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Meditations on First Philosophy 

Translator's preface 

Descartes' most celebrated philosophical work was written in Latin 
during the period 1638-40, when the philosopher was living, for the 
most part, at Santpoort. This 'corner of north Holland', he wrote to 
Mersenne on 17 May 1638, was much more suitable for his work than 
the 'air of Paris' with its 'vast number of inevitable distractions' . The 
work was completed by April 1640, and was first published in Paris in 
1641 by Michel Soly under the title Meditationes de Prima Philosophiae 
(Meditations on First Philosophy); the subride adds 'in which are 
demonstrated the existence of God and the immortality of the soul', [n 
earlier correspondence Descartes had refeered to his work as the 
Metaphysics, hut he eventually decided that ' the most suitable title is 
Meditations on First Philosophy, because the discussion is not confined 
to God and the soul but trears in general of all the first things to be
discovered by philosophizing' (letter to Merseone, II November 1640). 

Descartes was not enrirely satisfied with Soly as a publisher, and he 
arranged for a second edition of the Meditations to be brought out in 
Holland, by the house of Elzevir of Amsterdam. This second edition 
appeared in 1642., with a new and more appropriate subtitle, viz. <in 
which are demonstrated the existence of God and the distinction between 
the. human soul and the body'. The second edition contains a number of 
minor corrections to the text' (though in practice the sense is seldom 
affected), and except where indicated it is this edition that is followed in 
the present translation. 

A French translation of the Meditations by Louis-Charles d' Albert, 
Due de Luynes (162.00-90 ) appeared in 1647. This is a tolerably accurate 
version which was published with Descartes' approval; Adrien BailIet, in 
his biography of Descartes, goes so far as to claim that the phHosopher 
took advantage of the French edition to 'retouch his original work'.2 In 
fact, however, the French v,gsion generally stays fairly close to the Latin. 

1 But the strictures in AT against [he first edition are not always well founded; for a full 
discussion see F. Alqui~ (ed.), Oeuvres philosophiques de DesClITtes (Paris : Gamier, 
1963-7)), vol. II, pp. 377if. Set also General Introduction, above p. ix. 

1. A. Baillet. Vie de Monsieur Des·ulrtes (J691 ), vol. II, p. 171.. 
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Meditations on First Philosophy 

There are a number of places where phrases in the original are para
phrased or expanded somewhat, but it is impossible to say which of these 
modifications, if any. were directly initiated by Descartes (some are 
certainly too clumsy to be his work). There is thus no good case for 
giving the French version greater authority than the original Latin text, 
which we know that Descartes himself composed; and the present 
translation therefore always provides, in the first instance, a direct 
rendering of the original Latin. But where expansions or modifications to 
be found in the French version offer useful glosses on, or additions to, the 
original. these are also translated, but always in diamond brackets, or in 
footnotes, to avoid confusion. I For details of the Objections and Replies, 
which were published together with the Meditations in the 164 I and 
I642 editions, see below, p. 63. 

J.e. 

I For d~tail~d comparison between thr Frrnch and Latin vrrsions ~ G. Rodis uwis (~d. ) . 
Descarus, Miditations; rexte lAtin et trc.dwction du Dwc de LWY"es (Paris.: Vrin. 1946). 



{Dedicatory letter to the SorbonneJ AT VII 

To those most learned and distinguished men, the Dean and Doctors of I 

the sacred Faculty of Theology at Paris, from Rene Descartes. 

I have a very good reason for offering this book to you, and I am 
confident that you will have an equally good reason for giving it your 
protection once you understand the principle behind my undertaking; so 
much so, that my best way of commending it to you will be to tell you 
briefly of the goal which I shall be aiming at in the book. 

I have always thought that two topics - namely God and the soul- are 
prime examples of subjects where demonstrative proofs ought to be given 
with the aid of philosophy rather than theology. For us who are believers, 
it is enough to accept on faith that the human soul does not die with the 2 

body, and that God exists; but in the case of unbelievers, it seems that 
there is no religion, and practically no moral virtue, that they can be 
persuaded to adopt until these twO truths are proved [0 them by natural 
reason. And since in this life the rewards offered to vice are often greater. 
than the rewards of virtue, few people would prefer what is right to what 
is expedient if they did not fear God or have the expectation of an 
after~life. It is of course quite true that we must believe in the existence of 
God because it is a doctrine of Holy Scripture, and conversely, that we 
must believe Holy Scripture because it comes from God; for since faith is 
the gift of God, he who gives us grace to believe other things can also give 
us .grace to believe that he exists. But this argument cannO[ be put to 
unbelievers because they would judge it to be circular. Moreover, I have 
noticed both that you and all other theologians assert that the existence 
of God is capable of proof by natural reason, and also that the inference 
from Holy Scripture is that the knowledge of God is easier to acquire than 
the knowledge we have of manY-created things - so easy, indeed, that 
those who do not acquire it are at fault. This is clear from a passage in the 
Book of Wisdom, Chapter [3: 'Howbeit they are not to be excused; for if 
their knowledge was so great that they could value this world, why did 
they not rather find out the Lord thereof?' And in Romans, Chapter I it is 
said that they are 'without excuse'. And in the same place, in the passage 
'that which is known of God is manifest in them', we seem to be told that 
everything that may be known of God can be demonstrated by reasoning 
which has no other source but our own mind. Hence J thought it ~as 

3 



4 Meditations on First Philosophy 

quite proper for me to inquire how this may he, and how God may be 
more easily and more certainly known than the things of this world. 

3 As regards the soul, many people have considered that it is not easy to 
discover its nature, and some have even had the audacity to assert that, as 
far as human reasoning goes, there are persuasive grounds for holding 
that the soul dies along with the body and that the opposite view is based 
on faith alone. But in its eighth session the Lateran Council held under 
Leo X condemned those who take this position, I and expressly enjoined 
Christian philosophers to refute their arguments and use all their powers 
to establish the truth; so I have not hesitated to attempt this task as well. 

In addition, 1 know that the only reason why many irreligious people 
are unwilling to believe that God exists and that the human mind is 
distinct from the body is the alleged fact that no one has hitherto been 
able to demonstrate these points. Now I completely disagree with this: 1 
think that when properly understood almost all the arguments that have 
been put forward on these issues by the great men have the fo rce of 
demonstrations, and I am convinced that it is scarcely possible to provide 
any arguments which have not already been produced by someone else. 
Nevertheless, I think there can be no more useful service to be rendered in 
philosophy than to conduct a careful search, once and for all, for the best 
of these arguments, and to set them out so precisely and clearly as to 

produce for the future a general agreement that they amount to 
demonstrative proofs. And finally, I was strongly pressed to undertake 
this task by several people who knew that I had developed a method for 
resolving certain difficulties in the sciences - not a new method (for 
nothing is older than the truth ), but one which they had seen me use with 
some success in other areas; and I therefore thought it my duty to make 
some anempt to apply it to the maner in hand. 

-4 The present treatise contains everything that I have been able to 
accomplish in this area. Not that I have attempted to collect here all the 
different arguments that could be put forward to establish the same 
results, for this does not seem worthwhile except in cases where no single 
argument is regarded as sufficiently reliable. What 1 have done is to take 
merely the principal and most important arguments and develop them in 
such a way that I would now venture to put them forward as very certain 
and evident demonstrations. 1 will add that these proofs are of such a 
kind that I reckon they leave no room for the possibility that the human 
mind will ever discover better ones. The vital importance of the cause and 
the glory of God, to which the emin: undertaking is directed, here 
compel me to speak somewhat more freely about my own achievements 

I The Latrran Council of 1St) condemned the Avenoist heresy which denied personal 
immortality. 



Letter to the Sorbonne 5 

than is my custom. But although I regard the proofs as quite certain and 
evident, I cannot therefore persuade myself that they are suitable to be 
grasped by everyone. In geometry there are many writings left by 
Archimedes, Apollonius, Pappus and others which are accepted by 
everyone as evident and certain because they contain absolutely nothing 
that is not very easy to understand when considered on its own, and each 
step fits in precisely with what has gone before; yet because they are 
somewhat long, and demand a very attentive reader, it is only compara
tively few people who understand them. In the same way, although the" 
proofs I employ here are in my view as certain and evident as the proofs 
of geometry, if not more so, it will, I fear, be impossible for many people 
to achieve an adequate perception of them, both because they are rather 
long and some depend on others, and also, above all, because they 
require a mind which is completely free from preconceived opinions and 
which can easily detach itself from involvement with the senses. More· 
over, people who have an aptitude for metaphysical studies are certainly 
not to be found in the world in any greater numbers than those who have 
an aptitude for geometry. What is more, there is the difference that in 5 
geometry everyone has been taught to accept that as a rule no pro
position is put forward in a book without there being a conclusive 
demonstration available; so inexperienced students make the mistake of 
accepting what is false, in their desire to appear to understand it, more 
often than they make the mistake of rejecting what is true. In philosophy, 
by contrast, the belief is that everything can be argued either way; so few 
people pursue the truth, while the great majority build up their reputa
tion for ingenuity by boldly attacking whatever is most sound. 

Hence, whatever the quality of my arguments may be, because they 
have to do with philosophy I do not expect they will enable me to achieve 
any very worthwhile resu~ts unless you come to my aid by granting me 
your patronage.' The reputation of your Faculty is'so firmly fixed in the 
minds of all, and the name of the Sorbonne has such authority that, with 
tbe exception of the Sacred Councils, no institution carries more weight 
than yours in matters of faith; while as regards human philosophy, you 
are thought of as second to none, both for insight and soundness and also 
for the integrity and wisdom of your pronouncements. Because of this, 
the results of your careful attention to this book, if you deigned to give it, 
would be threefold. First, the errors in it would be corrected - for when I 
remember not only that I am a human being, but above all that I am an . 
ignorant one, I cannot claim it is free of mistakes. Secondly, any passages 

I Although the title page of the ticst edition of the Meditations carries the words 'with the 
approval of the learned doctors" Descar~es never in fact obtained the ~ndorsement trom 
the Sorbonne which he sought. 



6 Meditations on First Philosophy 

which are defective, or insufficiently developed or requinng further 
explanation, would he supplemented, completed and clarified, either by 
yourselves (r by me after you have given me your advice. And lastly, once 
the argumel'cs in the book proying that God exists and that the mind is 
distinct from the body have been brought, as I am sure they can be, to 

6 such a pitch of clarity that they are fit to be regarded as very exact 
demonstrations, you may be willing to declare as much. and make a 
public statement to that effect. If all this were to happen, I do not doubt 
that all the errors which have ever existed on these subjects would soon 
be eradicated from the minds of men. In the case of all those who share 
your intelligence and learning. the truth itself will readily ensure that they 
subscribe to your opinion. As for the atheists, who are generally posers 
rather than people of real intelligence or learning, your authority will 
induce them to lay aside the spirit of contradiction; and, since they know 
that the arguments are regarded as demonstrations by all who are 
intellectually gifted, they may even go so far as to defend them, rather 
than appear not to understand them. And finally, everyone else will 
confidently go along with so many declarations of assent, and there will 
be no one left in the world who will dare to call into doubt eirner the 
existence of God or the real distinction between the human soul and 
body. The great advantage that this would bring is something which you, 
in your singular wisdom, are in a better position to evaluate than 
anyone;' and it would ill become me to spend any more time commend· 
ing the cause of God and religion to you, who have always been the 
greatest tower of strength to the Catholic Church. 

7 Preface to the reader' 

I briefly touched on the topics of God and the human mind in my 
Discourse on the method of rightly conducting reason and seeking the 
truth in the sciences, which was published in French in 1637. My purpose 
there was not to provide a full treatment, but merely to offer a sample, 
and learn from the views of my readers how I should handle these topics 
at a later date. The issues seemed to me of such great importance that I 
considered they ought to be dealt with more than oncc; and the route 

. which I follow in explaining them is so untrodden and so remote from 
the normal way. that I thought it would not be helpful to give a full 

I 'It. is for you to iudge the advantage (hat would come from establishing these beliefs 
firmly, since you see all the disorders whkh come from their being doubted' (French 
version). 

l. The French version of 1647 does not uanslate this preface, but substitutes a brief 
foreword, Le Libraire au Let:teur ('The Publisher to the Reader'), which is probably not 
by Descartes. 



Preface to the reader 7 

account of it in a book written in French and designed to be read by all 
and sundry, in case weaker intellects might believe that they ought to set 
out on the same path. 

In the Discourse I asked anyone who found anything worth criticizing 
in what I had written to be kind enough to point it out to me. I In the case 
of my remarks concerning God and the soul, only two objections worth 
mentioning were put to me, which I shall now briefly answer before 
embarking on a more precise elucidation of these topics. 

The first objection is this. From the fact that the human mind, when 
directed towards itself, does not perceive itself to be anything other than 8 
a thinking thing, it does nOt follow that its nature or essence consists only 
in its being a thinking thing, where the word 'only' excludes everything 
else that could be said to belong to the nature of the soul. My answer to 
this objection is that in that passage it was not my intention to make 
those exclusions in an order corresponding [0 the actual truth of the 
matter (which I was not dealing with at that stage) but merely in an order 
corresponding to my own perception. So the sense of the passage was 
that I was aware of nothing at all that I knew belonged fO my essence, 
except that I was a thinking thing, or a thing possessing within itself the 
faculty of thinking.1 I shall, however, show below how it follows from the 
fact that I am aware of nothing else belonging to my essence, that nothing 
else does in fact belong to it. 

The second objection is this. From the fact that I have within me an 
idea of a thing more perfect than myself, it does not follow that the idea 
itself is more perfect than me, still less that what is represented by the 
idea exists. My reply is that there is an ambig'uity here in the word 'idea'. 
' Idea' can be taken materially, as an operation of the intellect, in which 
case it cannot be said to be more perfect than me. Alternatively, it can be 
taken objectively, as tIle thing represented by that operation; and this 
thing, even if it is not regarded as existing outside the h;aellect, can stili, in 
virtue of its essence, be more perfect than myself. As to how, from the 
mere fact that there is within me an idea of something more perfect than 
me, it follows that this thing really exists, this is something which will be 
fully explained below. 

Apart from these objections, there are two fairly lengthy essays which I 
have looked at,J but these did not attack my reasoning on these matters 
so much as my conclusions, and employed arguments lift.ed from the 
standard sources of the atheists. But arguments of this sort can carry no 9 

I XC Discourse, part 6 : vol. I, p. 149. 
1. x~ Discourse, p3rt 4 : vol. I, p. 117 . 
} On~ of tht' critics rdurt'd m h~re is Pt'tit: see leu~r to MerS('nne of 17 May 1 6l lL The 

other is unknown. 



8 Meditations on First Philosophy 

weight with those who understand my reasoning. Moreover, the judge· 
meor of many people is so silly and weak that, once they have accepted a 
view, they continue to believe it, however false and irrational it may be, 
in preference to a true and well-grounded refutation which they hear 
subsequently. So I do not wish to reply to such arguments here, if only to 
avoid having to state them. I will only make the general point that all the 
objections commonly tossed around by atheists to attack the existence of 
God invariably depend either on attributing human feelings to God or on 
arrogantly supposing our own minds to be so powerful and wise that we 
can attempt to grasp and set limits to what God can or should perform. 
So, provided only that we remember that Qur minds must be regarded as 
finite, while God is infinite and beyond our comprehension, such 
objections will nOt cause us any difficulty. 

But now that I have, after a fashion, taken an initial sample of people's 
opinions, I am again tackling the same questions concerning God and the 
human mind; and this time I am also going to deal with the foundations 
of First Philosophy in its entirety: But I do not expect any popular 
approval, or indeed any wide audience. On the contrary I would not urge 
anyone to read this book except those who are able and willing to 
meditate seriously with me, and to withdraw their minds from the senses 
and from all preconceived opinions. Such readers, as I well know, are few 
and far between. Those who do not bother to grasp the proper order of 
my arguments and the connection between them, but merely try to carp 

10 at individual sentences, as is the fashion, will not get much benefit from 
reading this book. They may well find an opportunity to quibble in many 
places, but it will not be easy for them to produce objections which are 
telling or worth replying to. 

But I certainly do not promise to satisfy my other readers straightaway 
on all points, and I am not so presumptuous as to believe that I am 
capable of foreseeing all the difficulties which anyone may find. So first of 
all, in the Meditations, I will set out the very thoughts which have 
enabled me, in my view, to arrive at a certain and evident knowledge of 
the · truth, so that I can find out whether the same arguments which have 
convinced me will enable me to convince others. Next, I will reply to the 
.objections of various men of outstanding intellect and scholarship who 
had these Meditations sent to them for scrutiny before they went to press. 
For the objections they raised were so many and so varied that I would 
venture to hope that it will be hard for anyone else to think of any point

-at least of any importance - which these critics have not touched all. I 
therefore ask my readers nOt to pass judgement on the Meditations until 
they have been kind enough to read through all these objections and my 
replies to them. 
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Synopsis of the following six Meditations 

In the First Meditation reasons are provided which give us possible 
grounds for doubt about all things, especially material things, so long as 
we have no foundations for the sciences other than those which we have 
had up till now. Although the usefulness of such extensive doubt is not 
apparent at first sight, its greatest benefit lies in freeing us from all our 
preconceived opinions, and providing the easiest route by which the 
mind may be led away from the senses. The eventual result of this doubt 
is to make it impossible for us to have any further doubts about what we 
subsequently discover to be true. 

In the Second Meditation, the mind uses its own freedom and supposes 
the non-existence of all the things about whose existence it can have even 
the slightest doubt; and in so doing the mind notices that it is impossible 
that it should not itself exist during this time. This exercise is also of the 
greatest benefit, since it enables the mind to distinguish without difficulty 
what belongs to itself, i.e. to an intellectual nature, from what belongs to 
the body. But since some people may perhaps expect arguments for the 
immortality of the soul in this section, I think they should be warned here 

'2 

and now that I have tried not to put down anything which I could not 13 
precisely demonstrate. Hence the only order which I could follow was 
that normally employed by geometers, namely to set out all the 
premisses on which a desired proposition depends, before drawing any ' 
conclusions about it. Now the first and most important prerequisite for 
knowledge of the immortality of the soul is for us to form a concept of 
the soul which is as clear as possible ilnd is also quite distinct from every 
concept of body; and that is just what has been done in this section. A 
further requirement is ~~at we should know that everything that we 
clearly and distinctly understand is true in a way which corresponds 
exaCtly to our understanding of it; but it was not possible to prove this 
before the Fourth Meditation. In addition we need to have a distinct 
concept of corporeal nature, and this is developed partly in the Second 
Meditation itself, and partly in the Fifth and Sixth Meditations. The 
inference to he drawn from these results is that all the things that we 
clearly and distincdy conceive of as different substances (as we do in the 
case of mind and body) are in fact substances which are really distinct 
one from the other; and this conclusion is drawn in the Sixth Meditation. 
This conclusion is confirmed in the same Meditation by the fact that we 
cannot understand a body except as being divisible. while by contrast we 
cannot understand a mind except as being indivisible. For we cannot 
conceive of half of a mind, while we can always conceive of half of a 
body. however small; and this leads us to recognize that the natures of 
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mind and body are nor only different, but in some way opposite. But I 
have not pursued this topic any further in this book, first because these 
arguments are enough to show that the decay of the body does not imply 
the destruction of the mind, and are hence enough to give mortals the 
hope of an after-life, and secondly because the premisses which lead to 
the conclusion that the soul is immortal depend on an account of the 

14 whole of physics. This is required for two reasons. First, we need to know 
that absolutely all substances, or things which must be created by God in 
order to exist, are by their nature incorruptible and cannot ever cease to 
exist unless they are reduced to nothingness by God's denying his 
concurrence1 to them. Secondly, we need to recognize that body, taken in 
the general sense, is a substance, so that it too never perishes. But the 
human body, in so far as it differs from other bodies, is simply made up { 
of a certain configuration of limbs and other accidents2 of this sort; 
whereas the human mind is not made up of any accidents in this way, hut 
is a pure substance. For even if all the accidents of the mind change, so 
that it has different objects of the understanding and different desires and 
sensations, it does not on that account become a different mind; whereas 
a human body loses its identity merely as a result of a change in the shape 
of some of its parts. And it follows from this that while the body can very 
easily perish, the mindJ is immortal by its very nature. 

In the Third Meditation] have explained quite fully enough, I think, 
my principal argument for proving the existence of God. But in order to 
draw my readers' minds away from the senses as far as possible, I was not 
willing to use any comparison taken from bodily things. So it may be mat 
many obscurities remain; but I hope they will be completely removed 
later, in my Replies to the Objections. One such problem, among others, 
is how the idea of a supremely perfect being, which is in us, possesses so 
much objective4 reality that it can come only from a cause which is 
supremely perfect. In the Replies this is illustrated by the comparison of a 
very perfect machine, the idea of which is in the mind of some engineer.s 

Just as the objective intricacy belonging to the idea must have some 

I Th~ continuous divin~ action necessary to maintain things in existence; s« below, Fihh 
.~eplies pp. 2. 5 4£· 

2. Descartes here uses this schota"tic term to rein to th~ features of a thing which may 
alter, e.g. the particular size, shape etc. of a body, or tht: particular thoughts, desirt:S (tc. 
of a mind. 

; ' ... or the soul of man, for I make no distinction between them' (added in French 
version). 

4 for Descartes' use of this [enn, s« Med. III, ~Iow p. 2.8. 
5 First R(plies, below p. 75· 



Synopsis 1l 

cause. namely the scientific knowledge of the engineer, or of someone else 
who passed the idea on to him, so the idea of God which is in us must 15 
have God himself as its cause. 

In the Fourth Meditation it is proved that everything that we clearly 
and distinctly perceive is true, and I also explain what the nature of 
falsity consists in. These results need to be known both in order to 
confirm what has gone before and also to make intelligible what is to 
come later. (But here it should be noted in passing that I do not deal al all . 
with sin, i.e. the error which is committed in pursuing good and evil, but 
only with the error that occurs in distinguishing truth from falsehood. 
And there is no discussion of matters pertaining to faith or the conduct of 
life, but simply of speculative truths which are known solely by means of 
the natural light.)' 

In the Fifth Meditation, besides an account of corporeal nature taken 
in general, there is a new argument demonstrating the existence of God. 
Again, several difficulties may arise here, but these are resolved later in 
the Replies to the Objections. Finally I explain the sense in which it is true 
that the certainty even of geometrical demonstrations depends on the 
knowledge of God. 

Lastly, in the Sixth Meditation, the intellect is distinguished from the 
imagination; the criteria for this distinction are explained; the mind is 
proved to be really distinct from the body, bur is shown, notwithstand-
ing, to be so closely joined to it that the mind an~ the body make up a 
kind of uniti there is a survey of all the errors which commonly come 
from the senses, and an explanation of how they may be avoided; and, 
lastly. there is a presentation of all the arguments which enabl the 
existence of materi~1 things to be inferred. The great benefit of ttlese 
arguments is not, in my view. that they prove what they establish - 16 
namely that there really is a world, and that hum~.n beings have bodies 
and so on - since no sane person has ever seriously doubted these things. 
The point is that in considering these arguments we come to realize that 
they are not as solid or as transparent as the arguments which lead us to 
knowledge of our own minds and of God. so that the latter are the most 
certain and evident of all possible objects of knowledge for the human 
intellect. Indeed, this is the one thing that 1 set myself to prove in these 
Meditations. And for that reason I will nOt now go over the various other 
issues in the book wh.ich ar~ dealt with as they come up. 

I Descartes add~d this passag~ aft~r reading the Fourth Set of Objections (su below pp. 
151-:z.). He: told Merstnne: 'please: put the words in bracke:ts so that it can be seen that 
they have been added' (letter of 18 March 164 r J. 



THIRD MEDITATION 

The existence of God 

I 
j 

I will now shut my eyes, stop my ears, and withdraw all my $enses. I will 
eliminate from my thoughts all images of bodily things. or rather, since 
this is hardly possible, I will regard all such images as vacuous, false and 
worthless. I will converse with myself and scrutinize myself more deeplYi 
and in this way I will attempt to achieve, little by little, a more intimate Ii 

knowledge of myself. I am a thing that thinks: that is, a thing that doubts, 
affirms, denies, understands a few things. is ignorant of many things,1 is I' 

willing, is unwilling, and also which imagines and has sensory 
perceptions; for as I have noted before, even though the objects of my ! 
sensory experience and imagination may have no existence outside me, lif 

nonetheless the modes of thinking which I refer to as cases of sensory 
35 perception and imagination, in so far as they are simply modes of 

I 
I 

thinking. do exist within me - of that I am cenain. I' 
In thhi.s brliehf list I hafve gd~ne thcodugh

h 
eveIrkything NI truly I k~ollw, or at leasdt . 

everyt mg ave so aT Iscovere t at now. ow WI caSt aroun ; 
more carefully to see whether there may be other things within me which , 
I have not yet noticed. I am certain that I am a thinking thing. Do I not 
therefore also know what is required for my being cenain about 
anything? In this first item of knowledge there is simply a clear and 
distinct perception of what I am asserting; this would not be enough to 
make me certain of the truth of the matter if it could ever turn out that 
something which I perceived with such clarity and distinctness was false, 
So I now seem to be able to lay it down as a general rule that whatever I 
perceive very clearly and distinctly is true.1 

Yet I previously accepted as wholly certain and evident many things r 
which I afterwards realized were doubtful. What were these? The earth, ,l 
sky. stars, and everything else that 1 apprehended with the senses. But f 
what was it about them that I perceived clearly? Just that the ideas, or 
thoughts. of such things appeared before my mind. Yet even now I am 
1 The french version here in~rts 'loves, hates', 
l. '". all the things which we conceive very dearly and very distinCtly are true' (French 

version). 
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not denying that these ideas occur within me, But there was something 
else which I used to assert, and which through habitual belief I thought I 
perceived clearly, although I did nOt in fact do so. This was that there 
were things outside me which were the sources of my ideas and which 
resembled them in all respects. Here was my mistake; or at any rate, if my 
judgement was true, it was not thanks to the strength of my perception. ' 

