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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 uncer-
tain. 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 previ-
ously accepted among my beliefs and start again from the very beginning. . . .

I will therefore make a serious and unimpeded effort to destroy gener-
ally all my former opinions. In order to do this, however, it will not be nec-
essary to show that they are all false, a task which I might never be able to
complete; because, since reason already convinces me that I 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 be an infinite labor; but since the destruc-
tion 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.

Excerpts from Meditations on First Philosophy, by René Descartes, translated by Laurence J.
LaFleur. Copyright © 1951, Library of Liberal Arts, Prentice Hall.
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Everything which I have thus far accepted as entirely true and 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 pru-
dent never to trust wholly those things which have once deceived us.

But is it 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, wear-
ing a winter 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 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 gold and purple
while they are naked; or imagine that their head is made of clay, or that they
are gourds, or that their body is glass? But 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 [ 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 plau-
sible. How many times has it occurred that the quiet of the night made me
dream of my usual habits: that I was here, clothed in a dressing gown, and
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 and as distinct as all this. But I am speaking as
though I never recall having been misled, while asleep, by similar illusions!
When I consider these matters carefully, I realize so clearly that there are not
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 and por-
traits which can only be formed in imitation of something real and 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. . . .
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And for the same reason, even if these types of things—namely, a body,
eyes, head, hands, and other similar things—could be imaginary, neverthe-
less, we are bound to confess that there are some other still more simple and
universal concepts which are true and existent, from the mixture of which,
neither more nor less than in the case of the mixture of real colors, all these
images of things are formed in our minds, whether they are true and real or
imaginary and fantastic.

Of this class of entities is corporeal nature in general and 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. 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 and 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 I am awake or whether I 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 so clear and
so apparent can ever be suspected of any falsity or uncertainty.

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 and cannot imagine that things might be other
than as [ now see them? And furthermore, just as [ sometimes judge that oth-
ers are mistaken about those things which they think they know best, how can
I be sure but that God 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 some-
thing 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. . . .

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 withhold and suspend my judgment about
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these matters, and guard myself no less carefully from believing them than I
should from believing what is manifestly false if I wish to find any certain
and assured knowledge in the sciences. . . .

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 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 false. And I shall con-
tinue 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 cer-
tain 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 for-
tunate 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 cer-
tain 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 pro-
duce them myself. Then, at the very least, am I not an entity myself? But |
have already denied that I had any senses or any body. However, at this point
I hesitate, for what 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 or even if 1
thought anything. Even though there may be a deceiver of some sort, very
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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 noth-
ing 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 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 that I previously had. That is why I shall now consider once
more what I thought myself to be before I began these last deliberations. . . .

What then have I previously believed myself to be? Clearly, I believed
that I was a man. But what is a man? . . . I thought of myself first as having
a face, hands, arms, and all this mechanism composed of bone and flesh and
members, just 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 penetrated into and was infused
throughout 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. . . .

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 say so, malicious
and 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 have just now said belonged to the nature of body? I pause to con-
sider 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 of them which I can pronounce to be part of me. Let us
move on to the attributes of the soul and see if any of these are in me. Is it
characteristic of me to consume nourishment and to walk? But if it is true
that I do not have a body, there also are nothing but figments of the imagina-
tion. To perceive? 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? Here
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I find the answer. Thought is an attribute that belongs to me; it alone is insep-
arable 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 totally 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, 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.

But what then am 1? A thinking being. What is a thinking being? It is a
being which doubts, which understands, which 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 and conceives
certain things, who is 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 through the medium of the
senses or 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 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; for once more, even though it could happen that the things I imag-
ine 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? Let 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. . . .
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Let us now consider the commonest things, which are commonly
believed to be the most distinctly known and the easiest of all to know,
namely, the bodies which we touch and see. I do not intend to speak of bod-
ies 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 dis-
tinctly 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 will give out no sound. Does the same wax
remain after this change? We must admit that it does; no one denies it, no one
judges otherwise. 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. . . .

