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SECOND MEDITATION

The nature of the human mind, and how it is better known
than the body

So serious are the doubts into which I have been thrown as a result of
yesterday’s meditation that 1 can neither put them out of my mind nor
see any way of resolving them. It feels as if I have fallen unexpectedly into
a deep whirlpool which tumbles me around so that I can neither stand on
the bottom nor swim up to the top. Nevertheless I will make an effort and
once more attempt the same path which I started on yesterday. Anything
which admits of the slightest doubt I will set aside just as if | had found it
to be wholly false; and 1 will proceed in this way until I recognize
something certain, or, if nothing else, until I at least recognize for certain
that there is no certainty. Archimedes used to demand just one firm and
immovable point in order to shift the entire earth; so I too can hope for
great things if I manage to find just one thing, however slight, that is

.certain and unshakeable.

1 will suppose then, that everything I see is spurious. 1 will believe that
my memory tells me lies, and that none of the things that it reports ever
happened. I have no senses. Body, shape, extension, movement and place
are chimeras. So what remains true? Perhaps just the one fact that
nothing is certain.

Yet apart from everything I have just listed, how do I know that there
is not something else which does not allow even the slightest occasion for
doubt? Is there not a God, or whatever I may call him, who puts into me'
the thoughts I am now having? But why do I think this, since I myself
may perhaps be the author of these thoughts? In that case am not I, at
least, something? But | have just said that I have no senses and no body.
This is the sticking point: what follows from this? Am I not so bound up
with a body and with senses that I cannot exist without them? But I have
convinced myself that there is absolutely nothing in the world, no sky, no
earth, no minds, no bodies. Does it now follow that I too do not exist?

1 ‘... puts into my mind’ (French version),
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No: if I convinced myself of something’ then I certainly existed. But there
is a deceiver of supreme power and cunning who is deliberately and
constantly deceiving me. In that case I too undoubtedly exist, if he is
deceiving me; and let him deceive me as much as he can, he will never
bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something. So
after considering everything very thoroughly, I must finally conclude that
this proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put
forward by me or conceived in my mind.

But I do not yet have a sufficient understanding of what this ‘I’ is, that
now necessarily exists. So I must be on my guard against carelessly taking
something else to be this ‘I’, and so making a mistake in the very item of
knowledge that I maintain is the most certain and evident of all. I will
therefore go back and meditate on what I originally believed myself to be,

. before I embarked on this present train of thought. I will then subtract

anything capable of being weakened, even minimally, by the arguments
now introduced, so that what is left at the end may be exactly and only
what is certain and unshakeable.

What then did I formerly think I was? A man. But what is a man? Shall
I say ‘a rational animal’? No; for then I should have to inquire what an
animal is, what rationality is, and in this way one question would lead me
down the slope to other harder ones, and I do not now have the time to
waste on subtleties of this kind. Instead I propose to concentrate on what
came into my thoughts spontaneously and quite naturally whenever I
used to consider what I was. Well, the first thought to come to mind was
that I had a face, hands, arms and the whole mechanical structure of
limbs which can be seen in a corpse, and which I called the body. The
next thought was that I was nourished, that I moved about, and that I
engaged in sense-perception and thinking; and these actions I attributed
to the soul. But as to the nature of this soul, either I did not think about
this or else I imagined it to be something tenuous, like a wind or fire or
ether, which permeated my more solid parts. As to the body, however, I
had no doubts about it, but thought I knew its nature distinctly. If I had
tried to describe the mental conception 1 had of it, 1 would have
expressed it as follows: by a body I understand whatever has a
determinable shape and a definable location and can occupy a space in
such a way as to exclude any other body; it can be perceived by touch,
sight, hearing, taste or smell, and can be moved in various ways, not by
itself but by whatever else comes into contact with it. For, according to
my judgement, the power of self-movement, like the power of sensation
or of thought, was quite foreign to the nature of a body; indeed, it was a

1 ‘... or thought anything at all’ (French version).
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source of wonder to me that certain bodies were found to contain
faculties of this kind.

But what shall I now say that 1 am, when 1 am supposing that there is
some supremely powerful and, if it is permissible to say so, malicious
deceiver, who is deliberately trying to trick me in every way he can? Can |
now assert that I possess even the most insignificant of all the attributes
which I have just said belong to the nature of a body? I scrutinize them,
think about them, go over them again, but nothing suggests itself; it is
tiresome and pointless to go through the list once more. But what about
the attributes I assigned to the soul? Nutrition or movement? Since now 1
do not have a body, these are mere fabrications. Sense-perception? This
surely does not occur without a body, and besides, when asleep I have
appeared to perceive through the senses many things which [ afterwards
realized 1 did not perceive through the senses at all. Thinking? At last I
have discovered it — thought; this alone is inseparable from me. I am, 1
exist — that is certain. But for how long? For as long as I am thinking. For
it could be that were I totally to cease from thinking, 1 should totally
cease to exist. At present | am not admitting anything except what is
necessarily true. I am, then, in the strict sense only a thing that thinks;!
that is, I am a mind, or intelligence, or intellect, or reason — words whose
meaning | have been ignorant of until now. But for all that [ am a thing
which is real and which truly exists. But what kind of a thing? As I have
just said — a thinking thing.

