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DISCOURSE ON THE METHOD
OF
RIGHTLY CONDUCTING THE REASON
AND SEEKING TRUTH IN
THE SCIENCES
If this discourse seems too long to be read at one sitting, it
may be divided into six parts. In the first will be found various thoughts on the sciences; in the second, the principal
rules of the method the author has used; in the third, some
moral rules derived from this method; in the fourth, his proofs
of the existence of God and of the human soul which form
the basis of his philosophy; in the fifth are treated some questions of physics, especially the explanation of the heartbeat
and of some other difficulties in medicine, as well as the difference between- the souls of men and animals; and in the
last, some prerequisites for further advances in the study of
nature, as well as the author's reasons for writing this work.

PART ONE
SOME THOUGHTS ON THE SCIENCES
Good sense is mankind's most equitably divided endowment, for everyone thinks that he is so abundantly provided
'with it that [2] even those 'with the most insatiable appetites
and1! most difficult to please in other ways do not usually want
more than they have of this. As it is not likely that everyone is
mistaken, this evidence shows that the. ability to judge correctly, and to distinguish the true from the false—which is
[2]
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really what is meant by good sense or reason—is the same by
/innate1* nature in all men; and that differences of opinion are
not due to differences in intelligence, but merely to the fact
that we use different approaches and consider different things.
For it is not enough to have a good mind: one must use it
well. The greatest souls are capable of the greatest vices as
well as of the greatest virtues; and those who walk slowly can,
if they follow the right path, go much farther than those who
run rapidly in the wrong direction.
As for myself, I have never supposed that my mind was
above the ordinary. On the contrary, I have often wished to
have as quick a wit or as clear and distinct an imagination, or
as ready and retentive a memory, as another person. And I
know of no other qualities which make for a good mind, because as far as reason is concerned, it is the only thing which
makes us men Tand distinguishes us from the animals!, and I
am therefore satisfied that it is fully present in each one of us.
In this I follow the general opinion (541) of philosophers, who
say that there are differences in degree only in the [3] accidental qualities, and not in the essential qualities or natures
of individuals of the same species.
But I do not hesitate to claim the good fortune of having
stumbled, in my youth, upon certain paths which led me without difficulty Tto certain considerations and maxims from which
I formed a method of gradually increasing my knowledge fand
of improving my abilities! as much as the mediocrity of my
talents and the shortness of my life will permit. For I have
already had such results that although in self-judgment I try
to lean toward undervaluation Frather than to presumption!,
I cannot escape a feeling of extreme satisfaction with the progress I believe I have already made in the search for truth. And
although from the philosophers' viewpoint almost all the activities of men appear to me as vain and useless, yet I conceive
such hopes for the future that if some single one of the occupations of men, as men, should be truly good and important,
I dare to believe that it is the one I have chosen.
It is always possible that I am wrong, and that I am mis-

taking a bit of copper and glass for gold and diamonds. I
know how subject we are to making false judgments in things
that concern ourselves, and how much we ought to mistrust
the judgments of our friends when they are in our own favor.
But I should be glad to show in this Discourse [4] what are the
paths I have taken ''to search for truth,1* and to present a
sketch of my /whole1* life, so that each one can form his own
judgment of it. In this way I may learn from the opinions of
those who read it, and thus add another to the methods of
progress which I am accustomed to use.
So it is not my intention to present a method which' everyone ought to follow in order to think well, but only to show
how I have made-, the attempt myself. Those who counsel
others must consider themselves superior to those whom they
counsel, and if they fall short in the least detail they are
''much'* to blame. I only propose this writing as an autobiography, or, if you prefer, as a story in which you may possibly
find some examples of conduct which you might see fit to imitate, as well as several others which you would have no reason
to follow. I hope that it will prove useful to some without
being harmful to any, and that all will take my frankness
kindly.
.
From my childhood I lived in a world of books, and since I
was taught that by their help I could gain a clear and assured
knowledge of everything useful in life, (542) I was eager to
learn from them. But as soon as I had finished the course of
studies which usually admits one to the ranks of the learned,
I changed my opinion completely. For I found myself saddled
With so many doubts and errors that I seemed to have gained
nothing in trying to educate myself unless it was to discover
more and more fully how ignorant I was.
Nevertheless [5] I had been in one of the most celebrated
f schools in ''all of* Europe, where I thought there should be
•wise men if wise men existed anywhere on earth. I had learned
there everything that others learned, and, not satisfied with
merely the knowledge that was taught, I had perused as many
books as I could find which contained more unusual and
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recondite knowledge. I also knew the opinions of others about
myself, and that I was in no way judged inferior to my fellow
students, even though several of them were preparing to become professors. And finally, it did not seem to me that our
own times were less flourishing and fertile than were any of
the earlier periods. All this led me to conclude that I could
judge others by myself, and to decide that there was no such
wisdom in the world as I had previously hoped to find.
I did not, however, cease to value the disciplines of the
schools. I knew that the languages which one learns there are
necessary to understand the works of the ancients; and that
the delicacy of fiction ''refines and1* enlivens the mind; that
famous deeds of history ennoble it and, if read with understanding, aid in maturing one's judgment; that the reading of
all the great books is like conversing with the best people of
earlier times: it is even a studied conversation in which the
authors show us only the best of their thoughts; that eloquence
has incomparable powers and beauties; that poetry has [6]
enchanting delicacy and sweetness; that mathematics has very
subtle processes which can serve as much to satisfy the inquiring mind as to aid all the arts and to diminish man's labor;
that treatises on morals contain very useful teachings and
exhortations to virtue; that theology teaches us how to go to
heaven; that philosophy teaches us to talk with an appearance
of truth about all things, and to make ourselves admired by
the less learned; that law, medicine, and the other sciences
bring honors and wealth to those who pursue them; and finally, that it is desirable to have examined all of them, even
to the most (543) superstitious and false, in order to recognize
their real worth and avoid being deceived thereby.
But I thought that I had already spent enough time on languages, and even on reading the works of the ancients, and
their histories and fiction. For conversing with the ancients is
much like traveling. It is good to know something of the customs of various peoples, in order to judge our own more objectively, and so that we do not make the mistake of the untraveled in supposing that everything contrary to our customs
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s ridiculous and irrational. But when one spends too much
lime traveling, one becomes at last a stranger at home; and
e who are too interested in things which occurred in past
:'. ^centuries are often remarkably ignorant of what is going on
1 today. In addition, fiction makes us imagine a number of
.. .events [7] as possible which are really impossible, and even
>•: the most faithful histories, if they do not alter or embroider
.episodes to make them more worth reading, almost always omit
the meanest and least illustrious circumstances so that the re•i mainder is distorted. Thus it happens that those who regulate
•: .their behavior by the examples they find in books are apt to
'.' fall into the extravagances of the knights of romances, and un',> dertake projects which it is beyond their ability to complete
:, /or hope for things beyond their destinyV
'
I esteemed eloquence highly, and loved poetry, but I felt
that both were gifts of nature rather than fruits of study.
:-, Those who reason most cogently, and work over their thoughts
to make them clear and intelligible, are always the most perv suasive, even if they speak only a provincial dialect and have
never studied rhetoric. Those who have the most agreeable
imaginations and can express their thoughts with the most
grace and color cannot fail to be the best poets, even if the
poetic art is unknown to them.
I was especially pleased with mathematics, because of the
certainty and self-evidence of its proofs; but I did not yet see
its true usefulness and, thinking that it was good only for the
mechanical arts, I was astonished that nothing more noble
had been built on so firm and solid a foundation. On the
other hand, I compared the ethical writings of the ancient
pagans to [8] very superb and magnificent palaces built only
on mud and sand: they laud the virtues and 'rightly'1 make
them appear more desirable than anything else in the world;
(544) but they give no adequate criterion of virtue, and often
what they call by such a name is nothing but ''cruelty and1*
apathy, parricide, pride or despair.
I revered our theology, and hoped as much as anyone else
to get to heaven, but having learned on great authority that
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the road was just as open to the most ignorant as to the most
learned, and that the truths of revelation which lead thereto
are beyond our understanding, I would not have dared to
submit them to the weakness of my reasonings. I thought that
to succeed in their examination it would be necessary to have
some extraordinary assistance from heaven, and to be more
than a man.
I will say nothing of philosophy except that it has been
studied for many centuries by the most outstanding minds
without having produced anything which is not in dispute and
consequently doubtful 'and uncertain1*. I did not have enough
presumption to hope to succeed better than the others; and
when I noticed how many different opinions learned men may
hold on the same subject, despite the fact that no more than
one of them can ever be right, I resolved to consider almost
as false any opinion which was merely plausible.
Finally, when it came to the other branches of learning,
since they took their cardinal principles from philosophy, I
judged [9] that nothing solid could have been built on so
insecure a foundation. Neither the honor nor the profit to be
gained thereby sufficed to make me study them, for I was fortunately not in such a financial condition as to make it necessary to trade upon my learning; and though I was not enough
of a cynic to despise fame, I was little concerned with that
which I could only obtain on false pretenses f, that is, by
claiming to know things that were in fact false\d finally,
I thought I knew enough of the disreputable doctrines not
to be taken in by the promises of an alchemist, the predictions
of an astrologer, the impostures of a magician, or by the tricks
and boasts of any of those who profess to know that which
they do not know.
This is why I gave up my studies entirely as soon as I
reached the age when I was no longer under the control of my
teachers. I resolved to seek no other knowledge than that
which I might find within myself, or perhaps in the great
book of nature. I ''then'1 spent a few (545) years Tof my adolescence! traveling, seeing courts and armies, living with people
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of diverse types and stations of life, acquiring varied experience, testing myself in the episodes which fortune sent me,
and, above all, thinking about the things around me so that
I could derive some profit from them. For it seemed to me that
I might find much more of the truth in the cogitations which
each man made on things which were important to him, and
where [10] he would be the loser if he judged badly, than in
the cogitations of a man of letters in his study, concerned with
speculations which produce no effect, and which have no consequences to him except perhaps that the farther they are
removed from common sense, the more they titillate his vanity, since then he needs so much more wit and skill to make
•them seem plausible. Besides, I was always eager to learn to
•'distinguish truth from falsehood, so that I could make intelligent decisions about the affairs of this life ''and act with
'greater confidence1*.
;
It is true that while I did nothing but observe the customs
of other men, I found nothing there to satisfy me, and I noted
just about as much difference of opinion as I had previously
remarked among philosophers. The greatest profit to me was,
therefore, that I became acquainted with customs generally
approved and accepted by other great peoples that would appear extravagant and ridiculous among ourselves, and so I
learned not to believe too firmly what I learned only from example and custom. Also I gradually freed myself from many
errors which could Fobscure the light of nature and! make us
less capable of correct reasoning. But after spending several
years in thus studying the book of nature and acquiring ex• perience, I eventually reached the decision to study my own
self, and to employ all my abilities to try to choose the right
$%'• path. This produced much [11] better results in my case, I
"f\ -'
think, than would have been produced if I had never left my
books and my country.
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PART TWO
THE PRINCIPAL RULES OF THE METHOD
I was then in Germany, where I had gone because of ''the
desire to see1* the wars which are still not ended; and while I
was returning, to the army from the coronation of the Emperor, I was caught by the onset of winter. There was no conversation to occupy me, and being untroubled by any cares or
passions, I remained all day alone in a warm.room. There I
had plenty of leisure to examine my ideas. One of the first that
occurred to me was that frequently there is less perfection in
a work produced by several persons (546) than in one produced by a single hand. Thus we notice that buildings conceived and completed by a single architect are usually more
beautiful and better planned than those remodeled by several
persons using ancient walls <"of various vintages'* Fthat had
originally been built for quite other purposes! /along with new
ones\, those ancient towns which were originally
nothing but hamlets, and in the course of time have become
great cities, are ordinarily very badly arranged compared to
one of the symmetrical metropolitan districts which .a city
planner has laid out on an open plain according to his own
designs. It is true that when we consider their buildings one
by one, there is often as much beauty in the first city as in the
second, or even more; nevertheless, when we observe how they
are arranged, here a large unit, there a small; and how the
streets are crooked and uneven, one [12] would rather suppose
that chance and not the decisions of rational men had so arranged them. And when we consider that there were always
some officials in charge of private, building, whose duty it was
to see that they were conducive to the general good appearance of the city, we recognize that it is not easy to do a good
job when using only the works of others. Similarly I supposed
that peoples who were once half savage /and barbarous"1, and
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who became civilized by a gradual process and invented their
laws one by one as the harmfulness of crimes and quarrels
forced them to outlaw them, would be less well governed than
those who have followed the constitutions of some prudent
legislator from the time that their communities were founded.
Thus it is quite certain that the condition of the true religion,
whose rules were laid down by God alone, must be incomparably superior to all others. And, to speak of human affairs,
I believe that Sparta was such a flourishing community, not
because of the goodness of each of its laws in particular, seeing
that many of them were very strange and even contrary to
good morals, but because they were produced by a single legislator, and so all tended to the same end. And similarly I
thought that the sciences found in books, at least those whose
reasons were only probable and which had no proofs, have
grown up little by little by the accumulation of the opinions
of many different persons, and are therefore by no means as
near to the truth as the simple and natural reasonings of a
I man [13] Fof good sense! l, laboring under no prejudice^ concerning the things which he experiences.
Likewise I thought that we were all children before (547)
being men, at which time we were necessarily under the control of our appetites and our teachers, and that neither of
these influences is wholly consistent, and neither of them, perhaps, always tends toward the better. It is therefore impossible that our judgments should be as pure and firm as they
would have been had we the Twhole! use of our Fmaturel
reason from the time of our birth and if we had never been
under any other control.
It is true that we never tear down all the houses in a city
just to rebuild them in a different way and to make the streets
more beautiful; but we do see that individual owners often
have theirs torn down and rebuilt, and even that they may be
forced to do so /when the building is crumbling with age, or*
when Fthe foundation is not firm and! it is in danger of collapsing. By this example I was convinced that a private individual should not seek to reform a nation by changing all its