Let us consider it attentively 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? Cer-
tainly not; it 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. . . .

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 understand-
ing 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 can-
not be comprehended except by the 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. . . .

Now I am truly astonished when I consider how weak my mind is and
how apt I am to fall into error. For even though I consider all this in my mind
without speaking, still words impede me, and I am nearly deceived by the
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terms of ordinary language. For we say that we see the same wax if it is pre-
sent, 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 see from this window except hats and
cloaks which might cover ghosts, or automata which 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 ordi-
nary 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 fac-
ulty; 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 ridicu-
lous to doubt the superiority of the latter method of knowing. For what was
there in that first perception which was distinct and 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 garments, 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.

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 so clearly and distinctly, do not know my own
self, not only with much more truth and certainty, but also much more dis-
tinctly and evidently? For if I judge that the wax exists because I see it, cer-
tainly 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 |
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.
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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 evidence, distinctness and
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 mind!

THIRD MEDITATION

OF Gop: THAT HE EXISTS

Now, in order to try to extend my knowledge further, I shall be circum-
spect and 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 think-
ing being; but do I not then know what is required to make me sure of some-
thing? 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 nevertheless 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 what did I conceive clearly and distinctly in them?
Nothing, certainly, unless that the ideas or thoughts of those things were pres-
ent 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 sim-
ilar. That was the point in which, perhaps, [ 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.
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But when I considered something very simple and very easy concerning
arithmetic and geometry, 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 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. . . .

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 a deceiver; for as long as this is unknown, I do not see that
I can ever be certain of anything. . . .

Now as far as ideas are concerned, if we consider them only in them-
selves and do not relate them to something else, they cannot, properly speak-
ing, 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 fal-
sity 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. . . .

Among these ideas, some seem to be born with me, others to be alien to
me and to come from without, and the rest to be made and invented by
myself. . . . And what I must principally do at this point is to consider, con-
cerning 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 myself. For often they come to me despite
my wishes; just as now, whether I wish it or not, I feel heat, and for that rea-
son 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
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than to judge that this alien entity sends to me and imposes upon me its like-
ness rather than anything else.

Now I must see whether these reasons are sufficiently strong and con-
vincing. When I say that it seems to me that nature teaches me so, I under-
stand 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. . . .

As for the other reasons, which is that these ideas must come from else-
where, 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 with-
out 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 nec-
essarily 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. . . .

All this makes me recognize sufficiently well that up to now it has not
been by a valid and considered judgment, but only by a blind and rash
impulse, that I have believed that there were things outside of myself and dif-
ferent 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 and
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 difference on inequality among them, and all of them
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 are
undoubtedly something more, and contain in themselves, so to speak, more
objective reality, or rather, participate by representation in a higher degree of
being or perfection, than those that represent only modes or accidents. Fur-
thermore, that by which I conceive a supreme God, eternal, infinite,
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immutable, 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—cannot be a consequence of and dependent upon the less
perfect. This truth is not only clear and evident in regard to the effects which
have what philosophers call actual or formal reality, but also in regard to the
ideas where one considers only what they call objective reality. For example,
the stone which has not only 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—that is, which contains in itself the
same things as, or others more excellent than, those which are in stone.

What, then, shall T conclude from all this evidence? Clearly, that if the
objective reality or perfection of some one of my ideas is such that I recog-
nize clearly that this same reality or perfection 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. . . .

Among all these ideas which exist in me, besides that which represents
myself to myself, concerning which there can be no difficulty here, 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 con-
cerned, I can easily imagine that they could be formed by the mixture and com-
bination of my other ideas. . . . And as far as the ideas of corporeal objects are
concerned, I recognize nothing in them so great or so excellent that it seems
impossible that they could arise from myself.

