DesARTES

FIRST MEDITATION
What can be called in Question

Some years ago now I observed the multitude of errors
that I had accepted as true in my earliest years, and the
dubiousness of the whole superstructure I had since then
reared on them; and the consequent need of making a clean
sweep for once in my life, and beginning again from the very
foundations, if I would establish some secure and lasting
result in science. But the task appeared enormous, and
I put it off till I should reach such a mature age that no
increased aptitude for learning anything was likely to
follow. Thus I delayed so long that now it would be
blameworthy to spend in deliberation what time I have
left for action. Today is my chance; I have banished all
care from my mind, I have secured myself peace, I have
retired by myself; at length I shall be at leisure to make a
clean sweep, in all seriousness and with full freedom, of
all my opinions.

To this end I shall not have to show they are all false,
which very likely I could never manage; but reason
already convinces me that I must withhold assent no less
carefully from what is not plainly certain and indubitable
than from what is obviously false; so the discovery of some
reason for doubt as regards each opinion will justify
the rejection of all. This will not mean going over each
of them—an unending task; when the foundation is
undermined, the superstructure will collapse of itself;
so I will proceed at. once to attack the very principles on
which all my former beliefs rested.

What I have so far accepted as true par excellence, 1 have
got either from the senses or by means of the senses. Now I
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have sometimes caught the senses deceiving me; and a wise
man never entirely trusts those who have once cheated him.

‘But although the senses may sometimes deceive us
about some minute or remote objects, yet there are many
other facts as to which doubt is plainly impossible, although
these are gathered from the same source: e.g. that I am
here, sitting by the fire, wearing a winter cloak, holding
this paper in my hands, and so on. Again, these hands,
and my whole body—how can their existence be denied ?
Unless indeed I likened myself to some lunatics, whose
brains are so upset by persistent melancholy vapours that
they firmly assert they are kings, when really they are
miserably poor; or that they are clad in purple, when
really they are naked; or that they have a head of pottery,
or are pumpkins, or are made of glass; but then they are
madmen, and I should appear no less mad if I took them as
a precedent for my own case.’

A fine argument ! As though I were not a man who
habitually sleeps at night and has the same impressions
(or even wilder ones) in sleep as these men do when awake !
How often, in the still of the night, I have the familiar
conviction that I am here, wearing a cloak, sitting by the
fireemwhen really I am undressed and lying in bed !
‘ But now at any rate I am looking at this paper with wide-
awake eyes; the head I am now shaking is not asleep;
I put out this hand deliberately and consciously; nothing
so distinct would happen to one asleep.” As if I did not
recall having been deceived before by just such thoughts
in sleep! When I think more carefully about this, I see
so plainly that sleep and waking can never be distinguished
by any certain signs, that I am bewildered; and thlS itself
confirms the idea of my being asleep.

‘ Well, suppose I am dreaming, and these particulars,
that I open my eyes, shake my head, put out my hand, are
incorrect, suppose even that I have no such hand, no
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such body; at any rate it has to be admitted that the things
that appear in sleep are like painted representations,
which cannot have been formed except in the likeness of
real objects. So at least these general kinds of things,
eyes, head, hands, body, must be not imaginary but real
objects. Painters themselves, even when they are striving
to create sirens and satyrs with the most extraordinary
forms, cannot give them wholly new natures, but only mix
up the limbs of different animals; or even if they did
devise something so novel that nothing at all like it had
ever been seen, something wholly fictitious and unreal,
at least they must use real colours in its make-up. Similarly,
even if these general kinds of things, eyes, head, hands and
so on, could be imaginary, at least it must be admitted
that some simple and inore universal kinds of things
are real, and are as it were the real colours out of which
there are formed in our consciousness (cogitatione) all our
pictures of real and unreal thmgs To this class there seem
to belong: corporeal nature in general, and its extension;
the shape of extended objects; quantity, or the size and
number of these objects; place for them to exist in, and
time for them to endure through; and so on.

“ At this rate we might be justified in concluding that
whereas physics, astronomy, medicine, and all other
sciences depending on the consideration of composite
objects, are doubtful ; yet arithmetic, geometry, and so on,
which treat only of the simplest and most general subject-
matter, and are indifferent whether it exists in nature or
not, have an element of indubitable certainty. Whether
I am awake or asleep, two and three add up to five, and
a square has only four sides; and it seems impossible for
such obvious truths to fall under a suspicion of being false.’

But there has been implanted in my mind the old opinion
that there is a God who can do everything, and who made
me such as I am. How do I know he has not brought it
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about that, while in fact there is no earth, no sky, no
extended objects, no shape, no size, no place, yet all these
things should appear to exist as they do now? More-
over, I judge that other men sometimes go wrong over what
they think they know perfectly well; may not God likewise
make me go wrong, whenever I add two and three, or
count the sides of a square, or do any simpler thing that
might be imagined ? ¢ But perhaps it was not God’s will
to deceive me so; he is after all called supremely good.’
But if it goes against his goodness to have so created me that
I am always deceived, it seems no less foreign to it to allow
me to be deceived sometimes; and this result cannot be
asserted.