(548) [14-15]
DISCOURSE ON METHOD
12
customs and destroying it to construct it anew, nor to reform
the body of knowledge or the system of education. Nevertheless, as far as the opinions which I had been receiving since
my birth were concerned, I could not do better than to reject them completely for once in my lifetime, and to resume
them afterwards, or perhaps accept better ones in their place,
when I had [14] determined how they fitted into a rational
scheme. And I firmly believed that by this means I would
succeed in conducting my life much better than if I built only
upon the old foundations and gave credence to the principles
which I had acquired in my childhood without ever having
examined them to see whether they were true or not. For
though I noticed several difficulties in the way, they were
neither insurmountable nor comparable to those involved in
the slightest reform of public affairs. For public affairs are on
a large scale, and large edifices are too difficult to set up again
once they have been thrown down, too difficult even to preserve once they have been shaken, and their fall is necessarily
catastrophic. It is certain that many institutions have defects,
since their differences alone guarantee that much, but custom
has no doubt inured us to many of them. Custom has perhaps
even found ways to avoid or correct more defects than prudence could have done. Finally, present institutions are practically always more tolerable than would be a change in them;
just as highways which twist and turn among the mountains
become gradually so easy to travel, as a result of much use,
that it is much better to follow them than to attempt to go
more directly by climbing cliffs and descending to the bottom
of precipices. (548)
That is why I cannot at all approve those mischievous spirits
who, not being called either by birth or by attainments to a
position of political power, are nevertheless constantly proposing some new [15] reform. If I thought the slightest basis could
be found in this Discourse for a suspicion that I was guilty of
this folly, I would be loath to permit it to be published. Never
has my intention been more than to try to reform my own
ideas, and rebuild them on foundations that would be wholly
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mine. If my building has pleased me sufficiently to display a
model of it to the public, it is not because I advise anyone to
copy it- Those whom God has more bountifully endowed will
rio doubt have higher aims; there are others, I fear, for whom
my own are too adventurous. Even the decision to abandon
all one's preconceived notions is not an example for all to
follow, and the world is largely composed of two sorts of individuals who should not try to follow it. First, there are those
Who think themselves more able than they really are, and so
nnake precipitate judgments and do not have enough-patience
ltd think matters through thoroughly. From this it follows
[that once they have taken the liberty of doubting their established principles, thus leaving the highway, they will never
Jae able to keep to the narrow path which must be followed
[to go more directly, and will remain lost all their lives. SecEmdly, there are those who have enough sense or modesty to
realize that they are 'less wise rand1* less able to distinguish
Ihe true from the false! than are others, and so should rather
satisfied to follow the opinions of these others than to
search for better ones themselves. [16]
As for myself, I should no doubt have belonged in the last
pass if I had had but a single teacher or if I had not known
|he differences which have always existed among the most
learned. I had discovered in college that one cannot imagine
;j$y' anything so strange and unbelievable but that it has been upopv' ••' held by some philosopher; and in my travels I had found that
; those who held opinions contrary to ours were neither barbarians nor savages, but that many of them were at least as
• reasonable as ourselves. I had considered how the same man,
;'• with the same capacity for reason, becomes different as a re*'suit of being brought up among Frenchmen or Germans than
- ' h e would be if he had been brought up among Chinese or
f ''Americans For* cannibals!; and how, in our fashions, the thing
• "which pleased us ten years ago and perhaps will please us
again ten years in the future, now seems extravagant and ridiculous; (549) and felt that in all these ways we are much
more greatly influenced by custom and example than by any
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certain knowledge. Faced with this divergence of opinion, I
could not accept the testimony of the majority, for I thought
it worthless as a proof of anything somewhat difficult to discover, since it is much more likely that a single man will have
discovered it than a whole people. Nor, on the other hand,
could I select anyone whose opinions seemed to me to be
preferable to those of others, and I was thus constrained to
embark on the investigation for myself.
Nevertheless, like a man who walks alone in the darkness, I
resolved to go so slowly and [17] circumspectly that if I did not
get ahead very rapidly I was at least safe from falling. Also,
''just as the occupants of an old house do not destroy it before
a plan for a new one has been thought out,'* I did not want
to reject all the opinions which had slipped irrationally into
my consciousness since birth, until I had first spent enough
time planning how to accomplish the task which I was then
undertaking, and seeking the true method of obtaining knowledge of everything which my mind was capable of understanding.
Among the branches of philosophy, I had, when younger,
studied logic, and among those of mathematics, geometrical
analysis and algebra; three arts or sciences which should have
been able to contribute something to my design. But in examining them I noticed that as far as logic was concerned, its
syllogisms and most of its other methods serve rather to explain to another what one already knows, or even, as in the
art of Lully, to speak ''freely and'*- without judgment of what
one does not know, than to learn new things. Although it does
contain many true and good precepts, they are interspersed
among so many others that are harmful or superfluous that it
is almost as difficult to separate them as to bring forth a Diana
or a Minerva from a block of virgin marble. Then, as far as
the analysis of the Greeks and the algebra of the moderns is
concerned, besides the fact that they deal with Tabstractions
andl ''speculations which"1 appear to have no utility, the first is
always so limited to the consideration of figures that it cannot
exercise the [18] understanding without greatly fatiguing the
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imagination, and the last is so limited to certain rules and
certain numbers that it has become a confused and obscure
art which perplexes the mind instead of a science which educates it. In consequence I thought that some other method
must be found (550) to combine the advantages of these three
and to escape their faults. Finally, just as the multitude of
laws frequently furnishes an excuse for vice, and a state is
much better governed with a few laws which are strictly adhered to, so I thought that instead of the great number of
precepts of which logic is composed, I would have enough with
the four following ones, provided that I made a firm and unalterable resolution not to violate them even in a single instance.
The first rule was never to accept anything as true unless I
recognized it to be ''certainly and1* evidently such: that is, carefully to avoid (alY> precipitation and prejudgment, and to include nothing in my conclusions unless it presented itself so
clearly and distinctly to my mind that there was no ''reason
Tor^ occasionl to doubt it.
The second was to divide each of the difficulties which I encountered into as many parts as possible, and as might be required for an easier solution.
The third was to think in an orderly fashion ''when concerned with the search for truth'', beginning with the things
which were simplest and easiest to understand, and gradually
and by degrees reaching toward more complex knowledge,
even treating, as though ordered, [19] materials which were
not necessarily so.
The last was f, both in the process of searching and in reviewing when in difficulty,1* always to make enumerations so
complete, and reviews so general, that I would be certain
that nothing was omitted.
Those long chains of reasoning, so simple and easy, which
enabled the geometricians to reach the most difficult demonstrations, had made me wonder whether all things knowable
to men might not fall into a similar logical sequence. If so,
we need only refrain, from accepting as true that which is not
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true, and carefully follow the order necessary to deduce each
one from the others, and there cannot be any propositions so
abstruse that we cannot prove them, or so recondite that we
cannot discover them. It was not very'difficult, either, to decide where we should look for a beginning, for I knew already that one begins with the simplest and easiest to know.
Considering that among all those who have previously sought
truth in the sciences, mathematicians alone have been able to
find some demonstrations, some certain and evident reasons.,
I had no doubt that I should begin where they did, although
I expected no advantage (551) except to accustom my mind to
work with truths and not to be satisfied with bad reasoning. I
do not mean that I intended to learn all the particular
branches of mathematics; for [20] I saw that although the objects they discuss are different, all these branches are in agreement in limiting their consideration to the relationships or
proportions between their various objects. I judged therefore
that it would be better to examine these proportions in general, and use particular objects as illustrations only in order to
make their principles easier to comprehend, and to be able
the more easily to apply them afterwards, without any forcing,
to anything for which they would be suitable. I realized that
in order to understand the principles of relationships I would
sometimes have to consider them singly, and sometimes ''comprehend and remember them^ in groups. I thought I could
consider them better singly as relationships between lines, because I could find nothing more simple or more easily pictured to my imagination and my senses. But in order to remember and understand them better when taken in groups, I
had to express them in numbers, and in the smallest numbers
possible. Thus I took the best traits of geometrical analysis
and algebra, and corrected the faults of one by the other.
The exact observation of the few precepts which I had
chosen gave me such facility in clarifying all the issues in these
two sciences that it took only two or three months to examine
them, I began, with the most simple and general, and each
truth that I found was a rule which [21] helped me to find
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others, so that I not only solved many problems which I had
previously judged very difficult, but also it seemed to me that
toward the end I could determine to what extent a still unsolved problem could be solved, and what procedures should
be used in solving it. In this I trust that I shall not appear
too vain, considering that there is only one true solution to
a given problem, and whoever finds it knows all that anyone
can know about it. Thus, for example, a child who has learned
arithmetic and performed an addition according to the rules
may feel certain that, as far as that particular sum is concerned, he has found everything that a human mind can discover. For, after all, the method of (552) following the correct
order and stating precisely all the circumstances of what we
are investigating is the whole of what gives certainty to the
rules of arithmetic.
What pleased me most about this method was that it enabled me to reason in all things, if not perfectly, at least as
well as was in my power. In addition, I felt that in practicing
it my mind was gradually ''dissipating its uncertainties and"1
becoming accustomed to conceive its objects more clearly and
distinctly, and since I had not directed this method to any
particular subject matter, I was in hopes of applying it just
as usefully to the difficulties of other sciences as I had already
to those of ''geometry or1* algebra. Not that I would dare to
undertake to examine at once all the difficulties that presented themselves, for that would have been contrary to the
principle of order. But I had observed that all the basic principles of the sciences were taken from [22] philosophy, which
itself had no certain ones. It therefore seemed that I should
first attempt to establish philosophic principles, and that since
this was the most important thing in the world and the place
where precipitation and prejudgment were most to be feared,
.1 should not attempt to reach conclusions until I had attained
a much more mature age than my then twenty-three years, and
had spent much time in preparing for it. This preparation
would consist partly in freeing my mind from the false opinions which I had previously acquired, partly in building up
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a fund of experiences which should serve afterwards as the
raw material of my reasoning, and partly in training- myself
in the method which I had determined upon, so that I should
become more and more adept in its use.