Thus there remains only the idea of God, in which we must consider if
there is something which could not have come from myself. By the word
“God” I mean an infinite substance, eternal, immutable, independent, omni-
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scient, omnipotent, and that by which I myself and all other existent things,
if it is true that there are other existent things, have been created and pro-
duced. But these attributes are such—they are so great and so eminent—that
the more attentively I consider them, the less I can persuade myself that I
could have derived them from my own nature. And consequently we must
necessarily conclude from all that I have previously said that God exists.

FOURTH MEDITATION

OF THE TRUE AND THE FALSE

... 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 wis-
dom are contained, to the knowledge of all other beings in the universe.

For first, I recognize that it is impossible for God ever 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, subtlety, or
power, nevertheless to wish to deceive testifies without question to weakness
or malice, which could not be found in God.

[W]hen I come to examine myself more closely and to consider what are
my errors, which alone testify that there is imperfection in me, I find that they
depend upon two joint causes, namely, the faculty of knowing which I pos-
sess and the faculty of choice, or rather of free will—that is to say, of my
understanding together with my will. For by the understanding alone I nei-
ther assert nor deny anything, but I only conceive the ideas of things which I
may assert or deny. Nor in considering the understanding thus precisely can
we say that any error is ever found in it, provided that we take the word
“error” in its proper sense. And even if there might be in the world an infin-
ity of things of which my understanding has no idea, we cannot therefore say
that it is deprived of these ideas as of something which is owed to its nature,
but only that it does not possess them.

Whence, then, do my errors arise? Only from the fact that the will is
much more ample and far-reaching than the understanding, so that I do not
restrain it within the same limits but extend it even to those things which I do
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not understand. Being by its nature indifferent about such matters, it very
easily is turned aside from the true and the good and chooses the false and
the evil. And thus it happens that I make mistakes and that I sin.

For example, when I recently examined the question whether anything
in the world existed, and I recognized from the very fact that I examined this
question that it was very evident that I myself existed, I could not refrain
from concluding that what I conceived so clearly was true. Not that I found
myself forced to this conclusion by any external cause, but only because the
great clarity which was in my understanding produced a great inclination of
my will, and I was led to this conviction all the more spontaneously and
freely as I experienced in myself less indifference. Now, on the contrary, I
know not only that I exist, in so far as I am something that thinks, but there
is also present in my mind a certain idea of corporeal nature. In consequence,
I wonder whether this nature that thinks, which is in me, or rather which is
myself, is different from this corporeal nature, or if both are one and the
same. . . .

Now, if I abstain from making a judgment upon a topic when I do not
conceive it sufficiently clearly and distinctly, it is evident that I do well and
am not making a mistake; but if I decide to deny or affirm it, then I am not
making a proper use of my free will. And if in this situation I can affirm what
is not true, it is evident that I am making a mistake; and even when I judge
according to the truth, it is only by chance, and I am not for that reason free
of blame for misusing my freedom. For the light of nature dictates that the
understanding should always know before the will makes a decision.

It is in this improper use of the free will that we find the privation which
constitutes the essence of error.

And certainly, there can be no other cause than the one I have just
explained, for whenever I restrict my volition within the bounds of my
knowledge, whenever my volition makes no judgment except upon matters
clearly and distinctly reported to it by the understanding, it cannot happen
that I err. For every clear and distinct conception is without doubt something
real and positive, and thus cannot derive its origin from nothingness, but
must have God for its author—God, I say, who, being supremely perfect,
cannot be the cause of any error—and consequently we must conclude that
such a conception or such a judgment is true. . . .
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FIFTH MEDITATION

OF THE ESSENCE OF MATERIAL THINGS AND, ONCE MORE, OF
Gobp: THAT HE EXISTS

... [H]aving noticed what must be done or avoided in order to arrive at
the knowledge of the truth, my principal task is to attempt to escape from and
relieve myself of all the doubts into which I have fallen in these last few days,
and to see if we cannot know anything certain about material objects. But
before examining whether such objects exist outside of myself, I must con-
sider the concepts of these objects, in so far as they occur in my thought, and
see which of them are distinct and which of them are confused.

