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Meditations on First Philosophy: II, V, VI
René Descartes

Introduction: René Descartes was born in La Haye (now called
Descartes), France, in 1596. As a youth he was educated by the
Jesuits at their college in La Flèche. In about 1614 he began
studying at the University of Poitiers, receiving his degree in
1616. Deciding to travel rather than practice law, he went to Hol-
land in 1618 to serve as a gentleman volunteer. One day in No-
vember 1619, while on a military tour of Germany, Descartes sat
alone in a room reflecting on a new philosophical system that
would unify all branches of knowledge and give them the cer-
tainty of mathematics. That night he had three dreams, which he
interpreted as a divine commission to construct this new system
of knowledge. He left the army shortly afterwards and traveled
for several years. In 1628 he settled in Holland, where he lived for
more than twenty years. There he did research in science and in
mathematics (laying the foundations for analytic geometry) and
developed his philosophy. In 1649, after much hesitation, Des-
cartes acceded to the request of Queen Christina of Sweden to
come to Stockholm to tutor her in philosophy. The harsh winter
and the rigorous schedule imposed on him by the queen (philos-
ophy lessons at five o’clock in the morning, for example) took
their toll on his health: He died of pneumonia in 1650.

Descartes’s major works are Rules for the Direction of the
Mind (written in 1628, published posthumously), Discourse on
Method (1637), Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), Prin-
ciples of Philosophy (1644), and The Passions of the Soul
(1649).

Our selection is from Meditations on First Philosophy. (By
“first philosophy” Descartes means truths about the basic topics
of philosophy, which for him are God, the soul [mind], and the
external world.) Our reading begins with Meditation II, in
which Descartes tries to find something of which he can be ab-
solutely certain—something about which not even a powerful
“evil genius” could deceive him. Descartes points out that he
might be deceived even about such seemingly obvious things as
the existence of the external world. But there is one thing he can
be certain of—that he exists. For it would not even be possible
for him to be deceived, if he did not exist. As he formulates this
argument elsewhere, “I think, therefore I am.” But what is this
“I” that exists? Descartes argues that since he could be deceived
about having a body, he is simply “a thing which thinks.” He
goes on to point out that if material things do exist, their essen-
tial nature would be extension (three-dimensionality).

In Meditation V, Descartes presents a proof for God’s exist-
ence. Descartes has an idea of a supremely perfect being, and

since existence is a necessary attribute of such a being, his idea
would be self-contradictory if God did not exist. In the sixth and
final meditation, Descartes uses his knowledge that God exists
to prove that the external world exists: Since God is good and
not a deceiver, it would be contrary to God’s nature to give
someone the inclination to believe that material things (in-
cluding one’s body) exist, if they didn’t actually exist. Des-
cartes has a body, then, but how is he (a thinking, unextended
thing) related to it (an extended, unthinking thing)? Descartes
states (with little further explanation) that he is “very closely
united to it and, so to speak… intermingled with it.”

—Donald Abel

Meditation II: Of the Nature of the 
Human Mind; and That It Is More Easily 
Known Than the Body

… I shall proceed by setting aside all that in which the least
doubt could be supposed to exist, just as if I had discovered that
it was absolutely false; and I shall ever follow in this road until
I have met with something which is certain, or at least, if I can
do nothing else, until I have learned for certain that there is
nothing in the world that is certain. Archimedes,1 in order that
he might draw the terrestrial globe out of its place, and transport
it elsewhere, demanded only that one point should be fixed and
immoveable. In the same way I shall have the right to conceive
high hopes if I am happy enough to discover one thing only
which is certain and indubitable.

I suppose, then, that all the things that I see are false; I per-
suade myself that nothing has ever existed of all that my falla-
cious memory represents to me. I consider that I possess no
senses; I imagine that body, figure, extension, movement and
place are but the fictions of my mind. What, then, can be es-
teemed as true? Perhaps nothing at all, unless that there is
nothing in the world that is certain.