PART THREE
SOME MORAL RULES DERIVED FROM THE METHOD
In planning to rebuild one's house it is not enough to draw
up the plans for the new dwelling, tear down the old one, and
provide ''stones and other1* materials ''useful for building,1*
and obtain workmen for the task. We must see that we are
provided with a comfortable place to stay while the work of
rebuilding is going on. Similarly in my own case; while reason obliged me to be irresolute in my beliefs, there was no
reason why I should be so in my actions. In order to live as
happily as possible during the interval I prepared a provisional code of morality for myself, consisting of three or four
maxims which I here set forth.
The first was to obey the laws and [23] customs of ray country, constantly retaining the religion ''which I judged best,
and^ in which, by God's grace, I had been brought up since
childhood, and in all other matters to follow the most (553)
moderate and least excessive opinions to be found in the practices of the more judicious part of the community in which I
would live. For I was then about to discard my own opinions
in order to re-examine them, and meanwhile could do no
better than to follow those of the most reliable judges. While
there may be, no doubt, just as reliable persons among the
Persians or the Chinese as among ourselves, it seemed more
practical to pattern my conduct on that of the society in which
I would have to live. Furthermore, it seemed to me that to
learn people's true opinions, I should pay attention to their
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[conduct rather than to their words, not only because in our
corrupt times there are few who are ready to say all that they
believe, but also because many are not aware of their own
Beliefs, since the mental process of knowing a thing is ''good
pr bad is1* distinct from, and can occur without, the mental
[process of knowing that we know it. Among a number of
Opinions equally widely accepted, I chose only the most modleirate, partly because these are always the most convenient in
[practice and, since excess is usually bad, presumably the best;
also so that I should stray a shorter distance from the true
road in case I should make a mistake, than I would in choosng one extreme when it was the other that should have been
ollowed. In particular, [24] I considered as ''extreme or^ excessive all the promises by which we. abandon some of our
reedom. Not that I disapproved of the laws which, to remedy
le inconstancy of vacillating spirits, permit them to make
bonds or contracts which oblige them to persevere with their
itentions, provided the intentions are good, or at least not
aad, but because I recognized that nothing is unchanging,
id that in my own case I was proposing to improve my judgipent more and more, not to make it worse. It would therefore
lave been a major violation of common sense if I obliged myself to continue to accept a thing I formerly approved after it
ceased to merit approval, or after I altered my opinion of it.
My second maxim was to be as firm and determined in my
actions as I could be, and not to act on the most doubtful decisions, once I had made them, any less resolutely than on the
lost certain. In this matter I patterned my behavior on that
bf travelers, who, finding themselves lost in a forest, must not
zander about, (554) now turning this way, now that, and still
ess should remain in one place, but should go as straight as
hey can in the direction they first select and not change the
direction except for the strongest reasons. By this method,
even if the direction was chosen at random, they will presumably arrive [25] at some destination, not perhaps where
ley would like to be, but at least where they will be better
bff than in the middle of the forest. Similarly, situations in life
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good and evil—but only of that which occurs in the judgment
and discernment of the true and the false; and that I do not
intend to speak of beliefs which belong to faith or to the conduct of life, but only of those which pertain to speculative
truth and which can be known by the aid of the light of
nature alone.
In the Fifth Meditation, besides the explanation of corporeal nature in general, the existence of God is again demonstrated by a new argument. There may also be some difficulties in this argument, but the solution will be found in the
replies to the objections which have been made to me. In addition, I show how it is true that even the certainty of geometrical demonstrations themselves depends on the knowledge
of God.
Finally, in the Sixth, I distinguish the action of the understanding from that of the imagination, and the marks of this
distinction are described. Here I show that the ''mind Tor*
soull of man is really distinct from the body, and that nevertheless it is so tightly bound and united with it that it [12]
forms with it what is almost a single entity. All the errors
which arise from the senses are here exposed, together with
the methods of avoiding them. And finally, I here bring out
all the arguments from which we may conclude the existence
of material things; not because I judge them very useful, in
that they prove what (16) they do prove—namely, that there is
a world, that men have bodies, and other similar things which
have never been doubted by any man^of good sense—but because, in considering these arguments more closely, we come
to recognize that they are not as firm and as evident as those
which lead us to the knowledge of God and of our soul, so
that the latter are the most certain and most evident truths
which can become known to the human mind. That is all that
I had planned to prove in these Meditations; which leads me
to omit here many other questions with which I have dealt
incidentally in this treatise. (17) [13]

FIRST MEDITATION
CONCERNING THINGS THAT CAN BE DOUBTED
There is no novelty to me in the reflection that, from my
earliest years, I have accepted many false opinions as true, and
that what I have concluded from such badly assured premises
could not but be highly doubtful and uncertain. From the
time that I first recognized this fact, I have realized that if I
wished to have any firm and constant knowledge in the sciences, I would have to undertake, once and for all, to set
aside all the opinions which I had previously accepted among
my beliefs and start again from the very beginning. But this
enterprise appeared to me to be of very great magnitude, and
so I waited until I had attained an age so mature that I could
not hope for a later time when I would be more fitted to
execute the project. Now, however, I have delayed so long that
henceforward I should be Fafraid that I wasl committing a
fault if, in continuing to deliberate, I expended time which
should be devoted to action.
The present is opportune for my design; I have freed my
mind of all kinds of cares; (18) FI feel myself, fortunately,.disturbed by no passions;! and I have found a serene retreat in
peaceful solitude. I will therefore make a serious and unimpeded effort to destroy generally all my former opinions. -In
order to do this, however, it will not be necessary to show that
they are all false, a task [14] which I might never be able to
complete; because, since reason already convinces me that 1
should abstain from the belief in things which are not entirely certain and indubitable no less carefully than from the
belief in those which appear to me to be manifestly false, it
will be enough to make me reject them all if I can find in
each some ground for doubt. And for that it will not be necessary for me to examine each one in particular, which would
(18) [14]
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be an infinite labor; but since the destruction of the foundation necessarily involves the collapse of all the rest of the edifice, I shall first attack the principles upon which all my
former opinions were founded.
Everything which I have thus far accepted as entirely true
Fand assured! has been acquired from the senses or by means
of the senses. But I have learned by experience that these
senses sometimes mislead me, and it is prudent never to trust
wholly those things which have once deceived us.
But it is possible, that, even though the senses occasionally
deceive us about things which are barely perceptible and very
far away, there are many other things which we cannot reasonably doubt, even though we know them through the senses
—as, for example, that I am here, seated by the fire, wearing a
'winter1* dressing gown, holding this paper in my hands, and
other things of this nature. And how could I deny that these
hands and this body are mine, unless I am to compare myself
with certain lunatics (19) whose brain is so troubled and befogged by the black vapors of the bile that they continually
affirm that they are kings while they are paupers, that they are
clothed in Fgold and! purple while they are naked; or imagine
''that their head is made of clay, or"1 that they are gourds, or
that their body is glass? FBut this is ridiculous;! such men are
fools, and I would be no less insane than they if I followed
their example.
Nevertheless, I must remember that I am a man, and that
consequently I .am accustomed to sleep and in my dreams to
imagine the same things that lunatics imagine when awake, or
sometimes things which are even less plausible. How many
times has it occurred that 'the quiet of1 the night made me
dream 'of my usual habits:"1 that I was here, clothed 'in a
dressing gown\d sitting by the fire, although I was in fact
lying undressed in bed! It seems apparent to me now, that I
am not looking at this paper with my eyes closed, that this
head that I shake is not drugged with sleep, that it is with design and deliberate intent that I stretch out this hand and
perceive it. What happens in sleep seems not at all as clear

(20) [15]
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and as distinct as all this. [15] But I am speaking as though I
never recall having been misled, while asleep, by similar illusions 1 When I consider these matters carefully, I realize so
clearly that there are no conclusive indications by which waking life can be distinguished from sleep that I am quite astonished, and my bewilderment is such that it is almost able
to convince me that I am sleeping.
So let us suppose now that we are asleep and that all these
details, such as opening the eyes, shaking the head, extending,
the hands, and similar things, are merely illusions; and let us.
think that perhaps our hands and our whole body are not
such as we see them. Nevertheless, we must at least admit that
these things which appear to us in sleep are like 'painted^
scenes Fand portraits! which can only be formed in imitation
of something Freal andl true, and so, at the very least, these
types of things—namely, eyes, head, hands, and the whole
body—are not imaginary entities, but real and existent. For in
truth painters, even when (20) they use the greatest ingenuity
in attempting to portray sirens and satyrs in Fbizarre andl extraordinary ways, nevertheless cannot give them wholly new
shapes and natures, but only invent some particular mixture
composed of parts of various animals; or even if perhaps Ftheir
imagination is sufficiently extravagant thatl they invent something so new that nothing like it has ever been seen, and so
their work represents something purely imaginary and Fabsolutelyl false, certainly at the very least the colors of which
they are composed must be real.
And for the same reason, even if these types of things—
namely, Pa body,! eyes, head, hands, and other similar things
—could be imaginary, nevertheless, we are bound to confess
that there are some other still more simple and universal concepts which are true Fand existent!, from the mixture of
which, neither more nor less than in the case of the mixtui'e
. of real colors, all these images of things are formed in our
minds, whether they are true Fand reall or imaginary Fand
fantastic!.
Of this class of entities is corporeal nature in general and

78

MEDITATIONS

(21) [16]