But what about when I was considering something very simple and J 
straightforward in arithmetic or geometry, for example that twO and 3~ 
three added together make five, and so on? Did I not see at least these . 
things clearly enough to affirm their truth? Indeed, the only reason for my f 
later judgement that they were open t~ doubt w~. th~!jtQCc,l!:rre~ t~ ~,e f 
that perhaps some God could have given me a nature such that I ~as t 
deceIved eVSJ).,I.tl..!!latters irtliii:l\.~J:IliedniOst eVldeni: -Aii-a ·whe.;e~er my I 

~~~~t~¥£t~~::iEtH~7i~~,tC~f~~~~~tt~ I 
bnng It a~w that 1 Q~!9J1gSygUI).!!!!>se matters whIch I tlimk I s~e I 
_1UtIrlY.s)i;~J!x. lYi!ltmx,miQ4:~""m, y t .,!,~.en:t :yurn :to-:ih~!hlngs~the;;;:_ L ."!O>

selv<,~ _~.hlch Ithmk 1_ perc"!ye .::~ry _~.!!~.~fr,.l"1T1~ ~on.,:~n.:_~a_~y th~m 11 7 
that f.!J2ontaneously declare: let whoever can do so deceive me, he Will \ 

~ver bnngrt·aoout 'iKiITi'Irirlothing. so long as..! contin!l.~.~.iE~~,!}!!" t 
some~,h~,.9L~~~e it tn!e"~,t,,.~2.Te. fu~ure tiJ?.~}4.~_~~. ~a 'i..e ne~~!~,:is:ed, ~ \) 
Since it is q,C2~Jrll_~JfiAtj ~.~~ti or bri~g it a out that -two anathree aaded J 

:O~;:~f:Jf~c;f!J1i~~~~~~r!~~ ~~~!~~~g~;~~!~jtS::~i~-~~t~a~~f~e~!~{ I 
a deceiving God, and I do not yet even know for sure whether there is a ~' 
God at all, any reason for doubt which depends simply on this i 
supposition is a very slight and, so to speak, metaphysical one. But in 1 
order to remove even this slight reason for doubt, as soon as the i 
opportunity arises I must, examine. whether there is a ~~d, and, if there is, ) 
whether he can be a deceiver. For if I do not know thiS; It"seems that I can 
never be quite certain about anything else. 

First, however, considerations of order appear to dictate that I now 
classify my thoughtS into definite kinds,2 and ask which of them can 37 
properly be said to be die bearers of truth and falsity, Some of my 
thoughts are as it were the images of things, and it is only in these cases 
that the term 'idea' is strictly appropriate - for example, when I think of 
a man, or a chimera, or the sky, or an angel, or God. Other thoughts have 

1 ' " , it was not becau~ of any knowledge I possessed' (French version), 
l. The opening of this sentence is gre;lcly expanded in the French version: ' In order that I 

may have the opportunity of examining this without interrupting the order of meditating 
which I have decided upon, which is [0 start only from tho~ notions which I find first of 
all in my mind and pass gradually [0 those which I may find later on, I must here divide 
my thoughts. , " 
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various additional forms: thus when I will, or am afraid, or affirm, or 
deny, there is always a particular thing which I take as the object of my 
thought, but my thought includes something more than the likeness of 
that thing. Some thoughts in this category are called volitions or 
emotions, while others are called judgements. 

Now as far as ideas are concerned, provided they are considered solely 
in themselves and I do not refer them to anything else, they cannot 
strictly speaking be false; for whether it is a goat or a chimera that I am 
imagining, it is just as true that I imagine the former as the latter. As for 
the will and the emotions, here too one need not worry about falsity; for 
even if the things which I may desire are wicked or even non-existent, 
that does not make it any less true that I desire them. Thus the only 
remaining thoughts where I must be on my guard against making a 
mistake are judgements. And the chief and most common mistake which 
is to be found here consists in my judging that the ideas which are in me 
resemble, or conform to, things located outside me. Of course, if I 
considered just the ideas themselves simply as modes of my thought, 
without referring them to anything else, they could scarcely give me any 
material for error. 

Among my ideas, some appear to be innate, some to be adventitious, I 
38 and others to have been invented by me. My understanding of what a 

thing is, what truth is, and what thought is, seems to derive simply from 
my own nature. But my hearing a noise, as I do now, or seeing the sun, or 
feeling the fire, comes from things which are located outside me, or so I 
have hitherto judged. Lastly, sirens, hippogriffs and the like are my own 
invention. But perhaps all my ideas may be thought of as advemitious, or 
they may all be innate, or all made up; for as yet I have nOt clearly 
perceived their true origin. 

But the chief question at this point concerns the ideas which I take to 
be derived from things existing outside me: what is my reason for 
thinking that they resemble these things? Nature has apparently taught 
me to think this. But in addition I know by experience that these ideas do 
not depend on my will, and hence that they do not depend simply on me. 
Frequently I notice them even when I do not want to: now, for example, I 
feel the heat whether I want to or not, and this is why I think that this 

.~ensation or idea of heat comes to me from something other than myself, 
namely the heat of the fire by which I am sitting. And the most obvious 
judgement for me to make is that the thing in question transmits to me its 
own likeness rather than something else. 

I will now see if these arguments are strong enough. When I say <Nature 
taught me to think this', all I mean is that a spontaneous impulse leads 

I •... foreign to me and coming from outside' (frroch version). 
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me to believe it, not that its truth has been revealed to me by some 
natural light. There is a big difference here. Whatever is revealed to me by 
the natural light - for example that from the fact that I am doubting 
it follows that 1 exist, and so on - cannot in any way be open to doubt. 
This is because there cannot be another faculty I both as tfUstwonhy as 
the natural light and also capable of showing me that such things are not 39 
true. But as for my natural impulses, I have often judged in the past that 
they were pushing me in the wrong direction when it was a question of 
choosing the good, and I do not see why I should place any greater 
confidence in them in other matters. l 

Then again, although these ideas do not depend on my will, it does not 
follow that they must come from things located outside me. Just as the 
impulses which I was speaking of a moment ago seem opposed to my will 
even though they are within me, so there may be some other faculty not 
yet fully known [0 me, which produces these ideas withour any assistance 
from external things; this is, after ali, just how 1 have always thought 
ideas are produced in me when I am dreaming. 

And finally, even if these ideas did come from things other than myself, 
it would nOt follow that they must resemble those things. Indeed, I think I 
have often discovered a great disparity (between an object and its idea> in 
many cases. For example, there are two different ideas of the sun which 1 
find within me. One of them, which is acquired as it were from the senses . 
and which is a prime example Of an idea which I reckon to come from an 
external source, makes the sun appear very smal1. The other idea is based 
on astronomical reasoning, that is, it is derived from cenain notions 
which are innate in me (or else it is constructed by me in some other 
way), and this idea shows the sun to be several times larger than the 
earth. Obviously both these ideas cannot resemble the sun which exists 
outside me; and reason persuades me that the idea which seems to have 
emanated most directly from the sun itself has in fact oQ resemblance to it 
at all. 

All these considerations are enough to establish that it is not reliable 40 
judgement but merely some blind impulse that has made me believe up 
till now that there exist things distinct from myself which transmit to me 
ideas or images of themselves through the sense organs or in some other 
way. 

But it now occurs to me that there is another way of investigating 
whether some of the things of which I possess ideas exist outside me. In 
so far as the ideas are (considered> simply (as> modes of thought. there 
is no recognizable inequality among them: they all appear to come from 

1 •••• or power for distinguishing truth from falsehood' (French version). 
1. ' ••• concerning truth and falsehood' (French version). 
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within me in the same fashion. But in so far as different ideas <are 
considered as images which) represent different things, it is dear that 
they differ widely. Undoubtedly~ the ideas which represent substances to 
me amount to something more and, so to speak, contain within 
themselves more objective1 reality than the ideas which merely represent 
modes or accidents. Again, the idea that gives me my understanding of a 
supreme God, eternal, infinite, <immutable,) omniscient, omnipotent 
and the creator of all things that exist apart from him, certainly has in it 
more objective reality than the ideas that represent finite substances. 

Now it is manifest by the natural light that there mllst be at least as 
much <reality) in the efficient and total cause as _in the effect of that cause. 
For where, I ask, could the effect get its reality from, if not from the 
cause? And how could the cause give it to the effect unless it possessed it? 
It foHows from this both that something cannot arise from nothing, and 
also that what is more perfect - that is, contains in itself more reality -

41 cannot arise from what is less perfect. And this is transparently true not 
only in the case of effects which possess <what the philosophers call) 
actual or formal reality, but also in the case of ideas, where one. is 
considering only (what the)' call) objective reality. A stone, for example, 
which previously did not exist, cannot begin to exist unless it is produced 
by something which contains, either formally or eminently everything to 
be found in the stone;l similarly, hear cannOt be produced in an object 
which Was not previously hot, except by something of at least the same 
order <degree or kind) of perfection as heat, and so on. But it is also true 
that the idea of heat, or of a stone, cannot exist in me unless it is put there 
by some cause which contains at least as much reality as I conceive to be 
in the heat or in the stone. For although this cause does not transfer any 
of its actual or formal reality to my ideat it should not on that account be 
supposed that it must be less real.3 The nature of an idea is such that of 
itself it requires no formal reality except what it derives from my thought, 
of which it is a mode:~ But in order for a given idea to contain such and 
such objective reality, it must surely derive it from some cause which 
con.tains at least as much formal reality as there is objective reality in the 

I ' .•. i.e. participate. by representation in a higher degree of being or perfection' (added in 
French version). According to the scholastic distinction invoked in rhe paragraphs that 
follow, the 'formal' reality of anything is its own intrinsic reality, while the 'objective' 
reality of an idea is a function of its repr~ntational content. Thus if an idea A represents 
some object X which is F. then F-ness will be contained 'formally' in X but 'objectively' 
in A. See below, Second Replies pp. 7-4f. 

1. •••• i.e. it will contain in itself the same things as are in the stone or other more excellent 
things' (added in French version). In scholastic terminology, to pos~ a property 
'forinally' is to possess it literally, in accordance with its definition; to possess it 
'eminently' is to possess it in some higher form. Cf. below, p. J.OI. 

1 ' ... that this cause muSt be less real' (French version). 
-4 ' ... i.e. a manner Ot way of thinking' (added in French version). 
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idea. For if we suppose that an idea contains something which was nOt in 
its cause, it must have got this from nothing; yet the mode of being by 
which a thing exists objectively <or representatively) in the intellect by 
way of an idea, imperfect though it may be, is certainly not nothing, and 
so it cannot come from nothing. 

And although the reality which I am considering in my ideas is merely 
objective reality, I must not on that account suppose that the same reality 42 
need not exist formally in the causes of my ideas, but that it is enough for 
it to be present in them objectively. For juSt as the objective mode of · 
being belongs to ideas by their very nature, so the formal mode of being 
belongs to the causes of ideas - or at least the first and most important 
ones - by their very nature. And although one idea may perhaps originate 
from another, there cannot be an infinite regress here; eventually one 
must reach a primary idea, the cause of which will be like an archetype 
which contains formally <and in fact) all the reality <or perfection) 
which is present only objectively <or representatively) in the idea. So it is 
clear to me, by the natural light, that the ideas in me are like <pictures, 
or) images which can easily fall short of the perfection of the things from 
which they are taken, but which cannot contain anything greater or more:: 
perfect. 

The longer and more carefully I examine all these points, the more 
clearly and distinctly I recognize their truth. But what is my conclusion to 
be? If the objective reality of any of my ideas turns out to be so great that 
I am sure the same reality does not reside in me, either formally or 
eminently, and hence that I myseif cannot be its cause, it will necessarily 
follow that I am not alone in the world, but that some other thing which 
is the cause of this idea also exists. But if no such idea is to be found in 
me, I shall have no argument to convince me of the existence of anything 
apart from myself. For despite a most careful and comprehensive survey, 
this is the only argument I have so far been able to find. 

Among my ideas, apart from the idea which gives me a representation 
of myself, which cannot present any difficulty in this context. there are 43 
ideas which variously represent God, corporeal and inanimate things, 
angels, animals and finally other men like myself. 

As far as concerns the ideas which represent other men, or animals, or 
angels, I have no difficulty in understanding that they could be put 
together from the ideas I have of myself, of corporeal things and of God, 
even if the world contained no men besides me, no animals and no 
angels. 

As to my ideas of corporeal things, I can see nothing in them which is 
so great <or excellent) as to make it seem impossible that it originated in 
myself. For if I scrutinize them thoroughly and examine them one by C?ne, 
in the way in which I examined the idea of the wax yesterday, I notice 
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that the things which I perceive clearly and distinctly in them are very few 
in number. The list comprises size, or extension in length, breadth and 
depth; shape. which is a function of the boundaries of this extension; 
position, which is a relation between various items possessing shape; and 
motion, or change in position; to these may be added substance. duration 
and number. But as for all the rest, including light and colours, sounds, 
smells, tastes, heat and cold and the other tactile qualities, I think of these 
only in a 'very confused and obscure way, to the extent that I do not even 
know whether they are true or false, that is, whether the ideas I have of 
them are ideas of real things or of non-things. I For although, as I have 
noted before, falsity in the strict sense, or formal falsity, can occur only in 
judgements, there is another kind of falsity, material falsity, which occurs 
in ideas, when they represent non-things as things. For example, the ideas 

44 which I have of heat and cold contain so little clarity and distinctness that 
they do not enable me to tell whether cold is merely the absence of heat 
or vice versa, or whether both of them are real qualities, or neither is. 
And since there can be no ideas which are not as it were of things,2 if it is 
true that cold is nothing but the absence of heat, the idea which 
represents it to me as something real and positive deserves to bt: called 
false; and the same goes for other ideas of this kind. 

Such ideas obviously do not require me to posit a source distinct from 
myself. For on the one hand, if they are false, that is, represent 
non-things, I know by the natural light that they arise from nothing -
that is, they are in me only because of a deficiency and lack of perfection 
in my nature. If on the other hand they are true, then since the reality 
which they represent is so extremely slight that I cannot even distinguish 
it from a non-thing, I do not see why they cannot originate from myself. 

With regard to the clear and distinct elements in my ideas- of corporeal 
things, it appears that I could have borrowed some of these from my idea 
of myself. namely substance, duration. number and anything else of this 
kind. For example, I think that a stone is a substance, or is a thing 
capable of existing independently, and I also think that I am a substance. 
Admittedly I conceive of myself as a thing that thinks and is nOt 
extended, whereas I conceive of the stone as a thing that is extended and 
does not think, so that the two conceptions differ enormously; but they 
seem to agree with respect to the classification 'substance,.j Again, I 
perceive that I now exist, and remember that I have existed for some 
time; moreover, I have various thoughts which I can count; it is in these 

I .," chimerical things which cannot exist' (French version). 
2. 'And since ideas. being like images. muSt in each case appear to us to represent 

something' (french version). 
3 '," in SO far as they represent substances' (french version), 
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ways that I acquire the ideas of duration and number which I can then 45 
transfer to other things. As for all the other elements which make up the 
ideas of corporeal things, namely extension, shape, position and move~ 
rnent, these are not formally contained in me, since I am nothing but a 
thinking thingj but since they are merely modes of a substance, I and I am 
a substance, it seems possible that they are contained in me eminently. 

So there remains only the idea of Godj and I must consider whether 
there is anything in the idea which could not have originated in myself. 
By the word <God' [ understand a substance that is infinite, (eternal, 
immutable,) independent. supremely intelligent, supremely powerful, and 
which created both myself and everything else (if anything else there be) 
that exists, All these attributes are such that, the more carefully I 
concentrate on them, the less possible it seems that theyl could have 
originated from me alone, So from what has been said it must be 
concluded that God necessarily exists. 

It is true that I have the idea of substance in me in virtue of the fact that 
I am a substance; but this would not account for my having the idea of an 
infinite substance, when I am finite, unless this idea proceeded from some 
substance which really was infinite. 

And I must not think that, just as my conceptions of rest and darkness 
are arrived at by negating movement and light, so my perception of the 
infinite is arrived at not by means of a true idea but merely by negating · 
the finite, On the contrary, I c1e<t-dy understand that there is more reality 
in an infinite substance than in a finite one, and hence that my perception 
of the infinite, that is God, is in some way prior to my perception of ehe 
finite, that is myself. For how could I understand thae I doubted or 46 
desired - that is, lacked something - and that I was not wholly perfect, 
unless there were in me some idea of a more perfect being which enabled 
me .to recognize my own defects by comparison? . 

Nor can it be said that this idea of God is perhaps materially false and 
so could have come from noching, J which is what I observed just a 
moment ago in [he case of ehe ideas of heat and cold, and so on. On the 
contrary, it is utterly dear and distinct, and contains in itself more 
objective reality than any other idea j hence there is no idea which is in 
itself truer or less liable to be suspected of falsehood. This idea of a 
supremely perfect and infinite being is, I say, true in the highest degree; 
for although perhaps one may imagine that such a being does not exist, it 
cannoe be supposed that the idea of such a being represents something 

1 ' •• • and as it were {he garments under which corporeal substance appears to us' (french 
version). 

2. ' • • • that the idea I have of them' (French version). 
j ' .. . i.e. could be in me in virtue of my im.perfection' (added in French version). 
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unreal, as I said with regard to the idea of cold. The idea is, moreover, 
utterly clear and distinct; for whatever I clearly and distinctly perceive as 
being real and true, and implying any perfection, is wholly contained in 
it. It does not matter that I do not grasp the infinite. or that there are 
countless additional attributes of God which I cannot in any way grasp, 
and perhaps cannot even reach in my thought; for it is in the nature of the 
infinite not to be grasped by a finite being like myself. It is enough that I 
understand! the infinite, and that I judge that all the attributes which I 
dearly perceive and know to imply some perfection - and perhaps 
countless others of which I am ignorant - are present in God either 
formally or eminently. This is enough to make the idea that I have of God 
the truest and mosr clear and distinct of all my ideas. 

But perhaps I am something greater than I myself understand, and all 
the perfections which I attribute to God are somehow in me potentially, 

47 though not yet emerging or actualized. For I am now experiencing a 
gradual increase in my knowledge. and I see nothing to prevent its 
increasing more and more to Infinity. Further, I see no reason why I 
should not be able to use this increased knowledge to acquire all the 
other perfections of God. And finally, if the potentiality for these 
perfections is already within me, why should not this be enough to 
generate the idea of such perfections? 

But all this is impossible. First, though it is true that there is a gradual 
increase in my knowledge, and that I have many potentialities which are 
not yet actual, this is all quite irrelevant to the idea of God, which 
contains absolutely nothing that is potential;2 indeed, this gradual 
increase in knowledge is itself the surest sign of imperfection. What is 
more, even if my knowledge always increases more and more, I recognize 
that it will never actually be infinite, since it will never reach the point 
where it is not capable of a further increase; God, on the other hand, 1 
take to be actually infinite, so that nothing can be added to his perfection. 
And finally, I perceive that the objective being of an idea cannot be 
produced merely by potential being, which strictly speaking is nothing, 

. but only by actual or formal being. 
If one concentrates carefully, all this is quite evident by the natural 

light. But when I relax my concentration, and my mental vision is blinded 
by the images of things perceived by the senses, it is not so easy for me to 
remember why the idea of a being more perfect than myself must 

I According to Descartes ant can know or undtrstand somtfhing without fully grasping it 
'just as Wt can touch a mountain bur not put our arms around it. To grasp something is 
to embrace it in ant's thought; to know something, it suffices to touch it with ant's 
thought' (\ttter to Mtrsenne, 16 May 16) 0 ). 

1. ' ••• but only what is actual and rtal' (addtd in Frtnch vtrsion). 
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necessarily proceed from some being which is in reality more perfect. I 48 
should therefore like to go further and inquire whether I myself, who 
have this idea, could exist if no such being existed. 

From whom, in that case, would I derive my existence? From myself 
presumably, or from my parents, or from some other beings less perfect 
than God; for nothing more perfect than God, or even as perfect, can be 
thought of or imagined. 

Yet if I derived my existence from myself, I then I should neither doubt 
nor want, nor lack anything at all; for I should havoe given myself all the 
perfections of which I have any idea, and thus I should myself be God. 
I must not suppose that the items I lack would be more difficult to 

acquire than those I now have. On the contrary, it is clear that, since I am 
a thinking thing or substance, it would have been far more difficult for 
me to emerge out of nothing than merely to acquire knowledge of the 
many things of which I am ignorant - such knowledge being merely an 
accident of that substance. And if I had derived my existence from 
myself, which is a greater achievement, I should certainly not have denied 
myself the knowledge in question, which is something much easier to 
acquire, or indeed any of the attributes which I perceive to be contained 
in the idea of God; for none of them seem any harder to achieve. And if 
any of them were harder to achieve, they would certainly appear so to 
me, if I had indeed got all my other attributes from myself, since I should 
experience a limita tion of my power in tlJis respect. 

I do not escape the force of these arguments by supposing that I have 
always existed as I do now, as if it followed from this that there was no 
need to look for any author of my existence. For a lifespan can be divided 49 
into countless parts, each completely independent of the others, so that it 
does not follow from the fact that I existed a little while ago that I must 
exist now, unless there is some cause which as it were creates me afresh at 
this moment - that is, which preserves me. For it is quite dear to anyone 
who attentively considers the nature of time that the same power and 
action are needed to preserve anything at each individual moment of its 
duration as would be required to create that thing anew if it were not yet 
in existence. Hence the distinction between preservation and creation is 
only a conceptual one,l and this is one of the things that are evident by 
the natural light. 

I must therefore now ask . myself whether I possess some power 
enabling me to bring it about that I who now exist will still exist a little 
while from now. for since I am nothing but a thinking thing - or at least 

1 ' ••• and were indepen<knt of every other bdng' (added in French version). 
2. Cf. Pri"ciples. Part I, art. 62.: vol. 1, p. 21-4. 
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since I am now concerned only and precisely with that part of me which 
is a thinking thing - if there were such a power in me, I should 
undoubtedly be aware of it. But I experience no such power. and this very 
fact makes me recognize most dearly that I depend on some being 
distinct from myself. 

But perhaps this being is not God, and perhaps I was produced either 
by my parents or by other causes less perfect than God. No; for as I have 
said before, it is quite clear that there must be at least as much in the 
cause as in the effect. t And therefore whatever kind of cause is eventually 
proposed, since I am a thinking thing and have within me some idea of 
God, it must be admitted that what caused me is itself a thinking thing 
and possesses the idea of all the perfections which I attribute to God. In 
respect of this cause one may again inquire whether it derives its 
existence from itself or from another cause. If from itself, then it is clear 

50 from what has been said that it is itself God, since if it has the power of 
existing through its own might, 2" then undoubtedly it also has the power 
of actually possessing all the perfections of which it has an idea - that is, 
all the perfections which I conceive to be in God. If, on the other hand, it 
derives its existence from another cause. then the same question may be 
repeated concerning this further cause, namely whether it derives its 
existence from itself or from another ca"us~ umil eventually the ultimate 
cause is reached, and this will be God. 

It is clear enough that an infinite regress is impossible here. especially 
since I am dealing not just with the cause that produced me in the past, 
but also and most importamly with the cause that preserves me at the 
present moment. 

Nor can it be supposed that several partial causes contributed to my 
creation, or that I received the idea of one of the perfections which I 
attribute to God from one cause and the idea of another from another -
the" supposition here being that all the perfections are to be found 
somewhere in the universe but not joined together in a single being, God. 
On the contrary, the unity, the simplicity, or the inseparability of all the 
~ttributes of God is one of the most important of the perfections which I 
understand him to have. And surely the idea of the unity of all his 
~rfections could not have been placed in me by any cause which did not 
also provide me with the ideas of the other perfections; for no cause 
could have made me understand the interconnection and inseparability 
of the perfections without at the same time making me recognize what 
they were. 

I '." . at least as much reality in the cause as in its df~' (French version). 
2. Lat. per Sf!; literally 'through itself'. 
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Lastly, as regards my parents, even if everything I have ever believed 
about them is true, it is certainly not they who preserve mej and in so far 
as I am a thinking thing, they did not even make me; they merely placed 
certain dispositions in the matter which I have always regarded as 
containing me, or rather my mind, for that is all I now take myself to 5 I 
be. So there can be no difficulty regarding my parents in this context. 
Altogether then, it must be concluded that the mere fact that I exist and 
have within me an idea of a most perfect being, that is, God, provides a 
very dear proof that God indeed exists. 

It only remains for me to examine how I received this idea from God. 
For I did not acquire it from the senseSj it has never come to me 
unexpectedly, as usually happens with the ideas of things that are per· 
ceivable by the senses, when these things present themselves to the 
external sense organs - or seem to do so. And it was nOt invented by me 
either; for I am plainly unable either to take away anything from it or ro 
add anything to it. The only remaining alternative is that it is innare in 
me, just as the idea of myself is innate in me. 

And indeed it is no surprise that God, in creating me, should have 
placed this idea in me to be, as it were, the mark of the craftsman 
stamped on his work - not that the mark need be anything distinct from 
the work itself. But the mere fact that God created me is a very strong 
basis for believing that I am somehow made in his image and likeness, 
and that I perceive that likeness, which includes the idea of God, by the 
same faculty which enables me to perceive myself. That is, when I turn 
my mind's eye upon myself, I understand that I am a thing which is 
incomplete and dependent on another and which aspires without limit to 
ever greater and better things; but I also understand at the same time that 
he on whom I depend has within him all those greater things, not JUSt 
indefinitely and potenrially bur actually and infinitely, and hence that he 
is God. The whole force of the argument lies in this: «recognize that it 
would be impossible for me to exist with the kind of nature I have - that 52 
is, having within me the idea of God - were it not the case that God really 
existed. By 'God' I mean the very being the idea of whom is within me, 
that is, the possessor of all the perfections which I cannot grasp, but can 
somehow reach in my thought, who is subject to no defects whatsoever. I 
It is clear enough from this that he cannot be a deceiver, since it is 
manifest by the natural light that all fraud and deception depend on some 
defect. . 

But before examining this point more carefully and investigating other 

1 ' . . . and has not on~ of th~ things which indicar~ som~ imperf~crion' (add~d in Fr~nch 
v~rsion ) . 


innateness of the idea of God


God is no deceiver
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truths which may be derived from it) 1 should like to pause here and 
spend some time in the contemplation of God; to reflect on his attributes, 
and to gaze with wonder and adoration on the beauty of this immense 
light. so far as the eye of my darkened intellect can bear it. For just as we 
believe through faith that the supreme happiness of the next life consists 
solely in me contemplation of the divine majesty, so experience tells us 
that this same contemplation. albeit much less perfect, enables us to 
know the greatest joy of which we are capable in this life. 

I , 
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FIFTH MEDITATION 

The essence of material things, and the existence of God 
considered a second time 

There are many matters which remain to be investigated concerning the 
attributes of God and the nature of myself, or my mind; and perhaps I 
shaII take these up at another time. But now that I have seen what to do 
and what to avoid in order to reach the truth, the most pressing task 
seems to be to try to escape ftom the doubts into which I fell a few days 
ago, and see whether any certainty can be achieved regarding material 
obje(:ts. 

But before I inquire whether any such things exist outside me, I must 
consider the ideas of these things, in so far as they exist in my thought, 
and see which of them are distinct, and which confused. 

Quantity, for example, or 'continuous' quantity as the philosophers 
commonly call it, is something I distinct1y imagine. That is, I distinctly 
imagine the extension of the quantity (or rather of the thing which is 
quantified) in length, breadth and depth. I also enumerate various pans 
of the thing, and to these parts I assign various sizes, shapes, positions 
and local motions; and to the motions. I assign various durations. 

Not only are all these things very well known and transparent to me 
when regarded in this general way, but in addition there are countless 
particular features regarding shape, number, motion and so on, which I 
perceive when I give them my attention. And the truth of these matters is 

64 so open and so much in harmony with my nature, that on first 
discovering them it seems that I am nOt so much learning something new 
as remembering what I knew before; or it seems like noticing for the first 

'. time things which were long present within me although I had never 
turned my mental gaze on them before. 

But I think the most important consideration at this point is that I find 
within me countless ideas of things which even though they may not exi~t 
anywhere ou~side me still cannot be called nothing; for although in a 
sense they can be thought of at will, they are not my invention but have 
their own true and immutable natures. When, for example, I imagine a 
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triangle, even if perhaps no such figure exists, or has ever existed, 
anywhere outside my thought, (here is still a determinate nature, or 
essence, or form of the triangle which is immutable and eternal, and not 
invented by me or dependent on my mind. This is dear from the fact that 
various properties can be demonstrated of the triangle, for example that 
its three angles equal two right angles, that its greatest side sub tends its 
greatest angle, and the like; and since these properties are ones which I 
now clearly recognize whether I want to or not, even if I never thought of 
them at all when I previously imagined the triangle. it follows that they 
cannot have been invented by me. 

It would be beside the point for me to say that since I have from time to 

time seen bodies of triangular shape, the idea of the triangle may have 
come to me from external things by means of the sense organs. For I can 
think up countless other shapes which there can be no suspicion of my 
ever having encountered through the senses, and yet I can demonstrate 65 
various properties of these shapes, just as I can with the triangle. All these 
properties are cenainly true, since I am clearly aware of them, and 
therefore they are something, and not merely nothing; "for it is obvious 
that whatever is true is somethingj and I have already amply demon
strated that everything of which I am dearly aware is true. And even if I 
had not demonstrated rhis, rhe nature of my mind is such that I cannot 
but assent to these things, at least so long as I clearly perceive them. I also 
remember that even before, when I was completely preoccupied with the 
objects of the senses, I always held that the most certain truths of all were 
the kind which I recognized clearly in connection with shapes. or 
numbers or other items relating ro arithmetic or geometry, or in general 
to pure and abstract mathematics. 

But if the mere fact that I can produce from my thought the idea of 
something entails that everything which I dearly 3;nd distinctly perceive 
to belong to that thing really does belong to it, is not'this a possible basis 
for another argument to prove the existence of God? Certainly, the idea 
of God, or a supremely perfect being, is one which I find within me just as 
surely as the idea of any shape or number, And my understanding that it 
belongs to his nature that he always exists) is no less clear and distinct 
than is the case when I prove of any shape or number that some property 
belongs to its nature. Hence, even if it turned out that not everything on 
which I have meditated in these past days is true, I ought still to regard 
[he existence of God as having at least the same level of certainty as I 66 
have hitherto attributed to the truths of mathematics,2 

At first sight, however, this is not transparently clear, but has some 

I '," that actual and eternal existence belongs to his nature' (French version), 
1 ',., which concern only figures and numbt"rs' (added in French 'Version). 
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appearance of being a sophism. Since I have been accustomed to 
distinguish between existence and essence in everything else, I find it easy 
to persuade myself that existence can also be separated from the essence 
of God, and hence that God can be thought of as not existing. But when I 
concentrate more carefully, it is quite evident that existence can no more 
be separated from the essence of God than the fact that its three angles 
equal two right angles can be separated &om the essence of a triangle, or 
than the idea of a mountain can be separated from the idea of a valley. 
Hence it is just as much of a contradiction to think of God (that is, a 
supremely perfect being) lacking existence (that is, lacking a perfection), 
as it is to think of a mountain without a valley. 

However, even granted that I cannOt think of God except as existing, 
just as I cannot think of a mountain without a valley, it certainly does not 
follow from the fact that I think of a mountain with a valley that there is 
any mountain in the world; and similarly, it does nor seem to follow from 
the fact that I think of God as existing that he does exist. For my thought 
does not impose any necessitY on things; and just as I may imagine a 
winged horse even though no horse has wings, so I may be able to attach 
existence to God even though no God exists. 

But there is a sophism concealed here. From the fact that I cannot think 
of a mountain without a valley, it does not follow that a mountain and 

67 valley exist anywhere, but simply that a mountain and a valley, whether 
they exist or not, are mutually inseparable. But from the fact that I 
cannot think of God except as existing, it follows that existence is 
inseparable from God, and hence that he really exists. It is not that my 
thought makes it so, or imposes any necessity on any thingj on the 
contrary, it is the necessity of the thing itself, namely the existence of 
God, which determines my thinking in this respect. For I am not free to 
think of God without existence (that is, a supremely perfect being 
without a supreme perfection) as I am free to imagine a horse with or 
without wings. 

And it must not be objected at this point that while it is indeed 
necessary for me to suppose God exists, once I have made the supposition 
that he has all perfections (since existence is one of the perfections), 
nevertheless the original supposition was not necessary. Similarly) the 

-. objection would run, it is not necessary for me to think that all 
quadrilaterals can be inscribed in a cirde; but given this supposition, it 

. will be necessary for me to admit that a rhombus can be inscribed in a 