What else am I? I will use my imagination.? 1 am not that structure of
limbs which is called a human body. I am not even some thin vapour
which permeates the limbs — a wind, fire, air, breath, or whatever I depict
in my imagination; for these are things which 1 have supposed to be
nothing. Let this supposition stand;? for all that [ am still something. And
yet may it not perhaps be the case that these very things which I am
supposing to be nothing, because they are unknown to me, are in reality
identical with the ‘I’ of which 1 am aware? 1 do not know, and for the
moment [ shall not argue the point, since I can make judgements only
about things which are known to me. I know that I exist; the question is,

what is this ‘I’ that I know? If the ‘I’ is understood strictly as we have
been taking it, then it is quite certain that knowledge of it does not
1 The word ‘only’ is most naturally taken as going with ‘a thing that thinks’, and this
interpretation is followed in the French version. When discussing this passage with

Gassendi, however, Descartes suggests that he meant the ‘only’ to govern ‘in the strict
sense’; see below p. 276.

2 ‘... to see if ] am not something more’ (added in French version).

3 Lat. maneat (‘let it stand’), first edition. The second edition has the indicative manet:
“The proposition still stands, viz. that I am nonetheless something.” The French version
reads: ‘without changing this supposition, | find that 1 am still certain that 1 am

something’.
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depend on things of whose existence I am as yet unaware; so it cannot
depend on any of the things which I invent in my imaginat’ion. And this
verY.word. ‘invent’ shows me my mistake. It would indeed be a case of
ﬁctmoqs Invention if I used my imagination to establish that I was
§ometh1ng or other; for imagining is simply contemplating the shape or
image of a corporeal thing. Yet now I know for certain both that I exist
and at the same time that all such images and, in general everythin
relatmg.to the nature of body, could be mere dreams <and’ chimeras)g
Once this point has been grasped, to say ‘I will use my imagination to get.
to know more distinctly what | am’ would seem to be as silly as saying ‘I
am now awake, and see some truth; but since my vision is not yet clear
enough, I will deliberately fall asleep so that my dreams may provide a
truer and.clearer representation.’ I thus realize that none of the things
that the imagination enables me to grasp is at all relevant to this
knowledge of myself which I possess, and that the mind must therefore
be most carefully diverted from such things! if it is to perceive its own
nature as distinctly as possible.

But what then am 12 A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that
Fioubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also
imagines and has sensory perceptions. ’

ThlS 1s a considerable list, if everything on it belongs to me. But does it?
Is it not one and the same ‘I’ who is now doubting almost everything.
who nonetheless understands some things, who affirms that this one’
thing is true, ;lenies everything else, desires to know more, is unwilling to
be decelyed, imagines many things even involuntarily, and is aware of
many t_hmgs which apparently come from the senses? Are not all these
things Just as true as the fact that I exist, even if | am asleep all the time
and even if he who created me is doing all he can to deceive me? Which oE
all' these activities is distinct from my thinking? Which of th.em can be
said to be separate from myself? The fact that it s I'who am doubting and
understanding and willing is so evident that I see no way of making it
any cleare.r. But it is also the case that the ‘I who imagines is the same 1",
For even if, as I have supposed, none of the objects of imagination are
real, the power of imagination is something which really exists and is
part of. my thinking. Lastly, it is also the same ‘I who has sensory
perceptions, or is aware of bodily things as it were through the senses.
For example, I am now seeing light, hearing a noise, feeling heat. But I
am asleep, so all this is false. Yet | certainly seem to see, to hear, and to be
warmed. This cannot be false; what is called ‘having a senso;y percep-

tion’ is strictly just this, and in this restricted sense of the term it is simply
thinking.

1 ‘... from this manner of conceiving things’ (French version).
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20 Meditations on First Philosophy

From all this I am beginning to have a rather better understanding of
what I am. But it still appears — and 1 cannot stop thinking this — that the
corporeal things of which images are formed in my thought, and which
the senses investigate, are known with much more distinctness than this
puzzling ‘I" which cannot be pictured in the imagination. And yet it is
surely surprising that I should have a more distinct grasp of things which
I realize are doubtful, unknown and foreign to me, than I have of that
which is true and known — my own self. But I see what it is: my mind
enjoys wandering off and will not yet submit to being restrained within
the bounds of truth. Very well then; just this once let us give it a
completely free rein, so that after a while, when it is time to tighten the
reins, it may more readily submit to being curbed.

Let us consider the things which people commonly think they under-
stand most distinctly of all; that is, the bodies which we touch and see. 1
do not mean bodies in general — for general perceptions are apt to be
somewhat more confused — but one particular body. Let us take, for
example, this piece of wax. It has just been taken from the honeycombs it
has not yet quite lost the taste of the honey; it retains some of the scent of
the flowers from which it was gathered; its colour, shape and size are
plain to see; it is hard, cold and can be handled without difficulty; if you
rap it with your knuckle it makes a sound. In short, it has everything
which appears necessary to enable a body to be known as distinctly as
possible. But even as I speak, I put the wax by the fire, and look: the
residual taste is eliminated, the smell goes away, the colour changes, the
shape is lost, the size increases; it becomes liquid and hot; you can hardly
touch it, and if you strike it, it no longer makes a sound. But does the
same wax remain? It must be admitted that it does; no one denies it, no
one thinks otherwise. So what was it in the wax that I understood with
such distinctness? Evidently none of the features which I arrived at by
means of the senses; for whatever came under taste, smell, sight, touch or
hearing has now altered — yet the wax remains.