its extension, including the shape of extended things, their
quantity, or size and number, and also the place where they
are, the time that measures their duration, and so forth. [16]
That is why we will perhaps not be reasoning badly if we conclude that physics, astronomy, medicine, and all the other sciences which follow from the consideration of composite entities are very dubious Fand uncertain!; whereas arithmetic,
geometry, and the other sciences of this nature, which treat
only of very simple and general things without concerning
themselves as to whether they occur in nature or not, contain
some element of certainty and sureness. For whether J am
awake or whether 1 am asleep, two and three together will always make the number five, and the square will never have
more than four sides; and it does not seem possible that
truths Fi'so clear and^l so apparent can ever be suspected of
any falsity Tor uncertainty!. (21)
Nevertheless, I have long held the belief that there is a God
who can do anything, by whom I have been created and made
what I am. But how can I be sure but that he has brought it
to pass that there is no earth, no sky, no extended bodies, no
shape, no size, no place, and that nevertheless I have the impressions of all these things Fand cannot imagine that things
might be other than! as I now see them? And furthermore,
just as I sometimes judge that others are mistaken about
those things which they think they know best, how can I be
sure but that FGod has brought it about that! I am always
mistaken when I add two and three or count the sides of a
square, or when I judge of something else even easier, if I can
imagine anything easier than that? But perhaps God did not
wish me to be deceived in that fashion, since he is said to be
supremely good. But if it was repugnant to his goodness to
have made me so that I was always mistaken, it would seem
also to be inconsistent for him to permit me to be sometimes
mistaken, and nevertheless I cannot doubt that he does
permit it.
At this point, there will perhaps be some persons who would
prefer to deny the existence of so powerful a God, rather than
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to believe that everything else is uncertain. Let us not oppose
them for the moment, and let us concede Faccording to their
point of viewl that everything which I have stated here about
God is fictitious. Then in whatever way they suppose that I
have reached the state of being that I now have, whether they
attribute it to some destiny or fate or refer it to chance, or
whether they wish to explain it as the result of a continual
interplay of events ''or in any other manner1; nevertheless,
since to err and be mistaken [17] is a kind of imperfection, to
whatever degree less powerful they consider the author to
whom they attribute my origin, in that degree it will be more
probable that I am so imperfect that I am always mistaken.
To this reasoning, certainly, I have nothing to reply; and I
am at last constrained to admit that there is nothing in what
I formerly believed to be true which I cannot somehow doubt,
and this not for lack of thought and attention, but for
weighty and well-considered reasons. Thus I find that, in the
future, I should Fwithhold and suspend my judgment about
these matters, and! guard myself no less carefully from believing them than I should from believing what is manifestly
false (22) if I wish to find any certain and assured knowledge
Fin the sciences!.
It is not enough to have made these observations; it is also
necessary that I should take care to bear them in mind. For
these customary and long-standing beliefs will frequently recur in my thoughts, my long and familiar acquaintance with
them giving them the right to occupy my mind against my
will Fand almost to make themselves masters of my beliefs!. I
will never free myself of the habit of deferring to them and
having faith in them as long as I consider that they are what
they really are—that is, somewhat doubtful, as I have just
shown, even if highly probable—so that there is much more
reason to believe than to deny them. That is why I think that
I would not do badly if I deliberately took the opposite position and deceived myself in pretending for some time that all
these opinions are entirely false and imaginary, until at last I
will have so balanced my former and my new prejudices that
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they cannot incline my mind more to one side than the other,
and my judgment will not be ("mastered and! turned by bad
habits from the ''correct perception of things Tand the^ straight
road leading to the knowledge of the truth!. For I feel sure
that I cannot overdo this distrust, since it is not now a question of acting, but only of (meditating and! learning.
I will therefore suppose that, not Ta true! God, ''who is very
good and"1 who is the supreme source of truth, but a certain
evil spirit, not less clever and deceitful than powerful, has
bent all his efforts to deceiving me. I will suppose that the
sky, the air, the earth, colors, shapes, sounds, and all other objective things fthat we seel are nothing but illusions and
dreams that he [18] has used to trick my credulity. I will consider (23) myself as having no hands, no eyes, no flesh, no
blood, nor any senses, yet falsely believing that I have all
these things. I will remain resolutely attached to this hypothesis; and if I cannot attain the knowledge of any truth by this
method, at any rate Fit is in my power to suspend my judgment. That is why! I shall take great care not to accept any
falsity among my beliefs and shall prepare my mind so well
for all the ruses of this great deceiver that, however powerful
and artful he may be, he will never be able to mislead me in
anything.
But this undertaking is arduous, and a certain laziness leads
me insensibly into the normal paths of ordinary life. I am like
a slave who, enjoying an imaginary liberty during sleep, begins to suspect that his liberty is only a dream; he fears to
wake up and conspires with his pleasant illusions to retain
them longer. So insensibly to myself I fall into my former
opinions; and I am slow to wake up from this slumber for
fear that the labors of waking life which will have to follow
the tranquillity of this sleep, instead of leading me into the
daylight of the knowledge of the truth, will be insufficient to
dispel the darkness of all the difficulties which have just been
raised.
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SECOND MEDITATION
OF THE NATURE OF THE HUMAN MIND, AND
THAT IT IS MORE EASILY KNOWN
THAN THE BODY
Yesterday's Meditation has filled my mind with so many
doubts that it is no longer in my power to forget them. Nor
do I yet see how I will be able to resolve them; I feel as
though (24) I were suddenly thrown into deep water, being so
disconcerted that I can neither plant my feet on the bottom
nor swim on the surface. I shall nevertheless make every effort to conform precisely to the plan commenced yesterday
and put aside every belief in which I could imagine the least
doubt, just as though I knew that it was absolutely [19] false.
And I shall continue in this manner until I have found something certain, or at least, if I can do nothing else, until I have
learned with certainty that there is nothing certain in this
world. Archimedes, to move the earth from its orbit and place
it in a new position, demanded nothing more than a fixed
and immovable fulcrum; in a similar manner I shall have the
right to entertain high hopes if I am fortunate enough to find
a single truth, which is certain and indubitable.
I suppose, accordingly, that everything that I see is false; I
convince myself that nothing has ever existed of all that my
deceitful memory recalls to me. I think that I have no senses;
and I believe that body, shape, extension, motion, and location are merely inventions of my mind. What then could still
be thought true? Perhaps nothing else, unless it is that there is
nothing certain in the world.
But how do I know that there is not some entity, of a different nature from what I have just judged uncertain, of
which there cannot be the least doubt? Is there not some God
or some other power who gives me these thoughts? But I need
not think this to be true, for possibly I am able to produce
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them myself. Then, at the very least, am I not an entity myself? But I have already denied that I had any senses or any
body. However, at this point I hesitate, for what (25) follows
from that? Am I so dependent upon the body and the senses
that I could not exist without them? I have just convinced
myself that nothing whatsoever existed in the world, that
there was no sky, no earth, no minds, and no bodies; have I
not thereby convinced myself that I did not exist? Not at all;
without doubt I existed if I was convinced For even if I
thought anything!. Even though there may be a deceiver of
some sort, very powerful and. very tricky, who bends all his
efforts to keep me perpetually deceived, there can be no slightest doubt that I exist, since he deceives me; and let him deceive me as much as he will, he can never make me be nothing as long as I think that I am something. Thus, after having
thought well on this matter, and after examining all things
with care, I must finally conclude and maintain that this
proposition: I am, I exist, is necessarily true every time that I
pronounce it or conceive it in my mind.
But I do not yet know sufficiently clearly what I am, I who
am sure that I exist. So I must henceforth take very great care
that I do not incautiously mistake [20] some other thing for
myself, and so make an error even in that knowledge which I
maintain to be more certain and more evident than all other
knowledge Fthat I previously had!. That is why I shall now
consider once more what I thought myself to be before I began these last deliberations. Of my former opinions I shall reject all that are rendered even slightly doubtful by the arguments that I have just now offered, so that there will remain
just that part alone which is entirely certain and indubitable.
What then have I previously believed myself to be? Clearly,
I believed that I was a man. But what is a man? Shall I say a
rational animal? Certainly not, for I would have to determine
what an "animal" is and what is meant by "rational"; and so,
from a single question, I would find myself gradually enmeshed in an infinity of others more difficult Fand more inconvenientl, and I would not care to waste the little time and
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leisure remaining to me in disentangling such difficulties. I
shall rather pause here to consider the ideas which previously
arose naturally and of themselves (26) in my mind whenever I
considered what I was. I thought of myself first as having a
face, hands, arms, and all this mechanism composed of Fbone
and flesh ''and! members\t as it appears in a corpse, and
which I designated by the name of "body." In addition, I
thought of the fact that I consumed nourishment, that I
walked, that I perceived and thought, and I ascribed all these
actions to the soul. But either I did not stop to consider what
this soul was or else, if I did, I imagined that it was something
very rarefied and subtle, such as a wind, a flame, or a very
much expanded air which Fpenetrated into and! was infused
thoughout my grosser components. As for what body was, I
did not realize that there could be any doubt about it, for I
thought that I recognized its nature very distinctly. If I had
wished to explain it according to the notions that I then entertained, I would have described it somewhat in this way: By
"body" I understand all that can be bounded by some figure;
that can be located in some place and occupy space in such a
way that every other body is excluded from it; that can be
perceived by touch or sight or hearing or taste or smell; that
can be moved in various ways, not by itself but by some other
object by which it is touched Fand from which it receives an
impulse!. For to possess the power to move itself, and also to
feel or to think, I did not believe at all that these are attributes of corporeal nature; on the contrary, rather, I was astonished [21] to see a few bodies possessing such abilities.
But I, what am I, on the basis of the present hypothesis that
there is a certain spirit who is extremely powerful and, if I
may dare to say so, malicious Fand tricky!, and who uses all his
abilities and efforts in order to deceive me? Can I be sure that
I possess the smallest fraction of all those characteristics which
I* I have just now said belonged to the nature of body? (27) I
pause to consider this attentively. I pass and repass in review
in my mind each one of all these things—it is not necessary to
pause to take the time to list them—and I do not find any one
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of them which I,can pronounce to be part of me. Is it characteristic of me to consume nourishment and to walk? But if
it is true that I do not have a body, these also are nothing but
figments of the imagination. To perceive?1 But once more, I
•cannot perceive without the body, except in the sense that I
have thought I perceived various things during sleep, which
I recognized upon waking not to have been really perceived.
To think? 2 Here I find the answer. Thought is an attribute
that belongs to me; it alone is inseparable from my nature.
I am, I exist—that is certain; but for how long do I exist?
For as long as I think; for it might perhaps happen, if I to'tally ceased thinking, that I would at the same time completely cease to be. I am now admitting nothing except what
is necessarily true. I am therefore, to speak precisely, only a
thinking being, that is to say, a mind, an understanding,3 or a
reasoning being, which are terms whose meaning was previously unknown to me.
I am something real and really existing, but what thing am
I? I have already given the answer: a thing which thinks. And
what more? I will stimulate my imagination Tto see if I am
not something else beyond this!. I am not this assemblage of
members which is called a human body; I am not a rarefied
and penetrating air spread throughout all these members; I
am not a wind, Ta flame,! a breath, a vapor, or anything at all
that I can imagine and picture to myself—since I have supposed that all that was nothing, and since, without abandoning this supposition, I find that I do not cease to be certain
that I am something.
But perhaps it is true that those same things which I suppose not to exist because I do not know them are really no
different from the self which I do know. As to that I cannot
decide; I am not discussing that question at the moment, since
I can pass judgment only upon those things which are known
to me: I know that I exist and I am seeking to discover what
L. senlire; F. sentir.
L. cogitare; F. penser.
3 L. intellectus; F. entendement.
1