cirde - which is patently false. Now admittedly, it is not necessary that I 
ever light upon any thought of God; but whenever I do choose to think of 
the first and supreme being, and bring forth the idea of God from the 
treasure house of my mind as it were, it is ne(:essary that I attribute all 
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perfections to him, even if I do not at that time enumerate them or attend 
to them individually. And this necessity plainly guarantees that, when I 
later realize that existence is a perfection, I am correct in inferring that 
the first and supreme being exists. In the same way, it is not necessary for 
me ever to imagine a triangle; but whenever I do wish to consider a 
rectilinear figure having just three angles, it is necessary that I attribute to 
it the properties which license the inference that its three angles equal no 68 
more than two right angles, even if I do not notice this at the time. By 
contrast, when I examine what figures can be inscribed in a circle, it is in 
no way necessary for me to think that this class includes all quadrilater-
als. Indeed, I cannot even imagine this, so long as I an willing to admit 
only what I clearly and distinctly understand. So there is a grear 
difference between this kind of false supposition and the true ideas which 
are innate in me, of which the first and most important is the idea of God. 
There are many ways in which I understand that this idea is not 
something fictitious which is dependent on my thought, but is an image 
of a true and immutable nature. Fjrst of all, there is the fact that, apart 
from God, there is nothing else of which I am capable of thinking such 
that existence belongs t to its essence. Second, I cannot understand how 
there could be two or more Gods of this kind; and after supposing that 
one God exists, I plainly see that it is necessary that he has existed from 
eternity and will abide for eternity. And finally, I perceive many other 
attributes of God, none of which I can remove or alter. 

But whatever method of proof I use, I am always brought back ro the 
fact that it is only what I clearly and distinctly perceive that completely 
convinces me. Some of the things I clearly and distinctly perceive are 
obvious to everyone, while others are discovered only by those who look 
more closely and investigate more carefully; but once they have been 
discovered, the laner are judged to be just as certai~ as the former. In the 
case of a right-angled triangle, for example, the faCt, that the square on 69 
the hypotenuse is equal to the square on the other two sides is not so 
readily apparent as the fact that the hypotenuse subtends the largest 
angle; but once one has seen it, one believes it just as strongly. Bur as 
regards God, if I were not overwhelmed by preconceived opinions, and if 
the images of things perceived by the senses did not besiege my thought 
on every side, I would certainly acknowledge him sooner and more easily 
than anything else. For what is more self·evident than the "fact that the 
supreme being exists, or that God, to whose essence alone existence 
belongs,2 exists? 

I ', " necessarily ~Iongs' (French vusion), 
1. ' .. , in the idea of whom alone necessary and eternal existence is comprised' Wrench 

venion), 
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Although it needed close attention for me to perceive this, I am now 
just as certain of it as I am of everything else which appears most certain. 
And what is more, I see that the certainty of all other things depends on 
this, so that without it nothing can ever be perfectly known. 

Admittedly my nature is such that so long as l I perceive something very 
clearly and distinctly I cannot but believe it to be true. But my nature is 
also such that I cannot fix my mental vision continually on the same 
thing, so as to keep perceiving it clearly; and often the memory of a 
previously made judgement may come back, when I am no longer 
attending to the arguments which led me to make it. And so other 
arguments can now occur to me which might easily undermine my 
opinion, if 1 were unaware of God: and I should thus never have true 
and certain knowledge about anything, but only shifting and changeable 
opinions. For example, when I consider the nature of a triangle, it appears 
most evident to me, steeped as I am in the principles of geometry, that 
its three angles are equal to two right angles; and so long as I attend 

70 to the proof, I cannot but believe this to be true. But as soon as I tum 
my mind's eye away from the proof, then in spite of still remembering 
that I perceived it very clearly, 1 can easily fall into doubt about its truth, 
if I am unaware of God. For I can convince myself that I have a natural 
disposition to go wrong from time to time in matters which I think I 
perceive as evidendy as can be. This ' will seem even more likely when 
I remember that there have been frequent cases where I have regarded 
things as true and certain, but have later been led by other arguments 
to judge them to be false. 

Now, however, I have perceived that God exists, and at the same time I 
have understood that everything else depends on him, and that he is no 
deceiver; and I have drawn the conclusion that everything which 1 dearly 
and distinctly perceive is of necessity true. Accordingly, even if I am no 
longer attending to the arguments which led me to judge that this is true, 
as long as I remember that I clearly and distinctly perceived it, there are 
no counter-arguments which can be adduced to make me doubt it. but 

. on the contrary I have true and certain knowledge of it. And I have 
knowledge not just of this matter, but of all matters which I remember 
ever having demonstrated, in geometry and so on. For what objections 
can now be raised?2 That the way I am made makes me prone to frequent 
error? But I now know that I am incapable of error in those cases where 
my understanding is transparently dear. Or can it be objected that 1 have 
in the past regarded as true and certain many things which I afterwards 
recognized to be false? But nODC of these were things which I clearly and 

I ' .•• as soon as' (French version). 
2. ', •• to oblige me to call these matters into doubt' (added in French venion). 
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distinctly perceived: I was ignorant of this rule for establishing the truth, 
and believed rhese things for orher reasons which I larer discovered to be 
less reliable. So what is left to say? Can one raise the objection 1 put to 
myself a while ago. that I may be dreaming, or that everything which I 
am now thinking has as little truth as what comes to the mind of one who 
is asleep? Yet even this does not change anything. For even though I 71 
might be dreaming, if there is anything which is evident to my intellect, 
then it is wholly true. 

Thus I see plainly that the cerrainty and truth of all knowledge depends 
uniquely on my awareness of the true God, to such an extent that I 
was incapable of perfect knowledge about anything else until I became 
aware of him. And now it is possible for me to achieve full and cenato 
knowledge of countless matters, both concerning God himself and other 
things whose nature is intellectual, and also concerning the whole of 
that corporeal narurc which is the subject-matter of pure mathematics.' 

I •. .. and also conct:rning things which belong to corport:al natuft: in so far as it can servt: 
as tht: objt:ct of geomrtrical dt:monstrarions which havt: no con«m with whrtht:r that 
object uists' (Frt:nch vt:rsion). 



Objections and Replies 

Translator's preface 

As soon as he had completed the Meditations, Descartes began to 
circulate them among his friends, asking for comments and criticisms. He 
also sent the manuscript to Friar Marin Mersenne (1588-1648), his 
friend and principal correspondent, asking him to obtain further criti
cisms. He wrote to Mersenne in a letter of 28 January 1641: <I shall be 
glad if people make me as many objections as possible - and the strongest 
ones they can find. For I hope that in consequence the truth will stand out 
all the better.' The resulting six sets of Objections (the first set collected 
by Descartes himself, the remainder by Mersenne) were published in 
Latin, together with Descartes' Replies. in the same volume as the first 
(I6 .. p ) edition of the Meditations. The second edition of the Medita· 
tions (r642) contained in addition the Seventh Set of Objections together 
with Descartes' Replies, and also the Letter to Dinet (all in Latin). The 
terms 'Objections' and 'Replies' were suggested by Descartes himself, 
who asked that his own comments should be called 'Replies' rather than 
'Solutions' in order to leave the reader to judge whether his replies 
contained solutions to the difficulties offered (Iener to Mersenne, 18 
March 1641 ). 

The volume containing the French translation of the Meditations (by 
de Luynes), which appeared in 1647, also contained a "Ft:ench version of 
the first six sets of Ob;ections and Replies by Descartes' "disciple Claude 
Clerselier (1614-84). Although it is frequenrly said that Descartes saw 
and approved of this translation,l there is, as with the Meditations proper, 
no good case for preferring the French version to the original Latin 
which Descartes himself composed.' It should also be remembered that 
all the objectors wrote in Latin, and had before them only the Latin text 
of the Meditations when they wrote. The present translation is therefore 
based entirely on the original Latin. 

1 lXscartes visit~d Cl~rseli~r in 16"" and saw som~ of his work; h~ did nOt. howev~r, wish 
die Fifth S~t of Obj~ctions and Re-plies to be included in th~ translation ($e"t' Author's 
Note, bt-Iow p. 1.68). CJerselier's ve- rsion of the Seventh ~t of Objections and Repli~s did 
not appear till after Descartes' death, in the second French edition of 166t. 

1 St-e Translator's preface to Meditlltio"5, above p. t. 



Ob;ections and Replies 

The First Set of Objections is by a Catholic theologian from Holland, 
Johannes Caterus Gohan de Kater), who was priest in charge of the 
church of St Laurens at Alkmaar from 1632-56. Caterus had been asked 
to comment on the Meditations by two fellow priests who were friends of 
Descanes, Bannius and Bloemaert; and it is to these two intermediaries 
that both Caterus' Objections and Descartes' Replies are addressed. 
Descartes wrote to Mersenne on 24 December 1640 that Caterus himself 
wished to remain anonymous. 

The Second Set of Objections is simply attributed to 'theologians and 
philosophers' in the index to the first edition, but the French version of 
1647 announces that they were 'collected by the Reverend Father 
Mersenne'. In fact they are largely the work of Mersenne himself. 

The Third Set of Objections ('by a celebrated English philosopher', 
says the 1647 edition) is by Thomas Hobbes (1588-,679) who had fled 
to France, for political reasons, in 1640. Although many of Hobbes' 
points are of considerable philosophical interest, Descanes' comments 
are mostly curt and dismissive in the extreme. 

The Fourth Set of Objections is by the French theologian and logician 
Antoine Arnauld (1612-94). who became Doctor of Theology at the 
Sorbonne in 1641. Both the Objections and Replies are addressed to 
Mersenne as intermediary, and the tone of both authors is courteous and 
respectful throughout. 

The Fifrh Set of Objections is by the philosopher Pierre Gassendi 
(1592-1655). His comments are very lengthy and come near to being a 
paragraph by paragraph commentary on the Meditations. Gassendi's 
tone is often acerbic, and Descartes frequently reacts with bristly 
defensiveness. For the further prolonged debate between Descartes and 
Gassendi which followed the publication of the Fifth Objections and 
Replies, see the Appendix, pages 1.68ff below. 

The Sixth Set of Objections was printed with no indication of the 
author in the first and second editions, and is described in the 1647 
French edition as being 'by various theologians and philosophers'. The 
compiler, as in the case of the Second Objections, is Mersenne. 

The Seventh Set of Objections is by the Jesuit, Pierre Bourdin (1595-
1653 ). Descartes had been eager to obtain the suppOrt of the Jesuits for 
his philosophy, but he was very disappointed with what he called 'the 
quibbles of Father Bourdin'; he wrote to Mersenne 'I have treated him as 
courteously as possible but I have never seen a paper so full of faults' 
(letter of March 1642). Descartes' Replies take the form of comments or 
annotations which are interspersed with Bourdin's Objections. 

The Letter to Father Dinet. in which Descartes describes his reaction to 
Bourdin's Objections, was printed at the end of the Seventh Set of 



Translator's preface 

Objections and Replies in the second (1642) edition. Dinet was Bourdin's 
superior in the Jesuit order, and had taught Descartes at the College 
of La Fleche. An abridged version of the letter to Dinet is translated 
below; the Objections and Replies are translated in full. 

NOTE ON TYPOGRAPHY AND QUOTATIONS 

The time·honoured practice in presenting the Objections and Replies 
(one which goes back to the earliest editions) has been to use italic type 
for the objectors' words and Roman type for those of Descanes. This 
convention has been abandoned in the present edition. It is unnecessary, 
since there is (with the exception of the exchange with Bourdin, where an 
alternative device is used) never any doubt about who is speaking; and it 
is potentially confusing, since the use of roman type in quotations from 
the Meditations can mislead the reader into supposing he has before him 
the exact words of Descartes. In fact, however, the objectors are often 
cavalier about quotations, paraphrasing and altering the syntax to suit 
their purposes. Because of this. readers referring back to [he Meditations 
should not always expect to find that quotations in the Objections and 
Replies correspond word for word with the relevant passages in the 
Meditations. 

J.e. 
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Objections raised by several men of learning against the 
preceding Meditations together with the author's Replies 

FIRST SET OF OBJECTIONS' 

Gentlemen, 
Observing your enthusiastic desire for me [0 make a detailed exam ina· 

tion of the writings of M. Descartes. I felt myself obliged, in this matter, 
to go along with the wishes of such very good friends. In complying with 
your request I hope to make you realize the great regard which 1 have for 
YOll, and also to establish the inadequacy of my own intellectual powers, 
so that in future you may show me a little more indulgence, if I require it, 
and not press me so hard if my performance here turns out to be 
inadequate. 

M. Descartes is in my judgement a man of the highest intellect and the 
utmost modesty - a man such as even Momus,l were he now with us, 
would approve of. 'I am thinking', h~~·~~.~lefg!.t;J_e~~i~!i.indeed.lam 
thought itself - I am a niinq/ __ Granted_ 'Rut in vjrtue._oLthin.king. I 

92 possess "'wiihin " ~ni~~-}~e·';~ .. Qt things,, __ .ariC:~ ~ i~ . partic~laL an.- j,ru;,~~df ,a 
supremely pe~f~q:~g"i!lfinit~J)~iOg . .' T ru~ ~g~in. 'H?wevwe~J a~ not the 
cause oftriis id~a.~ sil1~ I..dQ "IlOJ.m~;tsure up to its 9bje~t~~ realiry; "hence 
something more . p'erk~t. thaD ".my~~!.f IS "its-c~"tise .• an1J acc.07cnOgIY 'tKere 
e:cists somethins....ggtdes my~lf, s~[hiI?s..!!!o!"~,P..~![~~~-!~. This 
IS someone whO is not . a being in"~any oiainary sense E~t -':'ih.n.~JmP1y and 
witnourqtia1ificati9ii:~.m.bra~ertIttj:~~h9Ie' of6elng within himself, and 'is 
'as' it ';ere"the ~ltimat~. origjnal.';~~,~~J ~~ ·Q{9P.ysf~s~:~$~ys.m"~h~p.t;i'elgllt 
of t~~ DiLdna NOf#[~' 

B.!Jt h~re r ~m .for~ecl tQ . .5tQp-Jo.r J. .~,~~I~ t.o~_vo~d ~~c~om}.~ e~_h:,usted. 
My mind ebbs and flows like the Euripus with iis violent tldes :,vfir-s'c ," 
aCCePI, but then Gle_Qy-,CilvemyappffiVarlilit -ihiii-l wjthd!:~w it~ 
unwilliiigto disagree wit)l}he author, but I ~-'ll unJtbkt!U&!~e-w.ith hi'JlL_~ 
My questiOifistnis: what SOrt of ~~.u~.e d~ ~n i~.ea _~~ed?l.n(;t~~q'Jwh.i.1J5 ) an ,1l~lrinh~JliiOl;-iliai:is..tholl&bt.Qf .. m ... jQJ~r ~s ithas objective being ! 

_tr.t)h .. un.Yiil~C!~ B,\lL~Khat is. 'obje<;riv.e, b~!n£lr;t :~e)nt~.lIect'? Accoraing to 
what I was J.a.ught, this is,, sil'JlP-iy the determmation of an 'aerof the • 10' _._~.>.' _-""T'-.....,.·'-··~· .... _ ... ~_ __" ., ... ___ _ 

1 By Cat~rus. For details of the author and the addressees, see Translator's preface, 300\'( 

p.64· 
2. In Grttk mythology the personification of criticism and fault-finding. 
3 Dionysius the Areopagite, a fifth-century writer who sought to introduce ctruin 

neoplatonic elements into Christianity. 
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l!!tellect bX !!l~a!!1.2!.J!!t object .. And this is merely an extraneous label 
which adds nothing to the thing itself. Just as 'being seen' is nothing other 
than an act of vision attributable to myself.~~'l&}~Ou~.[ .. of', ~r 
having objective beiE& .. !.!Lthe intelle£t~. ju!me!y_ .. ~ ."~h~.ulih~ 9(~i1~~,.f!1j!1d 
~ __ \t9l?i.o/~@ t~rmina[es in the 'mind, .. ~.n4 .[~i~ ca.~ <,>c~.u!,"'YithoI.lJ ~1lY. 
~~'..<?J: .c!1~if1ieJ riJl1etlilij'g :r\i<IT, aDd. l!l,d.~ect\Yi tnOUt. the thin.s.5n .. 
CUJ$J£~sQ...~;9stm~~!.}lL $0 why_should I '?ok for ~£~.of"~~!!!~!~i!1g 
which is not actual, and which is simply an empty label, 3 non-entity? 
- l1'leverffieIess-: says-our 1I1gemous~~i"u[h6r, "(iii 'oraer (or-·3 given· idea"'fa 
contain such and such objective reality it mUSt surely derive it from some 
cause.'! On the contrary, this requires no cause; for objective reality is a 
pure label, not anything actual. A cause imparts some real and actual 93 
influence; but what does not actually exist cannot take on anything, and 
so does not receive or require any actual causal influence. Hence, though 
I have ideas, there is no cause for these ideas, let alone some cause which 
is greater than I am, or which is infinite. 

'Sut if you do not grant that ideas have a cause, you must at least 
explain why a given idea contains such and such objective reality.' 
Certainly; I do not normally stint my friends. but am as lavish as 
possible. I take the same general view abom all ideas as M. Descartes 
takes of a triangle. He says: 'even if perhaps no such figure exists, or has 
:.ver exist~d, a,lJx..'!:'.9!£.S9~tsl'g~ _my .thoijglll,~-tlre{~ is s till ~ -d~fet·Jlli~ate 
nature 9r,.c~$!l,"'i.~~}~r f~r,.rn w_hich i~ __ immutable an~ .. eter~~1~2 What.:!!e 
have here is an eternal tcuth which does not require a cause. A boat is a 
boat and nothing e se. Davus is Davus and nol e IpUS. But if you i;(sist 
on having an explanation. the answer lies in the imperfection ..Q.LQur 
intellect1 which is not Inhnite. For since it does norcomprehend in one 
single grasp-thatrora1l!] !1ill.ii::,;jC;:tflq .. ~.nd i~ce)o,r.all; lt~;vraes and 
sep~rates out the universal good, and being unable to bring toith· the 
~otahU\ It c.2.?ce~vss."~;£)t-eiece~~--~r , __ ~~ !h~Vsay, i~~~~q.ua(eIY:"·"·"""'"'· 

The author goes on to say, 'And yet [he mode of being by which athing 
exists objective~y in the intellect by way of an idea, imperfect though it 
may be, is certainly not nothing, and so it cannot come from nothing.'"' 
There is an equivocation here.Jt n9.~~inK ~s, tpe s~me as an emiry which 
does nOt actuallv exist, then this, since it is not actual, is "notninw'al'1~ 
JM:ljCO~S9i.D~·~ft'om nothirrg;'fnat i·s~ · doeS" nof{6me-Tromany cause. 94 
tU! if :1!9.Jhigg:. ~e~~'·sQ.met:bJ.ili~!!1~Ei.ti~.ti9<~~.~.a~ they co'iTinl'onrY·~all 
~ 'co~ceptl!eLe:ntiIY'5_. tbe.pJj1is ,~~.n?t 'noth~~l);g', but. som'el:~i_ng real ",:,hic~ · 
I M«i, III, above p. 28. 1. Med. v, above p, <45 , 
} A reference to Terence, Andria I, ii, where the slave Onus, on being asked a question, 

rtplies 'I am Oavus, not Ot-dipus' (alluding to the fact that Oedipus alone was able to 
solve the riddle of the Sphinx), 

.. Med. III, above p. 29. S Lat. ens ,at;anis, literally ' entity of reason'. 
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is distinctly conceived. Nevertheless, since it is merely conceived and is 
.... not aCfUa.I~" altI1CSt1glfit can be conceived, it cannot in any way be caused. 

But he goes on: 'I should like to go further and inquire whether 1 
myself who have thisTcleacould exis"t if no such being·e'xiStea' (tfiat 15;-'35 

'~r;~6:~~;s~~~0~~~~e;:~~I~~~~:r~~1~~~7io:m~ 
in -or_hat' case, would I;aenve my existence? , Fr0I!!_tp.~.!!lJ?J.,~~mably, or 

, Trom~inyj>aients 'or from others etc. Y ei imeri~ed my existence from " 
myself, then1 should l!c:i!!l~r. d9-~EJ'p9i w.~n.t, nqf la~k anything.at,a.Jl;1Qc 

lS1louI{f1favegrven"'myself all the perfections..9f whicl, J ~~ye anI , idea, 
arurth~srshi)Uld:ply:self be'C",['" ButTf 1 derive ."!y.e.lli.u,eiK.e1:Q"m' s;;;;e 

' oth~~, then if I ti;c~th(tsenesback rwirrev-entu_ally ,.q~me .. JO a being 
wbich~er~,,-~~ it~'~is~~nc~ ~mE~~~fi.~~,!~o"·the argu_~~.mE.~re becomes 
the same as theargume"~t b.~s~9.. __ Q!l .. the suppOSitIon that I der j,Ye my 
"xi' i.nce from myself.' This is exactly the same approach as that taken 
by St Thomas: he called this way 'the way based on the causality of the 
efficient cause'.J He took the argument from Aristotle, although neither 
he nor Aristotle was bothered about the causes of ideas. And perhaps 
they had no need to be; for can I not take a much shorter and more direct 
line of argument? 'I am thinking, therefore I exist; indeed, I am thought 
itself, I am a mind. But this mind and thought derives its existence either 
from itself, or from anomer. If the latter, then we continue to repeat the 
question - where does this other being derive its existence from? And if 
the formei~ irrt~i~lr'~ '~~i~tence r9"m"- its~f('~rtJ] >~:-W¥ what 
derives existence trom Itself wl1rwltEout d iMculty have endowed itself Withalf thiii •• .' · .... .. -"- .-> "-. ......", ... '''-'-

~-., - <.,.--.~- ",.~.,--

95 I beg and beseech our author not to hide his meaning from a reader 
who, though perhaps less intelligent, is eager to follow. The phrase 'ftom 
itself' has two senses. In the first, positive, sense, it means "from itself as 
from a cause'. What derives existence from itself in this sense bestows its 
own existence on itself; so if by an act of premeditated choice it were to 
give itself what it desired, it would undoubtedly give itself all things, and 

. so would be God. But in the second, negative sense, "from itself' simply 
means 'not from another'; and this, as far as I remember, is the way in 
which everyone takes the phrase . 

...!!!aU!Q~.iUs.>m~!hl\!sj$x"~~ exigel)"dromj!&<JUn the. se.~ 
~~t fro.m a~other' ~~~~~_car 1;e £.r~)Ve J~at th~s_b.eIDg .... (m.Q~~~":c~~_ ~!~ thi~~s 
anlt1Nnfinlte? -TIhs time s all not hsten If you say "If It denves ItS 

~'§i{{ff§!§'1~E!.(it,f9_l!lQ,~~~_ ha~g!vep itsel.!, all thi;;g,s-. '"F~;'h does> 
I Med. JII, abon p. 32.f. 2. Cf. Med. lit, above p. 34. 
3 This is the second of Aquinas' 'Five Ways': Summa Theologiae. Pars J. Quaestio 1., art. 

3. Cf. Aristotle, Physics VIII, 1.5Iff; MctQPhysia A, J071.ff. 
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not derive existence from itself as a c~~~!l.Q.Uti.ciiLgi~t Brio[JQ, i_~.~~l~_so 
that It couIa choose Iff mlVlllfcewn ·at it should subse<J.!lently be. Admit
t'faly, I am sure"'rhave~lle~'r(r so~;;here that' Suare~1 ariueaTs~fOl lows: 
'Every limitation proceeds from some cause; therefore if something is 
lifiilted ' aqH firiU:fThTsl s' beca~UseTts ca'Use 'was either unable or unwilling "\ 
t~;;-do; "it"~ith more "8reat'nessorperrealonj '- ~ind1ienc€ifS6mething J 
~~ts,~£~_, rom-itseU;and _~~'Jr.qm . sQQ1e" c~u,'se~ if~is' In'deed ~ 
unlimited and jnfinite;"'~~~--"""""'-~"-- . '" ' -~ . y 

F • r ao-;~t" e·~tir~IY 'accept this, however. For what happens if the 
limit~ti?n ~Xi_~~ , ~r9IE._!h~ Jhing'~ inte~_r:al constitutive principles, that is, 
from its essence-or form? Remember that ~you have not yet proved this 

-essence to e m"jinlie':~ven though the thing derives its existence from 
itself, in the sense of 'not from another'. That which is hot, for example, 
if you suppose there to be such a thing, will be hot as opposed to cold in 
virtue of its internal constitutive principles, and this will be true even if 
you imagine that its being what it is does not depend on anything else. I 
am sure that M. Descartes has plenty of arguments to support a thesis 
that others have not perhaps defended with sufficient clarity. 

At last I find mysdf in agreement with the author. He has laid it down 
as a general rule that 'everything <;>f w!tiE!!l~I)) cka.rlY_ ancl_.distins ili 
aware is a true entity'. 2 Indeed, to go further: 'whatexer I think of is true' , 

-For from our boyhood onwards we have totally outla';;d ;jr~l1Tmeras 96 
and similar 'conceptual entities'. No faculty can be diverted from its 
proper object. The wiiJ, if it moves at all, tends towards the good. Even 
the senses do not in themselves go astray: sight sees what it seeSj the ears 
hear what they hear; and even if you see fool's gold, there is nothing 
wrong with your vision. The error ar~ses from your judgement, when you 
decide that what you see is gold. Hence M. Descartes most properly puts 
all .error down to the judgement and the will. . 

But now use this rule to make thejng .. g " • .)'9!l..wa)1ted. '[ am clearly • _4'" ..• _ •. _ .-- -. . ____ '-',_._ 

aEd.dlSttnctlr_ ~~~r~~f ~E)I!.~~!terP!L~&Lh~!!~e .t~i~ is ~ "~~~~~ C?P!Lty"!~~ 
somethmg rea!:' Yet will not someone ask .:Are xo],_9£a.rlL~ri£! di~!iQctly 
~are of an in6ni!e b~ing? What, in that case, is the meaning of that 
well-worn maxim wEich is common knowledge; the infinite qua infinite 
is unknown?' Wh~t1 J think of a chiliagon, and . constCl;lct f~.r. .. mys~el£ a 
'9.l)fu~ed l~I!m.Cruation of someJ:!gurf;~lAji:-!iot . c!~ti~!yJm~g~~ the 
cj)iliegon it~elf, ling: [ do Dot distinFtly see the th2~and si?es~<!.!~this 
j,s....s,Q" then the guestion obViousl~ arises as to how the mnntte can be .. 
th,Ollght of i~,! .. E.~5.!~nct as . .2p.E0~e ~.sQnN~,~~ !"a~~!~.! gi!e~ ~~~ the 
I Francisco Suarez (I S 48-1 61 7}. Commentator on, and critic of, Aristotle; author of the 
M~tapbysjcaJ Disputatiom. 

1 a. Me(t III, above p. 14, and Med. v, above p, 45 , 
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infinite perfections that make it up cannot be seen clearly <before the eyes' 
as It were. 

This is perhaps what St Thomas meant when he denied that the 
proposition 'God exists' is self-evident. I He considers an objection to this 
put by Damascene: 'The knowledge 0~..!.~~$.~t~S!1~~ .. 9J.Qoq is naturally 
im~lan"ted in all men;tfeifce>1nee,~i~~c,~"",.C?~<~g~~~_ ,i.s..,.~.f-.t;;xiden~.~i.S' 
r:e~ Y, is . ~~a.' .~he kno,!,!~.~$~U!~i!.t~aJ.l~,i[!)el .. nted ~~ .. ~s ?i.r 1,!:~~E;~s~~ o~.~~~ .. a co~f~~~d.,!JH!!1!)$,.(,~.~~ guts It, tha~ l~n 

97 so far as .Q9",[iSt1le uTtirnateTeficlty of man. But thiS, he says, IS not 
Stfiig6tf~'~ard"k'ri6wle'dge-or the "existence or Cod, just as to know that 
someone is coming is not the same as to know Peter, even though it is 
Peter who is corning. He is in effect saying that God is known under some 
general conception, as an ultimate end or as the first and most perfect 
being, or even under the concept of that which includes all things in a 
confused and general manner; but he is nOt known in terms of the precise 
concept of his own proper essence, for in essence God is infinite and so 
unknown to us. I know that M: Descartes will have a ready answer to 

this line of questioning. Yet I trust that these objections, which I am 
putting forward purely for discussion, will remind him of the dictum of 
Boethius: 'There are certain common conceptions of the mind which are 
self-evident only to the wise.'2 Hence, it should be no surprise if those 
who desire to increase their wisdom ask many questions and spend rather 
a long time on these topics. For they know that these matters have been 
laid down as the fundamental basis of the whole subject; and if they are 
to understand them, intensive scrutiny is required. 

Let us then concede that someone does possess a.B~..! and distinct idea 
of a supreme and utterlr 'perfect being. Whatls the next step you will take 
from heie?' 'You win sa"y that thiS infinite being exists, and that his 
existence is so certain that '{ Qygbf [ Q regatd the existence of God a§.. 
hav.i.?!?~t leastthe same level ?f certainty as I have hithe;t~ attri6~tea to 
the trutSs otrnailiematics. Hence it is just as much of a contradiction 
to rh~nkoT GoaTina(is~';SUPremely perfect being) lacking existence (that 
is, lacking a perfection), as it is to think of a mountain without a valley.'3 
This is the lynch pin of the whole structure; to give in on this point is to be 
obliged to admit defeat. But since I am taking on an opponent whose 
strength is greater than my own, I should like to have a preliminary 
skirmish with him, so that, although I am sure to be beaten in the end, 1 

98 may at least put off the inevitable for a while. 
I know we are basing our argument on reason alone and not on 

appeals to authority. But to avoid giving the impression that 1 am wilfully 

1 Summa Theofogiae, Pan I , Q. 2., art. t. 

3 Med. v. above pp. 4 5£· 
2. Quoted by Aquifl :1S. foc. cit. 
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taking issue with such an outstanding thinker as M. Descanes, let me 
nevertheless begin by asking you to listen to what St Thomas says. He 
raises the following objection to his own position: 

As soon as we understand the meaning of the word '52-2'!4 ~~,i..~m.~~1!!m~<;.~ 
that God exists. F~r t~e .. ~ord:,9~~~~,C~!!~ '!.h.a,t !h~m:,~,!!_cti n..?~~ reat~~ 
Ji:c£rifeJveg~ Now tllat whICh exists in realir as well as ,"the intellect IS reate 
than.thaJ,which exists in the intellect a onc, ence, since 0 Imme iat~ y exis~ , 
:tl the intellect as soon as we have understood the word ~1: it" Folfows t~at ne 
al~~ exin s in re~iity. r ",-,.,.--~~<--'''''''-''''-'''''''''~-- ''''' ... ? 

This argument may be set out formally as follows. 'God is that than 
which nothing greater can be conceived. But that than which nothing 
greater can be conceived includes existence. Hence God, in virtue of the 
very word or concept of "God", contains existence; and hence he cannot 
lack, or be conceived of as lacking, existence.' But now please tell me if 
this is not the selfsame argument as that produced by M. Descartes? St 
Thomas defines ,9<14. a,s .~'~h,~L!b,~n w~~fl!. "!.9~}~g.~,~~,~!~:r-.-.",,can ~ be 
:onc~!v~': •.• ~~~~~,~~~~.~II,~,<,b.im~~:?,=J,~.l'~~,m~!r hpe,rfe~,~),e i n..&::p~tpJ 
s.0.M~£ lle.,tl1,.m'I Greater than ilils can be conceivea. St Thomas's next step 
is to say 'that thaii·...,wlllcli n'6rnlllnf~'aTer""canDe conceived includes 
existence', for otherwise something greater could be conceived, namely a 
being conceived of as also including existence. Yet surely M. Descartes' 
next step is identical to this. od he says. is a supremely perfect bein ; 
and a suecemely Eerfect being inclu es eXistence, or ot erwlse It wou d 
not be a s~ remel erfect bein . 5t Tlioma"s's conclusion is that 'since 

imme late y exists in t e mte ect as soon as we have understood the 
word "God". it follows that he also exists in reality'. In other words, 
since the very concept or essence of 'a being than which nothing 
greater can be conceived' implies existence, it follows th,!u this very being 
exists: M. Descartes' conclusion is the same: ·.From the "very fact that J 
cannot think of God except as existing, it follows th e ·5Ws;t...is 
msep!fable fr0':l1 __ o an ence t at e rea y exists.·l But now let St 
Thomas reply 60th to !lim,ell a"iiaIo 1l;l!:1:)esc:rrres:-'l..,rif"Oe grante<r;he 
~;-;---""," .... -,.,--~, ......... ,-,- .. -,~" ..... ,.-- . 
says, 

that we all understand that the word 'God' means what it is claimed to mean, 
namely 'that than which nothing greater can be thought of'. However, it does not 
follow that we all understand that what is signified by this word exists in the real 
world, All that follows is that it exists in the apprehension of the intellect. Nor 
can it be shown that this being really exists unless it is conceded that there really 

t Loc. cit, In the passage cited Aquinas is in fact criticizing St Ansdm's version of the 
ontological argument. 

1 Above p. 46. 

, 
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is something such that nothing greater can be thought of; and this premiss is 
denied by those who maintain that God does not exist. 

My own answer to M. Descartes. which is based on this passage, is 
briefly this. Even jf it is granted that a supremely perfect being carries the 

. ime!icatj~,~!"t~E"!~~~~:~~:-_:or 'i.~s ~erY' !it}~~ ii ~ stifi=d,?? not .f0,n~ 
.~a.,t!~ e~~~~~~e 10 q~~~t':..<?n 1,5' ~ny.t~lll_g ~ctu~!J.~,~ r~al wq,rEh all dljt 
follows IS that the concept of existence is inseparably linked to the 

,,' ~rQ!11Y'Ri~ri:ie' D'eing. S6-yo'ucannot i'nfer that die exrst:~God 
is anything actual unless you '1uppose that the supreme being actually 

.~xjSflsr~l?!J)!!..rr;!.~ .!:.~!:.~~~II,~~!:~rr::!I!: P.c:t~~~O:~::_:,!~dlug ,die 
,per ~J911 ,gL[~_;!L~t~!.en~e..; . ...-

Pardon me, gentlemen: 1 am now rather tired and propose to have a 
little fun. The complex 'existing lion' includes both 'lion' and 'existence', 
and it includes them essentially. for if you take away either element it will 
not be the same complex. But now, has not God had clear and distinct 
knowledge of this composite from an eternity? And does not the idea of 
this composite, as a composite, involve both elements essentially? In 
other words, does not existence belong to the essence of the composite 
'existing lion'? Nevertheless the distinct knowledge of God, the distinct 
knowledge he has from eternity, does not compel either element in the 
composite to exist, unless we assume that the composite itself exists (in 
which case it will contain all its essential perfections including actual 
existence). Similarly even if I have distinct knowledge of a supreme being, 
and even if the supremely perfect being includes existence as an essential 
part of the concept, it still does not follow that the existence in question is 
anything actual, unless we suppose that the supreme being exists (for in 
that case it will indude actual existence along with all its other 
perfections). Accordingly we must look elsewhere for a proqf that the 
supremely perfect being exists. 

With regard to the essence of the soul and its distinction from the 
body, I have only a little to say. For I confess that our highly gifted author 
has already so exhausted me that I can hardly add one word more. His 
proof of the supposed distinction between the soul and the body appears 
to be based on the fact that the two can be distinctly conceived apart 

, from each other. Here I refer the learned gentleman to ScOtuS, who says 
that ne ob'ect to be distinctly conceived apart from another, thete 
need onL be w at e ca s a arma an 0 Ject~e ?~stl~ctlOn between 
theri,...·{sucli~ a ~Clishnctlon ts, "h! lria'mHuns;-intermeaiate between a rear 

, :~!,~,i!~~~: ~n,~! _c.£~~e:~!~n~i§1)~~ist~~·ctIOi!~tw~~ G~'s > 

Justice ana hiS mercy IS of tfils kmd. For, sa~s -Scotus, \ nie formal 
~~cepts'of the"!w:o'a-re dIstinct prior to~any oper;ti~f the intellect, so 
that one is not the same as the other. Yet it does not follow that because 

r 

I 
I 
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justice and mercy can he conceived apart from one another they can 
therefore exist apart.' 1 

But I see that I have gone far beyond the normal limits of a letter. 
These, gentlemen, are·the maners which I thought needed to be raised on 
this subject, and I leave it to your judgement to pick out the more 
important points. If you take my side, then M. Descartes will easily be 101 

prevailed upon, out of friendship, nOt to think too badly of me for having 
contradicted him on a few points. But if you take his side, I shall submit 
and own myself beaten; indeed, I shall be only too happy to avoid a 
second defeat. And so I conclude with my good wishes to you both. 

I Duns Scotus, Opus Oxoniense I. 8. 4. 



AUTHOR'S REPLIES TO THE FIRST SET OF 
OBJECTIONS 

Gentlemen, I 
You have indeed called up a mighty opponent to challenge me, and his 

intelligence and learning could well have caused me serious difficulty had 
he not been a good and kind theologian who preferred to befriend the 
cause of God, and its humble champion, rather than to mount a serious 
attack. But though it was extremely kind of him to pull his punches, it 
would not be so acceptable for me to keep up the pretenccj and hence I 
would rather expose his carefully disguised assistance to me than answer 
him as if he were an adversary. 

First of all he summarizes my chief argument for proving the existence 
of God, thus helping to fix it all the more firmly in the reader's memory. 
And after briefly conceding the claims which he considers to have been 
demonstrated with sufficient darity, thereby adding the weight of his 
own authority to them. he raises the one question which gives rise to the 

102 most important difficulty, namely the question of what should be 
understood by the term ' idea' in this context, and of whether such an idea 
requires a cause of any son. 

Now I wrote that an idea is the thing which is thought of in so far as it 
has objective being in the intellect.2 But to give me an opportunity of 
explaining these words more clearly the objector pretends to understand 
them in quite a different way from that in which I used them. 'Objective 
being in the intellect', he says, 'is simply the determination of an act of 
the intellect by means of an object, and this is merely an extraneous label 

. which adds nothing to the thing itself. '3 Notice here that he is referring to 
the thing itself as if it were located outside the intellect, and in this sense 
'objective being in the intellect' is certainly an extraneous label; but I was 
speaking of the idea, which is never outside the intellect, and in this sense 
'objective being' simply means being in the intellect in the way in which 
objects are normally there. For example, if anyone asks what happens to 
the sun through its being objectively in my intellect, the best answer is 
that nothing happens to it beyond the application of an extraneous label 
I For me addresst¢S, see above p. 64. 1. Above pp. 66f; Cf. Med. III, above pp. l.8f. 
3 Above p. 67· 
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which does indeed 'determine an act of the intellect by means of an 
object'. But if the question is about what the idea of the sun is, and we 
answer that it is the thing which is thought of, in so far as it has objective 
being in the intellect, no one will take this to be the sun itself with this 
extraneous label applied to it. 'Objective being in the intellect' will not 
here mean 'the determination of an act of the intellect by means of an 
object', but will signify the object's being in the intellect in the way in . 
which its objects are normally there. By this I mean that the idea of the 
sun is the sun itself existing in the intellect - not of course formally 
existing, as it does in the heavens, but objectively existing, i.e. in the way 
in which objects normally are in the intellect. Now this mode of being is 103 

of course much less perfect than that possessed by things which exist 
outside the intellect; but, as I did explain, it is not therefore simply 
nothing. I 

When the learned theologian says that there is an equivocation in what 
I say here,! he apparently means to remind me of the point I have just 
made, in case I should forget it. He says, first of all, that when a thing 
exists in the intellect by means of an idea, it is not an actual entity, (hat is, 
it is not a being located outside the intellect; and this is quite true. Next 
he goes on to say that 'it is not something fictitious or a conceptual entity 
but something real which is distinctly conceived'; here he concedes , 
everything which I have assumed. But he then adds 'since it is merely 
conceived and is not actual' - i.e. since it is merely an idea, and not a 
thing located outside the intellect - 'although it can be conceived it 
cannot in any way be caused', This is to say that it does not require a 
cause enabling it to exist outside the intellect. This I accept; but it surely 
needs a cause enabling it to be conceived, which is the sole point at issue. 
Thus if someone possesses in his intellect the idea of a machine of a 
highly intricate design, it is perfectly fair to ask what' is. the cause of this 
idea. And it will not be an adequate reply to say that the idea is not 
anything outside the intellect and hence that it cannot be caused but can 
merely be conceived. For the precise question being raised is what is the 
cause of its being conceived. Nor will it suffice to say that the intellect 
itself is the cause of the idea, in so far as it is the cause of its own 
operations; for what is at issue is not this, but the cause of the objective 
intricacy which is in the idea. For in order for the idea of the machine to 104 

