and, as Descartes had long intended 
(cf. A T. i, pp. 23, 85, 340 ) ,  anonymously, that "cacM de�riere le 
tableau" h:: might overhear what was said of it (Th:: Latin trans
lation, published under his name in Amsterdam seven yeats later, has 
on its title-page· Ex Gallic:o translata, e/ ab Auctore perlecta, vanfsque 
in locis emendata.) The titb as giv:m oo the title-page takes the plar:e 
of the more elaborate title which in March 1636 (cf. A . T. i, p. 339)  
he still thought of using: Le proret d"une Sc1ence universel[e qui 
puisse �§lever nostre nature a son plus haul degr€ d« perfectwn. Pl•15 
Ia Dioptrique, les Mhrfores et Ia Giometrie; ail les plus curieu.,es 
MatiJ.res que !'Auteur ait pu choisir pour rendre preuve de Ia Srience 
universelle qu'il propose, sont expltqw?es en tellc sorte, que ceux 
m&mes qur n'ont point titudM les peuvent enten.Jre Descartes' reason 
for adopting the term D1scours he P..as ::xplained to Mersenne {March 
1 637, A.T r, p. 349 ) ·  "I do not entitle it Traae de la Mtfthode but 
Discours de la Mithode, which amounts to saying Priface ou Advis 
touchant Ia Methode, m order to sigmfy fro...at my des1gn is not to teach 
th:: method but only to converse about it. For as can be seen from 
what I have satd of it, it consists much more in practice than m 
theory [cf. below, p. 94 if.]. I name the treatises which follow upon 
it, Essais de cetre Mithode, becaus:: I cl.aim that the thinp; they con
tam could not have been discovered without it, and it is by way of 
them we come to know its value. This, too, is why I have included 
in the introductory Discours some little metaphysics, physics and 
medicine, namely, in order to show that the m::thod applies to every 
kind of topic " As Descartes himself revised th:: Latin ttan�!ation of 
1644, I have dra"ll-n fr::ely on it. The textual variations and additions 
are, however, too numerous for special m::ntton. I have separately 
noted only those changes and additions which seem to me to raise 
questions of interpretation. 

9 1  
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from this method; i n  the fourth the reasoning' by which 
he proves the existence of God and of the human soul, the 
foundations of his �taphysics; in the fifth the order of the 
questions bearing on his physical investigations, and, in 
particular, the explanation of the heart's motion and of certain 
other difficulties pertaining to medicine, as also the difference 
between our soul and that of the brutes; and then, in the 
last part, the things which the Author believes to be required 

for further advance in the study of nature than has yet been 
achieved, with the reasons which have led him to write. 

2 Les raiwns. 



P A R T  I 

Goon sense is of all things in the world the most equitably 
distributed; for everyone thinks himself so amply provided 
with it, that even those most difficult to please in everything 
else do not commonly desire more of it than they already 
have. It is not likely that in this respect we are all of us 
deceived; 1t is rather to be taken as testifying that the power 

of judging well and of distinguishing between the true and 
the false, which, properly speaking. is what is called good 
sense, or reason, is by nature equal in all men; and that 
the diversity of our opinions is not due to some men being 
endowed with a larger share of reason than others, but 
solely to this, that our thoughts proceed along different 
paths, and that we are, therefore, not attending to the same 
things. For to be possessed of good mental powers is not 
of itself enough; what is all-important is that we employ 
them rightly. The greatest minds, capable as they are of 
the greatest virtues, are also capable of the greatest vices; 
and those who proceed very slowly may make much greater 
progress, provided they keep to the straight road, than 
those who, while they run, digress from it. 

For myself, I have never supposed my mind to be in any 
way more perfect than that of the average man; on the con
trary, I have often wished I could think as quickly, image as 
accurately and distinctly, or remember as fully and readily 
as some others. Beyond these I know of no other qualities 
making for the perfection of the mind; for as to reason, or 
sense, inasmuch as it is that alone which renders us men, 
and distinguishes us from the brotes, I am disposed to be
lieve that it is complete in each one of us; and in this I am 
following the common opinion of those philosophers who 
say that clifferences of more and less hold in respect only 

93 
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of accidents, and not i n  respect of the forms, or natures, of 
the individuals of the same species. 

I have, however, no hesitation in declaring that I have 
had the great good fortune of finding myself, already in 
early years, !raveling by paths that have led to the reflec
tions and ruaxirus from which I have formed a method.3 
By this method, as it seems to me, I can by degrees increase 
my knowledge, raising it little by little to the highest point 
which my quite ordinary mental abilities and the shortness 
of my life may permit me to attain. Although in tl->.C judg
ment I fonn of myself I strive always rather to be self
questioning than to be over-bold, and although, when I 
review with a philosophical eye the diverse actions and 
enterprises of men, I find scarcely any which do not seem 
io me vam and useless, yet I am not thereby discouraged. 
For so abundant are the fruits 1 have already reaped by 
way of my method in the search after truth, so complete is 
my satisfaction in the progress I deem myself to have made, 
that I cannot but continue to entertain corresponding hopes 
for the future, thus venturing to believe that if there be any 
one of all the occupations proper to men, simply as men, 
which is reliably good and important, it is that which I have 
chosen. 

It may be that in this I am deluding myself, and that 
what J am taking for gold and diamonds is but a little copper 
and glass. I know ho\v liable we are to be mistaken in 
what affects the self, and also how much the judgments of 
our friends ought to be distrusted when they are in our 
favor. Nevertheless in this discourse it will be my pleasure 
to show what the paths are which I have followed, delineating 
my life as in a picture, in such wise that each of my readers 
may be able to judge for himself, and also that I, too, on 
learni.."lg from current report the opinions formed in regard 
to these paths, may thereby have a new means of self
instruction, in supplement to those I have been in the habit 
of employing. 

a Cf. Regulae, above, p. 42. 
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Thus my present design is not to teach a method which 
everyone ought to follow for the right conduct of his reason, 
but only to show in what manner I have endeavored to 
conduct my own. Those who undertake to give precepts 
ought to regard themselves as wiser than those for whom 
they prescribe; and if they prove to be in the least degree 
lacking, they have to bear the blame. But in putting forward 
this piece of writhlg merely as a history, or, if you prefer so 
to regard it, as a fable,� in which, among some examples 
worthy of imitation, there will also, perhaps, be found others 
we should be well advised not to follow, I hope that it will 
be of use to some without being harmful to anyone, and that 
all will welcome my plain-speaking. 

From my childhood I have been familiar with letters; 
and as I was given to believe that by their means a clear 
and assured knowledge can be acqWred of all that is useful 
in life, I was extremely eager for instruction in them. As 
soon, however, as I had completed the course of study, at 
the close of which it is customary to be admitted into the 
order of the learned, I entirely changed my opinion. For I 
found myself entangled in so many doubts and errors that, 
as it seemed to me, the endeavor to instruct myself had 
served only to disclose to me more and more of my ignorance. 
And yet the School in which I was studying was one of the 
most celebrated in Europe, where I thought there must be 
men of learning, if such were anywhere to be found. I 
was taught all that others learned there, and not content 
with the sciences taught us, I glanced over all the books 
which fell into my hands treating of those esteemed most 
curious and rare. Moreover I knew the judgments that 
others had formed of me, and although there were among 
my contemporaries some already quite evidently destined to 
replace our teachers, I did not feel that I was esteemed 
inferior to them. And finally, our age appearing to me to 
be no less flourishing, and no less rich in men of ability 

4 Le., a stacy with a professedly profitable moral. Cf. Gilsou, Com
mentary on the Discourse, p. 68. 
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than any of the preced:ng, I �elt free t o  judge of a ll:  men 
whatsoever by myself, and so to conclude that there was no 
body of knowledge in the world of such worth as I had 
previously been led to expect. 

I continued, however, to hold in esteem the exercises 
practiced in the Schoois. I knew that the languages they 
teach are required for the understanding of the writings oi 
the ancients; that fables charm and awaken the mind; that 
the histories of memorable deeds exal.t it, a..'ld when read 
with discretion. aid in forming the judgment; that such readw 
ing of good books is, as it were, to engage in talk with their 
autb.ors, t�e finest minds of past ages, artfully contrived talk 
in which they give us none but the best and most select of 
their thoughts; that eloquence has incomparable power and 
beauty; �hat poetry has its ravishing graces and delights; that 
in mathematics there are highly subtle inventions which do 
much to gratify the L."'"lquisitive as well as to further the arts 
and to lessen man's manual labors; L1at the writings which 
treat of morals contain numerous precepts and many exw 
hortations to virtue which are very helpful; 6at theology 
points out the path to heaven; ti:J.at philosophy enables us to 
speak with an appearance of truth on all matters, and se� 
cures to us the admiration of the less learned; that jurispru
dence, medicine and the other sciences bring honors and 
riches to those who cultivate them; and, in short, that there 
is no one of them, even of those most abounding in superw 
stition and falsity, the acquaintance with wD.ich is not of 
some utility, if only as enabling us to estimate it at its true 
value and to guard ourselves against being deceived by it 

-A-s-regaros-Iarrgmrges;·rbenevectthatrnacr�e: 
voted sufficient time to them, and even also to the writings 
of the ancients, to their histories and mythical stories. To 
hold converse with those of other ages is almost, as it were, 
to travel abroad; and travel, by making us acquainted with 
the customs of other nations, enables us to judge more justly 
of our own, and not to regard as ridiculous and irrational 
whatever is at variance with them, as those ordinarily do 
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who have never seen anything different. When, however, too 
much time is employed in travel, we become strangers in 
our own country; and when over-<=urious regarding what 
was practiced in the past, we tend to be unduly ignorant of 
what is done here and now. Then, too, the mythical stories 
represent, as having happened, many things which are in no 
wise possible. Even the most trustworthy of the histories, if 
they do not change or exaggerate the import of things, in 
order to make them seem more worthy of pemsal, at least 
omit almost all the more commonplace and less striking of 
the background circumstances, and the account they give 
of them 1s to that extent misleadmg. Those who regulate 
their conduct by examples drawn from these sources are all 
too likely to be betrayed into romantic extravagances, fann
ing projects that exceed their powers. 

Bo�
s
��::v�,

l
�q=:��yb:� :::;�ru;:��o�;� 

fruits of study. Those in whom the gift of reasoning is 
strongest and who are careful to render their thoughts clear 
and intelligible, are always the best able to convert others 
to what they propose, even if they speak: Breton and axe 
ignorant of rhetoric. Similarly those who are endowed with 
the most agreeable powers of fancy and who can express 
themselves with a wealth of enchantment, are still the best 
poets, even though they have made no study of the art of 
poetry. 
�e all I delighted in mathematics because of the cer
tainty and evidence of their reasonings. But I had not as 
yet discovered their true use; and believing that they con
tributed only to the mechanical arts, I was astonished that 
foundations so finn and solid should have nothing loftier 
erected upon them. On the other hand, in contrast to them, 
I pictured to myself the works of the ancient pagan moral
ists as being, as it were, palaces arrogantly magnificent, with 
no better foundations than sand and soft shifting ground. 
They place the virtues on a lofty pedestal, and exhibit them 
as being of value above all other things in the world, yet 
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d o  not succeed i n  teaching bow t o  know what they are. 
Often what L1ey honor with that :fbe title is but insensibility, 
cr pride, or despair, or parricide." 

I revered our theology, and would be as desirous as any
one to reach heaven, but being reliably given lo understand 
that tile way to il is not less open to the most ignorant than 
to fre most learned, and that the revealed truths which af
ford us guidance are above ou: powers of understanding, 
J did not dare to test them by the feebleness of my reason
ings. I recognized that to enter on an examination of them, 
and to succeed in so doing, I should require to have some 
special heip from above, a.nd to be more than man. 

As to philosophy, I shall say only this: that when I noted 
t'Iat it has been cultivated for many centuries Oy men of the 
most outstanding ability, and that none the less there is not 
a single t.�g of which it treats wb.ich is not still in dispute, 
and uofr.J.rtg, t.':l.erefore, which is free from doubt, I was not 
so presuming as. to expect that I should succeed where they 
had failed. When, further, I considered how many diverse 

opinions regarding one and the same matter are upheld by 

learned men, and that only one of all these opinions can be 

true, I accounted as well-nigh false all that is only probable. to 
As regards the other scJences, inasmuch as they borrow 

their principles from philosophy, I judged that nothing solid 
can have been built on foundations so unstable. Neither did 
the honors and riches they promise incUne me to cultivate 
them. For, thanks be to God, I was not so oiaced as to be 
obliged, for the improvement of my fortun;, to adopt sci
ence as a profession; and though I mig..1t not pretend in t.1te 
manner of the Cynics to despise all honors,

-
I held in no 

great esteem honors which I could hope to acquire only on 
false pretenses. And finally, as to the sciences falsely so-

5 Parricide [s here taken in its wider sense as covering Stoic eulogy 
of L J. Brutus· execm:on of his children and M. J. Brutus· ass�
sinatJ.on of Caesar. Cf. Gilson, Com., p 132. 

G tout ce qui n'itait que vraisemblable, i.e., probable, in the sense 
of plausible or arguable. 
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called, my knowledge of them was, I thought, already suf
ficient to guard me from being any longer liable to be de
ceived by the professions of an alchemist, the predictions of 
an astrologer, the impostures of a magician, or by the arti
fices and boastings of those who profess to know what they 
do not know. 

For these reasons, as soon as my age allowed of my 
passing from under the control of my teachers, I entirely 
abandoned the study of letters; and resolving to seek no 
other science than that which can be found in myself and 
in the great book of the world, I spent the remainder of my 
youth in travel, visiting courts and armies, in intercourse 
with men of diverse dispositions and callings, amassing 
varied experiences, testing myself in the various situations 
in which fortune landed me, and at all times making re
:fl.ections on the things that came my way, and by whlch I 
could in any wise profit. For it seemed to me that I might 
:find much more truth in the reasonings each makes regard
ing the matters in which he is immediately interested, and 
the outcome of which must very soon punish him if he 
judges wrongly, than in those made by a man of letters in 
his study in respect of speculations which are of no prac
tical moment, having for him no further consequence, save 
perhaps as flattering his vanity, owing to his belief that his 
skill and artifice in giving them the semblance of truth must 
have been proportionate to their remoteness from common 
sense. And throughout I was obsessed by the eager desire 
to learn to distinguish the true from the false, that I might 
see clearly what my actions ought to be, and so to have as
surance as to the path to be followed in this life. 

Yet, here again, so long as I gave thought only to the 
manners and customs of men, I met with nothing to reassure 
me, finding ahnost as much diversity in them as I had pre
viously found in the opinions of the philosophers. The chief 
profit I derived from study of them was therefore this: 
observing that many things, however extravagant and ridic
ulous they may in our view appear to be, were yet very 
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generally received and approved by other great nations, I 

learned not to be too confident in any belief to which I had 
been persuaded merely by example or custom; and thus 
little by little I dehvered myself from many errors powerful 
enough to darken the natural light, i .e.,  to incapacitate us 
from listening to reason. When, however, I had occupied 
myself some years in thus studying in the book of the world 
and in striving to widen the range of my experience, I one 
day resolved to take myself too as an object of study, and 
to employ all the powers of my mind in choosing the paths 
I should follow; and in this I have succeeded, as it seems 
to me, far better than I could have done had I never quitted 
my conntry or put aside my books. 
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I WAS then in Germany, drawn thither by the wars which 
are not yet ended; and on my return to the army, from the 
coronation of the Emperor, the setting in of winter detained 
me in a locality where, finding no congenial associates and 
being otherwise, as it fortunately happened, untroubled by 
cares or passions of any kind, I remained all day long se
cluded in a stove-heated room, undistractedly at leisure, 
communing with my own thoughts. Among the first that 
came to me was this, that often there is less perfection in 
works composed of several parts and the product of several 
different hands, than in those due to a single master-work
man. Thus we see that buildings planned and executed by 
a single architect are usually much more beautiful and bet
ter proportioned than those which others have attempted to 
improve, adapting walls to serve purposes other than that 
for which they were originally designed. So, too, in the case 
of those ancient villages which have, in course of time, be
come great cities. How ill-designed they are compared with 
those which have been devised on a vacant plain by an en
gineer, free to plan as he pleases! Though some of the build
ings, considered each apart from the others, may often, as 
works of art, surpass those in the newly devised city, yet 
how ill-arranged they are, large and small haphamrdly, and 
the streets crooked and irregular! Their layout, it would 
seem, has been due more to chance than to any rationally 
controlled decisions of men. Even should we take account 
of the fact that all along there have been certain officials 
responsible for seeing that private buildings meet the re
quirements of public amenity, we cannot but recognize how 
difficult it is, while relying on the labors of others, to achieve 
what is truly perfelj.- I had similar thoughts in regard to 

1 0 1  
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those nations which, from being at first semi-barbarous, are 
civilized only gradually. Their laws have been determined 
for them mainly by embarrassments due to the crimes and 
quarrels which have forced their adoption; and they can
not, therefore, be as well ordered as those societies which 
from the very start have held fast to institutions devised by 
some prudent legislator. So too the province of true religion, 
the ordinances for which have been made by God alone, is, 
as is indeed certain, incomparably better regulated than any 
other. Speaking again of human a:flairs, I believe that if 
Sparta did in its time enjoy great prosperity, that was not 
because of the goodness of each and every one of its laws 
(for many of them were very strange and even contrary to 
good morals) ,  but because, having been devised by one 
single legislator, they one and all had in view the same end. 

Thus I came to think that the sciences found in books, 
at least those whose reasonings are made up merely of plau
sible arguments and yield no demonstrations, built up, as 
they are, little by little, from the opinions of many different 
contributors, do not get so near to the truth as the simple 
reasonings which a man of good sense, making use of his 
natural powers, can carry out respecting what happens to 
come before him. Then further, since we have all passed 
through the state of infancy before being men, and have 

therefore of necessity been long governed by our sensuous 
impulses and by our teachers (teachers who were often at 
variance with one another, and none of whom, perhaps, 
counseled us always for the best), I also came to think that 
it is well-nigh impossible our judgments can be so correct 
and so reliable as they would have been, bad we from the 
moment of our birth been in entire possession of our rea-

/r�� ��e:. �e ��;of;:!:J t� ;:�n all the houses 
Jf a town, simply for the purpose of rebuilding them differ
�ntly, to make the streets more beautiful. Often, however, it 
:foes happen that this or that house is pulled down with a 
view to rebuilding; and sometimes this is due to their being 
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in danger of themselves falling. their foundations being in
secure. In analogy with this, I persuaded myself that it is 
not indeed reasonable for a private individual to think of 
reforming a State by changing everything in it, overturning 
it in order to re-establish it; and that it is not likely that the 
whole body of the sciences, or the manner of teaching them, 
as established in the Schools, can be remodeled. In respect, 
however, of the opinions which I have hitherto been enter
taining, I thought that I could not do better than decide on 
emptying my mind of them one and all, with a view to the 
replacing of them by others more tenable, or, it may be, 
to the re-admitting of them. on their being shown to be in 
confonnity with reason. I was firmly of the belief that by 
this means I should succeed much better in the conduct of 
my life than if, building on the old foundations, I relied on 
principles of which in my youth I had allowed myself to 
be persuaded, and into the truth of which I bad never in
quired. Of the many difficulties involved I was very well 
aware. These are not, however, without remedy, nor are 
they comparable to those which face us in reforming, even 
in quite ntinor ways, what is of direct public concern. Great 
public institutions, if once overthrown, are excessively dif
ficult to re-establish, or even to maintain erect if once seri
ously shaken; and their fall cannot but be very violent. As 
to their imperfections, if they have any-and their very di
versity is sUfficient to assure us that they do-usage has 
doubtless greatly mitigated them, elimin�g, or at least 
insensibly correcting, many evils which co� never have 
been so effectively countered in a deliberately reflective man
ner. Almost always the imperfections are more tolerable 
than the changes required for their removal. Do not high
ways that wind about among the mountains, by being much 
frequented, become gradually so smooth and convenient, 
that the following of them is vastly preferable to attempting 
the straighter route, scaling high rocks and- clambering down 
precipices? 

This is why I cannot at all approve of those reckless, 
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qu&r.rdsome spirits who, though not called b y  birth o r  for
tune to take part in the manage:nent of public 2.ffmrs, yet 
never fail to be on the hunt for some new reform. 
If I thought that m essay there were the least ground 
for supposmg me to be guilty o� any such folly, I should 
never willingly ccnsent to its publication. My design has 
all along been limited to the reform of my own thoug_ltts, 
and to the basing of them on a found2.tion entL:ely my own. 
Although t."l-tese labors have gJVell me considerable satisfac
tion-this is wh2.t has led me to give you an &ccount of 
them-1 have no desire to counsel ali others to in 
them. Those whom God has more a;nply endowed per-
haps emertain more exalted designs; but I fe2.r that even 
what I am here p:oposing will for many be too hazardous. 
The resolve to strip oneself of aU opmions h:.therto believed 
is not one that evetyone is called upon to take. There are 
among men two types of mind, to neither of which is it at 
all suited: first, those who, O\ving to undue confidence in 
their pmvers, are precipitate in their judgments and have 
not the patience required for the orderly &ranging of their 
thoughts. Should men of this type assume the:nselves free 
to doubt rece1ved opinions and to deviate from the common 
highway, L'ley will never be 2.ble to find, and w hold to, the 
one straight path that leads aright. Instead they will, 
throughout all the rest of their lives, find themselves hope
lessly astray. Secondly, there are those who have reason cr 
modesty enough to realize L\at they are Iess capable of dts
tinguishing between the tr>.Je and the false than others from 
whom they can gain instruction. They ought to be weH 
content tc follow the opinions oi Lltose others, and not to 
attempt to improve on them by efforts of their own. 

As for myself, I should no dcubt have belonged to the 
latter class, had I never had more than one instructor and 
had I never known how from time immemorial even the 
most 1eamed of men have contumed in disagreement one 
with another. Already in my college days I had been brought 
to recog:mze that there is no opinion, however strange, and 
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however difficult of belief, which has not been upheld by 
one or other of the philosophers. Afterwards, too, in the 
course of my travels, I observed that those whose sentiments 
are very contrary to ours are not on this account barbarous 
and savage, and that many of them make as good or, it 
may be, better use of reason than we do ourselves. Bearing 
also in mind how the selfsame man, with the mental equip
ment proper to him, if nurtured from infancy among the 
French or the Germans, would come to be different from 
what he would have been had he lived always among the 
Chinese or the cannibals; and how,' in respect of fashions 
in dress, what pleased us ten years ago, and which will again 
please ten years hence, appears to us at the present moment 
extravagant and ridiculous. Thus I came to see that custom 

and example have a much more persuasive power than any 
certitude obtained by way of inquiry. In respect of truths 
which are not readily discoverable, plurality of supporting 
votes is of no value as proof; it is much more likely that 
the discovery will be made by one man than by all and 
sundry. I was, however, unable to decide on any one person 
whose opinion seemed worthy of preference, and so had no 
option save to look to myself for guidance. 

But like those who walk alone and after nightfall, I 
resolved to proceed so slowly, and with such meticulous 
circumspection, that if my advance was but small, I should 
at least guard myself from falling. I had no intention of 
forthwith discarding any of the opinions which had estab
lished themselves in my mind unintroduced by reason. like 
the dwellers in an outworn house, who do not start to pull 
it down until they have planned another in its place, I had 
first to allow myself time to think out the project on which 
I was entering, and to seek out and decide on the true 
method, a method that I could rely upon as guiding me to 
a knowledge of all the things my mind is capable of knowing. 

Along with other philosophical disciplines I had, in my 
early youth, made some little study of logic, and, in the 
mathematical field, of geometrical analysis and of algebra-
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three arts or sciences, which, it seemed to roe, ought to b e  in 
some way helpful toward what I had in view. But on looking 
into them I found that in the case of logic, its syllogisms 
and the greater part of its other precepts are serviceable 
more for the explaining to others the things we know (or 
even, as in the art of Lully,1 for speaking without judgment 
of the things of which we are ignorant) than for the dis
covery of them; and that while it does indeed yield us many 
precepts which are very good and true, there are so many 
others, either hannful or superfluous, mingled with them, 
that to separate out what is good and true is almost as diffi
cult a8 to extract a Diana or a Minerva from a rough un
shaped marble block. As to the analysis of the ancients and 
the algebra of the moderns, besides extending only to what 
is highly abstract and seemingly of no real use, the former 
is so confined to the treatment of shapes that it cannot 
exercise the understanding without greatly fatiguing the 
imagination, and the latter is in such subjection to certain 
rules and other requirements that out of it they have made 
an obscure and difficult art, which encumbers the :mind, not 
a science helpful in improving it. I was thus led to think that 
I must search for some other method which will comprise 
all that is advantageous in these three disciplines, while yet 
remaining exempt from their defects. A multipbcity of laws 
often :9zmishes the vicious with excuses for their evil-doing. 
arid a community is much the better governed if, with only 
a Ivery few laws, it insists on a quite strict observance of 
� · So, in like manner, in place of the numerous precept<; wf:rich have gone to constitute logic, I came to believe that 
the four following rules would be found suflicient, always 
provided I took the finn and unswerving resolve never in a 
siD.gle instance to fail in observing them. 

The first was to accept nothing as true which I did not 
evidently know to be such, that is to say, scrupulously to 
avoid precipitance and prejudice, and in the judgments I 

,. Raymond LuUy's Ars brevis, composed in 1308, Willi printed for 
the first time in 1481, and repeatedly thereafter. 
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passed to include nothing aadJhonal to what had presented 
itself to my mind so clearly and so distmctly that I could 
have no occasion for doubtmg it. 

The second, to divide each of the difficulties I examined 
into as many parts as may be required for its adequate 
solution. 

The third, to arra�ae my thoughts in order, beginning 
with things the simplest and easiest to know, so that I may 
then ascend little by little, as it were step by step, to the 
knowledge of the more complex, and, in doing so, to assign 
an order of thought even to those objects which are not of 
themselves in any such order of precedence. 

And the last, in all cases to make enumerations so com
plete, and reviews so general, that I should be assured of 
omitting nothing. 

Those long chains of reasonings, each step simple .and 
easy, which geometers are wont to employ in arriving even 
at the most difficult of their demonstrations, have led me to 
surmise that all the things we human beings are competent 
to know are interconnected in the same manner, and that 
none are so remote as to be beyond our reach or so hidden 
that we cannot discover them-that is, provided we abstain 
from acceptmg as true what is not thus related, i.e., keep 
always to the order required for their deduction one from 
another. And I had no great difficulty in determinlllg what 
the objects are with which I should begin, for that I already 
knew, viz., that it was with the sUnplest and easiest. Bearing 
in mind, too, that of all those who in time past have sought 
for truth in the sciences, the mathematicians alone have been 

..,able to find any demonstrations. that is to say, any reasons 
which are certain and evident, I had no doubt that it must 
have been by a procedure of this kind that they had obtained" 
them. In thus starting from what is sbnplest and easiest I 
did not as yet anticipate any other advantage than that of 
accustoming my mind to pasture itself on troths, and to 
cease from contenting itself with reasons that are false. Nor 
while doing so, had I any intention of endeavoring to master 
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all t.1.e various sciences which are conmwnly entitled mathe
maticaL H�_vmg observed tilat however different their objects, 
all ag:_-ee in considering the diverse relations or propor-
tiorrs to be found as holding them, I thought it best 
to tre2.t cnly of these taking them in a quite 
genera! ma�mer, and ascribing to them 2.ny other 
objects than t.'lose which serve to facilitate the k..Aow-
ing of them (though without any way restricting them to 
these objects) ,  so that aftenv2.rds I might be the better able 
to transfer them to all the other L.'Iings to which they may 

Then, noting that to obtain knowledge of these pro-
1 should sometimes have to consider the:n one by 

one, and sometimes to ret2.in them in memory, or to em
brace several together, 1 decided that for the better appre
hending of e2.ch singly, I should view it as holding between 
lines, there being nothing simpler and nothing L'1at I c2.n 
represent more distinctly by way of my imagination and 
senses; and that for the retaining of several in the memory, 
or for embracing several things simultaneously, I should 
express them by certain symbols [i.e., numbers or letters] 
as briefly as possible. In this way, I should be borrowing 
all that is best in geometry and algebra, and should be cor
recting all the defects cf the one by help of the other. 

This, I venture to 2.ssert, is what I have Ln fact achieved. 
The exact observance of these few precepts has given me 
such facility in unr2.veling all the questions dealt with by 
these two sciences, that in li-le two or t.h.ree months r devoted 
to their examin2.tion-commencing with the simplest, the 
most general, each truth so discovered being a directive 
t.i.at helped me in Li-le discovery of others----not only did I 
find the answer to many questions I had formerly judged 
very difficult, I was al�o in due course able, as it seemed to 
me, to determine, in respect even of those which I could not 
thus answer, by what means and to whRt extent 2.n answer 
was yet possible. That in making this claim I am not being 
vainglorious will perhaps become evident to you if you re-
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fleet that on each particular issue there is but one true solu
tion, and that whoever finds it knows all that can be known 
regarding it. The child, for example, who has been taught 
[the method prescribed in} arithmetic, and has made an 
addition in accordance with its rules, can rest assured that 
he has found, in respect of the sum of the numbers about 
which he was mquiring, all that the human mind can know 
regardmg it. For the method which teaches us to follow the 
true order, and to enumerate exactly one and all of the items 
constitutive of what is being inquired into, comprises all that 
gives certitude to the rules of arithmetic. 

But what pleased me most in this method I bad discovered 
was that it afforded me assurance that in all matters I should 
be employing my reason, if not perfectly, at least as well as 
it was in my power to do. Besides I felt that in practicing it, 
I was accustoming my ntin.d little by little to apprehend its 
objects more precisely and more distinctly; and that as I 
have not limited it to any particular subject-matter, I might 
encourage myself in the hope of being able to apply it in 
coping with the drl'ficulties of the other sciences no less 
serviceably than I had succeeded in doing in the case of 
algebra. I bad no thought, however, of forthwith tackling 
all the various questions that might then come up for answer. 
That would, indeed, have been contrary to the order which 
the method prescribes. And having come to recognize that 
the principles of the sciences wbich deal with these further 
questions have all to be borrowed from philosophy, and that 
in philosophy I had hitherto found nothing certain, I con
sidered that before proceeding to treat of them, I must first 
endeavor to establish what those principles are. And since 
there can be no task of greater moment than this, and none 
in which there is greater need to guard against preconcep
tions and prejudices, I also recognized that I had no right 
to venture upon it till I had reached a more mature age than 
that of three and twenty (my age at that time ) ,  and that I 
must spend some considerable time in preparing myself for 
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it, not only by eradicating from my mind all the mistaken 
opinions I had hitherto been holding, but also by laying up 
a store of experiences to serve as matter for my reasonings, 
aud by cooataut practice of my soH-prescribed method to 
strengthen myself ever more in the effective use of it 
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AND finally, it is not enough, before starting to rebuild 
the house in which we live, that it be pulled down, and 
materials and builders provided, or that we engage on the 
work ourselves on a plan we have carefully prepared. We 
b.ave also to provide ourselves with some other bollSe in 
which we can be conveniently enough lodged during the re
bw.lding. Accordingly, lest I should remain irresolute in my 
actions in the interval during which reason obliges me to be 
so in my judgments, and that I might not in the meantime 
be prevented from bving as happily as I could, I drew up 
for myself a provisional code of morals, consisting of some 
three or four maxims which I propose to enumerate as 
follows. 

The first was to obey the laws and customs of my country, 
2.dhering unwaveringly to the religion in which, by God's 
grace, I had beoo educated from my childhood, and in all 
other matters regulating my conduct in conformity with the 
most moderate opinions, those furthest removed from ex
tremes, as commonly exemphfied in the practice of the most 
judicious of those among whom I might be living. For since 
I was proposing, from then on, to place no rehance on my 
own opinions, my intention being to submit them one and 
all to examination, I was convinced that the best I could do 
was to adopt in their place those held by the most reliable 
people; and though there may be, among the Persians and 
Chinese as among ourselves, persons of this trustworthy 
kind, it seemed to me more expedient to regulate my conduct 
on the pattern of those with whom I should have to live. Also 
it appeared to me that in determining what their opinions 
really are, I ought to give heed more to what they practiced 
than to what they said. For owing to the corruption of our 
minds, not only are few disposed to say all they believe, 

1 1 1  
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many are not indeed a'Nare what r t  i s  they believe; the act 
of thought by which we believe a thing is dtfierent from that 
by which we apprehend that we are believing rt, and the one 
is often found without the other. When several opinions were 
of equally good repute I chose always the most moderate; 
not only because they are the most ausprc10us for action, and 
likely to be the best (all excess tending to be harmful ) ,  but 
also because, in case I have been misled, I shall have been 
straymg le.s far from the truth path than if, on my choosing 
on� of the extremes, it was the other that I should have 
followed. I especially reckoned among the excesses all those 
engagements by which we in any respect limit our freedom. 
Not that I disapprove the laws which, to provide against the 
inconstancy of the weak-minded, pernut (when it is some
thing good that is intended, or even, it may be, the securing 
of commercial dealings where the question of good intention 
does not arise) the takmg of vows and the making of con
tracts. binding the parties to their fulfilment But finding in 
the world nothing that is not subject to change, and count
ing ffi) self as under engagement to perfect my judgments 
ever more and more, and never to pennit of their worsening, 
I thought that I should be sinning against good sense if, just 
because I approved something at a given time, I therefore 
bound m)'self to reckon it as good at a subsequent time 
\\hen it may have ceased to be so, or when I have ceased 
to esteem it such. 

My second maxim was to be as unwavering and as resolute 
in my actions as possible, and having once adopted opinions 
to adhere to them, however in themselves open to doubt, no 
Jess steadfastly than if they had been amply confirmed. In 
this I am following the example of travelers who, on finding 
themselves astray in some forest, realize that they ought not 
to vacillate, turning now in one direction and now in another, 
and still less to stop moving, but to keep always in as straight 
a line as possible, never for any minor reason changing direc
tion, even though at the start it may have been chance alone 
lhhich determined them in their choice of direction. If, in 
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thus proceeding, they d o  not advance in the direction they 
expected, they will at least, m the final outcome, find them
selves better located than in mid-forest. In the same way, 

since often, in actual hving. the requirements of action allow 
of no delay, it is very certain that when it is not in our power 
to determine which opinions are truest, we ought to follow 
those seemingly most likely; and that in those cases in 'hhich 
v.e fail to observe any greater hkelihood in some than in 
others, we should nevertheless give our adherence to certain 
of them, and thereafter (since this was our motive for ad
hering to them) consider them, in their bearing on action, as 
no longer doubtful, but very true and certain. This decision 
was sufficient to deliver me from all the repentings and feel
ings of remorse which are wont to disturb the consciences 
of those weak, unstable beings who in a vacillating manner 
abandon themselves to the acting out, as if it were good, 
what the next moment they are prepared ·to recognize as 

being evil. 
My third maxim was to endeavor always to conquer my

self rather than fortune, and to change my desires rather 
than the order of the world, and in general to habi�ate my
self in the belief that save our thoughts there is not.hi4g com
pletely in our power, and so to recognize, in respect of the 
things which are external to us, that when we have done our 
best, whatever is still lacking to us is, so far as we are con
cerned, absolutely impossible of achievement. This, it seemed 
to me. is sufficient to prevent me from desiring for the future 
anything which I knew myself incapable of having, and so 
to render me content. For since our will does not of itself 
lead us to desire anything save what our understanding ex
hibits as being in some fashion possible of attainment, it is 
evident that if we consider external goods as being all alike 
beyond our power, we shall no more regret the absence of 
goods that seem due to our station, should we through no 
fault of our own be deprived of them, than we do in not 
possessing the kingdom of China or Mexico. Making thns, 
so to speak, a virtue of necessity, we shall no more desire 
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ioll!ld myself engaged, that i s  t o  say, i n  devoting m y  whole 
life to the cultivation of my reason, and in making such 
progress as I could in the knowle::ige of truth, in accordance 
with fue method I had to myself. I cafuiOt believe 
that any more or more innocent satisfactions can 
be enjoyed in this L\::m those which I have 
since I began to make use of this method. by its 
means, day by truths which have seemed to me not un� 
important, and wtjch ot:.,1.er men are unacquainted, the 
contentment It h::ts brought me has so filled my mind that in 
comparison nothing else has seeme::i to count Further, the 
three preceding maxims have their ground solely in the in-
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tendon I had o f  continuing t o  instruct myself. Since God has 
given each of us a hghtg for the clistinguishing of the true 
from the false, I could not believe that I ought to re1nain 
content for a single moment with the opinions of others, un
less indeed I 'Was minded to employ my own judgment in 
examming them at some more fitting future time. Nor could 
I have kept myself free of scruple bad I supposed that in so 
accepting them I !.hould be losing th� opportunity of finding 
better opinions, should such exist. In shmt, I could not have 
been able to set !units to my desires, and to be content, were 
it not that I have taken a path by following which I can 
hope to be assured ot acquumg all the knowledge of '"hich 
I am capable--all the more so that by this same path I 
should, 1 expected, acqwre all the true goods I could ever 
hope to secure. For since our will does not incline us to seek 
or to shun any object save m so far as our understanding 
represents it as good or harmful, all that is required for right 
action is right Judgment, and for the doing of our best the 
judging as best we can This, I say, is sufficient for the acquir
ing of all the virtues, with all the other goods that are worth 
acquiring and within our power. When assured of this we 
cannot fail to be contented. 

Having thus assured myself of the trust.,.. orthiness of these 
maxims, and having placed them on one side along with the 
truths of our Faith, I judged, in respect of all the rest of my 
opinions, that I might freely set about ridding myself of 
them. Hoping, as I did, to be in a better position to do so 
through intercourse with my fellow-men than by remaining 
any longer shut up in the stove-heated .room where I had 
had these thoughts, I resumed my travels while the winter 
was still not over; and throughout all the nine following years 
I did nothing but roam about the world, seeking to be a 
spectator rather than an actor in aD life's dramas. In all cir
cumstances I especially endeavored to reflect on whatever 
might seem doubtful and might be a source of deception,. and 

8 quelque ll1m1�re, i.e., the natural light of reason; in the Latin 
version, allquod rallonts lumen. 
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t.'l,ereby I rooted out from m y  mind all tl1e errors which had 
rn it. Not that in this I imitated t:,e 

was 

to find ground loose 
and sand, that I might get to rock or clay. In 

this, as it seems to me, I succeeded fairly \\ell. Endeavoring 
as I \Yas to discover the falsity or uncertainty o£ the proposi-

doing so not of mere conjectures 
reliable met with nothing so 

of sufficient cer

tai;1ty, even thoug..IJ., as might be, merely tbe conclu�:on that 

the b question was lacking in certainty. Just a� 
down an old honse the fragments are usually of 

some new house, so likewise, in the 
all those of my that I 
I made a variety observations 

helped me in establisj,ing con
I continued to 

its :rules, I reserved 
to practicing myseli in the 

-;olution of d:fficulties, as also in t1e solution 
cf Cifficuities in other sciences, d1fficultie� that T "\VaS able to 
make almcst mathe::natical, detaching them from all such 
rx:ndplcs as in those sciences I found to be insufficiently 
�<::c<:re. An::i thus without appearing t:J be livbg otherwise 
t!J::m those who have no occupation save that of passing their 

(scrupulously separating pleasure 
and t,1.at their be not spoilt by boredom, 

all irreproachable I was 
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I t  was not, however, until those nine years h a d  elapsed 

that I came to any determmate decision regardmg the diffi
culties currently discussed among the learned, or had so 
much as begun to attempt to establish any philosophy more 
certam than the vulgar. The example set by so many out
standmg men who in former tunes had made the attempt, 
with, as it seemed to me, no success, led me to imagine it 
to be a task so beset with difficulty that I would not, even 
yet perhaps, have ventured to undertake it, had I not learned 
ot a widespread rumor that I had already carried it through 
to completion. I am unaware what grounds were given in 
support of this rumor; and if anything I have myself said 
has played any part in starting it, that must have been owing 
to my confessing my ignorance more candidly than those 
who make claim to learning are wont to do, and perhaps 
also through my having given voice to the reasons I had for 
doubting many of the things which others regard as certain; 
it could not have been through my having boasted of any 
positive doctrinal teaching.' But being honest enough not to 
wish to appear different from what I really am, I thought 
that I must by every means in my power strive to render 
myself worthy of the reputation in which I was being held; 
and it is now exactly eight years since this resolve led me 
to settle myself at a distance from all the places where I 
might be in the way of meeting acquaintances, and to retire 
to this country.10 The long duration of the war has here con
duced to the establishment of such well-{lrdered discipline 
that the sole use of the standing armies would appear to 
be that of enabling the inhabitants to enjoy the fruits of 
peace with so much the more security. Here, in the crowded 
throng of a great nation, ever active and more concerned 
with their own affairs than curious about those of others, I 
have been able to be no less solitary and retired than in 
deserts the most remote. 