2
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I am, that "I" that I know to be. Now it is very [22] certain
that this notion Tand knowledge of my beingl, thus precisely
understood, does not depend on things whose existence (28) is
not yet known to me; and consequently Tand even more certainly!, it does not depend on any of those things that I
F/can^l picture in my imagination. And even these terms, "picture" and "imagine," warn me of my error. For I would be
imagining falsely indeed were I to picture myself as something; since to imagine is nothing else than to contemplate
the shape or image of a bodily entity, and I already know
both that I certainly exist and that it is altogether possible
that all these images, and everything in general which is involved in the nature of body, are only dreams Tand illusions!.
From this I see clearly that there was no more sense in saying
that I would stimulate my imagination to learn more distinctly what I am than if I should say: I am now awake, and
I see something real and true;- but because I do not yet perceive it sufficiently clearly, I will go to sleep on purpose, in
order that my dreams will show it to me with more truth and
evidence. And thus I know manifestly that nothing of all that
I can understand by means of the imagination is pertinent to
the knowledge which I have of myself, and that I must remember this and prevent my mind from thinking in this fashion, in order that it may clearly perceive its own nature.
But what then am I? A thinking being.4 What is a thinking
being? It is a being which doubts, which understands, Twhich
conceives,! which affirms, which denies, which wills, which rejects, which imagines also, and which perceives. It is certainly
not a trivial matter if all these things belong to my nature.
But why should they not belong to it? Am I not that same
person who now doubts almost everything, who nevertheless
understands fand conceives! certain things, who Tis sure of
and! affirms the truth of this one thing alone, who denies all
the others, who wills and desires to know more about them,
who rejects error, who imagines many things, sometimes even
against my will, and who also perceives many things, as
4 L. res cogitans; F. une chose qui pense.
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through the medium of ''the senses Tor* the organs of the
body!? Is there anything in all that which is not just as true as
it is certain that I am and that I exist, even though I were always asleep (29) and though the one who created me directed
all his efforts to deluding me? And is there any one of these
attributes which can be distinguished from my thinking or
which can be said to be separable from my nature? For it is.
so obvious that it is I who doubt, understand, and desire, that
nothing could be added to make it more evident. And I am
also certainly the same one who imagines; [23] for once more,
even though it could happen that the things I imagine are not
true, nevertheless this power of imagining cannot fail to be
real, and it is part of my thinking. Finally I am the same being which perceives—that is, which observes certain objects as
though by means of the sense organs, because I do really see
light, hear noises, feel heat. Will it be said that these appearances are false and that I am sleeping? HLet it be so; yet at the
very least! it is certain that it seems to me that I see light,
hear noises, and feel heat. This much cannot be false, and it is
this, properly considered, which in my nature is called perceiving, and that, again speaking precisely, is nothing else but
thinking.
As a result of these considerations, I begin to recognize what
I am ''somewhat better rand1* with a little more clarity and distinctness! than heretofore. But nevertheless ^it still seems to
me, and1* I cannot keep myself from believing that corporeal
things, images of which are formed by thought and which the
senses themselves examine, are ''rnuch^ more distinctly known
than that indescribable part of myself which cannot be pictured by the imagination. Yet it would truly be very strange
to say that I know and comprehend more distinctly things
whose existence seems doubtful to me, that are unknown to
me and do not belong to me, than those of whose truth I am
persuaded, which are known to me, and which belong to my
real nature ''—to say, in a word, that I know them better than
myselfX But I see well what is the trouble: my mind ''is a
vagabond who1* likes to wander and is not yet able to stay
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within the strict bounds of truth. Therefore, let us Tgive it
the rein once more ''and! allow it every kind of liberty,
(30) fpermitting it to consider the objects which appear to be
external,!'* so that when a little later we come to restrain it
Pgently and! at the right time ''and force it to the consideration of its own nature and of the things that it finds in itself1,
it will more readily permit itself to be ruled and guided.
Let us now consider the rcommonestl things, which are
commonly believed to be the most distinctly known H'and the
easiest of all to know"1!, namely, the bodies which we touch
and see, I do not intend to speak of bodies in general, for general notions are usually somewhat more confused; let us
rather consider one body in particular. Let us take, for example, this bit of wax which has just been taken from the
hive. It has not yet completely lost the sweetness of the honey
it contained; it still retains something of the odor of the
flowers from which it was collected; its color, shape, and size
are apparent; it is hard and cold; it can easily be touched;
and, if you knock on it, it will give out some sound. Thus
everything which can make a body distinctly known are found
in this example.
But now while I am talking I bring it close to the fire.
What remains of the taste evaporates; the odor vanishes; its
color changes; its shape is lost; its size increases; it becomes
liquid; it grows hot; one can hardly touch it; and although it
is knocked upon, it [24] will give out no sound. Does the same
wax remain after this change? We must admit that it does; no
one denies it I, no one judges otherwiseV What is it then in
this bit of wax that we recognize with so much distinctness?
Certainly it cannot be anything that I observed by means of
the senses, since everything in the field of taste, smell, sight,
touch, and hearing are changed, and since the same wax
nevertheless remains.
• The truth of the matter perhaps, as I now suspect, is that
this wax was neither that sweetness of honey, nor that Tpleasantl odor of flowers, nor that whiteness, nor that shape, nor
that sound, but only a body which a little while ago appeared
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to my senses under these forms and which now makes itself
felt under others. But what is it, to speak precisely, that I
imagine Twhen I conceive it! in this fashion? Let us consider
it attentively (31) and, rejecting everything that does not belong to the wax, see what remains. Certainly nothing is left
but something extended, flexible, and movable. But what is
meant by flexible and movable? Does it consist in my picturing that this wax, being round, is capable of becoming
square and of passing from the square into a triangular shape?
Certainly not; Fit is not that,! since I conceive it capable of
undergoing an infinity of similar changes, and I could not
compass this infinity in my imagination. Consequently this
conception that I have of the wax is not achieved by the faculty of imagination.
Now what is this extension? Is it not also unknown? For it
becomes greater in the melting wax, still greater when it is
completely melted, and much greater again when the heat increases still more. And I would not conceive Fclearly andl
truthfully what wax was if I did not think that even this bit
of wax is capable of receiving more variations in extension
than I have ever imagined. We must therefore agree that I
cannot even conceive what this bit of wax is by means of the
imagination, and that there is nothing but my understanding 5 alone which does conceive it. I say this bit of wax in
particular, for as to wax in general, it is still more evident.
But what is this bit of wax which cannot be comprehended
except by Fthe understanding, or by! the mind? Certainly it is
the same as the one that I see, that I touch, that I imagine;
and finally it is the same as I always believed it to be from the
beginning. But what is here important to notice is that perception 8 T,or the action by which we perceive,! is not a vision,
a touch, nor an imagination, and has never been that, even
though it formerly appeared so; [25] but is solely an inspection by the mind, which can be imperfect and confused as it
5 L. mcns; F. entendement.'
8 'L. perceplio; F. perception.
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was formerly, or clear and distinct as it is at present, as I attend more or less to the things Fwhich are in it andl of which
it is composed.
Now I am truly astonished when I consider Fhow weak my
mind is andl how apt I am to fall into error. For even though
I consider all this in my .mind without speaking, (32) still
words impede me, and I am nearly deceived by the terms of
ordinary language. For we say that we see the, same wax if it is
present, and not that we judge that it is the same from the
fact that it has the same color or shape. Thus I might be
tempted to conclude that one knows the wax by means of eyesight, and not uniquely by the perception of the mind. So I
may by chance look out of a window and notice some men
passing in the street, at the sight of whom I do not fail to say
that I see men, just as I say that I see wax; and nevertheless
what do I sec from this window except hats and cloaks which
might cover Fghosts, or! automata Fwhich move only by
springs!? But I judge that they are men, and thus I comprehend, solely by the faculty of judgment which resides in my
mind, that which I believed I saw with my eyes.
A person who attempts to improve his understanding beyond the ordinary ought to be ashamed to go out of his way
to.criticize the forms of speech used by ordinary men. I prefer to pass over this matter and to consider whether I understood what wax was more evidently and more perfectly when
I first noticed it and when I thought I knew it by means of
the external senses, or at the very least by common sense, as
it is called, or the imaginative faculty; or whether I conceive
it better at present, after having more carefully examined
what it is and how it can be known. Certainly it would be
ridiculous to doubt the superiority of the latter method of
knowing. For what was there in that first perception which
was distinct Hand evident!? What was there which might not
occur similarly to the senses of the lowest of the animals? But
when I distinguished the real wax from its superficial appearances, and when, just as though I had removed its gar-
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ments, I consider it all naked, it is certain that although there
might still be some error in my judgment, I could not conceive it in this fashion without a human mind. (33)
And now what shall I say of the mind, that is to say, of myself? For so far I do not admit in myself anything other than
the mind. Can it be that I, who seem to perceive this -bit of
wax [26] so Fclearly and! distinctly, do not know my own self,
not only with much more truth and certainty, but also much
more distinctly and .evidently? For if I judge that the wax
exists because I see it, certainly it follows much more evidently that I exist myself because I see it. For it might happen that what I see is not really wax; it might also happen
that I do not even possess eyes to see anything; but it could
not happen that, when I see, or what amounts to the same
thing, when I think I see, I who think am not something. For
a similar reason, if I judge that the wax exists because I touch
it, the same conclusion follows once more, namely, that I am.
And if I hold to this judgment because my imagination, or
whatever other entity it might be, persuades me of it, I will
still reach the same conclusion. And what I have said here
about the wax can be applied to all other things which are
external to me.
Furthermore, if the idea or knowledge of the wax seems
clearer and more distinct to me after I have investigated it,
not only by sight or touch, but also in many other ways, with
how much more Fevidence,! distinctness Fand clarity! must it
be admitted that I now know myself; since all the reasons
which help me to know and conceive the nature of the wax,
or of any other body whatsoever, serve much better to show
the nature of my mindl And we also find so many other things
in the mind itself which can contribute to the clarification of
its nature, that those which depend on the body, such as the
ones I have just mentioned, hardly deserve to be taken into
account.
And at last here I am, having insensibly returned to where
(34) I wished to be; for since it is at present manifest to me
that even bodies are not properly known by the senses nor by
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the faculty of imagination, but by the understanding alone;
and since they are not known in so far as they are seen or
touched, but only in so far as they are understood by thinking, I see clearly that there is nothing easier for me to understand than my mind. But since it is almost impossible to rid
oneself so soon of an opinion of long standing, it would be
wise to stop a while at this point, in order that, by the length
of my meditation, I may impress this new knowledge more
deeply upon my memory. [27]