contain such and such objective intricacy, it must derive it from some 
cause; and what applies to the objective intricacy belonging to this idea 
also applies to the objective reality belonging to the idea of God. Now 
admittedly there could be various causes of the intricacy contained in the 
idea of the machine. Perhaps the cause was a real machine of this design 

I Med. III, above p. 29. 1. Above p. 67· 
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which was seen on some previous occasion, thus producing an idea 
resembling the origina1. Or the cause might be an extensive knowledge of 
mechanics in the intellect of the person concerned, or perhaps a very 
subtle intelligence which enabled him to invent the idea without any 
previous knowledge. But notice that all the intricacy which is [0 be found 
merely objectively in the idea must necessarily be found, either formally 
or eminently,l in its cause, whatever this turns out to be. And the same 
must apply to the objective reality in the idea of God.. Yet where can the 
corresponding reality be found, if not in a really existing God? But my 
shrewd critic sees all this quite well, and he therefore concedes that we 
can ask why a given idea contains such and such objective reality. His 
answer is that, in the case of all .ideas, what I wrote in connection with 
the idea of a triangle holds good, namely that 'even if perhaps a triangle 
does not exist anywhere, it still has a determinate nature or essence or 
form which is immutable and eternal'. And this, he says, does not require 
a cause. But he is well aware that this is not an adequate reply; for even if 
the nature of the triangle is immutable and eternal, it is still no less 
appropriate to ask why there is an idea of it within us. Hence he adds 'If 
you insist on having an explanation, the answer lies in the imperfection 
of our intellect', etc. l In making this reply he simply means, I think, that 
those who have tried to take a different view from mine on this issue have 

lOS no plausible reply to make. For surely 'to claim that the imperfection of 
our intellect is the cause of our having the idea of God is as implausible as 
claiming that lack of experience in mechanics is the cause of our 
imagining some very intricate machine as opposed to a more imperfect 
one. On, (he contrary, if someone possesses the idea of a machine, and 
contained in the idea is every imaginable intricacy of design~ then the 
correct inference is plainly that this idea originally came from some cause 
in which every imaginable intricacy really did exist, even though the 
intricacy now has only objective existence in the idea. By the same token, 
since we have within us the idea of God, and contained in the idea is 
every perfection that can be thought of, the absolutely evident inference 
is that this idea depends on some cause in which all this perfection is 
indeed to be found, namely a really existing God. The latter inference 
would not present any more problems than the former~ were it not the 
case that we all have the same ability to conceive of the idea of God, 
whereas everyone is not equally experienced in mechanics. and so not 
everyone can have an idea of a very intricate machine. Because the idea of 
God is implanted in the same way in the minds of all, we do not notice it 
coming into our minds from any external source, and so we suppose it 
belongs to the nature of our own intellect. This is correct enough, but we 

I See above p. 1.8. note 1.. 1. Above p. 67· 
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forget something else which is a most imponant consideration - indeed 
one on which the entire luminous power of the argument depends -
namely that this ability to have within us the idea of God could not 
belong to our intellect if the intellect were simply a finite entity (as indeed 106 

it is) and did not have God as its cause. Hence I went on to inquire 
'whether I could exist if God did not exist'. 1 But my purpose here was not 
to produce a different proof from the preceding one, but rather to take 
the same proof and provide a more thorough explanation of it. 

At this point my critic has, through his excessive desire to be kind to 
me, put me in an unfortunate position. For in comparing my argument 
with one taken from St Thomas and Aristode, he seems to be demanding 
an explanation for the fact that, after starting on the same road as they 
do, I have not kept to it in all respects. However, I hope he will allow me 
to avoid commenting on what others have said, and simply give an 
account of what I have written myself. 

Firstly, then, I did not base my argument on the fact that I observed 
there to be an order or succession of efficient causes among the objects 
perceived by the senses. For one thing, I regarded the existence of God as 
much more evident than the existence of anything that can be perceived 
by the senses; and for another thing, I did not think that such a 
succession of causes could lead me anywhere except to a recognition of 
the imperfection of my intellect, since an infinite chain of such successive 
causes from eternity without any first cause is beyond my grasp. And my 
inability to grasp it certainly does not entail that there must be a first 
cause, any more than my inability to grasp· the infinite number of 
divisions in a finite quantity entails that there is an ultimate division 
beyond which any further division is impossible. All that follows is that 
my intellect, which is finite, does not encompass the infinite. Hence I 107 

preferred to use my own existence as the basis of my argument, since it 
does not depend on any chain of causes and is better known to me than 
anything else could possibly be. And the question I asked concerning 
myself was not what was the cause that originally produced me, but what 
is the cause that preserves me at present. In this way I aimed to escape the 
whole issue of the succession of causes. 

Next, in inquiring about what caused me, I was asking about myself, 
not in so far as I consist of mind and body, but only and preci~ely in so 
far as I am a thinking thing. This point is, I think, of considerable 
relevance. For such a procedure made it much easier for me to free myself 
from my preconceived opinions, to attend to the light of nature, to ask 
myself questions, and to affirm with certainty that there can be nothing 
within me of which I am not in some way aware. This is plainly a quite 

I Abov~ pp. 32ff. 
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different approach from observing that my father begot me, inferring that 
my grandfather begot my father, and in view of the impossibility of going 
on ad infinitum in the search for parents of parents, bringing the inquiry 
to a close by deciding that there is a first cause. 

Moreover, in inquiring about what caused me I was not simply asking 
about myself as a thinking thing; principally and most importantly I was 
asking about myself in so far as I observe, amongst my other thoughts, 
that there is within me the idea of a supremely perfect being. The whole 
force of my proof depends on this one fact. For, firstly, this idea contains 
the essence of God, at least in so far as I am capable of understanding it; 
and according to the laws of true logic, we must never ask about the 

108 existence of anything until we first understand its essence. i Secondly, it is 
this idea which provides me with the opportunity of inquiring whether I 
derive my existence from myself, or from another, and of recognizing my 
defects. And, lastly, it is this same idea which shows me not JUSt that I 
have a cause, but that this cause contains every perfection, and hence that 
it is God. 

Finally, 1 did not say that it was impossible for something to be the 
efficient cause of itself. This is obviously the case when the term 'efficient' 
is taken to apply only to causes which are prior in time to their effects, or 
different from them. But such a restriction does not seem appropriate in 
the present context. First, it would make the question trivial, since 
everyone knows that something cannot be prior to, or distinct from, 
itself. Secondly, the natural light does not establish that the concept of an 
efficient cause requires that it be prior in time to its effect. On the 
contrary, the concept of a cause is, strictly speaking, applicable only for 
as long as the cause is producing its effect, and so it is not prior to it. 
However, the light of nature does establish that if anything exists we may 
always ask why it exists; that is, we may inquire into its efficient cause, 
or. if.it does not have one, we may demand why it does not need one. 
Hence, if I thought that nothing could possibly have the same relation to 
itself as an efficient cause has to its effect, I should certainly not conclude 

109 that there was a first cause. On the contrary, I should go on to ask for the 
cause of the so-caned 'first' cause, and thus I would never reach anything 
which was the first cause of everything else. However, I do readily admit 

-that there can exist something which possesses such great and inexhausti
ble Power that it never required the assistance of anything else in order to 
exist in the first place, and does not now require any assistance for its 
preservation, so that it is, in a sense~ its own cause; and I understand God 
to be such a being. Now I regard the divisions of time as being separable 
from each other, so that the fact that I now exist does not imply that I 
I Literally: ' we must never ask ;fit is (an est ) until w~ first understand what it is (quid est)'. 
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shall continue 'to exist in a little while unless there is a cause which, as it 
were, creates me afresh at each moment of time. Hence, even if I had 
existed from eternity, and thus nothing had existed prior to myself, I 
should have no hesitation in calling the cause which preserves me an 
'efficient' cause. By the same token, although God has always existed, 
since it is he who in fact preserves himself, it seems not too inappropriate 
to call him 'the cause of himself. It should however be noted that 
'preservation' here must nOt be understood to be the kind of preservation 
that comes about by the positive influence of an efficient cause; all that is 
implied is that the essence of God is such that he must always exist. 

These considerations make it easy for me to answer the point about the 
ambiguity in the phrase 'from itself' which, as the learned theologian has 
reminded me, needs to be explained. There are some who attend only to 
the literal and strict meaning of the phrase 'efficient cause' and thus think it 
is impossible for anything to be the cause of itself. They do not see that 
there is any place for another kind of cause analogous to an efficient 
cause, and hence when they say that something derives its existence 'from 110 

itseIr they normally mean simply that it has no cause. But if they would 
look at the facts rather than the words, they would readily observe that 
the negative sense of the phrase 'from itself' comes merely from the 
imperfection of the human intellect and has no basis in reality. But there 
is a positive sense of the phrase which is derived from the true nature of 
things, and it is this sense alone which is employed in my argument. For 
example, if we think that a given body derives its existence from itself, we 
may simply mean that it has no cause; but our claim here is nOt based on 
any positive reason. but merely arises in a negative way from our 
ignorance of any cause. Yet this is a kind of imperfection in us, as we will 
easily see if we consider the following. The separate divisions of time do 
not d~pend on each other; hence the fact that the body in question is 
supposed to have existed up till now 'from itself', that is, without a cause, 
is not sufficient to make it continue to exist in future, unless there is some 
power in it that as it were recreatt:s it continuously. But when we see that 
no such power is to he found in the idea of a body, and immediately 
conclude that the body does not derive its exisrence from itself, we shall 
then he taking the phrase 'from itself' in the positive sense. Similarly, 
when we say that God derives his existence 'from himself, we can 
understand the phrase in the negative sense, in which case the meaning 
will simply be that he has no cause. But if we have previously inquired 
into the cause of God's existing or continuing to exist, and we attend to 
the immense and incomprehensible power that is contained within the 
idea of God, then we will have recognized that this power is so 
exceedingly great that it is plainly the cause of his continuing existence, 
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and nothing but this can be the cause. And if we say as a result that God 
derives his existence from himself, we will not be using the phrase in its 
negative sense but in an absolutely positive sense. There is no need to say 

I II that God is the efficient cause of himself, for this might give rise to a 
verbal dispute. But the fact that God derives his existence from himself, 
or has no cause apart from himself, depends not on nothing but on the 
real immensity of his powerj hence, when we perceive rhis, we are quite 
entitled to think that in a sense he stands in the same relation to himself 
as an efficient cause does to its efiect, and hen~e that he derives his 
existence from himself in the positive sense. And each one of us may ask 
himself whether he derives his existence from himself in this same sense. 
Since he will find no power within himself which suffices to preserve him 
even for one moment of time, he will be right to conclude that he derives 
his existence from another being, and indeed that this other being derives 
its existence from itself (there is no possibility of an infinite regress here, 
since the question concerns the present, not the past or the future). 
Indeed, I will now add something which I have nOt put down in writing 
before, namely that the cause we arrive at cannOt merely be a secondary 
cause; for a cause which possesses such great power that it can preserve 
something situated outside itself must, a fortiori, preserve itself by its 
own power, and hence derive its existence from itself. 

As for the dictum 'Every limitation proceeds from some cause'. 1 I think 
that what is meant here is something true, but that it is inappropriately 
expressed, and that the underlying difficulty is not solved. Strictly speak
ing, a limitation is merely a negation or denial of any further perfection, 
and such a negation does not proceed from a cause, though the thing 
itself which is so limited does. But even if it is true that everything which 
is limited proceeds from a cause, this is not self-evident and needs to be 
proved from other premisses. For, as the subtle theologian points out, a 

II 1. thin"g can be regarded as limited in various ways; for example, it can be 
limited because this is part of its nature, just as it belongs to the nature of 
a triangle that it consists of no more than three lines. What does seem to 
me self-evident is that whatever exists either derives its existence from a 
cause or derives its existence from itself as from a cause. For since we 
understand not only what is meant by existence but also what is meant 
by~ its negation, it is impossible for us to imagine anything deriving 
existence from itself without there being some reason why it should exist 
rather than nOt exist. So in such a case we are bound to interpret 'from 
itse!£' in a causal sense, because of the superabundance of power inv01ved 
- a superabundance which, as is very easily demonstrated, can exist in 
God alone. 

I Above p. 69. 
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My opponent goes on to gram me a principle l which, though it does 
not admit of any doubt, commonly receives very little attention. But so 
great is its importance for rescuing the whole of philosophy from 
darkness that, by adding the weight of his authority to it, he has greatly 
helped me in my enterprise. 

At this point, however, he shrewdly asks whether I am 'clearly and 
distinctly aware of the infinite'.2 I did try to anticipate this objection, but 
it is one which occurs so spontaneously to everyone that it is worthwhile . 
replying to it at some length. So let me say first of all that the infinite, qua 
infinite, can in no way be grasped. But it can still be understood,) in so far 
as we can clearly and distinctly understand that something is such that no 
limitations can be found in it, and this amounts to understanding dearly 
that it is infinite. 

Now I make a distinction here between the indefinite and the infinite. I 1 I 3 
apply the term 'infinite', in the strict sense, only to that in which no limits 
of any kind can be found; and in this sense God alone is infinite. But in 
cases like the extension of imaginary space, or the set of numbers, or the 
divisibility of the parts of a quantity, there is merely some respect in 
which I do not recognize a limit; so here I use the term 'indefinite' rather 
than 'infinite', because these items are not limitless in every respect. 

Moreover, I distinguish between the formal concept of the infinite, or 
'infinity', and the thing which is infinite. In the case of infinity, even if we
understand it to be positive in the highest degree, nevenheless our way of 
understanding it is negative, because it depends on our not noticing any 
limitation in the thing. But in the case of the thing itself which is infinite, 
although our understanding is positive, it is not adequate, that is to say, 
we do not have a complete grasp of everything in it that is capable of 
being understood. When we look at the sea, our vision does not 
encompass its entirety, nor do we measure out its enormous vastness; but 
we ·are still said to 'see' it. In fact if we look from a distance so that our 
vision almost covers the entire sea at one time, we see it only in a 
confused manner, just as we have a confused picture of a chiliagon when 
we take in all its sides at once. But if we fix our gaze on some pan of the 
sea at dose quaners, then our view can be dear and distinct, just as our 
picture of a chiliagon can be, if it is confined to one or two of the sides. In 
the same way, God cannot be taken in by the human mind, and I admit 114 
this, along with all theologians. Moreover, God cannot be distinctly 
known by those who look from a distance as it were, and try to make 
their minds encompass his entirety all at once. This is the sense in which 

I 'Everything of which I am clearly and distinctly aware is a true entity' ; above p. 69. 
1 Ibid. 
} See foomote I, above p_ j 1. 
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5t Thomas says, in the passage quoted, that the knowledge of God is 
within us 'in a somewhat confused manner'.' But those who try to attend 
to God's individual perfections and try not so much to take hold of them 
as to surrender to them, using all the strength of their intellect to 
contemplate them, will certainly find that God provides much more 
ample and straightforward subject-matter for clear and distinct know
ledge than does any created thing. 

St Thomas did not deny this in the passage quoted, as is clear from the 
fact that in the following article he insists that the existence of God is 
demonstrable.2 But when I said that God can be dearly and distinctly 
known, I was referring merely to knowledge of the finite kind just 
described, which corresponds to the small capacity of our minds. Indeed 
there was no need to construe it in any other way in order to establish the 
truth of the claims I made, as will be readily apparent if one recalls that I 
made the statement about clear and distinCt knowledge of God in only 
two places. The first was where the question arose as to whether the idea 
which we form of God contains something real or only the negation of 
the real (as, for example, the idea of cold contains no more than the 
negation of heat) - a point on which there can be no doubt.] And the 
second place was where I asserted that existence belongs to the concept 
of a supremely perfect being just as much as three sides belong to the 

I I 5 concept of a triangle;4 and this point can be understood without 
adequate knowledge of God. 

The author of the objections here again compares one of my arguments 
with one of St Thomas? thus as it were forcing me to explain how one 
argument can have any greater force than the other. I think I can do this 
without too much unpleasantness. For, first, 5t Thomas did not use the 
argument which he then puts forward as an objection to his own position 
conclusion as I do; and lastly, on this issue I do not differ from the 
Angelic Doctor in any respect. Sf Thomas asks whether the existence of 
God is self-evident as far as we are concerned, thar is, whether it is 
obvious to everyone; and he answers, correctly, that it is not. The 
argument which he then puts forward as an objection to his own position 
can be stated as follows. 'Once we have understood the meaning of the 
word "God", we understand it to mean "that than which nothing greater 
can be conceived". But to exist in reality as well as in the intellect is 
greater than to exist in the intellect alone. Therefore, once we have 
un.derstood the meaning of the word "God" we understand that God 
exists in reality as well as in the understanding.' In this form the 
argument is manifestly invalid, for the only conclusion that should have 

1 Abovt: p. 70. 2 Summa The%gia~. Pars I , Q. ~, art. 2. ] Mt:d. III, abon p. j I. 
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been drawn is: 'Therefore, once we have understood the meaning of the 
word "God" we understand that what is conveyed is that God exists in 
reality as well as in the understanding: Yet because a word conveys 
something. that thing is not therefore shown to be true. My argument 
however was as follows: 'That which we clearly and distinctly understand 
to belong to the true and immutable nature. or essence, or form of 
something, can truly be asserted of that thing. But once we have made a II6 
sufficiently careful investigation of what God is, we clearly and distinctly 
understand that existence belongs to his true and immutable nature. 
Hence we can now truly assert of God rhat he does exist.' Here at least 
the conclusion does follow from the premisses. But, what is more, the 
major premiss cannot be denied, because it has already been conceded 
that whatever we clearly and distinctly understand is true. Hence only the 
minor premiss remains, and here I confess that there is considerable 
difficulty. In the first place we are so accustomed to distinguishing 
existence from essence in the case of all other things that we fail to notice 
how closely existence belongs to essence in the case of God as compared 
with that of other things. Next, we do not distinguish what belongs to the 
true and immutable essence of a thing from what is attributed to it merely 
by a fiction of the intellect. So. even if we observe clearly enough that 
existence belongs to the essence of God, we do not draw the conclusion 
that God exists, because we do not know whether his essence is 
immutable and true, or merely invented by us. 

But to remove the first part of the difficulty we must distinguish 
between possible and necessary existence. It must be noted that possible 
existence is contained in the concept or idea of everything that we clearly 
and distinctly understand; but in no case is necessary existence so 
contained, except in the case of the idea of God. Those who carefully 
attend to this difference between the idea of God an,Q every other idea 
will undoubtedly perceive that even though our unders'tanding of other 117 

things always involves understanding them as if they were existing 
things~ it does not follow that they do exist, but merely that they are 
capable of existing. For our understanding does not show us that it is 
necessary for actual existence to be conjoined with their other properties. 
But. from the fact that we understand that actual existence is necessarily 
and always conjoined with the other attributes of God. it certainly does 
follow that God exists. 

To remove the second part of the difficulty, we must notice a point 
about ideas which do not contain true and immutable natures but 
merely ones which are invented and put together by the intellect. Such 
ideas can always be split up by the same intellect, nOt simply by an 
abstraction but by a clear and distinct intellectual operation, so that any 
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ideas which the intellect cannot split up in this way were clearly not put 
together by the intellect. When, for example, I think of a winged horse or 
an actually existing lion, or a triangle inscribed in a square. I readily 
understand that I am also able to think of a horse without wings, or a 
lion which does not exist, or a triangle apart from a square, and so on; 
hence these things do not have true and immutable natures. But if I think 
of a triangle or a square (I will not now include the lion or the horse, 
since their natures are not transparently clear to us), then whatever I 
apprehend as being contained in the idea of a triangle - for example that 
its three angles are equal to two right angles - I can with truth assert of 
the triangle. And the same applies to the square with respect to whatevet 
I apprehend as being contained in the idea of a square. For even if I can 
understand what a triangle is if I abstract the fact that its three angles are 
equal to two right angles. I cannot deny that this property applies to the 
triangle by a clear and distinct intellectual operation - that is, while at the 
same time understanding what I mean by my denial. Moreover, if I 
consider a triangle inscribed in a square, with a view not to attributing to 
the square properties that belong only to the triangle, or attributing to 
the triangle properties that belong to the square, hut with a view to 
examining only the properties which arise out of the conjunction of the 
two, then the nature of this composite will be just as true and immutable 
as the nat~re of the triangle alone or the square alone. And hence it will 
be quite in order to maintain that the square is not less than double the 
area of the triangle inscribed within it. and to affirm other similat 
properties that belong to the nature of this composite figure. 

But if I were to think that the idea of a supremely perfect body 
contained existence, on the grounds that it is a greater perfection to exist 
both in reality and in the intellect than it is to exist in the intellect alone, I 
could not infer from this that the supremely perfect body exists, but only 
~at it is capable of existing. For I can see quite well that this idea has 
been put together by my own intellect which has linked together all 
bodily perfections; and existence does not arise out of the other bodily 
perfections because it can equally well be affirmed or denied of them. 
Indeed, when I examine the idea of a body, I perceive that a body has no 
power to create itself or maintain itself in existence; and I rightly 
conclude that necessary existence - and it is only necessary existence that 

" is at issue here - no more belongs to the nature of a body. however 
perfect, than it belongs to the nature of a mountain to be without a 
valley, or to the nature of a triangle to have angles whose sum is greater 
than two right angles. But instead of a body, let us now take a thing
whatever this thing turns out to be - which possesses all the perfections 
which can exist together. If we ask whether existence should be included 
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among these perfections. we will admittedly be in some doubt at first. For 
Ollr mind, which is finite, normally thinks of these perfections only 
separately, and hence may not immediately notice the necessity of their 
being joined together. Yet if we attentively examine whether existence 
belongs to a supremely powerful being, and what sort of existence it is, 
we shall be able to perceive clearly and distinctly the following facts. 
First, possible existence, at the very least, belongs to such a being, just as 
it belongs to all the other things of which we have a distinct idea, even to 
those which are pur together through a fiction of the intellect. Next, 
when we attend to the immense power of this being, we shall be unable to 
think of its existence as possible without also recognizing that it can exist 
by its own power; and we shall infer from this that this being does really 
exist and has existed from eternity. since it is quite evident by the natural 
light that what can exist by its own power always exists. So we shall 
come to understand that necessary existence is contained in the idea of a 
supremely powerful being, not by any fiction of the intellect, but because 
it belongs to the true and immutable nature of such a being thar it exists. 
And we shall also easlly perceive thar this supremely powerful being 
cannot but possess within ir aU the other perfections that are contained in 
the idea of God; and hence these perfections exist in God and are joined 
together not by any fiction of the intellect but by their very nature. . 

All this is manifest if we give rhe matter our careful attention; and it 120 

does not differ from anything I have written before, except for the 
method of explanation adopted. This I have deliberately altered so as to 
appeal to a variety of different minds. But as ·1 readily admit, it is the: kind 
of argument which may easily be regarded as a sophism by those who do 
not keep in mind all the elements which make up the proof. For this 
reason I did have considerable doubts to begin with about whether I 
should use it; for I feared it might induce those who did not grasp it to 
have doubts about the rest of my reasoning. But there 'are only two ways 
of proving the existence of God, one by means of his effects, and the 
other by means of his nature or essence; and since I expounded the first 
method to the best of my ability in the Third Meditation, 1 thought that 1 
should include the second method later on. 

As to the 'formal' distinction which the learned theologian introduces 
on the authority of Scotus, l let me say briefly that this kind o~ distinction 
does not differ from a modal. distinction;2 moreover, ir applies only to 
incomplete entities, which I have carefully distinguished from complete 
entities. It is sufficient for this kind of distinction that one thing be 

I Abov~ p. 71... 

1. For a mor~ pI~cist account of th~ rypes of distinction discussed h~re Stt Pri"cipleJ, Part 
I, art. 60-1.: vol. 1, pp. 113£f. 
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conceived distinctly and separately from another by an abstraction of the 
intellect which conceives the thing inadequately, It is not necessary to 
have such a distinct and separate conception of each thing that we can 
understand it as an entity in its own right, different from everything else; 
for this to be the case the distinction involved must be a real one. For 
example, the' distinction between the motion and shape of a given body is 
a formal" distinction. I can very well understand the motion apart from 
the shape, and vice versa, and I can understand either in abstraction from 
the body. But I cannot have a complete understanding of the motion 

121 apart from the thing in which motion occurs, or of the shape apart from 
the thing which has the shape; and I cannot imagine there to be motion in 
something which is incapable of possessing shape, or shape in something 
which is incapable of motion. In the same way, I cannot understand 
justice apart from the person who is just, or mercy apart from the person 
who is merciful; and I am not at libeny to imagine that the same person 
who is just is incapable of mercy. By contrast, I have a complete 
understanding of what a body is when I think that it is merely something 
having extension, shape and motion, and I deny that it has anything 
which belongs to the nature of a mind. Conversely, I understand the 
mind to be a complete thing, which doubts, understands, wills, and so 
on, even though I deny that it has any of the attributes which are 
contained in the idea of a body. This would be quite impossible if there 
were not a real distinction between the mind and the body. 

These, gentlemen, are the points which I thought needed to be made in 
reply to your friend's very kind and extremely intelligent comments. If 
what I have said is inadequate, I ask your friend to let me know of any 
omissions or mistakes; and if you can prevail on him to do this for me, I 
shall regard it as a great service. 
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SECOND SET OF OBJECTIONS' 

Sir, 
The task of defending the Author of all things against a new race of 

giants/ and of demonstrating his existence, is one which you have 11.1. 

undertaken with such great success that from now on men of good will 
can hope that no one who carefully reads your Meditations will fail to 
acknowledge the existence of an eternal power on whom every single 
thing depends. We therefore wanted to draw your attention to various 
passages, which 3re indicated below, and ask you to clarify them, so that, 
as far as possible, there may be nothing left in your work which is not 
clearly demonstrated. You have trained your mind by continual medita-
tions for several years, so that what seems doubtful and very obscure to 
others is quite dear to YOU; indeed, you may have a clear mental intuition 
of these matters and perceive them as the primary and principal objects 
of the natural light. We are simply pointing out the issues on which it 
seems worthwhile to burden you with the task of providing a dearer and 
more extended explanation and demonstration'. You have embarked on 
your arguments for the greater glory of God and the immense benefit of 
mankind and, once you have done what we ask, there will scarcely be 
anyone left who can deny that they do indeed have the force of 
demonstrations. 

First, then, may we remind you that your vigorous '0 rejection of the 
images of all bodies as delusive was nOt something you actually and 
really carried through, but was merely a fiction of the mind, enab· 
ling you to draw the conclusion tha t YOll were exclusively a thinking 
thing. We point this out in case you should perhaps suppose that it is 
possible to go on to draw the conclusion that you are in fact nothing 
more than a mind, or thought, or a thinking thing. And we make the 
point solely in connection with .the first two Meditations, in which you 
clearly show that, if nothing else, it is cenain that you, who are thinking, 
exist. But let us pause a little here. The position so far is that you 
recognize that you are a thinking thing, but you do not know what this 

1 Compiled by Mersenne. Set Translaror's preface, above p. 64. 
2. In Greek mythology the Giants rebelled against the Gods. 
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thinking thing is. What if it turned out to be a body which, by its various 
motions and encounters, produces what we call thought? Although you 
think you have ruled out every kind of body, you could have been 
mistaken here, since you did not exclude yourself, and yOll may be a 

11.3 body. How do you demonstrate that a body is incapable of thinking, or 
that corporeal motions are not in faa thought? The whole system of your 
body, which you think you have excluded, or else some of its parts - for 
example those which make up the brain - may combine to produce the 
motions which we call thoughts. You say 'I am a thinking thing'; but 
how do you know that you are not corporeal motion, or a body which is 
in motion? 

Secondly, &om the idea of a supreme being, which you maintain is 
quite incapable of originating from you, you venture to infer that there 
must necessarily exist a supreme being who alone can be the origin of this 
idea which appears in your mind.' However, we can find simply within 
ourselves a sufficient basis for our ability to form the said idea, even 
supposing that the supreme bejng did not exist, or that we did not know 
that he exists and never thought about his existing. For surely I can see 
that, in so far as I think, I have some degree of perfection, and hence that 
others besides myself have a similar degree of perfection. And this gives 
me the basis for thinking of an indefinite number of degrees and thus 
positing higher and higher degrees of.perfection up to infiniry. Even if 
there were just one degree of heat or light, I could always imagine further 
degrees and continue the process of addition up to infinity. In the same 
way, I can surely take a given degree of being, which I perceive within 
myself, and add on a further degree, and thus construct the idea of a 
perfect being from all the degrees which are capable of being added on. 
You say, however, that an effect cannot possess any degree of reality or 
perfection that was not previously present in the cause. But we see that 
flies and other animals, and also plants, are produced from sun and rain 
and earth, which lack life. Now life is something nobler than any merely 
corporeal grade of being; and hence it does happen that an effect may 
derive from its cause some reality whieh is nevertheless not present in the 

12.4 cause. But leaving this aside, the idea of a perfect being is nothing moce 
than a conceptual enriry, which has no more nobiliry than your own 
mind which is thinking. Moreover, if you had not grown up among 
educated people, but had spent your entire life alone in some deserted 
spot, how do you know that the idea would have come to you? You 
derived this idea from earlier preconceptions, or from books or from 
discussion with friends and so on, and not simply from your mind or 
from an existing supreme being. So a dearer proof needs to be provided 

1 Cf. Med. m, above pp. ~8-Jl. 
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that this idea could not be present within you if a supreme being did not 
exist; and when you have provided it, we shall all surrender. However, 
the fact that the natives of Canada, the Hurons and other primitive 
peoples, have no awareness of any idea of this sort seems to establish that 
the idea does come from previously held notions. It is even possible for 
you to form the idea from a previous examination of corporeal things, so 
that your idea would refer to nothing but this corporeal world, which 
includes every kind of perfection that can be thought of by you. In that 
case you could not infer the existence of anythin'g beyond an utterly 
perfect corporeal being, unless you were to add something fu"her which 
lifts us up to an incorporeal or spiritual plane, We may add that you can 
form the idea of an angel just as you can form the idea of a supremely 
perfect being; but this idea is not produced in you by an angel, although 
the angel is more perfect than you. But in fact you do not have the idea of 
God, just as you do not have the idea of an infinite number or an infinite 
line (even if you may have the idea, the number is still impossible). 
Moreover, the idea of the unity and simplicity of one perfection that 
includes all others arises merely from an operation of the reasoning 
intellect, in the same way as those universal unities which do not exist in 
reality but merely in the intellect (as can be seen in the case of generic 
unity, transcendental unity, and so on), 

Thirdly, you are not yet certain of the existence of God, and you say 
that you are not certain of anything, and cannot know anything clearly 125 

and distinctly until you have achieved dear and certain knowledge of the 
existence of God,l It follows from this that yoti do not yet dearly and 
distinctly know that you are a thinking thing, since, on your own 
admission, that knowledge depends on the dear knowledge of an existing 
God; and this you have not yet proved in the passage where you draw the 
conclusion that you clearly know what you are. ., 

Moreover. an atheist is clearly and distinctly aware that the three 
angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles; but so far is he from 
supposing the existence of God that he completely denies it. According to 
the a.theist, if God existed there would be a supreme being and a supreme 
good; that is to say. the infinite would exist. But the infinite in every 
category of perfection excludes everything else whatsoever - every kind 
of being and goodness, as well as every kind of non-being and evi\., Yet in 
fact [here are many kinds of being and goodness, and many kinds of 
non-being and evil. We think you should deal with thi ... objection, so that 
the impious have no arguments left to put forward. 

Fourthly, you say that God cannot lie or deceive, Yet there are some 

I Cf. Med. Ill, above p. 25 ; Med, v, above p. 48. 
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schoolmen who say he can. Gabriel, for example, and Ariminensis, l 

among others, think that in the absolute sense God does lie, that is, 