Perhaps some people would deny that there is a God.

powerful enough to do this, rather than believe everything
else is uncertain. Let us not quarrel with them, and allow
that all I have said about God is a fiction. But whether
they ascribe my attaining my present condition to fate, or to
chance, or to a continuous series of events, or to any other
cause, delusion and error certainly seem to be imperfections,
and so this ascription of less power to the source of my being
will mean that I am more likely to be so imperfect that I
always go wrong. I have no answer to these arguments; I
am obliged in the end to admit that none of my former ideas
are beyond legitimate doubt; and this, not from inconsider-
ationorfrivolity, but forstrongand well-thought-out reasons.
So I must carefully withhold assent from them just as if
they were plainly false, if I want to find any certainty.

But it is not enough to have observed this; I must take
care to bear it in mind. My ordinary opinions keep on
coming back; and they take possession of my belief, on
which they have a lien by long use and the right of custom,
even against my will. I shall never get out of the habit
of assenting to and trusting them, so long as I have a view
of them answering to their real nature; namely, that
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they are doubtful in a way, as has been shown, put are yet
highly probable, and far more reasonably believed than
denied. So I think it will be well to turn my will in the
opposite direction; deceive myself, and pretend 'they are
wholly false and imaginary; until in the end the influence
of prejudice on either side is counterbalanced, and no
bad habit can any longer deflect my judgment from a true
perception of facts. For I am sure no danger or r.mstake
can happen in the process, and I cannot be indulging my
scepticism more than I ought; because T am now engaged,
not in action, but only in thought.

T will suppose, then, not that there is a :supremgly g?gd
God, the source of truth; but that there is an evil spirit,
who is supremely powerful and intelligent, and.docs his
utmost to deceive me. I will suppose that sky, air, earth,
colours, shapes, sounds and all external objects are mere
delusive dreams, by means of which he lays snares for
my credulity. I will consider myself as havi_ng no hfa.nds,
no eyes, no flesh, no blood, no senses, but just havmg_a
false belief that I have all these things. I will remain
firmly fixed in this meditation, and resolutely take care
that, so far as in me lies, even if it is not in my power to
know some truth, I may not assent to falsehood nor let
myself be imposed upon by that deceiver, however
powerful and intelligent he may be.! .But th_15 plan is
irksome, and sloth brings me back to ordinary life. Iam
like a prisoner who happens to enjoy an imaginary freedom
during sleep, and then begins to suspect he is aslc:ep;. he
is afraid to wake up, and connives at the agreeable illusion.
So I willingly slip back into my old opinions, and dread
waking up, in case peaceful rest should be followed by 'thc
toil of waking life, and I should henceforth have to live,
not in the light, but amid the inextricable darkness of the
problems I raised just now.

' [Cp. Princ., 1. xxxix; telow, pp 188-9, §;.—Tr.]
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SECOND MEDITATION
The Nature of the Human Mind : it is better known than the Body

Yesterday’s meditation plunged me into doubts of such
gravity that I cannot forget them, and yet do not see how to
resolve them. I am bewildered, as though I had suddenly
fallen into a deep sea, and could neither plant my foot on
the bottom nor swim up to the top. But I will make an
effort, and try once more the same path as I entered upon
yesterday; I will reject, that is, whatever admits of the
least doubt, just as if I had found it was wholly false;
and I will go on until I know something for certain—
if it is only this, that there is nothing certain. Archimedes
asked only for one fixed and immovable point so as to
move the whole earth from its place; so I may have great
hopes if I find even the least thing that is unshakably
certain.

I suppose, therefore, that whatever things I see are
illusions; I believe that none of the things my lying
memory represents to have happened really did so; I have
no senses; body, shape, extension, motion, place are
chimeras. What then is true? Perhaps only this one
thing, that nothing is certain.

How do I know, however, that there is not something dif-
ferent from all the things I have mentioned, as to which there
is not the least occasion of doubt ?—TIs there a God (or what-
ever I call him) who gives me these very thoughts? Butwhy,
on the other hand, should I think so? Perhaps I myself
may be the author of them.—Well, am I, at any rate,
something ?—* But I have already said I have no senses
and no body—’ At this point I stick; what follows from
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this? Am I so bound to a body and its senses that without
them I cannot exist >—° But I have convinced myfelf that
nothing in the world exists—no sky, no earth, no mmds,. no
bodies; so am not I likewise non-existent ?? But. 1f I
did convince myself of anything, I must have existed.
¢ But there is some deceiver, supremely powerful, supremely
intelligent, who purposely always deceives me.’ If .he
deceives me, then again I undoubtedly exist; Iet. hlrp
deceive me as much as he may, he will never bring it
about that, at the time of thinking (quamdiu cogitabo) that
I am something, I am in fact nothing. Thus I have now
weighed all considerations enough and more than enough,;
and must at length conclude that this proposition ¢ I am’,
¢ I exist °, whenever I utter it or conceive it in my mind, is

necessarily true. )
Toa T A s vemt asfBalantler samdavetand what ic thic ¢ T 4