But how can I know there is not something different from
those things that I have just considered, of which one cannot
have the slightest doubt? Is there not some God, or some other
being by whatever name we call it, who puts these reflections
into my mind? That is not necessary, for is it not possible that I
am capable of producing them myself? I myself, am I not at
least something? But I have already denied that I had senses and
body. Yet I hesitate, for what follows from that? Am I so depen-
1



ANNUAL EDITIONS
dent on body and senses that I cannot exist without these? But I
was persuaded that there was nothing in all the world, that there
was no heaven, no earth, that there were no minds, nor any
bodies: was I not then likewise persuaded that I did not exist?
Not at all;… [surely] I myself did exist, since I persuaded my-
self of something. But there is some deceiver or other, very
powerful and very cunning, who ever employs his ingenuity in
deceiving me. Then without doubt I exist also if he deceives me,
and let him deceive me as much as he will, he can never cause
me to be nothing so long as I think that I am something. So that
after having reflected well and carefully examined all things, we
must come to the definite conclusion that this proposition, “I
am, I exist,” is necessarily true each time that I pronounce it, or
that I mentally conceive it.

But I do not yet know clearly enough what I am, I who am
certain that I am; and hence I must be careful to see that I do not
imprudently take some other object in place of myself, and thus
that I do not go astray in respect of this knowledge that I hold to
be the most certain and most evident of all that I have formerly
learned. That is why I shall now consider anew what I believed
myself to be before I embarked upon these last reflections; and
of my former opinions I shall withdraw all that might even in a
small degree be invalidated by the reasons which I have just
brought forward, in order that there may be nothing at all left
beyond what is absolutely certain and indubitable.

What then did I formerly believe myself to be? Undoubtedly
I believed myself to be a man. But what is a man? Shall I say a
reasonable animal? Certainly not; for then I should have to in-
quire what an animal is, and what is reasonable; and thus from
a single question I should insensibly fall into an infinitude of
others more difficult; and I should not wish to waste the little
time and leisure remaining to me in trying to unravel subtleties
like these. But I shall rather stop here to consider the thoughts
which of themselves spring up in my mind, and which were not
inspired by anything beyond my own nature alone when I ap-
plied myself to the consideration of my being. In the first place,
then, I considered myself as having a face, hands, arms, and all
that system of members composed of bones and flesh as seen in
a corpse, which I designated by the name of body. In addition to
this I considered that I was nourished, that I walked, that I felt,
and that I thought, and I referred all these actions to the soul: but
I did not stop to consider what the soul was, or if I did stop, I
imagined that it was something extremely rare and subtle like a
wind, a flame, or an ether, which was spread throughout my
grosser parts. As to body I had no manner of doubt about its na-
ture, but thought I had a very clear knowledge of it; and if I had
desired to explain it according to the notions that I had then
formed of it, I should have described it thus: By the body I un-
derstand all that which can be defined by a certain figure: some-
thing which can be confined in a certain place, and which can
fill a given space in such a way that every other body will be ex-
cluded from it; which can be perceived either by touch, or by
sight, or by hearing, or by taste, or by smell: which can be
moved in many ways—not, in truth, by itself, but by something
which is foreign to it, by which it is touched: for to have the
power of self-movement, as also of feeling or of thinking, I did
not consider to appertain to the nature of body; on the contrary,

I was rather astonished to find that faculties similar to them ex-
isted in some bodies.

But what am I, now that I suppose that there is a certain ge-
nius which is extremely powerful and, if I may say so, mali-
cious, who employs all his powers in deceiving me? Can I
affirm that I possess the least of all those things which I have
just said pertain to the nature of body? I pause to consider, I re-
volve all these things in my mind, and I find none of which I can
say that it pertains to me. It would be tedious to stop to enu-
merate them. Let us pass to the attributes of soul and see if there
is any one which is in me. What of nutrition or walking? But if
it is so that I have no body, it is also true that I can neither walk
nor take nourishment. Another attribute is sensation. But one
cannot feel without body, and besides I have thought I per-
ceived many things during sleep that I recognised in my waking
moments as not having been experienced at all. What of
thinking? I find here that thought is an attribute that belongs to
me; it alone cannot be separated from me. I am, I exist, that is
certain. But how often? Just when I think; for it might possibly
be the case if I ceased entirely to think, that I should likewise
cease altogether to exist. I do not now admit anything which is
not necessarily true: to speak accurately, I am not more than a
thing which thinks, that is to say a mind or a soul, or an under-
standing, or a reason, which are terms whose significance was
formerly unknown to me. I am, however, a real thing and really
exist; but what thing? I have answered: a thing which thinks.