In the first place, I picture distinctly that quantity which philosophers
commonly call the “continuum,” or extension in length, width, and depth
which exists in this quantity, or rather in the body to which we attribute it.
Furthermore, I can distinguish in it various different parts and attribute to
each of these parts all sorts of sizes, shapes, positions, and movements; and,
finally, I can assign to each of these movements all degrees of duration.

And I not only know these things distinctly when I consider them thus
in general, but also, however little I am applying my attention to it, I come to
recognize an infinity of details concerning numbers, shapes, movements, and
other similar things, the truth of which makes itself so apparent and accords
so well with my nature that when I discover them for the first time it does not
seem to me as though I were learning anything new, but rather as though I
were remembering what I had previously known—that is, that I am perceiv-
ing things which were already in my mind, even though I had not yet focused
my attention upon them.

And what I believe to be more important here is that I find in myself an
infinity of ideas of certain things which cannot be assumed to be pure noth-
ingness, even though they may perhaps have no existence outside of my
thought. These things are not figments of my imagination, even though it is
within my power to think of them or not to think of them; on the contrary,
they have their own true and immutable natures. Thus, for example, when I
imagine a triangle, even though there may perhaps be no such figure any-
where in the world outside of my thought, nor ever have been, nevertheless
the figure cannot help having a certain determinate nature, or form, or
essence, which is immutable and eternal, which I have not invented and
which does not in any way depend upon my mind. This is evidenced by the
fact that we can demonstrate various properties of this triangle, namely, that
its three angles are equal to two right angles, that the greatest angle subtends
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the longest side, and other similar properties. Whether I wish it or not, I now
recognize very clearly and evidently that these are properties of the triangle,
even though I had never previously thought of them in any way when I first
imagined one. And therefore it cannot be said that I have imagined or
invented them.

For the rest, whatever proof or argument I use, I must always come back
to this conclusion: that it is only the things that I conceive clearly and dis-
tinctly which have the power to convince me completely. And although
among the things which I conceive in this way there are, in truth, some which
are obviously known to everyone, while others of them only become known
to those who consider them more closely and examine them more carefully,
nevertheless, after they have once been discovered, none of them can be
esteemed less certain than the rest. Thus, for example, in every right-angled
triangle, even though it is not so readily apparent that the square of the
hypotenuse is equal to the squares of the other two sides as it is that this
hypotenuse is opposite the greatest angle, nevertheless, after this fact has
once been recognized, we are as much convinced of the truth of the one
proposition as of the other.

[W]hen I consider the nature of the rectilinear triangle, I recognize most
evidently, I, who am somewhat skilled in geometry, that its three angles are
equal to two right angles; nor can I disbelieve this while I am paying atten-
tion to its demonstration. But as soon as I turn my attention away from the
demonstration, even while I remember having clearly understood it, it can
easily happen that I doubt its truth, if I do not know that there is a God. . . .

But after having recognized that there is a God, and having recognized
at the same time that all things are dependent upon him and that he is not a
deceiver, I can infer as a consequence that everything which I conceive
clearly and distinctly is necessarily true. Therefore, even if I am no longer
thinking of the reasons why I have judged something to be true, provided
only I remember having understood it clearly and distinctly, there can never
be a reason on the other side which can make me consider the matter doubt-
ful. Thus I have a true and certain body of knowledge on this matter. And this
same body of knowledge extends also to all the other things which I remem-
ber having formerly demonstrated, such as the truths of geometry and other
similar matters. . . .
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And thus I recognize very clearly that the certainty and truth of all
knowledge depends solely on the knowledge of the true God, so that before
I knew him I could not know any other thing perfectly. And now that I know
him, I have the means of acquiring clear and certain and perfect knowledge
about an infinity of things, not only about God himself and about other intel-
lectual matters, but also about that which pertains to corporeal nature, in so
far as it can be the object of pure mathematics—that is, of the demonstrations
of geometricians who are not concerned with its existence.