THIRD MEDITATION
OF GOD: THAT HE EXISTS
Now I shall close my eyes, I shall stop my ears, I shall disregard my senses, I shall even efface from my mind all the
images of corporeal things; or at least, since that can hardly
be done, I shall consider them vain and false. By thus dealing
only with myself and considering what is included in me, I
shall try to make myself, little by little, better known and
more familiar to myself.
I am a thing which thinks, 'that is to say, which doubts,
which affirms, which denies, which knows a few things, which
is ignorant of many, Fwhich loves, which hates,! which wills,
which rejects, which imagines also, and which senses. For as I
have previously remarked, although the things which I sense
and which I imagine are perhaps nothing at all apart from
me Fand in themselves!, I am nevertheless sure that those
modes of thought which I call sensations and imaginations,
(35) only just as far as they are modes of thought, reside and
are found with certainty in myself.
And in this short statement I think I have reported all that
I truly know, or at least all that I have so far noticed that I
know. Now, F/in order to try to extend my knowledge fur-
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ther/1 I shall ''be circumspect and11 consider with care if I cannot still -discover in myself some other bits of knowledge
which I have not yet observed. I am sure that I am a thinking
being; but do I not then know what is required to make me
sure of something? Certainly, in this first conclusion, there is
nothing else which assures me of its truth but the clear and
distinct perception of what I affirm. But this would really not
be sufficient to assure me that what I affirm is true if it could
ever happen that something which I conceived just as clearly
and distinctly should prove false. And therefore it seems to
me that I can already establish as a general principle that
everything which we conceive very clearly and very distinctly
is wholly true.
I have, however, previously accepted and admitted several
things as very certain and very obvious which I have neverthe-less subsequently recognized to be doubtful and uncertain.
What, then, were those things? They were the earth, the sky,
the stars, and all the other'things I perceived through the
medium of my senses. But [28] what did I conceive 1 clearly
rand distinctly! in them? Nothing, certainly, unless that the
ideas or thoughts of those things were present to my mind.
And even now I do not deny the occurrence of these ideas in
me. But there was still another thing of which I was sure and
which, because of my habit of believing it, I thought I perceived very clearly, although in truth I did.not perceive it at
all—namely, that there were things outside of myself from
which these ideas came and to which they were completely
similar. That was the point in which, perhaps, I was mistaken; or at any rate, even if my judgment was in accord with
the truth, it was no knowledge of mine which produced the
truth of my judgment.
But when I considered something very simple and very easy
concerning arithmetic and geometry, (36) as, for example, that
two and three joined together produce the number five, and
other similar things, did I not conceive them at least sufficiently clearly to guarantee that they were true? Certainly, if
1,L. percipio; F. conccvolr.
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I have since judged that these things might be doubted, it was
for no other reason than that it occurred to me that some God
might perhaps have given me such a nature that I would be
mistaken even about those things that seemed most obvious to
me. Every time that this idea of the supreme power of a God,
as previously conceived, occurs to me, I am constrained to admit that it is easy for him, if he wishes it, to bring it about
that I am wrong even in those matters which I believe I perceive ''with the mind's eye"1 with the greatest ''possible1' obviousness. And on the other hand, every time I turn to the
things I think I conceive very clearly, I am so convinced by
them that I am spontaneously led to proclaim: "Let him deceive me who can; he will never be able to bring it about that
I am nothing while I think I am something, or, it being true
that I now am, that it will some day be true that I have never
been, or that two and three joined together make more or less
than five, or similar things ''in which I recognize a manifest
contradiction Tand^ which I see clearly could not be otherwise
than as I conceive them!."
And certainly, since I have no reason to believe that there
is a God who is a deceiver, and since I have not yet even considered those reasons that prove that there is a God, the argument for doubting which depends only on this opinion is very
tenuous and, so to speak, metaphysical. But in order to remove it altogether I must examine whether there is a God as
soon, as an opportunity occurs, and if I find that there is one I
must also investigate whether he can be [29] a deceiver; for as
long as this is unknown, I do not see that I can ever be certain of anything. And now, Tin order that I shall have an opportunity to examine this question without interrupting the
order of thought which I have proposed for myself, which is
to pass by degrees from the notions which I discover to be
most basic in my mind to those that I can discover afterward,!
''good order seems to demand that"' I should first classify all
(37) my thoughts into certain types and consider in which of
these types there is, properly, truth or error.
Among my thoughts some are like images of objects, and it
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is to these alone that the name of "idea" properly applies, as
when I picture to myself a man, or a chimera, or the sky, or
an angel, or God rhimselfl. Then there are others with different forms, as when I wish, or fear, or affirm, or deny. In these
cases I do conceive something as the object of the action of
my mind, but I also add something else by this action to the
idea which I have of the entity; and of this type of thought,
some are called volitions or emotions, and others judgments.
Now as far as ideas are concerned, if we consider them only
in themselves and do not relate them to something else, they
cannot, properly speaking, be false; for whether I imagine a
sage or a satyr, it is no less true that I imagine the one than
the other. Similarly, we must not fear to encounter falsity in
the emotions or volitions; for even though I may desire bad
things, or even things which never existed, nevertheless it is
no less true on that account that I desire them. So there is
nothing left but judgments alone, in which I must take very
great care not to make a mistake. But the principal and most
common error which can be encountered here consists in
judging that the ideas which are in myself are similar to, or
conformable to, things outside of myself; for certainly, if I
considered the ideas only as certain modes Tor aspects! of my
thought, without intending them to refer to some other exterior object, they could hardly offer me a chance of making a
mistake.
Among these ideas, some seem to be born with me, others to
Tbe alien to me and tol come from without, (38) and the rest
to be made Tand invented! by myself. For I have the ability to
conceive what is generally called a thing, or a truth, or a
thought; and it seems to me that I do not conceive this from
anything but my own nature. But if I now hear some noise, if
I [30] see the sun, if I feel heat, I have hitherto judged that
these feelings proceeded from some things which exist outside of myself; and finally, it seems to me that sirens, hippogriffs, and Tall other! similar chimeras are fictions and inventions of my mind. Perhaps I might persuade myself that all
these ideas are fof the type of those I call! alien fand which
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come from without!, or perhaps they are all innate, or perhaps they might all be invented; for I have not yet clearly discovered their true origin. And what I must principally do at
this point is to consider, concerning those which seem to me
to come from objects outside of me, what evidence obliges me
to believe that they resemble those objects.
The first of these reasons is that it seems to me that nature
teaches me so, and the second that I have direct experience
that these ideas are not dependent upon my will ''nor upon
myselfX For often they come to me despite my wishes; just as
now, whether I wish it or not, I feel heat, and for that reason
I conclude that this sensation, or rather this idea, of heat is
produced in me by something different from myself, namely,
by the heat of the fire near which I am sitting. And I see nothing which appears more reasonable to me than to judge that
this alien entity sends to me and imposes upon me its likeness
rather than anything else.
Now I must see whether these reasons are sufficiently strong
and convincing. When I say that it seems to me that nature
teaches me so, I understand by this word "nature" only a certain inclination which leads me to believe it, and not the light
of nature which makes me know that it is true. But these two
expressions are very different from each other; for I could not
doubt in any way what the light of nature made me see to be
true, just as it made me see, a little while ago, that from the
fact that I doubted I could conclude that I existed. And ''there
is no way in which this could be doubted, because1* I have no
other faculty or power to distinguish the true from the false
which could teach me that what this light of nature shows me
as true is not so, and in which I could trust as much as in the
light of nature itself. (39).But as for inclinations, which also
seem to me to be natural, I have often noticed, when it was a
question of choosing between virtues and vices, that they led
me to the bad no less than to the good; and for this reason I
have not been inclined to follow them even in what concerns
the true and the false. [31]
As for the other reason, which is that these ideas must come
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from elsewhere, since they do not depend upon my will, I do
not find this convincing either. For just as the inclinations
which.we are now considering occur in me, despite the fact
that they are not always in accord with my will, so perhaps
there is in me some faculty or power adequate to produce
these ideas without the aid of any external objects, even
though it is not yet known to me; just as it has so far always
seemed to me that when I sleep, these ideas are formed in me
without the aid of the objects which they represent. And finally, even if I should agree that the ideas are caused by these
objects, it does not necessarily follow that they should be similar to them. On the contrary, I have often observed in many
instances that there was a great difference between the object
and its idea. Thus, for example, I find in myself two completely different ideas of the sun: the one has its origin in the
senses, and must be placed in the class of those that, as I said
before, came from without, according to which it seems to me
extremely small; the other is derived from astronomical considerations—that is, from certain innate ideas—or at least is
formed by myself in whatever way it may be, according to
which it seems to me many times greater than the whole earth.
Certainly, these two ideas of the sun cannot both be similar to
the same sun ''existing outside of me\d reason makes me
believe that the one which comes directly from its appearance
is that which least resembles it.
All this makes me recognize sufficiently well that up to now
it has not been by (40) a valid and considered judgment, but
only by a blind Fand rash! impulse, that I have believed that
there were things outside of myself and different from my own
being which, through the organs of my senses or by whatever
other method it might be, sent into me their ideas or images
Fand impressed upon me their resemblances!.
But there is still another path by which to seek if, among
the things of which I possess ideas, there are some which exist
outside of myself. If these ideas are considered only in so far
as they are particular modes of thought, I do not recognize
any Fdifference or! inequality among them, and all of them

(41) [32]

THIRD MEDITATION

97

appear to arise from myself in the same fashion. But considering them as images, of which some represent one thing and
some another, it is evident that they differ greatly among
themselves. For those that represent substances [32] are undoubtedly something more, and contain in themselves, so to
speak, more objective reality F, or rather, participate by representation in a higher degree of being or perfection,! than
those that represent only modes or accidents. Furthermore,
that by which I conceive a supreme God, eternal, infinite, Fm>
mutable,! omniscient, omnipotent, and the universal creator of
all things that exist outside of himself—that idea, I say, certainly contains in itself more objective reality than do those
by which finite substances are represented.
Now it is obvious, according to the light of nature, that
there must be at least as much reality in the total efficient
cause as in its effect, for whence can the effect derive its
reality, if not from its cause? And how could this cause communicate reality to the effect, unless it possessed it in itself?
And from this it follows, not only that something cannot be
derived from nothing, but also that the more perfect—that is
to say, that which contains in itself more reality (41)—cannot
be a consequence of Fand dependent upon! the less perfect.
This truth is not only clear and evident in regard to the effects which have Fwhat philosophers call! actual or formal reality, but also in regard to the ideas where one considers only
Fwhat they call! objective reality. For example, the stone
which has not yet existed cannot now begin to be, unless it is
produced by a being that possesses in itself formally or eminently all that enters into the composition of stone F—that is,
which contains in itself the same things as, or others more excellent than, those which .are in stonel. Heat cannot be produced in a being that previously lacked it, unless by something which is of an order F, a degree, or a type! at least as
perfect as heat, and so forth. But still, in addition, the idea of
heat or of stone cannot be in me, unless it was put there by
something which contains in itself at least as much reality as I
conceive there is in heat or stone; for even though that cause

98

MEDITATIONS

(42)
[33]
\--^f 1—J

does not transfer to my idea anything of its actual or formal
reality, we must not therefore suppose that such a cause is any
less real, nor that the nature of an idea F, since it is a work of
the mind,! is such that it does not require any other formal reality than what it receives and borrows from thought or mind,
of which it is only a mode F—that is, a way or manner of
thinking!. In order that an idea should contain one particular
objective reality rather [33] than another, it should no doubt
obtain it from some cause in which there is at least as much
formal reality as the idea contains objective reality. For if we
suppose that there is some element in an idea which is not
present in its cause, this element must then arise from nothing. However imperfect may be this mode of being, by which
a thing exists objectively or is represented by a concept of it
in the understanding, certainly we can nevertheless say that
this mode and manner of being is not nothing, and consequently the idea cannot derive its origin from nothingness.
Nor must I imagine that, since the reality that I consider to
be in my ideas is only objective, the same reality need not (42)
be present formally Tor actually! in the causes of these ideas,
but that it is sufficient that it should be objectively present in
them. For just as this manner of existing objectively belongs
to ideas as part of their own nature, so also the manner or
fashion of existing formally belongs to the causes of these
ideas, or at the very least to their first and principal causes, as •
part of their own nature. And even though it might happen
that one idea gives birth to another idea, that could not continue indefinitely; but we must finally reach a first idea, the
cause of which is like an archetype for source!, in which is
contained formally Fand in actuality! all the reality For perfection! that is found only objectively or by representation in
the ideas. Thus the light of nature makes me clearly recognize
that ideas in me are like paintings or pictures, which can,
truly, easily fall short of the perfection of the original from
which they have been drawn, but which can never contain
anything greater or more perfect. And the longer and the
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more carefully I consider all these arguments, the more clearly
and distinctly I know that they are true.
What, then, shall I conclude from all this evidence? Clearly,
that if the objective reality F'or perfection11! of some one of my
ideas is such that I recognize clearly that this same reality F'or
perfection1*! does not exist in me, either formally or eminently, and consequently that I cannot myself be its cause, it
necessarily follows that I am not alone in the world, but that
there is also some other entity that exists and is the cause of
this idea. On the other hand, if I find no such idea in.myself,
I will have no argument which can convince me and make me
certain of the existence of any entity other than myself; for I
have diligently searched for all such arguments [34] and have
been thus far unable to find any other.
Among all these ideas which exist in me, besides that which
represents myself to myself, concerning which there can be no
difficulty here, (43) there is another which represents a God,
others corporeal and inanimate things, others angels, others
animals, and still others which represent men similar to myself. But as far as the ideas which represent other men, or animals, or angels are concerned, I can easily imagine that they
could be formed by the Fmixture and! combination of my
other ideas, 'of myself^ of corporeal objects, and of God, even
though outside of me there were no other men in the world,
nor any animals, nor any angels. And as far as the ideas of
corporeal objects are concerned, I recognize nothing in them
so great For so excellent! that it seems impossible that they
could arise from myself. For if I consider them more closely
and examine them in the same way that I examined the idea of
wax yesterday, I find that there are only a few elements in them
which I conceive clearly and distinctly—namely, size, or extension in length, width and depth; shape, which results from the
termination and limitation of this extension; location, which
the variously shaped objects have with respect to one another;
and movement, or the changing of this location. To this one
may add substance, duration, and number. As for other ele-
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merits, such as light, colors, sounds, odors, tastes, heat, cold,
and the other qualities involved in the sense of touch, they
occur in my thought with so much obscurity and confusion
that I do not even know whether they are true or false and
only apparent, that is, whether my ideas of these qualities are
really ideas of actual bodies or of non-bodies T, which are only
chimerical and cannot exist!. For even though I have previously stated that true and formal falsity can characterize judgments only, there can exist nevertheless a certain material
falsity in ideas, as when they represent that which is nothing
as though it were something. For example, my ideas of cold
and heat are so little clear (44) and distinct that I cannot determine from them whether cold is only the absence of heat
or heat the absence of cold, or whether both of them are real
qualities, or whether neither is such. Besides, Tsince ideas are
like pictures,! there can be no ideas which do not [35] seem to
us to represent objects; and if it is true to say that cold is
nothing but an absence of heat, the idea of cold which represents it as something real and positive could, not inapprdpriately, be called false, and so for other similar ideas.
And assuredly, it is not necessary for me to attribute to such
ideas any other source than myself. For if they are false—that
is, if they represent entities which do not exist—the light of
nature lets me know that they proceed from nothingness; that
is, that they occur in me only because something is lacking in
my nature and that the latter is not altogether perfect. And if
these ideas are true, nevertheless, since they show me so little
reality that I cannot even Tclearly! distinguish the object represented from the nonexistent, I do not see why they could
not be produced by myself Tand why I could not be their author!.
As for my clear and distinct ideas of corporeal things, there
are some of them which, it seems to me, might have been derived from my ideas of myself, such as my ideas of substance,
duration, number, and other similar things. For I think that
stone is a substance, or a thing which is capable of existing by
itself, and that I myself am also a substance, even though I
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understand perfectly that I am a being that thinks and
that is not extended, and that stone, on the contrary, is an
extended being which does not think. Nevertheless, even
though there is a notable difference between these two conceptions, they seem to agree in this fact that both of them
represent substances. In the same way, when I think I exist
now and remember in addition having existed formerly, or
when I conceive various thoughts of which I recognize the
number, I acquire (45) the ideas of duration and number
which I afterward am able to apply to any other things I
wish. As for the other qualities of which the ideas of material
entities are composed—namely, extension, shape, location, and
|, -movement—it is true that they are not formally in my nature,
I since I am only a thinking being; but since these are only particular modes of substance, Tor, as it were, the garments in
which corporeal substance appears to us,! and since I am my| self a substance, it seems that they might be contained in my
| nature eminently.
.'• Thus there remains only the idea of God, in which we must
1 'consider if there is something which could not have come
i :irom myself. By the word "God" I mean an infinite substance,
•feternal, immutable,! [36] independent, omniscient, omnipoi-'.tent, and that by which I myself and all other existent things,
|:,;tf it is true that there are other existent things, have been
T»created and produced. But these attributes are ''such F—they
i 'are11 so great and so eminent—! that the more attentively I
^consider them, the less I can persuade myself that I could
i:-have derived them from my own nature. And consequently we
ji*must necessarily conclude from all that I have previously said
j;:?that God exists. For even though the idea of substance exists
[•.-fin me from the very fact that I am a substance, I would never^theless have no idea of an infinite substance, I who am a finite
I'being, unless the idea had been placed in me by some subStance which was in fact infinite.
And I must not imagine that I do not conceive infinity as a
'real idea, but only through the negation of what is finite in
the manner that I comprehend rest and darkness as the nega-