And what more? I shall exercise my imagination. I am not a
collection of members which we call the human body: I am not
a subtle air distributed through these members, I am not a wind,
a fire, a vapour, a breath, nor anything at all which I can imagine
or conceive; because I have assumed that all these were nothing.
Without changing that supposition I find that I only leave my-
self certain of the fact that I am something. But perhaps it is true
that these same things which I supposed were nonexistent be-
cause they are unknown to me, are really not different from the
self which I know. I am not sure about this, I shall not dispute
about it now; I can only give judgment on things that are known
to me. I know that I exist, and I inquire what I am, I whom I
know to exist. But it is very certain that the knowledge of my
existence taken in its precise significance does not depend on
things whose existence is not yet known to me; consequently it
does not depend on those which I can feign in imagination. And
indeed the very term feign in imagination proves to me my
error, for I really do this if I image myself a something, since to
imagine is nothing else than to contemplate the figure or image
of a corporeal thing. But I already know for certain that I am,
and that it may be that all these images, and, speaking generally,
all things that relate to the nature of body, are nothing but
dreams.… For this reason I see clearly that I have as little reason
to say, “I shall stimulate my imagination in order to know more
distinctly what I am,” than if I were to say, “I am now awake,
and I perceive somewhat that is real and true. But because I do
not yet perceive it distinctly enough, I shall go to sleep of ex-
press purpose, so that my dreams may represent the perception
with greatest truth and evidence.” And thus I know for certain
that nothing of all that I can understand by means of my imagi-
nation belongs to this knowledge which I have of myself, and
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that it is necessary to recall the mind from this mode of thought
with the utmost diligence in order that it may be able to know
its own nature with perfect distinctness.

But what then am I? A thing which thinks. What is a thing
which thinks? It is a thing which doubts, understands, affirms,
denies, wills, refuses, which also imagines and feels.

Certainly it is no small matter if all these things pertain to my
nature. But why should they not so pertain? Am I not that being
who now doubts nearly everything, who nevertheless under-
stands certain things, who affirms that one only is true, who de-
nies all the others, who desires to know more, is averse from
being deceived, who imagines many things, sometimes indeed
despite his will, and who perceives many likewise, as by the in-
tervention of the bodily organs? Is there nothing in all this
which is as true as it is certain that I exist, even though I should
always sleep and though he who has given me being employed
all his ingenuity in deceiving me? Is there likewise any one of
these attributes which can be distinguished from my thought, or
which might be said to be separated from myself? For it is so ev-
ident of itself that it is I who doubt, who understand, and who
desire, that there is no reason here to add anything to explain it.
And I have certainly the power of imagining likewise; for al-
though it may happen (as I formerly supposed) that none of the
things which I imagine are true, nevertheless this power of
imagining does not cease to be really in use, and it forms part of
my thought. Finally, I am the same who feels, that is to say, who
perceives certain things, as by the organs of sense, since in truth
I see light, I hear noise, I feel heat. But it will be said that these
phenomena are false and that I am dreaming. Let it be so; still it
is at least quite certain that it seems to me that I see light, that I
hear noise and that I feel heat. That cannot be false; properly
speaking it is what is in me called feeling; and used in this pre-
cise sense that is no other thing than thinking.

From this time I begin to know what I am with a little more
clearness and distinction than before; but nevertheless it still
seems to me, and I cannot prevent myself from thinking, that
corporeal things, whose images are framed by thought, which
are tested by the senses, are much more distinctly known than
that obscure part of me which does not come under the imagi-
nation. Although really it is very strange to say that I know and
understand more distinctly these things whose existence seems
to me dubious, which are unknown to me, and which do not be-
long to me, than others of the truth of which I am convinced,
which are known to me and which pertain to my real nature, in
a word, than myself. But I see clearly how the case stands: my
mind loves to wander, and cannot yet [allow] itself to be re-
tained within the just limits of truth. Very good, let us once
more give it the freest rein, so that, when afterwards we seize
the proper occasion for pulling up, it may the more easily be
regulated and controlled.