Perhaps the answer lies in the thought which now comes to my mind;
namely, the wax was not after all the sweetness of the honey, or the
fragrance of the flowers, or the whiteness, or the shape, or the sound, but
was rather a body which presented itself to me in these various forms a
little while ago, but which now exhibits different ones. But what exactly
is it that I am now imagining? Let us concentrate, take away everything
which does not belong to the wax, and see what is left: merely something
extended, flexible and changeable. But what is meant here by ‘flexible’
and ‘changeable’? Is it what I picture in my imagination: that this piece of
wax is capable of changing from a round shape to a square shape, or
from a square shape to a triangular shape? Not at all; for I can grasp that
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the wax is capable of countless changes of this kind, yet I am unable to
run through this immeasurable number of changes in my imagination,
from which it follows that it is not the faculty of imagination that gives
me my grasp of the wax as flexible and changeable. And what is meant by
‘extended’? Is the extension of the wax also unknown? For it increases if
the wax melts, increases again if it boils, and is greater still'if the heat is
increased. I would not be making a correct judgement about the nature of
wax unless I believed it capable of being extended in many more different
ways than I will ever encompass in my imagination. I must therefore
admit that the nature of this piece of wax is in no way revealed by my
imagination, but is perceived by the mind alone. (I am speaking of this
particular piece of wax; the point is even clearer with regard to wax in
general.) But what is this wax which is perceived by the mind alone?! It is
of course the same wax which 1 see, which I touch, which I picture in my
imagination, in short the same wax which I thought it to be from the
start. And yet, and here is the point, the perception I have of it? is a case
not of vision or touch or imagination — nor has it ever been, despite
previous appearances — but of purely mental scrutiny; and this can be
imperfect and confused, as it was before, or clear and distinct as it is now,
depending on how carefully I concentrate on what the wax consists in.

But as I reach this conclusion I am amazed at how {weak and)> prone
to error my mind is. For although I am thinking about these matters
within myself, silently and without speaking, nonetheless the actual
words bring me up short, and I am almost tricked by ordinary ways of
talking. We say that we see the wax itself, if it is there before us, not that
we judge it to be there from its colour or shape; and this might lead me to
conclude without more ado that knowledge of the wax comes from what
the eye sees, and not from the scrutiny of the mind alone. But then if 1
look out of the window and see men crossing the square, as I just happen
to have done, I normally say that I see the men themselves, just as I say
that I see the wax. Yet do I see any more than hats and coats which could
conceal automatons? I judge that they are men. And so something which
I thought I was seeing with my eyes is in fact grasped solely by the faculty
of judgement which is in my mind.

However, one who wants to achieve knowledge above the ordinary -
level should feel ashamed at having taken ordinary ways of talking as a
basis for doubt. So let us proceed, and consider on which occasion my
perception of the nature of the wax was more perfect and evident. Was it
when I first looked at it, and believed I knew it by my external senses, or

1 ... which can be conceived only by the understanding or the mind’ (French version).
2 ... or rather the act whereby it is perceived’ (added in French version).
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22 Meditations on First Philosophy

at least by what they call the ‘common’ sense' — that is, the power of
imagination? Or is my knowledge more perfect now, after a more carefgl
investigation of the nature of the wax and of the means by which it is
known? Any doubt on this issue would clearly be foolish; for what
distinctness was there in my earlier perception? Was there anything in it
which an animal could not possess? But when I distinguish the wax from
its outward forms — take the clothes off, as it were, and consider it naked
— then although my judgement may still contain errors, at least my
perception now requires a human mind.

But what am I to say about this mind, or about myself? (So far,
remember, I am not admitting that there is anything else in me except a
mind.) What, I ask, is this ‘I’ which seems to perceive the wax so
distinctly? Surely my awareness of my own self is not merely much truer
and more certain than my awareness of the wax, but also much more
distinct and evident. For if I judge that the wax exists from the fact that I
see it, clearly this same fact entails much more evidently that I myself also
exist. It is possible that what I see is not really the wax; it is possible that 1
do not even have eyes with which to see anything. But when I see, or
think I see (I am not here distinguishing the two), it is simply not possible
that 1 who am now thinking am not something. By the same token, if 1
judge that the wax exists from the fact that I touch it, the same result
follows, namely that I exist. If I judge that it exists from the fact that I
imagine it, or for any other reason, exactly the same thing follows. And
the result that 1 have grasped in the case of the wax may be applied to
everything else located outside me. Moreover, if my perception of the
wax seemed more distinct? after it was established not just by sight or
touch but by many other considerations, it must be admitted that I now
know myself evenmore distinctly. Thisis because every consideration what-
soever which contributes to my perception of the wax, or of any other
body, cannot but establish even more effectively the nature of my own
mind. But besides this, there is so much else in the mind itself which can
serve to make my knowledge of it more distinct, that it scarcely seems
worth going through the contributions made by considering bodily
things. ‘

I see that without any effort I have now finally got back to where I
wanted. I now know that even bodies are not strictly perceived by the
senses or the faculty of imagination but by the intellect alone, and that
this perception derives not from their being touched or seen but from
their being understood; and in view of this I know plainly that I can
1 See note p. 59 below.

2 The French version has ‘more clear and distinct’ and, at the end of this sentence, ‘more
evidently, distinctly and clearly’.
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achieve an easier and more evident perception of my own mind than of
anything else. But since the habit of holding on to old opinions cannot be
set aside so quickly, I should like to stop here and meditate for some time
on this new knowledge 1 have gained, so as to fix it more deeply in my
memory.
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SIXTH MEDITATION

The existence of material things, and the

real distinction between mind and body!
It remains for me to examine whether material things exist. And at least I
now know they are capable of existing, in so far as they are the
subject-matter of pure mathematics, since I perceive them clearly and
distinctly. For there is no doubt that God is capable of creating
everything that I am capable of perceiving in this manner; and I have
never judged that something could not be made by him except on the
grounds that there would be a contradiction in my perceiving it
distinctly. The conclusion that material things exist is also suggested by
the faculty of imagination, which I am aware of using when I turn my
mind to material things. For when I give more attentive consideration to
what imagination is, it seems to be nothing else but an application of the
cognitive faculty to a body which is intimately present to it, and which
therefore exists.