9 d'aucune doctrine. Here, it may be, Descartes is referring to his 
public encounter with Chandoux. Cf. New Studks, p. 40 :ff. 

10 Descartes departed for Holland m September 1628; the eight 
years bring us to September 1636. 
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l HESITATE t o  tell you o f  tb.c firs� meditations there made 

by me; ::tre so rneb.physical and so unusual as not, 

perh:;ps, None tbe less, smce they 
tt'1e foundalions I have laid 

metrical qt:estions some men err L.1. commit 
;:'a:fllogiorns, I t�erefore rejected as false (recogniz:ng 
ta be no less fallible than others) all the reasonings 

accepted as demonstratiOns; and, tnally, when l 
that all the thoughts we have \Vhen awake can 

come to us in (none of L\e latter being then true ) ,  I 
re�o�ved to feigr1 ail the which had entercci_,!ly 
llliLC were no more true !han of my ::lreams.£llut 
I imme::iiateiy bec&:ue aware that ,vhi!e I was L\us disposed 
t0 think that all was false, it was ::tbsalutely necessary that I 
who tJws thought should be some·v:rbat;n a,.1.d noting that 

11 qae/quc chose. 



this truth I think, therefore I am, was so steadfast and so 
assured that the suppositions of the skeptics, to whatever 
extreme they might all be carried, could not avail to shake 
it, 1 concluded that I might wtthout scruple accept it as being 
the first principlel:l of the philosophy I was seeiWi&] 

Next, on attentively examining what I was, while recog
mztng that I could feign that I had no body, that there was 
no world, nor any place in wlnch I might be, I likewise 
noted that, notwithstanding this, I could not on that account 
feign that I was not. Quite the contrary: from this very cir
cumstance that I thought to doubt the truth of those other 
things, it very evidently and very certainly followed that I 
was, whereas I had only to cease to think for an instant of 
time and I should then (e"Yen although all the other things 
I had imaged still remained true [i.e., real existents]) have 
no ground for behevjng that I can have existed in that in
stant�m this I knew that I was a substance whose whole 
essence or nature consists entirely in thinking, and which, 
for its existence, has no need of place,u and is not dependent 
on any material thing; so that this I, that is to say, the soul34 
by which I am what I am, is entirely distinct from the borl'i} 
and is indeed more easy to know than the body, and w6iifd 
not itself cease to be all that it is, even should the body cease 
to exist. 

I then proceeded to consider, in a general manner, what 
is requisite to the truth and certainty of a proposition. Hav
ing found one-1 think, therefore I am-which I knew t0 
be true and certain, I thought that I ought also to know in 
what this certainty consists; and having noted that in this 
proposition nothing assures me of its truth save only that I 

u princlpe, in its etymological sense, as equivalent to lnitium. In 
the Latin version,. primum jundamentum. 

l.II I.e., of spatial location: cf. Gilson, Com., p. 306. 
14 l'lime. Descartes' use of the term rtilne is here unusual. As a 

general rule. in bis other writings, he employs the terms resprit and 
mens when viewing mind in its distinction from the body, reserving 
the terms rlime and anima to designate the mind in its union with 
the body. 
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see very clearly that i n  order t o  think i t  1 s  necessary t o  be, 
I judged that I could take as being a general rule, that the 
things -we apprehend very clearly and distinctly are true
bearing in mind, however, that there is some difficulty in 
ri�tly determining which are those we apprehend distinctly. 

JB.etlectmg in accordance owith this rule on the fact that 
I doubted, and that consequently my being was not entirely 
perfect (seemg clearly, as I did, that it is a greater perfection 
to know than to doubt) ,  I resolved to inquire whence I had 
learned to thmk of something more perfect than I 1nyself 
was; and I saw clearly that },t�ust proceed from some nature 
that was indeed more perf� As to the thoughts I had of 
other thingJ outside me, such as the heavens, the Earth, light, 
heat and a thousand others, I had not any such d;fficulty in 
knowing whence they came. Remarking nothing m them 
'hhich seemed to render them superior to myself, I could 
believe that, if they were trUe, they were dependencies of my 
nature in so far as my nature had a certain perfection; and 
that if they were not true, I received them from notlung, that 
1s to say, that they were in me in so far as I was in some 
respects lacking in perfection. But this latter suggestion 
could not be made in respect of the idea of a being more 
perfect than myself, since the receiving the idea from nothing 
1S a thing manifestly impossible. And since it is no less 
contradictory that the more perfect should result from, and 
depend on, the less perfect than that something should pro
ceed from nothing, it is equally impossible I should receive 
it from myself. Thus we are committed to the conclusion 
that it  has been placed in me by a nature which is veritably 
nore perfect than I am, and winch has indeed within itself 
all the perfections of which I have any idea, that is to say, 
in a single word, that is God. And since some perfections 
other than those I myself possess were known to me, I 
further concluded that I was not the only being in existence 
(here I shall, with your permission, freely use the School 
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terms ) .15 There must o f  necessity exist some other more 
perfect being upon· whom I was deP.en.dent, and from whom 
I had received all that I had. Fa{! I alone bad existed, 
independently of all else, in such WISe that I bad from my
self all the perfect.J.on, however small in amount, through 
which I participated in the perfections of Divme Existence, I 
should have been able, for the same reason, to have from 
myself the whole surplus of perfections which I know to be 
lacking to me, and so could of myself have been infinite, 
eternal, immutable, omniscient, all-powerful-in short, have 
been able to possess all the perfections that I could discern 
� being in God ,.../ 

Cons en y, in order to know the nature of God (in 
extension of the above reasonings in proof of His existence) 
so far as my own nature allows of my domg so, I bad only 
to consider in respect of all the things of which I found in 
myself any idea, whether the possession of them was or was 
not a perfection; thereby I was at once assured that none 
of those which showed any imperfection was in Him, and 
that all the others were-just as I had learned that doubt, 
inconstancy, sadness and such hke, could not be in Him, 
seeing that I myself should have been very glad to be free 
from them. In addition to these latter I bad ideas of things 
which are sensible and corporeal. For although I might su� 
pose that I was dreaming, and that all I saw or imaged was 
false, I yet could not deny that the ideas of them were indeed 
in my thought. But because I had already very clearly dis
cerned in myself that the intelligent is distinct from the 
corporeal, and since I had also observed that all composition 
witnesses to dependence and that dependence is manifestly 
a defect, I therefore judged that it could not be a perfection 
in God to be composed of two natures, and that He was. 
not so compounded. At the same time I likewise concluded 

111 As Gilson has pointed out (Com., p. 332) ,  such scholastic ex· 
pressiOllS as avolr de soi-meme, particfper, etc., were not yet in jen
era! use :  participer stands in counter..opposition to ttre par essence. 
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L!-Jat if there b e  i n  the world any o r  even ::my intelli-
gences or otter natures, whi::h are wholly their 
bei.ng must depend on His ;vitiwut 
Him they could not single moment. 

1 6en set myself to look for ether 
directed attention to tte ob;ect dealt with 
which I to be a cont;nuo�s body, a space 

exten::ied m leng':h, breadth, height and depth, which 
of diverse and s1zes, a:d of their being moved or 

transposed in sorts of all L\is t.'l,c geometers 
:ake as being in the object studies ) ,  l peruse::i some 
of their simplest demonstrations; and while noting that the 
great certitude which by comrr:.on consent is accorded to 
them is fo1L1.ded upon tl�is that are apprehended 

the rule stated,1e 1 :ike-
wise there is nothing at all in them which assures 
me of tl�e existen·:e of their aDject. Taking, for instance, a 
triangle, while I saw that its three angles rr:.ust be equal to 
two right angles, I ::iid not on this account see anything 
which could assure me that anywhere in the world a triangle 
existc::i. On the other ha:1.d, on reverting to the examination 
of the idea of a Perfect Being, I found that existence is com� 
;Jrised in the idea precisely in the way in which ;t is com� 
prised in the idea of a triangle that its three angles arc equal 
IO two angles, or in that of a sphere that all its parts 

distant from its center, and lndeed even more 
and that in consequence it is at least as certain 
who is this Perfect Being, is or exists. as any 

demo:r.stratJOn of geometry can possibly be. 
The reason why many are persuaded that there is difficulty 

in knowing this truth, as also in knowing what their soul is. 
is that never raise their mbds above the things of sense, 

a:e so accustomed �o consider nothing except 
can image (a mo::ie of tltinkbg restricted to ::na

that whatever is net imageable seems to them 
not Even the philosophers in their schools do 

l r,  .1,1-r-ve. -:) H l6 



P A R T  I V  123 
so, as is sufficiently manifest from their holding as a maxim 
that there is nothing in the unden.tanding which was not 
previously in the senses, where, however, it is certain, the 
Jdeas of God and of the rational soul have never been. Those 
who empioy their power of imagery to comprehend these 
1deas behave, as it seems to me, exactly as if in order to 
bear sounds or smell odors they sought to avail themselves 
of their eyes-unless, indeed, there is this difference, that 
the sense of sight does not afford any less truth than do 
hearing and smell. In any case, neither our imagination nor 
our senses can ever assure us of anything whatsoever save 
p.f��y�� u�:�s��din:e m::e��� are not sufficiently 
persuaded of the eXIstence of God and of their soul by the 
reasons which I have cited, I would have them know that all 
the other things which they think to be more assured, as 
that they have a body and that there are stars and an Earth, 
and such like things, are less certain. For though the moral 
assurance we have of these things is such that there is an 
appearance of extravagance in professing to doubt of their 
existence, yet none the less when it is a metaphysical certi
tude that is in question, no one, unless he is devoid of reason, 
can deny that we do have sufficient ground for not being 
entirely assured, namely, in the fact that, as we are aware, 
we can, when asleep, image ourselves as possessed of a 
different body and as seeing stars and another Earth. with
out there being any such things. For how do we know that 
the thoughts which come m dreams are more likely to be 
false than those we experience when awake? Are not the 
former no less vivid and detailed than the latter? The ablest 
minds may treat of this question at whatever length they 
please, but I do not believe that they will be able to find 
any reason sufficient to remove this doubt, unless and unttl 
they presuppose the existence of God. For, to begin with, 
even the maxim which a short time ago I adopted as a rule, 
viz., that the things we cognize very clearly and very dis
tinctly are all true, is reliable only because God is or exists, 
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because He 1 s  a Perfect Bemg, and because all that i s  i n  as 
comes fror:1 Him. Thereupon tt follo\\·S that our 1deas or 
notions, as being ot real thmgs, and as com,ng fc·om God, 
must in so tar as they are clear ai'td d1stinct be � ilia� extei'tt 
true. So though quite oflen we have ideas wh�ch con-
rdn some this can only be in lie case of those in 
wl11ch there is some ccnf:.JsJon or 

i.n us is 
perfect and infinite, our 
woald us i'tO groui'td 

of being true. 

or, in 

once the knowledge of God and of the soul has thus 
as certain of the reliability of this rule, we have no 

d!fficu�ty in recognrzing that what we picture to ourselves in 
sleep ought not to make us in any way doubtful of the truth 
ot the thoughts we have when mvake For if in oar dreams 
there comes to us some quite d1stinct idea, if, for instance, a 
geometer sho:.�!d discover some nevv· demonstration, its com-
ing during would not mil1tate against its trm.h. As fer 
the most error in dreams, that which consist� in their 
representing to us various objects in the same fashioi't as do 
our external senses, this may i.ndeed lead us to distrust the 
truth of such ideas. But what of that? They often deceive us 
even whei't awake, as whei1. suJ!erers from jaund1ce see every

yollow-<:olomd, or when the stars and other distant 
than they are. For whether awake or 

save on the of our reason. And be I speak 
of our reason, and not of our imagination or sei'tses. Al-
though we see the sun clearly, we ought not on this 
account to j:.�dge that It i.s the size we see; and we can 
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quite distinctly image a lion's head on the body of a goat 
without having to commit ourselves to the conclusion th2.t a 
chimera exists. For reason does not require us to belie "e 
that whatever we see or image is true; it does, however, 
insist that� our ideas or notions must have some basis of 
truth. Otherwise it could not be that God, who is alt�ether 
perfect and trustworthy, should have placed them in us.)And 
inasmuch as our reasonings are never during sleep so evi� 
dent nor so complete as when we are awake (although 
sometimes our dream-images are then as lively and detailed, 
or indeed more so) ,  reason also tells us that, since we are 
not beings wholly perfect and since our thoughts cannot 
therefore all be true, the truth they have should rather be 
met with in those we have in our waking moments than in 
those of our dreams. 
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to expound t."!Je com� 
I have deduced from these 

as I 
with the.u, l believe it 

wi!l be better for me to ab�taln. I shall in outline, 

the ex1stence 

to judge 
account of them 

remained ever 

thJn. that of wluch I have been .uaking use, i.e.,  accept 
true nothing which does not appear to me eve.iC. clearer 

�.:�� more ce:t
��:!� ;��;t�e��n��:tl�n

�e��u��
e 

declare 
t�at n::Jt have ir1 a sLor: found means to satisfy 

t..l:te difficulties d1scussed i.n philos� 
certai>i la·,vs which 

e�:ablished in nature, and of which He has 
i:nrn::�sed such notrons in our souls, that once we have re

them, we can no longer doubt their 
in an that exists or happens in 

on surveying the ordered sequence of these 
I have, it seems to me, discovered many truL"IJs more 
and more than ali I had previously learned 

able to learn. 
the most important of 

these which certain cwsiderations 
pre-.'ent me from pnblish�ng,1� I can Oest explain what may 
. ' 7  Le Traite du Monde au de Ia  Lumii!re, published b y  Clerselier 
m 1671 

1S I.e ,  the condemnation of Gali!eo in 1633. 
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here be suitably said about them by a statement of the 
contents of this treatise. I had planned, before I set about 
the wnting of it, to mclude all that I thought I knew 
regarding the nature of material things. But just as painters, 
on findmg themselves unable, on a plane surface, w represent 
equally well all the various aspects of the solid body, select 
one chief aspect on which alone they make the light fall, 
w1th the othets thrown into the shade and allowed to appear 
only as they can be seen while loob.ng at the principal aspect, 
so feanng lest I should not be able to include in my dis
course all 1 bad in mind, I resolved to expound at any length 
only my views regarding light; and then, in sequel, to add 
something on the sun and the fixed stars, since light pro
ceeds almost wholly from them; on the heavens, since they 
transmit it; on the planets, comets and the Earth, since they 
reflect it; and particularly on all the bodies which are upon 
the Earth, since they are colored, or transparent, or lumi
nous; and finally on man, since he is the spectator of all 
these objects. 

[As stated m the "Prefatory Note by the Author" (above, p. 
9 ( ) ,  Descartes proceeds to expound: "the questions bearing 
on his p�ysical investigations, and, in particular, the explana
tton of the heart's motton and of certain other difficulties peru 
taitwlg to medicme, l.IS also the difference between our soul 
and that of the brutes.''} 

What is worthy of remark is that though many ani
mals manifest in some of their actions more skill than do 
we ourselves, those same animals, in some of their other 
actions, are found to show none at all. Thus their doing 
certain things better than we do is no proof of their being 
endowed with mind. For on that assumption they would 
have to possess more of it than any of us do, and ought to 
surpass us in all thmgs. On the contrary, what it shows 
is that they are destitute of mind and that it is nature which 

10 For an account of Descartes' "physical and psychological" doc
trines in the paragraphs here omitted, cf. NfJW Studies, p. 103 :If. 
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acts i n  them according t o  the disposition o f  their organs, 
just as a clock, which is composed only of wheels and weights, 
can number the hours and measure time more exactly than 
we can with all our knowledge. 

Next I had described the rational soul20 and shown that 
it can m no wise be derived from the power of matter as can 
the other things of which I have spoken, and must be due 
to a special act of creation. I also showed that it is not 
sufficient that the soul be lodged in the human body like a 
pilot in his ship, unless perhaps for the moving of its mem

bers, but that it needs to be joined and united with it more 
closely, in order that, in addition to any such motor function, 
it may have sensations and appetites similar to ours and 
thus constitute a true man. As the soul is a topic of supreme 
importance, I have, in concluding, dwelt upon it at some 
length. For next to the error of those who deny God, an 
error which I have, I think, already sufficiently refuted, none 
is more effectual in diverting weak minds from the straight 
path of virtue than that of imagining the soul of the brutes 
to be of the same nature as ours, and consequently that after 
this life there is not for us, more than for the flies or the 
ants, anything either to hope or to fear. On thus coming to 
know how different the animals are from us, we comprehend 
so much better the reasons which prove the soul to be of a 
nature entirely independent of the body, and therefore not 
bound to die with it Then, finally, inasmuch as we observe no 
other causes capable of destroying it, we are naturally led to 
judge that it is [in fact] immortal . 

.20 I.e , as contrasted with celle des bates. 
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IT is now three years since I finished the treatise which dealt 

with all these matters;21 and I was starting to revise it, with 
a view to placing it in the printer's hands, when I learned 
that certain persons to whose opinion I deferred, and whose 
authority over my actions can hardly be less than that of 

reason over my thoughts, had disapproved a certain physical 

theory published a short time previously by another person.22 
I Will not say that I agreed with the theory in question, but 
only that prior to this censure I found in it nothing which I 
could imagine to be prejudicial either to religion or to the 

state, and nothing therefore which would have prevented me 
from considering it, if reason bad persuaded me of its truth. 
This made me fear lest some one of my own opinions might 

be found open to misunderstanding, despite the great care I 
have always taken not to accept any new belief unless I 
could demonstrate it in the most certain manner, and not 
to write anything which could tend to anyone's disadvan
tage. These considerations sufficed to make me alter my 
purpose of publishing the treatise. For although the reasons 
leading to my previous decision were indeed strong, my 
distaste for the writing of books-an occupation to which I 
have always been little disposed-immediately enabled me 
to find many other reasons for shirking the task; and these 
reasons, on the one side and on the other, are such that not 
only am I here committed to a statement of them, but the 
public also may perhaps be interested to know what they 

21 I.e., treatise finished in or about July 1633.  Cf. Descartes' letter 
to Mersenne (July 22, 1633 ) , A .T. i, p 268. 

22 Galileo's Dialogues on the Two Great Systems of the World 
was condemned by the Inquisition on June 23, 1633; and this became 
known to Descartes some five months later. 

129 
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I have never regarded a s  o f  much account what has pro
ceeded from my o'.'ln nattve powers,-'3 and so long as the 
harvest 1 reaped from the method I employed was no other 
tll.un that of having satisfied myself regarding some diffi
culties which concern the speculative sciences, or of being 
helped to regulate my manner of life by the reasons it has 
w.ught me, I have not felt obhged to commit any of it to 
\\riting. As regards matters of conduct, if others besides 
those v.hom God has established as the supreme rulers of 
His peoples or to whom He has given sufficient grace and 
zeal to be prophets, are to be permitted to share in choosing 
for us our ways and customs, reformers will be found to be 
as numerous as beads, so convinced is everyone of his own 
abounl!lng good sense. My speculations were indeed truly 
pleasmg to me; but I recognize that other men have theirs, 
which perhaps please them even more. As soon, however, 
as I had acquired some general notions regarding physics, 
and on beginning to make tnal of them in various special 
ddficulties had observed how far they can carry us and how 
much they d.tffer from the principles hitherto employed, I 
belie'\-ed that I could not keep them hidden without griev
ously sinning agamst the law winch lays us under obligation 
to promote, as far as in us hes, the general good of all 
mankind. For they led me to see that it is possible to obtain 
knowledge highly useful in life, and that in place of the 
speculative philosophy taught in the Schools we can have a 
practical philosophy, by means of which, knowing the force 
and th� actions of fire, water, air, of the stars, of the heavens, 
and of all the bodies that surround us--knowing them as 
distinctly as we know the various crafts of the artisans-we 
may in the same fashion employ them m all the uses for 

� In this respect. as also in their distaste for the labors of formal 
expository writJ.ng, Descartes and Newton very closely resemble one 
another. Like Newton, Descartes WBIJ primarily interested m the 
processes of inquiry and discovery; and as De'!Cartes has stated (to 
Father Vatier, February 22, 1638, A.T. i, p. 559 ) ,  the "ordre pour 
cherchcr les chases • . .  est asaez dtff6rent de celm dont j'ai em 
devoir user pour Ies expliqucr ." 
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which they are suited, thus rendering ourselves the masters 

and possessors of nature. This is to be desired. not only 
with a view to the invention of an infinity of arts by which 
we would be enabled to enJOY without heavy labor the fruits 
of the earth and all its conveniences, but above all for the 
preservation of health, which is, without doubt, of all bless
ings in this life, the first of all goods and the foundation on 
which the others rest. For the mind is so dependent on the 

temper and disposition of the bodily organs that if any 
means can ever be found to render men wiser and more 
capable than they have hitherto been, I believe that it is in 
the science of medicine that the means must be sought. It is 
true that medicine, as currently practiced, contains little of 
any notable utility. With no wish to depreciate it, I am yet 
sure there is no one, even of those engaged in the profession, 
who does not admit that all we know is almost nothing in 
comparison with what remains to be discovered; and that we 
could be freed from innumerable maladies, both of body and 

of mind, and even perhaps from the infirmities of age, if we 
had sufficient knowledge of their causes and of the remedies 
provided by nature. Intending, therefore, as I do, to devote 
all my life to the search for this indispensable science,24 and 
having discovered a path which, as it seems to me, must, if 

we follow it out, infallibly guide us to our goal, provided 
we be not hindered by the shortness of life or through lack 
of empirical data,25 I judged that there was no better means 
of overcoming these two impediments than to com.1nunicate 

to the public all the little I have myself found, and to sum
mon those who are well-disposed and suitably equipped to 

help, each according to his inclination and ability, in the 
making of the required observations,26 and in making public 

all the things each has thereby learned. In this way those 

who follow will be enabled to begin where their predecessors 
have left off. By thus uniting the lives and labors of many, 

JW Cf. below, p. 143. 
211 tks explriences; lat. experimentorum. 
2ft e-q�irie'1.C"eY. 
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w e  shoald coliectively advt:nce mach further than each by 
himself could contnve to do. 

to [;;he makmg oi] observations, I also noted 
the more r..;�:e3sarv the iurther Vi� advarr�e " 

it Js better to ma1;::e 
mnn'"'""'"'v themselves 

no matter slight be our 
attention to them. we cannot be 
whi�h ue more r�e 1111d recoi'tdite. 
this order of procedme to me is that so loi'tg as the causes 
of the more C0.'11J110n are st1ll unknow7t, those which very 

occur are all too to mislead us, the circumstances 
so speci.aF7 and 
to bring under 

:first, I have endeavored to find m a general manner the 
prbciples, i.e., �he first causes, of all that is or can be in the 
vmrld, and while so to direct LilY mind to God alone 
who bas created t.'lat and t:J deduce the causes from 
no other source than seeds of truth with which our 
sculs are naturally endowed. Thei1., secondly, I have exam
ii'ted the first and most familiarly known effects deducible 
from iliese causes; and therewiL'J., as it seemed to me, I have 
come to know the heavens, the stars, a!l Earth, and likewise 
en tlw Eacih water, fire, the minerals and several other 
such things-L"!Jings are, of all things, lhe most com-
mon a!ld which are consequently the easiest to know. Then 
thirdly, when I sought to descend to those whi�b were more 
special, so many and so diverse were the things that -pre
sented themselv�s to me, that I could not think it possibl.; for 
�he human mind to distinguish t�e forms or species of bodies 
which are on the Earth from an infinity of others that might 
have Oeen had God wiiled to set them there, nor conse
quently to make them serviceable to us (in our search for ex-ola
i'tation of them] save by discoverbg from [study of] the eff�cts 
what are tbeir causes, availing ourselves for this purpose of 

27 particuiieres. 
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some of the rarer, special experiences. Thanks to this [three
fold] piOcedure, on reviewmg all the obJeCts that have ever 
presented themselves to my senses, I can indeed venture to 
say that I have not observed any which I could not ap
propriately explam by the principles I had discovered. But, 
as I have also to confess, the power of nature is so ample, so 
vast, and these principles are so simple and so gene1al, that 
of the particular effects there is hardly one that I do not 
recognize as allowing of bemg accounted for in several dif
ferent ways; and usually my greatest difficulty is to discover 
in which of these various ways it has to be viewed. And for 
this purpose I know of no other expedient than again to 
descend to the [special, less familiar] experiences, and among 
them to look for those 'Which can be what they in fact are 
only a.s explained in some one, and not in any othe.r, of those 
various possible ways. As to what remains to be done, I am 
now, as it seems to me, in the position to decide how we 
ought to proceed in order to render the majority of these 
latter [rarer, more recondite] effects helpful to us in our 
inquiries. But I also see that they are such, and so num.er
otiS, that neither my energies nor my income {even were 
that income a thousand times larger than it is) could suffice 
for making all the required observations. Accordingly, my 
progress in the knowledge of nature will be greater or less 
according as I shall have the means of making more or 
fewe.r observations. This is what I hoped to make known by 
the treatise I had written, showing so convincingly the ad
vantage which would thereupon accrue to the public, that 
all those who have the good of mankind at heart-all who 
are virtuous indeed and not in mere outward seeming
would feel under obligation to communicate to me the ob� 
servations they have made, and to assist me in obtaining 
those that remain to be made. 

But I have since bethought myself of other reasons which 
have caused me to change my opinion.. My duty, as I now 
see it, is to continue to write of all the things I judge to be 
of importance (provided I find them to be indeed true) ,  
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bestowing the san:.e care upon them a s  I should have done, 
had it l::leen my L.;.tention to have them published. Thereby 
1 secure for mysel± further opportunity of exaw.ining them 

Do we not always give closer attention to 
will be read by others than to what is written 

oniy for ourselves? How often what has seemed true to 
me when first thought of, has seemed false on my attempting 
to commit 1t to writing. In this way I also make sure of 
not missing the chance of benefiting the public to the fu11 
limits of my capacities. For should my writings conta:n 

of those into whose ha..;.ds they may come 
my death then be L.vl position to make such use of 

them as may seem proper. I was still, however, definitely 
resolved t.'tat I should by no means permit their being pub
lished during my lifetime. The oppositions and controversies 
to which they might well give rise, even the reputation, such 
as it might be, which they would bring me, would be bound 
to deprive me of the leisure that 1 hoped to employ in self
inst.-uction. Everyone is indeed under obligatio'l, in propor
tion to his abilities, to promote the good of others; to be of 
service to rro one is indeed to be worfuless. But it is no less 
true that our cares ought to extend beyond the present, and 
that it is well to omit what is of possible profit to the living 
when what we have in view will be of much greater benefit 
to posterity. I am more than willing it should be know'l 
th2t the little I have as yet leamed is almost nofrJng in 
comparison with that of which I am ignorar:t; but this does 
not mean that I of Oeing able to attain the wider 
knowledge. rnose little by little discover truths in the 
sciences are much like those who begin to become rich; 
they h_we then trouble in obtaining great acquisitions 
than they previously had, when poorer, in making much 
smaller acquisitions. Or we may compare therp. tc the com
manders of armies, whose forces usually increase in propor
tion to their victories. After the loss of a battle, they have 
need of greater powers of command in holding together what 
remains of their troops than, after a victory, in the taking 
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o f  towns and provinces. For t o  conquer all th e  di.:ffi.culties 
and combat all the errors which prevent us from arriving at 
knowledge of the truth is, indeed, to engage in battles; and 
to yield credence to false opinion concerning a matter of 
any far-reaching 1mportance is to lose one of these battles, 
so much greater is the skill required to recover the previ� 
ously held position than to make notable progress after 
well-assured beginnings. For myself, if I have succeeded in 
dlsco.,enng several truths m the sciences (and I trust that 
the matters contained in this volume will show that I have 
±ound some) they have, I can certify, depended on, and 
followed upon, my surmounting of some five or six principal 
dtfficulties, which I reckon as battles in each of which for
tune has favored me. Indeed I will not hesitate to declare 
my conviction that for the completion of my designs I have 
need of no more than two or three other such victories, and 
that my ageas is not so advanced but that I may still, in the 
ordmary coUTse of nature, have suffi.ctent time for this task. 
But the more assured I am of being thus able to employ my 
time to advantage, the more I believe myself bound to make 
tQ; most of the time remaining to me; and were I to make 
public the fundamentals of my physics, I should undoubtedly 
be creating the situations that would rob me of it. For al
though the fundamentals of my physics are almost all so 
evident that they have only to be understood to be believed, 
and although there is, I claim, not one of them which I am 
not in position to demonstrate, none the less, since it is 
impossible that they should accord with all the diverse 
opinions of other men, I foresee that I should often be 
drawn into the controversies to which they would give rise. 

These controversial discussions, it may be urged, would 
be useful in making me aware of my errors, and, if my 
writings contain something of value, in bringing others to 
a fuller understanding of it; also I should already be 1Je... 
ginning to enlist the services of those who might ass.ist me 
-a multiplicity of observers being able to see more than 

liS Descartes was then, in t637, forty-one years of age. 
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can a single observer-with thell' discoveries. But though 
I recogmze that I am extremely liable to error, and though 
I a.tmost never trust thoughts on therr first occurrmg to me, 
my expe1ience of the kind of objecnons likely to be made to 
my '\lie\--s prevents me from looking for any profit from them. 
Already I have had frequent experience of the judgments 
passed by those I esteem my triends, and by some others 
whom I thought to be neutrally disposed toward me, and 
even too by some whose malignity and envy would, I knew, 
make them endeavor to discover what aftection concealed 
from the eyes of my friends. Yet ra:ely has it happened that 
anything bas been objected to me which I bad not myself 
foreseen, except when it was something remote from what I 
was discussing. Hardly ever, therefore, have I met with any 
critic of my opinions '.Yho has not seemed to me less rigorous 
or less impartial than myself. Nor have I ever observed 
that previously unknown truth has been discovered by way 
of the disputations practiced in the Schools. Each partici
pant, striving for victory, is more concerned to dwell on 
whatever has the appearance of truth than to weigh the 
reasons for and against: those who have for long been good 
advocates are not afterwards on that account the better 
judges. 

As to the advantage which others m1ght receive from the 
communication of my thoughts, it could not be very great. 
For I have not yet carried them sufficiently far. Much still 
remains to be added before use can be made of them; and 
I can say, I think, without vanity, that if there is anyone 
capable of completing them, that person should be no other 
than myself: not that there may not be in the world many 
incomparably superior to me in ability, but because no one 
can understand what he has learned from another, and 
make it his own, so well as he who has discovered it for 
himself. This is especially true in the matters which are 
here engaging us. I have often explained some of my opin
ions to men of very good intelligence; and while I talked 
with them, they seemed to be understanding them quite 
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adequately. When, however, they repeated them, I noted 
that almost always they were so changed that I could no 
longer acknowledge them as mine. Apropos of this, I wel
come the opportunity of begging posterity never to believe 
-unless I have myself declared it-what on common report 
they may find ascribed to me. I am not in the least surprised 
at the extravagances ascribed to those of the ancient philos
ophers whose writings we do not possess, and refuse to 
believe their thoughts to have been of that absurd kind 
Were they not among the ablest minds of their times? Is it 
not rather that they have been misrepresented? As we find, 
scarcely ever have they been surpassed by any one of their 
disciples. I am indeed confident that those who, in these 
present days, are most insistent in adhering to the teaching 
of Anstotle would consider themselves fortunate if they had 
as much knowledge of nature as he possessed. even if this 
were on the condition that they should never obtain more. 
They are like the ivy which never strives to rise above the 
tree that sustains it, and often indeed falls backwards after 
reaching its top. For, as it seems to me, they too lose their 
balance, that is to say, render themselves in some manner 
less intelligent than they would have been if they had ab
stamed from study. Not content with knowing all that is in
telligibly explained in their author, they insist on also finding 
in him the solution of various difficulties in regard to which 
he has nothing to say, and of which he has perhaps never 
even thought. This manner of philosophizing is well suited 
to those whose mental powers are of a decidedly mediocre 
quality. The very obscurity of the distinctions and principles 
on which they rely is precisely what enables them to speak 
with as much confidence as if they had understanding of 
them, enabling them to hold to them even in face of the 
most subtle and skilful opponents---there being no possibility 
of their being [enlightened and thereby] refuted. In this they 
seem to me to resemble a blind man who, in order to fight 
without disadvantage with an opponent who sees, would have 
him descend to the bottom of a very dark cave. Such ad� 
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versaries, 1 may add, ha\e a n  mterest i n  m y  ref1ainmg from 
publishillg the p�mctples ot the philosophy 1 employ. So 

simpJe and so evident are they, that in publishmg them 1 
should, a� it wcte, be opening wmdows and admilimg day
light 1nto the cave where they hevc tetreated for the conduct 
of the fight. Even those of superior abllity have no good 
reason for Wishmg to know them. If then· ambttion IS to be 
able to speak on any and every toptc and to acqllire a repu
tation for learnillci, they will do so more easily by remw.rung 
satisfied With v.hat has the appearance of truth-and m 
all sorts of matters that is easily tound-th&n by seeking 
truth itself. Truth we discover only l.ttle by little, on some 
few is�ues; and it obliges us, when called upon to speak of 
ot.her mntt�rs, irBnkly to confess our ignor:mce of them. 
Should they, on the other hand, prefer some little knowledge 
of truth to the vanity of appearmg ignorant of none, and so 
De desi:ous of following a course of action similar to nune, 
there is no need that I should, for their assistance, add 
anything to what I have already said in this DIScourse. If 
they are capable of advancing further than I have thus far 
done, they should Ukewise be the better able to discover 
for themselves all that I believe myself to have found. For 
proceedmg as I have done, that is to say, examining nothing 
save !11 due order [irom the s1n1ple to the more and more 
comple..:], we can be certain that .,vhat remains to be dis
covered is in itself more difficult, more deeply hidden, than 
anything I have thus far studied, and that they would have 
much less satisfaction in bearing of it from me than from 
themselves Moreover, through always engaging first in what 
is easy, and then pass1og slowly, step by step, to what is 
more drffi.:ult, they will acquire hab,ts of mmd which will 
benf'fit them much more than any mstructions of mtne could 
do. To take ray ov.n case, I am convinced that if I had 
been ta!lght from my youth all the truth of which I have 
since sought out the demonstrations, and so had learned 
them without labor, 1 should never, perhaps, have come to 
know any others; at least, I should never have acquired the 
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habit a n d  fncd.Ity, wbJ.ch I consHier myself n o w  t o  have, o f  
.:�.h• ays uu.covermg new truths m propottton t o  :n y  efforts m 
search.ir.g io.c them. In short, if there is any work in the 
woriJ v;hich cannot be so well canied through by another as 
by him who iDJ.tiated it, it is that at which I labor. 

As reganls the observations which can be helpful in this 
work, it is true that one man is not equal to making a11 of 
them. But the only hands he could usefully employ besides 
hts o\1 n are those of artisans or people of that kind, whom 

he can pay, and who may be induced by hope of gain ( a  very 
effective incentive) to carry out accurately all the directions 
he might gtve them. For as to those who, whether from 
curiosity or desire to learn, may perchance of their own 
accord come forward to assist him, not only are they wont 
to make many promises which they do not fulfill, planning 
ambitious projects not one of which is ever practicable; 
invariably they require to be repaid by help in several of 
their difficulties:. or at least by compliments, and by inter
views so useless that all time spent rn them is tune lost. As 
for the observations whtch others have already independently 
made, even shou!d they be willing to communicate them 

(which those wbo entitle them secrets would never do) ,29 
they are for the most part accompanied by so many super
fluous circumstances and details as to make it e"Xtremely 
ddficult to discove1 in them what is: veritably relevant. Be
sides, they are likely to be found almost all of them so ill
described, or so fvlse (those who report them having been 
anxious: to make them appear to be in confonnity with the 
principles: they themselves hold) that even if some of them 
nught be serviceable, thts would not compensate for the 

time which would have to be spent in making the selection. 
Accordingly, if there were anywhere :in the world someone 
whom we knew to be assuredly capable of making discoveries 

2!J A reference to those chemists who know "quan6t6 de ces petits 
secrets de �:.himie qui se d€bitcnt entre ge!Ul de ce metier." Cf. Des
cartes to Mersenne (Deeember 7, 1642 ) ,  A.T.  ill. p. 598. Cf. Gilson, 
Com., p. 465. 



140 D l S C O U R S E  ON M E T H O :J  

not to 

utility 

The jomt force of those vanous considerations was w:1at, 
three ago, decided ::ne against publishing the treatise 
1 co:npleted. This too \Vas why I even V.'e'l� so far as 
to resolve neve!· to publish durir:g my life any other of that 
wide kind, or any by which t.he foundations of my 

might he understood. Smce then, however, two fur
reasons have determined me to append here some 

sa.'11ple specimens, and to render the public so:ne account of 
action and projects. The first of these reasons is that if I 

to do so, those who have been cognizant of my previ
ous intent10n to pul::llish certain writL.J.gs might imagirre my 
reasons for not dobg so were less to my credit than they 
really arc. For although I am not immoderately enamored 
of fame, and ever:, if I may presume to say so, am averse to 
1t, .in so far as I judge it to be icimical to the repose that I 
value above all other things, none the less I have never sought 
to corrceai my actions as if they were crimes. Nor have I 
taken elaborate precautions to ensure my re::n2.ining un
known, partly because I should have regarded that as likely 
to disquiet me, disturbing �he perfect repose of mind that I 
sought, and partly because, while always myseJ.;' indifferent 
as to whether I was or was not knmvn, I have yet been unable 
to prevent myself acquiring some sort of reputation, and so 
have thought that I ought to do my best to save myself at 



P A R T  V I  141 

least from having an evil reputation. The other reason which 
has obliged me to write thrs Dzscourse and these Essays IS 
that dahy I am becorrung more and more consciously aware 
ot being a�layed in my project of self-instruction because of 
tne innumerable obsen-ations of which I stand in need, and 
whlch it lS lmposstble for me to make w1thout the aid of 
others. While not flattering myself with any expectation that 
che public will be seriously mterested in my projects, I am 
; et un.villing to be so 1ar wanting in the duty I owe to 
myself as to give those who shall surVIve me occasion for 
their some day reproaching me that I might have left them 
,<,omething much better than anything I have in fact left, had 
I not been all too neglectful in not showing them how they 
could have come to my help. 

I therefore bethought myself that it would be easy for 
me to select certain matters which would not be likely to 
give rise to controversies, and also not oblige me to declare 
more of my principles than I wish, while yet exhibiting suffi
ciently clearly what I can or cannot do in the sciences. 
Whet:a'ler or not I have succeeded, tt is not for me to say. 
ln speaking, as I have done, of my writings, I have had no 
.ntention of anticipating the judgments of others regarding 
them. I shall, however, be grateful if they will examine 
them; and that they may feel the more free to do so, I beg 
all of those who have any objections to make, to be so good 
as to report them to my publisher, who will notify me of 
them so that I may at once set about appending to them 
my reply. My readers, seeing both the objections and my 
replies, will then the more easily judge what they should 
t:1ke the truth to be. I make no promise of lengthy replies, 
hut only that I shall quite frankly acknowledge my errors, 

should I recognize them to be such. Or if I am unable to 
tegard them as errors, I shall state no more than what I con
sider to be required in defense of what I have written, being 
careful not to enter on the discussion of any new matters, and 
so to avoid becoming engaged in further controversies. 

If some of the statements I have made in the beginning 
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o f  the Dioptric and Meteors be found startling, because of 
my callmg them suppoSitions, and my seemmg not to be 
concerned with proof of them, I beg my readers to have the 
patience to read attentively the essays in their entirety. They 
will then, I trust, find themselves satisfied. The reasonings 
in these essays are, it appears to me, so closely intercon
nected, that as the last in order are demonstrated by the 
first which are their causes, so the first are in their turn 
proved by the last which are their effects. It must not be 
imagined that in this I am commit,9Dg the fallacy which 
logicians entitle circular reasoning. � since experience 
renders the greater part of these effects most certain [i.e , 
qud immediately apprehended], the causes from which I 
deduce them serve not so much to prove as to explain them, 
whereas on the contrary, it is the efiects which [by the cer
tainty of their occurrence] prove the [actuality of the] ca� 
I have called them suppositions in order that it may be 
known that I believe myself able to deduce them from those 
primary truths which I have explained above; and in thus 
deliberately deciding not to deduce them, my aim has been 
to prevent certain persons from making use of them in the 
erection of an extra"agant philosophy upon what they take 
to be my principles, and for which I should have to bear 
the blame. The persons I have here in mind imagine that in 
a day, and after hearing no more than two or three words 
on the subject, they can master all that another bas taken 
twenty years to discover. They are the more liable to error, 
and the less capable of discerning the truth, in proportion as 
they are subtler and more lively. As to the opinions which are 
wholly and truly mine, I do not plead for them on the ground 
of their being new. On the contrary, if the reasons for them 
be duly considered, I am convinced that they will be found 
to be so simple and so conformable to common sense as to 
appear less extraordinary and less paradoxical than any 
others which can be entertained in respect of the issues in
volved. And I make no boast of being the first discoverer of 
any of them; I have adopted them not because they have 
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been held by others, nor because they have not been so 
held, but solely because reason bas commended them to me. 