communicate to men things which are opposed to his intentions and 
decrees. Thus he unconditionally said to the people of Nineveh, through 
the prophet, 'Yet forty days and Nineveh shall be destroyed.' And he said 
many other things which certainly did not occur, because he did not 
mean his words to correspohd to his intentions or decrees. Now if God 
hardened Pharaoh's hean and blinded his eyes, and if he sent upon his 

126 prophets the spirit of untruthfulness, how do you conclude that we 
cannot be deceived by him? Cannot God treat men as a doctor treats the 
sick, or a father his children? In both these cases there is frequent 
deception though it is always employed beneficially and with wisdom. 
For if God were to show us the pure truth, what eye, what mental vision, 
could endure it? 

It is not: however, necessary to suppose that God is a deceiver in order 
to explain your being deceived about matters which you think you clearly 
and distinctly know. The cause of this deception could lie in you, though 
you are wholly unaware of it. Why should it not be in your nature to be 
subject to constant - or at least very frequent - deception? How can you 
establish with certainty that you are not deceived, or capable of being 
deceived, in matters which you think you know clearly and distinctly? 
Have we not often seen people turn out to have been deceived in matters 
where they thought their knowledge was as dear as the sunlight? Your 
principle of clear and distinct knowledge thus requires a dear and 
distinct explanation, in such a way as to rule out the possibility that 
anyone of sound mind may be deceived on matters which he thinks he 
knows clearly and distinctly. Failing this, we do not see that any degree 
of certainty can possibly be within your reach or that of mankind in 
general. 

Fifthly, if the will never goes astray or falls into sin so long as it is 
guided by the mind's clear and distinct knowledge, and if it exposes itself 
to danger by following a conception of the intellect which is wholly 
lacking in clarity and distinctness, then note what follows from this. A 
Turk, or any other unbeliever, not only does not sin in refusing [0 

embrace the Christian religion, but what is more, he sins if he does 
. embrace it, since he does not possess dear and distinct knowledge of its 
truth. Indeed, if this rule of yours is true, then there is almost nothing that 
the will is going to be allowed to embrace, since there is almost nothing 
that we know with the clarity and distinctness which you require for that 

127 kind of certainty which is beyond any doubt. So you see how, in your 
1 Gabriel Biel. fiftttnth<entury philosopher; Gregory of Rimini, fourteenth-century 

theologian. 
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desire to champion the ~ruth, you may end up proving too much, and 
thus overturn the truth rather than build it up. 

Sixthly, in your reply to the First Set of Objections, you appear to go 
astray in one of your arguments, which you put as follows: 'That which 
we clearly and distinctly understand to belong to the true and immutable 
nature ... of a thing can be truly asserted of that thing. But once we have 
made a sufficiently careful investigation of what God is, we clearly and 
distinctly understand that existence belongs to his nature.·1 The conclu
sion should have been: 'hence. once we have made a sufficiently careful 
investigation of what God is, we can with truth affirm that existence 
belongs to the nature of God', Now it does not follow from this that God 
in fact exists, but merely that he would have to exist if his nature is 
possible. or non-contradictory. In other words, the nature or essence of 
God cannot be conceived apart from existence; hence, granted the 
essence, God really exists. This comes down to an argument which others 
have stated as follows: 'If there is no contradiction in God's existing, it is 
cenain that he exists; but there is no contradiction in his existing.' The 
difficulty here is with the minor premiss 'but there is no contradiction in 
his existing': those who attack the argument either claim to doubt the 
truth of this premiss, or deny it outright. Moreover, the phrase in your 
argument 'once we have made a sufficiently clear investigation of what 
God is' presupposes as true something which not everyone yet accepts; 
indeed you yourself admit that you apprehend infinite being only in an 
inadequate way. And clearly the same must be said of every single 
attribute of God. Whatever is in God is utterly infinite; so who can for a 
moment apprehend any aspect of God except in what may be called an 
utterly inadequate manner? How then can you have <made a sufficiently 
clear and distinct investigation of what God is'? 

Seventhly, you say not one word about the immortality ·ot the human 
mind. Yet this is something you should have taken special care to prove 128 

and demonstrate, to counter those people, themselves unworthy of 
immor~ality. who utterly deny and even perhaps despise it. What is more, 
you do not yet appear to have provided an adequate proof of the fact that 
me mind is distinct from every kind of body, as we mentioned under 
point one. We now make the additional point that it does nOt seem to 
follow from the fact that the mind is distinct from the body that it is 
incorruptible or immortal. What if its nature were limited by the 
duration of the life of the body, and God had endowed it with just so 
much strength and existence as to ensure that it came to an end with the 
death of the body? 

These, Sir, are the points which we wanted you to clarify, so as to 
I Above p. 8). 
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enable everyone to derive the utmost benefit from reading your Medita
tions, whjch are argued with great subtlety and are also, in our opinion, 
true. And after giving your solutions to these difficulties it would be 
worthwhile if you set out the entire argument in geometrical fashion, 
staning from a number of definitions, postulates and axioms. You are 
highly experienced in employing this method, and it would enable you [0 

fill the mind of each reader so that he could see everything as it were at a 
single glance, and be permeated wirh awareness of the divine power. 

, 
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AUTHOR'S REPLIES TO THE SECOND SET OF 
OBJECTIONS 

Gentlemen, 
I read with great pleasure the comments which you made on my little 

book dealing with First Philosophy. They make me appreciate both your 
goodwill towards me and your piety towards God and zeal to further his 11.9 

glory. And I cannot but be very happy, not only because you have 
thought my arguments worthy of examination, hut also because I think I 
can give you a reasonably adequate reply to all the criticisms that you 
make. .... 

First, you warn me to remember that my rejection of the images of 
bodies as delusive was not something I actually and really carried 
through, but was merely a fiction of the mind, enabling me to draw the 
conclusion that I was a thinking thing; and I should not suppose that it 
followed from this that I was in fact nothing more than a mind. I But I 
already showed that ] was quite well aware of this in the Second 
Meditation, where I said 'Yet may it not perhaps be the case that these 
very things which 1 am supposing to be nothing, because they are 
unknown to me, are in reality identical with the "I" of which I am aware? 
I do not know, and for the moment I shall not argue the pOint.'2 Here I 
wanted to give the reader an express warning that at that stage 1 was not 
yet asking whether the mind is distinct from the body, ·'but was mertly 
examining those of its properties of which I can have certain and evident 
knowledge. And since I did become aware of many such properties, I 
cannot without qualification admit your subsequent point that 'I do not 
yet know what a thinking thing is.' 1 admit that I did not yet know 
whether this thinking thing is identical with the body or with something 
different from the body; but I do not admit that I had no knowledge of it. 
Surely, no one's knowledge of anything has ever reached the point where 
he knows that there is absolutely nothing further in the thing beyond 
what he is already aware of. The more attributes of a thing we perceive 
the better we are said to know it; thus we know people whom we have 
lived with for some time better than those whom we only know by sight, 130 

or have merely heard of - though even they are not said to be completely 
I Above p. 87. 1. Above p. 18. 



94 Ob;ec:tions and Replies 

unknown to us. In this sense I think I have demonstrated that the mind, 
considered apart from those attributes which are normally applied to the 
body, is better known than the body when it is considered apart from the 
mind. This was my sole purpose in the passage under discussion. 

But I see the suggestion you 3re making. Given that I wrote only six 
Meditations on First Philosophy, you think my readers will be surprised 
that the only conclusion reached in the first two Meditations is the point 
just mentioned; and you think that as a result they will reckon that the 
Meditations are extremely thin and not worth publishing. My reply is 
simply that I am confident that anyone who judiciously reads the rest of 
what I wrote will have no occasion to suspect that I was short of 
material. And in the case of topics which required individual attention 
and needed to be considered on their own, it seemed quite reasonable to 
deal with them separately, Meditation by Meditation. 

Now the best way of achieving a firm knowledge of reality is first to 

accustom ourselves co doubting all things, especially corporeal things. 
Although I had seen many ancient writings by the Academics and 
Sceptics on this subject, and was reluctant to reheat and serve this 
precooked material, I could not avoid devoting one whole Meditation to 
it. And I should like my readers not just to take the short time needed to 

go through it, but to devote several months, or at least weeks, to 
considering the topics dealt with, before going on to the rest of the book. 
If they do this they will undoubtedly be able to derive much greater 
benefit from what follows. 

All our ideas of what belongs to the mind have up till now been very 
131 confused and mixed up with the ideas of things that can be perceived by 

the senses. This is the first and most important reason for our inability to 
understand with sufficient clarity the customary assertions about the soul 
and God. So I thought I would be doing something worthwhile if J 
explained how the properties or qualities of the mind are to be 
distinguished from the qualities of the body. Admittedly, many people 
had previously said that in order to understand metaphysical matters the 
mind must be drawn away from the senses; but no one, so far as I know, 
had shown how this could be done. The correct, and in my view unique, 
method of achieving this is contained in my Second Meditation. But the 
nature of the method is such that scrutinizing it just once is not enough. 
Protracted and repeated study is required to eradicate the lifelong habit 
of confusing things related to the intellect with corporeal things, and to 
replace it with the opposite habit of distinguishing the two; this will take 
at least a few days to acquire. I think that was the best justification for my 
devoting the whole of the Second Meditation to this topic alone. 

You go on to ask how I demonstrate that a body is incapable of 
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thinking, 1 You will forgive me if I reply that I have as yet provided no 
opportunity for this question to be raised. I first dealt with the matter in 
the Sixth Meditation where I said 'the fact that I can clearly and distinctly 
understand onc thing apart from another is enough to make me certain 
that the two things are distinct', etc. And a little later on I said: 

It is true that I 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 a thinking, 
non-extended thing; and on the other hand I have: a distinct idea of body, in so far 132 
as this is an extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly it is certain that I 
(that is, the mind) am really distinct from my body and can exist without it. 2 

From this we may easily go on to say 'whatever can think is a mind, or is 
called a mind; but since mind and body are in reality distinct, no body is 
a mind; therefore no body can think~. 

I do not see what you can deny here. Do you claim that if we clearly 
understand one thing apan from another this is not sufficient for the 
recognition that the two things are really distinct? If so, you must provide 
a more reliable criterion for a real distinction - and I am confident that 
none can be provided. What will you suggest? Perhaps that there is a real 
distinction between two things if one can exist apart from the other? But 
now I will ask how you know that one thing can exist apart from 
another. You must be able to know this, if it is to serve as the criterion for 
a real distinction. You may say that you derive this knowledge from the 
senses, since you can see, or touch etc.. the one thing when the other is 
not present. But the evidence of the senses is less reliable than that of the 
intellect: it can variously happen that one and the same thing appears 
under different forms or in several places or in several different ways, and 
so be taken for two things. And, after all, if you remember the remarks 
about the wax at the end of the Second Meditation you will realize that 
bodies are not strictly speaking perceived by the senses'at all, but only by 
the intellect;) so having a sensory perception of one thing apart from 
another simply amounts to our having an idea of one thing and 
understanding that this idea is not the same as an idea of something else. 
The sole possible source of such understanding is that we perceive one 133 
thing apart from another, and such understanding cannot be certain 
unless the idea of each thing is clear and distinct. So if the proposed 
criterion for a real distinction is to be reliable, it must reduce to the one 
which I put forward. 

If there are those who claim that they do not have distinct ideas of 
mind and body, I can only ask them to pay careful attention to the 
contents of the Second Meditation. If, as may well be the case, they take 

t Above p. 88. :I. Above p. 54. 3 Above p. n. 
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the view that the formation of thoughts is due to the combined activity of 
pans of the brain, they should realize that this view is not based on any 
positive argument, but has simply arisen from the fact that, in the first 
place, they have never had the experience of being without a body and 
that, in the second place, they have frequently been obstructed by the 
body in their operations. It is just as if someone had had his legs 
permanently shackled from infancy: he would think the shackles were 
part of his body and that he needed them for walking. 

Secondly, when you say that we can find simply within ourselves a 
sufficient basis for forming the idea of God,l your claim in no way differs 
from my own view. I expressly said at the end of the Third Meditation 
that 'this idea is innate in rne'2 - in other words, that it comes to me from 
no other source than myself. I concede also that 'we could form this idea 
even supposing that we did not know that the supreme being exists'; but I 
do not agree that we could form the idea 'even supposing that the 
supreme being did not exist'.) On the contrary, I pointed out that the 
whole force of the argument lies-in the fact that it would be impossible 
for me to have the power of forming this idea unless I were created by 
God.' 

Your remarks about flies, plants etc., S do not go to show that there can 
be a degree of perfection in the effect which was not previously present in 
the cause. for, since animals lack reason, it is certain that they have no 
perfection which is not also present in inanimate bodies; or, if they do 
have any such perfections, it is certain that they derive them from some 
other source, and that the sun, the rain and the earth are not adequate 
causes of animals. Suppose someone does not discern any cause cooper
ating in the production of a fly which possesses all the degrees of 
perfection possessed by the fly; suppose further that he is not sure 
whether there is any additional cause beyond those which he does 
discern: it would be quite irrational for him to take this as a basis for 
doubting something which, as I shall shortly explain at length, is manifest 
by the very light of nature . 
. I would add that the claim regarding flies is based on a consideration of 

material things, and so it could not occur to those who follow my 
Meditations and direct their thought away from the things which are 
petceivable by the senses with the aim of philosophizing in an orderly 
manner. 

As for your calling the idea of God which is in us a 'conceptual entity',' 
this is not a compelling objection. If by 'conct:ptual entity' is meant 
something which does not exist, it is not true that the idea of God is a 

I Above p. 88. 2 Above p. 35. 3 Above p. 88. .. CE. above p. 35· 
5 Above p. 88. 6 Ibid. 
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conceptual entity in this sense. It is true only in the sense in which every 
operation of the intellect is a conceptual entity, that is, an entity which 
has its origin in thought; and indeed this entire universe can be said to be 
an entity originating in God's thought, that is, an entity created by a 
single act of the divine mind. Moreover I have already insisted in various 
places that I am dealing merely with the objective perfection or reality of 
an idea; and this, no less than the objective intricacy in the idea of a 
machine of very ingenious design, requires a cause which contains in I') 5 
reality whatever is contained merely objectively in the idea. 

I do not see what I can add to make it any clearer that the idea in 
question could not be present to my mind unless a supreme being existed. 
I can only say that it depends on the reader: if he attends carefully to 
what I have written he should be able to free himself from the 
preconceived opinions which may be eclipsing his natural light, and 
to accustom himself to believing in the primary notions, which are as 
evident and true as anything can be, in preference to opinions which are 
obscure and false, albeit fixed in the mind by long habit. 

The fact that 'there is nothing in the effect which was not previously 
present in the cause, either in a similar or in a higher form' is a primary 
notion which is as clear as any that we have; it is just the same as the 
common notion 'Nothing comes from nothing.' For if we admit that 
there is something in the effect that was nOt previously present in the 
cause, we shall also have to admit that this something was produced by 
nothing. And the reason why nothing cannot be the cause of a thing is 
simply that such a cause would not contain the same features as arc 
found in the effect. 

It is also a primary notion that Call the reality or perfection which is 
present in an idea merely objectively mUSt be present in its cause either 
formally or eminently'. 1 This is the sale basis for all the beliefs we have 
ever had about the existence of things located outside our mind. For what 
could ever have led us to suspect that such things exist if not the simple 
fact that ideas of these things reach our mind by means of the senses? 

Those who give the matter their careful attention and spend time 
meditating with me will clearly see that there is within us an idea of a 
supremely powerful and perfect being, and also that the objective reality 
of this idea cannot be found in us, either formally or eminently. I cannot 
force this truth on my readers if lhey are lazy, since it depends solely on 1}6 

their exercising their own powers of thought. 
The very manifest conclusion from all this is that God exists. But there 

may be some whose natural light is so meagre that they do not see that it 
is a primary notion that every perfection that is present objectively in an 

r Cf. Med. Ill, above pp. 1.8ff, and footnote 1, p. 18. 
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idea must really exist in some cause of the idea. For their benefit I 
provided an even more straightforward demonstration of God's exist
ence based on the fact that the mind which possesses the idea of God 
cannot derive its existence from itself. I So I do not see what more is 
required to make you surrender. 

You suggest that I may have derived the idea which gives me my 
representation of God from preconceived notions of the mind, from 
books, conversations with friends etc., and not from my mind alone. 2 But 
there is no force in this suggestion. If I ask these other people (from 
whom I have allegedly got this idea) whether they derive it from 
themselves or from someone else, the argument proceeds in the same way 
as it does if 1 ask the same question of myself: my conclusion will always 
be that the original source of the idea is Goo. 

Your further comment that the idea of God could have been formed 
from a previous examination of corporeal things seems to me just as 
implausible as saying that we have no faculty of hearing but acquire 
knowledge of sounds simply from seeing colours. Indeed, there seems to 
be a greater analogy or parity between colours and sounds than there is 
between corporeal things and God. When you ask me to 'add something 

137 further which lifts us up to an incorporeal or spiritual plane',J I cannot do 
better than refer you to my Second Meditation, in the hope that you will 
see that it is at least good for something. For what could I accomplish 
here in one or two sentences, if the lengthy account which 1 gave there -
which was designed with this sale aim in mind, and to which I think I 
devoted as much effort as to anything I have ever written - failed to 

achieve anything at all? 
The fact that I dealt only with the human mind in the Second 

Meditation is no drawback here. For I readily and freely confess that the 
idea which we have of the divine intellect, for example, does nOt differ 
from that which we have of our own intellect, except in so far as the idea 
of an infinite number differs from the idea of a number raised to the 
second or fourth power. And the same applies to the individual attributes 
of God of which we recognize some trace in ourselves. 

But in addition to this, our understanding tells us that there is in God 
an absolute immensity, simplicity and unity which embraces all other 
attributes and has no copy in us, but is, as I have said before, 'like the 
mark of the craftsman stamped on his work'." In virtue of this we 
recognize that, of all the individual attributes which, by a defect of our 
intellect, we assign to God in a piecemeal fashion, corresponding to the 
way in which we perceive them in ourselves, none belong to God and to 
ourselves in the same sense. Moreover, there are many indefinite 

I M~d. III, above pp. 33ft. 1 CE. above p. 88. l Above p. 89. .. Med. III, above p. 
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particulars of which we have an idea, such as indefinite (or infinite) 
knowledge and power, as well. as number and length and so on, that 3rc 
also infinite. Now we recognize that some of these (such as knowledge 
and power) 3re contained formally in the idea of God, whereas others 
(such as number and length) 3rc contained in the idea merely eminently. 
And this would surely nOt be the case if the idea of God within us were 
merely a figment of our minds. 138 

If the idea wece a mere figment, it would not be consistently conceived 
by everyone in the same manner. It is very striking that metaphysicians 
unanimously agree in their descriptions of the attributes of God (at least 
in the case of those which can be known solely by human reason). You 
will find that there is much more disagreement among philosophers 
about the nature of anything which is physical or perceivable by the 
senses, however firm or concrete our idea of it may be. 

No one can possibly go wrong when he tries to form a correct 
conception of the idea of God, provided he is willing to attend to the 
nature of a supremely perfect being. But some people muddle things up 
by including other attributes, which leads them to speak in a contradic
tory way: they construct an imaginary idea of God, and then - quite 
reasonably - go on to say that the God who is represented by this 
muddled idea does not exist. Thus, when you talk of an 'utterly perfect 
corporeal being',l and take the term 'utterly perfect' in its absolute sense, 
so that a corporeal being is taken to be a being.in which all perfections 
are found, you are uttering a contradiction. The very nature of a body 
implies many imperfections, such as its divisibility into parts, the fact that 
each of its parts is different and so on; for it is self-evident that it is a 
greater perfection to be undivided than to be divided, and so on. If on the 
other hand by 'a perfect body' you simply mean that which is as perfect 
as a body can be, this will not be God. " 

As for your further poim about the idea of an angel, namely that even 
though we are less perfect than an angel, there is no need for the idea to [39 
be produced in us by an angel,l I quite agree. I myself observed in the 
Third Meditation that the idea can be put together from the ideas which 
we have of God and of man.J $0 what you say does not in any way go 
against my position. 

As for those who deny that they have the idea of God, but in its place 
form some image etc., although they reject the name, they concede the 
reality. I do not myself think that the idea is of the same kind as the 
images of material things which are pictured in the imagination; I 
maintain it is simply that which we perceive with the intellect, when the 
intellect apprehends, or judges, or reasons. Now in my thought or 
intellect I can somehow come upon a perfection that is above me; thus I 

I Above p. 89. 1. Ibid. ) Above p. 1.9. 
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notice that, when I count, I cannot reach a largest number, and hence I 
recognize that there is something in the process of counting which 
exceeds my powers. And I contend that from this alone it necessarily 
follows, not that an infinite number exists, nor indeed that it is a 
conuadictory notion, as you say, but that I have the power of conceiving 
that there is a thinkable number which is larger than any number that I 
can ever think of, and hence that this power is something which I have 
received not from myself hut from some other being which is more 
perfect than 1 am. 

It is irrelevant whether or not this concept of an indefinitely large 
number is called an 'idea', But in order to understand what this being is 
which is more perfect than myself, and whether it is the infinite number 
itself, which really exists, or something else, we must consider not just the 
power of endowing me with the idea in question, but also all the other 
attributes which can exist in the being that is the source of the idea. And 
as a result we shall find that it can only be God. 

Finally, when it is said that God 'cannot be thought of'. this refers to 
the kind of thought that has an adequate grasp of God, not to the 
inadequate thought which we possess, and which is quite sufficient for 
knowledge of the existence of God. It is not important that the idea of the 
unity of all the perfections of God is said to be formed in the same way as 
the Porphyrian universals.! But there is a crucial difference, in that the 
idea in question denotes a certain positive perfection peculiar to God, 
whereas generic unity adds nothing real to the nature of the single 
individuals concerned. 

Thirdly, when I said that we can know nothing for certain until we are 
aware that God exists.2 I expressly declared that I was speaking only of 
knowledge of those conclusions which can be recalled when we are no 
longer attending to the arguments by means of which we deduced them.] 
Now awareness of first principles is nOt normally called 'knowledge' by 
dialectitians. And when we become aware that we are thinking things, 
this is a primary notion which is not derived by means of any syllogism. 
When someone says 'I am thinking, therefore I am, or I exist', he does not 
deduce existence from thought by means of a syllogism, but recognizes it 
as something self-evident by a simple intuition of the mind. This is clear 
from the fact that if he were deducing it by means of a syllogism, he 
would have to have had previous knowledge of the major premiss 
'Everything which thinks is, or exists'; yet in fact he learns it from 
experiencing in his own case that it is impossible that he should think 
without existing. It is in the nature of our mind to construct general 
propositions on the basis of our knowledge of particular ones. 

1 E.g. generic unity: d. above p. 89 and nott below, p .• fIO. 

~ Above p. 89; d. Med. III, above p. ~5 and Merl. v, above p. 48. 
3 Ct. Med. v, above p. 48. I 
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The fact that an atheist can be 'clearly aware that the three angles of a 
triangle are equal to two right angles" is something I do not dispute. But I 
maintain that this awareness of his is not true knowledge, since no act of 
awareness that can be rendered doubtful seems fit to be called know
ledge.1 Now since we 3re supposing that this individual is an atheist, 
he cannot be certain that he is not being deceived on maners which 
seem to him to be very evident <as I fully explained). And although 
this doubt may not occur to him, it can still crop up if someone else raiSes 
the point or if he looks into the matter himself. So he will never be free of 
this doubt until he acknowledges that God exists. 

It does not matter that the atheist may think he has demonstrations to 
prove that there is no God. For, since these proofs 3re quite unsound, it 
will always be possible to point out their flaws to him, and when this 
happens he will have to abandon his view. 

It will be quite easy to make him do this if all he can produce by way of 
demonstration is the claim that you introduce at this point, namely that 
the infinite in every category of perfection excludes every other entity 
whatsoever, etc.J First, we may ask how he knows that this exclusion of 
all other entities belongs to the nature of the infinite. He will have no 
reasonable reply to make to this, since the term 'infinite' is not generally 
taken to mean something which excludes the existence of finite things. 
And, what is more, his knowledge of the nature of the infinite - since he 
regards it as a nonentity and hence as nOt having a real nature - must be 
restricted to what is contained in the mere verbal definition of the term 142 

which he has learned from others. Secondly, what would the infinite 
power of this imaginary infinite amount to, if it could never create 
anything? Finally, the fact that we notice some power of thought within 
ourselves makes it easy for us to conceive that some other being may also 
have such a power, and that it is greater than our own. But even if we 
suppose that this power is increased to infinity, 'we do not on that 
account fear that our own power thereby diminishes. The same holds 
good for all the other attributes we ascribe to God, including power 
(provided we remember that any power that we possess is subject to the 
will of God). And hence God can be understood to be infinite without 
this in any way excluding the existence of created things. 

Fourthly, in saying that God does not lie, and is not a deceiver,4 I think 

I Abov~ p. 89. 
:1 Descart~ seems to distinguish here between an isolat~d cognition or act of awareness 

(cognitio) and systematic. properly grounded knowledg~ ($ci~ntill ). Compare the re
marks in The ~4rch for Truth about the need to acquir~ 'a body of knowledge firm and 
certain enough to d~serv~ the nam~ "sci~nc~"', bdow p. 408; S~~ also p. f04 below. and 
Rules, vol. t, pp. loff. 

3 Abov~ p. 89· 
4 Above pp. 89f. 
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I am in agreement with all metaphysicians and theologians past and 
future. The points you make against this have no more force than if I had 
said that God is nOt subject to anger or other emotions, and you were to 
produce as coumer-examples passages from Scripture where human 
feelings are attributed to God. As everyone knows, there 3rc two quite 
distinct ways of speaking about God. The first is appropriate for ordinary 
understanding and does contain some truth, albeit truth which is relative 
to human beings; and it is this way of speaking that is generally employed 
in Holy Scripture. The second way of speaking comes closer to expressing 
the naked truth - truth which is not relative to human beings; it is this 
way of speaking that everyone ought to use when philosophizing, and 
that I had a special obligation to use in my Meditations, since my 
supposition there was that no other human beings were yet known to me, 

143 and moreover I was considering myself not as consisting of mind and 
body but solely as a mind. It is very clear from this that my remarks in the 
Meditations were concerned not with the verbal expression of lies, but 
only with malice in the formal sense, the internal malice which is 
involved in deception. 

However, the words of the prophet which you cite - 'Yet fony days 
and Nineveh shall be destroyed' - were not even a verbal lie but simply a 
threat, the fulfilment of which was conditional on a particular eventual
ity. And when God is said to have 'hardened the heart of Pharaoh' , or 
words to that effect, this should not be taken to mean that he brought this 
about in a positive sense; he merely hardened Pharaoh's heart in a 
negative sense, by not bestowing on him the grace which would have 
brought about his change of heart. Nevertheless, I would not want to 
criticize those who allow that through the mouths of the prophets God 
can produce verbal untruths which, like the lies of doctors who deceive 
their patients in order to cure them, are free of any malicious intent to 
deceive. 

Nevertheless - and this is a more important point - from time to time 
it does appear that we are really deceived by the natural instinct which 
God gave us, as in the case of the thirst felt by those who suffer from 
dropsy. These patients have a positive impulse to drink which derives 
from the nature God has bestowed on the body in order to preserve it; yet 
this nature does deceive them because on this occasion the drink will 
have a harmful effect. Nevertheless, this is not inconsistent with the 
goodness or veracity of God, and I have explained why in the Sixth 
Meditation. l 

In the case of our clearest and most careful judgements, however, this 
144 kind of explanation would not be possible, for if such judgements were 
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false they could not be corrected by any clearer judgements or by means 
of any other natural faculty. In such cases I simply assert that it is 
impossible for us to be deceived. Since God is the supreme being. he must 
also be supremely good and true, and it would therefore be a coorradic· 
tion that anything should be created by him which positively tends 
towards falsehood. Now everything real which is in us must have been 
bestowed on us by God (this was proved when his existence was proved); 
moreover, we have a real faculty for recognizing the truth and distin·. 
guishing it from falsehood, as is clear merely from the fact that we have 
within us ideas of truth and falsehood. Hence this faculty must tend 
towards the truth, at least when we use it correctly (that is, by assenting 
only to what we dearly and distinctly perceive, for no other correct 
method of employing this faculty can be imagined). For if it did not so 
tend then, since God gave it to us, he would rightly have to be regarded as 
a deceiver. 

Hence you see that once we have become aware that God exists it is 
necessary for us to imagine that he is a deceiver if we wish to cast doubt 
on what we dearly and distinctly perceive, And since it is impossible to 
imagine that he is a deceiver, whatever we dearly and distinctly perceive 
must be completely accepted as true and certain, 

But since I see that you are still stuck fast in the doubts which I put 
forward in the First Meditation, and which I thought I had vety carefully 
removed in the succeeding Meditations, I shall now expound for a second 
time the basis on which it seems to me that all human certainty can be 
founded. 

First of all, as soon as we think that we correctly perceive something, 
we are spontaneously convinced that it is true. Now if this conviction is 
so firm that it is impossible for us ever to have any reason for doubting 
what we are convinced of, then there are no further questions for us to 

ask: we have everything that we could reasonably w-a-ht. What is it to us 145 
that someone may make out that the perception whose truth we are so 
firmly convinced of may appear false to God or an angd, so that it is, 
absolutely speaking, false? Why should this alleged 'absolute falsity' 
bother us, since we neither believe in it nor have even the smallest 
suspicion of it? For the supposition which we are making here is of a 
conviction so firm that it is quite incapable of being destroyed; and such a 
conviction is clearly the sam~ as the most perfect certainty. 

But it may be doubted whether any such certainty, or firm and 
immutable conviction, is in fact to be had, 

It is clear that we do not have this kind of cenainty in cases where our 
perception is even the slightest bit obscure or confused; for such 
obscurity, whatever its degree, is quite sufficient to make us have doubts 
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in such cases. Again, we do not have the required kind of cenainty with 
regard to matters which we perceive solely by means of the senses, 
however dear such perception may be. For we have often noted that 
error can be detected in the senses, as when someone with dropsy feels 
thirsty or when someone with jaundice sees snow as yellow; for when he 
sees it as yellow he sees it just as clearly and distinctly as we do when we 
see it as white. Accordingly, if there is any ccnainry to be had, the only 
remaining alternative is that it occurs in the clear perceptions of the 
intellect and nowhere else. 

Now some of these perceptions 3re so transparently clear and at the 
same time so simple that we cannot ever think of them without believing 
them to be true. The fact that I exist so long as I am thinking, or (hat 
what is done cannot be undone, 3re examples of truths in respect of 
which we manifestly possess this kind of certainty. For we cannot doubt 

146 them unless we think of them; but we cannot think of them without at 
the same time believing they are true, as was supposed. Hence we cannot 
doubt them without at the same time believing they are truej that is, we 
can never doubt them. 

It is no objection to this to say that we have often seen people 'turn out 
to have been deceived in matters where they thought their knowledge 
was as dear as the sunlight'. 1 For we have never seen, indeed no one 
could possibly see, this happening to those who have relied solely on the 
intellect in their quest for clarity in their perceptionsj we have seen it 
happen only to those who tried to derive such clarity from the senses or 
from some false preconceived opinion. 

It is also no objection for someone to make out that such truths might 
appear false to God or to an angel. For the evident clarity of our 
perceptions does not allow us to listen to anyone who makes up this kind 
of story. 

There are other truths which are perceived very clearly by our intellect 
so long as we attend to the arguments on which our knowledge of them 
depends; and we are therefore incapable of doubting them during this 
dine. But we may forget the arguments in question and later remember 
simply the conclusions which were deduced from them. The question will 

. now arise as to whether we possess the same firm and immutable 
coriviction concerning these conclusions, when we simply recollect that 
they were previously deduced from quite evident principles (our ability to 
call them 'conclusions' presupposes such a recollection). My reply is that 
the required certainty is indeed possessed by those whose knowledge of 
God enables them to understand that the intellectual faculty which he 
gave them cannot but tend towards the tfuth; but the required cenainty 

1 Abov~ p. 90. 
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is not possessed by others. This point was explained so clearly at the end 
of the Fifth Meditation' that it does not seem necessary to add anything 
further here. 

Fifthly, I am surprised at your denying that the will exposes itself to 147 
danger by following a conception of the intellect which is wholly lacking 