Let us begin by considering the commonest matters, those
which we believe to be the most distinctly comprehended, to
wit, the bodies which we touch and see; not indeed bodies in
general, for these general ideas are usually a little more con-
fused, but let us consider one body in particular. Let us take, for
example, this piece of wax: it has been taken quite freshly from
the hive, and it has not yet lost the sweetness of the honey which

it contains; it still retains somewhat of the odour of the flowers
from which it has been culled; its colour, its figure, its size are
apparent; it is hard, cold, easily handled, and if you strike it with
the finger, it will emit a sound. Finally all the things which are
requisite to cause us distinctly to recognise a body, are met with
in it. But notice that while I speak and approach the fire, what
remained of the taste is exhaled, the smell evaporates, the colour
alters, the figure is destroyed, the size increases, it becomes
liquid, it heats, scarcely can one handle it, and when one strikes
it, no sound is emitted. Does the same wax remain after this
change? We must confess that it remains; none would judge
otherwise. What then did I know so distinctly in this piece of
wax? It could certainly be nothing of all that the senses brought
to my notice, since all these things which fall under taste, smell,
sight, touch, and hearing, are found to be changed, and yet the
same wax remains.

Perhaps it was what I now think, [namely,] that this wax was
not that sweetness of honey, nor that agreeable scent of flowers,
nor that particular whiteness, nor that figure, nor that sound, but
simply a body which a little while before appeared to me as per-
ceptible under these forms, and which is now perceptible under
others. But what, precisely, is it that I imagine when I form such
conceptions? Let us attentively consider this, and, abstracting
from all that does not belong to the wax, let us see what remains.
Certainly nothing remains except a certain extended thing
which is flexible and movable. But what is the meaning of flex-
ible and movable? Is it not that I imagine that this piece of wax
being round is capable of becoming square and of passing from
a square to a triangular figure? No, certainly it is not that, since
I imagine it admits of an infinitude of similar changes, and I
nevertheless do not know how to compass the infinitude by my
imagination, and consequently this conception which I have of
the wax is not brought about by the faculty of imagination.
What now is this extension? Is it not also unknown? For it be-
comes greater when the wax is melted, greater when it is boiled,
and greater still when the heat increases; and I should not con-
ceive according to truth what wax is, if I did not think that even
this piece that we are considering is capable of receiving more
variations in extension than I have ever imagined. We must then
grant that I could not even understand through the imagination
what this piece of wax is, and that it is my mind alone which
perceives it. I say this piece of wax in particular, for as to wax
in general it is yet clearer. But what is this piece of wax which
cannot be understood except by the mind? It is certainly the
same that I see, touch, imagine, and finally it is the same which
I have always believed it to be from the beginning. But what
must particularly be observed is that its perception is neither an
act of vision, nor of touch, nor of imagination, and has never
been such, although it may have appeared formerly to be so—
but only an intuition of the mind, which may be imperfect and
confused as it was formerly, or clear and distinct as it is at
present, according as my attention is more or less directed to the
elements which are found in it, and of which it is composed.…

But finally what shall I say of this mind, that is, of myself,
for up to this point I do not admit in myself anything but mind?
What then, I who seem to perceive this piece of wax so dis-
tinctly, do I not know myself, not only with much more truth
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and certainty, but also with much more distinctness and clear-
ness? For if I judge that the wax is or exists from the fact that
I see it, it certainly follows much more clearly that I am or that I
exist myself from the fact that I see it. For it may be that what
I see is not really wax, it may also be that I do not possess eyes
with which to see anything; but it cannot be that when I see, or
(for I no longer take account of the distinction) when I think I
see, that I myself who think am nought. So if I judge that the
wax exists from the fact that I touch it, the same thing will
follow, to wit, that I am; and if I judge that my imagination, or
some other cause, whatever it is, persuades me that the wax ex-
ists, I shall still conclude the same. And what I have here re-
marked of wax may be applied to all other things which are
external to me. And further, if the perception of wax has seemed
to me clearer and more distinct, not only after the sight or the
touch, but also after many other causes have rendered it quite
manifest to me, with how much more distinctness must it be
said that I now know myself, since all the reasons which con-
tribute to the knowledge of wax, or any other body whatever,
are yet better proofs of the nature of my mind!…