Though artisans may not be at once able to execute the 
invention explained in the Dioptric ,3° I do not think that it 
can on that account be declared defective. Since skill and 
practice are required in the making and adjusting of the 
machine, and though no essential detail is lacldng in my 
description of it, I would be just as astonished if they were 
successful in their first attempt, as I should be if someone 
were in a single day to learn to play the lute, merely through 
having been given a good sheet of suitable music. And if 
I write in French, which is the language of my country, in 
preference to Latin, which is that of my teachers, this is 
because I hope that those who rely entirely on their unspoiled 
natural reason will be better judges of my opinions than 
those who give credence only to the writings of the ancients. 
As for those who combine good sense with study, whom 
alone I should choose to have as judges, they will not, I feel 
sure, be so partial to Latin as to refuse to listen to the 
reasons I expound in the vulgar tongue. 

To conclude, I have no wish to dwell on the progress I 
hope to make in the sciences in the coming years, nor to 

make any promises to the public which I am not certain of 
fulfilling. This only will I say, that I have resolved to devote 
tbe years remaining to me exclusively in the endeavor to 
acquire such knowledge of nature as will enable me, in the 
field of medicine, to draw up rules of greater certainty than 
any hitherto practiced; and that my inclination is so strongly 
opposed to all other pursuits, and especially to those which 
can be useful to some only by being harmful to others,s1 
that if circumstances had been such as to constrain me to 
engage in them, I do not believe that I should have been 
able to succeed. I am well aware that in saying this I am 
doing what cannot tend to my worldly advancement, but 

SO Tenth Discourse, A.T. vi. p. 2 1 1 .  s1  The profession which Descartes seems here t o  have speciall.y in 
mindis that ofmilitaryengincer. 
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\\ith that I a m  in n o  wise concerned; and I shall always hold 
myself more obliged to those by whose favor I am left to 
enjoy my leisure without interiUption, than to any who 
might offer me the most honoied preferments. 
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V I S I O N  A S  E X P O U N D E D  I N  

H I S  D I O P T R I C '  

[La Dioptrique, the first of the three "Essays'' prefaced by the 
Discourse on Method, consists of ten Discourses, ( 1 )  on light, 
(2) on refraction ("Dioptnc" can be described as being that 
part of optics which treats of the transmission of light from 
one medium to another) , ( 3) on the eyes, ( 4) on the senses in 
general, (5) on the images which form on the back-part of the 
eye. (6) on vision, (7) on our means of improving vision, ( 8 )  
o n  the shapes transparent bodies should have for the refracting 
of light in all the ways which aid vision, (9) on the telescope. 
( 1 0) on the shaping of glass or crystal lenses. The sections 
here translated are from the fourth,2 fifth and sixth of these 
Discourses.] 

WE must be careful not to suppose that in order to seme,8 
the mind has to contemplate images which are [emitted by 
objects and] despatched by them to the brain, as our philos
ophers commonly assert; or, at least, we have to conceive 
the nature of those images in an entirely different manner. 
For in so far as these philosophers take no account of any
thing in the images beyond the resemblance they should 
have to the objects they represent, they are unable to show 
how they can have been formed by these objects, received 
by the organs of the external senses, and transmitted by the 
nerves to the brain. Their only reason in supposing them is 
that they have observed how our thought can easily be 

1 A.T. vi, pp. 1 12-14. 
2 The Dioptric, it may be noted, is twice as long, and the three 

''Essays" together four times as long, as tbe Discourse 011. Method. 
Bpour untir. 

145 
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excited by a picture t o  conceive the object pictured, and that 

it has therefore seemed to them that in the same way the 

objects affecting our senses ought to be apprehended by 
means of certain small 

" �p pictures which shape 

W 
�::;;:;� �!:V�

a
! 

bear in mind that there . 
• are several things besides 

� 
images which can excite 
our thought, as for in� 

\� · i \ • ; stance, signs and words, 

\"\\·' '. · .' 

which have no manner of 
\\) resemblance to the things 

', '· I . 
::� ��.��,:bk 
departure from received 
opinions--we agree to 
recognize that the ob
jects which we sense do 
in fact send these images 
into the brain, we must 
at least recognize that 
none of them can re
semble in all respects the 
object it represents; for 
there would then be no 
distinction between the 

obJeCt and its image. It is sufficient that .images resemble 
their objects in some few respects [ie., in respect of exten
sion, shape and size); and often, indeed, their perlection 
depends on their not resembling them as much as they might 
have done. Thus, in the case of engravings, made up of a 
little ink disposed here and there on the paper, we see how 
they represent forests, towns, men and even battles and tem� 
pests, while yet of the infinity of diverse qualities which they 
make us conceive in these objects, the only one of these 
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qualities to which they bear any proper resemblance is the 
quality of shape, and even this ts a very imperfect resem� 
blance, smce it is on a completely flat surface that they 
represent bodies dJ.verse m hetght and distance, and further 
that m accordance wtth the rules of perspective they often 
represent circles better by ovals than by other circles, and 
MJUares by four-sided figures which are not squares, and 
similarly in the case of all other shapes. And thus it comes 

about that often, precisely in order to be more perfect in 
thel.l" quahty as unages, i.e., the better to represent an object, 
they ought not to resemble 1t. Now it is in this way that we 
must think of the images which take form in the brain, and 
must recognize that the only question we need raise is that 
of knowmg how the images can supply to the mind the 
means of sensing all the diverse qualities [including color, 
sound, heat, etc.] of the objects to which they stand related, 
and not how in themselves they bear resemblance to them. 
For just as when the blind man, of whom we have spoken 
above, touches this and that body with b.J.s staff, it is certain 
that these bodies do not transmit anything to him save only 
this, that in making his staff move diversely according to 
the diverse qualities that are in them, they thereby move the 
nerves of lus hand, and in sequence thereupon the points in 
his brain from which those nerves come. This gives occasion 
to his soul to sense as many different qualities in these bodies 
as there are varieties in the movements which are caused 
by them in his brain. 

Fifth Discourse: On the images wh1ch form 
on the back-part of the eye4 

We thus see that in sensing the soul has no need to contem
plate images which present to us precisely the things sensed. 
This in no way con.fticts with what is yet the case, that the 
objects which we are lookmg at impress sufficiently perfect 
images of themselves on the back.�parts of our eyes . . . •  

4 A.T. vi, p. 1 14. 
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But I must explain n::ore a t  length how this picture i s  formed, 
for thereby I shall be able to explain several things pertain
ing to vision. 

Consider, then, flrst of all, that from each part of the ob
V, X, Y, there enter the eye and penetrate to RST all 
rays which the opening of the pupil FF can compass, 

and that, in accordance wit..'1 what has been said above, owing 
as much to the nature of the refraction as to that of the three 
humors KLM, all those rays •,vhich come from the same point 
are bent in traversing the three surfaces BCD, 123 and 456, 
in such fashion as is their reassemblli•g again at 

. The rays which come 
!'rom point assemble at the po:nt S, those from V at 
R, and L'l.ose from Y at T. And reciprocally, that no ray 
comes toward S save from the point X; and almost none 
toward R save from the pomt V, and similarly with those 
from T and all the other points intermediate bet\.veen T and R 
. . . If the ravs from X are the motwns that constitute 

light, L'l.
.
ose from Y the motions that constitute blue 

and those from R red light, the three points RST will 
be moved correspondingly in t.1ese three different ways. 

But, ha;.ing of the perfection of this picture, we 
must also its defects. The first and chief of these 
is that whatever shapes the parts of t.\e eye may be able to 
assume, it is impossible for them to make the rays coming 
from dive;:se points all assemble at as many other diverse 
points. Tb.e best t1.ey can do is to secure that only those 
coming from some point, such as X, assemble at another 
point, e.g., S, in the center of the back-part of the eye, in 
\\·hich case, some of those from the point V can t.'Ien 
assemble precisely at point R or from the point Y pre� 
cisely at the point T;  the other rays have to scatter a little 
around the points T and R. . This is what prevents the 
picture from ever being as distinct towaxd its extremities 
as it is in the center . . . .  We also note that the rays which 
come from the point V WOtlld be scattered yet more widely 
around the point R t1.an they now are, should the point V, 
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from which they come, be much nearer to the eye, e.g., at 
10, or further removed, as toward 1 1 ,  than is X, to the 
distance of which I am supposing the shape of the eye to 
have been proportioned, with the result that they would 
render the part R of this picture less distinct than they now 
do. . . . The other defects of this picture consist in this, 
that its parts are reversed, i.e., are in positions quite con
trary to that of the objects; and in this, that the parts are 
diminished and abridged, some more, some less, owing to the 

G 
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diverse distances and locations of the L'lings they represent, 
much in the same manner as in a picture executed in per
spective. Thus [m the diagram on p. 145] T which is to the 
left represents what 1s toward the right, and R wh;ch is to

ward the right represents V wb1ch is toward the left. And 
further, the shape of the object V shouid not occupy mo:-e 
of the space toward R than that of the object 10 which is 
smaller bu:: closer, nor less tharr that of object 1 1 ,  which is 
larger but proportionately more distant . . . .  And, fir..ally, 
tha� the straight line VXY is represer..ted by the curve 

RST . .  

Further, not 
seives on the 

do the images of objects thus form t.l-:lem� 
of the eye, they likewise pass beyond 

to rhe brain. Tl'us wJl! be readily urrderstood if we bear in 
mmd for instance, the rays whtch come into the eye 
rrom the V touch at the point R the extremi!y of that 

one of the small fibers of the optic nerve whlch has its be� 
gmning in the point 7 of the interio-z surface of the brain 789. 

The from X touch at the point S t.1e extremity of an-

other those fibers, that which has its beginning at the 
point 8. The rays of the object Y similarly touch another at 

the point T wl-.tich corresponds to the point of the b:ain 
marked 9, and so with all the o:hers [mtermediate between 
V and '{] . Now since light is nothing else than a movement, 
or an action which tends to cause some movement, those of 
its rays which come from V tO\vard R have the power of 
moving the whole fiber R7, and thereby the pobt in the 
brain marked 7, those which come from X toward S, the 
power of moving the whole fiber 58, and even of moving it 
differently from the way 1t moves R7, inasmuch as the ob
jects X and V are of two different colors. Similarly the rays 
'frcm Y move the point 9. Thus it is ev1dent that again an 
lmage 789 is formed this time on the in!erior surface of the 
brain . . .  sufficiently similar to the objects V, X, Y. From 
there we can again transport it to a certain small gland which 
is located toward the center of the brain-concavities and 
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which [alone] stnctly [speaking} i s  the seat o f  the sensu� 

communis . . . , 

[The folloWing dtagram, used m the Princ1pks, Pt. III (cf. at 
close of A.T. XI, F1g. 3 5 ) ,  shows the manner in which the 
double organs of sight and of smell may be conceived as caus

ing single ImpressiOns on the pmeal gland.] 

Sixth Discourse: On vision:> 

Now, while this picture, in thus passing into our head, always 
retains some degree of resemblance to the objects from 
which it proceeds, we yet need not hold, as I have already 
sufficiently shown, that it is by means of this resemblance 
that it enables us to perceive them, as if there were again in 
our brain yet other eyes with which we are able to appre
hend it,6 but rather that it is the movements that go to com-

li A.T. vt,pp. l30-47. 
s Cf Newton's remark that the funcb.on of the orgB.nll of sense is 

that of carrying the species of things into the sensorium, not that of 
enabling the soul to be aware of them (cited in New Studies, p. 147) ;  
t;;f. also below, p. 157. 
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pose the picture, which, acting iiTh-uediately orr our mind, 
masmuch as it is Ul'...Ited to our a:e sc institt1ted by 
nature as to make it to have such such sensations. This 
1S what I propose to explain more in detail. 

AJl the qualities which we apprehend in the objects of 
vision can be reduced to six principal qualities :  lig.\t, color, 
situation, distance, magnitude and shape. First, as to light 
and color, which alone are peculiar to the sense of s:.ght, we 
have to think of our soul as being of such a nature that the 
force of the rr.ovements which take place at the points in the 
brain at which the small fibers of the optic nerve terminate, 
determine it to have the sensation of light, and the particular 
character of these movements to dete1mirre the sensation of 
color. Thus it is that the movements of the nerves whlch 
respond to the ears determine us to hear sounds, fnose of the 
tongue to savor tastes, and, Ln general, movements of the 
nerves from all parts of the body to sense a certain tickling 
when they are moderate, and pain when they are too violent. 
Yet in all this there need be no resemblance between the 
ideas apprehended and t.1e movements which cause these 
ideas. 

But we must here consider more particularly in what the 
quantity of the light which is seerr consists, i.e., the quantity 
of the force with which it moves each one of the small fibers 
o£ the optic nerve. For it is not always equal to the light 
which is in t1.e objects, but varies in proportion to thei: 
distance and to the size of fue pupil and also in. proportion to 
the space which fue rays coming from each pa:-t of the object 
can occupy in the back-part of the eye. Since for instance, 
it is manifest that the point X would send more rays into 
the eye than it does, if the opening of the pupil were wider, 
and that it sends as many into the eye which is near it and 
in which t'le pupil is narrowed, as it does into the eye in 
whi-::h the pupil is larger but proportionately farther removed. 
Again . . . if the object is nearer, and the rays enter through 
a smaller pup1I, the rays from the object wiJl be acting on a 
smaller area in t.'Ie back of the eye and will there act with 
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greater force on each of the nerve-fibers which they touch. 
This is very easily calculated. For if, e.g., the area of the 
retina affected is four times smaller in the one case than in 
the other, and if in the larger area the nwnber of the fibers 
1s four thousand, in the smaller area it will be only one 
thousand. Consequently each of the small fibers in the smaller 
area will be moved by the thousandth part of the total forces, 
and in the larger area only by a quarter part of the thou
sandth part of the total. 

We have also to consider that we can discriminate the 
parts of the bodies we are looking at, only in so far as they 
differ in their coloring, and that the distinct seeing of colors 
does not depend only on this, that all the rays which come 
from each point of the object assemble themselves on ap
proximately as many other diverse points in the back of the 
eye, and on this that no others come from elsewhere toward 
these same points . . . but also on the number of the small 
optic nerve-fibers in the area which the image occupies in 
the back of the eye. For though, e.g., the object VXY is 
composed of ten thousand parts which are in a position to 
send rays toward the back of the eye RST in ten thousand 
different modes and consequently to make us see at one and 
the same time ten thousand colors, they cannot enable the 
mind to distinguish more than a thousand at most, if we 
suppose that there are only a thousand optic nerve-fibers in 
the space RST. For ten of the parts of the object, acting 
together upon each of these fibers, can move it only in one 
single mode, composed of all those that are acting upon it, 
with the result that the area occupied by each one of these 
fibers has to be considered as if it were a point. This is why 
a meadow, which is painted over with an infinity of quite 
diverse colors, often appears, as seen from far-off, to be all 
white or all blue; and in general that all bodies are seen less 
distinctly from a distance than from close at hand; and 
:finally that the larger the space the image of an object can 
be made to occupy at the base of the eye, the more distinctly 
it can be seen. Of this we shall have much more to say later. 
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A s  regards situation, i e., the side toward which each part 
of the object is located relatively to our body, we do not 
perceive 11 otherwise by our eyes than by our hands. Our 
knowledge ot it does not depend on any image or action 
which comes to us from the object, but solely on the situation 
of the small parts of the brain whence the nerves take their 
ongin. For this Situation-a situation which changes with 
every change however small in the points at which these 
nerve-fibers are located-is instituted by nature in order to 
secure, not only that the mind be aware of the location of 
each part of the body which it animates, relatively to all the 
others, but also that it be able to transfer 1ts attention to all 
the positions contained in the straight line that can be 
imaged as drawn from the extremity of each of these parts, 
and as prolonged to mfinity. Just as when the blind man, of 
whom we have already spoken, turns his hand A toward E, 
or his hand C toward E, the nerves inserted in this hand 
cause a certain change in his brain which supplies his mind 

with the means of knowing not 
merely the location A or C but 
also all the others whlch are in the 
straight line AE or CE, in such 
wise that it can direct its attention 
to the objects B and D, and deter� 
mine the locations where they are, 
and this without knowing or think
mg of the locations proper to the 

two hands. Simllarly, when our eye or head turns in 
some particular direction, our mind is nottfied of it by 
changes which the nerves inserted in the muscles that serve 
in these movements cause in our brain . . . .  We should not, 
therefore, find it strange that the [distant] objects can be 

seen in their true situation notwithstanding that the picture 
which they imprint in the eye IS of so contrary a character; 
just as our blind man can sense at one and the same moment 
the object B, wbicb is to the right, by means of his left 
hand, and D, which is to the left, by means of his right 



!55 

hand. Again, like the blind man, we do not judge that a 
body is double when we touch it with our two hands. So, 
too, our two eyes, directed in the manner required for carry
ing our attention to one and the same location, need make 
us see only one single object, notwithstanding that a picture 
forms itself in each of them. 

The seeing of distance does not depend, any more than 
that of location, on images despatched by the objects, but, 
prrmarily, on the shape of the body of the eye. For, as we 
have noted, this shape has to be a little different in enabling 
us to see what is farther away; and in the measure that we 
change it in proportioning it to the distance of the objects, 
we likewise change a certain part of our brain, in a manner 
so instituted by nature that the mind is able to apprehend 
this distance. Usually this comes about without our refiecting 
upon it, Just as, when we clasp a body with our hand, we 
conform the hand to the siZe and shape of the body, and 
thereby sense the body, wtthout having need to think of 
those movements of the hand. Secondly, we know the dis
tance by the relations in which the two eyes stand to one 
another. For, just as the blind man, holding the two sticks, 
AE, CE, of which I am supposing that he ignores the length, 
knowing only the interval between hts two hands, A and C, 
and the magnitude of the angles, ACE, CAE, can thereby, 
as by a natural geometry, know where the point E is; so 
when our two eyes RST and rst, are turned toward X, the 
magnitude of the line Ss, and that of the two angles XSs 
and XsS, enable us to know where the point X is. We can 
do this also by the use of a single eye, through change of its 
position. If, holding it turned toward X, we place it first at 
the point S, and immediately thereafter at the point s, this 
will suffice to bnng it about that the size of the line Ss and of 
the two angles XSs and XsS find themselves together in our 
phantasy, and make us apprehend the distance of the point 
X; and this by an action of the thought which, quite simple 
though it be as an imagination, none the less in itself covers 
a reasoning quite similar to that which surveyors make when, 
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b y  means of two drlierent stations, they measure inaccessible 
points. 

We have still another way of apprehending distance, VlZ., 
by the distinctness or confusion of the shape, and in general 
by the force or weakness of the light. When we look fixedly 
toward X, the ra)'s which come from objects at 10 and 1 2  
d o  not assemble so exactly toward R and toward T, a t  the 
back of the eye, as they would tf they were at. the points 
V and Y. Thereby we see that they are farther removed or 
closer to us than is X. Then from the fact that the light, 
which comes toward the eye from an object at 10, is stronger 
than if thts object were toward V, we judge it to be nearer; 
and from the fact that the light which comes from an object 
at 12 is weaker than if it were at Y, we judge it to be more 
distant Finally, when we already, on whatever grounds, 
know the magnitude of an ObJect, or its situation, or the 
distinctness ot its shape and colors, or merely the force of 
the light '-"hich comes from it, this may serve, not strictly in 
!.eeing, but in determining the distance. Thus in observing 
from far ofl.: a body which we have been accustomed to see 
close at hand, we judge of its distance much better than we 
should tf 1ts magnitude had been less known to us. In view
lilg a mountain, lit up by the sun, beyond a forest covered 
with shadow, it is solely the situation of this forest [i.e., its 
being below and in front of the mountains] that makes us 
judge it to be the nearer of the two. And in viewing. on the 
sea two vessels, one of which is much smaller than the 
other, but proportionately nearer to us, in such fashion that 
they appear equal, we can by the difference in their shapes, 
m their colors, and in the light that they transmit to us, 
judge which is the more distant. 

On the manner in which we see the magnitude and shape 
of objects, I need not particularly dwell, since it is all com
prised in our manner of seeing the distance and situation of 
their parts. Their magnitude is estimated by the knowledge 
or opinion we have regarding their distance, compared with 
the magnitude of the images they impress on the back of 
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the eye, and not absolutely by the magnitude of those images, 
as is sufficiently manifest from this, that while these may be, 
for instance, a hundred times larger when the objects axe 
very near us than when they are ten times farther away, 
they do not on this account make us see them a hundred 
times larger, but [as] almost equal [in size], at least if we 
are not dece1ved in respect of their distance. And it is also 
manifest that the shape IS judged by the knowledge or 
opinion we have of the situation of the dtverse parts of the 
objects and not by resemblance to the pictures which are in 
the eye. For those pictures ordinarily contain only ovals and 
lozenge-shapes, and yet what they make us see are circles 

and squares. 
But in order that there may be no continuing doubts that 

vision operates in the manner I have been explaining, let us 
here consider the reasons why it sometimes comes about that 
it deceives us. First, because it is the soul that sees, and not 
the eye, and because the soul sees immediately only by the 
intervention of the brain, whence it happens that madmen, 
and sleepers, often see, or think that they see, diverse ob
jects which are yet not before their eyes . . . .  Secondly, 
because the impressions, which come from without, pass to 
the sensus communis by way of the nerves, and if the situa� 
tion of these nerves is affected by any unusual cause, it can 
lead us to see objects in other than their proper locations, as 
happens when we press one eyeball. On using both eyes the 
objects then appear to be doubled. In the same way [and for 
the same reason] if we cross two fingers and place a small 
ball between them, we think that we are touching two 
balls . • . •  

We have also to recognize that all our means of knowing 
distance are very uncertain. For, as regards the shape of 
the eye, it hardly varies at all in any manner at all sensible 
to us when the object is at more than four or five feet from 
us, and even when the object is nearer varies so little that 
we can thence obtain no knowledge at all precise. And as 
regards the angles contained between the lines drawn from 
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the two eyes and thence to the obJect, or from two positions 
of one and the same object, they almost cease to vary at aU 
when the object seen is even a very little farther dtstant from 
us. In consequence of this, our sensus communis seems to 
be incapable of receiving in Itself the idea of a distance 
greater than about a hur:dred or two hundred feet, as can 
be verified in the case of the moon and the sun, which have 
to be classed among the most distant bodies thdt we can 
see, and o! which al their distance the diameters are approxi
mately as one to a hundred. They usually appear to us as 
of ody one or two feet m diameter at most, notwithstandmg 
that, as we are sufficiently assured by our reason, they are 

large and extremely far distant. This is not due 
to conceJve them larger than we 

do; we can conceive towers and mountains very 
mucn 1arger, because, not being able to conceive them 
as farther removed from us than a hur:dred or two hundred 
feet, it follows that their diameter should not appear more 
than that of one or two feet. Their situation also contributes 
to deceive us in tills regard; for ordi:1a:rily heavenly bodies 
seem smaller when they are very high toward midday than 
when, on rising and setting, diverse objects intervene be
tween ther.: and our eyes and so cause us to take better 
notice of their distance. Astronomers, in measurir:g them 
wtth thefr mstruments, definitely prove that their appearing 
larger in tb.e one srtuation than in the other is not due to 
their being seen under a larger angle, but because they are 
judged to be more distant. And thus it follows that the axiom 
of the ancient optics, which declares that the apparent mag� 
nitude of objects is proportioned to that of the angle of 
vision, is not always true. 

We are also deceived owing to the in which white 
or luminous bodies, and m general all which operate 
forcibly upon the sense of sight, always appear to be a little 
nearer or larger than they would appear if acted less 
forcibly . . . .  In short, pictures in perspective us how 
easy it is to be deceived, in judging of distance by magnitude, 
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by shape, by color, or by light. For, inasmuch as the things 
which are there depicted are much smaller than we imagine 
they ought to be, with lineaments more confused and their 
colors duskier and feebler than belongs to them, they often 
appear to us to be more distant than otherwise they would. 
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M E D I T A T I O N S  

O N  F I R S T  P H I L O S O P H Y  

IN WHICH THE EXISTENCE OF GOD AND THE 

DISTINCTION IN MAN OF SOUL AND BODY 

ARE DEMONSTRATED
1 

[ D E D I C A T I O N ]  
To the Most WISe and lliusttious, the Dean and Doctors of 

the Sacred Faculty of Theology 

MY motive in presenting tlns work to you is so right and 
proper that on learning what I have in view you will, I am 
confident, regard it as calling for your support and protec
tion. Accordingly I can best commend it to you by stating 
in a few words what I have set myself to do. 

I have always regarded the two questions that bear on 
God and the soul, to be the chief of those which ought to be 
demonstrated by help of philosophy rather than of theology. 
For although to us, the faithful, it may suffice to believe, as 

1 Published in 1641. The above IS the title as modified in the second 
edition, 1642, Ammae immortal1tas being c.hsplaced by Animae 
humanae a corpore distmctJo. This change was required by the ad
misSlOD wlnch Descartes has found himself constrained to make, 
that the immortality of the soul cannot be philosophically demon
strated. and that belief In it must rest or fall, so far as it is or is not 
supported by revelation. Descartes himself carefully :revised the 1647 
French translation, and in doing so sought by alterations and adch
tions to clarify the Latin text. I have therefore drawn freely on both 
versions. The variations in wordmg and paragraphing are too numer
ous far special mention; only those changes and additions which 
raise questions of interpretation are separately noted. All explana
tocy additions not in either text I have indicated by inclusion in square 
brackets. 
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being matters of faJth, that the b.uman soul does not perish 
with the and that God yet it does not 
seem of reli-
gion, or almost even of any moral VIrtue, unle�s Wl;l 
l:tntecedently, by of natural ::-eason, proved to them those 
two truths. Seei:tg in this vices are frequently more 
highly rewarded tb.an vi.rtues, would prefer the 
t'o the useful, had they no fear of God and no expectation 
another hie. ar is indeed true that the existence of God is 
to be believed on the testi...'110ny of the Sacred Scriptures, and 
like\vise fuat the Sacred Scnptures are to he believed be
cause they come from God. Faith is a gift fror:l God, and in 
giving us the grace which enables us to believe those other 
things He can also be enabling us to believe that He exists. 
)h1s argument, however, can have no force with i_n.,_"id� 
they might well reply that we are reasoning in a circle. And, 
m truth, as I have observed, r:ot only do with other 
theologians affirm the sufficiency of reason for the 
proof of God's existence, you hkewise recognize Holy Scrip
ture as teaching the knowledge of God to be much easier to �tha� �hat o£, many created things, and indeed as being 
so easft'O :fZ<fu'ire that those who have it not are blameworthy. 
'To this effect we have these words in Wisdom Solomon., 

xiii: Neither are to be pardoned. 

to know so much they COI�ld aim at the 
they not sooner find out the Lord thereof? in 

Rom211s, chap. i, it is said that are without excuse. And 
tb.en also by these words, That may be known of 
God is manifest in them, we would seem to be admo11ished 
that ::::��ow of God cannot be J?Sllihlished save 
Jl�l!� obtained through mspechon of our own miillrs. 
:rhis is whYJ:lia\iC"t'liOughfit would not be improper for me 
to inquire by what means and m what way God can be thus 
fcno\'m, that is to say, more easily and certainly than the 
things of the world. 

As regards the soul, while many have judged that its 
pamre cannot easily be determined and some have even gone 
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so far as to say that human reasonings lead them to con
clude that it perishes with the body, and that only by faith 

can the contrary be belleved, none the less inasmuch as the 
Lateran Council held under Leo X (in its eighth session) 
condemns these opinions, and expressly summons the Chris� 
tian phllosophers to refute such arguments and to employ 
their powers in establishing the truth, I have ventured to do 
so in this treatise. 

Moreover I am aware that many of the ungodly refuse to 
believe in the existence of God or to distinguish between soul 
and body, and this for no other reason than that those two 
tenets have, they allege, never yet been demonstrated. 
Though I am far from being of their opinion, and on the 
contrary hold that almost all the proofs which have been 
adduced by so many great men have, when rightly under
stood, demonstrative force, and that it is well-nigh impos
sible to discover new ones, I yet hold that in philosophy 
nothing can be of more service than the earnest setting of 
ourselves to seek out, once for all, the best of these proofs, 
and the expounding of them with such accuracy and evidence 
that henceforth it will be universally agreed that they are 
veritable demonstrations. And lastly, having been impor
tuned to undertake this task by friends who knew of my 
having practiced a certain method of resolving all kinds of 
difficulties in the sciences, a method not indeed new (there 
being nothing older than truth ) ,  but which, as they were 
aware, I have repeatedly used not unsuccessfully in these 
other fields, I have thought it to be my duty to make trial 
of its applicability in this field also. 

The sum of what I have been able to accomplish is con
tained in this treatise. Not that I have here attempted to 
assemble all the reasonings which may be adduced as proofs 
of the tenets under question. That does not seem worth
while save where no one proof is sufficiently certain. The 
first and chief proofs I have expounded in a mamJ.er that 
justifies my presenting them as being demonstrations of the 
highest certainty and evidence. And I will further declare 
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that they are such a s  t o  have led me t o  think that there is § posstbility, by way ot our human powers, of our ever 

discovering other and better proo!9 (In making these claims, 
the importance of the issues, and the glory of God to which 
all this relates, constrain me to speak here of myself some

what more freely than I am wont to do. ) But however cer
tam and evident I consider them to be, I cannot persuade 
myself that they are level to the comprehension of all. In 
geometry, many of the demonstrations bequeathed us by 
Archimedes, Apollonius, Pappus and others, though re
garded by everyone as evident and certain, containing, as 
they manifestly do, nothing which, constdered by itself, is 
not quite easy to understand, and no consequences which 
fail of accurate coherence with their antecedents, yet, being 
somewhat lengthy and calling for the reader's whole attention, 
they are understandable only by the few. Similarly, though 
Jtronsider the proofs which I have employed to be equal, or 
even superior, in certainty and evidence to those of geom
etry, I fear there will not be many who can adequately 
understand them, and this not merely because of their being 
lengthy and involved, but more especially because of their 
requiring the mind to be entirely free from all prejudices, 
and prepared to dissociate itself from its sensuous preoccu
pations. In truth, aptitude for the metaphysical disciplines is 
less general than for those of geometry. And there is also 

this further difference between them: since everyone comes 
to geometry already convinced that ordinarily in this :field 
nothing is advanced which is not assuredly demonstrated, 
those who are insufficiently versed in it err more frequently 
by assenting to what is false than by denying what is true, 
this being due to their desire to give the impression that they 

understand; in philosophy, on the other hand, where there 
is supposed to be nothing which is not open to question, few 
give themselves to the search after truth, and the great ma
jority, bent on acquiring the reputation of being bold 
thinkers, venture arrogantly to challenge even the most evi· 
dent truths. 
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This is why my reasomngs, bearing as they do on philos

ophy, no matter how forceful they may be, cannot be ex
pected to have any great effect on my readers, unless and 
until you assist them by your patronage. So high is the 
estimation in which your Faculty is universally held, and so 
authoritative is the title, THE SORBONNE, not only in 
matters of faith but also of human philosophy, that no other 
Body, with the sole exception of the Sacred Council, is held 
in such respectful deference, everyone recognizing that it is 
impossible to find elsewhere greater perspicacity and weight, 
greater wisdom and integrity o! judgment I have no doubt, 
therefore, that should you deign to give sympathetic atten
tion to this treatise, first of all by your revising of it 
(for, mindful as I am, not only of my humanity, but more 
especially of my ignorance, I do not venture to claim that it 

is free from error ) ;  secondly, by your supplementing of it, 
adding to it whatever is lacking, perfecting what is incom
plete, and yourselves giving such fuller explanation as may 
be required, or at least so advis;ng me in those regards that 
I may then set myself to remedy them; and finally, should 
you-once the reasonings contamed in it, proving the exist� 
ence of God and the distinction between mind and body, 
have been thus brought to that perspicuity which, I am 
convinced, allows of their being ranked as completely ac
curate demonstrations-be willing to testify to this being so, 
and to do so in a public manner, then, as I say, I have no 
doubt that all the errors and false opinions hitherto enter
tained on these questions will soon be effaced from the 
minds of men. The truth will itself serve to bring all other 
able and learned men into agreement with your vezdict; and 
your authority will cause the atheists, who in general are 
only pretenders to learning, to lay aside their spirit of contra
diction, and may indeed even lead them to come out in 
support of the reasonings which they find to be thus ranked 
as demonstrations by all able men, doing so in the fear that 
otherwise they may seem not to have understanding of them. 
In short, to so many testimonies, all other men will readily 
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yield credence; n o  longer will anyone dare t o  dou'Jt eiti.er 
t.1.e existence of God or the Ieal and veritable distinction in 
man between soul and body. But it is for you, in your 

singular wisdom, to judge how serviceable my proposals may 
prove to be, being, as you are, in a position to obseive the 
disorders to which continuing doubt gives rise. It would not 
here become me to say mme in commendation of the cause 

of God and religion to you who have aiways been the stead
iest supporters of the Catholic Church. 
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I N  the Discourse o n  the Metlwd of rightly conducting 
Reason and of Seeking for Truth in the Sciences, published 
in French in the year 1 637, I have already touched briefly 
on the two questions, that respecting God and that respect
ing the human mind. Not that I had the design of treating 
them with any thoroughness, but only so to speak in passing. 
that I might learn from the judgment of my readers as to 
how subsequently I should deal with them. For these ques
tions appeared to me to be of such moment that I judged 
it best to deal with them more than once; and since the path 
I follow in discussing them is so little trodden, and so remote 
from that usually taken, I thought it inexpedient to dwell 
upon them at full length in a French discourse that might 
be read by all and sundry, lest those disqualified through 
insufficient mental powers should come to believe that they 
too might travel by this road. 

Having, in the Discourse on Method, requested all those 
who might find anything censurable in my writings to do me 
the favor of acquainting me with it, I have now to report 
that nothing worthy of remark has been objected, save only 
on two points, and to these I will here briefly reply, deferring 
till later my more detailed discussion of them. 

The first objection is that though the hwnan mind, when 
reflecting upon itself, may not apprehend itself to be other 
than a thinking thing. it does not therefore follow that its 
nature, i.e., its essence, consists only in its being a thing 
which thinks, at least not in such wise that the word only 

may be taken as excluding all the other things which might 
perhaps also be said to pertain to the nature of the soul. To 
this objection I reply that I was not there intending to ex
clude them in accordance with the order required by the 

!67 
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truth in this matter (an issue with which I was not then 
concerned) ,  but only in accordance with the order of my 
thinking. All I meant to say was that, in so far as I had 
awareness of myself, what I alone clearly apprehended as 
pertammg to my essence was that I was a thinking thing, 
ie., a thing having in itself the faculty of thinking. What 
I shall later show is that, since there is nothing else which I 
am aware of as belonging to my nature, it follows that 
nothing else does in truth belong to it. 

The second objection is that it does not follow from my 
having an idea of a thing more perfect than I am that the 
idea is itself more perfect than I am, and still less that what 
is represented by the idea exists. I reply that the term idea 
is here eqlllvocally used; for it may be taken either materially 
[i.e., actually, in itself] as being an act of the understanding, 
a sense in which it cannot be said to be more perfect than 
the self, or it may be taken objectively [i.e., representatively] 
as being the thing [immediately] apprehended by [way of] 
this act-a thing which, even though not taken as existing 
independently of my understandmg. may nevertheless be 
more perfect than myself by reason of its essence. This I 
propose to show at due length in the present treatise, viz., 
that simply from there being in me the idea of a thing more 
perlect than myself, it follows that the thing [so represented] 
does indeed exist. 

In addition to these two objections I have received two 
lengthy works on these issues. In them, however, it is not 
so much my reasonings as my conclusions which are called 
in question; and this by argwnents borrowed from the usual 
atheistic sources. But as arguments of this sort can make 
no impression on those who understand my reasonings, there 
is no call for me to refute them. Also there are many men 
of such irrational and feeble judgment that they are more 
influenced by the opinions which happen to be first sug� 
gested to them, however false and contrary to reason, than 
by a true and adequate but subsequently obtained refutation 
of these opinions; and I am therefore the more disinclined 
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to reply to these criticisms, in that, before replying to them, 
I should be obliged to state what they are. I shall say, in 
general, only this, that the arguments alleged by tl-Je atheists 
in disproof of the existence of God derive such force as they 

have either from our having ascrit:ed to God human 
or from our arrogated to our minds so 

and wisdom we have presumed to deter� 
mine to comprehend all that God can and ought to do. 
Nothing that they thus allege need cause us any difficulty, 
provided we :recognize that our minds must be viewed as 
?::leing finite, and God as being incomprehensible and infinite. 

Hav�g thus, by way of the Discourse, made trial of the 
judgments passed by readers on tl1at work, I again, in the 
present work, take up the two questions, regardicg God and 

the human mind, and in so doing I shall treat of 
primary data2 of all first philosophy, without, however, 

expecting any popular response, or the securing of more than 
a small body of readers. I would not, indeed, invite anyone 
to read it who is not ab!e and to meditate earnestly 
with me, detac:!J.ing his mind from senses, and likewise 
from ali prejudices; and I know well that those so disposed 
are few in number. As to those who, without caring to 
comprehend the order and connections of my reasonings, 
are concerned only to query si."'lgle isolated conclusions, as 
so many are wont to do, such readers, I say, will not greatly 
profit by their of this treatise. They may perchance, 
here and there, occasion for captious criticisr:'ls, but are 
hardly likely to be in a position to urge serious objec
tion or a.•1ytbing that genuinely caEs for 

But as I do not promise that even these upon whom 
I am counting w:ill on a first reading be at once satisfied, 
and as I do not go so far as to claim to have been ab:e to 
foresee all that may ?::le a source of di:Eiculty to each one of 
them, I shall, first of all, in these Meditations, set forth those 
considerations by which I believe myself to have been 
broug..'fJ.t to an assured and evident knawledge of the truth, 

2 initia, here used by Descartes as synony:nous with principia. 
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that I may perchance i n  due course learn whether the rea� 
sonings by which I have thus myself been persuaded will 
also suffice for the convincing of others. Having done so, 
I shall then proceed to reply to the objections made by some 
men of outstanding ability and learning to whom these 
meditations were sent for criticism, before being committed 
to the press. Those objections are so numerous and varied 
that I venture to hope that no further criticism, at least none 
of any consequence, is likely to have been overlooked. This 
is why I entreat my readers not to pass judgment on these 
meditations until they have taken care to read all� of the 
objections, with the relative replies. 

s Passage of time has made the reading of Descartes' very lengthy 
appendil: of objections and his replies less rewarding and less neces� 
sary: one chief section 1s gJ.Ven below, pp. 258�61, and others in New 
Stud res. 
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M E D I T A T I O N S  

I N  the first meditation I set forth the grounds4 o n  which all 
things, and especially material things, can be doubted-so 
long, that is to say, as we have no other foundations for the 
sciences than those on which we have hitherto relied. Al
though the utility of a doubt so general may not, on first 
suggestion, be apparent, it is none the less very great. It 
frees us from all prejudtces; it opens to us the easiest way 
of detaching the mind from the senses; and lastly, it secures 
us against further doubting of what we shall conclude to 
be true. 