in clarity and disrinctness.2 What can give the will certainty if it follows a 
perception which is not clear? Every philosopher and theologian - indeed 
everyone who uses his reason - agrees that the more dearly we 
understand something before giving our assent to it, the smaller is the " 
risk we run of going wrong; and, by contrast, those who make a 
judgement when they are ignorant of the grounds on which it is based are 
the ones who go astray. Whenever we call a conception obscure or 
confused this is because it contains some element of which we are 
ignorant. 

It follows that your objection concerning the faith which should be 
embraced) has no mpre force against me than it does against anyone who 
has ever developed the power of human reason - indeed, it has no force 
against anyone at all. For although it is said that our faith concerns 
matters which are obscure, the reasons for embracing the faith are not 
obscure but on the contrary are clearer than any natural light. We must 
distinguish between the subject-matter, or the thing itself which we 
assent to, and the formal reason which induces the will to give its assent: " 
it is only in respect of the reason that transparent clarity is requited. As 
for the subject-maner, no one has ever denied that it may be obscure -
indeed obscurity itself. When I judge that obscurity must be removed 
from our conceptions to enable us to assent to them without any danger 
of going wrong, this very obscurity is the subject concerning which I form 
a clear judgement. It should also be noted that the clarity or transparency 148 
which can induce our will to give its assent is of two kinds: the first comes 
from the natural light, while the second comes from" divine grace. Now 
although it is commonly said that faith concerns matters which are 
obscure, this refers solely to the thing or subject-matter to which our 
faith relates; it does not imply that the formal reason which leads us to 
assent to matters of faith is obscure. On the contrary, this formal reason 
consists in a certain inner light which comes from God, and when we are 
supernaturally illumined by it we are confident that what is put forward 
for us to believe has been revealed by God himself. And it is quite 
impossible for him to lie; this "is more certain than any natural light, and 
is often even more evident because of the light of grace. 

The sin that Turks and other infidels commit by refusing to embrace 
the Christian religion does nOt arise from their unwillingness to assent to 

I Above pp . .,.8f. ;z. Above p. 90. 3 Ibid" 
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obscure matters (for obscure they indeed are), but from their resistance to 
the impulses of divine grace within them, or from the fact that they make 
themselves unworthy of grace by their other sins. Let us take the case of 
an infidel who is destitute of all supernatural grace and has no knowledge 
of the doctrines which we Christians believe to have been revealed by 
God. If, despite the fact that these doctrines an: obscure to him, he is 
induced to embrace them by fallacious arguments, I make bold to assert 
that he will not on that account be a true believer, but will instead be 
committing a sin by not using his reason correctly. And I think that all 
orthodox theologjans have always taken a similar view on this matter. 
Furthermore, those who read my books will not be able to suppose that I 
did not recognize this supernatural light, since I expressly stated in the 

149 Fourth Meditation, where I was looking into the cause of falsity, that it 
produces in our inmost thought a disposition to will, without lessening 
our freedom. I 

However, I should like you to remember here that, in matters which 
may be embraced by the will, I-made a very careful distinction between 
the conduct of life and the contemplation of the truth. As far as the 
conduct of life is concerned. I am very far from thinking that we should 
assent only to what is clearly perceived. On the contrary, I do not think 
that we should always wait even for probable truths; frem time to time 
we will have to choose one of many alternatives about which we have no 
knowledge, and once we have made OUf choice, so long as no reasons 
against it can be produced, we must stick to it as firmly as if it had been 
chosen for transparently clear reasons. I explained this on p. 2.6 of the 
Discourse on the Method.! But when we are dealing solely with the 
contemplation of the truth, surely no one has ever denied that we should 
refrain from giving assent to matters which we do not perceive with 
sufficient distinctness. Now in my Meditations I was dealing solely with 
the contemplation of the truth; the whole enterprise shows this to be the 
case, as well as my express declaration at the end of the First Meditation 
where I said that I could not possibly go roo far in my distrustful 
attitude, since the task in hand involved not action but merely the 
acquisition of knowledge.3 

Sixthly, in the passage where you criticize the conclusion of a 
syllogism which I produced.4 it is you who seem to have made a mistake in 
the argument. In order to get the conclusion you want, you should have 
stated the major I;'remiss as follows: 'That which we dearly understand 
to belong to the nature of something can be truly asserted to belong to its 
nature'; and if the premiss is put like this, it contains nothing but a 

150 useless tautology. But my major premiss was this: 'That which we clearly 
I Cf. above p. 40. ). See Discourse, part): vol. I , p. I2.J. ) Above p. IS· 
4 Above p. 91. 
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understand to belong to the nature of something can truly be affirmed of 
that thing.' Thus if being an animal belongs to the nature of man, it can 
be affirmed that man is an animal; and jf having three angles equal to two 
right angles belongs to the nature of a triangle, it can be affirmed that a 
triangle has three angles equal to two right angles; and if existence 
belongs to the nature of God, it can be affirmed that God exists, and so 
on. Now the minor premiss of my argument was: 'yet it belongs to the 
nature of God that he exists', And from these two premisses the evident 
conclusion to be drawn is the one which I drew: 'Therefore it can truly be 
affirmed of God that he exists.' The correct conclusion is not, as you 
want to argue: 'Therefore we can with truth affirm that existence belongs 
to the nature of God.' 

Hence, to deploy the objection which you go on to make, you should 
have denied the major premiss and said instead 'What we clearly under
stand to belong to the nature of a thing cannOt for that reason be affirmed 
of that thing unless its nature is possible, or non-contradictory.' But 
please notice how weak this qualification is. If by 'possible' you mean 
what everyone commonly means, namely 'whatever does nOt conflict 
with our human concepts', then it is manifest that the nature of God, as I 
have described it, is possible in this sense, since I supposed it to contain 
only what, according to our clear and distinct perceptions, mUSt belong 
to it; and hence it cannot conflict with our concepts. Alternatively, yo'u 
may well be imagining some other kind of possibility which relates to the 
object itself; but unless this matches the first sort of possibility it can 
never be known by the human intellect, and so it does not SO much 151 

support a denial of God's nature and existence as serve to undermine 
every other item of human knowledge. For as far as our concepts are 
concerned there is no impossibility in the nature of God; on the contrary, 
all the attributes which we include in the concept of.the divine nature are 
so interconnected that it seems to us to be self-contradictory that anyone 
of them should not belong to God. Hence, if we deny that the nature of 
God is possible, we may just as well deny that the angles of a triangle are 
equal to two right angles, or that he who is actually thinking exists; and if 
we do this it will be even more appropriate to deny that anything we 
acquire by means of the senses is true. The upshot will be that all human 
knowledge will be destroyed, though for no good reason. 

I now turn to the argument which you compare with my own, viz. 'If 
there is no contradiction in God's existing it is certain that he exists; but 
there is no contradiction in his existing; therefore' etc. I Although 
materially true, this argument is formally a sophism. For in the major 
premiss the term 'contradiction' applies to the concept of the cause on 

I Abovep. 91. 
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which the possibility of God's existence depends; in the minor premiss, 
however, it applies simply to the concept of the divine existence and 
nature itself. This is clear from the fact that if the major premiss is denied 
the proof will have to go as follows: 'If God does not yet exist, it is a 
contradiction that he should exist, since there can be no cause which is 
sufficient to bring him into existence; but (as was assumed), there is no 
contradiction in his existing; hence' etc. If on the other hand the minor 
premiss is denied, the proof will have to be stated thus: 'There is no 
contradiction in something if there is nothing in its formal concept which 
implies a contradiction; but there is nothing in the formal concept of the 
divine existence or nature which implies a contradiction; hence' etc. 

152 These two proofs are very different. For it may be, with respect to a given 
thing, that we understand there to be nothing in the thing itself that 
precludes the possibility of its existence. while at the same time. from the 
causal point of view, we understand there to be something that prevents 
its being brought into existence. 

But even if we conceive of God only in an inadequate or. if you like. 
'utterly inadequate' way, I this does not prevent its being certain that his 
nature is possible, or not self·contradictory. Nor does it prevent our 
being able truly to assert that we have examined his nature with sufficient 
clarity (that is, with as much clarity as is necessary to know that his 
nature is possible and also to know that necessary existence belongs to 
this same divine narure). All self-contradictoriness or impossibility 
resides solely in our thought, when we make the mistake of joining 
together mutually inconsistent ideas; it cannot occur in anything which 
is outside the intellect. For the very fact that something exists out· 
side the intellect manifestly shows that it is not self-contradictory but 
possible. Self-contradictoriness in our concepts arises merely from their 
obscurity and confusion: there can be none in the case of clear and 
distinct concepts. Hence, in the case of the few attributes of God which 
we do perceive, it is enough that we understand them clearly and 
distinctly, even though our understanding is in no way adequate. And the 
fact that, amongst other things, we notice that necessary existence is 
contained in our concept of God (however inadequate that concept may 
be) is enough to enable us to assert both that we have examined his 

. natijre with sufficient clarity, and that his nature is nor self-contradictory. 
153 Seventhly, as to why I wrote nothing concerning the immonaliry of the 

soul, I did already explain this in the Synopsis of my Meditations.!. And, 
as I have shown above, I did provide an adequate proof of the fact that 
the soul is distinct from every body. However, you go on to say that it 
does not follow from the fact that the soul is distinct from the body that it 

I Above p. 9 I. 1. Above pp. 9f. 
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is immortal, since it could still be claimed that God gave it such a nature 
that its duration comes to an end simultaneously with the end of the 
body's life. I Here I admit that I cannot refute what you say. For I do not 
take it upon myself to try to use the power of human reason to settle any 
of those matters which depend on the free will of God. Our natural 
knowledge tells us that the mind is distinct from the body, and that it is a 
substance. But in the case of the human body, the difference between it 
and other bodies consists merely in the arrangement of the limbs and 
other accidents of this sort;l and the final death of the body depends 
solely on a division or change of shape. Now we have no convincing 
evidence or precedent to suggest that the death or annihilation of a 
substance like the mind must result from such a trivial cause as a change 
in shape. for this is simply a mode. and what is more not a mode of the 
mind, but a mode of the body which is really distinct from the mind. 
Indeed, we do not even have any convincing evidence or precedent to 
suggest that any substance can perish. And this entitles us to conclude 
that the mind. in so far as it can be known by natural philosophy, is 154 
immortal. 

But if your question concerns the absolute power of God. and you are 
asking whether he may have decreed that human souls cease to exist 
precisely when the bodies which he joined to them 3re destroyed, then it 
is for God alone to give the answer. And since God himself has revealed 
to us that this will not occur, there remains not even the slightest room 
for doubt on this point. 

It remains for me to thank you for the helpful and frank way in which 
you have been kind enough to bring to my notice not only the points 
which have struck you, but also those which might be raised by atheists 
and other hostile critics. As far as I can see, all the objections which you 
raise. are ones which I have already answered or ruled" out in advance in 
the Meditations. As to the points about the flies generated by the sun, the 
natives of Canada, the inhabitants of Nineveh, the Turks and so on,3 the 
objections you raise cannot occur to those who follow the road which I 
have indicated and who lay aside for a time whatever they have acquired 
from the senses, so as to attend to dictates of pure and uncorrupted 
reason. Hence I thought that I had already adequately ruled out such 
objections in advance. But despite this. I take the view that these 
objections of yours will greatly assist my enterprise. For Lexpect that 
hardly any of my readers will be prepared to give such careful attention 
to everything I have written that they will remember all the contents by 
the time they come to the end. Those who do not remember everything 
may easily fall prey to certain doubts; and they will subsequently see that 155 

J Cf. above p. 91. l. Cf. Synopsis, above p. to. ) Above pp. 88-90. 
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their doubts have been dealt with in these replies of mine, or failing that, 
these replies will at least give them the opportunity to examine the truth 
more deeply. 

I now turn to yOUf proposal that I should set out my arguments in 
geometrical fashion to enable the reader to perceive them 'as it were at a 
single glance'. 1 It is worth explaining here how far I have already 
followed this method, and how far I think it should be followed in future. 
I make a distinction between two things which are involved in the 
geometrical manner of writing, namely, the order, and the method of 
demonstration. 

The order consists simply in this. The items which are put forward first 
must be known entirely without the aid of what comes later; and the 
remaining items must be arranged in such a way that their demonstration 
depends solely on what has gone before. I did try to follow this order very 
carefully in my Meditations, and my adherence to it was the reason for 
my dealing with the distinction between the mind and the body only at 
the end, in the Sixth Meditation. rather than in the Second. It also 
explains why I deliberately and knowingly omitted many matters 
which would have required an explanation of an even larger number of 
things. 

As for the method of demonstration, this divides into twO varieties: the 
first proceeds by analysis and the second by synthesis. 

Analysis shows the true way by means of which the thing in question 
was discovered methodically and as it were a priori/" so that if the reader 
is willing to follow it and give sufficient attention to all points, he will 
make the thing his own and understand it just as perfectly as if he had 
discovered it for himself. But this method contains nothing to compel 
belief in an argumentative or inattentive reader; for if he fails to attend 
even to the smallest point, he will not see the necessity of the conclusion. 
Moreover there are many truths which - although it is vital to be aware 
of them - this method often scarcely mentions, since they are trans
parently clear to anyone who gives them his attention. 

Synthesis, by contrast, employs a directly opposite method where the 
search is, as it were, a posteriori (though the proof itself is often more a 

I ' Above p. 91.. 
1. lkscartes' use of the term a priori here seems to correspond neither with the modem, 

post-Leibnizian sense (where a priori truths are those which are known independently of 
experience), {lor with the medieval, Thomist sense (where a priori reasoning is that which 
proceeds from cause to effect). What Descartes may mean when he says that analysis 
proce«fs 'as it were a priori' (tt7nqut7m a prior; ) is that it stam from what is epistemically 
prior, i.e. from what is prior in the 'order of discovery' followed by the meditator. Cf. 
note 2.. above p. 1. 5. 
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priori than it is in the analytic method}.l It demonstrates the conclusion 
clearly and employs a long series of definitions, postulates, axioms, 
theorems and problems, so that if anyone denies one of the conclusions it 
can be shown at once that it is contained in what has gone before, and 
hence the reader, however argumentative or stubborn he may be, is 
compelled to give his assent. However, this method is not as satisfying as 
the method of analysis, nor does it engage the minds of those who are 
eager to learn, since it does not show how the thing in question was 
discovered. 

It was synthesis alone that the ancient geometers usually employed 
in their writings. But in my view this was not because they were utterly 
ignorant of analysis, but because they had such a high regard for it that 
they kept it to themselves like a sacred mystery. 

Now it is analysis which is the best and truest method of instruction, 
and it was this method alone which I employed in my Meditations. As for 
synthesis, which is undoubtedly what you are asking me to use here, it is 
a method which it may be very suitable to deploy in geometry as a follow
up to analysis, but it cannot so conveniently be applied to these 
metaphysical subjects. 

The difference is that the primary notions which are presupposed for 
the demonstration of geometrical truths are readily accepted by anyone, 
since they accord with the use of our senses. Hence there is no difficulty 
there, except in the proper deduction of the consequences, which can be 157 
done even by the less attentive, provided they remember what has gone 
before. Moreover, the breaking down of propositions to their smallest 
elements is specifically designed to enable them to be recited with ease so 
that the student recalls them whether he wants to or not. 

In metaphysics by contrast there is nothing which causes so much 
effort as making our perception of the primary notiRns clear and distinct. 
Admittedly, they are by their nature as evident as, or even more evident 
than, the primary notions which the geometers study; but they con
flict with many preconceived opinions derived from the senses which we 
have got into the habit of holding from our earliest years. and so only 
those who really concentrate and meditate and withdraw their minds 
from corporeal things, so far as is possible. will achieve perfect know
ledge of them. Indeed, if they wece put forward in isolation, they could 
easily be denied by those w~o like to contradict just for the sake of it. 

J Descartes may mean that though th~ proofs involved ar~ a priort(viz., in the traditional, 
Thomisf sense), the method of synthesis starts from premisses which ar~ epist~mic.ally 
posterior - i.~. which ar~ arrived at l at~r in th~ order of discovery. (See previous 
footnote. ) 
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This is why I wrote 'Meditations' rather than 'Disputations', as the 
philosophers have done, or 'Theorems and Problems', as the geometers 
would have done. In so doing I wanted [0 make it clear that I would 
have nothing to do with anyone who was not willing to join me in 
meditating and giving the subject attentive consideration. For the very 
fact that someone braces himself [0 attack the truth makes him less suited 
to perceive it, since he will be withdrawing his consideration from the 
convincing arguments which suppon the truth in order to find counter
arguments against it. 

IS 8 But at this point someone may raise the following objection: 'When we 
know that the proposition before us is true, we certainly should not look 
for arguments to contradict it; but so long as we remain in doubt about 
its truth it is right to deploy all the: arguments on either side in order to 
find out which are the stronger. ~or does it seem that I am making a fair 
demand if I expect my arguments to be accepted as correct before they 
have been scrutinized, while at the same time prohibiting consideration 
of any counter-arguments.' 

This is not a just criticism. For the arguments in respect of which I ask 
my readers to be attentive and not argumentative are not of a kind which 
could possibly diven their attention from any other arguments which 
have even the slightest chance of containing more truth than is to be 
found in mine. Now my exposition includes the highest level of doubt 
about everything, and I cannot recommend tOO strongly that each item 
should be scrutinized with the utmost care. so that absolutely nothing is 
accepted unless it has been so clearly and distinctly perceived that we 
cannot hut assent to it. By contrast, the only opinions I want to steer my 
readers' minds away from are those which they have never properly 
examined - opinions which they have acquired not on the basis of any 
firm reasoning but from the senses alone. So in my view no one who 
restricts his consideration to my propositions can possibly think he runs a 
greater risk of error than he would incur by turning his mind away and 
directing it to other propositions which are in a sense opposed to mine and 
which reveal only darkness (i.e. the preconceived opinions of the senses). 

I am therefore right to require particularly careful attention from my 
readers; and the style of writing that I selected was one which I thought 
would be most capable of generating such attention. I am convinced that 

159 my readers will derive more benefit &om [his than they will themselves 
realize; for when the synthetic method of writing is used, people 
generally think that they hav(' learned more chan is in fact the case. In 
addition, I think it is fair for me to reject out of hand, and despise as 
worthless, the verdict given on my work by those who refuse to meditate 
with me and who stick to their preconceived . .?Einions. 
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But I know that even those who do concentrate, and earnestly pursue 
the truth, wil1 find it very difficult to take in the entire structure of my 
Meditations. while at the same time having a distinct grasp of the 
individual parts that make it up. Yet I reckon that both the overall and 
the detailed scrutiny is necessary if the reader is to derive the full benefit 
from my work. I shall therefore append here a short exposition in the 
synthetic style, which will, I hope, assist my readers a little. But they must 
please realize that I do not intend to include as much material as I put in 
the Meditations, for if I did so 1 should have to go on much longer than I . 
did there. And even the items that I do include will not he given a fully 
precise explanation. This is panty to achieve brevity and partly to 
prevent anyone supposing that what foHows is adequate on its own. 
Anyone who thinks this may give less careful attention to the Meditations 
themselves; yet I am convinced that it is the Meditations which will yield 
by far the greater benefit. 

Arguments 
proving the existence of God and the distinction 

between the soul and the body 
arranged in geometrical fashion 

DEFINITIONS 

I. Thought. I use this term to include everything that is within us in such 
a way that we are immediately aware of it. Thus all the operations of the 
will, the intellect, the imagination and the ·senses an: thoughtS. I say 
'immediately' so as to exclude the consequences of thoughts; a voluntary 
movement, for example, originates in a thought but is not itself a 
thought. 

160 

II. Idea. I understand this term to mean the form of <\ny given thought, 
immediate perception of wh.ich makes me aware of the thought. Hence, 
whenever I express something in words, and understand what I am 
saying, this very fact makes it certain that there is within me an idea of 
what is signified by the words in question. Thus it is not only the images 
depicted in the imagination which I call ·ideas'. Indeed, in so far as these 
images are in the corporeal imagination;that is, are depicted in some part 16 I 

of the brain, I do not call them 'ideas' at all; I call them 'ideas' only in so 
far as they give form to the mind itself, when it is directed towards that 
part of the brain. 

Ill. Obiective reality of an idea. By this I mean the being of the thing 
which is represented by an idea. in so far as this exists in the idea. In the 
same way we can talk of 'objective perfection'. 'objective intricacy' and 
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so on. For whatever we perceive as being in the objects of our ideas exists 
objectively in the ideas themselves. 

IV. Whatever exists in the objects of our ideas in a way which exactly 
corresponds to our perception of it is said to exist formally in those 
objects. Something is said to exist eminently in an object when, although 
it does not exactly correspond to our perception of it, its greatness is such 
that it can fill the role of that which does so correspond.! 

V. Substance. This term applies to every thing in which whatever we 
perceive immediately resides, as in a subject, or to every thing by means 
of which whatever we perceive exists. By 'whatever we perceive" is meant 
any property, quality or attribute of which we have a real idea. The only 
idea we have of a substance itself, in the strict sense, is that it is the thing 
in which whatever we perceive (or whatever has objective being in one of 
our ideas) exists, either formally or eminently. For we know by the 
natural light that a real attribute cannot belong to nothing. 

Vl. The substance in which thought immediately resides is called mind.l 
use the term 'mind' rather than 'soul' since the word 'soul' is ambiguous 
and is often applied to something corporeaJ.2 

VII. The substance which is the immediate subject of local extension and 
of the accidents which presuppose extension, such as shape, position, 
local motion and so on, is called body. Whether what we call mind and 
body are one and the same substance, -or two different substances, is a 

161. question which will have to be dealt with later on. 
VIII. The substance which we understand to be supremely perfect, and 

in which we conceive absolutely nothing that implies any defect or 
limitation in that perfection, is called God. 

IX. When we say that something is contained in the nature or concept 
of a thing, this is the same as saying that it is true of that thing, or that it 
can be asserted of that thing. 

X. Two substances are said to be really distinct when each of them can 
exist apart from the other. 

POSTULATES J 

The first request I make of my readers is that they should realize how 
fe~ble are the reasons that have led them to trust their senses up till now, 

I Cf. Me<!. III, above p. 2.8. 
2. E.g. a tenuous wind permeating the body. Cf. Med. II, above p. f7. 
3 Lat. Postulata. Descartes (s here playmg on words, since what follows is not a ~t of 
postulates in the Euclidian senk, but a number ot informal requests. 
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and how uncertain are all the judgements that they have built up on the 
basis of the senses. I ask them to reflect long and often on this point, till 
they eventually acquire the habit of no longer placing too much trust in 
the senses. In my view this is a prerequisite for perceiving the certainty 
that belongs to metaphysical things. 

Secondly, I ask them to reflect on their own mind l and all its attributes. 
They will find that they cannot be in doubt about these, even though they 
suppose that everything they have ever acquired from their senses is false: 
They should continue with this reflection until they have got into the 
habit of perceiving the mind clearly and of believing that it can be known 
more easily man any corporeal thing. 

Thirdly, I ask them to ponder on those self-evident propositions that 
they will find within themselves, such as 'The same thing cannot both be 
and not be at the same time'~ and 'Nothingness cannot be the efficient cause 163 
of anything', and so on. In this way they will be exercising the intellectual 
vision which nature gave them, in the pure form which it attains when 
freed from the senses; for sensory appearances generally interfere with it 
and darken it to a very great extent. And by this means the truth of the 
following axioms will easily become apparent to them. 

Fourthly, I ask them to examine the ideas of those natures which 
contain a combination of many attributes, such as the nature of a 
triangle, or of a square, or of any other figure, as well as the nature of 
mind, the nature of body, and above all the nature of God, or the 
supremely perfect being. And they should notice that whatever we 
perceive to be contained in these natures can be truly affirmed of them. 
For example, the fact that its three angles are equal to two right angles is 
contained in the nature of a triangle; and divisibility is contained in the 
nature of body, or of an extended thing (for we cannot conceive of any 
ext~nded thing which is so small that we cannot divide it, at least in our 
thought). And because of these facts it can be truly assehed that the three 
angles of every triangle are equal to twO right angles and that every body 
is divisible. 

Fifthly, I ask my readers to spend a great deal of time and effort on 
contemplating the nature of the supremely perfect being. Above all they 
should reflect on the fact that the ideas of all other natures contain 
possible existence, whereas the idea of God contains Dot ooly possible 
but wh~l.'x.Jle:ces~.a1)' e~istenc~. This alone, without a formal argument, 
will make them realize that God exists; and this will eventually be just as 
self-evident to them as the fact that the number twO is eyen or that three 164 
is odd, and so on. For there are certain truths which some people find 
self-evident, while others come to understand them only by means of a 
formal argument. 
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Sixthly, I ask my readers to ponder on all the examples that I went 
through in my Meditations, both of clear and distinct perception, and of 
obscure and confused perception, and thereby accustom themselves to 
distinguishing what is clearly known from what is obscure. This is 
something that it is easier to learn by examples than by fules, and I think 
that in the Meditations I explained, Of at least touched on, all the relevant 
examples. 

Seventhly, and lastly, when they notice that they have never detected 
any falsity in their clear perceptions, while by contrast they have never, 
except by accident, found any truth in matters which they grasp only 
obscurely, I ask them to conclude that it is quite irrational to cast doubt. 
on the clear and distinct perceptions of the pure intellect merely because 
of preconceived opinions based on the senses. or because of mere 
hypotheses which contain an element of the unknown. And as a result 
they will readily accept the following axioms as true and free of doubt. 
Nevertheless. many of these axioms could have been better explained. 
and indeed they should have been introduced as theorems rather than as 
axioms. had I wished to be more precise. 

AXIOMS OR COMMON NOTIONS 

l. Concerning every existing thing it is possible to ask what is the cause 7 
165 of its existence. This question may even be asked concerning God, not } 

because he needs any cause in order to exist. but because the immensity \ 
of his nature is the cause or reason why he needs no cause in order to i 

exist. 
ll. There is no relation of dependence between the present time and the f'\ 

immediately preceding time, and hence no less a cause is ~equired to \ 

Preserve something than is required to create it in the first place.! \ 
I" III . . It is impossible that nothing, a non·existing thing, should be the . 

cause of the existence of anything, or of any actual perfection in 
anything. 

IV. Whatever reality or perfection there is in a thing is present either 
formally or eminently in its first and adequate cause. 

v. It follows from this that the objective reality of our ideas needs a 
. cause which contains this reality not merely objectively but formally or 
eminently. It should be noted that this axiom is one which we must 
necessarily accept, since on it depends our knowledge of all things, 
whether they are perceivable through the senses or not. How do we 
know, for example, that the sky exists? Because we see it? But this 
'seeing' does not affect the mind except in so far as it is an idea - I mean 
I ·Pr~rve'. here and below, has the technical sense of 'to maintain in existence'. 
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an idea which resides in the mind itself. not an image depicted in the 
corporeaJ imagination. Now the only reason why we can use this idea as 
a basis for the judgement that the sky exists is that every idea must have a 
really existing cause of its objective reality; and in this case we judge that 
the cause is the sky itself. And we make similar judgements in other cases. 
vVI. There are various degrees of reality or being: a substance has more' 
reality than an accident or a mode; an infinite substance has more reality 
than a finite substance. Hence there is more objective reality in the idea of 
a substance than in the idea of an accident; and there is more objective 
reality in the idea of an infinite substance than in the idea of a finite '166 
substance. 

VII. The will of a thinking thing is drawn voluntarily and freely (for 
this is the essence of will), but nevertheless inevitably, towards a clearly 
known good. Hence, if it knows of pe,rfections which it lacks, it will 
straightaway give itself these perfections, if they are in its power. 

VIII. Whatever can bring about a greater or more difficult thing can 
also bring about a lesser thing. 

IX. It is a greater thing to create or preserve a substance than to create 
or preserve the attributes or properties of that substance. However, it is 
not a greater thing to create something than to preserve it, as has already 
been said. 

X. Existence is contained in the idea or concept of every single thing, t . 
since we cannot conceive of anything except as existing. Possible or ( CvcL 
contingent existence is contained in the concept of a limited thing, \ 
whereas necessary and perfect existence is contaitted in the concept of a i 
supremely perfect being. 

Demonstration 

PROPOSITION I 

The existence of God can be known 
merely by considering his nature 

To say that something is contained in the nature or concept of a thing is 
the same as saying that it is true of that thing (Def. IX). But necessary 
existence is contained in the concept of God (Axiom x). Therefore it may 167 
be truly affirmed of God that necessary existence belongs to him, or that 
he exists. 

This is the syllogism which I employed above in replying to the sixth 
point in your Objections. I And its conclusion can be grasped as 

I Above pp. 1"06£. 
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self-evident by those who are free of preconceived opinions, as I said 
above, in the Fifth Postulate. But since it is not easy to arrive at such clear 
mental vision, we shall now endeavour to establish the same result by 
other methods. 

Demonstration 

PROPOSITION II 

The existence of God can be demonstrated 
a posteriori merely from the fact that we 

have an idea of God within us 

The objective reality of any of our ideas requires a cause which contains 
the very same reality not merely objectively but formally or eminently 
(Axiom v). But we have an idea of God (Def. II and vm), and the 
objective reality of this idea is not contained in us either formally or 
eminently (Axiom VI); moreover it cannot be contained in any other 
being except God himself (Def. VIII ). Therefore this idea of God, which is 
in us, must have God as its cause; and hence God exists (Axiom 1Il). 

PROPOSITION III 

Cod's existence can also be demonstrated from the 
fact that we, who possess the idea of God, exist 

Demonstration 
If I had the power of preserving myself, how much more would I have the 
power of giving myself the perfections which I lack (Axiol'lS VIII and IX ); 

for these perfections are merely attributes of a substance, whereas I am a 
substance. But I do not have the power of giving myself these perfections; 
if I did, I should already have them (Axiom VII ). Therefore I do not have 
the power of preserving myself. 

Now I could not exist unless I was preserved throughout my existence 
ejther by myself, if I have that power, or by some other being who has it 
(Axioms I and II ) . But I do exist, and yet, as has just been proved, I do not 
have the power of preserving myself. Therefore I am preserved by some 
other being. 

Moreover, he who preserves me has within himself, either formally or ,i 

eminently, whatever is in me (Axiom IV). But I have within me the 
perception of many of the perfections which I lack, as well as an idea of ! 

I 
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God (Defs. II and VIII ). Therefore he who preserves me has a perception 
of the same perfections. 

Finally, this being cannot have the perception of any perfections which 
he lacks, or which he does not have within himself either formally or 
eminently (Axiom VII). For since he has the power of preserving mc, as I 
have already said, how much more would he have the power of giving 
himself those perfections if he lacked them (Axioms VUI and IX). But he 169 

has the perception of all the perfections which I know I lack and which I 
conceive to be capable of existing only in God, as has just been proved. 
Therefore he has the perfections within himself either formally or 
eminently, and hence he is God. 

COROLLARY 

God created the heavens and the earth and everything in them. Moreover 
he can bring about everything which we clearly perceive in a way exactly 

corresponding to our perception of it 

Demonstration 
All this clearly follows from the preceding proposltlon. For in that 
proposition we proved that God exists from the fact that there must exist 
someone who possesses either formally or eminently all the perfections of 
which we have any idea. But we have the idea of a power so great that the 
possessor of this power, and he alone. created the heavens and the earth 
and is capable of producing everything that I understand to be possible. 
Therefore in proving God's existence we have also proved these other 
facts about him. 

PROPOSITION IV 

There ;s a real distinction between the mind and the body 

Demonstration 
God can bring about whatever we clearly perceive in a way exactly 
cotresponding to our perception of it (preceding Corollary). But we 
clearly perceive the mind, that is, a thinking substance, apart from the 170 

body, that is, apart from an ·extended substance (Second Postulate). And 
conversely we can clearly perceive the body ~part from the mind (as 
everyone readily admits). Therefore the mind can, at least through the 
power of God, exist without the body; and similarly the body can exist 
apart from the mind. 
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Now if one substance can exist apart from another the two are really 
distinct (Def. xl. But the mind and the body are substances (Dels. v, VI 

and VII ) which can exist apart from each other (as has just been proved). 
Therefore there is a real distinction between the mind and the body. 

Notice that I introduce the power of God as a means to separate mind 
and body not because any extraordinary power is needed to bring about 
such a separation but because the preceding arguments have dealt solely 
with God, and hence there was nothing else I could use to make the 
separation. Our knowledge that two things are reaUy distinct is not 
affected by the nature of the power that separates them. 