To make this clear, I will first examine the difference between
imagination and pure understanding. When I imagine a triangle, for
example, I do not merely understand that it is a figure bounded by three
lines, but at the same time I also see the three lines with my mind’s eye as
if they were present before me; and this is what I call imagining, But if I
want to think of a chiliagon, although I understand that it is a figure
consisting of a thousand sides just as well as I understand the triangle to
be a three-sided figure, 1 do not in the same way imagine the thousand
sides or see them as if they were present before me. It is true that since I
am in the habit of imagining something whenever I think of a corporeal
thing, I may construct in my mind a confused representation of some
figure; but it is clear that this is not a chiliagon. For it differs in no way
from the representation I should form if I were thinking of a myriagon, or
any figure with very many sides. Moreover, such a representation is
useless for recognizing the properties which distinguish a chiliagon from
other polygons. But suppose I am dealing with a pentagon: I can of
course understand the figure of a pentagon, just as I can the figure of a

1°... between the soul and body of man’ (French version).
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chiliagon, without the help of the imagination; but I can also imagine a
pentagon, by applying my mind’s eye to its five sides and the area
contained within them. And in doing this I notice quite clearly that
imagination requires a peculiar effort of mind which is not required for
understanding; this additional effort of mind clearly shows the difference
between imagination and pure understanding.

Besides this, | consider that this power .of imagining which is in me,
differing as it does from the power of understanding, is not a necessary
constituent of my own essence, that is, of the essence of my mind. For if I
lacked it, I should undoubtedly remain the same individual as I now am;
from which it seems to follow that it depends on something distinct from
myself. And I can easily understand that, if there does exist some body to
which the mind is so joined that it can apply itself to contemplate it, as it
were, whenever it pleases, then it may possibly be this very body that
enables me to imagine corporeal things. So the difference between this
mode of thinking and pure understanding may simply be this: when the
mind understands, it in some way turns towards itself and inspects one of
the ideas which are within it; but when it imagines, it turns towards the
body and looks at something in the body which conforms to an idea
understood by the mind or perceived by the senses. I can, as I say, easily
understand that this is how imagination comes about, if the body exists;
and since there is no other equally suitable way of explaining imagination
that comes to mind, I can make a probable conjecture that the body
exists. But this is only a probability; and despite a careful and compre-
hensive investigation, I do not yet see how the distinct idea of corporeal
nature which 1 find in my imagination can provide any basis for a
necessary inference that some body exists.

But besides that corporeal nature which is the subject-matter of pure

mathematics, there is much else that I habitually imagine, such as
colours, sounds, tastes, pain and so on — though not so distinctly. Now 1
perceive these things much better by means of the senses, which is how,
with the assistance of memory, they appear to have reached the
imagination. So in order to deal with them more fully, I must pay equal
attention to the senses, and see whether the things which are perceived by
means of that mode of thinking which 1 call ‘sensory perception’ provide
me with any sure argument for the existence of corporeal things.
- To begin with, I will go back over all the things which I previously
took to be perceived by the senses, and reckoned to be true; and I will go
over my reasons for thinking this. Next, I will set out my reasons for
subsequently calling these things into doubt. And finally I will consider
what I should now believe about them.

First of all then, I perceived by my senses that I had a head, hands, feet
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52 Meditations on First Philosophy

and other limbs making up the body which I ljegarded as part oft ;’r;}t'ste}iif;
or perhaps even as my whole self. I also perc.elved l?yhmy selzgszsff that thee
body was situated among many other bodies whic c(?uh et o
various favourable or unfavourable ways; and I gauge [t, le avo rable
effects by a sensation of pleasurg, and the unfavmllra hedon::lss ati}(l, 2
sensation of pain. In addition to pain and pleasu.re, 1 also ha s:. ations
within me of hunger, thirst, and other such appetites, an4 alio o poirisclms
propensities towards cheerfulness, 'sadness, anger and similar ex?bOdies.
And outside me, besides the extension, shapes and movcrr;)ents }t: tactilé
I also had sensations of their hardness and’ heat, and of t el lot er e
qualities. In addition, I had sensations of hgh}:, f:ologrs, smeks, t;ste:arth
sounds, the variety of which enabled me to dlstmguxsh the s y,h t ?deas o’f
the seas, and all other bodies, one from another. Conmd;:.rmghtt e ithou N
all these qualities which preseqted themselves' to my t oui i, ta ne ;%1
the ideas were, strictly speaking, the only xmmedxatg 1? l1ec Sh ¢ item);
sensory awareness, it was not unreasonable for me to thlq tdgt t ¢ fems
which I was perceiving through the senses were t}nngs quite distin o from
my thought, namely bodies which ?rodl_lced the ideas. For my ;:lxltal lenee
was that these ideas came to me quite Wlthout my consent, SO tha coule
not have sensory awareness of any object, even if 1 we'mt}c;d to, un CS(S)rl
was present to my sense Organs; and 1 cquld not 'avcnd aving ;e;ls th}é
awareness of it when it was present. And since thc? 1dea§ perceive r}; the
senses were much more lively and vivid and even, in their ow}r: wazfl.,t o
distinct than any of those which 1 deliberately fgrmed thrqug me':b; ati] agt
or which I found impressed on my memory, it seemed impossible that
they should have come from wi.th‘m me; so the only altern:;tlve v;/;is that
they came from other things. Since the sole source .of rnyh not\;s;3 tﬁm :
these things was the ideas themselves, the supposition t lat mberfd
resembled the ideas was bound to occur to me. In addition, I reme e
that the use of my senses had come ﬁrsF, while the use of my reaslon ifilvid
only later; and I saw that the ideas which I formed myself w}fre t:ssst Vi
than those which I perceived with t.he senses aqd were, for tl le mo i;r)l ceé
made up of elements of sensory 1de§s. In this way I ejg y conviouSl
myself that I had nothing at all in the m.tellect which I ha' not prelv 11931
26 had in sensation.! As for the body which by some special n;giht ceahad
‘mine’, my belief that this body, more than any other, bglongc; t?l {:11 -had
some justification. For could never_be separated .fron{ it, asd co rom
other bodies; and 1 felt all my appetites and' emotions in, aml on lz:fc nt
of, this body; and finally, 1 was aware of_ pain and pleas:urab e tl}f u}lf)su "
parts of this body, but not in other bodies extegnal to it. But why s o
that curious sensation of pain give rise to a particular distress of mind; or
1 See note 3, p. 186 below.