In the second meditation the mind, on making use of 
the freedom proper to it, finds that it can suppose to be 
non-existent all those things the existence of which can in 
any wise be doubted, but while so doing it has perforce to 
recognize that it must itself exist. This is a point of the 
greatest importance; it is in this way that the mind is en
abled to distinguish easily between the things winch pertain 
to itself, that is, to its intellectual nature, and the things 
\\'hich pertain to the body. Some may, perhaps, be led to 
expect to find at this stage in my argument a statement of 
grounds in proof of the immortality of the soul, and I 
therefore think it proper to give warning that, since it has 
been my endeavor to write in thls treatise nothing of which 
I cannot give exact demonstration, I have found myself 
obliged to adopt an order similar to that used by geometers, 
viz., to state all the premises on which the proposition in 
question depends, before coming to any conclusion regard� 
ing it. Now the first and chief prerequisite for knowledge of 
the immortality of the soul is our bcing able to form as 

4 causae. 
171  
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perspicuous an apprehension of i t  a s  poss1ble, a n  a.pprehen-
SlOn distinct from all apprehension of body; and 
t..hrs rs has been done in this second meditation. In ad-
dition we have to be assured ( 1) that all the things we 
judge clearly and distmctly are tTue in t..l-Jat very mode :u: 
\�hich we are judging L\em, and this could not be proved 
at any pomt prior to the fourt..ll meditation; (2) that we 
have a disti...rrct apprehension of the corporeal, and this I 
give partly in the second a..t1d .in the :fifth and sixth 
meditations; and ( 3 )  that on grounds -,ve have to 
conclude that whatever thmgs are clearly and 
apprehended as diverse substances, as are mind 
body, are indeed each from the other, a conclusion 
drawn rr.. the sixth meditation. This is further confirmed in 
t.."fJ.at same meditation, where it is pointed out that we can
not apprehend body save as divisible, nor, on the other hand, 
the mind save as indivisible. For we cannot think of the 
half of a mind as we can of the half of any body, however 
small; so that, as we thus see, not only are their natures di
verse but also in some measure contraries. I have not, how
ever, pursued the matter further in this present treatise, 
not only for the reason that these considerations suffice to 
show that t..l-Je extinction of the mind does not follow from 
the corruption of the body, thus affording men the hope of 
a life after death, but also because the premises which en� 
able us to infer the immortality of the mind call for an ex
position of the whole science of physics. We should have 
to establish ( 1 }  t.."fJ.at all substances whatsoever, all things 
that is to say, which owe their existence to God's creation 
of them, are by their very nature incorruptible, and that 
they can never cease to be, unless through God's withdraw
ing from them His concurrence they are thereby reduced to 
nothing; (2) that whereas body, taken generr,!Jy [i.e., tak
ing body collectively, as meaning matter], i.s a substance, 
and therefore can never perish, the human body, in so far 
as it differs from other bodies [i.e., taking "bodies" in the 
plural, thereby meaning material things], i.s composed en-
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tirely of  a certain configuration of  members, and other sim
ilar accidents, while the human mind is not const.J.tuted of 
accidents of any kind whatever, but is a pure substance. 
For though all the accidents of the mind suffer change, 
though, for instance, it thinks of other things, wills others, 
and senses others, it is yet always the same mind. The hu
man body, on the contrary, is no longer the same, if a change 
takes place in the structure of some of its parts. Thus it fol

lows, that while the body may, indeed, easily enough perish, 
the mind is in its own nature immortal. 

In the third meditation I have, as it seems to me, de
veloped at sufficient length my chief argument in proof of 
the existence of God. None the less, being anxious to with
draw the minds of my readers from the senses, I was un
willing to make use in that section of any comparisons 
drawn from corporeal things, and there may perhaps have 
remained many obscurities which, as I hope, may later be 

entirely removed by my replies to objections. Thus, to take 
one instance [and to employ one such comparison], the 
reader may wonder how it can be that the idea of a being 
supremely perfect (an idea that is in fact in us) contains so 
much objective reality, that is to say participates by repre
sentation in so many degrees of being and of perfection,� 
that it cannot but proceed from a cause supremely perfect. 
In replying to objections, I have illustzated my argument by 
use of a comparison, that of an ingeniously perfect machine, 
the idea of which exists in the mind of some workman. The 
objective [i.e., representative] perfection of this idea must 
have some cause, viz., either the science of the workman, 
or that of some other person from whom he has received 
the idea: so likewise, the idea of God, which is in us, must 
have God as its cause. 

In the fourth meditation it is shown that whatever we 
judge clearly and distinctly is true; and also at the same 
time it is explained in what the nature of error consists. 

6 This explanatory clause, in explanation of the scholastic term 
"objective," added in French version. 
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Knowledge of these conclusions i s  reqwred not only for the 
confirming of the preceding truths but also for the under
standing of those that follow. (In passing, I may remark 
that I do not here treat of sin, that is, of error committed 
in the pursuit of good and evil, but solely of that which arises 
in deciding between the true and the false. Nor do I dwell 
on matters bearing on faith or on the conduct of life, but 
only on those speculative truths which can be known by 
way of the natural light.8) 

In the fifth meditation, 1n addition to a general account 
of corporeal nature, a new proof Is given of the existence of 
God, a proof not perhaps free any more than the former 
from certain difficulties. The countering of these difficulties 
has again to await my reply to objections. I further show 
in what sense it is true that the certainty even of geometrical 
demonstrations is dependent on our knowledge of there be
ing a God. 

Finally, in the si:xth meditation I distinguish the action 
of the understanding from that of the imagination; their 
distinguishing characters are described; the mind is proved 
to be really distinct from the body, and yet to be so closely 
conjoined with it as to form with it one single thing. All the 
enors which are wont to originate in the senses are then 
brought under review, and the manner of avoiding them in
dicated. Then in conclusion I give an account of all the 
grounds enabling us to be assured of the existence of ma
terial things; not that I consider them to be of great utility 
in establishing what they prove, viz., that a world does in
deed e�st, that men have bodies and the like, things which 
no one of sound mind has ever doubted; but because, on 
viewing them closely, we come to discern that they are 
neither so strong nor so evident as those through which we 
gain knowledge of our mind and of God, so that these lat
ter are, of all the things which can be known through our 
human powers, the most certain and the most evident. The 

a Cf. A.T. fii. pp. 334-35. 
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establishing of this conclusion has been my prime aim in 
these meditations; and that is why, in this synopsis, I have 
omitted mention of the many other issues on which I have 
dwelt only incidentally. 
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Concerning the Things of whiCh we may doubt 

since I first became aware how many 
false from my childhood been admitting as 
true, how doubtful was everythilig I have subsequently 
based on Lhem. Accordingly I have ever since been con
vinced that if I am to establish anyti1ing firm and lasting in 
the sc�ences, I must once for all, and by a deliberate effort, 
rid myself of all those opinions to which I have hitherto 
given credence, starting entirely anew, and building from 
the foundations up. But as this enterprise was evidently one 
of great magnitude, I waited until I had attained ali age so 
mature that I could no longer expect 4\at l should at 
later date be better able to execute my design. T.1-i� is 
has made me so long; aGd I should now be failing in 

duty, were I connnue consuming in deliberation such 
for action as still remains to me. 

Today, then, as I have suitably freed my mind from all 
cares, and have secured for myself an assured leisure in 
peaceful solitude, I shall at last apply myself earnestly and 
freely to the general overthrow of all my former opinions. 
In doing so, it will not be necessary for me to show that they 
are one and aU false; that is perhaps more than can be 
done. But since reason has already persuaded me that I 
ought to withhold belief no less carefully from things not 
entirely certain and indubitable t.han from those which ap
pear to me manifestly false, I shall be justified in setting 
all of them aside, if in each case I can find any ground 
whatsoever for regarding them as dubitable. Nor in so do
ing shall I be investigating each belief separately-that, like 
inquiry into their falsity, would be an endless labor. The 
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withdrawal of foundabons involves the downfall of what
ever rests on these foundations, and what I shall therefore 
begin by examinhlg are the principles7 on which my former 

beliefs rested. 
Whatever, up to the present, I have accepted as possessed 

of the highest truth and certainty I have learned either from 

the senses or through8 the senses. Now these senses I have 
sometimes found to be deceptive; and it is only prudent never 

to place complete confidence in that by which we have even 
once been deceived. 

But, it may be said, although the senses sometimes de· 
ceive us regarding minute objects, or such as are at a great 

distance from us, there are yet many other things which, 
though known by way of sense, are too evident to be 
doubted; as, for instance, that I am in this place, seated by 
the fire, attired in a dressmg-gown, having this paper in my 

hands, and other similar seeming certainties. Can I deny 

that these hands and this body are mine, save perhaps by 
comparing myself to those who are insane, and whose brains 
are so disturbed and clouded by dark bilious vapors that 

they persist in assuring us that they are kings, when in fact 
they are in extreme poverty; or that they are clothed in gold 

and purple when they are in fact destitute of any covering; 
or that their head is made of clay and their body of glass, 
or that they are pumpkins. They are mad; and I should be 
no less insane were I to follow examples so extravagant. 

None the less I must bear in mind that I am a man, and 
am therefore in the habit of sleeping, and that what the in· 
sane represent to themselves in their waking moments I 
represent to myself, with other things even less probable, 
in my dreams. How often, indeed, have I dreamt of myself 
bemg in this place, dressed and seated by the fire, whilst all 
the time I was lying undressed in bed! At the present mo-

ment it certainly seems that in looking at this paper I do 

7 principia, ic., the initial data. 
8 E.g., through hearsay or reading. Cf. Entreden avec Burman, 

A.T. v, p. l46, Adalll's edition, pp. 3-4. 
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s o  1.\ith open eyes, that the head \Vhich I move i s  not asleep, 
that it is deliberately and of set purpose that I extend th1s 
hand, and that I am sensing the hand. The things which 
happen to the sleeper are not so clear nor so distinct as all 
of these are. I cannot, however, but remind myself t.'lat on 
many occasions I have in sleep been deceived by similar 
illusions; and on more careful study of them I see that there 
are no certain marks distinguish:ng \Vaking from sleep; and 
I see this so manifestly that, lost in amazement, I am alrnost 
persuaded that I am now dreaming. 

Let us, then, suppose ourselves to be asleep, and that all 
these particulars-namely, that we open our eyes, move 
the head, extend the hands-are false and illusory; and let 
us reflect that our hands perhaps, and the whole body, are 
not what we see them as being. Nevertheless we must at 
least agree that the things seen by us in sleep are as it were 
like painted images, and cannot have been formed save in 
the likeness of what is real and true. The types of things 
depicted, eyes, head, hands, etc.-these at least are not 
imaginary, Out true and existent. For in truth when painters 
endeavor with all possible artifice to represent sirens and 
satyrs by forms the most fantastic and unusual, they cannot 
assign them natures which are entirely new, but only make 
a certain selection of limbs �rom different animals. Even 
should they excogitate something so novel that nothing sim
ilar has ever before been seen, and that their work repre
sents to us a thing entirely fictitious and false, the colors 
used in de?icting them cannot be similarly fictitious; they at 
least must truly e.xist. And by this same reasoning, even 
should those general things, viz., a body, eyes, a :head, hands 
and such like, be imaginary, we are yet bound to adinit that 
there are things simpler and more universal which are real 
existents and by the intermixture of which, as in the case of 
the colors, all the images of things of which we have any 
awareness be they true and real or false and fantastic, are 
formed. To this class of things belong corporeal nature in 
general and its extension, the shape of extended things, their 
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quantity or magnitude, and their number, as also the loca
tion in which they are, the time through which they endure, 
and other similar things. 

'Ibis, perhaps, is why we not unreasonably conclude that 
physics, astronomy, medicine, and all other disciplines treat� 
ing of composite things are of doubtful character, and that 
arithmetic, geometry, etc., treating only of the simplest and 
most general things and but little concerned as to whether 
or not they are actual existents, have a content that is cer
tain and indubitable. For whether I am awake or dreaming, 
2 and 3 are 5, a square bas no more than four sides; and it 
does not seem possible that truths so evident can ever be 
suspected of falsity. • 

Yet even these truths can be questioned. That God ex
ists, that He is all-powerful and has created me such as I 

am, has long been my settled opinion. How, then, do I know 
that He has not arranged that there be no Earth, no heavens, 
no extended thing, no shape, no magnitude, no location, 
while at the same time securing that ali these things appear 
to me to exist precisely as they now do? Others, as I some
times think, deceive themselves in the things which they 
believe they know best. How do I know that I am not my

self deceived every time I add 2 and 3, or count the sides 
of a square, or judge of things yet simpler, if anything sim
pler can be suggested? But perhaps God has not been will
ing that I should be thus deceived, for He is said to be su
premely good. If, however, it be repugnant to the goodness 
of God to have created me such that I am constantly sub
ject to deception, it would also appear to be cootrary to 
His goodness to permit me to be sometimes deceived, and 
that He does permit this is not in doubt. 

There may be those who might prefer to deny the exist
ence of a God so powerful, rather than to believe that all 
other things are uncertain. Let us, for the present, not op
pose them; let us allow, in the manner of their view, that 
all which bas been said regarding God is a fable. Even so 
we shaD not have met and answered the doubts suggested 
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above regarding the reliability o f  our mental faculties; in� 
stead we shall have given added force to them. For in what-
ever it be supposed that 1 have come to be what I am, 
whether fate or by chac.ce, or by a continual succession 
and CO!illection of things, or by some other .:neans, since to 
be deceived and to err is an imperfection, the likeli..1.ood of 
my being so imperfect as to be the constant victL-n of de
ceptioc. \Vill De increased in propor..icn as the power to which 
they assign my origin is lessened. To such argument I have 

nothin.g to and thus at last I am cm:strained 
to that L"'Iere no one of all my former opinions 
which is not open to doubt, and 0..is not merely owing to 
1vant of thought on my part, or through levity, but from 
cogent and maturely considered reasons. Henceforth, t�ere
fore, should I desire to discover something certain, I ougi1t 
to rcfraic. from to these opinions no less scru;m-

than in respect what is manifestly �alse. 
� 

it is not sufficient to have taken note of these con
clusions; we must also be careful to keep them in mind. For 
long-established customary opinioc.s perpetually recur in 
thonght, long and familiar usage having given the:u the right 
to my rni.rrd, even almost agairrst my will, and to be 

belief. Nor shall I ever lose this :habit of as
senting: to of confiding in t"'Iem, not at least so long as 
I considc;: them as in truth they are, namely, as opinions 

thoug,.� in some fashion doubtful (as I have just 
are still, none the less, highly probable and such as 

it IS much more reasonable to believe than to deny. This is 
I shall, as I think, be acting prudently if, taking a di

line, I of set purpose employ every available 
deceiving of myself, feigning that all these 

opinions are entirely false and imaginary. Then, in due 
course, having so Ja.lanced my old-time prejudices by this 
new prejudice that I ce<:se to incline to one side more than 
to another, my judgment, no longer dominated by mislead
ing usages, will not Je hirrdered by them in the apprehen� 
sion of things. In this course there can, I am convinced, be 
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neither danger nor error. What I have under consideration 
is a question solely of knowledge, not of action, so that I 
cannot for the present be at fault as being over-ready to 
adopt a questioning attitude. 

Accordmgly I shall now suppose, not that a true God, 
who as such must be supremely good and the fountain of 
truth, but that some malignant genius exceedingly powerful 

and cunning has devoted all his powers in the deceiving of 
me; I shall suppose that the sky, the earth, colors, shapes, 
sounds and all external things are illusions and impostures 
of which this evil genius has availed himself for the abuse 
of my credulity; I shall consider myself as having no hands, 
no eyes, no flesh, no blood, nor any senses, but as falsely 
opining myself to possess all these thlngs. Further, I shall 
obstinately persist in this way of thinking; and even if, while 
so doing, it may not be within my power to arrive at the 
knowledge of any truth, there is one thing I have it in me 
to do, viz., to suspend judgment, refusing assent to what is 
false. Thereby, thanks to this resolved firmness of mind, I 
shall be effectively guarding myself against being imposed 
upon by this deceiver, no matter how powerful or how 
craftily deceptive he may be. 

This undertaking is, however, irksome and laborious, and 
a certain indolence drags me back into the course of my 
customary life. Just as a captive who has been enjoying in 
sleep an imaginary liberty, should he begin to suspect that 
his liberty is a dream, dreads awakening, and conspires with 
the agreeable illusions for the prolonging of the deception, 
so in similar fashion I gladly lapse back into my accustomed 
opinions. I dread to be wakened, in fear lest the wakefuJness 
may have to be laboriously spent, not in the tranquilizing 
light of truth, but in the extreme darkness of the above
suggested questionings. 
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Concerning the Nature of the Human Mind, and how i t  is 

more easily known than the Body9 

So disquieting are the doubts in which yesterday's meditation 
has involved me that it is no longer in my power to forget 
them. Nor do I yet see how they are to be resolved. It IS 
as if I had all of a sudden fallen into very deep water, and 
am so disconcerted that I can neither plant my feet securely 
on the bottom nor maintain myself by swimming on the 
surface. I shall, however, brace myself for a great effort, 
entering anew on the path which I was yesterday exploring; 
that is, I shall proceed by setting aside all that admits even 
of the very slightest doubt, just as if I had convicted it of 
being absolutely false; and I shall persist in following this 
path, until I have come upon something certain, or, fru1ing 
in that, untll at least I know, and know with certainty, that 
in the world there is nothing certain. 

�chimedes, that he might displace the whole earth, re
quired only that there might be some one point, fixed and 
immovable, to serve in leverage; so likewise I shall be en
titled to entertain high hopes if I am fortunate enough to 
find some one thmg that is certain and indubitab� 

I am supposing, then, that all the things I see are false;lo 
that of all the happenings my memory has ever suggested 
to me, none has ever so existed; that I have no senses; that 
body, shape, extension, movement and location are but 
mental fictions. What is there, then, which can be esteemed 
true? Perhaps this only, that nothing whatsoever is certain. 

But how do I know that there is not something different 
from all the things I have thus far enumerated and in regard 

9 Cf. A .T. vii, p. 297, L 22. 
111 I.e., are not independent existent&. 
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to which there is not  the least occasion for  doubt? Is there 

not some God, or other being by whatever name we call 
Him, who puts these thoughts into my mind? Yet why sup

pose such a being? May it not be that I am myself capable 
of being their author? Am I not myself at least a something? 
But already I have denied that I have a body and senses. 
This indeed raises awkward questions. But what is it that 
thereupon follows? Am I so dependent on the body and 
senses that without them I cannot exist? Having persuaded 
myself that outside me there is nothing, that there is no 
heaven,. no Earth, that there are no minds, no bodies, am I 

thereby committed to the view that I also do not exist? By 
no means. If I am persuad� myself of something, in so 
doing I assuredly do exist. �ut what if, unknown to me, 

there be some deceiver, very powerful and very cunning, 
who is constantly employing his ingenuity in deceiving me? 
Again, as before, without doubt, if he is deceiving me, I 
exist. Let him deceive me as much as he will, he can never 
cause me to be nothing so long as I shall be thinking that I 
am sometbinj)And thus, having reflected well, and carefully 
examined all things, we have finally to conclude that this 
declaration, Ego sum, ego existo, is necessarily true every 
time I propound it or mentally apprehend it. 

But I do not yet know in any adequate manner what I 
am, I who am certain that I am; and I must be careful not 
to substitute some other thing in place of myself, and so go 
astray in this knowledge which I am holding to be the most 

certain and evident of all that is knowable by me. This is 
why I shall now meditate anew on what, prior to my ven
turing on these questionings, I believed myself to be. I shall 
withdraw those beliefs which can, even in the least degree, 
be invalidated by the reasons cited, in order that at length, 

of all my previous beliefs, there may remain only what is 
certain and indubitable. 

What then did I formerly believe myself to be? Un
doubtedly I thought myself to be a man. But what is a 
man? Shall I say a rational animal? No, for then I should 
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have t o  inquire what i s  "ammal," what "ratronal"; and thus 
from the one question I should be drawn on into several 
others yet more drfficult. I have not, at present, the leisure 
for any such subtle inqumes. Instead, I prefer to meditate 
on the thought!> which of themselves sprang up in my mind 
on my applymg myself to the consideratl.on of what I am, 
considerations suggested by my own proper nature. I thought 
that I possessed a face, bands, arms, and that whole struc
ture to 'Yihich I was giving the t1tle "body," composed as it 
is of the limbs discernible in a corpse. In addition, I took 
notice that I was nourished, that I walked, that I sensed, 
that I thought, all of which actions I ascribed to the soul. 
But what the soul mrgbt be I did not stop to consider; or 
if I did, I imaged 1t as being sometbmg extremely rare 
and subtle, hke a wind, a flame or an ether, and as diffused 
throughout my grosser parts. As to the nature of "body," no 
doubts whatsoever disturbed me. I bad, as I thought, quite 
distinct knowledge of it; and had I been called upon to ex
plain the manner in whtch I then conceived it, I should have 
explained my!>elf somewhat thus: by body I understand what
ever can be determined by a certam shape, and comprised 
in a certain location, whatever so fills a certain space as to 
e"-clude from it every other body, whatever can be appre
hended by touch, sight, hearing, taste or smell, and whatever 
can be moved in various ways, not indeed of itself but some
thing foreign to it by which 1t is touched and impressed. For 
I nowise conceived the power of self-movement, of sensing 
or knowing, as pertaining to the nature of body: on the 
contrary I was somewhat astomshed on finding in certain 
bodies faculties such as these. 

But ""bat am I now to say that I am, now that 1 am 
supposing that there exists a very powerful, and if I may so 
speak, malignant being, who employs all his powers and skill 
in deceiving me? Can 1 affirm that I possess any one of 
those things which I have been speaking of as pertaining 
to the nature of body? On stopping to consider them with 
closer attention, and on reviewing all of them, I find none 
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o f  which I c a n  s a y  that i t  belongs to me; t o  enumerate them 
again would be idle and tedious. What then, of those tlllngs 
which I have been attributing not to body, but to the soul? 
What of nutrition or of walking? If it be that I have no body, 
it cannot be that I take nourishment or that I walk. Sensing? 
There can be no sensing in the absence of body; and besides 
I have seemed during sleep to apprehend things which, as I 
afterwards noted, bad not been sensed. Thinking? Here I 
find what does belong to me: it alone cannot be separated 
from me. I am, I exist.U This is certain. How often? As 
often as 1 think. For it might indeed be that if I entirely 
ceased to think, I should thereupon altogether cease to 
exist. I am not at present adnutti.ng anything which is not 
necessarily true; and, accurately speaking, I am therefore 
[taking myself to be] only a thinking thing, that is to say, a 
mind, an understanding or reason-terms the significance of 
which bas hitherto been unknown to me. I am, then, a real 
thing, and really existent. What thing? I have said it, a 
thinking thing. 

And what more am I? I look for aid to the imagination. 
[But how mistakenly!] I am not that assemblage of limbs 
we call the human body; I am not a subtle penetrating air 
distributed throughout all these members; I am not a wind, a 
fire, a vapor, a breath or anything at all that I can image. I 
am supposing all these things to be nothing. Yet I find, while 
so doing, that I am still assured that I am a something. 

But may it not be that those very things which, not being 
known to me, I have been supposing non-existent, are not 
really different from the self that I know? As to that I can
not say, and am not now discussing it. I can judge only 
of things that are known to me. Having come to know that I 
exist, I am inquiring as to what I am, this I that I thus know 
to exist. Now quite certainly tbis knowledge, taken in the 
precise manner as above, is not dependent on things the 
existence of which is not yet known to me; consequently and 
still more evidently it does not depend on any of the things 

ll Ego ISU'Ifl, ego nino. 
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which are feigned b y  the imagination. Indeed this word 
feigningl2 warns me of my error; for I should in truth be 
feigning were I to image18 myself to be a something; since 
imaging is in no respect distinguishable from the contem� 
platmg of the shape or image of a corporea[lil. thing. Already 
I know with certainty that I exist, and that all these imaged 
things, and in general whatever relates to the nature of body, 
may possibly be dreams merely or deceptions. Accordingly, 
I see clearly that it is no more reasonable to say, "I will 
resort to my imagination in order to learn more distinctly 
what I am," than if I were to say, "I am awake and appre� 
bend something that is real, true; but as I do not yet appre� 
bend it sufficiently well, I will of express purpose go to 
sleep, that my dreams may represent it to me with greater 
truth and evidence." I know therefore that nothing of all I 
can comprehend by way of the imagination pertains to this 
knowledge I [already] have of myself, and that if the mind 
is to determine the nature of the self with perfect distinct� 
ness, I must be careful to restraill it, diverting it from all 
such imagmative modes of apprehension. 

Vlhat then is it that I am? A thinking thing.l'1 What is 
a thinking thing? It is a thing that doubts, understands, 
affirms, denies, wills, abstains from willing, that also can be 
aware of images and sensations. 

Assuredly if all these things pertain to me, I am indeed 
a something. And how could it be they should not pertain 
to me? Am I not that very being who doubts of almost 
everything, who none the less also apprehends Certain things, 
who affirms that one thing only is true, while denying all 
the rest, who yet desires to know more, who is averse to 
being deceived, who images many things, sometimes even 
despite his will, and who likewise apprehends many things 
which seem to come by way of the senses? Even though 
I should be always dreaming, and though he who has cre-

1:1 effmgo, italictZOd as in text. 
l.S italics not in text. 
H Res cogftans: FT. une clune quipe11$e. 
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ated111 me employs all his ingenutty in deceivmg me, is there 
any one of the above asserttons which is not as true as that 
I am and that I exist? Any one of them which can be 
distinguished from my thinking'? Any one of them which can 

be said to be separate from the self? So manifest is it that 
it is I who doubt, I who apprehend, I who desire, that there 
ts here no need to add anything by way of rendering it more 

evident. It is no less certain that I can apprehend images. 
For although it may happen (as I have been supposing) 
that none of the things imaged are true, the imaging. qufi 

active power, is none the less really in me, as forming part 
of my thinking. Again, I am the being who senses, that is 

to say, who apprehends corporeal things, as if by the organs 
of sense, since I do in truth see light, hear noise, feel heat. 
These things, it will be said, are false, and I am only dream
ing. Even so, it is none the less certain that it seems to me 

that I see, that I hear, and that I am warmed. This is what 
in me is rightly called sensing, and as used in this precise 

manner is nowise other than thinking. 
From all this I begin to know what I am somewhat better 

than heretofore. But it still seems to me-for I am unable 

to prevent myself continuing in this way of thinking-that 
corporeal things, which are reconnoitered by the senses, and 
whose images inform thought, are known with much greater 

distinctness than that part of myself (whatever it be) which 
is not imageable--strange though it may be to be thus saying 

that I know and comprehend more distinctly those things 

which I am supposing to be doubtful and unknown, and as 

not belonging to me, than others which are known to me, 
which appertain to my proper nature and of the truth of 
which I am convinced-in short are known more distinctly 
than I know myself. But I can see how this comes about: 

15 Replying to Burman (A.T. v, p. 157; Adam's edition, p. 1 8 ) .  
Descartes adds: "Whether this being i s  indeed God, I cannot yet say. 
Is the genius who is deluding me the Being who also created me? 
That I do not yet know, and am here speaking only in a confused 
manner." 
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c..li that l S  required to 
knovm with the greatest dist:nctne�s 

:s p:-e�enl in the one now before us. behold! \Vhile I 
iet it be moved toward the f.re. '\Vh!O!.t remains 
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that does  not belong to 1t ,  that we may see  what remains. 
As we find, what then alone remains is a something extended, 
Ilexible and movable. But what is this "fleXIble," this "mov
aJle"? What am I then .tmagmg? That the piece of wax 
from bemg round in shape can become square, or from 
bemg square can become trJ.angular? Assuredly not. For I 
am apprehending that it adm.J.ts of an infinity of similar 

!.hapes, and am not able to compass this infinity by way of 
images. Consequently this comprehension of it cannot be 

the product of the faculty of imagination. 
What, we may next ask, is its extension? Is it also not 

known [by way of the imagination]? It becomes greater 
when the wax is melted, greater when the wax is made to 
botl, and ever greater as the heat increases; and I should 
not be apprehending what the wax truly is, if I did not think 
that this piece of wax we are considering allows of a greater 
variety of extensions than I have ever imaged. I must, there

fore, admit that I cannot by way of images comprehend what 
this wax is, and that it is by the mind alone that I [ade
quately] apprehend it. I say this particular wax, for as to 
wax in general that is yet more evident. Now what is this 
wax which cannot be [adequately] apprehended save by the 
mind? Certainly the same that I see, touch, image. and in 
short, the very body that from the start I have been suppos
ing it to be. And what has especially to be noted is that our 
[adequate] apprehension of it is not a seeing, nor a touching, 
nor an imaging, and has never been such, although it may 
formerly have seemed so, but is solely an inspection of the 
mind which may be imperfect and confused, as it formerly 
was, or clear and distinct, as it now is, according as my 
attention is directed less or more to the constituents com
posing the body. 

I am indeed amazed when I consider how weak my mind 
is and how prone to enor. For although I can, dispensing 
with words, [directly} apprehend all this in myself, none the 
less words have a hampering bold upon me, and the ac
cepted usages of ordinary speech tend to mislead me. Thus 
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when Ll-te wax i s  before u s  w e  say that w e  see i.t t o  b e  the 
same wax as that prevwusly and not that we judge it 
to be the same from its retai.'lclg sf!.me color and shape. 
From tills I should straighiWay conclude that the wax �s 

known by ocular independen�ly of a strictly mental 
inspection, were it not I recall how when 
lookmg from a wmdow at passing by on the street 

I similarly that it is men I am seeing, just as I 
I am wax. What do I see from the win-

beyond hats cloaks, wbch 
machines? Yet I judge those to be men. 
ion, what I have been to see the eyes 
1 am comprehending faculty of ju_�g_ment, a 
faculty not to but to my mind. 

But as I do sunerior to tbe common, 
I should be ashamed to draw grounds for doubt from the 
forrr.s and terms of ordinary sneech. I prefer therefore to 

on. and to ask whether I ;pprehended the wax on my 
seeing it, and while I was still believing that I knew it by 

way of the external senses, or at least by the sensus commu-

nis, as they call it, that JS to the imaginative faculty, 
more perfectly and more than I now apprehend 
1t after having examined with greater care what it is and 
m what 1t can be known. It would indeed be foolish to 
have as to the answer to this question. Was there 
anything in that first apprehension which was distnct? What 
d1d I appr�hend Ll-tat any ar.irr.al might not have seen? \Vhen, 
however, I distinguish the wax from its external forms; when 
stripped as it were of its vestments I consider it in complete 
nakedness, it is certain that though there may still be error 
in rry judgment, I could not be rhus apprehending it with� 
out a mind that is human. 

What now shall I say of the mind itself, i.e., of myself? For 
as yetw I do not admit in anything but mind. W'nat 
am I to say m regard to I which seems to apprehend 
this piece of wax so distinctly? Do I not know myself much 

H ! Cf. Meditation VI, below, p 230 ff. 
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more truly and much more certamly, and also much more 
distinctly and evidently, than I do the wax? For [! I judge 
that the wax is or exists because I see it, evidently it follows, 
with yet greater evidence that I myself am or exist, ina�� 
much as I am thus seeing it. For though it may be that 
what I �ee IS not in truth wax, and that I do not even possess 
eyes with which to see anything, yet assuredly when I see, 
or (for I no longer allow the distinction) when I think I 
see, 1t cannot be that I myself who thmk am not a some
tbing1 So hkewise, J.f I judge that the wax exists because I 
to!1Clf it, it will follow that I am; and if I judge that the 
imagination, or some other cause whatever it be, persuades 
me thnt the wax ensts, the same conclusion follows [viz., 
that I am thinking by way of an image and tlunkmg what 
I thus image to be independently existing]. And what I have 
here said regardmg the piece of wax may be said in respect 
of� other things which are external to me. 

�nd yet a further point. if the apprehension of the wax 
has seemed to me more determinate and distinct when sight 

and touch, and many causes17 besides, have rendered it 
manifest to me, how much more evidently and distinctly 

must I now know myself, since all the reasons which can 
aid in the apprehension of wax, or of any body whatsoever, 
afford yet better evidence of the nature of my mJ.iSJ Besides, 
in the mind itself there are so many more things which can 
contribute to the more distinct knowledge of it, that those 
which come to it by way of the body scarcely merit being 
taken mto account. 

Thus, then, I have been brought step by step to the con
clusion I set out to establish. For I now know that, properly 
speaking, bodies are cognized not by the senses or by the 
imagination, but by the understanding alone. They are not 
thus cognized because seen or touched, but only in so far as 
they are apprehended understandingly.18 Thus, as I now 

11 causis. 
18 sed umtum ex eo quod intelligantur; Fr. mais :eulement de ce 

que nous les concevons par Ia pensie. 
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rec:ognize, nothing is more easily or more evidently appre
hended by me than my mind. Difficult, however, as it is to 
rid oneself of a way of thinking to which the mind has been 
so long accustomed, it is well that I should halt for some 
time at this point, that by prolonged meditation I may more 
deeply impress upon myself19 this new knowledge.2o 

19 memoriae meae; Fr. en ma memo1re, a strangely misleading 
termfor Descartes to use. 

20 Cf. Descartes' Reply to Objection D (A.T. vii, p. 130; H R. ll, 
p 3 1 ) :  ''Nothing conduces more to the acquiring of a firm and as-
sured knowledge of things than a preliminary accustoming of our
selves in the doubting of all things and especially of the things that 
are corporeal; and though I have, in years long past, seen several 
books wntten by Skeptics and Academics treatmg of these questions 
(and though it is not without distaste that I have ag3.1n served up 
this stale dish), not only have I had no option save to reserve for 
them this entire second Meditation, but I have also to request my 
readers, before they proceed any further, to expend not merely the 
little time required for the reading of it. but several months, or at 
least weeks, m thinking over the things of which it treats; only so, I 
am convinced, can they hope to profit to the full in their reading of 
what follows." 
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Concerning God: that He exists 

I SHALL now close my eyes, stop my ears, withdraw all my 
senses, I shall even efface from my thinking all :images of 
corporeal things; or since that can hardly be done, I shall 
at least view them as empty and false. In this manner, 
holding converse only with myself and closely examining 
my nature, I shall endeavor to obtain, little by little, better 
and more familiar knowledge of myself. I am a thinking 
thing, i.e., a thing that doubts, affirms, denies, knows some 
few things, is ignorant of many, that loves, that hates, that 
wills, that refuses, that images also and senses. For as I 
before remarked, although the things which I sense or image 
are perhaps, apart from me, nothing at all, I am nevertheless 
certain that those ways of thinking, which I call sensings 
and imagings, in so far as they are no more than ways of 
thinking, pertain to me. In those few words I have summed 
up all that I truly know, or at least all that I have thus far 
been aware of knowing. 

I shall now endeavor to discover whether, on closer at� 
tention, there may not perhaps pertain to me other things 
which I have not yet considered. I am certain that I am 
a thinking thing. But do I thereby know also what is re
quired to render me thus certain of anything? In this first 

,knowledge there is indeed nothing save the clear and distinct 
apprehension of what I am affirming; yet this would not suf� 
fice to render me certain of its truth, if it could ever happen 
that anything which I apprehend thus clearly and distinctly 
should yet prove false; and accordingly I would now seem 

193 
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to be able to adopt a s  a general rule21 that everything I 
apprehend in a genuinely clear and distinct manner is true. 

I have, however, been receiving and admitting as al
together certain and manifest22 several other things which 
yet I have afterwards found to be altogether doubtful. What 
were those things? They were the Earth, the sky, the stars, 
and all the other things I was apprehending by way of the 

senses. But what was there that I clearly28 apprehended in 
them? Nothing save that the ideas or thoughts of such things 
presented themselves to my mind. And even now I do not 
deny that those ideas are to be met with in me. There was, 
however, another thing which I was affirming, and which, 
being habituated to belief in it, I supposed myself to be 
apprehending clearly,24 although in truth I was not so ap
prehending it, namely that there were things outside me, 
from which these proceed and to which they are altogether 
similar. It was in this that I was mistaken; or if I was 
perhaps judging correctly, assuredly this was not due to any 
knowledge conveyed to me by way of direct apprehension. 

But when I considered something very simple and easy, 
bearing on arithmetic or geometry, for instance that 2 and 

3 together make 5, and other things of this sort, was I not, 
then at least, intuiting them sufficiently perspicuously2<> to 
justify me in affirming their truth? If afterwards I enter
tained doubts regarding them, this was indeed for no other 
reason than that it occurred to me that a God26 might per� 
haps have endowed me wtth a nature such that I may be 

!1 Cf. below, p. 195 ff., where Descartes adds, as being essential, 
two further prerequisites, that the human mgenium can be shown 
to be divinely conditioned, and that God who thus determines it is 
no deceiver. 

22 Descartes, it may be noted, is careful to avoid speakin(!: of them 
as hav1ng ever been apprehended etther clearly or distinctly. 

23 The French version misleadingly adds--"et distinctement." 
2� clare; Fr. tres clairement Here again the French version is mis� 

leading. For Descartes there can, strictly, be no degrees of immedi· 
acy and therefore no degrees of clearness. Cf. New Stad1es, p. 264. 

21!1 :ratis perspicue mtuebar; Fr. conceva�Je O&Ser. clajrement • 
.w aliquem Deum; Fr. quelque D1eu. 
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deceived even in respect of the things which seem to me 
the most manifest of all. For whenever this supposition of 
God's omnipotence comes up in my mind, I cannot but 
confess that it is easy for Him, if He so wishes, to cause me 
to err, even in those matters which I regard myself as in
tuitin�7 with the eyes of the mind in the most evident man
ner. None the less, when I direct my attention to the things 
wh1ch I believe myself to be apprehending quite clearly, I 
am so persuaded of their truth that I cannot but break into 
protestations such as these: Let who will deceive me, he 
will never be able to bring it about that io. the very time 
during which I shall be thinking that I am a something, I 
shall yet be nothing; or that, at some future time, it will be 
true that I have never been, it now being true to say that 
I am; or that 2 and 3 could make more or less than 5; or that 
any other such things which I clearly see, cannot be other 
than I apprehend them as being. And certainly since I have 
no reason to believe that there is a God who is a deceiver 
(and indeed have not yet even considered the grounds for 
supposing that a. God of any kind exists ) ,  the ground of my 
doubts, entirely dependent as it is on this supposition, is but 
slight, and so to speak metaphysical. But to be able to 
eliminate it, I must at the earliest possible opportunity in
quire whether there is indeed a God; and should I find there 
is a God, I must also inquire whether He can be a deceiver. 
For without the knowledge of these two truths I do not see 
how I can be certain of anything. 

Now in order that I may be enabled to conduct this in
quiry without interrupting the order of meditation I have 
proposed to myself-namely to pass step by step from the 
first notions I discover in my mind to those which I can 
afterwards find to be there--! must here divide all my 
thoughts into certain kinds, and consider in which of these 
kinds truth and error, in the strict sense, are to be found. 
Some of my thoughts are, as it were, images of things; and 

H int11eri; Fr. conna'itre. 



196 M E D I T A T I O N S  O N  F I R S T  P H I L O S O P H Y  

t o  them alone strictly belongs the title "idea," e.g., when I 

represent to myself a man, or a chimeta, or the sky, or an 

angel, or even God. Other thoughts have in addition other 
forms; for instance when I will, fear, affirm, deny, while in 

so doing I am always indeed apprehending something as the 
subject of my thought, I am also embracing in thought 
something moreJs than the similitude of this thing; and of 

the thoughts of this kind some are called volitions or affeo
tlons,l9 whereas others are called judgments. If ideas are 
considered only in themselves, and not as referred to some 

other thing, they cannot, strictly speaking, be false. For 
whether I image a goat or a chimera, that I am imaging the 

latter is no less true than that I am imaging the former. Nor 
need I fear there may be falsity in the will or in the affec
tions. For though I am able to desire things that are evil, or 
even what has never existed, it IS yet none the less true that 
I so desire them. There thus remain only our judgments; 
and it is in respect of them that I must take diligent heed 
lest I be deceived. And assuredly the chief and most usual 

error to be met with in them consists in judging that the 

ideas which are in me are similar to, conformed to, the 

things which are outside me; if I considered them as being 
only certain modes or ways in which I think, without refer

ring them to anything beyond, they would hardly afford any 
material for error. 

To consider now the ideas [that are strictly so called], 
some appear to me to be innate, others to be adventitious, 

that is to say foreign to me and coming from without, and 

28 aliqu1d amplius. 
29 Descartes has nowhere specified, in any precise manner, the re-

lations in which will, understanding and the affections stand to one 
another. Fear IS the only affection here cited Both understanding and 
will enter into willing, affirming and denying, his other three lD.Stances. 
In the sequel it is with judgment alone that he has anything further 
to say. The natural beliefs which he speaks of as being impulses are 
not dealt with until Meditation VI. Belief as a factor common both to 
natural and to intellectually grounded belief, he bas nowhere been 
concerned to examine. 
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others to be made or invented by me.80  When I apprehend 
what a thing 1s, what a truth is, or what a thought is, I 
would seem to be holding the power of so doing from no 
other source than my own nature. On the other hand, when 
I hear a sound, see the Sun, or sense fire, I have hitherto 
judged these to proceed from certain things situated outs1de 
me. Lastly it appears to me that sirens, luppogriffs and other 
sunilar chlmeras are my own mental inventions. But perhaps 
I may yet come to hold that all of these ideas a.re of the 
kind I call adventitious, coming to me from without, or that 

they are all innate, or are all made by me; for I have not 
yet clearly discerned thett true origin. 

Here my chief task must be to mquire, in respect of those 
ideas which seem to me to come from things existmg outside 
me, what grounds there are obliging me to believe they are 
similar to the outsrde things. The first of those grounds is 
that I seem to be so taught by nature; and the second, that 
I experience in myself that these ideas are not in any wise 
dependent on my will, nor therefore on myself. Often they 
present themselves to me in spite of myself, as, for instance, 
at the present moment, whether I will or not, I feel heat; 
and because of this I am persuaded that this sensation or 
idea is produced in me by a thing that is drlferent from me, 
viz., by the heat of the fire near wlnch I am sitting. And as 
it has seemed to me, nothing is more obvtous than that I 
may therefore judge that what this external thing is impress
ing on me is not anything dt:fferent from itself, but its 
similitude. 