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Letter to a distinguished gentleman 

Sir, 
Though you have done me a kindness, you certainly want your reward. 

Indeed, you 3rc exacting a heavy price for the great favour you have done 
me, in that you have allowed me to see this brilliant work only on 
condition that I should make public my opinion of it. This is certainly a 
hard condition, which only my eagerness to see this superb piece of work 

197 has driven me to accept; and I would gladly try to get out of it if, instead 
of the traditional Praetor's dispensation applying to contracts entered 
into 'through force or fear'. I could claim a new excusing condition 
applying ro those 'made under the influence of pleasure'. 

What exactly do you want? You can .hardly be after my opinion of the 
author, since you already know how highly I rate his outstanding 
intelligence and exceptional learning. Moreover, you know of all the 
tedious commitments that keep me busy, and if you have an unsuitably 
high opinion of my powers, that certainly does not make me any less 
aware of my own inadequacy. Yet the work you are giving me to 

scrutinize requires both an uncommon intellect and, above all, a calm 
mind, which can be free from the hurly·burly of all external things and 
have the leisure to consider itself - something which, as you are well 
aware, can happen only if the mind meditates attentively and keeps its 
gaze fixed upon itself. Nevertheless, since you command, I must obey; 
and if I go astray it will be your fault, since it is you who are compelling 
me to write. Now it could be claimed that the work under discussion 
belongs entirely to philosophy; yet since the author has, with great 
decorum, submitted himself to the tribunal of the theologians, I propose 
to-playa dual role here. Firstly I shall put forward what seem to me to be 
the possible philosophical objections regarding the major issues of the 
nature of our mind and of God; and then I shall set out the problems 
which a theologian might come up against in the work as a whole. 

I By Arnauld (S« above p. 6-4). The Objections are addressed to Mef'S("nm~. who 3ctro as 
intermediary between Arnauld and Descartes. 
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THE NATURE Of THE HUMAN MIND 

The first thing that I find remarkable is that our distinguished author has 
laid down as the basis for his entire philosophy exactly the same principle 
as that laid down by St Augustine - a man of the sharpest intellect and a 
remarkable thinker, not only on theological topics but also on philo~ 
sophical ones. In Book II chapter 3 of De Libera Arbitrio, I Alipius, when 
he is disputing with Euodius and is about to prove the existence of God, 198 
says the following: "First, if we are to take as our starting point what .is 
moS[ evident, I ask you to [ell me whether you yourself exist. Or are you 
perhaps afraid of making a mistake in your answer, given that, if you did 
not exist, it would be quite impossible for you to make a misrake?' This is 
like what M. Descanes says: '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. '2 But let us go on from here 
and, more to the point, see how this principle can be used to derive the 
result that our mind is separate from our body. 

I can doubt whether I have a body, and even whether there are any 
bodies at all in the world. Yet for all that, I may not doubt that I am or 
exist, so long as I am doubting or thinking. 

Therefore I who am doubting and thinking am not a body. For, in that 
case, in having doubts about my body I should be having doubts about 
myself. 

Indeed, even if I obstinately maintain that there are no bodies 
whatsoever, the proposition still stands, namely that I am somerhing, and 
hence I am not a body. 

This is certainly very acute. But someone is going to bring up the 
objection which the author raises against himself: the fact that I have 
doubts about the body, or deny that it exists, does not bring it about that 
no body exists. 'Yet may it not perhaps be the cas!; that these very things 
which I am supposing to be nothing, because they 'are unknown to me, 
are in reality identical with the "190 of which I am aware? I do nOt know: 
he says 'and foe the moment J shall not argue the point. I know that I 
exist; the question is, what is this "t" 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 depend on things of whose existence I am as yet 
unaware.') 

But the author admits that in the argument set out in the Discourse on 199 
the Method the proof excluding anything corporeal from the nature of 

1 On Free Will. Augustine's views were a major source of inspiration for the- J ::m~nist 
school of theology, of which Arnauld was a prominent supporter. 

.1 Med. II, above p. 17. 
J Above p. 18. 
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the mind was not put forward 'in an order corresponding to the actual 
truth of the matter' but merely in an order corresponding to his 'own 
perception'. So the sense of the passage was that he was aware of nothing 
at all which he knew belonged to his essence except that he was a i 

thinking thing.' From this answer it is clear that the objection still stands 
in precisely the same form as it did before, and that the question he 
promised to answer still remains outstanding: How does it follow, from 
the fact that he is aware of nothing else belonging to his essence, that 
nothing else does in fact belong to it?2 I must confess that I am somewhat 
slow, but I have been unable to find anywhere in the Second Meditation 
an answer to this question. As far as I can gather, however, the author 
does attempt a proof of this claim in the Sixth Meditation, since he takes 
it to depend on his having clear knowledge of God, which he had not yet 
arrived at in the Second Meditation. This is how the proof goes; 

I know that everything which 1 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 apan from 
another is enough to make me certain that the two things are distinct, since they 
are capable of being ~parated, 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 ... Now on the one hand I have a clear and 
distinct idea of myself, in so far as 1 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 

200 extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that I am really 
distinct from my body, and can exist without ir.J 

We must pause a little here, for it seems to me that in these few words 
lies the crux of the whole difficulty. 

First of all, if the major premiss of this syllogism is to be true, it must 
be taken to apply nOt to any kind of knowledge of a thing, nor even to 
clear and distinct knowledge; it must apply solely to knowledge which is 
adequate. For our distinguished author admits in his reply to the 
theologian, that if one thing can be conceived distinctly and separately 
from another 'by an abstraction of the intellect which conceives the thing 
inadequately', then this is sufficient for there to be a formal distinction 
between the two, but it does not require that there be a real distinction:' 
And in the same passage he draws the following conclusion: 

By contrast, I have a complete understanding of what a body is when I think that 
it is merely something having extension, shape and motion, and 1 deny that it has 

I Thle argument in question comes in mle DiscQune. part "': vol. I, p. 117. Descartes' 
qualifying comments. quoted by Arnauld. are from the Prefacle to the Meditati()"s; see 
above, p. 7-

l. Set Preface, above p. 7. 3 Above p. H. '" cr. First Replies, above pp. 8Sf. 
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anything which belongs to the nature of a mind. Conversely, I understand the 
mind to be a complete thing, which doubts, understands. wills, and so on, even 
though I deny that it has any of the attributes which are contained in the idea of a 
body. Hence there is a real distinction between the body and the mind. I 

But someone may call this minor premiss into doubt and maintain that 
the conception you have of yourself when you conceive of yourself as a 
thinking, non-extended thing is an inadequate one; and the same may be 
true of your conception of yourselP as an extended, non-thinking thing. 
Hence we must look at how this is proved in the earlier part of the 
argument. For I do not think that this matter is so clear that it should be 
assumed without proof as a first principle that is not susceptible of 
demonstration. 

As to the first part of your claim, namely that yOll have a complete 
understanding of what a body is when you think that it is merely 201 

something having extension, shape, motion etc., and you deny that it has 
anything which belongs to the nature of a mind, this proves little. For 
those who maintain that our mind is corporeal do nor on that account 
suppose that every body is a mind. On their view, body would be related 
to mind as a genus is related to a species. Now a genus can be understood 
apart from a species, even if we deny of the genus what is proper and 
peculiar to the species - hence the common maxim of logicians, 'The 
negation of the species does not negate the genus.' Thus I can understand 
the genus 'figure' apart from my understanding of any of the properties 
which are peculiar to a circle. It therefore remains to be proved that the 
mind can be completely and adequately understood apart from the body. 

I cannot see anywhere in the entire work an argument which could 
serve to prove this claim, apart from what is suggested at the beginning: 
' I can deny that any body exists, or that there is any extended thing at all, 

:yet it remains certain to me that I exist, so long as., ~ am making this denial 
or thinking it. Hence I am a thinking thing, not ~ body, and the body 
does not belong to the knowledge I have of myself." 

Bpt so far as I can see, the only result that follows from this is that I can 
obtain some knowledge of myself without knowledge of the body, But it 
is not yet transparently clear to me that this knowledge is complete and 
adequate, sa as to enable me to be certain that I am not mistaken in 
excluding body from my essence. I shall explain the point by means of an 
example. 

Suppose someone knows for certain that the angle in a semi-circle is a 
right angle, and hence that the triangle formed by this angle and the 
diameter of the circle is right-angled. In spite of this, he may doubt, or 
I Above p. 86. 2' ... i.e. your body' (supplied in French version). 
3 -Not an exact quotation. Cf. Med. II, above pp. 17-19. 
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not yet have grasped for certain, that the square on the hypotenuse is 
equal to the squares on the other two sides; indeed he may even deny this 
if he is misled by some fallacy. But now, if he uses the same argument as 
that proposed by our illustrious author, he may appear to have confirma
tion of his false belief, as follows: 'I dearly and distinctly perceive', he 

202 may say, 'that the triangle is right-angled; but I doubt that the square on 
the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other two sides; therefore it 
does not belong to the essence of the triangle that the square on its 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides.' 

Again, even if I deny that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the 
square on the other two sides, I stiH remain sure that the triangle is 
right-angled, and my mind retains the dear and distinct knowledge that 
one of its angles is a right angle. And given that this is so, not even God 
could bring it about that the triangle is not right-angled. 

I might argue from this that the property which I doubt, or which can 
be removed while leaving my idea intact, does not belong to the essence 
of the triangle. 

Moreover, 'I know', says M. Descartes, 'that everything which I dearly 
and distinctly understand is capable of being created by God so as to 
correspond exactly with my understanding of it. And 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 by God." Yet I clearly and distinctly 
understand that this triangle is right-angled, without understanding that 
the square on the hY'potenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides. It 
follows on this reasoning that God, at least, could create a right-angled 
triangle with the square on its hypotenuse not equal to the squares on the 
other sides. 

I do not see any possible reply here, except that the person in this 
example does not clearly and distinctly perceive that the triangle is i" 

right-angled. But how is my perception of the nature of my mind any 
clearer than his perception of the nature of the triangle? He is just as 
certain that the triangle in the semi-circle has one right angle (which is the 
criterion of a right-angled triangle) as I am certain that I exist because I 
am thinking. 

Now although the man in the example clearly and distinctly knows 
that the triangle is right-angled, he is wrong in thinking that the aforesaid 
relationship between the squares on the sides does not belong to the 

203 nature of [he triangle. Similarly, although I clearly and distinctly know 
my nature to be something that thinks, may I, too, not perhaps be wrong 
in thinking that nothing else belongs to my nature apart from [he fact 

1 Med. VI, above p. 54· 
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that I am a thinking thing? Perhaps the fact that I am an extended thing 
may also belong to my nature. 

Someone may also make the point that since I infer my existence from 
the fact that I am thinking, it is certainly no surprise if the idea that I form 
by thinking of myself in this way represents to my mind nothing other 
than myself as a thinking thing. For the idea was derived entirely from 
my thought. Hence it seems that this idea cannot provide any evidence 
that nothing belongs to my essence beyond what is contained in the idea. 

It seems, moreover, that the argument proves too much, and takes uS 

back to the Platonic view (which M. Descanes nonetheless rejects) that 
nothing corporeal belongs to our essence. so that man is merely a rational 
soul and the body merely a vehicle for the soul - a view which gives rise 
to the definition of man as 'a soul Y!'hich makes use of a body'. 

If you reply that body is not straightforwardly excluded from my 
essence, but is ruled out only and precisely in so far as I am a thinking 
thing, it seems that there is a danger that someone will suspect that my 
knowledge of myself as a rhinking rhing does nor qualify as knowledge of 
a being of which I have a complete and adequate conception; it seems 
instead that I conceive of it only inadequately, and by a certain 
intellectual abstraction. 

Geometers conceive of a line as a length without breadth, and they 
conceive of a surface as length and breadth without depth, despite the 
fact that no length exists without breadth and no breadth without depth. 
In the same way, someone may perhaps suspect that every thinking thing 2.04 

is also an extended thing - an extended thing which, besides the 
attributes it has in common with other ex"tended things, such as shape, 
motion, etc., also possesses the peculiar power of thought. This would 
mean that although, simply in virtue of this power, it can by an 
~ntellectual abstraction be apprehended as a thinking thing, in reality 
bodily attributes may belong to th.is thinking thing. In the same way, 
although quantity can be conceived in terms of length alone, in reality 
breadth and deprh belong to every quanrity, along wirh lengrh. 

The difficulry is increased by rhe facr thar the power of rhoughr appears 
to be attached to bodily organs, since it can be regarded as dormant in 
infants and extinguished in the case of madmen. And this is an objection 
strongly pressed by those impious people who try to do away with the 
soul. 

So far I have dealt with the real distinction between our mind and the 
body. But since our distinguished author has undertaken to demonstrate 
the immortality of the soul, it may rightly be asked whether this evidently 
follows from the fact that the soul is distinct from the body. According to 
the principles of commonly accepted philosophy this by no means 
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follows, since people ordinarily take it that the souls of brute animals are 
distinct from their bodies, but nevertheless perish along with them. 

I had got as far as this in my comments, and was intending to show 
how the author's principles, which I thought I had managed to gather 
from his method of philosophizing, would enable the immortality of the 
soul to be inferred very easily from the real distinction between the mind 
and the body. But at this point, a little study composed by our illustrious 
author. was sent to me, l which apart from shedding much light on the 
work as a whole, puts forward the same solution to the point at issue 
which I was on the point of proposing. 

As far as the souls of the brutes are concerned, M. Descartes elsewhere 
~05 suggests dearly enough that they have none. All they have is a body 

which is constructed in a particular manner, made up of various organs 
in such a way that all the operations which we observe can be produced 
in it and by means of it.' 

But I fear that this view will not succeed in finding acceptance in 
people's minds unless it is supported by very solid arguments. For at 
first sight it seems incredible that it can come about, without the 
assistance of any soul, that the light reflected from the body of a 
wolf onto the eyes of a sheep should move the minute fibres of the 
optic nerves, and that on reaching the brain this motion should 
spread the animal spirits throughout ' the nerves in the manner Deees· 
sary to precipitate the sheep's flight. 

One point which I will add here is that I wholly agree with the 
distinguished author's doctrines concerning the distinction between the 
imagination and the intellect or thought, and the greater certainty which 
attaches to what we grasp by means of reason as against what we observe 
by means of the bodily senses. I long ago learned from Augustine, in 
Chapter 15 of De Aninuze Quantitate, that we must completely dismiss 
those who believe that what we see with the intellect is less cenain than 
what we see with these bodily eyes, which have to contend with a 
perpetual discharge of phlegm.J This leads Augustine to say in the 
Soliloquies, Book I, Chapter 4, that when doing geometry he found the 
senses to he like a ship. He goes on: 

For wh~n th~y had brought m~ to th~ place I was aiming for, I SCnt th~m away, 
and, now that J had set foot on the shore, b~gan to examine these man~rs using 
my thought alone. But for a long time my footsteps remained unsteady. Hence I 
think that a man can sooner sail on dry land than he can p~rceive geom~trical 
matters through the senses, even though the s~nses do appear to giv~ us som~ 
small assistanc~ when w~ begin to learn. 

t The Synopsis (set: above pp. 9f). 1. Cf. Dis€QUT$e, part j : vol. 1, pp. 139ff. 
3 One of the four 'humours' of medieval physiology. 
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CONCERNING GOD 

The first proof of the existence of God, which our author sets out in the 
Third Meditation, falls into two parts. The first pan is that God exists if 
there is an idea of God in me; the second is that given that I possess such 
an idea, the only possible source of my existence is God. 

In the first part, the only thing I would criticize is this. The author first 
asserts that 'falsity in the strict sense can occur only in judgements'; but a 
little later he admits that ideas can be false - not 'formally false' but 
'materially false', J and this seems to me to be inconsistent with the 
author's own principles. 

I am afraid that on a topic as obscure as this I may not be able to 
explain what I want to say with sufficient lucidity; but an example will 
clarify the issue. The author says that 'if cold is merely the absence of 
heat, the idea of cold which represents it to me as a positive thing will be 
materially false'.' 

But if cold is merely an absence, then there cannot be an idea of cold 
which represents it to me as a positive thing. and so our author is here 
confusing a judgement with an idea. 

What is the idea of cold? It is coldness itself in so far as it exists 
objectively in the intellect. But if cold is an absence, it cannot exist 
objectively in the intellect by means of an idea whose objective existence 
is a positive entity. Therefore, if cold is merely an absence, there cannot 
ever be a positive idea of it, and hence there cannot be an idea which is 
materially false. 

This is confirmed by the very argument that the author uses to prove 
that the idea of an infinite being cannot but be a true idea, since, though I 
can pretend that such a being does not exist, I cannot pretend that the 1.07 

idea of such a being does not represent anything real to me . 
. The same can plainly be said of any positive idea. For although it can 

be imagined that cold, which I suppose to be represented by a positive 
idea. is not something positive. it cannot be imagined that the positive 
idea does not represent anything real and positive to me. For an idea is 
called 'positive' not in virtue of the existence it has as a mode of thinking 
(for in that sense all ideas would be positive), but in virtue of the 
objective existence which it contains and which it represents to our mind. 
Hence the idea in question may perhaps not be the idea of cold, but it 
cannot be a false idea. 

But. you may reply, it is false precisely because it is not the idea of cold. 
No: it is your judgement that is false, if you judge that it is the idea of 
cold. The idea itself, within you, is completely true. In the same way, the 

I Abov(: p. 30. 1. Ibid. (not an aact quotation ). 



Objections and replies 

idea of God should never be called false - not even 'materially false', even 
though someone may transfer it to something which is not God, as 
idolaters have done. 

Lastly, what does the idea of cold. which you say is materially false, 
represent to your mind? An absence? But in that case it is true. A positive 
entity? But in that case it is not the idea of cold. Again, what is the cause 
of the positive objective being which according to you is responsible for 
the idea's being materially false? 'The cause is myself', you may answer, 
'in so far as I come from nothing.' But in that case, the positive objective 
being of an idea can come from nothing, which violates the author's most 
important principles. 

But let us go on to the second half of the proof, where the author asks 
'whether I who have the idea of an infinite being could derive my 
existence from any other source than an infinite being, and, in particular, 
whether I could derive my existence from myself.' The author maintains 

2.08 that I could not derive my existence from myself since 'if I had bestowed 
existence on myself I should also have given myself all the perfections of 
which I find I have an idea'.2 But his theological critic has an acute reply 
to this: the phrase 'to derive one's existence from oneself' should be taken 
not positively but negatively. so that it simply means 'not deriving one's 
existence from another'. 'But now', the critic continues, 'if something 
derives its existence from itself in the -sense of "not from another", how 
can we prove that this being embraces all things and is infinite? This time 
I shall not listen if you say "If it derives its existence from itself. it could 
have given itself all things." For it does not derive its existence from itself 
as a cause, nor did it t:xist prior to itself so that it could choose in advance 
what it should subsequently be. 'J 

To refute this argument, M. Descartes maintains that the phrase 
'deriving one's existence from oneself' should be taken not negatively but 
positively, even when it refers to God, so that God 'in a sense stands in 
the same relation to himself as an efficient cause does to its effect'" This 
seems to me to be a hard saying, and indeed to be faJse. 

Thus I partly agree with M. Descartes and partly disagree with him. I 
agree that I could only derive my existence from myself if I did so in the 
positive sense, but I do not agree that the same should be said of God. On 
~he contrary, I think it is a manifest contradiction that anything should 
derive its existence positively and as it were causally from itself. Hence I 
propose to establish the same result as our author, but by a completely 
different route, as follows. 

In order to derive my existence from myself, I should have to derive my 

I Cf. above pp. Jl.-~. 2. Abovr p. 33· 3 First Objections, above pp. 68t. 
.. First Replies, above p. 80. 
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existence from myself positively and, as it were, causally. Therefore it is 209 

impossible that I derive my existence from myself. . 
The major premiss of this syllogism is proved by the author's own 

arguments based on the fact that, since the moments of time can be 
mutually separated, 'it does not follow from the fact that I exist now that 
1 shall continue to exist unless there is some cause which as it were creates 
me afresh at each moment'.1 

As for the minor premiss,2 I think it is so dear by the natural light that 
it is scarcely susceptible of any proof, apan from the trivial kind of proof 
that establishes a well-known result by means of premisses that are less 
well-known. What is more, the author seems to have recognized its truth, 
since he has not ventured to deny it openly. Consider, for example, what 
he says in replying to his theological critic: 

I did not say that it was impossible for something to be the efficient cause of itself. 
This is obviously the case when the term 'efficient' is taken to apply only to causes 
which are prior in time to their effectS. or different from them. But such a 
restriction does not seem appropriate in the present context ... for the natural 
light d~s not establish that the concept of an efficient cause requires that it be 
prior in time to its effect.] 

This is quite true, so far as the first disjunct goes, but why has he 
omitted the second one? Why did he not add that the natural light does 
not establish that the concept of. an efficient cause requires that it be 
different from its effect? Was it because the light of nature did not permit 
him to make this assertion? 

Since every effect depends on a cause ~nd receives its existence from a 
cause, surely it is clear that one and the same thing cannot depend on 210 

itself or receive its existence from itself. 
Again, every cause is the cause of an effect, and every effect is the effect 

of a cause. Hence there is a mutual relation between cause and effect. But 
a relation must involve two terms. -." ~ 

What is more, it is abs9rd to conceive of a thing's receiving existence 
yet at the same time possessing that existence prior to the time when we 
conceive that it received it. Yet this is just what would happen if we were 
to apply the notion of cause and effect to the same thing in respect of 
itself. For what is the notion of a cause? The bestowing of existence. And 
what is the norion of an effect? Receiving existence. The notion of a cause 
is essentially prior to the notion of an effect. 

Now we cannot conceive of something under the concept of a cause as 
bestowing existence unless we conceive of it as possessing existence; for 

1 Cf. above p. H· 
1. That I cannot derive my existence from myself positively and causally. 
3 First Repli~, above p. 78. 
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no one can give what he does not have. Hence we should be conceiving of 
a thing as having existence before conceiving it as having received 
existence; yet in the case of any receiver, the receiving precedes the 
possessing. 

The argument can also be put as follows. No one gives what he does 
not have. Hence no one can give himself existence unless he already has 
it. But if he already has it, why should he give it to himself? 

Finally, the author asserts that 'it is evident by the natural light that the 
distinction between creation and preservation is only a conceptual one' ,1 

But it is evident by the same natural light that nothing can create itself. 
Therefore nothing can preserve itself. 

But if we may come down from the general thesis to the particular case 
of God, it will now in my view be even clearer that God cannot derive his 
existence from himself in the positive sense, but can do so only in the 
negative sense of not deriving it from anything else. 

This is dear first of all from the argument that the author himself uses 
to prove that if a body derives existence from itself it must do so in the 
positive sense. He says: 'The separate divisions of time do not depend on 
each other; hence the fact that the body in question is supposed to have 
existed up till now "from itself", that is, without a cause, is not suffi· 
cient to make it continue to exist in future, unless there is some power in 
it which, as it were, recreates it continuously.'l 

But so fat from this argument being applicable in the case of a 
supremely perfect or infinite being, we can actually infer the opposite 
result, and for opposite reasons. Contained within the idea of an infinite 
being, is the fact that the duration of this being is infinite, i.e. not 
restricted by any limits; and it follows from this that it is indivisible, 
permanent, and existing all at once, so that the concepts of 'before' and 
'after' cannot be applied, except through an error and imperfection of 
our intellect. 

It manifestly follows from this that an infinite being cannot be 
conceived of as existing even for a moment unless it is also conceived of 
as having always existed and as being hound to continue to exist for 
eternity (the author himself establishes this elsewhere). And hence it is 
pointless to ask why this being should continue in existence . 

. Augustine, whose remarks on the subject of God are as worthwhile 
arid sublime as any that have appeared since the time of the sacred 
authors, frequently explains that in God there is no past or future hut 
only eternally present existence. This makes it even clearer that the 
question of why God should continue in existence cannot be asked 
without absurdity, since the question manifestly involves the notions of 

I Above p. H. 2. First Replies, above p. 79· 
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'before' and 'after', past and future, which should be excluded from the 
concept of an infinite being. 

Moreover, God cannot be thought of as deriving his existence ' from 
himself' in the positive sense, as if he had created himself in the 2I2 

beginning. For then he would have existed before he existed. God is 
thought of as deriving existence 'from himself' only (as our author 
frequently declares) because he does in reality keep himself in existence. 

But self-preservation does not apply to an infinite being any more than 
an original self-creation. For what, may I ask, is preservation if not a 
continual re-creation of something. Thus all preservation presupposes 
original creation. What is more, the very terms 'continuation' and 
'preservation' imply some potentiality, whereas an infinite being is pure 
actuality, without any potentiality. 

We should therefore conclude that God cannot be conceived of as 
deriving existence from himself in the positive sense, except through an 
imperfection of our intellect, which conceives of God after the fashion of 
created things. A further argument will make this even clearer. 

We look for the efficient cause of something only in respect of its 
existence, not in respect of its essence. For example, if I see a triangle, I 
may look for the efficient cause that is responsible for the existence of this 
triangle; but I cannot without absurdity inquire into the efficient cause of 
this triangle's having three angles equal to two right angles. If anyo":e 
makes such an inquiry, the correct response would be not to give an 
efficient cause, but to explain that this is the nature of a triangle. This is 
why mathematicians, who do not deal with the existence of the objects 
they study, never give demonstrations involving efficient or final causes. 
But it belongs to the essence of an infinite being that it exists, or, if you 
will, that it continues in existence, no less than it belongs to the essence of 
a triangle to have its three angles equal to two right angles. Now if 
anyone asks why a triangle has its three angles equat.ro two right angles, 
we should not answer in terms of an efficient cause, but should simply say 
that this is the eternal and immutable nature of a triangle. And similarly, 
if anyone asks why God exists, or continues in existence, we should not 21'3 

try to find either in God or outside him any efficient cause, or quasi
efficient cause (I am arguing about the reality, not the name); instead. we 
should confine our answer to saying that the reason lies in the nature of a 
supremely perfect being. 

The author says that the light of nature establishes that if anything 
exists we may always ask why it exists - that is, we may inquire into its 
efficient cause, or if it does not have one, we may demand why it does not 
have one.1 To this I answer that if someone asks why God exists, we 

I FirJt Repl ies, above p. 78. 
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should not answer in terms of an efficient cause, but should explain that 
he exists simply because he is God, or an infinite being. And if someone 
asks for an efficient cause of God, we should reply that he does not need 
an efficient cause. And if the questioner goes on to ask why he does not 
need an efficient cause, we should answer that this is because he is an 
infinite being, whose existence is his essence. Fut the only things that 
require an efficient cause are those in which actual existence may be 
distinguished from essence. 

This disposes of the argument which follows the passage just quoted: 
'Hence', says the author, 'if I thought that nothing could possibly have 
the same relation to itself as an efficient cause has to its effect, I should 
certainly not conclude that there was a first cause. On the contrary, I 
should go on to ask for the cause of the so·called "first" cause, and thus 
I would never reach anything which was the first cause of everything 
else. 'I 

Not at all. If I thought we ought to look for the efficient cause, or 
quasi-efficient cause, of any given thing, then what I would be looking for 

2.14 would he a cause distina from the thing in question, since it is completely 
evident to me that nothing can possibly stand in the same relation to itself 
as that in which an efficient cause stands to its effect. 

I think the author's attention should be drawn to this point, so that he 
can give the matter his careful and attentive consideration. For I am sure 
that it will scarcely be possible to find a single theologian who will not 
object to the proposition that God derives his existence from himself in 
the positive sense, and as it were causally. 

I have one further worry, namely how the author avoids reasoning in a 
circle when he says that we are sure that what we clearly and distinctly 
perceive is true only because God exists. 2 

But we can be sure that God exists only because we clearly and 
distinctly perceive this. Hence, before we can be sure that God exists, we 
ought to he able to be sure that whatever we perceive clearly and 
evidently is true. 

Let me add something which I forgot to include earlier. The author 
lays it down as cenain that there can be nothing in him, in so far as he is a 
thinking thing, of which he is not aware,J but it seems to me that this is 
false. For by 'himself, in so far as he is a thinking thing', he means simply 
his mind, in so far as it is distinct from the body. But all of us can surely 
see that there may be many things in our mind of which the mind is not 
aware. The mind of an infant in its mother's womb has the power of 
thought, but is not aware of it. And there are countless similar examples, 
which I will pass over. 

I Abov~ p. 78. 1. Cf. M~d. v, abov~ p. 48. 3 Cf. M~d. III, above p. n· 
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POINTS WHICH MAY CAUSE DIFFICULTY TO THEOLOGIANS 

In order to bring to an end a discussion that is growing tiresomely long, I 
would now like to aim for brevity, and simply indicate the issues rather 
than argue them out in detail. 

First. I am afraid that the author's somewhat free style of philoso· 1.15 
phizing, which calls everything into doubt, may cause offence to some 
people. He himself admits in the Discourse on the Method that this 
approach is dangerous for those of only moderate intelligence; but ' I 
agree that the risk of offence is somewhat reduced in the Synopsis.! 

Nevertheless, I rather think that the First Meditation should be 
furnished with a brief preface which explains that there is no serious 
doubt cast on these matters but that the purpose is to isolate temporarily 
those matters which leave room for even the 'slightest' and most 
'exaggerated' doubt <as the author himself puts it elsewhere};' it should 
be explained that this is to facilitate the discovery of something so firm 
and stable that not even the most perverse sceptic will have even the 
slightest scope for doubt. Following on from this point, where we find the 
clause 'since I did not know the author of my being'. I would suggest a 
substitution of the clause 'since I was pretending that I did not know ... 'J 

In the case of the Fourth Meditation <Truth and Falsity'), I am 
extremely anxious, for many reasons which would take too long to list, 
that the author should make two things clear, either in the Meditation 
itself or in the Synopsis. 

The first is that when the author is inqui~ing into the cause of error, he 
is dealing above all with the mistakes we commit in distinguishing 
between the true and the false, and nOt those that occur in our pursuit of 
good and evil. 

The discussion of the first kind of error is all that is needed for the 
author's plan and aim, and the comments he makes.J:here on the cause of 
error would give rise to the most serious objections if they were stretched 
out of context to cover the pursuit of good and evil. Hence it seems to me 
that prudence requires. and the order of exposition to which our author 
is so devoted demands. that anything which is nO[ relevant and which 
could give rise to controversy should be omitted. For otherwise the 1.I 6 
reader may be drawn into pointless quarrels over irrelevancies and be 
hindered in his perception of what is essential. 

The second point I should like aUf author to stress is that, where he 

1 D;scourse, part 1., (5«: vol. I, p. 118 );' Synopsis. above pp. 9, ·11. 
1. Ci. Med. II, above p. 16; Med. VI, above p. 6 I. 
) Med. VI, above p. 5). lkscartes :'Idopted Arnauld's advice and in~rted a qualifying 

phrase in brackets. 
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asserts that we should assent only to what we dearly and distinctly 
know, he is dealing solely with matters concerned with the sciences and 
intellectual contemplation, and not with matters belonging to faith and 
the conduct of life, and hence that his strictures apply only to rashly 
adopted views of the opinionated, and not to the prudent beliefs of the 
faithful.' 

As St Augustine wisely points out in De Utilitate Credendi,2 Chapter 

'5. 
There are three ·things in the soul of man which it is very important to distinguish, 
even though they are closely related: understanding, belief and opinion. 

A person understands if he grasps something by means of a reliable reason. He 
believes if he is influenced by weighty authority (Q accept a truth even though he 
does not grasp it by means of a reliable reason. And he is guilty of being 
opinionated if he thinks he knows something of which he is ignorant. 

To be opinionated is a very grave fault, for two reasons. Firstly, if someone is 
convinced that he knows the answer already, he wiU be unable to learn, even 
when there is something to be learm. And secondly, hastiness is in itself a mark of 
a disordered soul. 

If we understand something, then we owe it to reason; if we believe something, 
we owe it to authority; and if we are opinionated about something, this is based 
on error. This distinction will help us to understand that we are not guilty of 
being hasty and opinionated when we hol.d on to our faith in matters which we 
do not yet grasp. 

Those who say that we should believe nothing but what we know are obsessed 
217 with avoiding the charge of being opinionated, which it must be admitted is a 

disgraceful and wretched fault. But we should carefully reflect on the fact that 
there is a very great difference between, on the one hand, reckoning one knows 
something and, on the other hand, understanding that one is ignorant about it yet 
believing it under the influence of some authority. If we reflect on this we will 
surely avoid the charges of error on the one hand, and inhumanity and arrogance 
01) the other. 