SIXTH MEDITATION

OF THE EXISTENCE OF CORPOREAL THINGS AND OF THE REAL
DISTINCTION BETWEEN THE MIND AND BODY OF MAN

Nothing more is now left for me to do except to examine whether cor-
poreal things exist; and I already know for certain that they can exist at least
in so far as they are considered the objects of pure mathematics, or of the
demonstrations of geometry since I conceive them in this way very clearly
and very distinctly.

First, since I know that all the things I conceive clearly and distinctly can
be produced by God exactly as I conceive them, it is sufficient that I can
clearly and distinctly conceive one thing apart from another to be certain that
the one is distinct or different from the other. . . . From the very fact that I
know with certainty that I exist, and that I find that absolutely nothing else
belongs necessarily to my nature or essence except that I am a thinking
being, I readily conclude that my essence consists solely in being a body
which thinks or a substance whose whole essence or nature is only to think.
And although perhaps, or rather certainly, as I will soon show, I have a body
with which I am very closely united, nevertheless, since on the one hand I
have a distinct idea of myself in so far as I am only a thinking and not an
extended being, and since on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body in
so far as it is only an extended being which does not think, it is certain that
this “I”"—that is to say, my soul, by virtue of which I am what I am—is
entirely and truly distinct from my body and that it can be or exist without it.

Furthermore, I find in myself various faculties of thinking which each
have their own particular characteristics and are distinct from myself. For
example, I find in myself the faculties of imagination and of perception,
without which I might no doubt conceive of myself, clearly and distinctly, as
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a whole being; but I could not, conversely, conceive of those faculties with-
out me, that is to say, without an intelligent substance to which they are
attached or in which they inhere. For in our notion of them or, to use the
scholastic vocabulary, in their formal concept, they embrace some type of
intellection. From all this I reach the conception that these faculties are dis-
tinct from me as shapes, movements, and other modes or accidents of objects
are distinct from the very objects that sustain them.

I also recognize in myself some other faculties, such as the power of
changing location, of assuming various postures, and other similar ones;
which cannot be conceived without some substance in which they inhere, any
more than the preceding ones, and which therefore cannot exist without such
a substance. But it is quite evident that these faculties, if it is true that they
exist, must inhere in some corporeal or extended substance, and not in an
intelligent substance, since their clear and distinct concept does actually
involve some sort of extension, but no sort of intelligence whatsoever. Fur-
thermore, I cannot doubt that there is in me a certain passive faculty of per-
ceiving, that is, of receiving and recognizing the ideas of sensible objects; but
it would be valueless to me, and I could in no way use it if there were not
also in me, or in something else, another active faculty capable of forming
and producing these ideas. But this active faculty cannot be in me, in so far
as I am a thinking being, since it does not at all presuppose my intelligence
and also since those ideas often occur to me without my contributing to them
in any way, and even frequently against my will. Thus it must necessarily
exist in some substance different from myself, in which all the reality that
exists objectively in the ideas produced by this faculty is formally or emi-
nently contained, as I have said before. This substance is either a body—that
is, a corporeal nature—in which is formally and actually contained all that
which is contained objectively and by representation in these ideas; or else it
is God himself, or some other creation more noble than the body, in which
all this is eminently contained.

But since God is not a deceiver, it is very manifest that he does not send
me these ideas directly by his own agency, nor by the mediation of some cre-
ation in which their objective reality does not exist formally but only emi-
nently. For since he has not given me any faculty for recognizing what that
creation might be, but on the contrary a very great inclination to believe that
these ideas come from corporeal objects, I do not see how we could clear
God of the charge of deceit if these ideas did in fact come from some other
source or were produced by other causes than corporeal objects. Therefore
we must conclude that corporeal objects exist. Nevertheless, they are not per-
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haps entirely what our senses perceive them to be, for there are many ways
in which this sense perception is very obscure and confused; but we must at
least admit that everything which I conceive clearly and distinctly as occur-
ring in them—that is to say, everything, generally speaking, which is dis-
cussed in pure mathematics or geometry—does in truth occur in them.