Next, I must consider whether these grounds are sb:lfi
ciently strong and convincing. When I here say that I am 
so taught by nature I understand by the word nature only 

JO factae; Fr. fmtes et lnventies In a letter to Mersenne (June 14, 
1 6 4 1 )  Descartes interprets the term factae as fellows· "I have dis
tinguished three kinds of ideas; some are adventitious, such as the 
itea we commonly have of the sun; others are fa,tae vel factl.ttae, 
among which we can class that which the astronomers by their rea
sonings make of the sun; othen; are innate, such as the idea of God, 
of the mmd . . • •  " Cf. below, pp. 198-99. 



1 9 8  M E D I T A T I O N S  ON F I R S T  P H l L O S O P H Y  

a certain spontaneous impulse which constrains rr: e  t o  this 
belief, and not a natural light enabling me to know that the 
belief is true. These two thlngs are widely dh4'erent; for 
what the natural light shows me to be true (e.g., that inas

much as I doubt, it follows that l am, and the like), 1 cannot 
anywise call in doubt, since I have in me no other faculty or 
power whereby to distinguish the true from the false, none 
as trustworthy as the natural lig...\t, and none fuat ca,.,_ teach 
me the falsity of what the natural light shows me to be true. 
As I have often observed, when this question relates to the 
ci10ice between rig..\! and '.NTong in action, the natural im
pulses have frequently misled me; and I do not see that I 
have any better ground for following them in questions of 
truth and error.31 

As to the other ground, that these ideas, as not being 
dependent on my will, must necessarily proceed from things 
situated outside me, I do not find it any more convincing 
than that of which I have been speaking. For just as the 
natural impulses, notwithstanding the fact that they are not 
always in accordance wit.l-t my will, are none the less in me, 
so likewise it may be t.l-tat I have in roe, though indeed 
unknown to me, some faculty or power capable of producing 
the ideas, and of doing so without the aid of any external 
things. That, as I have hitherto thought, is precisely what 
I am doing when I dream. 

A1d lastly, even should t..\e ideas proceed from things 
nther than myself, it does not therefore foJlow that they must 
be similar to thnse tbbgs. On the contrary, I have observed 
in a number of instances how greatly a thing can differ from 
nur ideas of it. For example, I find present to me two com� 
pletely diverse ideas of the Sun; the one in which the Sun 
appears to me as extremely small is, it would seem, derived 
from the senses, and to be counted as belonging to the class 
of adventitious ideas; the other, in which the Sun is taken 
by me to be many times larger than the whole Earth, bas 

31 For Descar!es' later modification of this provisional conclusion, 
cf. Mr?ditation VI, p. 238 ff. 
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been arrived at by way of astronomical reasonings, that is 
to say, elicited from certain notions innate in me, or formed 
by me in some other manner. Certainly, these two ideas of 
the Sun cannot both resemble the same Sun; and reason 
constrw.ns me to believe that the one which seems to have 
emanated from it in a direct manner is the more unlike. 

These various considerations convhlce me that hitherto 
it has not been by any assured judgment, but only from a 
sort of blind rmpulse, that I have beheved in the existence 
of thmgs outside me and different from me, things which 
by way of the seDS(H)rgans or by whatever means they em� 
ploy, have conveyed to me their ideas or images, and have 
thus impressed on me thelt similitudes.82 

But there is yet another way of inquiring whether any of 
those things, the ideas of which are in me, exist outside me. 
If ideas are taken in so far only as they are certain ways of 
thinking, I recognize among them no differences or inequal
ity; they all appear to me to proceed from me in the same 
manner. When, however, they are viewed as images, of 
which one represents one thing and another some other 
thing, it is evident that they differ greatly one from another. 
Those which represent substances are without doubt some
thing more, and contain in themselves, so to speak, more 
objective reality (that is to say participate by representation 
in a higher degree of being or of perfection)88 than those 
which represent only modes or accidents; and again, the idea 
by which I apprehend a supreme God, eternal, infinite, im
mutable, omniscient, omnipotent, and the creator of all 
things which are in addition to Himself, has certainly in it 
more objective reality than those ideas by which finite sub
stances are represented. 

Now it is manifest by the natural light that there must be 
at least as much reality in the efficient and total cause as in 
its efiect. For whence can the effect draw its reality if not 
from its cause? How could this cause communicate to it this 

82 et y imprimaient lelU';J ressemb!IJnces, added in French version. ss Parenthesis added (.a French version. 
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reality if it did not itself have it? And hence it follows, not 
only that something cannot proceed fiOm nothing; but also 
that what is more perfect, i.e., contains more reality, cannot 
proceed from what is less perfect. And this is not oniy evi
aently true Of thOse effects the reahty of which philosophers 
term actual or formal, but also of the ideas the reality of 
which is viewed only as being what they teim objective114 
[i.e., representational]. Thus, for example, a stone which has 
not yet e)]sted cannot now begin to be unless it be produced 
by some thing which possesses in itself, either formally or 
eminently, all that enters into the composition of the stone 

(i.e., which contains in itself the same things or others more 
excellent than those which are in the stone ) .8a Thus heat 
cannot be produced in a subject previously devoid of it save 
by a cause of an order or degree or kind at least as perfect 

as the heat, and so in all other cases. But neither can the idea 
of the heat or of the stone exist in me unless it too has been 

placed in me by a cause which contains in itself at least as 
much reality as I am ascribing to the heat or the stone. For 
although this cause may not communicate to the idea any
thing of its formal, i.e., of its actual reality, we ought not on 
that account to view this cause as less real. As we have 
to recognize, it is the very nature of an idea to require for 

itself no other formal [i.e., actual] reality save that which it 
receives and borrows from the thought or mind of which it 

is a mode, i.e., a manner or way of thinking.88 But never
theless, if an idea is to contain one (particular] objective 
reality rather than some other, it must undoubtedly derive it 
from some cause in which there is to be found at least as 
much formal [i.e., actual} reality as in the idea there is ob-

34 In composing the Meditations in Latin, and in addressing them 
to the learned, Descartes had perforce to make use of the language 
spoken by the learned Hence these scholastic terms, which I!I'e, as he 
says, ''rude and barbaric even in the Latin, and much more so in the 
French." Ci. preface to the 1647 French translation. A.T. ix, pp. t-3. 

311 Parenthesis added in the French version. 3� c'est-ti-df.re, ue manibre ou fa;on. de penser, added in French 
vemon. 
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jectLve [i.e.,  representattonal] reality. For if anything [of that 
kmd] be allowed as being met with in the idea and yet not 
in the cause of the idea, it must have derived its origin from 
nothing. But however Illlperfect that mode of being-the 
mode of being objectively in the understanding by way of 
representation through its idea-we certainly cannot, for all 
that, declare it to be in itself nothing, nor consequently that 
the idea owes its origin to nothing. 

Nor may I, on the ground that the reality which I ascribe 
to my ideas is only objective [i.e., representational], suspect 
it of not being also formally [l.e., actually] present in their 
causes, and so hold it to be sufficie�t lf in also 1t exists 
only objectively. Just as the objective existenCe be-
longs to ideas by their very n�re, th arm ode of 
existence appertains to U,J.1\.61u�s th ide , at least to 
the first and chief 9f�� CtJ.YS�• by e v nature of those 
causes. For alth0d"gh. it may �. e · a gives birth to 
another, the series of the ideas cannl!t be carried back in 
infinitum; we must in the end reBch a first idea, the cause 
of which is, as it were, the archetype in which all the reality 
or perfection that is in the idea only objectively, by way of 
representation, is contained formally [i.e., actually]. In this 
way the natural light makes it evident to me that the ideas 
are in me in the manner of images, which may indeed fall 
short of the perfection of the things from which they have 
been derived, but can never contain anything greater or more 
perfect. 

The longer and more carefully I examine all these things, 
the more clearly and distinctly do I recognize their truth. 
What then am I to conclude from it all? This, namely, that 
if the objective reality of any one of my ideas be so great that 
I am certain it cannot be in me either formally or eminently, 
and that consequently I cannot myself be the cause of it, it 
necessarily follows that I am not alone in the world and that 
there is likewise existing some other thing, which is the cause 
of this idea. Were no idea of this kind to be met with in 
me, I should have no argument sufficient to render me cer� 
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tain o f  the existence of 
careful mqmry rn every 
presentH tailed to discover 

Now among my ideas in to the idea which ex� 
hibits me to myself�an 1dea as to which there can here be 
no dtfficulty�t):lere IS another which represents Gcd, o�hers 
representing corporeal and inanimate things, others 
sentmg angels, others representing and. again 
representing to me men sim!Jar to As regards the 
ideas which represent other men, or ammals, or angels, I can 
easily understa

-
nd that they may have been co:npounded from 

these which I have of :rr:yself, of corporeal Lt:!:ngs, and of 
God, even although there ;nay be, outside myself, neither 
men, ani:nals nor angels. As regards the ideas ot corporeal 
fr..ings, there is nothmg in them so great or so excellent that 
it mig,.i.t not have proceeded from myself, and on 
considering and exa;nining each separately in 
the way in which I examined the idea of I 
find that there is but in which is clearly and 
tinctly apprehended, viz., magnitude or extension in length, 
breadth and depth, shape which results from the limitation 
of extension, the location which bodies have in relation to 
one another, and motion or change of location, to which may 
be added substance, duration and number. As to ot.\er things 
such as light and the colors, sounds, odors, tastes, heat and 
cold and the ot.i.er tactual qualities, they present themselves 
to me so confusedly and obscurely that I cannot tell whether 
t.i.ey are true or false, i.e.,  whether the ideas I have of them 
are ideas of real things or whether they present only chlmeri� 
cal beings which are incapable oi [independent] existence. 
For though, as I have before remarked, it is only in judg� 
ments that formal falsity, falsity properly so called, can be 
met with, there can yet in ideas be a certain material falsity, 
namely when the ideas represent what is nothing as if it were 

S7 Later in Meditatwn VI, havmg meantime confirmed the argu
ment to and fwm the existence of God, Descartes takes account of 
the role played by the natural beliefs. 
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50mething. For example, so far are the ideas I have of heat 
and cold from being clear and distinct, that I cannot learn 
irom them whether cold is only a privation of heat or heat a 
privation of cold, or indeed whether either or neither is a real 
quality. And inasmuch as ideas are taken as being images 
[t.e., as standmg for something], there cannot be any that 
do not seem to us to represent something; and accordingly, if 
it be indeed true that cold is nothing but a privation of heat, 
the idea which represents it to me as something real and 
positive may quite properly be termed false; and so in other 
cases.:'l� Ideas of this kind I need not indeed assign to any 
author other than myself. For, if they are false, i.e., if they 
represent what is not a thing, then by the light of reason it 
is known to me that they proceed from nothing, i.e., that 
they are in me only because of some lack of perfection in 
my nature. On the other hand, even supposing them to be 
true, if what they exhibit to me has such little reality-so 
little that I cannot even distinguish the thing thus represented 
from not-being--! do not see why they may not have been 
produced by myself. 
-As to the clear and distinct ideas I have of corporeal 
things, there are some which, as it seems to me, I can have 
obtained from the idea [i.e., the immediate awareness] I have 
of myself, e.g., those of substance, duration, number and the 
like. For when I think a stone to be a substance or to be a 
thing capable of existing by itself, and in like manner think 
myself to be a substance, though I am then indeed appre
hending myself to be a thinking non-extended thing, and the 
stone. on the contrary, to be an extended non-tbinking thing, 

sa Descartes replies to Burman's objection that in our idea of 
nothing we have an idea which is yet not the idea of a real thing: 
''That idea is merely negative and can hardly be said to be an idea. 
T am bere taking the word 'idea' in its strict and proper sense. The 
ideas we have of common notions are not, properly speaking, ideatl 
of tlungs, and we are then taking idea in a wider sense" (A.T. v, 
p. 153 ;  Adam's edition, p. 29). Here, as so often in Descartes, "idea" 
allows of ambiguous employment. He never quite definitely made np 
his mind in which of the two very different senses it should be med. 
Cf New Stud1es, p. 223. 
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and though Uere 1s accord,ngly a notable difference between 
tbe two, none the less to agree in this, that 
represent subs-::.ances.3� In same when 1 
myself as now and ret:olkct I have 
other times, and when have thoughts of whlch I 
the number, I acquue the ideas of duration number, 
w�ich I crul lhereatte::: transfer to other tt..ings. As to 

the ideas of corporeal thrngs. 
motion, it is  true that they 

actually J in me, since I ar.1 
nothing other than a tiling; but as they are 
certain modes of substance-and as it were the 
under which corporeal substance appears to us-whereas I 
am myself a substance, it would seem that they may be con
tained in me eminently. 

T�e only idea that remains for consideration, therefore, is 
the idea of God. Is there in that idea anything w�ich cannot 
be regarded as proceeding from myself? �_¥ the name God 
L mean a substance that is...��e�p�n!, 
all-knowing, all-powerful, and by which I �Y!'?ltaud e:�.ce.ry"7 
thing else, if MY such other thing& :there_ .be, . .. haye....Qe..e:J. 
created. All those attributes are so great and so eminent, that 
ihe more attentively I consider them the less does it seem 
possible that they can have proceeded from myself alone; and 
thus, in the light of all that has been said, we have no option 
save to conclude that God exists. For though the idea cf 
substance may be in me in so far as I am myself a substance, 
yet, being as I am a finite entity, it would not be tbe idea of 
an infinite substance; it can be this only as having proceeded 
from some substance which is in itself infinite. 

The argument cannot be met by supposing t.'1at I appre
hend the iniinite not through a true idea but only by negation 

as Descartes is here speaking iu a semi-popular manner. Strictly, 
on his teaching. bodies such as a stone, unhke the self, are not special 
creations: they are modal existences coming into being and passing 
away. Matter in its singleness, qu(/ extension, is alone substantial and 
abiding in the manner of the self. Cf. in Synopsis above, p. 172. 

40 comme les vltements, added in French version. 
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uf that which is finite, in the manne: in which I apprehend 
rest and darkness by the negation of motion and light. 
On the contrary there is manifestly more reality in the in� 
{;nite s1!bst&nce than in the .fi..nite substance, and my aware
n.::ss of the infinite must therefore be in some way prior to 

awareness of the that is to say, my awareness of 
must be prio: to that myself. For how coi!Id I know 

that I doubt and desire, know that something is lacking 
;:o me and that I am not perfect, save by having ill 
me the idea of a being more perfect than myself, com-
parison with wbich I may recognize my deficiencies. can 
nur argument be evaded by declaring tbat t.l:lis idea of God 
;, perhaps and that consequently, as in the 
already mentioned and cold, it may have noth� 
mg as i.ts source, i.e., that its existence may be due to 
imperfection.41 On the contrary, since this idea is 
dear and distinct, and contains within itself more 
reality than any other, there can be none which is itself 
more true or less open to the of falsity. This idea 
of a being supremely perfect is, I maintain, en-
tirely true, for although we may perhaps entertain the sup
position that no such being exists, we yet cannot suppose, as 
: have been supposing i.n the case of cold, that the idea of it 
exhibits to me nothing reaL The idea is also completely"2 
clear and distinct for the further reason that whatsoever I 
apprehend clearly and distinctly of the real and of the true, 
and of what purports some perfection, is in its enti:ety con
tained in it. This holds true, even though it be that I do not 
comprehend the infinite, and t:lat ill God there is an infini
tude of things which I cannot comprehend, or even reach in 
any way by thought For it is of the nature of the infinite that 

finite as I am and limited, cannot comprehend it. It sui
that I understand this, and that I judge that whatever 

clearly, and which I know to purport some per
and perchance also an infinitude of yet other perfec-

41 Parenthesis added in French version. 
42 maxime. 
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tions of which I am lgnorar.t, i s  .in God formally or eminer,tly. 
Consequently, tile idea I have of Him is the most completely 
t:ue, the most completely clear and disttnct, of all the ideas 
that are in me. 

But perhaps I am something more than I am supposing 
myself to be; perhaps all those perfections which I am 
attributing to God are in some fashion potec.tial1y in me, 
altboup they do not yet show themselves or issue in action. 
Indeed I am aware that rr:y knowledge increases, 
perfecting itself little; and I see nothing to prevent 
1ts thus increasing more and more in infinitum, nor any 
reason why on its being thus mcreased and perfected I may 
not in this way be able to acquire all the other 
of tOe Divine nature, nor finally, why the power have of 
acquiring these perfections, if the power be indeed thus 
already in me, may not suffice to provtde the idea of them. 

But on closer examination I recognize that this cannot be 
allowed. For, in the first place, even should it be true that 
my knowledge, little by little, daily increases, and that many 
things potentially mine are not yet actual, none the less these 
powers do net pertain to, or make the least approach to, the 
idea I have of God in whom noti:ting is merely potential, and 
all is actual and operatrve. There can indeed be no more con
vincing evidence of the imperfection of my knowledge than 
that it gradually increases. Again, although my knowledge 
can be ever more and more increased, I may not, for this 
reason, suppose that it can ever be actually infinite; for it 
can never be so increased as not still to allow of yet further 
increase. But \vhen I judge God to be actually infinite, I do 
so as j1!dging that nothing can be added to His sovereign 
perfection. And lastly, I comprehend that what is objective 
in an idea cannot be produced by a being that exists poten
tially only�which properly speaking is nothing-but only 
by a being that is formal, that is to say, actual. 

Assuredly, in all that I have been saying there is c.othlng 
which is not, on attentive consideration, manifest by the 
natural light. V&en, however, my attention is divided, and 
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my mind is, as it were, blinded by the images of sensible 
things, I do not so readily recollect why the idea of a being 
more perfect than I, must necessarily have proceeded from a 
being which is indeed more perfect; and this is why I am 
concerned to continue the inquiry as to whether I myself, 
who have this idea of God, could exist, if no such being 

exists. 
I ask, therefore, from what do I derive my existence? 

Perhaps from myself, or from my parents or from some other 
causes less perfect than God: for I can think or conjecture 
nothing more perfect than God, or even equal to God. 

But were I independent of everything else, and myself the 
author of my being. I should not be anywise in doubt or 
entertain desires for what is other than myself; in short, 
nothing would be lacking to me. I should have given myself 
all those perfections of which I had any idea, and should thus 
be God. Nor should it be imagined that what is lacking to me 
is more difficult to acquire than what I already possess. On 
the contrary, it is manifestly much more difficult to bring it 
to pass that I, i.e., a thing, a substance that thinks, should 
emerge out of nothing, than it would be to obtain knowledge 
of many things of which I am ignorant, such knowledge 
being only an accident of this thinldng substance. H I had 
this greater perfection, that is to say were capable of being 
myself the author of my existence, I would not have denied 
myself what is more easy of acquisition, viz., the knowledge 
in which I am lacking. Nor would I have deprived myself 
of any of the things which I apprehend as being contained 
in the idea of God, none of which seems to me more diffi
cult to acquire. Were any one of them more difficult, it would 
certainly appear to me as being such (supposing I were 
myself the author of all the other things I possess ) ,  because 
in it I should thereby be experiencing a limit to my power. 

Even if I suppose that I have always existed as I now 
am, I cannot evade the force of this reasoning, on the plea 
that there will then be no need to seek for any author of my 
existence. The course of my life can be divided into in· 
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numerable parts, none o f  which i s  in any way dependent 
on the others. Accordingly it does not follow that because 
I was in exxstence a short time ago I must be in existence 
now, unless there be some cause which produces me, creates 
me as it were anew at this very instant, that is to say, con� 
serves me. To all those who consider with attention the nature 
of time it is indeed evident that a thing in order to be con� 
served at each of the moments in which it endures has need 
of the same power and action as would be required to pro
duce and create it anew, if it did not yet exist. That the 
difference between creation and conservation is a difference 
solely in oar way of thinking is one of the many things which 
the natural light manifests to us. 

What, therefore, is now required is that I interrogate my
self as to whether there be in me some power by which I can 
secure that I who now am shall still be in the time that fol� 
lows. Smce I am nothing but a thinking thing-this at least 
is the only part of myself which thus far has been definitely 
in question-if such a power resided in me, I should un
doubtedly be conscious of it. But I experience no such 
power; and thereby I quite evidently know that I am de
pendent on some being other than myself. 

Perhaps, however, the being on which I am dependent 
is not the being I call God, and that I am produced either 
by my parents or by some other causes less perfect than 
God. But this cannot be. As I before said, manifestly there 
must be at least as much reality in the cause as in the effect. 
Accordingly, inasmuch as I am a thinking thing and have in 
me an idea of God, whatever the cause be to which my 
nature bas finally to be traced, it too must be allowed to be 
a thinking thing, and to possess the idea of all the perfections 
I attribute to God. We may then inquire whether this cause 
derives its origin and its existence from itself or from some 
other thing. If self�existent, it follows from the reasons above 
cited that it must itself be God; as having the power of self
existence, it must, beyond doubt, likewise have the power of 
actually possessing all the perfections of which it has in itself 
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the idea, t.'lat is, all those which I apprehend as bein.g in 
God. Should it, however, hold its existence f:om �orne cause 
otber than itself, we s�all again ask, in the same mwner, 
respecting this other cwse, whether it exists of itself or 
througb some other, cntll v;-e at length reach an ultimate 
cwse, which will be God. 

Here, as is evident, there can be no regression in infinitum; 
for the question we are asking is not only as to the cause 
which has in past tLrne produced me, bt:t more especially as 
to what it is that is conserving me at the present moment. 

Nor may we suppose that several partial causes have 
concurred in the prod1!cing of me; that from one I have 
received the idea of some one of the perfections I attribute 
to God; from anotber the idea of some other, so that while 
all these pe:fections exist somew�ere in the universe, they 
are not to be found conjoined together b one entity which 
is God. On the contrary, the unity, the simplicity, that is 
the inseparability of all the things which are in God, is one 
of the chid perfections I apprehend to be in Him; and 
assuredly this idea of the unity of all God's perfections codd 
not have been placed in me by any cause from which I did 
not also have the ideas of His other perfections. For how 
could it have made me understand tb.em to be at once con
joined and inseparable, without at the same time making 
me know what they are? 

Finally, as regards my parents, even tho1!gh all that I have 
ever held coc.ceming tltem were true, it would not follow 
that it is they who conserve me, nor that they have brought 
me into being Ln so far as I am a thinking thing, since what 
they did was merely to implant certain dispositions in that 
matter in which I jcdge that I (that is to say, my mind, which 
alone at present I identify with myself) reside. Here, there
fore, there can be no further question in their regard, and 
from this alone, viz., that I exist, and have in me the idea 
of a Being sovereignly perfect, that is to say, God, I have 
forthwith to conclude that His existence is demonstrated in 
the most evident manner. 
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l t  ortly remains t o  m e  t o  examine how I have obtained 
this ide.:�. I have not acquired 1t through the senses, and it is 
never presented to me unexpectedly, as scns!bie things are 
wont to be, when these act, or seem lo act, on the external 
sense-organs. Nor is it a product or f,ction of mind; for 
it is not in my power to ta�e from or add 

the only alternatJve is to allow that 
is the idea of myself. 

I ought not to find it strange that God, in creat-

ing me, placed this in to be, as it were, the mark 
of t�e workman impnnted on work. Nor need the mark 
be somethmg different from the work itself. From t.\is alone, 

that God has created me, it is highly likely43 that He has in 
some fashion made me in His image and similitude, and that 
I apprehend this similitude by means of the same faculty by 
which I apprehend myself-that is to say, whe:rt my mind is 
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atteo:�tively directed upon myse!f, n o t  only d o  I know that I 
aw. a tlung imperfect, mcomplete and depenCent on what is 
other than ever aspirmg after sometb.ing better and 
greater th2.n but I also know that He on whom I 
depend possesses Hrmseif all the g:eat tl-Jngs to which 
I and this not mdefinitely or potentially only, but 

actually nnd infinitely, and that He is t:l:us God. 
The force of this argument, as tiles csed to the 
existence of God, consists in this, that I recognize it is 
not possible that my natt:re should be what 1t is, viz., that 
I shocld have in me the idea of God. if God did no: verit<:bly 
exist-a_ God, I sa�� .. th_tLi..Q.e.�-�SL.P-�sess_e_§ ail __E!..'?se high p�ons which, hmve.Y£;Uhey.� 
transcend my powers :1."11 yet in some_ 
filSb.'"lO"ii"a@e'"to!eac� -�sl!bJ�Gt to. no 
deTects. Ana TrCilil ail t!v e_vi.d�nt ihat He 

;:���:��
i
ki���-�!�=��2�t�atural light 

EUfbCfure 1 examme this conclusion witb. more care, and 
befo:e passing to the consideration of other truL'ls which can 
be obtained by way of it, it seems to me right to linger for a 
while on the contemplation of this all-perfect God, to ponder 
at leiscre His marvelous attributes, to intuit, to admire, to 
adore, the incomparable beauty of t.r..is mexhaustible lig.ltt, so 
far at least as the powers o: r:1y mind may permit, dazzled as 
they ar e  by what they are endeavoring to see. For just as by 
faith we believe that the supreme felicity of the life to come 
consists in the contemplati�n of the Divine majesty, so do 
we now experience that a similar med:tat:ion, though one so 
much less perfect, can enable us to enjoy the highest con� 
tentment of which we are capable in this present life. 
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Concerning the True and the False 

lN these past days I have become so accustomed ta detaching 
my mind from the sense;,, and have so convincingly noted 
how very little we can apprehend with certainty regarding 
things corporeal, how we can know much more regarding 
tlJe human mind, and even more regarding God, that I shall 
n o  longer :1ave dlfficulty in diverting my thought from things 
imageable to what, L'l d1stinct1on from ali that i.s material, is 
purely intelligible. Certainly the idea I have of the human 
:nind, in so far as it is a thinking thing, not extended in 
lengtb., breadth or depth, and not characterized by anything 
that appenains to body, is incomparably more distir:ct than 
the idea of any corporeal thing. And when I consider that 
I doubt, that is to say that I am an incomplete and dependent 
thing, the idea of a being complete and independent, that is 
to say, of God, then presents itself to my mind with scch 
clearness and distinctness that I can be confident that nothing 
more evident or more certain can be known by of our 
hwnan faculties.44 I am so confident, owing to alone, 
that the idea of God is in me, i.e., that I exist and have the 
idea, that I can conclude 'vith certamty that God exists, and 
that my existence depends entirely on Him at moment 
of my life. Already, therefore, I here seem to a path 
that will lead us from this contemplation of the true God, 
in whom a11 the treasures of the sciences and of wisdom are 
contained, to the knowledge of the other things in ilie uni-

iE.9r, L."""l the first place, I recognize that it is impossible that 
He should ever deceive me, since in all fraud and deception 
there is some element of imperfection. The power of decep-

44 4b humano ingenio. 

2!2  
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tion may indeed seem to b e  evidence of subtlety or power; yet 
unquestionably the will to deceive testifies to malice and 
teebleness, and accordingly cannot be found in qggJ 

Further, I experience in myself a certain power of judging, 
which undoubtedly I have received from God along with all 
the other things I possess; and since He does not will to 
deceive me, it is certain that this God-given faculty cannot, 
if I use it aright, ever lead me astray. 

As to this, no question would remain, did it not seem to 
follow that I can never err. For if I hold from God all that 
I possess, and if He has given me no faculty which is deceit
ful, it seems that I can never be betrayed into error. It is 
indeed true that when I think only of God, I am aware of 
nothing which can cause error or falsity. But on reverting 
to myself, experience at once shows that I am indeed subject 
to an infinity of errors, and on examining the cause of these 
more closely, I note that in addition to the real and positive 
idea of God, that is, of a Being of sovereign perfection, there 
is also present to me a certain negative idea, so to speak, of 
nothing, i.e., of what is infinitely far removed from every 
kind of perfection, and that I am a something intermediate 
between God and nothingness, that is to say, placed between 
sovereign Being and not-being in such fashion that while 
there is in truth nothing in me, in so far as I have been 
created by sovereign Being, which can deceive me or lead 
me into error, yet none the less, in so far as I likewise par� 
ticipate in nothingness, i.e. , in not-being, in other words, in 
so far as I am not myself the sovereign Being, I find myself 
subject to innumerable imperfections, and ought not therefore 
to be surprised that I should be liable to error. Thus also I 
come to know that error, in so far as it is error, is not some
thing real depending on God, but only a defect. To incur an 
error I have therefore no need of any special power assigned 
me by God, enabling me to do so. I fall into error because the 
power which God has given me of distinguishing the true 
from the false is not in me an infinite power. 

This does not, however, entirely satisfy me. Error is not 
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a pure
" 
nega1.i��; if

'
{; ·� �:fvation, i.e., the absen8e of so:ne 

knowledge that I ought to possess; and on considering the 
nature of God, it does not seem possible that He should have 
g1ven me any faculty which is not perfect of its kind, that is 
to say which is anywise war.ting in t.":ie perEection p.:oper to 
it. For if it be true that the more skilled the 2.rt1san t.":ie 
more perfectly accomplished is the work of his hands, how 
can we allow that anything produced this sovere1gn Cre-

ator of all things can be other than pe.:fect in all 
respects. Certainly God could have created me such L\at 1 
could never be liable to ecor; and no less certain is it that 
He invariably wills what is best. ls it then better that I 
should be liable to error than th2.L I should not? 

On considering this more closely, what first o::curs to me 
-is that I need r.ot be surp.rised if I fail to understand why 
God acts as He dces. No.r may I doubt His existence because 
of my perhaps finding that there are several other things 'respecting which I can understand neither for what reason 
nor how He has created them. ��..as..Ldo, 
that my r.ature is extremely weak and limited, and �� � 
nature of God is immense, incomprehensible ar.d .. !E.fu!ite, I 
ha� in.finity oi 
things in His power, the causes of whicli-·irans"Cend- my ��iW.(firatiOn··rsafone �uffi
cient to conV'illCerrrnhat the species of cause which we term 
final is not applicable in respe:::t of physical things; for, as it 
seems to me, we cannot without foolhardiness inquire into 
and profess to discover God's ins:::rutable ends. 

I also bethink myself tP..at in inquiring as to wheLher the 
works of God are perfect, we should not consider any one 
creature separately, but the universe of things as a whole. 
For what, reg2.rded by itself, mi�'lt perhaps with some sem
blance of reason appear to be very imperfect, may none the 
less, when regarded as but a part of the universe, prove to be 
quite perfect in nature. Thus far, since my resolve bas been 
to doubt of all things, I h3Veas"Yetl:n.O'W'n w1th ceifaillty 
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only my own existence and that of God. But having also 
thereby come to know the infinite power of God, I am in__E:..o 
position� to dr:ny that He may have produced man)!: other 
things,_ or � least _t!tat.!Ie ��th� .£QWer of producing the!Jl, 
so that the. existence He has assigned me � no more than !hat 
of being a_ part oiuy. ��w� fi?f�l,fij"_ of ��gs. " 

Consequently, on regarding myself more closely, and on 
examining what are my errors (for they alone testify to there 
being imperfection in me) , I find that they depend on two 
concurrent causes, on my power of knowing and on the 
power of choice, that is, of free will-in other words, on the 
c<Hlperation of the understanding and the will. For by the 
understaniling alone, I neither affirm nor deny anything, but 
merely apprehend the ideas of things I can affirm or deny. 
Viewing the understanding thus precisely, we can say that 
no error is ever to be found in it. And although there may 
be an infinity of things in the world of which I have in my 
understanding no ideas, we cannot on this account say that 
it is deprived of those ideas as of something which its nature 
requires, but only that it does not have them, there being 
indeed no sufficient proof that God ought to have given me 
a greater power of knowing than He has given me. However 
skilled an artificer I represent Him to be, I have no reason 
to think of Him as bound to place in each of His works all 
the perfections which He can place in some of them. Nor 
again can I complain that God has not given me a will ample 
and perfect, that is, a free will. I am conscious of a will so 
extended as to be subject to no limits. What here, as it seems 
to me, is truly noteworthy, is that of all the other things 
which are in me, no one is so perfect and so extensive that 
I do not recognize it as allowing of being yet greater and 
more perfect. !p tQ.k; for example, my faculty of under
stanwng, I at nnce E';�i� it as �em: � 
tefit a�j! e�meJy J:; o �d at +; 5��- �- . 
idea of an9:fuer faculty, much more extended a�� in� 
finite; and from this alone, that I can represent the latter 
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1�jp. this way [h�. as_being a faculty that is �1¥� 
1ave no clifficulty in likewise recognizing that �rtains to 
�Way J-examine my nleiiiOry, 
ffiylinaginatiOil,Or any other of my faculties, I do not find 
any which is not in me small and circumscribed, and in God 
infinite. Free will alone, that is liberty of choice, do I find 
to be so great in me that I can entertain no idea of any such 
power possibly greater, so that it is chiefly my will which 
enables me �w that I bear a certain image and &imili
tude of God e power of will is indeed incomparably 
greater in G than in man; the knowledge and the potency 
which in God are conjoined with it, render it more constant 
and more efficacious, and in respect of its object extend it to 
a greater number of tltings; nevertheless it does not seem to 
be greater�nsidered formally and precisely in itself [ie., 
as a facul't_!]_.:J The power of will consists solely in this, that 
we have & power to do a thing or not to do it (that is to 
say, to affirm or to deny, to pursue or to shun it) ,  or rather 
in tbis alone, that in affirming or denying, pursuing or shun
ning, what is proposed to us by the understanding, we so act 
that we have no feeling of belng constrained to it by any 
external force. For in order to be free it is not necessary that 
I should be indifferent in the choice between alternatives; on 
the contrary, the more I am inclined toward one of them, 
whether because I approve it as evidently good and true, or 
because God in this inward manner determines my inward 
thinking, the more freely do I choose and embrace it. Divine 
grace and natural knowledge, so far from diminishing liberty, 
augment and confirm it. The indifference of which I am 
aware when for want of a reason I am not carried to one side 
rather than to another, is the lowest grade of liberty, testify
ing to a lack of knowledge, i.e., to a certain negation, not to 
a perfection in the will. Were the true and the good always 
clear to me, I should never need to deliberate as to what 

.U: Cf. Descartes' Reply to BurnllUl (A.T. v, p. 158: Adam's edition, 
p. 46}, 
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I ought to judge or choose, and I should thus be entirely free, 
without ever being indifferent. \Ali this enables me to recognize that the power of will 
wlli<$ I have received from God is not of itself the cause of 
my errors; in its kind it is altogether ample and perfect. Nor 
is the cause of my errors traceable to my power of under
standing or thinking; for since I understand nothing save by 
the power of understancbng which God has given me, un
doubtedly all that I apprehend I apprehend rightly, and it is 
impossible that I should be deceived regarding it. What then 
is the source of my errors? This alone, that the will is of 
wider range than the understanding, and that I do not restrain 
it within the same limits as the understanding, but extend it to 
thlngs which I do not understan� and as the will is of itself, 
in respect of such things, indifferent, it is easily deflected from 
the true and the good, and readily falls into error and sin, 
choosing the evil in place of the good, or the false � ���-
of the true. � � ' L--�� � 

For exalnp1e, · · 

is any existing w 

apprehend-not that I was forced to do so by any extern.a.i 
power, but simply because the strong light of understanding 
was followed by a strong inclination of the will. My act of 
belief was thus the more spontaneous and free in proportion 
as I was the less indifferent in the matter. But not only do 
I know that I exist inasmuch as I am a thinking thing; there 
is likewise present to my mind a certain idea of corporeal 
nature, and I thereupon find myself doubting whether this 
thinking nature which is in me, or rather by which I am 
what I am, differs from this corporeal nature, or whether both 
are not one and the same thing. In so doing I am supposing 
that I do not as yet know of any reason whlcb should per
suade me to give preference to one view over the other. 
Certainly, in such circumstances. it is a matter of indifference 
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t o  m e  which of the two I affirm o r  deny, o r  even a s  to 
whether I form any judgment at all on this issue. 

Moreover this indifference extends not only to things re
garding which the understandtng has no knowledge, but in 
general to all those which are not known quite perspicu
ously4-6 at the moment when the will is deliberating upon 
them; for however probable the conjectures which dispose me 
to judge in a particular manner, the very awareness that they 
are only conjectures, and not certain and indubitable reasons, 
is sufficient to impel me to judge them in the directly oppo
site manner. I have of late had considerable experience of 
this, setting aside as false all that I had hitherto Wlquestion
ingly held, and doing so for no other reason than that I had 
come to be aware that they could in some degree be doubted. 

Now if I abstain from all judging of a thing which I do 
not apprehend sufficiently clearly and distinctly, it is evident 
that I am acting rightly and am not deceived. Should I, on 
the other hand, decide to deny or affirm. I am not in that 
case making a right use of my free will, and should I in so 
deciding choose the wrong alternative, it is evident that I am 
deceived. Even should I decide for what is true, it is by 
chance only that I shall be doing so, and still shall not be 
free from the fault of misusing my freedom. The natural 
light teaches us that knowledge, by way of the understanding, 
ought always to precede the determination of the will; and 
it is in the failure to do so that the privation, which consti
tutes the form of error, consists. Privation is then, I say, 
there in the act, in so far as it proceeds from me; it is not to 
be found in the faculty as I have it from God, nor even in 
the act in so far as it depends on Him [through His continued 
upholding of me in existence]. 

Nor have I any ground for complaint that God has not 
given me a greater power of understanding or a natural light 
stronger than that which He has actually given, since it is 
of the very nature of a finite understanding not to apprehend 
aD things, and of a created understanding to be finite. Hav .. 

H Sfltis persptcue; Fr. avec une parfaite clarM. 
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ing every reason to render thanks t o  G o d  w h o  owes m e  
nothing, and who h a s  yet given me all the perfections I 
possess, I should be far from thinking Him to have been 
unjust in depriving me of, or in keeping back, the other 
perfections which He has not given me. 

Nor have I ground to complain in that He has given me 
a will more ample than my understanding. Since the will 
consists entire in one single thing, and is, so to speak, in
divisible, it would appear that its nature is such that nothing 
can be taken from it without destroying it; and certainly the 
more ample it is, the more reason I have to be grateful. 

Nor, finally, ought I to complain that God concurs with 
me in framing those [wrongful] acts of the will., that is to say, 
the judgments in which I suffer deception. In so far as they 
depend on God they are entirely true and good and my 
ability to form them is, in its own way, a greater perfection 
in me than if I were unable to do so. The privation in which 
alone the formal [i e., actual] reason of error or sin consists 
has no need of concurrence from God since it is not a thing; 
and if referred to God as to its cause, it ought (in conform
ity with the usage of the Schools )41 to be entitled negation, 
not privation. For it is not in truth an imperfection in God 
that He has given me the freedom of assenting or not assent
ing to things of which He has not placed a clear and distinct 
knowledge in my understanding. On the other hand, un
questionably, it is an imperfection in me that I do not use 
this freedom aright, rashly passing judgment on things which 
I apprehend only obscurely and confusedly. I recognize, 
indeed, that God could easily have so created me that. while 
still remaining free and while still with only limited knowl
edge, I should yet not err, viz., by endowing my understand
ing with a clear and distinct knowledge of all the things 
upon which I shall ever have to deliberate, or simply by so 
deeply engraving on my memory the resolution never to pass 
judgment on anything of which I have no clear and distinct 
understanding, that I shall never lose hold on that resolution. 

4.1 Added in French version. 
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And I easily understand that in so far as I consider 
alone, as jf in the world there were only I 
have been much rno.:e periect than I now 
created me in that fashion. But this does not me in 
reiusillg to !ecognize that in respect of the universe as a 
whole it is a greater perfection fuat ce.:tain of its parts shoald 
not be exempt from defect than that they shouid all be 
exactiy alike. And I have, therefore, no right to complain 
because God, in placing me in the world, hz.s not willed to 
assign me the nobler, more perfect r6le. If He has not done 
so tly the first of the means above noted, that which would 
depend on my having a clear ae.d evident knowledge of ail the 
things upon which I have to deliberate, at least He has 
ieft within my power other means, viz., that of firmly 
adhering to the resolution never to pass judgment on things 
not clearly known to me. For although I am aware of a 
certain weakness in my nature which prevents me from con
tinuoC�.sly concentrating my mind on any one thought, I can 
yet by attentive and oft-repeated med1tation so :mpriLt it on 
my memory that I shall never fail to recall it as often as I 
have need of it, and so can acquire the habit of not erring. 