Sixth Meditation 53
why should a certain kind of delight follow on a tickling sensation?
Again, why should that curious tugging in the stomach which I call
hunger tell me that I should eat, or a dryness of the throat tell me to
drink, and so on? I was not able to give any explanation of all this, except
that nature taught me so. For there is absolutely no connection (at least
that I can understand) between the tugging sensation and the decision to
take food, or between the sensation of something causing pain and the
mental apprehension of distress that arises from that sensation. These
and other judgements that I made concerning sensory objects, 1 was
apparently taught to make by nature; for I had already made up my mind
that this was how things were, before working out any arguments to
prove it.

Later on, however, I had many experiences which gradually under-
mined all the faith I had had in the senses. Sometimes towers which had
looked round from a distance appeared square from close up; and
enormous statues standing on their pediments did not seem large when
observed from the ground. In these and countless other such cases, I
found that the judgements of the external senses were mistaken. And this
applied not just to the external senses but to the internal senses as well.
For what can be more internal than pain? And yet I had heard that those
who had had a leg or an arm amputated sometimes still seemed to feel
pain intermittently in the missing part of the body. So even in my own
case it was apparently not quite certain that a particular limb was
hurting, even if I felt pain in it. To these reasons for doubting, I recently
added two very general ones.! The first was that every sensory experience
I'have ever thought I was having while awake I can also think of myself as
sometimes having while asleep; and since I do not believe that what I
seem to perceive in sleep comes from things located outside me, I did not
see why I should be any more inclined to believe this of what I think I
perceive while awake. The second reason for doubt was that since [ did
not know the author of my being (or at least was pretending not to), I
saw nothing to rule out the possibility that my natural constitution made
me prone to error even in matters which seemed to me most true. As for
the reasons for my previous confident belief in the truth of the things
perceived by the senses, I had no trouble in refuting them. For since 1
apparently had natural impulses towards many things which reason told
me to avoid, I reckoned that a great deal of confidence should not be
placed in what I was taught by nature. And despite the fact that the

perceptions of the senses were not dependent on my will, I did not think
that I should on that account infer that they proceeded from things

1 Cf. Med. 1, above pp. 13-15.
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distinct from myself, since I might perhaps have a faculty not yet known
to me which produced them.!

But now, when I am beginning to achieve a better knowledge of myself
and the author of my being, although I do not think I should heedlessly
accept everything 1 seem to have acquired from the senses, neither do 1
think that everything should be called into doubt.

First, I know that everything which I clearly and distinctly understand
is capable of being created by God so as to correspond exactly with my
understanding of it. Hence the fact that I can clearly and distinctly
understand one thing apart from another is enough to make me certain
that the two things are distinct, since they are capable of being separated,
at least by God. The question of what kind of power is required to bring
about such a separation does not affect the judgement that the two things
are distinct. Thus, simply by knowing that [ exist and seeing at the same
time that absolutely nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except
that I am a thinking thing, I can infer correctly that my essence consists
solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing. It is true that I may have (or,
to anticipate, that I certainly have) a body that is very closely joined to
me. But nevertheless, on the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of
myself, in so far as I am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; and on
the other hand I have a distinct idea of body,? in so far as this is simply
an extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that I} am
really distinct from my body, and can exist without it.

Besides this, I find in myself faculties for certain special modes of
thinking,* namely imagination and sensory perception. Now I can clearly
and distinctly understand myself as a whole without these faculties; but I
cannot, conversely, understand these faculties without me, that is,

" without an intellectual substance to inhere in. This is because there is an

intellectual act included in their essential definition; and hence I perceive
that the distinction between them and myself corresponds to the distinc-
tion between the modes of a thing and the thing itself.> Of course I also
recognize that there are other faculties (like those of changing position, of
taking on various shapes, and so on) which, like sensory perception and
imagination, cannot be understood apart from some substance for them

1 Cf. Med. m, above p. 27.

2 The Latin term corpus as used here by Descartes is ambiguous as between ‘body’ (i.e.
corporeal matter in general) and ‘the body’ (i.e. this particular body of mine). The French
version preserves the ambiguity.