102

MEDITATIONS

(46) [37]

tion of movement and light. On the contrary, I see manifestly
that there is more reality in infinite substance than in finite
substance, and my notion of the infinite is somehow prior to
that of the finite, that is, the notion of God is prior to that of
myself. For how would it be possible for me to know that I
doubt and that I (46) desire—that is, that I lack something
and am not all perfect—if I did not have in myself any idea
of a being more perfect than my own, by comparison with
which I might recognize the defects of my own nature?
And we cannot say that this idea of God might be materially false, and that in consequence I might derive it from
nothingness, Tor, in other words, that it might be in me as a
deficiency,! as I have just now said about the ideas of heat and
cold, and other similar- things. For, on the contrary, this idea
is very clear and very distinct and contains more objective reality than does any other, so that there is no other which is
more true from its very nature, nor which is less open to the
suspicion of error and falsity.
This idea, I say, of a supremely perfect and infinite being,
is entirely true; for even though one might imagine that such
a being does .not exist, nevertheless one cannot imagine that
the idea of it does not represent anything real, as I have just
said of the idea of cold. It is also very clear and very distinct,
since everything real and true which my mind conceives
clearly and distinctly, and which contains some perfection, is
contained and wholly included in this idea. [37] And this will
be no less true even though I do not comprehend the infinite
and though there is in God an infinity of things which I cannot comprehend, or even perhaps suggest in thought, for it is
the nature of infinity that I, who am finite and limited, cannot comprehend it. It is enough that I understand this and
that I judge that all qualities which I conceive clearly and in
which I know that there is some perfection, and possibly also
an infinity of other qualities of which I am ignorant, are in
God formally or eminently. Then the idea which I have of
God is seen to be the truest, the clearest, and the most distinct
of all the ideas which I have in rny mind.
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But possibly I am something more than I suppose myself to
be. Perhaps all the perfections which I attribute to the nature
of a God are somehow potentially in me, although they l^are
not yet actualized andM do not yet appear (47) and make
themselves known by their actions. Experience shows, in fact,
that my knowledge increases and improves little by little, and
I see nothing to prevent its increasing thus, more and more,
to infinity; nor /even1* why, my knowledge having thus been
augmented and perfected, I could not thereby acquire all the
other perfections of divinity; nor finally, why my potentiality
of acquiring these perfections, if it is true that I possess it,
should not be sufficient to produce the ideas of them Fand introduce them into my mindl.
Nevertheless, ("considering the matter more closely, I see
that! this could not be the case. For, first, even if it were true
that my knowledge was always achieving new degrees of perfection and that there were in my nature many potentialities
which had not yet been actualized, nevertheless none of these
qualities belong to or approach Tin any wayl my idea of divinity, in Which nothing is merely potential Fand everything
is actual and real!. Is it not even a most certain Tand infallible! proof of the imperfection of my knowledge that it can
%row little by little and! increase by degrees? Furthermore,
even if my knowledge increased more and more, I am still unable to conceive how it could ever become actually infinite,
since it would never arrive at such a high point of perfection
that it would no longer be capable of acquiring some still
greater increase. But I conceive God to be actually infinite in
such a high degree that nothing could be added to the Tsupreme! perfection that he already possesses. And finally, I understand Fvery well! that the objective existence of an idea can
never be produced by a being that [38] is merely potential
and that, properly speaking, is nothing, but only by a formal
or actual being.
And certainly there is nothing in all that I have just said
which is not easily known by the light of nature to all those
who will consider it carefully. But when I relax my attention
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somewhat, my mind is obscured, as though blinded by the
images of sensible objects, and does not easily recall the reason why my idea of a being more perfect than my own must
necessarily have been imparted to me by a being that is actually more perfect. (48)
That is why I wish to pass on now to consider whether I
myself, who have this idea of God, could exist if there had
been no God. And I ask, from what source would I have derived my existence? Possibly from myself, or from my parents,
or from some other causes less perfect than God; for we could
/think of or^ imagine nothing more perfect, nor even equal to
him. But if I were ("independent of anything else and werel
the author of my own being, I would doubt nothing, I would
experience no desires, and finally I would lack no perfection.
For I would have endowed myself with all those perfections of
which I had any notion, and thus I would be God /himselfX
And I must not imagine that what I lack might be more
difficult to acquire than what I already possess; for, on the
contrary, it is very certain that it was far more difficult for this
ego—that is, dais being or substance that thinks—to emerge
from nothingness than it would be for me to acquire the finsight into and! knowledge of various matters about which I
am ignorant, since this knowledge would only be an accident
of this substance. And certainly if I had given myself all the
qualities that I have just mentioned and more, Fthat is, if I
were myself the author of my birth and of my being,! I would
at least not have denied to myself those things which could be
obtained with greater facility Fas are' an infinity of items of information, of which my nature happens to be deprived!. I
would not even have denied myself any of the qualities which
I see are included in the idea of God, because there is no one
of them which seems to me to be more difficult to create or
acquire. And if there were one of them which was more difficult, certainly it would have appeared so to me, because, on
the assumption that all my other qualities were self-given, I
would see in this one quality a limitation of my power Fsince
I would not be able to acquire itl.
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Even if I could suppose that possibly I have always been as
I am now, still I could not evade the force [39] of this argument /since it would not follow that no author of my existence need then' be sought rand1* I would still have to recognize
that it is necessary that God is the author of my existence!.
For the whole duration of my life can be divided into (49) an
infinite number of parts, no one of which is in any way dependent upon the others; and so it does not follow from the
fact that I have existed a short while before that I should exist
now, unless at this very moment some cause produces and
creates me, as it were, anew or, more properly, conserves me.
Actually it is quite clear and evident .to all who will consider attentively the nature of time that a substance, to be
conserved at every moment that it endures, needs the same
power and the same action which would be necessary to produce it and create it anew if it did not yet exist. Thus the
light of nature makes us see clearly that conservation and creation differ only in regard to our manner of thinking fand
not in reality!.
It is therefore only necessary here for me to question myself
and consider my own nature to see whether I possess some
power and ability by means of which I can bring it about that
I, who exist now, shall still exist a moment later. For since I
am .nothing but a being which thinks, or at least since we are
so far concerned only with that part of me, if such a power
resided in me, certainly I should at least be conscious of itFand recognize itl. But I am aware of no such thing, and
from that fact I recognize evidently that I am dependent
upon some /other* being.different from myself.
But possibly that being upon whom I am dependent is not
God, and I am produced either by my parents or by some
other causes less perfect than he. Not at .all, that cannot be
the case. For, as I have already said, it is very evident that
there must be at least as much reality in the cause as in the
effect; and since I am a being who thinks and who has
some idea of God, whatever turns out to be the cause of my
existence must be admitted to be also a being who thinks
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and which has in itself the idea of all the perfections which
I attribute to Fthe divine nature 'of! GodV Thus we can in
turn inquire whether this cause derives its ("origin andl existence from itself or from something else. For if it is self-caused,
it follows, for the reasons that I have previously given, that
this cause must be God 'himself1, (50) since, to have the capacity to be or exist by itself, it must also, without doubt,
have the power to possess in actuality all the perfections
which it can .imagine, that is, all those that I conceive [40] to
be in God. But if it derives its existence from something else,
we ask once more, for the same reason, whether this second
cause is caused by itself or by another, until Fstep by stepl we
finally arrive at an ultimate cause which will Fturn out to! be
God, And it is very obvious that in this case there cannot be
an infinite regress, since it is not so much a question of the
cause which produced me in the past as of that which conserves me in the present.
Nor can we pretend that possibly several ''partial1' causes
have concurred to produce me, and that from one of. them I
received the idea of one of the perfections which I attribute
to God, and from another the idea of some other, so that each
of these perfections would actually be found somewhere in
the universe, but would nowhere be joined together Fand assembled! in one entity which would be God. For, on the contrary, the unity, simplicity, or inseparability of all the qualities which are in God is one of the principal perfections
which I conceive to be in him. And certainly the idea of this
unity of all God's perfections could not have been placed in
me by any cause from which I had not also received the ideas
of all the other perfections. For nothing could have brought
it about that I understood these qualities as joined together
and inseparable, without having brought it about at the same
time that I know what qualities they were Fand that I knew
something about each one of them!.
Finally, concerning my parents, Ffrom whom it seems that I
derive my birth,! even if all that I could ever have believed of
them should be true, that would still not imply that it is they
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who conserve me, nor even that they made and produced me
in so far as I am a thinking being V, there being no relation
between the bodily activity by which I have been accustomed
to believe I was engendered and the production of a thinking
substance1*!. The most that they can have contributed to my
birth is that they have produced certain arrangements in the
matter within which I have so far believed that the real I,
that is, my mind, (51) is enclosed. Thus the existence of my
parents is no objection to the argument, and we must necessarily conclude from the mere fact that I exist and that I have
an idea of a supremely perfect Being, or God, that the existence of God is very clearly demonstrated.
The only task left is to consider how I received this idea
''from God\ for I did not get it through the senses, nor has it
ever appeared to me unexpectedly, as the ideas of sensible objects are wont to do, when these objects are presented or seem
to be presented [41] to my external sense organs. Nor is it
only a product For fiction! of my mind, for it is not in my
power to diminish it or to add anything to it. No possibility
remains, consequently, except that this idea is born and produced with me from the moment that I was created, just as
was the idea of myself.
And truly it must not be thought strange that God, in creating me, put this idea in my nature in much the same way
as an artisan imprints his mark on his work. Nor is it necessary that this mark be something different from the work itself. From the very fact that God has created me, it is very
credible that he has made me, in some sense, in his own image
and similitude, and that I conceive this similitude, in which
the idea of God is contained, by the same faculty by which I
conceive myself. In other words, when I reflect upon myself,
I not only know that I am Fan imperfect being,! incomplete
and dependent upon some other being, and a being which
strives and aspires incessantly to become something better and
greater than I now am, but also and at the same time I know
that the being upon which I depend possesses in itself all
these great qualities Fto which I aspire and the ideas of which
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I find in myself, and possesses these qualities!, not indefinitely
and merely potentially, but ["really,! actually, and infinitely,
and so that it is God. And the whole force of the argument
n have here used to prove the existence of God! consists in
the fact that I recognize that it would not be possible (52) for
my nature to be what it is, possessing the idea of a God, unless God really existed—the same God, I say, the idea of whom
I possess, the God who possesses all these Thigh! perfections of
which my mind can have some ''slight idea, without however
being able fully to comprehend them; who is subject to no defect fand who has no part of all those qualities which involve
imperfection!. And from this it is quite evident that he cannot be a deceiver, since the light of nature teaches us that deception must always be the result of some deficiency.
But before I examine this more carefully and pass on to
the consideration of other truths which may follow from this
one, it seems proper to pause for a while to contemplate this
all-perfect God, to weigh at leisure his rrnarvelous! attributes,
to consider, admire, and adore the ("incomparable! beauty of
this immense magnificence, as far at least as the power of my
mind, which is somewhat overwhelmed by it, permits. [42]
For just as faith teaches that the supreme felicity of the
next life consists only in this contemplation of divine majesty,
so let us try from now on whether a similar contemplation, although incomparably less perfect, will not make us enjoy the
greatest happiness that we are capable of experiencing in this
life.