Inasmuch as it is in this habit that the highest and chief 
perfection of man consists, I have, I consider, gained not 
a little by this day's meditation, discoveri..1.g, as I have done, 
t,\e cause of error and falsity. Certainly there can be no 
other cause than that which I have now explained; for so 
long as I so restrain my will within the limits of my kno,vl
edge that it frames no judgment save on things which are 
dearly and distinctly apprehended by the understanding, I 
can never be deceived. Since all :::lear and distinct aware
nessis is  undoubtedly something, it cannot O\'/e its origin to 
nothir.g, and must of necessity have God as its author
God, I say, who being supremely perfect, cannot be the 
cause of any error. Consequently, as we have to conclude, all 
such awareness-�9 is true. Nor have I today learned merely 

48 perceptio; Fr. conception. Cf. above, p. 55. 
45 ou • . .  jugement, added in French version. 
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what, to escape error, I should avoid, but also what I must 
do to arrive at knowledge of the truth. Such knowledge is 
assured to me provided I direct my attention sufficiently to 
those things which I perfectly nnderstand, separating them 
from those which I apprehend only confusedly and obscurely. 
To this task I shall, from now on, give diligent heed. 
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Concerning the Essence of Material Tfungs, and again, 
concerning God, that He exists 

MANY other questions respecting the attributes of God, and 
respecting my own proper nature, that is to say, respecting 
my mind, remain tor investigation; and perhaps, on some 
future occasion. I shall return to them. Meanwhile, having 
discovered what must be done, and what avoided, m order 
to arrive at the knowledge of truth, what I have now chiefly 
to do is to endeavor to emerge from the state of doubt into 
which I fell in the preceding days respectmg material things, 
and to determine whether, with certainty, anything can be 
known of them. 

But before inquiring as to whether any material things 
exist outside me, I have first to examine the ideas of them 
in so far as these are in my thought, and to determine which 
of them are distinct and which confused. 

Beyond question, I image distmctly that quantity which 
philosophers commonly term continuous, the extension in 
length, bread�b and depth that is in this quantity, or rather 
in the quantified thing to which it is attributed. Further, I 
can number in it many diverse parts, and attribute to each 
of them all sorts of sizes, shapes, locations and local motions, 
and to each of these motions all degrees of duration. 

Not only do I know these things distinctly when con
sidering them in general, I can also, on giving attention to 
them, apprehend innumerable particulars respecting shapes, 
number, motion and other such things, which are so evidently 
true and so accordant with my nature, that on beginning to 
discover them it does not seem to me that I am learning 
something new, but rather that I am recollecting what I 
already knew, i.e., that I am for the first time taking note of 
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things that were already in my mind but to which I had 
not hltherto directed my attention. 

What here seems to me especially noteworthy is that I 
futd in my mind innumerable ideas of things which, even 
if they do not perhaps exist anywhere outside my thought, 
yet cannot be srud to be in themselves nothing. Though it 
may be in my power to think or not to think them, they are 
not framed by me, and possess true and immutable natures 
of their own. For instance, when I image a triangle, although 
there is not perhaps and never has been anywhere in the 
world apart from my thought any such shape, it has yet a 
certain determinate nature or essence or form which is im
mutable and eternal, not framed by me, and in no wise 
dependent on my mind, as appears from the fact that diverse 
properties can be demonstrated as belonging to the triangle, 
viz., that its three angles are equal to two right angles, that 
its greatest side is subtended by its greatest angle and the 
like, which, whether I will or not, I now clearly recognize as 
proper to it, although I had no thought whatsoever of them 
when for the first time I imaged a triangle. It cannot, there
fore, be said that they have been framed and invented by me . 
.._ Nor does the objection hold that perhaps this idea of the 
triangle has come into my mind from external things by 
way of the sense-organs, through my having seen bodies 
triangularly shaped. I am in a position to think of innumer
able other shapes which cannot be suspected of ever having 
been objects of sense, and of which, no less than of the 
triangle, I can demonstrate diverse properties, all of them 
clearly apprehended and therefore assuredly true. Each of 
these shapes is therefore a something, not a mere nothing; for 
it is evident that everything true is something; and as I have 
already shown, all those things which I know clearly and 
distinctly�0 are true. And even if I had not proved this to be 
so, the nature of my mind is such that I cannot but assent 
to what I clearly apprehend, at least while I am so appre
hending it. Always, as I recall, even while my mind was 

�o distbictement, added in French version. 
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chiefly preoccupied with the obJects o f  sense, I recognized 
as bemg the most certain of all truths those which relate to 
shapes and nlllrr.bers, and all else that pertains to arith.:netic 
and geo;netry, and in general to pure and abstract mathe
matics. 

Now if, directly on my being able to :!ind an idea of some
thing in my thought, it at once follows that whatever I clearly 
and distinctly apprehend as pertaming to L'1e thing does in 
truth belong to it, may I not derive from this an argu;nent 
for the existence of God? the idea of God, that is 
of a being sovereignly perfect, is no present to me51 than 
is that of any shape or nth-nber; and I know that an actual 
and external existence pertai.11s to H1s nature no less clearly 
and distinctly than I know that whatever is demonstrable 
of a shape or number belongs to the nature of the shape or 
number. Even, therefore, were it the case that not all of 
what I have been meditating in these preceding days is true, 
this at least holds that the existence of God ought not to 
have for me a Jesser degree of certainty than I have hitherto 
been ascribing to matC.ematical truths. 

This, on first hearing, is not irrnrr.ediately evident, seem
ing to be a sophism. Being accustomed in all other things to 
distinguish between existence and essence, I readily believe 
that existence can also be disjoined from the essence of God, 
and that God can therefore be conceived as not actually 
existing. But on closer study, it becomes manifest to me that 
it is no more possible to separate existence from the essence 
of God than the equality of its three angles to two right 
angles from the essence of a triangle or the idea of a moun
tain from that of a valley; so that to think of God (that is, 
of a being completely perfect) as without existence (that is, 
as lacking a certain perfection) is as impossible as to think 
of a mountain without a valley. 

[Here we encounter another objection.] Though I cannot 
think of God save as existing, any more than I can think of 
a mountain without a valley, yet just as it does not follow 

U apud me. 
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that because I cannot think of a mountain without a valley, a 
mountam exists anywhere in the world, so likewise it does 
not follow that because I think of God as existing that He 
does in fact exist. My thinking imposes no necessity on things. 
I can image a winged horse, though there is no existing horse 
that has wings. May I not in similar fashion be attributing 
existence to God although there is no God who is existent? 

This objection rests on a fallacy. Because I cannot think 
of a mountain without a valley, it does not indeed follow 
that there is any mountain or valley in existence, but only 
that mountain and valley, be they existent or non-existent, 
are inseparably conjoined each with the other. In the case 
of God, however, I cannot think Him save as existing; and 
it therefore follows that existence is inseparable from � 
and that He therefore really exists. l![iS not that thls neces� 
sity is brought about by my thought, or that my thought is 
imposing any necessity on things; on the contrary, the neces
sity which lies in the thing itself, that is the necessity of 
God's existence, determines me to think in this w� It is not 
in my power to think God as lacking existence (i.e., to think 
of this sovereignly perfect being as devoid of complete per
fection) in the manner in which I am free to image a horse 
with wings or without wings. 

Nor may it be objected that though it is indeed necessary 
to grant that God exists, provided the supposition bas ante
cedently been made that God possesses all perfections and 
that existence is itself one of these perfections, the supposi
tion is not in fact itself necessary. If we start by supposing 
that all quadrilateral shapes are inscribable in the circle, we 
have to grant that the rhombus can be so inscribed, a con
clusion manifestly false. [But the two suppositions are very 
different in character.] It is not indeed necessary that I 
should at any time be dwelling on the idea of God. None the 
less, as often a.s I may be concerned to entertain the thought 
of first and sovereign being, summoning this idea from the 
treasure-bouse of my mind, I must necessarily attribute all 
perfections to Him, although I may not then enumerate all 
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of them, nor direct m y  attention t o  any one o f  them sepa
rately. And as soon �s I take notice that existence is a 
perfectmn, I am thereby constrained to conclude that this 
first sovere1gu bemg tr:1ly exists-just as while lt is not at 
any time necessary for me to be imaging a triangle, yet when
ever I wish to cons1der a rectllinear figure having only three 
sides, I have no option save to attribute to it all those prop
erties from which .it is rightly concluded that rts three angles 
are not greater than two right angles, even although l may 
not then be taking note of this particular consequence. Now 
this does not hold LO the case of the rhombus-assumption 
above cited. For when I consider which shapes are capable 
of being inscribed in the c1rcle, it is in no w1se necessary to 
hold that all quadrilateral shapes are of this number; on the 
contrary, I cannot even pretend this to be the case, so long 
as I decline to accept anything save what I clearly and dis
tinctly apprehend. Consequently there is a grea! dil:Ierence 
between false suppositions of this kind and the true ideas 
whjch are born with me,�" the fust and chief of wh1ch is the 
idea of God. For,� note, there are many respects in which 
this idea is not fictitious, as depending merely on my L'wught, 
but is the image"8 of a true and immutable nature;

' 
first, in 

'fuat I cannot think of anythmg, save God alone, to tlv;! very 
essence of which existence pertains; secondly, in thatii can
not entertain the thought of there being two or more Gods 
of this kind, and that, granted one such God exists, it is 
evident to me that He must necessarily have existed from all 
eternity and will exist to all eternity; and tinaUy, in that 1 
apprehend many other properties in God, no one of which 
I can either diminish or chal!]:] 

Thus, whatever proof or mode of argument I may adopt 
it always comes back to this, that it is only the things l 
apprehend clearly and distinctly which have the power to 
convince me. And although among the things which I ap
prehend in this manner some are indeed obvious to everyone, 

52 mihi mgen.itas; Fr. ndes avec moi. 
M imaginem. 
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others are manifest only to those who consider them more 
closely, scrutinizing them earnestly. Once they have been 
(hscovered, they are, however, not esteemed any less certain 
than those others. To take, as an example, the rightwangled 
triangle: that the square of the base is equal to the squares 
of the other two sides is not at first as mamfest to us as that 
the base lies opposite the greatest angle; yet once it has been 
apprehended we are not less certain of its truth. As regards 
God, if my mind were not overlaid by so many prejudices, 
and beset on all sides by the images of sensible things, I 
should know nothing prior to knowing Him and nothing 
more easily. For is there anything more evident than that 
there is a God, that is to say, a sovereign being, and that of 
all beings He alone has existence as appertaining to His 
essence? For a proper grasp of this truth close attention has 
indeed been required. Now, however, I am as completely as� 
sured of it as of all that I hold most certain; and now also 
I have come to recognize that so absolutely dependent on it 
are all those other certainties, that save through knowledge 
of it nothing whatsoever can be perfectly known. 

But while my nature is such that I cannot but accept as 
true all that I apprehend in a really clear and distinct man� 
ner, it is also such that I am unable to keep my mind always 
fixed on one and the same object. Often I have occasion to 
recall having judged a thing to be true without at the same 
time being aware of the reasons that determined me in so 
doing; and it may happen meanwhile that other reasons are 
presented to me--such as would readily cause me to change 
my opinion, were I ignorant that there is a God. I should 
then have no true and certain knowledge of anything; but 
only vague and vacillating opinions. When for instance I 
consider the nature of the triangle, instructed, as I have been, 
in the principles of geometry, it is quite evident to me that 
its three angles are equal to two right angles; and so long 
as I attend to the demonstrations I cannot but believe this 
to be true. None the less, as soon as I cease to attend to the 
demonstration, and although I may still recollect having had 
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a clear comprehension of it, I may readily come to doubt its 
truth, if I do not know that there is a God. For I can then 
persuade myself of being so constituted by nature as to be 
easily deceived even in those things which I believe myself 
to apprehend in the most evident manner, especially when I 
recollect that frequently I have held to be true and certain 
what afterwards other reasons have constrained me to reckon 
as false. 

But once I have recognized that there is a God, and that 
all things depend on Him and that He is not a deceiver, and 
from this, in tum, have inferred that all things which I clearly 
and distinctly apprehend are of necessity true, then, even 
although I may no longer be attending to the reasons on ac
count of which I have judged this to be so (provided only 
I bear in mind that I once recognized them clearly and dts
tinctly),  no contrary reason can be brought forward sufficient 
to lead me to doubt it; and the knowledge I have of it is 
thus true and certain. Such knowledge extends, in similar 
fashion, to all the other things I remember as having been at 
any time demonstrated, the truths of geometry and the like. 
For what can now be brought against them, to lead me to 
doubt them? Will it be urged that in the past my nature was 
such as often to be deceived? But I now know that I cannot 
be deceived in the things which I know in a perspicuous man� 
ner. Will it be said that I have formerly held as true and 
certain what afterwards I have discovered to be false? But I 
was then having no clear and distinct apprehension of them, 
and having as yet no knowledge of the rule by following 
which I am assured of truth, I readily yielded assent on 
grounds which I have since discovered to be less strong than 
I then supposed them to be. What further objection is there? 
Will it be said that perhaps I am dreaming (an objection I 
myself raised a little while ago ) ,  that is, that all the thoughts 
I am now entertaining are no more true than those which 
come to me in dreams? Even so, what difference would that 
make? For even should I be asleep and dreanrlng, whatever 
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is present to my understanding in an evident manner is 
indisputably true. 

Thus, in this evident manner, I see that the certainty and 
truth of al! knowledge depends on knowledge of the true 
God, and that before I knew Him I could have no perfect 
knowledge of any other thing. And now that I know Him, 
I have the means of acquiring a perfect knowledge of in
numerable things, net only in respect of God Himself and 

other intelligible things, but also in respect oi that corvoreal 
nat:.ue which is the object of pure mathematics. 

A 
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Concerning the Existence of Material Things and the 
Real Distinction between the Mind and Body of Man 

THERE now remains only the inquiry as to whether material 
things exist. This at least I already know, that in so far as 
they are dealt with by pure mathematics, they are possible 
existents, since, as there treated, they are apprehended clearlJ 
and distinctly. Indubitably God possesses the � of_pro
ducing everythi!if"""that I am capabte of apprehending di"S: 
� and I have never con"Siilered anythmgto�
sible to Him save what I found to be impossible of distinct 
apprehension. Further, the faculty of imagination, of which, 
as experience tells me, I make use when I apply myself to the 
consideration of material things, is able to persuade me of 
their existence; for when I attentively consider what imagina
tion is, I :find that it is nothing but a certain application of 
the cognitive faculty to a body which is immediately present 
to it and therefore existent. 

To make this plain, I shall first dwell on the difference 
there is between the imagination and pure intellection. For 
instance, when I image a triangle I not only apprehend 
it to be a shape bounded by three lines, but also by con
centrating my attention on these three lines I intuit them as 
present, this being what I term imaging. When, however, I 
wish to think of a chiliagon, I do indeed apprehend it to be 
a shape composed of a thousand sides, and do so just as 
easily as in apprehending a triangle to be composed of three 
sides only. I cannot, however, image the thousand sides of 
a chiliagon as I do the three sides of a triangle, nor intuit 
them as present, as it were, with the eyes of the mind.54 

M tanquam prvussntia intueor; Fr. Us regarder comme prl.rents 
�vee ksyeuxde mon esprit. 
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And although in accordance with the habit I have of al
ways imaging somethmg when I think of corporeal things, 
it may happen that I confusedly represent to myself some 
shape, it is yet evident that this shape is not a cbiliagon, 
since it in no wise differs from what I represent to myself 
when I think of a myriagon or any other shape of many 
�ides, nor would It be of any use in determining the proper
ties distinguishing a chiliagon from those other polygons. 
If, however, It be a pentagon which is under question, while 
I can indeed, as in the case of the chihagon, apprehend 1ts 
shape without the aid of the imagination, I am able also to 
image it, applying my mind attentively to each of its five 
sides and the area they enclose. Now in thus imaging its 
shape, I am plamly aware of having to make a certain 
special effort of the mind, an effort not reqlrired in merely 
thinldng of it; and this special effort of the mind makes 
clear to me the difference there is between imagination and 
pure intellection. 

Therewith I also note that this power of imaging which 
is in me, in so far as it differs from the power of under
standing, is no WISe necessary to my essential being, that IS 
ro say, to the essence of my mind. For even if I did not have 
it, I should undoubtrdly none the less remain the same as I 
now am; and from this, it seems, we may conclude that my 
power of imaging depends on something different from 
me, i.e.,  from my mind.:;:; And I easily understand that if 
there exists some body to which the mind is so united that 
it is able, when It pleases, to apply itself to it, i.e., as it 
were, to contemplate it, "8 it may in this way be able to image 

G3 a me; Fr. de mon e:rpnt. 
�8 sit ita conjuncta ut ad llhld velun lllSpiciendum pro arbitrlo se 

appllcet. On Burman's asking in what mspicere consists, Descarte<J re
plies: "This in.spit:ere is a particular mode of thinking, which takes 
place thus. When external objects act on our senses and trace there 
an idea or rather an image {ldeam seu potius figuram] of themselves, 
and when tile mind turii8 toward [advertit} these images [ad eas 
1magines] thus traced in the small gland, it is said to be sen.ring. When 
these images are traced in the small gland not by the external objects, 
but by the mind itself. which 10 the absence of the external objects 
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corporeal things. If this b e  so, this mode o{ thinking differs 
from pure intellection solely in this, that the mind, in in

tellection, is turning in some way in upon itself, taking note 
of some one of the ideas which it possesses in itself, whereas 
when imaging it is turning itself toward the body and is in
tuiting in it something conformed to the idea which it has 
formed for itself or has apprehended by way of the senses. 
Now if it be the case that body exists, I can, I say, easily 
understand that the imaging may be carried out in this man
ner.:s7 There is indeed no other way equally convincing of 
accounting for it; and for this reason I conjecture that body 
probably does exist. The conjecture [as thus arrived at] is, 
however, probable only. For however careful and compre
hensive my inquiries may be, I nevertheless do not find 

represents or forms them in the brain (eas in cerebro effingit et for
mat) , it is said to be Imaging. ThU8 the difference between imagina
tion and sense consists simply in this, that in the one the images are 
traced [in the pineal gland] by external objects then present to it, 
while in the other they are traced [in the pineal gland] by the mind 
in the absence of the external objects, and as it were, with all win
dows closed" (A.T. v, p. 162; Adam's edition, pp. 64-65). 

�T To Gassendi's objection that if the images are to be thus taken 
as being corporeal, with parts outside of other parts, and therefore 
as extended, they cannot be received into the self which is unex
tended, Descartes replies: "Here you ask how I think that I, an un
extended subject, can receive into myself the species or idea of a body 
which is extended. I reply that no corporeal speLies can be received 
into the mind; in the case of things corporeal no la;s than in the 
case of thmgs intorporeal what can alone be received into the mind 
is a pure intellection [i.e., an act of cognitive awareness which, even 
when directed upon the corporeal, is not itself corporeal] without any 
corporeal species. But as to the imagination, which can be exercised 
only in respect of coxporeal things, there is indeed need of a species 
which is truly corporeal (verum corpus) and to which the mind ap.. 
phes itself, without, however, its being received into the mind. , , • 
Though the mind is united to the whole body, it does not thence fol
low that it itself is extended throughout the body, for it is not part of 
its notion to be extended, but only to think. Neither does it apprehend 
extension by means of an extended species existing in it, although it 
images It by applymg itself [convertendo se] to a corporeal specie6 
which lS extended, as has already been said" (A.T. vii, pp. 387-89; 
Haldane and Ross, ii, pp. 231-32). 
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that even from what is distinct in the idea I have of cor� 

poreal nature by way of these imagings, any argument can 
be obtained which justifies my concluding, in a necessary 
manner, the existence of any body. 

Now I am accustomed to image many other things be· 
sides that corporeal nature which is the object of pure mathe
matics, viz., colors, sounds, tastes, pain and the like, though 
none of them so distinctly. And inasmuch as I apprehend 
them much better by way of the senses (by the mediation 

of which and of memory they seem to have reached the 
imagination) ,  it is proper that, for the more convenient 

examination of them, I should likewise examine the nature 
of sense and inquire whether from those ideas which are 
apprehended by this mode of thinking-the mode which I 
entitle sensing-! can obtain any certain proof of the ex
istence of corporeal things. 

First, I shall recall to mind the things which, as having 
been sensed, I have hitherto held to be true, and what my 
grounds were for so regarding them. Secondly, I shall then 

examine the reasons which afterwards led me to doubt of 

them. And :finally, I shall consider what I ought now to 
believe in regard to them. 

From the start, then, I have sensed myself as having a 
head, bands, feet and the other members of which this body 
-a body I considered to be part of myself, and possibly 
even the whole of myself-is composed. I also sensed this 
body as being located among other bodies by which it 

could be affected in many ways, beneficial or harmful, being 
made aware of what was beneficial by a certain sensation of 

pleasure and of what was harmful by a sensation of pain. 
In addition to pleasure and pain, I was aware in myself of 
hunger, thirst, and other such appetites, as also of certain 
corporeal inclinations to joy, sorrow, anger, and other such 
affections. On the other hand, as foreign to myself, I sensed, 
besides the extension, shapes and movements of bodies, also 
their hardness, heat and other tactual qualities, and in addi-



234 :M E D I T A T I O N S  ON F I R S T  P H I L O S O P H Y  

tion, light, colors, odors, tastes and sounds, the variety of 
which enabled me to distinguish from one another the sky, 
the Earth, the sea, and all the other bodies. 

Assuredly, since the ideas of all these qualities were clalln
ing my attention, and since it was they alone that I properly 
and immediately sensed, it was not without reason that I 
thought I was sensing certain things plainly different from my 
thinking, namely, bodies from which those ideas proceeded. 
For as experience showed me, they presented themselves to 
me without my consent being required, and in such fashion 
that I could not sense any object, however I might wish to 
do so, save on its being present to the se:nse-organ, and was 
unable not to sense it when it was present. 

Further, since the ideas I recetved by way of the senses 
were much more lively, better defined, and even in their 
way more distinct, than any of those which I could deliber
ately and knowingly frame for myself, it seemed impossible 
that they could have proceeded from myself; and it followed, 
therefore, that they must have been caused in me by other 
things. Having no information regarding these things beyond 
what these same ideas gave me, the only supposition that 
could then commend itself to me was that they resemble 
the ideas. And because I likewise recalled that formerly 
I had relied more on the senses than on reason, and bad 
observed that the ideas which I framed for myself were not 
so well defined as those which I apprehended by way of 
sense, and were for the most part composed of parts of those 
latter, I was readily persuaded that I bad not in my under
standing any idea not previously sensed. 

Nor was it without reason that I regarded the body, which 
by a certain special right I called my own, as belonging to 
me more closely than any other. I could never, indeed, be 
separated from it as from other bodies; I felt in it, and on 
account of it, all my passions and all my affections; I was 
aware of pain and the titillation of pleasure in its parts, and 
not in the parts of the other bcxlies located outside it. 

When, however, I inquired why from some--I know not 
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what--sensing of pam a certain sadness of mind follows, 
and a certam JOY on the sensing of pleasure, or why that 
.!.trange tw1tchlng of the stomach which I call hunger should 
put me in mind of taking food, and dryness of throat of 
dnnking, I could, as in other experiences of this kind, give 
no reason, save that I am so taught by nature. For as
suredly there is no affinity, none at least that I can under
stand, between this twitching of the stomach and the desire 
to eat, any more than between the sensing of a thing which 
causes pain and the thought of sadness which springs from 
this sensing. And in the same way, it seemed to me, all the 
other judgments which I was accustomed to pass on the 
objects of sense had been taught me by nature. For I ob
served that they were formed in me before I had the leisure 
to weigh and consider any reasons which might oblige me 
to make them. 

In due course, however, numerous experiences by de
grees sapped the faith I had thus reposed in the senses. As 
I from time to time observed, towers which .from afar seemed 
round on closer view appeared square, colossal statues 
erected on the summits of these towers appeared small when 
similarly viewed from below. In innumerable other instances I 
similarly found the judgments which concerned the things 
of the external senses to be erroneous: nor indeed only 
those based on the external senses, but those also which 
are based on the internal senses. What can be more internal 
than pain? Yet I have been assured by men whose arm or 
leg has been amputated, that it still seemed to them that they 
occasionally felt pain in the limb they had lost-thus giv
ing me ground to think that I could not be quite certain that 
a pain I endured was indeed due to the limb m which I 
seemed to feel it. 

To these grounds of doubt I have lately added two others 
of the widest generality. The first of these was that there is 
nothing of all that I believed myself to be sensing when 
awake which I cannot think of as being also sometimes 
sensed during sleep; and since I do not believe that the 
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things I seem t o  sense i n  dreams come to m e  from things 
located outside me, I no longer found any ground for be
lieving this of the things I seem to sense while awake. Sec
ondly, since I was still ignorant of the Author of my being, 
or rather was feigning myself to be so, I saw nothing to pre
vent my bemg so constituted by nature that I might be 
deceived even in those things which appeared to me to be 
unquestionably true. 

As to the grounds on which I had before been persuaded 
of the truth of these things, I had no difficulty in counter
ing them. For inasmuch as I seem to be inclined by nature 
to many things from which reason was dissuading me, I 
considered that I ought not to place much confidence in its 
teachmg; and though my sensuous apprehensions do not 
depend on my will, I did not think that I ought on this 
ground to conclude that they proceed from things other 
than myself. There can perhaps exist in me some faculty 
hitherto unknown to me, which produces them. 

Now that I begin to know myself better and to discover 
the Author of my being, I do not in truth think that I ought 
rashly to admit all the things which the senses may seem 
to teach; but neither do I think that they should all be 
called in doubt. 

In the first place, since I know that all the things I clearly 
and distinctly apprehend can be created by God exactly 
as I apprehend them, my being able to apprehend one thing 
apart from another is, in itself, sufficient to make me certain 
that the one is different from the other, or at least that it is 
within God's power to posit them separately; and even 
though I do not comprehend by what power this separation 
comes about, I shall have no option but to view them as 
different. Accordingly, simply from knowing that I exist, 
and that, meantime, I do not observe any other thing as 
evidently pertaining to my nature, i.e., to my essence. ex� 
cept this only, that I am a thinking thing, I rightly conclude 
that my essence consists in this alone, that I am a thinking 
thing (i.e., a substance, the whole nature or essence of which 
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consists in thinking) .38 And although possibly (or rather 
certainly, as I shall shortly be declaring) I have a body 
with which I am very closely conjoined, yet since on the 
one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so 
far as I am only a thinking unextended thing, and on the 
other hand a distinct idea of the body, in so far as it is only 
an extended unthinking thing, it is certain that I am truly 
distinct from my body, and can exist without it.�9 

I further find in myself faculties of thinking which are 
quite special modes of thinking, distinct from myself, viz., 
the faculties of imaging and sensing; I can clearly and dis
tinctly apprehend myself as complete without them, but not 
them without the self, i.e., without an intelligent substance 
in which they reside. For in the notion we have of them, or 
(to use the terms of the Schools) 60 in their formal concept, 
they include some sort of intellection, and I am thereby 
enabled to recognize that they are at once related to, and 
distinguished from, the self, as being its modes (just as 
shapes, movements, and the other modes and accidents of 
bodies are in respect of the bodies which uphold them) _Ill 

I am also aware in me62 of certain faculties, such as the 
power of changing location, of assuming diverse postures, 
and the like, which cannot be thought, and cannot therefore 
exist, any more than can the preceding, apart from some 
substance in which they reside. But evidently, since the 
clear and distinct apprehension of these faculties involves the 
feature of extension. but not any intellection, they must, if 
they indeed exist, belong to some substance which is cor
poreal, i.e., extended and unthinking. Now there is, indeed, 
a certain passive faculty of sense, i.e., of receiving and know
ing the ideas of sensible things, but this would be useless to 
me if there did not also exist in me, or in some other 

�s This explanatory clallSe added in French version. 
�9 I.e., should God so provide. 
80 Added, as required in the French version. 
6J. Parenthesis added in French version. 
82 eTJ moi, added in French version, the 'T' being taken as includ· 

ing the body. 
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being, a n  active faculty capable of producing or effecting 
these ideas. This active faculty cannot, however, be in me 
-not at least in so far as I am only a thinking tbing63-since 
it does not presuppose intellection, and since the ideas pre
sent themselves to me without my contributing in any way 
to their so doing, and often even against my will. This faculty 
must therefore exist in some substance different from me-a 
substance that, as already noted, contains, either formally or 
eminently, all the reality which is objectively [i.e., by way of 
representation] in the ideas produced by the faculty, and this 
substance is either body, i.e., corporeal nature, in which 
there is contained formally, i.e., actually,84 all that is objec
tively, i.e., by representation,M in those ideas; or it is God 
Himself, or some creature nobler than body, in which all of 
it is eminently contained. 

But since God is no deceiver, it is evident that He does 
not of Himself, and immediately, communicate those ideas 
to me. Nor does He do so by way of some creature in which 
their objective reality is not contained formally [i.e., actually], 
but only eminently. For as He has given me no facult) 
whereby I could discover this to be the case, but on the 
contrary a very strong inclination to believe that those ideas 
are conveyed to me by corporeal things, I do not see how 
He could be defended against the charge of deception, were 
the ideas produced otherwise than by corporeal things. We 
have, therefore, no option save to conclude that corporeal 
things do indeed exist. 

Yet they are not perhaps exactly such as we apprehend 
by way of the senses; in many instances they are appre
hended only obscurely and confusedly. But we must at least 
admit that whatever I there clearly and distinctly apprehend, 
i.e., generally speaking, evecything comprised in the ob
ject of pure mathematics, is to be found in them. As re-

as Parenthesis added in French version. 
"" et en etfet, added m French version. 
81i et par representation, added in French version. 
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ganis those other things which are only particular, such as 
that the Sun is of this or that magnitude and shape, and 
the like, or as regards those things which are apprehended 
less clearly,66 such as light, sound, pain and the like, how
ever dubious and uncertain all of these may be, yet inasmuch 
as God is no deceiver and that there cannot therefore, in the 
opiruons I form, be any falsity for the correction of which 
He bas not given me some faculty sufficient thereto, I may, 
I believe, confidently conclude that in regard to these thlngs 
also the means of avoiding error are at my disposal. 

Thus there can be no question that all those things in which 

I am instructed by nature contain some truth; for by nature, 
considered in general, I now understand no other than either 
God Himself or the order of created things as :instituted by 
Him, and by my nature in particular I understand the to
tality67 of all those things which God has given me. 

Now there is nothing which nature teaches me more 
expressly, or more sensibly,68 than that I have a body which 
is adversely affected when I sense pain, and stands in. need 
of food and drink when I suffer hunger or thirst, etc.; and 
consequently I ought not to doubt there being some truth 
in all this. 

Nature also teaches me by these sensings of pain, hunger, 
thirst, etc., that I am not lodged in my body merely as a 
pilot in a ship, but so intimately conjoined, and as it were 
intermingled with it, that with it I form a unitary whole.69 

Were not this the case, I should not sense pain. when my 
body is hurt, being, as I should then be, merely a thinking 

thing, but should apprehend the wound in a purely cognitive 
manner,70 just as a sailor apprehends by sight any damage 

66 et moins di.stinctenumt, added in French version. 
67 complexionem. 
6!! ni plus aensiblement, added in French version. 
69 illi arctisslme esse conjunctum et qurui peTmixtum adeo ut 

unum quid cum illb componam; Fr. Ids ltroitement et tellement con
fondu et mlli que je compose comme un seul tout avec lui. 

TO purointellectu. 
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t o  his ship; and when m y  body has need of food and drink 
I should apprehend this expressly, and not be made aware 
of it by confused sensings of hunger, thirst, pain, etc. For 
these sensings of hunger, thirst, pain, etc., are in truth merely 
confused modes of thinking, arising from and dependent on 
the union, and, as it were, the intermingling of mind and 
body. 

Besides this, nature teaches me that my body exists as 
one among other bodies, some of which are to be sought 
after and others shunned. And certahly on sensing colors, 
sounds, odors, tastes, heat, hardness and the like, I rightly 
conclude that in the bodies from which these various sensory 
apprehensions proceed, there are variations corresponding 
to them, though not perhaps resembling them; and since 
among these sense-apprehensions some are pleasing to me, 
and others displeasing, there ca.11 be no doubt that my body, 
or rather my entire self, inasmuch as I am composed of body 
and mind, can b� variously affected, beneficially or harm
fully, by surrounding bodies. 

Many other things, however, that may seem to have been 
taught me by nature, are not learned from her, but have 
gained a footing in my mind only through a certain habit 
I have of judging inconsiderately. Consequently, as easily 
happens, the judgments I pass are erroneous: for example 
in the judgment that all space in which there is nothing 
capable of affecting my senses is a vacuum, that in a hot 
body there is something similar to the idea of heat which is 
in my mind, that in a white or green body there is the very 
whiteness or greeTl_ness which I am sensing, that in a bitter 
or sweet body there are these very tastes, and so in other like 
instances; that the stars, towers and other distant objects 
are of the siz-es a..-:1d shapes they exhibit to my eyeR, etc. 

In order, however, that there may in this regard be no 
lack of distinctness of apprehension, I must define more 
accurately what I ought to mean, when I speak of being 
taught by nature. Nature I am here taking in a more re� 
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stricted11 sense than when it signifies the totality of all that 
God bas given me. Many things included in that totality 
belong to the mind alone, e.g., the notion I have of the truth 
that what bas once taken place can no longer not have taken 
place, and all those other truths which are known by the 
natural light, without the aid of the body;12 of these latter I 
am not here speaking. The term nature likewise extends to 
many things which pertain only to body, such as its 
having weight, and the like, and with these also I am not 
here dealing, but only with what God has given me as a 
being composed of body as well as of mind. Nature, taken 
in this special [restricted] sense, does indeed teach me to 
shun whatever causes me to sense pain, or to pursue what 
causes me to sense pleasure, and other thlngs of that sort; 
but I do not find that it teaches me, by way of sensory 
apprehensions, that we should, without previous careful and 
mature mental examination of them, likewise draw conclu
sions regarding things located in the world outside us; for, 
as would seem, it is the task of the mind alone, not of the 
composite mind-body, to discern truth in questions of this 
kind. 

Thus, although the impression a star makes on my eye 
is no larger than that made by the Dame of a small candle, 
there is yet in me no real or positive power determining me 
to believe that the star is no larger than the Dame; it is 
merely that, without reason, I have so judged from my 
earliest years. And though on approaching fire I sense heat, 
and on approachlng it too closely I sense pain, this is no 
ground for concludmg that something resembling the heat 
is in the fire and also something resembling the pain, but 
only that in it there is something, whatever it be, which 
produces in me these sensations of heat and pain. 

11 E.g., than when speaking of the "natural light of reason," which 
belongs to mind even apart from the body, i.e., more restricted be� 
cause referring only to what God has given me in virtne of my being 
composed of body as well as of mind. 

12 sans r aide du corps, added in French version. 
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S o  also, althoug:n there a<e in which I find nothing 
to a..'Iect my it does not that in t:J.em there IS 
no body, tor in as in many other matters, l l:Jave been 
accustomed to pervert the order of nature. T:::tese sensuous 
apprehensions have been me by nature only as test£-
fymg to my mind what are beneficial or harm:'ul to 
the composite wD.ole of it is a pat1. For this they are 

indeed sclfictently clear and distinct But what I have done 

IS to use t:J.em as rules su:ffictently rellabie to be employed in 

the i.'Tlmediate determination of tD.e essence73 of bodies ex

ternal to me; and, as so their testimony cannot be 
other t:J.an obscure and 

l have already sufficiently examined :now it :J.appens that, 
of God, falsity D.as 

of t.ilis kinG. Here, 
however, a difficulty presents respecting the things 
which I am taug.ilt by nature to seek or to avoid, and also 
respecting the internal sensations in which I seem sometimes 
to have detected error.74 Thus, for instance, the agreeable 
taste of some food into whtch pmson has been introduced 
may induce me to swallow Lile poison, and so serve to de
ceive me. In this instance, however, nature is impeiling me 
to seek only that which is sweet-tasting, not the poison whic...\ 
is unknown to me; and all I can conclude fror:c. this is t:J.at 
I am not omniscient-in which there is no reason for sur
prise. Man's nature is finite, and Pis knowledge is therefore 
correspondingly limited. 

Bur even in that to which nature itself directly impels 
us, we not infrequently err, as when the sick desire to d;ink 
and eat what would prove hannful to them. It will perhaps 
be said that the reason of the error is that their nature has 
been corrupted. That, however, does not remove the diffiw 
culty: the sick man is no less t-uly God's creature Lltan whe::1 
in health; and it is therefore no less repugnant to God's 

r� Italics not in text 
H et ainsi que je suis directemem trompe par ma nature, added in Freuch verSion. 
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goodness that the sick man's nature should be thus deceptive. 
A clock composed of wheels and counterweights observes 
all the laws of nature no less accurately when it is ill..con
structed and shows the hours incorrectly, than when it fulfills 
the purposes of its maker in every respect. In similar fashion, 
if the body of a man be considered as a kind of machine, so 
built and composed of bones, nerves, muscles, veins, blood 
and skin, that even were there in it no mind, it would still 
have all the motions it now has, with the exception only of 
those which, as being exercised by order of the will, depend 
on the mind, I readily recognize that it would be as natural 
to this body, supposmg it to be, for example, dropsical, to 
suffer that dryness of the throat which is wont to suggest to 
the mind the sensation of thirst, and so to be disposed by 
this dryness to move the nerves and other parts in the way 
that leads to the drinking and thereby to the worsening of 
its malady, and to do so no less naturally than when, there 
being no such malady, it is by a similar dryness of the 

throat moved to drink in furtherance of its well-being. In 
view of the use for which the clock was designed by its 
maker, I can indeed say that it is deflected from its proper 
nature when it thus shows the hours incorrectly; and in the 
same manner, if I view the machine of the human body as 
having been framed by God for the motions which ordinarily 
occur in it, I may recognize that it, too, is departing from its 
nature when, though the throat be dry, drinking is yet not 
contributory to its well-being. None the less I recognize 
that this last manner of understanding the term nature is 
very different from the other; it is a merely external de
nomination, depending on my manner of mentally comparing 
a sick man and an ill..constructed clock with the idea I have 
of a healthy man and a well-made clock, which signifies noth
ing to be found in the things of which it speaks; whereas 
the term nature, according to the other manner of under
standing, signifies something veritably found in the things, 
and which is therefore not without some truth. 

But although in respect of a body suffering from dropsy. 
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i t  i s  indeed only i n  this conventional manner that w e  can 
speak of its nature as bemg corrupt (not being in any need 
of dri.tlk, and the throat being yet parched ) ,  none the less 
in respect of the composite whole, i.e., of the :nind in i.ts 
union w1th suet a body, we have here what is more than 
merely a marillet of speaking; it is a veritable error of [our] 
nature that it should thus thust when dri.nk would be harm
ful to it. A.nd accordingly we have still to inquire why it 
is that the goodness of God does not prevent [our] nature,n 
i.e., nature as understood in thls latter manner, from being 
deceptive. 

In this inquiry, what I first note is the great difference 
between mind and body, in that body, f;om its very nature, 
is divisible, and mind altogether indivisible. For 
truly, I consider the mind, that is to say, my self m 
so far only as I am a thinking thing, I can disti.nguist h1 
myself no parts; I appretend myseH to be a thing single 
and entire. Although the whole mind may seem to be 
united to the whole body, yet if a foot, an arm, or any 
other part of the body, is cut off, I know that my mind is 
not thereby diminished. Nor can its faculties of willing, 
sensing, understanding, etc., be spoken of as being its parts; 
it is one and the same mind whict wills, which senses, which 
understands. The opposite holds in respect of a corporeal, 
i.e. , of an extended, thing. I caTI..LLOt think of it save as readily 
divisible into parts, and therefore recognize it as being di

visible. This, of itself, would suffice to convince ::ne that the 
mind is altogether different from the body, even if I had not 
already so decided on other grounds. 

In the next place, I take note that the mind is immediatelv 
affected, not by all parts of the body, but only by the brai�, 
or rather pei"haps only by one small part of it, viz., by that 
part in which the sensus communis is said to be. This part, 
as often as it is affected in t.'J.e same way, exhibits always 
one and the same impression to t.iJ.e mind, although the other 
parts of the body rna y meantime have become otherwise 

75 In French version, lt2 nature de l'homme. 
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disposed, as is proved by innumerable experiences on which 
there is here no need to dwell. 

I further note that the nature of body is such that no one 
of its parts can be moved by another a little way distant 
from it which cannot be moved in the same manner by 
any one of the parts that lie between those two, even though 
the more remote part be not then acting. As, for instance, 
if the cord, A, B,  C, D, be held taut, and its last part, D, be 
pulled, its first part will not be moved in a different way from 
how it would be were one of the intermediate parts, B or C, 
pulled-the last part, D, meanwhile remaining unmoved. 
So, too, on my sensing pain in my foot; the science of 
physics teaches me that this sensation is generated by way 
of nerves dispersed over the foot and extending, like cords, 
from it to the brain, and that when they are pulled in the 
foot, they pull those inmost parts of the brain in which they 
terminate, thereby exciting in them a certain motion which 
nature has instituted to enable the mind to sense pain as 
if it were in the foot. But since these nerves, in order to 
reach from the foot to the brain, have to pass through the 
tibia, the leg, the loins, the back and neck, it may happen 
that, although their extremities in the foot are not affected� 
but only certain of their intermediate parts, in the loins or 
neck, the motion excited in the brain will be the same as 
would have been caused by an injury to the foot, and the 
mind will then necessarily sense pain in the foot just as if 
the foot had indeed been hurt. Ibis also holds in respect of 
all our other senses. 