3 ‘... that is, my soul, by which I am what I am’ (added in French version).

4 ‘... certain modes of thinking which are quite special and distinct from me’ (French
version).

5 ‘... between the shapes, movements and other modes or accidents of a body and the

. body which supports them’ (French version).
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to inhere in, and hence cannot exist without it. But it is clear thar h
other faculties, if they exist, must be in a corporeal or extended substtarfz:
fand not an intellectual one; for the clear and distinct conception of th
includes extgnsion, but does not include any intellectual act whatsoevirrn
Now there is in me a passive faculty of sensory perception, that is :;
faculty for receiving and recognizing the ideas of sensible ob}ects- bu,t I
counld not make use of it unless there was also an active faculty eit’her in
me or in something else, which produced or brought about th’ese ideas
But this faculty cannot be in me, since clearly it presupposes n(;
mFellectual act on my part,! and the ideas in question are produced
thhout. my cooperation and often even against my will. So the onl
alternative is that it is in another substance distinct from me — Z
sul).stance. which contains either formally or eminently all the realit
yvhlch exists objectively? in the ideas produced by this faculty (as I hav)e,
just noted). This substance is either a body, that is, a corporeal nature. in
which case it will contain formally <and in fact> everything which is, to
be found objectively <or representatively in the ideas; or else it is God
Or some creature more noble than a body, in which case it will contain,
emln'ently. \yhatever is to be found in the ideas. But since God is not a
dfecelver, 1t 15 quite clear that he does not transmit the ideas to me either
dnrhectl.y from himself, or indirectly, via some creature which contains the
Ob]CCFlVC reality of the ideas not formally but only eminently, For God
has given me no faculty at all for recognizing any such source for these
ideas; on the contrary, he has given me a great propensity to believe that
they are produced by corporeal things. So I do not see how God could be
unders.tood to be anything but a deceiver if the ideas were transmitted
fr(?m a source other than corporeal things. It follows that corporeal
th'mgs exist. They may not all exist in a way that exactly corresponds
ywth my sensory grasp of them, for in many cases the grasp of the senses
is very obscure and confused. But at least they possess all the properties
YVthh I clearly and distinctly understand, that is, all those which, viewed
in general terms, are comprised within the subject-matter ,of
mathematics. P
What of the other aspects of corporeal things which are either

particular (for example that the sun is of such and such a size or shape)
or le§s clearly understood, such as light or sound or pain, and so on;
Despite the high degree of doubt and uncertainty involved here, the ver}'l
fac?t that God is not a deceiver, and the consequent impossibility of there
being any falsity in my opinions which cannot be corrected by some other
T “... cannot be in me in so far as | am merely a thinking thing, since it does not

gresuppose any thought on my part’ (French version).
2 For the terms ‘formally’, ‘eminently’ and ‘objectively’, see notes, p. 28 above.
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faculty supplied by God, offers me a sure hope that I can attain the truth
even in these matters. Indeed, there is no doubt that everything that 1 am
taught by nature contains some truth. For if nature is considered in its
general aspect, then 1 understand by the term nothing other than God
himself, or the ordered system of created things established by God. And
by my own nature in particular I understand nothing other than the
totality of things bestowed on me by God.

There is nothing that my own nature teaches me more vividly than that

I have a body, and that when 1 feel pain there is something wrong with
the body, and that when 1 am hungry or thirsty the body needs food and
drink, and so on. So 1 should not doubt that there is some truth in this.

Nature also teaches me, by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and

s0 on, that I am not merely present in my body as a sailor is present ina
ship,! but that I am very closely joined and, as it were, intermingled with
it, so that I and the body form a unit. If this were not s0, I, who am
nothing but a thinking thing, would not feel pain when the body was
hurt, but would perceive the damage purely by the intellect, just as a
sailor perceives by sight if anything in his ship is broken. Similarly, when
the body needed food or drink, should have an explicit understanding
of the fact, instead of having confused sensations of hunger and thirst.
For these sensations of hunger, thirst, pain and so on are nothing but
confused modes of thinking which arise from the union and, as it were,
intermingling of the mind with the body.

I am also taught by nature that various other bodies exist in the vicinity
of my body, and that some of these are to be sought out and others
avoided. And from the fact that I perceive by my senses a great variety of
colours, sounds, smells and tastes, as well as differences in heat, hardness
and the like, I am correct in inferring that the bodies which are the source
of these various sensory perceptions possess differences corresponding to
them, though perhaps not resembling them. Also, the fact that some of the
perceptions are agreeable to me while others are disagreeable makes it
quite certain that my body, or rather my whole self, in so far aslama
combination of body and mind, can be affected by the various beneficial
or harmful bodies which surround it.