Meditation V: Of the Essence of 
Material Things, and, Again, of God, 
That He Exists

… It is certain that I no less find the idea of God, that is to say,
the idea of a supremely perfect Being, in me, than that of any
figure or number whatever it is; and I do not know any less
clearly and distinctly that an eternal existence pertains to this
nature, than I know that all that which I am able to demonstrate
of some figure or number truly pertains to the nature of this
figure or number; and therefore, although all that I concluded in
the preceding meditations were found to be false, the existence
of God would pass with me as at least as certain as I have ever
held the truths of mathematics (which concern only numbers
and figures) to be.

This indeed is not at first manifest, since it would seem to
present some appearance of being a sophism. For being accus-
tomed in all other things to make a distinction between exist-
ence and essence, I easily persuade myself that the existence
can be separated from the essence of God, and that we can thus
conceive God as not actually existing. But, nevertheless, when
I think of it with more attention, I clearly see that existence can
no more be separated from the essence of God than can its
having its three angles equal to two right angles be separated
from the essence of a triangle, or the idea of a mountain from
the idea of a valley; and so there is not any less repugnance to
our conceiving a God (that is, a Being supremely perfect) to
whom existence is lacking (that is to say, to whom a certain per-
fection is lacking), than to conceive of a mountain which has no
valley.

But although I cannot really conceive of a God without ex-
istence any more than a mountain without a valley, still from the
fact that I conceive of a mountain with a valley, it does not
follow that there is such a mountain in the world. Similarly, al-
though I conceive of God as possessing existence, it would
seem that it does not follow that there is a God which exists; for

my thought does not impose any necessity upon things, and just
as I may imagine a winged horse, although no horse with wings
exists, so I could perhaps attribute existence to God, although
no God existed.

But a sophism is concealed in this objection; for from the fact
that I cannot conceive a mountain without a valley, it does not
follow that there is any mountain or any valley in existence, but
only that the mountain and the valley, whether they exist or do
not exist, cannot in any way be separated one from the other.
While from the fact that I cannot conceive God without exist-
ence, it follows that existence is inseparable from Him, and
hence that He really exists; not that my thought can bring this to
pass, or impose any necessity on things, but, on the contrary, be-
cause the necessity which lies in the thing itself, i.e., the neces-
sity of the existence of God, determines me to think in this way.
For it is not within my power to think of God without existence
(that is, of a supremely perfect Being devoid of a supreme per-
fection), though it is in my power to imagine a horse either with
wings or without wings.…

Meditation VI: Of the Existence of 
Material Things, and of the Real 
Distinction Between the Soul and the 
Body of Man

… Now that I begin to know myself better, and to discover more
clearly the author of my being, I do not in truth think that I
should rashly admit all the matters which the senses seem to
teach us, but, on the other hand, I do not think that I should
doubt them all universally.

And first of all, because I know that all things which I appre-
hend clearly and distinctly can be created by God as I apprehend
them, it suffices that I am able to apprehend one thing apart
from another clearly and distinctly in order to be certain that the
one is different from the other, since they may be made to exist
in separation at least by the omnipotence of God. [I need not
know] by what power this separation is made in order to [be
able] to judge them to be different. Therefore, just because I
know certainly that I exist, and that meanwhile I do not remark
that any other thing necessarily pertains to my nature or es-
sence, except that I am a thinking thing, I rightly conclude that
my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing.
And although possibly (or rather, certainly, as I shall say in a
moment) I possess a body with which I am very intimately con-
joined, yet because, on the one side, I have a clear and distinct
idea of myself inasmuch as I am only a thinking and unextended
thing, and as, on the other, I possess a distinct idea of body, in-
asmuch as it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is cer-
tain that this I is entirely and absolutely distinct from my body
and can exist without it.