Finally, I note that each of the motions that occur in 
the part of the brain by which the mind is immediately 
affected gives rise always to one and the same sensation, and 
likewise note that we cannot wish for or imagine any better 
arrangement. The sensation which is thus caused is, of all 
the sensations which the motion might conceivably cause, 
the one best fitted and most generally useful for the con
servation of the human body when in full health. Now 
experience shows that all our senses are thus constituted; 
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and in them, therefore, there i.s notbic.g which does not 
testify to the power and goodness of God. 

When, for exat-np:e, the nerves of the foot are violently 
moved, in an unusual manner, the motion, passing tluoagh 
the medulla of the spine to the innermost parts of the bram, 
gtves a sign to it as to what it should sense, viz., pain as 
though in the foot, whereby the mind is L'lcited to do all rt 
can to avert what is causing the injury. 

God could indeed have so cmstituted the natu.re of man 
that this same motion in the brain should have exhibited 
to the mmd somethmg dlfferert; there rr>igh!, for example, 
have been exhibited to us tte motion itself, in the mode in 
which it exists in the brain, or in so far as it is in the foot or 
io some intermediate place between them-in short, some
thing, whatever it be, other than that which we do experience. 
But of all :hese [conceivable] alternatives, there is none 
v, hich would have more effectively contributed to the con
servation of the body. 

Similarly, when we have need of drink, there is a certain 
dryness of the throat which moves the nerves of t.'J.e t!lroat 
and by way of this the L'lternal parts of tbe brain, and this 
moti.on, in tern, affects t.'J.e mind with the sensation of th�rst, 
there being nothing in all these which it is more 
useful for us to know than that we need of drink for 
the preservation of our health; and so L-1 other like instances. 

In view of these considerations, it is manifest that, not
withstar;ding the sovereign goodness of God, the nature of 
man, Lll so far as it is a composite of mind and body, :!nust 
sometimes be at fault and deceptive. For should some cause, 
not in the foot, but in another part of the nerves that extend 
from the foot to the brain, or even in the brain itself, give 
rise to the motion ordrnanly excited when the foot is in
juriously atiected, pain will be felt just as though it were in 
the foot, and thus naturally the sense will be deceived; for 
since the same motion in the brain cannot but give rise in 
the mind to the same sensation, and since this sen-
sation is more frequently due to a cause that is injuri-
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ous to the foot than by one acting in another quarter, it is 
reasonable that it should convey to the mind pain as in the 
foot, rather than as in any other part. And if it sometimes 
happens that dryness of the throat is not due to this being 
required for the health of the body but to a quite different 
cause, as in the case of the dropsical, it is much better that 
it should then be deceptive than that it should, while the 
body is well-disposed, be all the time failing us; and so 
likewise in other cases. 

And certainly, this consideration is of the greatest help in 
enabling me not only to recognize all the errors to which 
my nature is subject, but also in making it easier for me to 
avoid or to amend them. For in knowing that in respect 
of those things which concern the well-beffig of the body, 
all my senses more frequently indicate the true than the 
false, and being able almost always to avail myself of more 
than one sense in the examining of any one thing, and being 
able also to make use of my memory for the connecting of 
the present with the past, and of my understanding for 
the reviewing (as already done) of all the causes of error, 
I ought no longer to fear that the things ordinarily exhibited 
to me by sense are false. I ought indeed to reject as hyper
bolical and ridiculous all the doubts of these past days, more 
especially that regarding sleep, as being indistinguishable 
from the waking state. How marked, I now find, is the 
difference between them! Our memory can never connect 
our dreams with one another and with the whole course of 
our lives, in the manner in which we are wg.nt to connect 
the things which happen to us while awake.\ If, while I am 
awake, someone should all of a sudden appbtf to me, and 
as suddenly disappear, as happens in dreams, and in such 
fashion that I could not know whence he came or whither be 
went, quite certainly it would not be unreasonable to esteem 
it a specter, that is, a phantom formed in my brain, rather 
than a real man. When, on the other hand, in apprehending 
things, I know the place whence they have come, and that in 
which they are, and the time at which they present them� 
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selves to me, and while doing s o  can connect them, unin

terruptedly, with the course of my life as a whole, I am 
completely certain that what I thus experience is taking place 
while I am awake, and not in dreams. And if after having 
summoned to my aid all my senses, my memory and my 
understanding, in scrutiny of these occurrences, I find that 
none of them presents me with what is at variance with any 
other, I ought no longer to entertain the least doubt as to 
their truth. God being no deceiver, it cannot be that I am 
here being misle'd:-7 

But since the -n'ecessities of active living do not always 
allow of the delay required for so accurate a scrutiny, it 
must be confessed that the life of man is, in respect of this 
and that particular, frequently subject to error, and that 
we have thus to acknowledge the weakness of our nature. 
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L E M ,' T O  R E G I U S ,  T O  P R I N C E S S  

E L I Z A B E T H ,  A N D  T O  A R N A U L D ; 

A N D  R E P L I E S  TO T H E  S IX T H  

O B J E C TI O N S  

[The chief document is the second of the two letters to Princess 
Elizabeth, But in view of the difficult character of Descartes' 
teaching and the brevtty with which he has expounded it, we 
cannot afford to Ignore his other relevant utterances, and may 
take first his letter to Regius.] 

L E T T E R  T O  R E G I U S 2 

[Datable as of mid·December, 1 641) 

You could hardly have maintained in your thesis anything 
harder, or more likely to give great occasion for offense and 
complaint than this: quod homo [totus ex corpore et anima]J 

sit ens per accidens: nor do I see how it could be better 
amended than by your saying that in the ninth thesis you 
have considered tatum hominem in ordine ad partes ex quibus 

componitur, and that in the tenth thesis you have conversely 
considered partes in ordine ad totum. Thus, though in the 
ninth you have indeed said that hominem ex corpore et anima 
fieri per accidens, you have done so in order that you may 
signify that in a certain sense the conjunction of the soul 
with the body can be said to be accidental to the body, and 
the conjunction of the soul with the body accidental to the 

1 Cf. the important passages in Meditation VI, above, pp. 231,  234, 
239-40. 

ll A.T. iii, pp. 460-61. 
a On Descartes' use of the terms anima and mens, fime and 

!esprit, cf. above, note to p. 119. 

249 
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mind, since body can exist without soul and soul without 
body. For we entitle "accident" everything which can be 
present or absent without destruction of its subject, although, 
when regarded in itself, it may be a substance, as in the case 
of a man's clothmg, which is accidental to the man. None 
the less, you have not thereby said hominem esse ens per 

accidens; and in the tenth thesis you have sufficiently shown 
that you understand man to be ens per se. For there you 
have said that soul and body, ratione ipsius, are incomplete 
substances; and from this, that they are incomplete, it fol
lows that what they compose is ens per se. [My objection 
holds] that it is not accidental to the human body to be 
united to the soul, but its very nature; for, since the body has 
all the dispositions requisite for receiving the soul, and with
out it is not properly the human body, it could not without a 
miracle happen that the soul should not be united to it. Also 
it is not accidental to the soul that it is united to the body; 
it is accidental to it only after death. on being separated 
from the body . . . .  As I have just said, the union is acci
dental quodam modo, but is not accidental absolute. 

C O R R E S P O N D E N C E  W I T H P R I N C E S S  
E L I Z A B E T H "  

[In a letter (6/16 May 1643) Princess Elizabeth begs Des

cartes to help her to a better understanding of the question, 
how the mind of man, being, as it is, only a thinking substance, 
can bring about movements in the body.] 

For it seems that all determination of movement takes place 
by the propulsion6 of the thing moved, by the manner in 
which it is propelled by that which moves it, and by the 
qualification and shape of the surface of this latter. Contact' 
is required for the flrst two conditions, and extension for the 

4 A.T. ill, p. 661.  
li pul&ion.. 
6 fattouchl!ment. 
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third. You yourself entirely exclude extension from the no
tion you have of mind, and a touching seems to me in
compatible with an immaterial thing. 

[Descartes, replying on May 3 1 ,  1 643, wntes as follows :)T 

I can truthfully say that this question which your Hlgb.ness 
proposes seems to me to be the question which above all 
others can most reasonably be raised, in sequel to [what I 
have said in] my published writings. For there are two things 
in the human soul upon which all the knowledge we can 
have of its nature depends, on the one hand that it thinks, 
and on the other that being united to the body it can act 
and suffer along with the body. I have said [in the Medita

tions] almost nothing of this latter, and have studiously set 
myself to expound only the former. The reason for my doing 
so is that inasmuch as my principal design was to prove the 
distinction subsisting between ntind and body, the former 
could serve in this design, whereas the other, if dwelt on, 
would have been by no means helpful. But as your 11tghness 
is so clear-seeing that there is no concealing anything from 
her, I shall here endeavor to explain the manner in which I 
conceive the union of mind and body, and how the mind has 
the power of moving the body. 

Fmt, then, I consider that there are in us certain primary 
notions,s which are, as it were, the originals on the pattern 
of which we form all the rest of our knowledge. And there 
are only a very few such notions; for after the most genera], 
those of being, of number, of duration, etc., which apply to 
everything that we can cognize, we have, for body in particu
lar, no notion save that of extension, from which follow those 
of shape and movement; and for the soul by itself, we have 
no notion save that of thought,9 in which are comprised the 
cognitionsto of the understanding and the inclinations of the 

7 A.T. iii, pp. 663-68. 
s notlo11.1 primitives. 
fl pensie. 
tO fes �rceptions. 
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will; finally, for soul and body [operati:J.gl together w e  have 
no nodo:J. save that of their union, and it is on this notion 
of their union that we have to depend for our notion of the 
force which the sou! has of movb.g the body, and wl'..ich the 
body has of acting on the soul, thereby causing its senti
ments and passions. 

I consider also that all human science consists simply in 
distinguishing these notions, and in attributing each of them 
only to Lhose things to which Liley pertain. For when we seek 
to explai:J. difficulty by means of a :1otion which does 
not apply to we cannot fail to deceive ourselves, as also 

w!len we seek to explain one of these notions by another; 
being primary, each of them can be understood only by 
itself. A:1d since om habitual use of the senses has ren
dered the notions of extension, of shapes and movements, 
so much more familiar to us than our other notions, the 
chief cause of our errors is that we ordinarily seek to make 
use of these notions in explaining things to which they do 
not apply, as when, in seeking to apprehend the nature of the 
soaJ, we look for .help to the imagination, or when, i."'l. our 
endeavor to envisage the action of t.iJ.e soul 0:1 the body, we 
view it in the manner of the actim of a body on another 
body. 

This is why, in the Meditations, which your Highness 
has condescended to honor me by reading, my [chief] en
deavor has been to treat of the notions which pertain to the 
soul alone. Consequently, in sequel thereto, the question 
with which I ::nust now deal is our manner of apprehending 
those notions which pertain to the union of soul and body, 
as distinguished from those wf.Jch pertain to body alone or 
to soul alone. For this purpose, we can, I think, make use 
of what I bave written at the close of my Replies to the Sixth 
Objections.11 We may not seek for these si.:!nple notions 
otherwise than in our soul, which has them all in itself by 
its very nature, but which does not always distinguish them 

n Given below, p. 258. 
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sufficiently from one anothe:r, or, it may be, fails to attribute 
them to the subjects to which they ought to be attributed. 

Thus I believe that we have hitherto confounded the 
notion of the force with which the soul acts on the body 
with that by which one body acts on another, and that we 
have attributed both of these notions, not to the soul, since 
we have not yet come to know it, but to the diverse qualities 
of bodies, such as weight, heat, etc., which we have imagined 
to be real, that is to say, to have an existence distinct from 
that of the body, and consequently to be substances [and, in 
the case of gravity, to be in effect a sel£],12 though we have 
called them qualities. And in conceiving these qualities we 
have made use, sometimes of notions which are in us for 
the knowing of the body, and sometimes those which are in 
us for the knowing of the soul, according as what we have 
attributed to them has been material or immaterial. For 
example, on supposing that weight is a real quality of which 
we have no other notion save that of its being a force to 
move the body in which it is toward the center of the earth, 
we have no difficulty in apprehending how it moves this 
body nor how it is joined to it; nor do we think that it 
operates by an actual touching of one surface against an� 
other, for we experience in ourselves that we have a particu
lar [i.e., a special, additional] notion for use in apprehending 
it; and I believe that we are misusing this [additional] notion 
[i.e., of moving force] in applying it to weight, which is 
nothing really distinct from body, as I hope to show in my 
physics. This notion [of moving force] has been given us 
that we may have an awareness of the fashion in which the 
soul moves the body • • .  ,u 

12 Cf. below, p. 259. 
18 A.T. iii. p. 668. The over-concise concluding sentence may be ex

panded as follows: "'Ibis [unmcdiately experienced] notion of moving 
force is what enables us to be aware of the fashion in which the mind 
[in virtue of its union With the body and therefore in unitary co
operation with the body] moves the body." Cf below. p. 255 : "to 
apprehend the union of two things is to apprehend them as one single 
thmg." 
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ffhe Princess, in her next letter, l4 which, like the first, is brief 
and pointed, frankly avows that Descartes' reply bas failed to 
remove her doubts and difficulties and that his references to 
gravity have served only to bewilder her. How, �he 
the notion of gravity, a notion which, as he points out, 
himself rt!Jected as fallacious, and as not be;ng tenable even in 
the purely physical be yet declared helpful i.n meelwg 
the dilliculttes she has For her own part, she finds it 
easier to allow matter and extension �o -:be m:nd than to at
tribute to the mmd, viewed as an immaterial bemg, a capacity 
to move the bcdv and to be moved by it. To th:s challenge 
Descartes responds (June 28, 1643) in a manner no less frank 
and open. Hers is a demand he is eager and ready to meet. In
sistent, like himself, on clarity of though�-was she not, just 
b:ecause of tlm, destined to become lus favorite pupil? H1s 
previous reply, as he confesses, has been incompiete, and en 
that accocm: misleading.} 

I am very greatly obliged to yol'.r Highness, that after having 
found that 1 had explained myself badly in my preceding 
remarks regarding the question have been please d to 
propound to me, you yet deign to the patience to listen 

to me further on the same topic, and to give me the oppor
tunity of dwelling on the things I have owitted. Of the 
emissions the principal seem to me to be these: that a[ter 
having distinguished three kinds of primary ideas or notions 
which are known each in its own particular manner, :md 
not by comparison one with another, i.e., the notion we 
have of the soul, the notion we have of the body, and the 
notion we have of the union which is between soul and body, 
I ought to explain the difference there i.s in these three kinds 
of notions, and in the operations of the soul by which we 
have them, &nd to state the means we have of rendering 
each of them familiar and easy; and then, i11 sequence, to 
explain why I made use of the comparison with weight, and 
to show that, while we may choose to view the soul as 
material (for that is what we do in apprehending its union 

H A.T. iii, pp. 690-95. 
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with the body ) ,  we none the less still continue to know that 
it is separable from the body. These, I take it, are the tasks 
your Highness would have me discharge. 

First, then, I note how very different are the three kinds 
ol notions:  the soul apprehends itself solely by means of 
the pure understanding; body, that is to say extension, 
shapes and movements, can be known by the understanding 
acting alone, but much better by the understanding aided 
by the imagination; and finally the things which pertain to 
the union of soul and body, can be known only obscurely 
by the understanding acting alone, or even by the under
standing aided by the imagination, but are known very 
clearly by the senses.15 Hence it comes about that those who 
never philosophize, and who make use only of their senses, 
entertain no doubts that the soul moves the body and that 
the body acts on the soul. They consider the two as one 
smgle thing, that is to say, they apprehend their union; 
tor to apprehend the union of two things is to apprehend 
them as one single thing. While metaphysical thoughts which 
bring into exercise the pure understanding serve to render 
familiar the notion of mind; and while the study of mathe
matics, which exercises the imagination chiefly in the con
sideration of shapes and movements, accustoms us to form 
very distinct notions of body; it is by relying exclusively on 
the activities and concerns of ordinary life/8 an4 by abstam
ing from metaphysical meditation and concentrating instead 
on the things which exercise the imagination [in mathematics 
and physics], that we can learn to apprehend the union of 
soul and body. 

I am almost afraid that your Highness may think that I 
am not here speaking seriously. But that would be contrary 
to the respect I owe to her, and I shall never fail to render it 
to her. I can, indeed, say with truth, that the chief rule 
which I have always observed in my studies, and which, I 
am convinced, has been most helpM to me in acquiring 

U trU clairement parlestMns. 
18 en usant seulement de la vie et conversation! ordiNJires. 
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knowledge, has been this: t.'lat I have never employed myself 
for more than a very few hours in the day in t.'loughts whlch 

the [understanding aided by the} imagination, and 
a very hours in the year in thoughts which the 
understanding a!one; and that I have devoted all rest 
of my time to the retaxations o£ the senses and to the repose 
of tl!e mind. I have even counted among the exercises of 
the imagination ali serious conversations and everything 
which calls for the exercise of attention. This is what has 
made me retire to the country; for though I could still, in 
the busiest ci.ty in the world, have as many hours to myself 
as I now devote to study, I yet could not employ them so 
usefully, since my mind would be fatigued by the attention 
required rn the never-ceasing comings a.1d goings of life. 
And here I take the liberty of writing to your Highness, to 
express to her how I am indeed filled with wonder that 
amidst the occupations and cares which are never �acking 
to those who are at once of great spirit a..1.d of high birth, 
she ruts been able to find �eisure for the meditations which 
are required for right understanding of the distinction which 
exists bet\veen mind and body. 

But I have judged that it has been these very meditations 
which have caused her to find obscurity in the notion we 
have of their union. The human mind, as it seems to me, 
is not capable of conceiving distinctly at one and the same 
moment both the distinction between soul and body and 
their union. To do so, we should have to conceive them as 
one single thing, and at the same time to conceive them as 
two; and this cannot be done. And in dwelling on this 
(assuming that your Highness would still have the reasons 
which prove the distinction of soul and body strongly present 
to her mind, and not wishing to suggest that they must be 
set aside in representing the notion of the union which each 
one of us, ·without philosophizing, constantly experiences in 
himself, viz., L"'lat he is a single person, having at once a 
body and a thought17 of such a nature that this thought can 

17 une pens!e. 



L E T T E R S  T O  P R I N C E S S  E L I Z A B E T H  251 
move the body and can sense the accidents which befall it) , 

I made use in my previous letter of the comparison with 
weight and with those other qualities which we commonly 

imagine to be united to certain bodies in the manner in 
which thought is united to our body. The fact that these 

qualities are not indeed real in the manner in which they 
are being supposed to be real, and that the comparison is 

in that respect defective, did not prevent me from using the 
comparison, since I was assured that your Highness would 
not thereby be misled, already fully persuaded as you are 

that the soul is a substance distinct from the body. 

But since your Highness declares that it is much easier to 

attribute matter and extension to the soul than to attribute 

to it the capacity to move a body and to be moved by it 
[i.e., to be sensuously affected] without being itself material, 
I beg her to feel quite free to attribute to the soul this matter 

and this extension; for that is precisely what we do in ap
prehending it as united to the body. And after having viewed 
them in this way, and having experienced the union in her
self, it will be easy for her to recognize that the matter she 

will have thus attributed to this thought18 is not the same 
as thought [i.e., not the same as the soul] and that the ex

tension of this matter is of a different nature from any 
extension that can be attributed to thought. For whereas the 
extension of matter is determined to a certain location from 
which it excludes all other corporeal extension, this does not 
hold of the extension appropriate to thought.19 And thus 

your Highness will still be entirely free to fall back on the 

1s a ce� pensk. 
19 This is a gomewhat free translation; the original reads: ''Et 

apr� avoir bien conceu cela, et l'avoir 6prouvi en soi-m8me., il lui 
sera ais6 de considirer que la matiere qu'elle 8llra attribtree a cette 
pensee n'est pas Ia peru>ee m&ne, et que !'extension de cette matiere 
est d'autre nature que l'extension de cette pensee, en ce que la 
premiere est d6termink a certain lieu, duquel elle exclut toute autre 
extension de corps, ce que ne fait pas la deuxime." Descartes has 
expressed bimself on this point much more explicitly in the passage 
quoted below from lris Replies to the Sixth Objecdons. 
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knowledge of the distinction of soul and body, notwith
standing that she bas concetved theii union. 

Fmally, while I believe that it is very necessary to have 
thoroughly comprehended, once in one's life, the principles 
of metaphysics, since it is they which give us the knowledge 
of God and of our soul, I also believe that it would be very 
injurious to occupy the understanding frequently in dwelbng 
upon them, since we cannot to any good purpose neglect 
the functions of the imaginatlon and the senses; and that 
we had best be content to retain in memory and belief the 
conclusions once we have drawn them, employing all the 
remaining time we have in study of those thoughts in which 
understanding acts together with the imagination and the 

R E L E V A N T  P A S S A G E S F R O M  

D E S C A R T E S' R E P L I E S  T O  T H E  S I X T H  

O B J E C T I O N S  A N D F R O M  H I S  

L E T T E R  T O  A R N A U L D  

[The passage in Descartes' Replies to the Suth Objections to 
winch he has, in his first letter, directed Princess Elizabeth's at
�ention, amplifies and helps us to clarify what he has been in
lending to sigmfy by his "gravity'' illustration But before pass
tog to it, the following considerations should be borne in mind. 
liolding, as Descartes does, that the mind is incapable of in
venting a single new simple idea, all complex notions, even 
those which are, as we say, ''fictitious," must allow of being re
solved Without remainder into natures which we have genu
inely experienced; and this is the criterion on which he relies 
in his examination of the "substantial forms," i.e., of the oc� 
cult properties, family and po�ers, appealed to in the Aris� 
totelian physics. "GraVlty'' conceived as a property or force in 
bod1es, carrying them toward the Earth's center, is, Descartes 
declares, a typical substant.J.al form; and is the example which 
he almost InVariably chooses in his discussion and criticism of 
them. What, he asks, are the experienced data which have been 
presumed to justify the notion of gravitation? They are. in the 
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first place, the movements of falling bodies, and what we 
choose to call therr weight when at rest. Secondly, there is our 
inner awareness, no less immediate, and therefore no less clear, 
of the mind's active agency when willing moventents of the 
limbs. It is thJ.s latter experience of which we are making use 
when we fabricate the nob.on of gravity as an active agency in 
bodies. But when apprehended distinctly, and not merely 
clearly, it has to be recognized as being possible of existence 
only in some mind. 

Tins general line of critiClSID, which in principle is aPPli
cable m the case of all the other substantial forms and faculties, 
Descartes supplements. in the special case of gravity, in a two
fold manner. First, by proof that the movements. to explain 
which rt is postulated, can, llke all other physical occurrences, 
be accounted for mechanistically. And secondly, by drawing 
attention to the ambiguous manner in which gravity, con-
sidered as a physical entity, is being conceived. Though en
titled "a real quality indwelling in solid bodies," it is, in truth, 
as the epithet ''real" implies, being regarded as a substance, i.e., 
on the pattern of a self or soul indwelling in bodies and acting 
as the originating source of their movements. 

On takmg due account of all these considerations, and dis
tinguishing, clearly and distinctly, our ideas of mind from our 
ideas of body, we thus discover that all the current notions of 
substantial forms and powers have been composed or manu
factured (confiatas effictasve) by a surreptitiou.s combining of 
the two, and as such are confused and misleading. 

The relevant passage in Descartes' Replies to the Sixth Ob
;ections is as follows. Asking how the unphilosopbical m.md, 
lacking in true understandmg of the distinction between mind 
and matter, judges of body, be proceeds : J  

From infancy . . . the mind h a s  been conscious o f  i t s  own 
proper natur<: and has had present to it the idea of thought 
as well as of extension; but since in thinking of things purely 
intellectual it has always at the same time engaged in imag· 
ing something corporeal, it has taken the two ideas to be one 
and the same, and has referred all the notions it has of 
intellectual things to the body. And not having yet freed 
myself from these prejudices, there was nothing which I 
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knew with suffic:ent distinctness, and nothing which I did not 
suppose to be corporeal, even though the ideas of those 
things which I was s�:pposing to be corporeal were often 
formed in ways that concerned minds rather than bodies. 

For smce I was apprehending gravity, for example, in the 
g�:ise of a real quality indwelling in solid bodies, and although 
l called it a quality, yet since iil referring i.t to the bodies in 
which it dwelt, I added the epithet real, I was in truth 
thinking it to be a substance--just as clothing regarded by 
itself is a substance, although when referred to the man 
whom it clothes it is a quality. Similarly the m�nd, though 
certainly a substance, can be styled the quality of the body 
to which it is conjoined. And although I have been viewing 
gravity as diffused throughout the whole of the body, 
none the less I have not been ascribin_g to it very 
extension which constitutes the nature of the body. (For 
true bodily extension is an extension that rules out all inter
penetration of parts. )  I have been of the opinion that there 
was as much gravity in a mass of gold or of some other metal 
a foot long, as in a piece of wood ten feet long; nay, I 
believed it could all be contracted within a mathematic2.l 
point. Indeed I also saw that even while remaining co-ex
tensive with the heavy body, it could exercise its force at any 
point of tl!e body, because whatever the part migc\t be to 
which a rope was attached, it pulled the rope with all its 
weight, exactly as if the gravity resided in the point alone 
which the rope touches, and was not diffused through its 
other parts. Certainly it is in no other way that I now 
understand mind to be co-extensive with the body, the whole 
�n the whole, and the whole in any of its parts. But what 
most decisfvely shows that this ide& of gravity has been 
derived from that which I had been holding in regard to 
mind is, that I have been thinking of gravity as that which 
cfJries bodies toward the center of the Earth as if it had 
with.;n itself some knowledge of this center. For it could 
not act as it did without knowledge, nor ca11 there be any 
knowledge save in mind. Nevertheless, I was also asctibing 
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to gravity certain other things which cannot be understood 
to apply to mind in the same sense; as e.g., that it was divis-
ible, measurable, etc. 

But after I had noted these things with sufficient care, 

and liad accurately distinguished the idea of mind from the 
ideas of body and of corporeal movement, and had dis
covered that all the other ideas which I previously had of 
real qualities and of substantial forms had been composed 
or manufactured by me out of these ideas of mind and body, 
I easily released myself from all the doubts here advanced.20 

L E T T E R  T O  A R N A U L D 21 

(July 29, 1648) 

[Another passage, no less helpful in understanding why Des
cartes has so persistently dwelt on the notion of gravity, 
occurs in one of his letters to Arnauld. Arnauld had written 
him asking how it can be that the mind has power to control 
movements of the a.nimsl spirits in the brain and nerves, 
though, as Descartes has himself emphasized, our mind has no 
awareness of them. (And, as Arnauld might also have pointed 
out, Descartes, in his Replres to the Sv:th Objections, had 
argued that gravity, to be capable of carrying bodies toward 
the center of the Earth, would have to have knowledge of that 
center.) Descartes replies in the following manner: ]  

It is true that we are not aware of the way in which our 
mind discharges the animal spirits into tbis or that nerve; 
for this does not depend on the mind alone, but on the 
mind's union with the body. Yet we do have knowledge of 
all the action by which the mind moves the nerves, in so far 
as such action is in the mind, since it is no other than the 

2.:l A.T. vii. pp. 441-43 and ix, pp. 240-41. Cf. Meditation VI. 
above, p. 244: .. When I consider the mind, that is to say, my self in 
so far only as I am a thinking thing (res cogitans) ,  I can distinguish 
in myself no parts; I apprehend myself to be a thing single and 
entire. .. 

21 A..T. v, pp. 221-23. 
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bciination of the will to this or that movement of the limbs; 
and this inclination of the will is followed by the flow of the 
animal spirits into the nerves, and by all that is requisite 
for the movement-all this being due to the appropriate 
disposition of the body, of which the mind can be ignorant. 
and to the mind's union with the body, of which the mind 
is certainly aware; otherwise the mind could never :Ucline 
its will to the moving of the Hmbs.22 

Accordingly, though we are not in a position to under
ltand, eitbGr by reason;ng or by a..1.y comparison drawn from 
other things, how the mind, which is incorporeal, can move 
the body, none the less we cannot doubt L"'mt it can, since 
experiences the most certain and the most evident make us at 
all times immediately Rware of its doing so.2s This is one of 
those tl'!ings which are bown in and by themsdves and 
which we obscure if we seek to explain them by of other 
things. Nevertheless [having thus forewarned I shall 
here make use of a comparison. The majority of philoso
phers, believing L"'lat the weight of a stone is a rea� quality, 
distinct from L"'le stone, believe themselves to unC.erstand 
sufficiently well in what m2.nner this quality can move a 
stone toward the center of the Earth, and they do so bc:cause 

22 This is a free interpretation of the difficult, over-concise text: 
atque hanc voluntatis mclinatfonem sequuntur spfrituum in nervos 
inf/exus, et reliqua, quae ad istum motum, requinmtur; hocque propter 
aptam corporis configurationem quam mens potest 1gnorare, ac et/Um 
propter mentis cum corpore unfonem, cwus sane mens conscia est: 
aliquin emm ad membra movenda volrmlatem suam non inclinaret. 

23 Here Descartes is again stating his argument elliptically. Since 
the union of mind and body is known only by way of sense, not of 
Ullderstanding, it is abidiugly incOP.lpre.hensible to us; aud tile union 
of mind and body being thus incomprehensible, so likewise are the 
modes of their interaction, whether in the moving of the limbs or in the 
generation of sensations and other passions. This, too, Descartes pro
ceeds to argue, is why the notion of the union has to be acknowledged 
as being for us primary and ultimate, i.e., as being interpretable only 
in terms of itself. All voluntary movements, all sensations and pas
swns. rest on the union; neither mind by itself nor body by itself can 
suffice to account for their occurrence. The movements, as being 
willed, are foreign to the body; the sensations and passions, as being 
sensuous, are foreign to mind as well as to body. 
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they think they have a manifest experience of it. For myself, 
persuaded as I am that there is no such quality in nature, 
and that there can therefore be no true idea of it in the hu
man understanding, I judge that in representing this idea to 
themselves they are making use of the idea they have in 
themselves of incorporeal substance, and that their manner 
of doing so is such that it is no more difficult for us to ap
prehend how the mind moves the body than it is for them to 
apprehend how such a quality carries the stone downwards. 
That they do not declare this weight to be a substance makes 
no difference; for they do, in effect, view it as a substance, 
since they think of it as being real, and as capable in virtue of 
some power, that is to say, by way of Divine Power, ·of 
existing apart from the stone.u. Nor does their declaring it to 
be corporeal make any difference; for if by the corporeal we 
mean that it pertains to body even while being of a different 
nature from body, the mind can also be said to be corporeal 
in that it is suited to union with the body. But if by corporeal 
we mean that which partakes of the nature of body, weight, 
as above viewed, is as different from the corporeal as is the 
human mind. 

2-1. Descartes i� here intent on making complete the analogy which 
he is suggesting between the rclation in which gravity stands to body 
and the relation in which soul stands to body. 





T H E  P A S S I O N S  O F  T H E  S O U L' 
[SELECTIONS] 

P A R T  I 

OF THE PASSIONS IN GENERAL, AND INCIDENTALLY 

THE WHOLE NATURE OF MAN 

Article 1. What in respect of a subjecP iJ passion, 

is in some other regard always action 

IN nothing do the sciences we have inherited from the 
ancients appear more defective than in what they have 
written on the passions. This is a topic which has at all times 
been much studied, and would not appear to be of any quite 
special difficulty. Does not everyone on experiencing the 
passions within himself have no need, in the discovery of 
what they are, of observing anything outside himself? None 
the less, what the ancients have taught regarding them is so 
slight and for the most part so far from credible, that I can
not hope to get withln sight of the truth save by departing 
from the paths they have followed. In other words, I feel 
myself obliged to write as if I were treating of a matter to 
which no one before me had ever paid due attention. On 
proceeding to do so, I observe that whatever OCCUIS in the 
way of novelty or ch.allge, is by the pbil.osophers ordinarily 
termed a passion3 in respect of the subject to wllich it hap--

l Began in 1645, later .revil!led and extended, and published :in 
1649. Cf. A.T. iv, p. 309 ff.; xi, p. 293 fl. 

a Cf. above, p. 81 n. 
8 The wide general SCDSe in which Descartes :is here using the 

term "passions" ill explained below, in Articles 7, 25 aod 27-'19. 
265 
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pens and an action in respect of what causes i t  to happen. 
Though agent and patient are often very different, the achon 
and the passion are thus always one and the same thing. We 
are allowing it these two names because of the two diverse 
subjects to which we can refer it. 

Article 2. That to understand the 
have to distinguish its functions 

of the soul 1.ve 
those of the body 

I note that we are not aware o£ any subject which acts upon 
our soul more immediately than does the body with which 
it is conjoined, and that consequently we ought to recognize 
that what in the soul is a passion is in the body B.Sually an 
action. There is therefore no better way of gaining an under
standing of the passions than to examine the difference there 
is between mind and body, with a view to knowing to which 
of the t-..vo we should attribute each one of the !unctions that 
are in us. 

Article 3. What rule 1-ve should follow in so doing 

We shall not find much difficulty m doing this, if we take note 
that whatever we experience as being in us, and which, we 
find, can also exist in completely inanimate bodies, has to be 
attributed to our body, and on the other ha.1.d that all which 
is in us, and which we cannot anywise view as appertaining 
to a body, has to be attributed to the soul. 

Article 4. That the heat and movement of the limbs proceed 
from the body, the thoughts from the soul 

Thus, because we cannot view the body as in any fashion 
thinking, we are right in believing that ail the various kinds 
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of thoughts which are in us appertain to the soul; ahd be-
cause we do not doubt that there are inanimate bodies which 
can move in as many or more diverse ways than can our 
limbs, and which have as much heat or more (as experience 
shows us in the case of flame, which has in itself more heat 
and movement than any of our members),  we ought to 
recognize that all the heat and movements which are in us, 
in so far as they do not anywise depend on thought, apper
tain exclusively to the body. 

Article 5. That it is an error to believe that the soul 
gives the body its movement and heat 

Proceeding on these lines, we shall avoid a very serious error 

into which many have fallen, and which indeed I esteem to 
be the primary cause of our failure hitherto to explain the 
passions and other matters pertaining to the soul. The error 
is that, from observing how all dead bodies are devoid of 
heat, and consequently of movement, it bas been thought that 
it is the absence of the soul which has caused these move
ments and this heat to cease; and thereby, without reason we 

have come to believe that our natural heat and all the move
ments of our body depend on the soul. What, on the con
trary, we ought to hold is that the reason why soul absents 
itself on death is that this heat ceases and that the organs 
which operate in moving the limbs disintegrate. 

Article 6. The difference there is between a living 
and a dead body 

i'hat we may avoid this error, let us recognize that death 
never comes through failure of soul, but solely because some 
one of the principal parts of the body disintegrates. Let us 
bold that the body of a living man differs from that of a 



268 T H E  P A S S I O N S  O F  T H E  S O U L  

dead man just a s  any machme Lh.at rcoves o f  itself (e.g., a 
watch or other automaton when it is wound up a,_"ld thereby 
has in itself the corporeal prbciple of those movements for 
which it is designed, together w1th all else that is required 
for its action) differs from itself when it is broken and the 
principle of its movement ceases to act. 

Article 17. Concerning the functions of the soul 

After havL."1g thus considered all the functions which apper
tain to the body alone, we easily recognize that there remains 
in us nothing which we should attribute to our soul save only 
our thoughts. These are of two pri..ncipal kinds, the actions 
of the soul and its passions. All our volitions I name actions, 
because we experience them as proceeding directly from our 
soul and as seeming to depend on it alone: while, on the 
other hand, we can give the general title passions to all those 
modes of awareness which often arise in us without our soul 
rr.aking them to be what they are, and which in all cases it 
receives from the things which they [stand for a,_"ld] represent. 

Article 18. Concerning the wili 

Our volitions, in tum, are also of two kinds. Some actions 
of the soul terminate in the soul itself, as when we will to 
love God, or in general apply our thought to some non
material object. Our other actions terminate in our body, 
as when from our merely willing to walk, it follows that our 
legs are moved and that we walk. 

Article 19. Concerning cognizing' (i.e., awareness] 

Our cognizings are likewise of two kinds. Some have the soul 

4 De la perception. Cf. Article 28. 
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as their cause, others the body. Those which have the soul 
as their cause are the cognizings of our volitions and of all 
the imagings6 and other things which depend on these voli� 
tions. For it is certain that we cannot will anything without 
cognizing by the same means that we will it; and although 
in respect of our soul it is an action to will something, we 
can say that to be aware that it wills is likewise a passion. 
Yet because such cognizing and such volition are really one 
and the same thing, it is always named from what is the 
more noble, and accordingly it is not customary to call it a 
passion but always to view it as an action. 

Article 20. Concerning the imagings and other thoughts 
which are formed by the soul 

When our soul applies itself to image something which does 
not exist, as in representing to itself an enchanted palace or 
a chimera, and also when it applies itself to think of some-
thing which is purely intelligible and not imageable, e.g., to 
think of its own nature, the awareness it has of these things 
depends chiefly [for its initiation] on the act of will which 
causes us to think of them. This is why we are wont to view 
them as actions rather than as passions. 

Article 2 1 .  Concerning the imagings which have 
the body alone as their cause 

As to the cognizings which are caused by the body, they 
for the most part depend on the nerves. But there are also 
some which do not, and which though entitled, like those 
above referred to, im.agings, yet differ from them in that our 
will plays no part in forming them. Acotdingly they cannot 
be numbered among the actions of the soul; they come about 

G imaginationsa. ct. New Studies, p. 142 :If. 
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owing to the manner i n  which the spirits (variously agitated 
and coming upon traces of diverse impressions which have 
preceded them in the brain) take their course fortuitously 
by certain pores rather than by others. Such are the illusions 
of our dreams and the daydreams we often have when awake 
-our thinking wandering carelessly without directing itself 
to any of them. Some of these imagings are passions of the 
soul taking the term passion in its most proper and exact 
meaning, and they may all be so named if we take it in a 
more general sense. Since, however, they do not have so 
notable and so determinate a cause as the cognizings the 
mind receives by intervention of the nerves, and appear to 
be only their shadows and pictures, we must, to distinguish 
them properly, first of all consider the [two--fold] difference 
exhl'bited by these others. 

Article 22. Haw the other cognizings differ 
from one another 

The cognizings which I have not yet considered all come to 
the soul by intervention of the nerves; and between them 
there are these differences: that some of them we relate to 
outside objects which strike our senses, others to our body 
or to some of its parts, and others to our souL 

Article 23. Concerning the cognizings we relate 
to objects external to us 

The cognizings we relate to things external to us, viz., to 
the objects of our senses, are caused (at least when we are 
not mistaken. in our opinion) by those objects which, in 
exciting certain movements in the organs of the external 
senses, also excite, by way of the nerves, movements in the 
brain, which then cause the soul to sense them. Thus when 
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we see the light of a torch, and hear the sound o± a bell, 
this light and this sound are two different actions which, 
simply by exciting two different movements in certain of our 
nerves, and thereby in the brain, give the soul two different 
sensations, which we so relate to the subjects we are sup· 
posing to be their causes that we think we see the torch itself 
and hear the bell, and not that we are merely sensing the 
movements which proceed from them. 

Article 24. Concerning the cognizings we refer to our body 

The cogn.izings we refer to our body, or to certain of its 
parts, are those we have of hunger, thirst, and of our other 
natural appetites-to which may be added pain, heat and 
the other affections which we sense as in our limbs, not as 
in external objects. Thus we can sense at one and the same 
time, and by way of the same nerves, the cold of our hand 
and the heat of the flame which it approaches; or contrariwise 
the heat of the hand and the cold of the air to which it is 
exposed. without there being any difference between the 
actions that cause us to feel the heat or the cold of our 
hand and the actions which cause us to feel what is external 
to us, excepting only that inasmuch as one of these actions 
follows upon the other, we judge the first to be already in 
us, and what supervenes upon it as not yet so, but as in the 
object which causes it. 

Article 25. Concerning the cognizings we refer to our soul 

The cognizings which we refer exclusively to the soul are 
those whose effects we feel as in the soul itself, and in respect 
of which we do not usually know any proximate cause to 
which we can relate them. Such are the feelings of joy, 
anger and the like, excited in us sometimes by the objects 



272 T H E  P A S S I O N S  OF T H E  S O U L  

that move our nerves and sometimes b y  other causes. All 
our cognizings, both those we refer to objects external to 
us and those we refer to the various affections of our body, 
are indeed passions in respect of our soul, when we use the 
term passion in its most general meaning. We are, however, 
wot:t to restrict the term to signify only those which are 
related to the soul itself; and it is these alone that I have here 
lli"ldertaken to explain 1mder the title, passions of the soul. 