There are, however, many other things which 1 may appear to have
been taught by nature, but which in reality I acquired not from nature
but from a habit of making ill-considered judgements; and it is therefore
quite possible that these are false. Cases in point are the belief that any
space in which nothing is occurring to stimulate my senses must be
empty; or that the heatina body is something exactly resembling the idea
of heat which is in me; or that when a body is white or green, the

1 “..as a pilot in his ship’ (French version).
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selfsame. whiteness or greenness which I perceive through my senses i
present in the body; or that in a body which is bitter or sweet there ?esthls
selfsame taste which I experience, and so on; or, finally, that star i 3
towers and other distant bodies have the same size and sh’ape whichs t;n
present to my senses, and other examples of this kind. But to make su?é
that my perceptions in this matter are sufficiently distinct, I must more
accurat.ely define exactly what 1 mean when I say that, I am taugh
somethmg by nature. In this context [ am taking nature to be somethi ,
more limited than the totality of things bestowed on me by God. For tll:'g
mclude§ many things that belong to the mind alone — for exa.m le mls
perception that what is done cannot be undone, and all other thinI;s tha};
are known by the natural light;! but at this stage | am not speaking of
these matters. It also includes much that relates to the body alone glike
the tepdency to move in a downward direction, and so on; but 1 arr,l not
speaking of these matters either. My sole concern here is V\;ith what God
has b?stovyed on me as a combination of mind and body. My nature
ther}, in this ;imited sense, does indeed teach me to avoid wixat induces z;
feeling c_)f pain and to seek out what induces feelings of pleasure, and so
on. But it does not appear to teach us to draw any conclusions from these
sensory perceptions about things located outside us without waiting until
the mtgllect has examined? the matter. For knowledge of the truth about
su.ch things seems to belong to the mind alone, not to the combination of
mind and body. Hence, although a star has no greater effect on my eye
thap Fhe ﬂarge of a small light, that does not mean that there is any real zr
positive inclination in me to believe that the star is no bigger than the
lxght; [ have simply made this judgement from childhood onwards
without any rational basis. Similarly, although I feel heat when I go near
a fire and feel pain when I go too near, there is no convincing argument
for supposing that there is something in the fire which resembles the heat
any more thgn for supposing that there is something which resembles thé
pain. Ther'e is simply reason to suppose that there is something in the fire
wha}tever it may eventually turn out to be, which produces in us thé
f(?elmgs of heat or pain. And likewise, even though there is nothing in an
given space that stimulates the senses, it does not follow that there is nz
body there.. In these cases and many others I see that I have been in the
habit of mlsusipg the order of nature. For the proper purpose of the
sensory perceptions given me by nature is simply to inform the mind of
what is beneficial or harmful for the composite of which the mind is a
part; and to this extent they are sufficiently clear and distinct. But I
misuse them by treating them as reliable touchstones for immediate

I : .. without any help from the body’ (added in French version).
2 ‘... carefully and maturely examined’ (French version).
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judgements about the essential nature of the bodies located outside us;
yet this is an area where they provide only very obscure information.

I have already looked in sufficient detail at how, notwithstanding the
goodness of God, it may happen that my judgements are false. But a
further problem now comes to mind regarding those very things which
nature presents to me as objects which I should seek out or avoid, and
also regarding the internal sensations, where 1 seem to have detected
errors! — e.g. when someone is tricked by the pleasant taste of some food
into eating the poison concealed inside it. Yet in this case, what the man’s
nature urges him to go for is simply what is responsible for the pleasant
taste, and not the poison, which his nature knows nothing about. The
only inference that can be drawn from this is that his nature is not
omniscient. And this is not surprising, since man is a limited thing, and so
it is only fitting that his perfection should be limited.

And yet it is not unusual for us to go wrong even in cases where nature
does urge us towards something. Those who are ill, for example, may
desire food or drink that will shortly afterwards turn out to be bad for
them. Perhaps it may be said that they go wrong because their nature is
disordered, but this does not remove the difficulty. A sick man is no less
one of God’s creatures than a healthy one, and it seems no less a
contradiction to suppose that he has received from God a nature which
deceives him. Yet a clock constructed with wheels and weights observes
all the laws of its nature just as closely when it is badly made and tells the
wrong time as when it completely fulfils the wishes of the clockmaker. In
the same way, I might consider the body of a man as a kind of machine
equipped with and made up of bones, nerves, muscles, veins, blood and
skin in such a way that, even if there were no mind in it, it would still
perform all the same movements as it now does in those cases where
movement is not under the control of the will or, consequently, of the
mind.? I can easily see that if such a body suffers from dropsy, for
example, and is affected by the dryness of the throat which normally
produces in the mind the sensation of thirst, the resulting condition of the
nerves and other parts will dispose the body to take a drink, with the
result that the disease will be aggravated. Yet this is just as natural as the

body’s being stimulated by a similar dryness of the throat to take a drink
when there is no such illness and the drink is beneficial. Admittedly,
when I consider the purpose of the clock, I may say that it is departing
from its nature when it does not tell the right time; and similarly when I
consider the mechanism of the human body, I may think that, in relation
to the movements which normally occur in it, it too is deviating from its
nature if the throat is dry at a time when drinking is not beneficial to its

1 ‘... and thus seem to have been directly deceived by my nature’ (added in French

version).
2 “... but occurs merely as a result of the disposition of the organs’ (French version).
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continued health. But I am well aware that ‘nature’ as I have just used it
bas a very different significance from ‘nature’ in the other sense. As | havle
just used it, ‘nature’ is simply a label which depends on my th(;ught' iti
quite extraneous to the things to which it is applied, and depends si;n IS
on my comparison between the idea of a sick man and a badly-mfdz
clock, and the idea of a healthy man and a well-made clock. But b
‘nature’ in the other sense I understand something which is reaily to bz
found in the things themselves; in this sense therefore, the term i
something of the truth. ’ ’ contains

When we say, then, with respect to the body suffering from dropsy
that it has a disordered nature because it has 2 dry throat and yet does,
not need drink, the term ‘nature’ is here used merely as an extraneous
label. However, with respect to the composite, that is, the mind united
with this body, what is involved is not a mere label, but a true error of
nature, namely that it is thirsty at a time when drink is going to cause it
harm. It thus remains to inquire how it is that the goodness of God does
not prevent nature, in this sense, from deceiving us.