FOURTH MEDITATION
OF THE TRUE AND THE FALSE
In these last few days I have become so accustomed to ignoring my senses, and I have so carefully noticed that we
know very little (53) with certainty about corporeal things
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and that we know much more about the human mind, and
still more again about God himself, that it is easy for me now
to turn my consideration from fsensible or! picturable things
to those which, being wholly dissociated from matter, are
purely intelligible. And certainly my idea of the human mind,
in so far as it is a thinking being, not extended in length,
breadth, and depth, and participating in none of the qualities of body, is incomparably more distinct than my idea of
anything corporeal. And when I consider that I doubt, that is
to say, that I am an incomplete and dependent being, the idea
of a complete and independent being, that is, of God, occurs
to my mind with very great distinctness and clearness. And
from the very fact that such an idea occurs in me, or that I
who possess this idea exist, I so evidently conclude that God
exists and that my own existence depends entirely upon him
every moment of my life that I am confident that the human
mind can know nothing with greater evidence and certainty.
And I already seem to have discovered a path that will lead
us from this contemplation of the true God, in whom all the
treasures of science and wisdom are contained, to the knowledge of all other beings fin the universe!.
For first, I recognize that it is impossible for God ever [43]
to deceive me, since in all fraud and deception there is some
kind of imperfection. And although it seems that to be able to
deceive is a mark of /acumen,'* fsubtlety,! or power, nevertheless to wish to deceive testifies without question to weakness
or malice, which could not be found in God.
Then, I know by my own experience that I have some ability to judge, f'or to distinguish the true from the false,'1! an
ability which I have no doubt received from God just as I
have received all the other qualities ''which are part of me
Fand^ which I possess!. (54) Furthermore, since it is impossible
that God wishes to deceive me, it is also certain that he has
not given me an ability of such a sort that I could ever go
wrong when I use it properly.
And no doubt on this subject would remain, except that we
could apparently then draw the conclusion that I can never
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difficult for anyone else to find an objection of consequence
that has not already been treated.
That is why I beg my readers to suspend their judgment
upon the Meditations until they have taken, the trouble of
reading all these objections and the replies that I have made
to them. (11)

SYNOPSIS OF THE SIX FOLLOWING
MEDITATIONS
In the First Meditation, I offer the reasons why we can
doubt all things in general, and particularly material objects,
at least ,as long as we do not have other foundations for the
sciences than those we have hitherto possessed. And although
it is not immediately apparent that so general a doubt can be
useful, it is in fact very much so, since it delivers us from all
sorts of prejudices and makes available to us an easy method
of accustoming our minds to become independent of the
senses. Finally, it is useful in making it subsequently impossible to doubt those things which we discover to be true after
we have taken doubt into consideration.
In the Second, the mind,1 which in its intrinsic freedom
supposes that everything which is open to the least doubt is
nonexistent, recognizes .that it is nevertheless absolutely impossible that it does not itself exist. This is also of the highest
utility, since by this means the mind can easily distinguish between those qualities which belong to it—that is to say, to its
intellectual nature—and those which belong to the body.
But because it might happen that some persons will expect
me to offer at this point reasons to prove the immortality of
the soul, I think it my duty to warn them now (13) that, since
I have tried to write nothing in this treatise for which I did
not have very exact demonstrations, I have found myself
obliged to follow an order similar to that used by geometricians, which is to present first all those things on which the
proposition one is seeking to prove depends, before reaching
any conclusions about the proposition itself.
• But the first and principal thing required in order to recognize the immortality of the soul 2 is to form the clearest possi1 Latin: mens; French: esprit.:
-2 L. anima; F. dme.
(13)
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ble conception of it, [10] and one which is entirely distinct
from all the conceptions one can have of the body, which has
been done in this Second Meditation. It is necessary, in addition, to know that all things which we conceive clearly and
distinctly are true in the manner in which we conceive them,
and this cannot be proved before the Fourth Meditation.
Furthermore, we must have a distinct conception of corporeal
nature, which we acquire partly in the Second, and partly in
the Fifth and Sixth Meditations. And finally, we must conclude from all this that things which we clearly and distinctly
perceive to be diverse substances, as we conceive the mind and
the body, are in fact substances which are really distinct from
each other; which is what we conclude in the Sixth Meditation. This is confirmed again, in the same Meditation, by the
fact that we cannot conceive any body except as divisible,
while the mind or soul of man can only be conceived as indivisible. For in reality we cannot conceive of half of any soul,
as we can of the smallest possible body, so that we recognize
that their natures are not only different but even in some sense
contrary. I have not treated this subject further in this treatise, partly because we have already discovered enough to
show with sufficient clarity that the corruption of the body
does not entail the death of the soul, and so to give men the
hope of a second life after death; and partly because the
premises from which the immortality of the soul may be concluded depend upon the explanation of the whole of physics.
First, (14) we must know that all substances in general—that
is to say, all those things Avhich cannot exist without being
created by God—are by nature incorruptible and can never
cease to be, unless God himself, by denying them his usual
support, reduces them to nothingness. And secondly, we must
notice that body, taken in general, is a substance, and that it
therefore will never perish. But the human body, however
much it may differ from other bodies, is only a composite,
produced by a certain configuration of members and by other
similar accidents, whereas.the human soul is not thus dependent upon any accidents, but is a pure substance. For even if
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all its accidents change—as, for example, if it conceives of
certain things, wills others, and receives sense impressions
of still others—nevertheless it still remains the same soul. But
the human body becomes a different entity from the mere fact
that the shape of some of its parts has been changed. From
this it follows that the human body may very easily perish,
but that the mind For soul of man, between which I find no
distinction,! is immortal by its very nature. [11]
In the Third Meditation, I have explained at sufficient
length, it seems to me, the principal argument I use to prove
the existence of God. Nevertheless, I did not want to use at
that point any comparisons drawn from physical things, in
order that the minds of the readers should be as far as possible withdrawn from the use of and commerce with the senses.
There may, therefore, be many obscurities remaining, which I
hope will be completely elucidated in my replies to the objections which have since been made to me. One of these obscurities is this: how can the idea of a supremely perfect Being,
which we find in ourselves, contain so much objective reality,
("that is to say, how can it participate by representation in so
many degrees of being and of perfection,! that it must have
come from a supremely perfect cause? This I have explained
in these replies by means of a comparison with a very ^ingenious and'1! artificial machine, the idea of which occurs in
the mind of some worker. For as the real cleverness of this
idea must have some cause, I conclude it to be either the
knowledge of this worker or that of some other from whom he
has received this idea. In the same way (15) it is impossible
that the idea of God, which is in us, does not have God himself as its cause.
In the Fourth, it is proved that all things which we Tconceive /or! perceive"1 very clearly and very distinctly are wholly
true. At the same time I explain the nature of error or falsity,
which nature we ought to discover, as much to confirm the
preceding truths as to understand better those that follow.
Nevertheless, it should be noticed that I do not in any way
treat here of sin—that is, of error committed in the pursuit of
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good and evil—but only of that which occurs in the judgment
and discernment of the true and the false; and that I do not
intend to speak of beliefs which belong to faith or to the conduct of life, but only of those which pertain to speculative
truth and which can be known by the aid of the light of
nature alone.
In the Fifth Meditation, besides the explanation of corporeal nature in general, the existence of God is again demonstrated by a new argument. There may also be some difficulties in this argument, but the solution will be found in the
replies to the objections which have been made to me. In addition, I show how it is true that even the certainty of geometrical demonstrations themselves depends on the knowledge
of God.
Finally, in the Sixth, I distinguish the action of the understanding from that of the imagination, and the marks of this
distinction are described. Here I show that the ''mind Tor1*
soull of man is really distinct from the body, and that nevertheless it is so tightly bound and united with it that it [12]
forms with it what is almost a single entity. All the errors
which arise from the senses are here exposed, together with
the methods of avoiding them. And finally, I here bring out
all the arguments from which we may conclude the existence
of material things; not because I judge them very useful, in
that they prove what (16) they do prove—namely, that there is
a world, that men have bodies, and other similar things which
have never been doubted by any man 'of good sense—but because, in considering these arguments more closely, we come
to recognize that they are not as firm and as evident as those
which lead us to the knowledge of God and of our soul, so
that the latter are the most certain and most evident truths
which can become known to the human mind. That is all that
I had planned to prove in these Meditations, which leads me
to omit here many other questions with which I have dealt
incidentally in this treatise. (17) [13]

FIRST MEDITATION
CONCERNING THINGS THAT CAN BE DOUBTED
There is no novelty to me in the reflection .that, from my
earliest years, I have accepted many false opinions as true, and
that what I have concluded from such badly assured premises
could not but be highly doubtful and uncertain. From the
time that I first recognized this fact, I have realized that if I
wished to have any firm and constant knowledge in the sciences, I would have to undertake, once and for all, to set
aside all the opinions which I had previously accepted among
my beliefs and start again from the very beginning. But this
enterprise appeared to me to be of. very great magnitude, and
so I waited until I had attained an age so mature that I could
not hope for a later time when I would be more fitted to
execute the project. Now, however, I have delayed so long that
henceforward I should be Tafraid that I wasl committing a
fault if, in continuing to deliberate, I expended time which
should be devoted to action.
The present is opportune for my design; I have freed my
mind of all kinds of cares; (18) Q feel myself, fortunately, Disturbed by no passions;! and I have found a serene retreat in
peaceful solitude. I will therefore make a serious and unimpeded effort to destroy generally all my former opinions. -In
order to do this, however, it will not be necessary to show that
they are all false, a task [14] which I might never be able to
complete; because, since reason already convinces me that 1
should abstain from the belief in things which are not entirely certain and indubitable no less carefully than from the
belief in those which appear to me to be manifestly false, it
will be enough to make me reject them all if I can find in
each some ground for doubt. And for that it will not be necessary for me to examine each one in particular, which would
(18) [14]
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