I further find in myself faculties employing modes of
thinking peculiar to themselves, to wit, the faculties of imagina-
tion and feeling, without which I can easily conceive myself
clearly and distinctly as a complete being; while, on the other
hand, they cannot be so conceived apart from me, that is without
an intelligent substance in which they reside, for in their formal
4
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concept, some kind of intellection is comprised, from which I
infer that they are distinct from me as [the] modes [of a thing]
are from a thing. I observe also in me some other faculties such
as that of change of position, the assumption of different figures
and such like, which cannot be conceived, any more than can
the preceding, apart from some substance to which they are at-
tached, and consequently cannot exist without it. But it is very
clear that these faculties, if it be true that they exist, must be at-
tached to some corporeal or extended substance, and not to an
intelligent substance, since in the clear and distinct conception
of these there is some sort of extension found to be present, but
no intellection at all. There is certainly further in me a certain
passive faculty of perception, that is, of receiving and recogn-
ising the ideas of sensible2 things, but this would be useless to
me if there were not either in me or in some other thing another
active faculty capable of forming and producing these ideas.
But this active faculty cannot exist in me, seeing that it does not
presuppose thought, and also that those ideas are often produced
in me without my contributing in any way to the same, and often
even against my will. It is thus necessarily the case that the fac-
ulty resides in some substance different from me in which all
the reality which is objectively in the ideas3 that are produced
by this faculty is formally or eminently contained.4… And this
substance is either a body, that is, a corporeal nature in which
there is contained formally all that which is objectively in those
ideas, or it is God Himself, or some other creature more noble
than body in which that same is contained eminently. But, since
God is no deceiver, it is very manifest that He does not commu-
nicate to me these ideas immediately and by Himself, nor yet by
the intervention of some creature in which their reality is not
formally, but only eminently, contained. For since He has given
me no faculty to recognise that this is the case, but, on the other
hand, a very great inclination to believe that they are conveyed
to me by corporeal objects, I do not see how He could be de-
fended from the accusation of deceit if these ideas were pro-
duced by causes other than corporeal objects. Hence we must
allow that corporeal things exist. However, they are perhaps not
exactly what we perceive by the senses, since this comprehen-
sion by the senses is in many instances very obscure and con-

fused; but we must at least admit that all things which I conceive
in them clearly and distinctly, that is to say, all things which,
speaking generally, are comprehended in the object of pure
mathematics, are truly to be recognised as external objects.…

There is nothing which this nature teaches me more ex-
pressly than that I have a body which is adversely affected when
I feel pain, which has need of food or drink when I experience
the feelings of hunger and thirst, and so on; nor can I doubt there
being some truth in all this.

Nature also teaches me by these sensations of pain, hunger,
thirst, etc., that I am not only lodged in my body as a pilot in a
vessel, but that I am very closely united to it and, so to speak, so
intermingled with it that I seem to compose with it one whole.
For if that were not the case, when my body is hurt, I, who am
merely a thinking thing, should not feel pain, for I should per-
ceive this wound by the understanding only, just as the sailor
perceives by sight when something is damaged in his vessel;
and when my body has need of drink or food, I should clearly
understand the fact without being warned of it by confused feel-
ings of hunger and thirst. For all these sensations of hunger,
thirst, pain, etc., are in truth none other than certain confused
modes of thought which are produced by the union and apparent
intermingling of mind and body.

NOTES

1. Archimedes (about 287–212 B.C.E.) was a Greek mathema-
tician and inventor. [D.C.A., ed.]

2. Sensible: able to be sensed [D.C.A.]

3. objectively in the ideas: in the ideas as the object (subject
matter) of those ideas [D.C.A.]

4. A substance contains something formally if it possesses that
thing in the same form as in the effect it produces; it con-
tains something eminently if it possesses that thing in a form
higher than the one it produces in the effect. For example, a
tree as a cause of another tree contains “treeness” formally,
but God as the cause of a tree contains “treeness” eminently.
[D.C.A.]

Reproduced from Philosophical Works of Descartes, translated by Elizabeth S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross from Meditations on First Philosophy
(updated stylistically by D. C. Abel). Cambridge University Press, 1911.
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