As for the rest, there are other beliefs, which are very doubtful and
uncertain. . . . Nevertheless, from the mere fact that God is not a deceiver,
and that in consequence he has not permitted any falsity in my opinions with-
out having given me some faculty capable of correcting it, I think I can con-
clude with assurance that I have some hope of learning the truth even about
these matters and the means of knowing them with certainty.

First, there is no doubt but that all that nature teaches me contains some
truth. For by nature, considered in general, I now understand nothing else but
God himself, or else the order and system that God has established for cre-
ated things; and by my nature in particular I understand nothing else but the
arrangement or assemblage of all that God has given me.

Now there is nothing that this nature teaches me more expressly or more
obviously than that I have a body which is in poor condition when I feel pain,
which needs food or drink when I have the feelings of hunger or thirst, and
so on. And therefore I ought to have no doubt that in this there is some truth.

Nature also teaches me by these feelings of pain, hunger, thirst, and so
on that I am not only residing in my body, as a pilot in his ship, but further-
more, that I am intimately connected with it, and that the mixture is so
blended, as it were, that something like a single whole is produced. For if that
were not the case, when my body is wounded I would not therefore feel pain,
I, who am only a thinking being; but I would perceive that wound by the
understanding alone, as a pilot perceives by sight if something in his vessel
is broken. And when my body needs food or drink, I would simply know the
fact itself, instead of receiving notice of it by having confused feelings of
hunger and thirst. For actually all these feelings of hunger, thirst, pain, and
so on are nothing else but certain confused modes of thinking, which have
their origin in and depend upon the union and apparent fusion of the mind
with the body.

Furthermore, nature teaches me that many other bodies exist in the
vicinity of my own, of which I must seek some and avoid others. And cer-
tainly, from the fact that I perceive different kinds of colors, odors, tastes,
sounds, heat, hardness, and so on, I very readily conclude that in the objects
from which these various sense perceptions proceed there are some corre-
sponding variations, although perhaps these variations are not really similar
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to the perceptions. And from the fact that some of these various sense per-
ceptions are agreeable to me and others are disagreeable, there is absolutely
no doubt that my body, or rather my whole self, in so far as I am composed
of body and mind, can in various ways be benefited or harmed by the other
objects which surround it.

But there are many other opinions that nature has apparently taught me
which, however, I have not truly learned from her, but which were introduced
into my mind by my habit of judging things inattentively. Thus it can easily
happen that these opinions contain some falsity.

I should reject all the doubts of these last few days as exaggerated and
ridiculous, particularly that very general uncertainty about sleep, which I
could not distinguish from waking life. For now I find in them a very notable
difference, in that our memory can never bind and join our dreams together
one with another and all with the course of our lives, as it habitually joins
together what happens to us when we are awake. And so, in effect, if some-
one suddenly appeared to me when I was awake and afterward disappeared
in the same way, as do images that I see in my sleep, so that I could not deter-
mine where he came from or where he went, it would not be without reason
that I would consider it a ghost or a phantom produced in my brain and sim-
ilar to those produced there when I sleep, rather than truly a man.

But when I perceive objects in such a way that I distinctly recognize
both the place from which they come and the place where they are, as well
as the time when they appear to me; and when, without any hiatus, I can
relate to my perception of them with all the rest of my life, I am entirely cer-
tain that I perceive them wakefully and not in sleep. And I should not in any
way doubt the truth of these things if, having made use of all my senses, my
memory, and my understanding, to examine them, nothing is reported to me
by any of them which is inconsistent with what is reported by the others. For,
from the fact that God is not a deceiver, it necessarily follows that in this mat-
ter I am not deceived.

But because the exigencies of action frequently oblige us to make deci-
sions and do not always allow us the leisure to examine these things with suf-
ficient care, we must admit that human life is very often subject to error in
particular matters; and we must in the end recognize the infirmity and weak-
ness of our nature.
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