Article 26. That the imagings which depend solely on the 

fortuitous movement of the spirits may be passions just as 
truly as the cognizings which depend on the nerves 

We have still to cote that whatever the socl is aware of by 
intervention of the nerves can also be represented by the 
fortuitous course of the [anirr.al] spirits, without there being 
any other difference save only that the impressions which 
come into the brain by way of the nerves are usually more 
lively and more definite than those excited there by the 
spirits. This is what led me to say h A.'ticle 21 that the latter 
are, as it were, the shadows or the pictures of the former. 
We must also note that it sometimes happens that the pic
ture is so similar to the thing it represents that while we can 
be deceived regarding the cognizings which refer to objects 
outside us, or at !east regarding those which refer to certain 
parts of our body, we cannot be thus deceived regarding the 
passions. So close, so interior, to our soul are the passions, 
that it is impossible it should sense them unless they veritably 
are what it senses them as being. Often when asleep, and 
sometimes even when awake, we image certain things so 
vividly th2t we think we see them before us or sense them 
in our body, although they have yet no such existence there. 
But whether asleep or day-dreaming, we cannot be sad, or 
be stirred by any other passion, save in so far as the soul 
does have the passion veritably in itself. 



O F  T H E  P A S S I O N S  IN G E N E R A L  273 

Article 27. The definition of passions of the soul 

Having thus considered how the passions of the soul differ 
from all its other thoughts, we may, it seems to me, define 
them, in general terms, as being those cognizings, or feel
ings,8 or emotions of the soul. which we thus view as spe
cially pertaining to it, and which are caused, upheld and 

fortified by some movement of the [animal} spirits. 

Article 28. Explanation of the first part of this definition 

We can entitle them cognizings7 when we use this word in a 

general manner to signify all the thoughts which are not 
actions, i.e., not volitions, of the soul, but not when using it 
to signify only evident cognitions.8 For experience shows us 
that those who are the most excited by their passtoas are 
not those who know them best, and that their passions are 

to be counted as belonging to that group of cognizings which 

the close alliance of mind and body renders confused and 
obscure. We may also entitle them feelings,9 as being re
ceived into the soul in the same fashion as the objects of the 
external senses, and otherwise not known by it But it is 
better to name them emotions of the soul,l6 not only because 
this name can be given to all the changes which take place 

in it,11 i.e., to all the various thoughts which the soul can 

know, but especially because, of all the various kinds of 

thoughts it can have, there are no others which agitate and 
unsettle it so powerfully as do these passions. 

II perceptrons, ou sentiments. 
7 perceptioru. 
s des connafs11ances hUUntes. 
9 sentiments. 
10 hnotio118 de rBme. 
11 Cf. Article 41. 
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Article 29. ExplaMtion of the other part of the de{i,1ition 

refer to the soul, in order to 
feelings which are not so 

refe,ro;i-<<ome, such as odors, sounds, colors, re.:'erred to 
others, such as hunger, thirst, pain, refer-

to our I also add that they are caused, upheld 
fortified by some movement of the 

order to distinguisl: them from those of our which 
can also be entit;ed emotions of the but which besides 
being referred to the soul are also by it; and also in 
order to ex?lain their nearest, most proximate cause, which 
again disti.D.guishes them from the other feelings. 

Article 30. That the soul is united to all parts 

of the body conjointly 

But for fr..e more perfect understanding of all these things, 
we must bow rhat the soul is really JOined to the whole 
body, and that we cannot, properly speaking, say that it is 
in any one of its parts to the exclusion of the others--the 
body being unitary, i.e.,  in some fashion indivisibie, in virtue 
of the disposition of its organs whjch are so related each to 
the others, that when any one of them is removed, the whole 
body Is rendered defective. Again, the soul is of such a 
nature that it has no relation to extension, nor to the dimen
sions or other properties of the matter composing the body, 
hut only to the whole of its as appears 
from our inabiilty to think of the or of a soul, 
or of its oc:cupying a space. It does not become smaller on 
the removal o£ a of the body. \Vhen, the as-

disintegrates, it in its 
body. 
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Article 3 1 .  That there is a small gland in the brain in which 
the soul exerczses its functwn more specifically than 

in its other parts 

We have also to bear in mind that although the soul is 
joined to the whole body, there IS yet in the body a certain 
part in which it exercises its functions more specifically than 
in all the others. It is a matter of common belief that this 
part is the brain, or possibly the heart-the brain because 
of its relation to the senses, the heart because it is there we 
feel the passions. But on carefully examining the matter I 
seem to find evidence that the part of the body in whlch the 
soul exercises its functions immediately is in no wise the 
heart, nor the brain as a whole, but solely the innermost 
part of the brain, viz., a certam very small gland, situated in 
a midway position, and suspended over the passage by 
which the animal spirits of the anterior cavities communicate 
with those of the postenor cavit1es, in such fashion that its 
slightest movements can greatly alter the course of those 
spirits; and reciprocally that any change, however slight, tak
ing place in the course of the spirits can greatly change the 
movements of this gland. 

Article 32. How we know this to be the chief seat 
of the soul 

The reason which persuades me that the soul cannot have 
anywhere in the body any other location for the immediate 
exercise of its functions is that I observe all the other parts of 
the brain to be double, just as we have two eyes, two hands, 
two ears, and indeed, all the organs of our external senses 
double; and that since of any one thing at any one time we 
have only one single and simple thought, there must be some 
place where the two images which come from the two eyes, 
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and where the two impressions which come from one single 
object by way of the double organs of the ofuer senses, can 
unite be�ore reaching the soul, and so prevent their repre-
senting to it two objects in place of one . We can t.'llnk 
of ttese images or other impress:ons as being tlUs 
gland by mediation of the spirits which fill the cavities of the 
brain. There is no other place in the brain save only thi.s 
gland, where they can be thus united. 

Article 33. That the seat of the passions is not in the heart 

As to the opinio:e. of those who think that the soul receives 
its passions in the heart, it is not of any weight. Its sole 
foundation is the feeling we have of the 6a.qges brought 
about in the heart by t..1e passions, and it is easy to show 
that this alteration is felt in the heart solely o\ving to the 
intervention of a small nerve \vhich descends to it from the 
brain, just as pain is felt in the foot owing to the btervention 
of the nerves of the foot, and just as the stars are appre
hended as in the heavens owing to the intervention of their 
light and of the optic nerves. Thus it is no more necessary 
that our soui should exercise its functions immediately in 
the heart, in order that its passions be felt there, than it is 
necessary for the soul to be in the heavens ir. order that the 
stars be seen there. 

Artkie 34. How the soul and the body act on one another 

Let us then allow that the soul has its cl-lef seat in the small 
gland which is in mid-brain, and that from there it radiates 
though all the rest of the body owing to tte intervention of 
the [arolmalj spirits, the nerves and even the blood, which, 
participating in the impressions of tte spirits, can carry them 
by way of t.'le arteries to all its members. . . . 
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Article 35. An of the manner in which 
from objects unite the gland which is in 

li we see so::ae animal approach us, the light reflected from 
its body depicts two images of it, one in each of our eyes. 
The two images, 'jy way of the optic nerves, form two others 
in the intezior surface of the brain which faces its cavities. 
From these, by way of the spirits which fill these cavities, the 
images then radiate toward the small gland which the spirits 
encircie, and do so in such fas}Jon that the movement which 
constitutes each point of one of the images tends toward t..1e 
same point of the gland as does the movement constituting 
frat point in the other image which represents the same part 

of the acimai; and in this way the two brain-images form 
but one image on the gland, \vhich, acting immediately on 
the soul, causes it to see t..1e shape of the animal. 

Article 36. An example of the manner in which 
the passions are excited in the soul 

Moreover, if this shape is very startling and terrifying, i.e., 
if it is closely related to things which have previously been 
hurtful to the body, it excites in t.'-1e soul the passion of 
anxious, apprehension, 12 and thereupon either of courage, or 
it may be of fear or terror,13 according to the varying tem
perament of the body or the strength of the soul, and accord
ing as it tas been by defense or by flight that we have 
hitherto secured O!Jrselves against the hannful things to which 
the impression stands related. Such past actions so predispose 
the brain, in certain men,14 that t.,_e spirits reflected from the 
image thus formed on t.'le gland then proceed to take their 

12 de la crainte. 
18 de la peur ou de fepouvante. 
H Cf. Article 39. 
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course, partly i.n t.>:te nerves which serve i n  turning the back 
and in moving the legs for fught, partly in those which enlarge 
or oontract the heart, partly in those which so enlarge or 
contract the orifices of the heart, or w::-tich so the other 
parts whence the blood is sent to the heart, L.\ls blood, 
being there [t.>:trough the heat of the heart] rarefied in some 
unusua! manner, conveys to the brain [animal] s;:>irits suited 
to the maintenance and fortifying of the passion of fear, 
suited, that is to to the holding open, or to the re-open-
ing, of those pores the brain which conduct them to those 
same nerves. And since the pores, they pass, mainly 
operate through the small nerves serve to contract or 
enlaige the orifices of the heart, tJ-js causes the soul to feel 
6e pain chiefly in the heart. 

Article 37. How it seems that all passions are caused 
by some movement of the [animQl] spirits 

This is also true of all the other passions; they are one and 
all chiefly caused by the spirits which are contained in the 
cavities of the brain, in so far as these operate by way of the 
nerves which serve to enlarge or contract the orifices of the 
heart. . . .  From this it can be understood why in 
my definition I have declared each of to be caused by 
some one particular movement of the spirits. 

Article 38. An example of the movements of the 
accompany the passions but which [unlike them] 

in any wise depend on the sou(l5 

For the rest, just as the course which these spliits take to

J5 These movements, though, like the passions, not 1mtwted by 
the �oul, yet differ from the paSSions in that they occur in the body, 
not m the soul. 
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ward the nerves of the heart suffices to give that [precise] 
movement to the gland through which fear is placed in the 
soul, so, too, this same course by which at the same instant 
certain spirits proceed toward the nerves which serve to 
move the legs for flight suffices to cause yet another move� 
ment in the gland, thereby enabling the soul to sense and 
apprehend this flight-the :flight being thus excited in the 
body exclusively by the disposition of the [bodily] organs, 
and without any co-operation on the part of the soul. 

Article 39. How one and the same cause may excite 
different passions in dzfferent men 

The impressions which the presence of a terrifying object 
makes on the gland causes fear in certain men, and yet in 
other men can excite courage and coniidence. The reason 
of this is that all brains are not constituted in the same 
manner, and that one and the same movement of the gland 
which in some excites fear, in others causes the spirits to 
enter partly into those brain�pores which serve to move the 
hands for selfRdefense and partly into those which agitate 
the blood and drive it toward the heart in the manner re
quired to provide the spirits proper for the continuing of the 
defense and for the persistence in the will to do so. 

Article 40. The chief effect of the passions 

For it is all-important to note that the principal effect of 
all the passions in men is to incite and dispose the soul to 
will those things for which they [the passions] are preparing 
the body. Thus the feeling of fear incites in it the will to :flee, 
that of courage the will to resist attack; and similarly with 
the others. 
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Article 41.  The power of the soul in respect of the body 

But the will ls in its nature so free that it can never De 
constrained; and of L':te two kinds of tho!Jghts whic� I ::tave 
distinguished in the soul (orr the one hand its actions, 
its volihons, and on the other its passions, :his 
:n its most general sense as coverJ:Jg of every 
sort), the former are absolutely in its power cannot Oe 
changed by the body save i:ulirectly, whereas the latter are 
absolutely dependent on the actions which produce 
ar-d (except when it is itself their cannot be 
by the soul save indirectly. Now the of the soul con� 
sists entirely in this, that simply willing it makes the 
small gland to which it is closely move in the way 
requisite for producing the effect aimed at in the volition. 

Article 42. How we in the memory the things 
to remember 

Thus when the soul wills to recall something, t."llls volition, 
by Ca!JSing the gland to bend successively now to one side 
and now to anot.�r, impels the spirits toward this and that 
region of �>:te brain, !JUtil they come upon the where the 
traces left the object we will to recall are These 
traces in the manner in w::tich the spirits, mving to 
the paths they have taken on the of that object, 
have so modified the pores of that these have 
ti1ere"!Jy acquired a greater facility than the others of being 
opened in that same fashion when the spirits again come to� 

ward them. The spirits on meeting these pores therefore enter 
ir,to therr. more easily than into tte others, and thereby 
excite that speclal movement in the gland which represents 
that same object to the soul, and so enable it to know what 
.it has willed to remember. 

16 perceptions. ct. Artide 28. 
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Article 43. How the soul can image, be attentive, 
and move the body 

When we wish to image something we have never seen, this 
volition has the power of causing the gland to move in the 
manner required in driving the spirits toward the brain-pores 
on the openings of which the thing can be represented. Thus, 
too, when we wish to hold our attention fixed for some little 
time on some one object, this volition keeps the gland bent 
in this direction. And lastly, when we will to walk or to 
move the body in any manner, this volition causes the gland 
to impel the spirits toward the muscles which bring about 
this effect. 

Article 44. That each volition is naturally connected with 
some movement of the gland, but that by practice or by 

habituation it may be connected with others 

Yet it is not always the will to excite in us some movement 
or some other effect which itself enables us to excite it; for 
that depends on how nature or habit has, in this or that case, 
connected each movement of the gland with some one par
ticular thought. Thus, for instance, if we wish to adjust our 
eyes for the apprehension of a far-distant object, this voli
tion causes the pupil to enlarge; and if we wish to look at a 
very near object, this volition causes it to contract. Should 
we, however, think only of enlarging the pupil. we may in
deed so will, but we do not thereby enlarge it. For it is not 
with the volition to enlarge or contract the pupil that nature 
has connected the movement of the gland which serves to 
impel the spirits toward the optic nerve in the manner requi
site for this enlarging or contracting of the pupil, but instoo.d 
with that of looking at objects distant or near. When in 
speaking we think: only of what we wish to say, this makes 
us move the tongue and lips much more promptly and much 
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more effectively than if we thought of all the various actions 
they must go through in pronouncing the words that express 
this meaning. The habits we have acquired in learning to 
speak have connected the action of the soul, which by way 
of the gland can move the tongue and lips, with the meaning 
of the words that follow upon these movements rather than 
with the movements themselves. 

Article 45. What the power of the soul is in respect 
of the passions 

This also holds in respect of the passions. They cannot be 
directly excited or suppressed by the action of our will, but 
only indirectly through representation of the things which 
are customarily conjoined with the passions we wish to have, 
and contrary to those we wish to suppress. Thus, in order 
to excite courage and to suppress fear, the will to do so is 
not sufficient; we have to bring to mind the reasons, the 
signs, which suggest to us that the danger is not great, that 
there is more security in defense than in flight, that we shall 
have the glory and joy of having conquered, whereas we can 
expect nothing but regret and shame from having tied, etc. 

Article 46. What prevents the soul from having complete 
control over the passions 

There is one special reason why the soul is unable to change 
or suppress its passions in an effortless manner, and this 
reason is what has led me, in defining them, to say that they 
are not merely caused, but also upheld and fortified by some 
particular movement of the [animal] spirits. They are almost 
all accompanied by some commoti.on17 taking place in the 
heart, and consequently also in all the blood and [animal] 

17 de quelque /motion. 
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spirits, so that until this commotion has subsided, the pas
sions remain present to our thought in the same manner as 
sensible objects are present to us m thought during the time 
they act on our sense-organs. Just as the soul, in maktng 
Itself closely attentive to some other thing, can p1event itself 
from hearing a slight noise or feeling a slight pain, but can
not in the same way escape hearing thunder or feeling fire 
burning the hand, it is similarly easy to overcome the lesser 
passions, but not those that are more VIOlent and powerful; 
we have to await the abating of the commotion in the blood 
and spirits. The most the will can do while this commotion 
is in its full strength, is to refuse consent to its effects, and 
to restrain several of the movements to which it disposes the 
body. For instance if anger causes the hand to be upraised 
for striking, the will can usually arrest it [from further ac
tion]; if fear incites the legs to flight, the will can restrain 
them, and so in all other like cases, 

Article 47. In what consists the contests we are wont to 
suppose as taking pks.ce between the lower and the 

higher parts of the soul 

All the contests we are wont to conceive as taking place 
between the inferior part of the soul which we call the 
sensuous and the superior which is rational, or, as we say, 
between the natural appetites and the will, consist solely in 
the repugnance there is between the two movements in the 
pineal gland-the movement excited by the spirits and the 
contrary movement excited by the will. For there is in us but 
one soul, a soul that has no diversity of parts, I.e., it is at 
once sensuous and rational, and all its appetites are volitions. 
The error committed in representing it as displaying diverse 
personalities that ordinarily are at variance with one another, 
arises from our failure to distinguish its functions from those 
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o f  the body, t o  which alone w e  must attribme whatever in 
us is observeC: to be to o:..tr rea�on. There 

which ill tl:e 

the strong-er D·.J!ds 
can, inC.eed, :n respect o� moveme::1ts 

excited in the gland by the spirits, C.istingui�h two so:ts of 
movement. Some of them rep:esent to the soul the 
\vhicl:! are the :;enses, or, it be. the 
by which it is the bram; and have nv 
on L'Ie will. The others do have an infiuence on the w;n, 
viz., tho�e which cause the and t.r1e bodily move-
ments which Though the former 
. .Jften prevent the or are themselves hin-
dered by its actions, they are yet not direc�!y to 
those actions: and we nohce no confUct. This we 
as taking place of the latter sort of move-
ments, i.e., bet'-'1een the voEtions whicl:! are repug-
nant w them, e.g., betv;een the force which the spirits 
impel the gland in the soul to something and 
the force through which soul, by of the will, impels 
the gland b. a cont;ary direction, to this soJ:J.ethbg. 
What to this con:fiict is that, as already 

not having the -;:oower to excite t.'le 
directly, is constrained to addre;s itself to the con-

in succession a number of different things. One of 
these, may be, has the power to change for a mome::1t the 
course taken by the spirits; but the thing next CO::J.sidered may 
have no such a::1d the spi:its revert to their })revious 

unchanged, but still continuing and 

lS in Article JO ;  Car ce que je nomme ici des esprits, ne sont que 
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and the same time, impelled to desire and not to desire one 
and the same thing; and this is what has occasioned us to 
picture the soul as having in it two conflicting powers. There 
is nothing. however, to prevent our recognizing the frequent 
occurrence of conflict [provided we do so rightly], namely, 
when the cause exciting a certain passion in the soul also 
excites, quite independently of the soul, certain movements 
in the body, and when the soul immediately on apprehending 
the movements arrests or strives to arrest them, as happens 
in the case of fear. What is then exciting the fear [in the soul] 
is also causing the spirits to enter the muscles which serve to 
predispose the limbs for flight, and the resolve to be brave 
then counters this predisposition. 

Article 48. How we come to know the strength or weakness 
of souls, and what the evil is in those who are weakest 

It is by the outcome of these conflicts that each individual 
can come to know the force or weakness of his soul. Those 
whose nature is such that the will can easily conquer the 
passions and arrest the bodily movements which accompany 
them have without doubt the strongest souls. But there are 
those who cannot gain knowledge of their strength, owing 
to their never equipping the will with its proper weapons, 
but only with those which certain passions provide in the 
resisting of other [contrary] passions. What I call its proper 
arms are the fum and determinate judgments bearing on 
the good and the evil, in accordance with which it has re
solved to regulate the actions of its life. The weakest of all 
souls are those whose will does not determine itself to follow 
its assured judgments, but continually allows itself · to be 
carried away by present passions which, as being contrary 
to one another, draw the will now in one direction and now 
in another. Being thus made to battle against itself, the soul 
is reduced to a condition than which none can be more de
plorable. Thus while fear represents death as an extreme evil, 
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tmd a s  one that can b e  avoided only b y  fl1ght, a..11bitio:rr on 
the oilier hand represents the infa:ny of this fight as an evil 
worse than death. Tne two passions agitate the will i.n oppo� 
site ways; yielding now to the orre and :::tow to the other, it :is 
in continual opposition to itseli, and the soul is thus rendered 
enslaved and unhappy. 

Article 49. That when of the truth is lacking, 
not suffice 

Few men are indeed so weak and irresolute as to desire only 
what their dictate to them. Most men have deter� 

in accordance wilh which they regulate a 
actions; a::�.d although their judgments are often 

and often indeed founded on the passims by which 
they previously allowed their will to be overcome or 
attracted, none the less, inasmuch as the will corrtinues to 
conform to the judgments, the passion that has caused their 
actions being absent, they may be considered its proper 
\Veapons; and we may esteem souls to be stronger or weaker 
according as they are able to follow those judgmerrts more 
o� less cmstantly in the present passions that are at 
variance with them. There however, a great difference 
between resolutions wh1ch proceed from some f<>Jse opiillon 
and those which rest on k::�.owledge of the truth. In following 
the latter we are assured that we shall never have ground 
for ;.·egret and repentance; in following the former we are 
no less assured of inevitably incurring regret a:rrd repentance, 
on discovery of our error. 

Article 50. That there is no soul so feeble as not to be able, 
ij rightly directed, to acquire an absolute power over its 

passions 

Here it is helpful to bow, that although, as already said,20 

20 Article44. 
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each movement of the gland seems to have been naturally 
JOined from our earliest years to some one of our thoughts, 
we can none the less by habituation join it with another, as 
experience shows in the case of .words. These excite in the 
gland movements which, as instituted by nature, represent 
to the soul only their sound as pronounced by the voice, or, 
when they are written, the shape of their letters. Neverthe
less, by the habit we have acquired in thinking what they 
mean when their sound bas been thus heard and their letters 
thus seen, they have accustomed us to think this meaning 
rather than the shape of their letters or the sound of their 
syllables. It is also helpful to know that although the move
ments, alike of the gland and of the spirits and brain, which 
represent certain objects to the soul, are naturally connected 
With those which excite in it certain passions, they can, by 
habituation, be separated from them and joined with other 
very different passions; and to know that this new habit 
can be established by one single action independently of 
long usage. Thus when we are unexpectedly met by some
thing very foul in food which we are eating with relish, the 
shock this gives us so changes the disposition of our brain 
that we can no longer see such food without abhorrence, 
food in which we previously took pleasure. The same thing 
1s to be observed in animals. For although they lack reason, 
and perhaps thought of any kind, all the movements of the 
spirits of the gland, which in us excite the passions, are 
none the less in them, and serve to maintain and fortify not, 
as in us, the passions, but the movements of the nerves and 
muscles which customarily accompany them. Thus when a 
dog sees a partridge, he is naturally disposed to run toward 
it; and on his hearing a gun fired, the noise naturally incites 
him to flight. None the less setters are usually so trained 
that the sight of a partridge -causes them to stop, and that 
the noise which they afterwards hear when the partridge 
is shot causes them to run to it. These considerations are 
helpful to us, as encouraging us to practice watchfulness 
in respect of our passions. For since we can with some little 
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address and skill change the movements o f  the brain in 
animals devoid of reason, manifestly we can do so still more 
eflectively in the case of men. Even those who have the 
weakest souls can acquire a very absolute empire over all 
their passions, provided they employ sufficient skill in the 
management and guidance of them. 



P A R T  I I  

THE NUMBER A.Xl"D ORDER OF THE PASSIONS, AND 

EXPOSITION OF THE SIX PRIMITIVE PASSIONS 

[Articles 52-53, 69-78] 

Article 52. Their manner of operation, and how they 
may be el'Ll!merated 

THE objects which move the senses do not excite diverse 
passions in us corresponding to all the diversities which are 
in them, but only in accordance with the diverse ways in 
which they can injure or profit us, i.e., orrly in so far as they 
are, to use a general term, of concern to us. The ma.'l.ner of 

of the passions, one a::J.d all, consists in this, that 
dispose the soul to will the things which nature tells us 

are of concern to us, and to persist in so willing. The agita
tions of the [arJmal] spirits which customarily generate this 
a::1d that passion also at the same time dispose the body to 
the movements required in our reaction to the things thus 
acting on the sense-orgaTIS. This is why, in order to enumer
ate the passions; all we have to do is to examine, in an 
orderly ma."IDer, in how many diverse ways---ways that are 
of concern to us--our senses can be moved by their objects. 

Article 53. Wonder 

[L' Admiration. There is no quite satisfactory English equiva
lent; the only possible alternatives to "wonder" are such terms 
as "surprise," "interest," "concern." As Descartes points out, 
the passion, starting as a shock of surprise, endures as a mode 
of wondering concern. 1bis in turn influences the soul in two 
very different ways. AI> an inquiring wonder, at once question-
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generate, alike i n  the vt:lga� and i n  t!le 
pOSitive distaste for what IS the sole proper food 
minds, t,_e simple :=.nd evident, t"te clear and d1st!nct] 

Whe::J. a first encounte: with an object surprises us &"ld we 
it to be new, or different from what we have 

known or from we have supposed it ought to 
be, this causes us to wonder and to be surprised. And since 
this can happen prior to our knowing at aU wl:!ether this 
object is or is not serviceable to it seems to me that 
'!.·mder is the first [i.e., in the sense being the first to be 
awa.i::ened] of all the passions . 

["Wonder" serves to iilustrate in an admrrably typical manner 
all the mam distinctive features in Descartes' exposition of the 
uature and functions of the p:=.ssions; and the sections deahng 

in corresponding f:=.shion with the other there-
fore be here omitted Each passion, as is the 
mental counterpart of some bod1ly 
proceeds to show, what differenti:=.tes 
surprise from the other 
in which it originates exclusively cerebral. Until we have 
learned whether the novelty engagmg our wonder 1s beneficial 
or h:=.rmfd�:=.nd this can come only later, as the outcome of 
our wondering--no other passion can be :=.c-aused, and there is 
therefore no call for the wider bodily commotions required in 
pursuit of the good and in defense :=.gainst evil This should 
not, however, misle:=.d us into thinkmg that in the c:=.se of won
der the bodily commotion, as bemg exclusively cerebral, ac
counts for no more tha,."'l merely the passion quO. mental. Like 
all the other bodily commotions, it has a two-fold effect. In 
addition to generatmg the passion in the mind, it also leads in 
an instmctive automatic manner to certain quite specific, adap-

21 Artrcle46. 
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ttve moments in the body In the case of wonder the move
ments so generated-independently of the mental passion and 
stmultaneously with it-are the movements required for the 
secunng of an adequately attentive and sufficiently prolonged 
scrutiny of the object or occurrence arousing the W()Dder, i.e., 
for the appropriate steadying and adjusting of the sense· 
organs, all of which are centralized in and controlled by the 
brain. But what is true of the other passions still apphes, in 
some corresponding fashion, in the case of wonder. To take 
them in their more stnctl.y mental aspect: since, as Descartes 
argues, they one and all have as their specific mental function 
the fortifying of the soul in the entertaining of those ideas 
which are at the moment of special concern to it, enabling it to 
accord to them such steady and prolonged attention as they 
may require, any evil effects this or that passion may have must 
consist either in the fortifying and conserving of ideas beyond 
what is needful, or in the fortifying and conserving of others 
which are harmful. Wonder, as he proceeds to show, shares, 
with all the other passions, this ambiguous two-fold power; 
and therefore stands, as they do, in need of regulation and 
control] 

Article 69. That there are only six primitive passions 

. . • There are only six which are simple and primitive, 
viz., wonder, love, hatred, desire, joy and sadness. All 

others are composed of some of these six, or are species of 
them. • . . (I know well that in adopting this enumeration 
of the passions I am at variance with all wlio have written 
on the subject. But it is for a very weighty reason that I 
do so. They base their enumeration on a distinction they 
draw, within what they entitle the sensible part of the soul, 
between two appetites which they name the concupiscent 
and the irascible. As already said, I do not recognize in the 

soul any distinction of parts, and the alleged dl.stinction 
seems to amount to no more than saying that the soul has 
two faculties, one of desire and one of anger; and sine� it 
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bas also in the same matUJ.er the faculties o f  wonder, love, 
hope, fear, and of thereby receiving into itself every other 
passion, and of executing the actions to which the passions 
impel it, I do not see why they have chosen to refer them 
all to concupiscence and anger. ) 22 

Article 70. Concerning wonder: its definition and its cause 

Wonder is a sudden surprise of the soul causing it to con
sider with attention those objects which seem to it novel and 
unexpected. Primarily it is caused by an impression we have 
in the brain, an impression which represents the object as 
unusual, and calling therefore for special attention. It is 
also conditioned by the movement of the [animal] spirits 
which, owing to this same brain-impression, and in sequence 
upon it, are made to flow with great force to the part of the 
brain where the impression is located, for the fortifying 
and conserving of it there, and for the passing of the spirits 
thence into the muscles which serve to bold the sense-organs 
steadily fixed, so that what is novel-if it is by those sem._e
organs that the novely bas been presented to us--may be 
kept under observation. 

Article 71 .  That in this passion there occurs no change 
in the heart or in the blood 

This passion has the special feature, that we do not find it 
to be accompanied by any such change in the heart and 
blood as occurs in the other passions. The reason of this is 
that, not having good or evil as its object, but only knowl
edge of the things about which we are wondering, it stands 
in no relation with the heart or blood on which all the good 

%2 Thill passase is from the preceding Article 68, here otn.ittcd. 
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of the body depends, but only with the brain which contains 
the sense-organs mediating the knowledge. 

Article 72. In what the strength of wonder consists 

This does not prevent its having considerable strength be
cause of the element of surprise, i.e., the sudden and un
expected arrival of the impression, changing the movements 
of the spirits. This feature of surprise is at once proper and 
peculiar to this passion. So that whenever surprise is met 
with in the other passions (as it usually is in almost all of 
them) ,  what we then have is wonder conjoined with them 
and augmenting them. The strength of any given passion 
depends on two things, viz., on the novelty, and on the 
movement it causes being from the start in full force. For 
certainly such a movement has more effect than those which, 
being feeble in the beginning and increasing only little by 
little, can easily be turned aside. It is also certain that sense
objects which are novel affect the brain in parts not ordi
narily affected, and that since those parts are more respon
sive or less resistant than those which a frequent agitation 
has hardened, the effects of the movements they excite are 
thereby augmented. We shall be the more readily persuaded 
of this, if we consider how in similar fashion the soles of 
our feet, accustomed to a contact somewhat hard, propor
tioned as it is to the weight of the body they support, are 
yet in walking but little aware of the contact, whereas on 
their being tickled the slight and gentle contact is almost 
insufferable, the reason being that it violates the routine of 
our ordinary experience. 

Article 73. What astonishment is 

This [feature of] surprise has so much power in causing the 
[animal] spirits which are in the cavities of the brain to 
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:fiow toward the place where the impression o f  the object 
of our wonder is located, that sometimes It draws them all 
there, and causes them to be so completely engaged in con
serving this impression that none pass thence into the mus
cles, and indeed that none depart at all from the tracks 
they have antecedently been following in the brain. In this 
way the whole body is caused to stay as immobile as a 
statue, disabling us from apprehending the object other
wise than as initially presented, and so from acquiring a more 
particular knowledge of it. This is what we commonly en· 
title being astounded. It is an excess of wonder, and can 
never be other than harmful. 

Article 74. The function of the passions and how they 

can be harmful 

We can easily understand, from what has been above said, 
that the utility of all the passions wholly consists in their 
manner of fortifying and prolonging in the soul the thoughts 
which it is good it should conserve, and which, lacking their 
support, might readily have been effaced from it On the 
other hand, all the harm they can cause consists in their 
fortifying and conserving these thoughts beyond what is re
quired. or in their fortifying and conserving others on which 
it is not good to dwell. 

Article 75. The special function of wonder 

We can, in a quite special degree, say of wonder that it is 
serviceable in that it causes us to apprehend, and to retain 
in our memory, things of which we were previously ignorant 
For we wonder only over what appears new and unusual, 
and nothing can so appear to us unless we have not pre-
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viously known it, or perhaps because it is different from 
the things we have known-this being the difference which 
has made us regard it as unusual. Now although a thing 
previously unknown to us presents itself in all its novelty to 

our understanding and our senses, it is not merely on that 
account retained in our memory. We so retain it only if its 

idea has been fortified in our brain by some passion, or 
alternatively, by our understandmg, should our will have 

determined us to a quite special attention, and to reftection 

upon it. The other passions may serve to make us take note 

of the things wh1eh are beneficial or harmful; wonder alone 
has the function of leading us to take note of those which 
appear only rarely. Hence, as we see, those who have no 

natural inclination to this passion are usually very ignorant. 

Article 76. In what ways wonder can be harmful, and how 
we can make good its deficiency and curb its excess 

But we are much more apt to wonder too much than too 
little. We allow ourselves to be astonished by things that 

merit little or no consideration; and this may entirely pre� 
vent or pervert the use of reason. This is why, good as it is 
to be born with some inclination to the passion, qualifying 
us as it does for the acquisition of the sciences, we must none 

the less, and precisely by way of these sciences, endeavor to 
emancipate ourselves from it as much as possible. For its 

deficiency is easily made good by special reflection (to which 
our will can always oblige our understanding) in respect of 
those tbings we judge to be worth the trouble. There is, 
however, no remedy that will cure us of excessive [mistaken] 
wonder other than that of acquiring the requisite amount of 

knowledge, and by the light of this knowledge passing to the 
consideration of all those thlngs which can [rightly] seem 
very rare and very strange. 
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Articl e  77. That i t  is neither the most stupid nor the 

cleverest who are most carried away by wonder 

For the rest, though only the dull and stupid are in no wise 
naturally disposed to wonder, this is not to say that those 
with the hlghest mental equipment are always the most 
disposed to it Those so disposed are those who, although 
they have a fairly good supply of common sense, are yet 
drlfident as to their abilities. 

Article 78. That excessive indulgence in wonder may 
become a habit, unless we fail to correct it 

This passion seems to diminish with use, since the more 
numerous the unusual things we :find to wonder at, the 
more we accustom ourselves to them. Ceasing to wonder, we 
regard all we subsequently discover as being common. So 
long, however, as the passion is in excess, it causes us to 
give all our attention to the first [surprising} image of some 
object, without proceeding to any other knowledge of it, 
and thus induces a habit which disposes the soul to stop 
short in this same fashion in respect of all the other objects 
presenting themselves to it-so long, that is, as they appear 
to it to be novel, however trifling the novelty be. This is 
what causes the continuance of the malady in those who 
suffer from a blind curiosity; they seek out rarities only in 
order to wonder over them, and not in order to get knowl
edge of them. For little by little they become so given over 
to wonder, that things of no importance monopolize their 
attention to the exclusion of those which might more use
fully be studied. 



PASSAGE FROM DESCARTES' 

T H E  S E A R C H  A F T E R  T R U T H '  

[The following passage, taken from the beginning of the dia
logue (A.T. x, pp. 499-506), is a helpful commentary on the 
argument of Articles 74-78. Eudoxus is here Descartes' 
mouthpiece.] 

Poliander. You are, I consider, indeed happy in having 
learned all these wonderful things from the Greek and Latin 
books. Had I studied as you have done I should, it seems 
to me, have been as different from what I am as the angels 
are from you . . . .  

Epistemon. The best you could have learned, in such 
matters, is that the desue for knowledge, a desire common 
to all men, is a malady which cannot be cured. For curiosity 
increases as we indulge it; and since deficiencies in our souls 
trouble us only in so far as we become aware of them, you 
have an advantage over us, in that you do not see, as we do, 
that so many things are lacking to you. 

Eudoxus. Can it be, Epistemon, that you, who are so 
well instructed, can be of the opinion that there is in nature 
so universal a malady, and that it is a malady for which 
nature yet produces no remedy? As for me, just as I believe 
that ID. every country fruits and rivers suffice to appease the 
hunger and thirst of men, so too, I am convinced, there 
are ID. plenty ascertainable truths which satisfy in quite 
ample fashion the curiosity of well-regulated minds. The 
body of a person suffering from dropsy is not further removed 
from its proper condition than the minds of those who are 
perpetually at the mercy of an insatiable curiosity. 

1 Rfi:herche de la Verite, begun. presumably, at some date sub
sequent to 1he completion of the Meditations, left unfinished, and 
published posthumously in 1701. Cf. New Studies, p. 28. 
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Ep,stemon. I cannot believe that 
knows so much that he has not stJ: sound reasons desir-

to know more. 
What �hen will you say of me ii' T assure: ) ou 

that I no longer feel a passion to learn more and 
that 1 am as content with the !itt:e knowledge have as 

was with his tub, and this without my having any 
of bis philo�ophy? For the sdeTICe possessed by 

neighbors does not set any limits to mine, not in any 
man.tl.er as their fields do m surro:mding rny own small 

My mind, disposing as seems appropriate to it 
truths it is eTicountering, does not dream of there 

being others to discover, and thus enjoys the same repose 
as would the king of an isolr.ted country, were 1-Js kingdom 
so completely cut off from all others that he has no thought 
of there being beyond his frontiers any'"u�ing save infertile 
deserts and uninhabibble moUtitains. 

If any other but you spoke to me thus, I 
regard him as either vain or lacking in c:�riosity. 

Tbis solitude, however, to which you have retired, and the 
little concern you have had to become known, removes from 
you fu charge of vanity. The time you have devoted to 
travel, COTISOrting with learned men, and inq:Iirbg into ali 
that is most recondite in the existing sciences, no bss assure;, 
me of your not Jacking curiosity. I cannot therefore but 
confess that I consider you to be indeed happy, and that I 
am convinced that yo:1 must be in possession of a science 
much more perfect than that of others. 

[Here, and in what follows, the reader should bear in mind 
what, in Desca-;"tes' view. is the outstanding merit of his new 
phys1cal teaching. Havmg demonstrated, as he professes to 
have done, that ali. physical processes are sheerly mechanical, 
and that the only causes operative on the Earth and in the 
heavens are impact and pressure, he is in posit10n to claim that 
in prmciple we already know the answer to all the questions 
wh1ch can be asked regarding them. In other words. his thesis 
is that nature is non-mysterio:Is, and that it is not through a 
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more detailed knowledge of phys1cal happenings, but only 
through a metaphystcal understandtng (no less demonstra� 
tively established, and no less final m respect of its prmciples) 
of the Creative Source of physical happenings and of the self, 
that we can alone hope to find what ts truly worthy of wonder, 
awe and veneration. Questions of detrul, tf eventually found 
to be of practical unportance, can then on the lines of the es� 
tabhshed physical and metaphysical prmciples be frwtfully 
dealt wtth as need arises.} 

Eudoxus. I thank you for your good opinion of me. But 
I should not so abuse your courtesy as to require you to 
believe what I have just said, solely on my own testimony. 
I should be wrong in advancing opinions so far removed 
from common belief, were I not at the same time in a posi
tion to supply evidence in their support. This is why I beg 
you both to stay on here, while this delightful weather lasts, 
that I may at leisure show you some part of the things I 
know . . . .  

To make you more distinctly understand the nature of the 
teaching I am going to expound to you, I would have you 
note the difference there is between the sciences and those 
simple modes of knowledge which can be acquired independ· 
ently of any appeal to reason, such as languages, history, 
geography, and in general all that rests on experience. For 
I readily grant that one man's experience of life would not 
suffice to acquire experience of all the thlngs that are in the 
world; and I am no less convinced that it would be folly to 
desire all that. It is no more the duty of a self-respecting 
man to know Greek and Latin than to know the language 
of Switzerland or Brittany, or the history of the Romano
Gemwn.ic Empire than that of the smallest State in Eu
rope. . . _ As to the sciences . . . it is, I confess, impos
sible for us to treat of them in all their detail; to do so, we 
should have had to examine all the herbs and stones brought 
to us from the Indies, to have beheld the phoenix, and in 
short to be in ignorance of nothing in nature. however rare 
and strange. None the less, I shall, I believe, have effectively 
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you the truths which 
can be from things so as to be known to 
all of us, I succeed in shov.ring how you are thereby enabled 
to discover all the others, should you Ge concerned to put 
yoursell to the trouble cf inqd::ing into them. 

After your attention to the works of men in 
t1.i,-1gs after having stirred wonder in you by ex-
hibiting to you machines, extremely power::'ul, very strange 
and rare a:utomata, visual appearances seemingly real, and 
impostures the subt�est that artifice can devise, I shaH pro
ceed to uncover the secret devices on which they rest; and 
these are so simple, that you will no longer be tempted to 
feel wonder regarding any product of human devising. I 
shall then pass to nature's own products, and after showing 
you the cause of all their changes, the diversities of their 
qualities, a.1.d how the scul of plants a.tl.d of animals differs 
from ours, I shall submit for your consideration the struc
tural composition of aJl sensible things. . . . M this hav
ing been done, your passion for knowledge will, I trust, no 
longer be so violent, and what I have said will seem to you 
so well establlsbed tb.at you will then, I hope, agree that a 
man of sound mind, were he nurtured in a desert, and were 
he illumined solely by the light of nature, could not, if he 
rightly pondered all the above reasons, have sentiments at 
variance with ours. 
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