'The first observation I make at this point is that there is a great
difference between the mind and the body, inasmuch as the body is by its
very nature always divisible, while the mind is utterly indivisible. For
wl.len I consider the mind, or myself in so far as I am merely a thir;king
thing, I am unable to distinguish any parts within myself; 1 understand
myself to be something quite single and complete. Although the whole
mind seems to be united to the whole body, I recognize that if a foot or
arm or any other part of the body is cut off, nothing has thereby been
Faken away from the mind. As for the faculties of willing, of understand-
ing, of sensory perception and so on, these cannot be termed parts of the
mind, since it is one and the same mind that wills, and understands and
hgs sensory perceptions. By contrast, there is no corporeal or extended
thing that I can think of which in my thought I cannot easily divide into
parts; and this very fact makes me understand that it is divisible. This one
argument would be enough to show me that the mind is completely
different from the body, even if I did not already know as much from
other considerations.

My next observation is that the mind is not immediately affected by all
parts of the body, but only by the brain, or perhaps just by one small part
of the brain, namely the part which is said to contain the ‘common’
sense.! Every time this part of the brain is in a given state, it presents the

1 Thg supposed faculty which integrates the data from the five specialized senses (the
not;:?n goes bapk ultxmagely to Aristotle). “The seat of the common sense must be very
Lno ;lle, to receive all the impressions coming from the senses, but must be moveable only

y the spitits which transmit these impressions. Only the conarion [pineal gland] fits
these conditions’ (letter to Mersenne, 21 April 1641). &
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same signals to the mind, even though the other parts of the body may be
in a different condition at the time. This is established by countless
observations, which there is no need to review here.

1 observe, in addition, that the nature of the body is such that whenever
any part of it is moved by another part which is some distance away, it
can always be moved in the same fashion by any of the parts which lie in
between, even if the more distant part does nothing. For example, in a
cord ABCD, if one end D is pulled so that the other end A moves, the
exact same movement could have been brought about if one of the
intermediate points B or C had been pulled, and D had not moved at all.
In similar fashion, when I feel a pain in my foot, physiology tells me that
this happens by means of nerves distributed throughout the foot, and
that these nerves are like cords which go from the foot right up to the
brain. When the nerves are pulled in the foot, they in turn pull on inner
parts of the brain to which they are attached, and produce a certain
motion in them; and nature has laid it down that this motion should
produce in the mind a sensation of pain, as occurring in the foot. But
since these nerves, in passing from the foot to the brain, must pass
through the calf, the thigh, the lumbar region, the back and the neck, it
can happen that, even if it is not the part in the foot but one of the
intermediate parts which is being pulled, the same motion will occur in
the brain as occurs when the foot is hurt, and so it will necessarily come
about that the mind feels the same sensation of pain. And we must
suppose the same thing happens with regard to any other sensation.

My final observation is that any given movement occurring in the part
of the brain that immediately affects the mind produces just one
corresponding sensation; and hence the best system that could be devised
is that it should produce the one sensation which, of all possible
sensations, is most especially and most frequently conducive to the
preservation of the healthy man. And experience shows that the sensa-
tions which nature has given us are all of this kind; and so there 1s
absolutely nothing to be found in them that does not bear witness to the
power and goodness of God. For example, when the nerves in the foot
are set in motion in a violent and unusual manner, this motion, by way of
the spinal cord, reaches the inner parts of the brain, and there gives the

mind its signal for having a certain sensation, namely the sensation of 2
pain as occurring in the foot. This stimulates the mind to do its best to get
rid of the cause of the pain, which it takes to be harmful to the foot. It is
true that God could have made the nature of man such that this
particular motion in the brain indicated something else to the mind; it
might, for example, have made the mind aware of the actual motion
occurring in the brain, or in the foot, or in any of the intermediate
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regions; or it might have indicated something else entirely. But there i
nothmg else which would have been so conducive to the continuelci
well-be;ng of the body. In the same way, when we need drink, there arises
a certain 4wness in the throat; this sets in motion the n;rves of the
throat, whlch in turn move the inner parts of the brain. This motion
produces in the mind a sensation of thirst, because the most useful thin
for us to know about the whole business is that we need drink in orde tg
stay healthy. And so it is in the other cases. o
It is quite clear from all this that, notwithstanding the immense
goodness of God, the nature of man as a combination of mind and bod
is such that it is bound to mislead him from time to time. For there ma;
be some occurrence, not in the foot but in one of the other areas through
Whlch the nerves travel in their route from the foot to the brain, or evgn
in the brain itself; and if this cause produces the same motion ,which is
generally produced by injury to the foot, then pain will be felt as if it were
in the fpot. This deception of the senses is natural, because a given
motion in Fhfe brain must always produce the same sensation in the mind;
and the' origin of the motion in question is much more often going to b;
something which is hurting the foot, rather than something existin
elsewl}ere. So it is reasonable that this motion should always indicate tg
the mlnd a pain in the foot rather than in any other part of the bod
Again, dryness of the throat may sometimes arise not, as it normal{.
does, from the- fact that a drink is necessary to the health ,of the body bu);
from some quite opposite cause, as happens in the case of the man ;vith
dropsy. Yet it is much better that it should mislead on this occasion than

that it should always mislead when the body is i d
same goes for the other cases. yisin good health. And the

. his consideration is the greatest help to me, not only for noticjggpall
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