A little later, in Chapter 12. Augustine adds 'I could produce many 
arguments to show that absolutely nothing in human society will be safe 

. if we decide to believe only what we can regard as having been clearly 
perceived.' These, then, are the views of St Augustine. 

M. Descartes, prudent man that he is, will readily judge how important 
it is to make the distinctions just outlined. For otherwise those many 
people who in our age are prone to impiety may distort his words in 
order to subvert the faith. 

But what I see as likely to give the greatest offence to theologians is 
that according to the author's doctrines it seems that the Church's 

I See footnote to Synopsis. above p. I I. Z. 'On the Bcnefit~ of faith'. 
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teaching concerning the sacred mysteries of the Eucharist cannot remain 
completely intact. 

We believe on faith that the substance of the bread is taken away from 
the bread of the Eucharist and only the accidents remain. These are 
extension, shape, colour, smell, taste and other qualities perceived by the 
senses. 

But the author thinks there are no sensible qualities, but merely various 
motions in the bodies that surround us which enable us to perceive the 
various impressions which we subsequently call 'colour', ' taste' and 
'smell', Hence only shape, extension and mobility remain. Yet the author 
denies that these powers are intelligible apan from some substance for 
them to inhere in, and hence he holds that they cannot exist without such :z.x 8 
a substance. He repeats this in his reply to his theological critic.1 

Further, he recognizes no distinction between the states of a substance 
and the substance itself except for a formal one; yet this kind of 
distinction seems insufficient to allow for the states to be separated from 
the substance even by God. 

I am sure that the great piety of our illustrious author will lead him to 
ponder on this matter attentively and diligently, and that he will take the 
view that he is obliged to devote his most strenuous efforts to the 
problem. For otherwise. even rhough his intention was to defend the 
cause of God against the impious, he may appear to have endangered the 
very faith. founded by divine authority, which he hopes will enable him 
to obtain that eternal life of which he has undertaken to convince 
mankind. 

I First Replies, above p. 86. 



AUTHOR'S REPLIES TO THE FOURTH SET OF 
OBJECTIONS 

I could not possibly wish for a moce perceptive or morc courteous critic 
of my book than the gentleman whose comments you have sent me.' He 
has dealt with me so considerately that I can easily perceive his goodwill 
towards myself and the cause that I defend. At the same time, where he 
has attacked me he has looked into the issues so deeply, and examined all 
the related topics so carefully, that I am sure that there are no 
outstanding difficulties elsewhere that have escaped his watchful atten
tion. What is more, where he thinks my views are not acceptable, he has 
pressed his criticisms so acutely that I am not afraid of anyone's 

219 supposing that he has kept back any objections for the sake of the cause. 
In view of this, I am nOt so much disturbed by his criticisms as happy that 
he has not found more to attack. 

REPLY TO PART ONE, DEALING WITH THE NATURE OF 

THE HUMAN MIND 

I shan not waste time here by thanking my distinguished critic for 
bringing in the authority of St Augustine to SUPPO" me, and for setting 
out my arguments so vigorously that he seems to fear that their strength 
may not be sufficiently apparent to anyone else. 

But I will begin by pointing out where it was that I embarked on 
proving 'how, from the fact that I am aware of nothing else belonging to 
my essence (that is, the essence of the mind alone) apan from the fact that 
I am a thinlcing thing, it follows that nothing else does in fact belong to 
it'.2 The relevant passage is the one where I proved that God exists - a 
God who can bring about everything that I clearly and distinctly 
recognize as possible.) 

. Now it may be that there is much within me of which I am not yet 
aware (for example, in this passage I was in fact supposing that I was not 

I Descartes addresses Me~nne, who aCted as intermediary ~rween him and Arnauld, 
author of the Fourth &t of Objections; see Translator's preface, above p. 604. 

2. See above p. 1040. J Cf. above Med. "', pp. 48f, and Med. VI, p. H . 

, 
, 

! 
j 

, 
I 



r 

1 

Fourth Set of Replies '55 

yet aware that the mind possessed the power of moving the body, or that 
it was substantially united to it ). Yet since that of which I am aware is 
sufficient to enable me [Q subsist with it and it alone. I am certain that I 
could have been created by God without having these other attributes of 
which I am unaware, and hence that these other attributes do not belong 
to the essence of the mind. 

For if something can exist without some attribute, then it seems to me 
that that attribute is nOt included in its essence. And although mind is. 
part of the essence of man, being united to. a human body is not strictly 
speaking part of the essence of mind. 

I must also explain what I meant by saying that '3 real distinction 220 

cannot be inferred from the fact that one thing is conceived apart from 
another by an abstraction of the intellect which conceives the thing 
inadequately. It can be inferred only if we understand one thing apart 
from another completely, or as a complete thing." 

I do not, as M. Arnauld assumes,2 think that adequate knowledge of a 
thing is required here. Indeed, the difference between complete and 
adequate knowledge is that if a piece of knowledge is to be adequate it 
must contain absolutely all the properries which are in the thing which is 
the object of knowledge. Hence only God can know that he has adequate 
knowledge of all things. 

A created intellect, by contrast, though perhaps it may in fact possess 
adequate knowledge of many things, can never know it has such 
knowledge unless God grants it a special revelation of the fact. In order 
to have adequate knowledge of a thing all- that is required is that the 
power of knowing possessed by the intellect is adequate for the thing in 
question, and this can easily occur. But in order for the intellect to know 
it has such knowledge, or that God put nothing in the thing beyond what 
it -is aware of, its power of knowing would have_ to equal the infinite 
power of God, and this plainly could not happen on pain of contradic· 
tlon. 

Now in order for us to recognize a real distinction between two things 
it cannot be required that our knowledge of them be adequate if it is 
impossible for us to know that it is adequate. And since, as has just been 
explained, we can never know this, it follows that it is not necessary for 
our knowledge to be adequate. 

Hence when I said tbat 'it does not suffice for a real distinction that one 
thing is understood apart from another by an abstraction' of the intellect 1.1.·1 

which conceives the thing inadequately'! I did not think this would be 

1 Cf. abov~ p. 140, and First Replies, abov~ pp. 851. 
:1 Th~ name is supplied h~re and elstwhere for the reader's convenience; in the original 

Descartes relen to his critic simply as 't~e distinguished gentleman'. 
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taken to imply that adequate knowledge was required to establish a real 
distinction. AU I meant was that we need the son of knowledge that we 
have not ourselves made inadequate by an abstraction of the intellect. 

There is a great difference between, on the one hand, some item of 
knowledge being wholly adequate, which we can never know with 
cenainty to be the case unless it is revealed by God, and, on the other 
hand, its being adequate enough to enable us to perceive that we have nOt 
rendered it inadequate by an abstraction of the intellect. 

In the same way, when I said that a thing must be understood 
completely, I did not mean that my understanding must be adequate, but 
merely that] must understand the thing well enough to know that my 
understanding is complete. 

I thought I had made this dear from what I had said just before and 
just after the passage in question. For a little earlier I had distinguished 
between 'incomplete' and 'complete' entities, and I had said that for there 
to be a real distinction between a number of things, each of them must be 
understood as 'an entity in its own right which is different from 
everything else'.' 

And later on. after saying that I had 'a complete understanding of what 
a body is', I immediately added that I also 'understood the mind to be a 
complete thing'. The meaning of these .two phrases was identical; that is, 
I took 'a complete understanding of something' and 'understanding 
something to be a complete thing' as having one and the same meaning. 

But here YOll may justly ask what I mean by a 'complete thing', and 
how 1 prove that for establishing a real disrinction it is sufficient that two 
things can be understood as 'complete' and that each one can be 
understood apart from the other. 

21.1. My answer to the first question is that by a 'complete thing' I simply 
mf!an a substance endowed with the forms or attributes which enable me 
to recognize that it is a substance. 

We do not have immediate knowledge of substances, as I have noted 
. elsewhere. We know them only by perceiving certain forms or attributes 
which must inhere in something if they are to exist; and we call the thing 
in which they inhere a 'substance'. 

But if we subsequently wanted to strip the substance of the attributes 
through which we know it, we would be destroying our entire knowledge 
of it. We might be able to apply various words to it, but we could not 
have a dear and distinct perception of what we meant by these words. 

I am aware that cenain substances are commonly caned 'incomplete'. 
But if the reason for calling them incomplete is that they are unable to 
exist on their own, then I confess I find it self-contradictory that they 

I First Replies. abovt: p. 86. 
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should be substances, that is, things which subsist on their own, and at 
the same time incomplete, that is, not possessing the power to subsist on 
their own. It is also possible to call a substance incomplete in the sense 
that, although it has nothing incomplete about it qua substance. it is 
incomplete in so far as it is referred to some other substance in 
conjunction with which it forms something which is a unity in its own 
right. 

Thus a hand is an incomplete substance when it is referred to the whole 
body of which it is a part; but it is a complete substance when it is 
considered on its own. And in just the same way the mind and the body 
are incomplete substances when they 3ce referred to a human being 
which together they make up. But if they are con~idered on their own, 
they are complete. 

For just as being extended and divisible and having shape etc. are 1..1.3 
'forms or attributes by which I recognize the substance called body, so 
understanding, willing, doubting etc. are forms by which I recognize the 
substance which is called mind. And I understand a thinking substance to 
be just as much a complete thing as an extended substance. 

It is quite impossible to assert, as my distinguished critic maintains. 
that <body may be related to mind as a genus is related to a species'. I 
For although a genus can be understood without this or that specific 
differentia. there is no way in which a species can be thought of without 
its genus. 

For example, we can easily understand the genus 'figure' without 
thinking of a circle (though our understanding will not be distinct unless 
it is referred to some specific figure and it will not involve a complete 
thing unless it also comprises the nature of body). But we cannot 
understand any specific differentia of the 'circle' without at the same time 
thinking of the genus ·figure'. 

Now the mind can be perceived distinctly and ·completely (that is, 
sufficiently for it to be considered as a complete thing) without any of the 
forms or attributes by which we recognize that body is a substance, as I 
think I showed quite adequately in the Second Meditation. And similarly 
a body can be understood distinctly and as a complete thing, without any 
of the attributes which belong to the mind. 

But here my critic argues that although 1 can obtain some knowledge 
of myself without knowledge of the body, it does not follow that this 
knowledge is complete and adequate~ so as to enable me to be certain 
that I am not mistaken in excluding body from my essence.2 He explains .1.1.4 
the point by using the example of a triangle inscribed in a semi-circle, 
which we can dearly and distinctly understand to be right-angled 

t Above p. 141. 1 Ibid. 
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although we do not know, or may even deny, that the square on the 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides. But we cannot infer 
from this that there could be a right-angled triangle such that the square 
on the hypotenuse is not equal to the squares on the other sides. 

But this example differs in many respects from the case under 
discussion. 

First of all, though a triangle can perhaps he taken concretely as a 
substance having a triangular shape, ~it is certain that the propeny of 
having the square on the hypotenuse equal to the squares on the other 
sides is not a substance. So neither the triangle nor the property can be 
understood as a complete thing in the way in which mind and body can 
be so understood; nor can either item be called a ' thing' in the sense in 
which I said 'it is enough that I can understand one thing (that is, a 
complete thing) apart from another' etc. I This is clear from the passage 
which comes next: 'Besides I find in myself faculties' etc. I did not say 
that these faculties were things, but carefully distinguished them from 
things or substances. 

Secondly, although we can clearly and distinctly understand that a 
triangle in a semi-circle is right-angled without being aware that the 
square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other two sides, 
we cannot have a clear understanding of a triangle having the square on 

225 its hypotenuse equal to the squares on the other sides without at the same 
time being aware that it is right-angled. And yet we can clearly and 
distinctly perceive the mind without the body and the body without the 
mind. 

Thirdly, although it is possible to have a concept of a triangle inscribed 
in a semi-circle which does not include the fact that the square on the 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides, it is not possible to 
have a concept of the triangle such that no ratio at all is understood to 
hold between the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other 
sides. Hence, though we may be unaware of what that ratio is, we cannot 
say that any given ratio does not hold unless we clearly understand that it 

. does not belong to the triangle; and where the ratio is one of equality, 
this can never be understood. Yet the concept of body includes nothing at 
all which belongs to the mind, and the concept of mind includes nothing 
~t all which belongs to the body. 

So although I said 'it is enough that I can dearly and distinctly 
understand one thing apart from another' etc., one cannot go on to argue 
'yet I dearly and distinctly understand that this triangle is right-angled 
without understanding that the square on the hypotenuse' e[c.l There are 
three reasons for this. First, the ratio between the square on the 

I Med. VI, above p. 54. 2. Above p. 142.· 
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hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides is not a complete thing. 
Secondly, we do not clearly understand the ratio to he equal except in the 
case of a right-angled triangle. And thirdly, there is no way in which the 
triangle can be distinctly understood if the ratio which obtains between 
the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides is said 
not to hold. 

But now I must explain how the mere fact that 1 can clearly and 226 

distinctly understand one substance apart from another is enough to 
make me certain that one excludes the other.! 

The answer is that the notion of a substance is just this - that it can 
exist by itself, that is without the aid of any other substance. And there is 
no one who has ever perceived two substances by means of two different 
concepts without judging that they are really distinct. 

Hence~ had I not been looking for greater than ordinary certainty, I 
should have been content to have shown in the Second Meditation that 
the mind can be understood as a subsisting thing despite the fact that 
nothing belonging to the body is attributed to it, and that, conversely, the 
body can be understood as a subsisting thing despite the fact that nothing 
belonging to the mind is attributed to it. I should have added nothing 
more in order to demonstrate that there is a real distinction between the 
mind and the body, since we commonly judge that the order in which 
things are mutually related in our perception of them corresponds to the 
order in which they are related in actual reality. But one of the 
exaggerated doubts which I put forward in the First Meditation went so 
far as to make it impossible for me to be certain of this very point 
(namely whether things do in reality correspond to our perception of 
them)~ so long as I was supposing myself to be ignorant of the author of 
my being. And this is why everything I wrote on the subject of God and 
truth in the Third, Fourth and Fifth Meditations contributes to the 
conclusion that there is a real distinction between the mind and the body, 
which 1 finally established in the Sixth Meditation. 

And yet, says M. Arnauld, 'I have a clear understanding of a triangle 227 

inscribed in a semi-circle without knowing that the square on the 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides. -2 It is true that the 
triangle is intelligible even though we do not think of the ratio which 
obtains between the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the 
other sides; but it is not intelligible that this ratio should. be denied of the 
triangle. In the case of the mind, by contrast, not only do we understand 
it to exist without the body, but, what is more, all .the attributes which 
belong to a body can be denied of it. For it is of the nature of substances 
that they should mutually exclude one another. 

I Cf. Med. VI, above p. 54. 2. Cl. above p. 141. 
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M. Arnauld goes on to say: 'Since I infer my existence from the fact 
that I am thinking, it is certainly no surprise if the idea that 1 form in this 
way represents me simply as a thinking thing.' J But this is no objection to 
my argument. For it is equally true that when I examine the nature of the 
body, I find nothing at all in it which savours of thought. And we can 
have no better evidence for a distim.:tion between two things than the fact 
that if we examine either of them. whatever we find in one is different 
from what we find in the other. 

Nor do I see why this argument 'proves tOO rnuch'.2 For the fact that 
one thing can be separated from another by the power of God is the very 
least that can be asserted in order to establish that there is a real 
distinction between the two. Also, I thought I was very careful to guard 
against anyone inferring from this that man was simply 'a soul which 
makes use of a body'. For in the Sixth Meditation. where I dealt with the 
distinction between the mind and the body, I also proved at the same 
time that the mind is substantially united with the body.' And the 
arguments which I used [0 prove this are as strong as any I can remember 
ever having read. Now someone who says that a man's arm is a substance 
that is really distinct from the rest of his body does not thereby deny that 
the arm belongs to the nature of the whole man. And saying that the arm 
belongs to the nature of the whole man does not give rise to the suspicion 
that it cannOt subsist in its own right.- ln the same way, I do not think I 
proved too much in showing that the mind can exist apart from the body. 
Nor do I think I proved too little in saying that the mind is substantially 
united with the body, since that substantial union does not prevent our 
having a clear and distinct concept of the mind on its own, as a complete 
thing. The concept is thus very different from that of a surface or a line. 
which cannot be understood as complete things unless we attribute to 

them not just length and breadth but also depth. 
Finally the fact that 'the power of thought is dormant in infants and 

extinguished in madmen'4 (I should say not 'extinguished' but 'dis
turbed'). does not show that we ~hould regard it as so attached to bodily 
organs that it cannOt exist without them. The fact that thought is ohen 
impeded by bodily organs, as we know from our own frequent experi
ence. does not at all entail that it is produced by those organs. This latter 
view is one for which not .even the slightest proof can be adduced. 

I must admit, however, that the fact that the mind is closely conjoined 
~ith the body, which we experience constantly through our senses, does 
result in our not being aware of the real distinction between mind and 
body unless we attentively meditate on the subject. But I think that those 
who repeatedly ponder on what I wrote in the Second Meditation will be 

I CE. above p. 143. 1. IbM. 3 Abovt" pp. 56ff. 4 Above p. 143· 
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easily convinced that the mind is distinct from the body, and distinct not 
just by a fiction or abstraction of the intellect: it can be known as a 
distinct thing because it is in reality distinct. 

I will not answer my critic's further observations regarding the 
immortality of the soul, because they do not conflict with my views. As 
far as the souls of the brutes are concerned, this is not the place to 
examine the subject, and, short of giving an account of the whole of 
physics, I cannot add to the explanatory remarks I made in Part 5 of the 
Discourse on the Method.' But to avoid passing ov~r the topic in silence, 
I will say that 1 think the most important point is that, both in our bodies 
and those of the brutes, no movements can occur without the presence of 
all the organs or instruments which would enable the same movements to 
be produced in a machine. So even in our own case the mind does not 
directly move the external limbs, but simply controls the animal spirits 
which flow from the heart via the brain into the muscles, and sets up 
certain motions in them; for the spirits are by their nature adapted with 
equal facility to a great variety of actions. Now a very large number of 
the motions occurring inside us do not depend in any way on the mind. 
These include heartbeat. digestion, nutrition, respiration when we are 
asleep, and also such waking actions as walking, singing and the like, 2.30 

when these occur without the mind anending to them. When people take 
a fall. and stick out their hands so as to protect their head, it is not reason 
that instructs them to do this; it is simply that the sight of the impending 
fall reaches the brain and sends the animal spirits into the nerves in the 
manner necessary to produce this movement even without any mental 
volition, just as it would be produced in a machine. And since our own 
experience reliably informs us that this is so, why should we be so 
amazed that the <light reflected from the body of a wolf onto the eyes of a 

-sheep'2 should equally be capable of arousing the, movements of flight in 
the sheep? ' 

But if we wish to determine by the use of reason whether any of the 
movements of the brutes are similar to those which are performed in us 
with the help of the mind, or whether they resemble those which depend 
merely on the flow of the animal spirits and the disposition of the organs, 
then we should consider the differences that can be found between men 
and beasts. I mean the differences which I set out in Part 5 of the 
Discourse on the Method\ for I think these are the only differences to be 
found. If we do this, it will readily be apparent that all the actions of the 
brutes resemble only those which occur in us without any assistance from 
the mind. And we shall be forced to conclude from this that we know 
of absolutely no principle of movement in animals apart from the 

1 See above p. 144 and vol. 1, pp. l ,l9ff. 2 Above p. '44' 
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disposition of their organs and the continual flow of the spirits which are 
produced by the heat of the heart as it rarefies the blood. We shall also 
see that there was no excuse for our imagining that any other principle of 
motion was to be found in the brutes. We made this mistake because we 
failed to distinguish the two principles of motion just described; and on 

1.3 I seeing that the principle depending solely on the animal spirits and 
organs exists in the brutes just as it does in us, we jumped to the 
conclusion that the other principle, which consists in mind or thought, 
also exists in them. Things which we have become convinced of since our 
earliest years, even though they have subsequently been , shown by 
rational arguments to be false, cannot easily be eradicated from our 
beliefs unless we give the relevant arguments our long and frequent 
attention. 

REPLY TO PART TWO, CONCERNING GOO 

Up till now I have attempted to refute my critic's arguments and to stand 
up to his attack. But from now I will follow the example of those who are 
matched with opponents who are superior in strength: instead of meeting 
him head on I will dodge his blows. 

Only three criticisms are raised by M. Arnauld in this section, and they 
can all be accepted if they are taken in the sense which he intends. But 
when I wrote what I did. I meant it in" another sense, which seems to me 
to be equally correct. 

The first point is that certain ideas are materially false. I As I interpret 
this claim. it means that the ideas are such as to provide subject-matter 
for error. But M. Arnauld concentrates on ideas taken in the formal 
sense. and maintains that there is no falsity in them. 

The second point is that God derives his existence from himself 
'positively and as it were causally'. 2 By this I simply meant that the reason 
why God does not need any efficient cause in order to exist depends on a 

232 positive thing. that is, the very immensity of God. which is as positive as 
anything can be. M. Arnauld. however, shows that God is not self
created or self-preserved by any positive influence of an efficient causej 
and this I quite agree with. 

The third and last point is that 'there can be nothing in our mind of 
'which we are not aware'. J I meant this to refer to the operations of the 
mind; but M. Arnauld takes it to apply to the mind's powers, and so 
denies it. 

But let us deal with the points more carefully one at a time. When M. 
Arnauld says 'if cold is merely an absence, there cannot be an idea of cold 
which represents it as a positive thing'," it is clear that he is dealing solely 

I Abov~ p. 145 . :1 Abov~ pp. 1..46ff. J Abov~ p. 150. 4 Abov~ p. 145· 
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with an idea taken in the formal sense. Since ideas are forms of a kind, 
and are not composed of any matter, when we think of them as 
representing something we are taking them not materially but formally. 
If, however, we were considering rhern not as representing rhis or that 
but simply as operations of the imellecr, then it could be said that we 
were taking them materially, but in that case they would have no 
reference to the truth or falsity of their objects. So I think that the only 
sense in which an idea can be said to be 'materially false' is the one which 
1 explained. Thus, whether cold is a positive thing or an absence does nOt 
affect the idea I have of it, which remains the same as it always was. It is 
this idea which, I claim, can provide subject-matter for error if it is in fact 
true that cold is an absence and does not have as much reality as heat; for 
if I consider the ideas of cold and heat just as I received them from my 
senses, J am unable to tell that one idea represents more reality to me 233 
than the other, 

I certainly did not 'confuse a judgement with an idea ',I For I said that 
the falsity to be found in an idea is material falsity, while the falsity 
involved in a judgement can only be formal. 

When my critic says that the idea of cold 'is coldness itself in so far as it 
exists objectively in the intellect', 2. I think we need to make a distinction. 
For it often happens in the case of obscure and confused ideas - and the 
ideas of heat and cold fall into this category - that an idea is referred' to 
something other than that of which it is in fact the idea. Thus if cold is 
simply an absence. the idea of cold is not coldness itself as it exists 
objectively in the intellect, but something else, which I erroneously 
mistake for this absence, namely a sensation which in fact has no 
existence outside the intellect. 

The same point does not apply to the idea of God, or at least to the 
idea of God which is dear and distinct, since it cap not be said to refer to 

something with which it does nOt correspond. Bul: as for the confused 
ideas of gods which are concocted by idolaters, I see no reason why they 
too cannot be called materially false, in so far as they provide the 
idolaters with subject-matter for false judgements. Yet ideas which give 
the judgement little or no scope for error do not seem as much entitled to 
be called materially false as those which give great scope for error. It is 
easy to show by means of examples that some ideas provide much greater 
scope for error than others: Confused ideas which are m.ade up at will by 234 
the mind, such as the ideas of false gods, do not provide as much scope 
for error as the confused ideas arriving from the senses, such as the ideas 
of colour and cold (if it is true, as I have said, that these ideas do not 
represent anything real). The greatest scope for error is provided by the 

I Ibid. .1 Ibid. 
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ideas which arise from the sensations of appetite. Thus the idea of thirst 
which the patient with dropsy has does indeed give him subject-maHer 
for error, since it can lead him to judge that a drink will do him good, 
when in fact it will do him harm. 

But my critic asks what the idea of cold, which I described as 
materially false, represents to me. If it represents an absence, he says, it 
is true; and if it represents a positive entity, it is not the idea of cold. I 
This is right; but my only reason for calling the idea 'materially false' is 
that, owing to the fact that it is obscure· and confused, I am unable [0 

judge whether or not what it represents [0 me is something positive 
which exists outside of my sensation. And hence I may be led ro judge 
that it is something positive though in fact it may merely be an absence. 

Hence in asking what is the cause of the positive objective being which, 
in my view, is responsible for the idea being materially false, my critic 
has raised an improper question. For I do not claim that an idea's 
material falsity results from some positive entity; it arises solely from the 
obscurity of the idea - although this does have something positive as its 
underlying subject, namely the actual sensation involved. 

Now this positive entity exists in me, in so far as 1 am something real. 
But the obscurity of the idea is the only thing that leads me to judge that 

235 the idea of the sensation of cold r~presents some object called 'cold' 
which is located outside me; and this obscurity in the idea does not have 
a real cause but arises simply from the fact that my nature is not perfect 
in all respects. 

This does not in any way violate my fundamental principles. One fear 
that I might have had, however, is that since I have never spent very much 
time reading philosophical texts, my calling ideas which I take to provide 
subject~matter for error 'materially false' might have involved too great a 
departure from standard philosophical usage. This might, I say, have 
worried me, had I not found the word 'materially' used in an identical 
sense to my own in the first philosophical author I camf' across, namely 
Suarez, in the Metaphysical Disputations, Pan IX, Section 2, Number 4.1 

But let me now turn to my critic's principal complaint - though it is 
one which seems to me to be the least well-taken of all his objections. 
This concerns the passage where I said that 'we are entitled ro think that 

"-in a sense God stands in the same relation to himself as an efficient cause 
to its effect'.3 M. Arnauld says that it is 'a hard saying, and indeed false' 
to suggest that God is the efficient cause of himself; but I actually denied 
that suggestion in the passage just quoted. For in saying that God 'in a 
sense' stands in the same relation as an efficient cause, I made it dear that 

t Above p. 146. 1. S« note above p. 69. 
3 First Replies, above p. 80; Arnauld's commenrs, above p. r 46. 
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I did not suppose he was the same as an efficient cause; and in using the 
phrase 'we are quite entitled to think' I meant that I was explaining the 
matter in these terms merely on account of the imperfection of the human 
intellect. Indeed, throughout the rest of the passage J confirmed this. 
Right at the beginning, having said 'if anything exists we may always 
inquire into its efficient cause', I immediately went on 'or, if it does not 236 
have one, we may demand why it does not need one'.! These words make 
it quite clear that I did believe in the existence of something that does flot 
netd an efficient cause. And what could that be, but God? A little later on 
I said that 'there is in God such great and inexhaustible power that he 
never required the assistance of anything in order to exist, and does not 
now require any assistance for his preservation, so that he is in a sense his 
own cause'. Here the phrase 'his own cause' cannot possibly be taken to 
mean an efficient cause; it simply means that the inexhaustible power of 
God is the cause or reason for his not needing a cause. And since that 
inexhaustible power or immensity of the divine essence is as positive as 
can be, I said that the the reason or cause why God needs no cause is a 
positive reason or cause. Now this cannot be said of any finite thing, even 
though it is quite perfect of its kind. If a finite thing is said to derive its 
existence 'from itself', this can only be understood in a negative sense, 
meaning that no reason can be derived from its positive nature which 
could enable us to understand that it does not require an efficient cause. 

Similarly, in every passage where I made a comparison hetween the 
formal cause (or reason derived from God's essence, in vinue of which he 
needs no cause in order to exist or to be preserved) and the efficient cause 
(without which finite things cannot exist), I always took care to make it 
explicitly clear that the two kinds of cause are different. And I never said 
that God preserves himself by some positive force, in the way in which 
created things are preserved by him; 1 simply said that the immensity of 237 
his power or essence, in virtue of which he does not need a preserver, is a 
positive thing. 

Hence I can readily admit everything my critic puts forward to prove 
that God is not the efficient cause of himself and that he does not preserve 
himself by any positive power or by continuously re-creating himself; 
and this is the sole result established by M. Arnauld's arguments. But I 
hope that even M. Arnauld will not deny that the immensity of the power 
in vinue of which God f!eeds no cause in order to exist is a positive thing 
in God, and that nothing which is similarly positive can be understood to. 
exist in any other thing in such a way that it does not need an efficient 
cause in order to exist. That is all I meant when r said that, with the sole 
exception of God, the only sense in which anything can be said to derive 

1 Abov~ p. 78. 
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its existence 'from itself is a negative one. And I had no need to make any 
funher assumptions in order to resolve the difficulty which had been 
raised. 

But since M. Arnauld has given me such a sombre warning, that 'it will 
scarcely he possible to find a single theologian who will nOt object to [he 
proposition that God derives his existence from himself in a positive 
sense and as it were causally'. 1 I will explain a little morc carefully why 
this way of talking is extremely useful and even necessary when dealing 
with the topic under discussion. Indeed, as I shall show, it seems to 
me to he wholly innocent of any suspicion of being likely to cause 
offence. 

I am aware that theologians writing in Latin do not use the word causa 
['cause'] in matters of divinity when they are dealing with the procession 
of Persons in the Holy Trinity. Whereas the Greek writers use arnot; and 
&PX1) interchangeably, they prefer to use only the word principium 

238 ('principle'] taken in its most general sense. to avoid giving anyone an 
excuse to infer that the Son is less important than the Father. But where 
there is no such risk of error, and we are dealing with God not as a 
Trinity but simply as a unity. I do not see why the word 'cause' is to be 
avoided at all costs, especially when we come to a context where it seems 
extremely useful and almost necessary to use the term. 

Now if the term 'cause' serves to demonstrate the existence of God, it 
can hardly be more useful; and if it is impossible to achieve complete 
clarity in the proof without it, the term can hardly be more necessary. 

But I think it is clear to everyone that a consideration of efficient causes 
is the primary and principal way, if not the only way, that we have of 
proving the existence of God. We cannot develop this proof with 
precision unless we grant our minds the freedom to inquire into the 
efficient causes of all things, even God himself. For what right do we have 
to make God an exception, if we have not yet proved that he exists? In 
every case, then, we must ask whether a thing derives its existence from 
itself or from something else; and by this means the existence of God can 
be inferred, even though we have not given an explicit account of what it 
means to say that something derives its existence 'from itse1f'. Those who 
follow the sole guidance of the natural light will in this context 
sp'ontaneously form a concept of cause that is common to both an 
efficient and a formal cause: that is to say, what derives its existence 
'fwm another' will be taken to derive its existence from that thing as an 
efficient cause, while what derives its existence 'from itself' will be taken 
to derive its existence from itself as a formal cause - that is, because it has 
the kind of essence which entails that it does not require an efficient 

1 Above p. 150. 
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cause. Accordingly, I did not explain this point in my Meditations, but 1.39 
left it out, assuming it was self-evident. 

Now some people are accustomed to judge that nothing can be the 
efficient cause of itself, and they carefully distinguish an efficient cause 
from a formal cause. Hence, when they see the question raised as to 
whether anything derives its existence from itself, it can easily happen 
that they think only of an efficient cause in the strict sense. and thus they 
suppose that the phrase 'from itseW must be taken not as meaning 'from 
a cause', but only in the negative sense, as meaning 'without a cause' 
(that is, as implying something such that we must not inquire why it 
exists), If we accept this interpretation of the phrase 'from itself', then it 
will not be possible to produce any argument for the existence of God 
based on his effects, as was correctly shown by the author of the First Set 
of Objections; 1 and hence this interpretation must be totally rejected. 

To give a proper reply ro this, I think it is necessary to show that, in 
between 'efficient cause' in the strict sense and 'no cause at all', there is a 
third possibility, namely 'the positive essence of a thing', to which the 
concept of an efficient cause can be extended. In the same way in 
geometry the concept of the arc of an indefinitely large circle is 
customarily extended to the concept of a straight line; or the concept of a 
rectilinear polygon with an indefinite number of sides is extended to that 
of a circle. I thought I explained this in the best way available to me wh~n 
I said that in this context the meaning of 'efficient cause' must not be 
restricted to causes which are prior in time to their effects or different 2.40 

from them. For, first. this would make the question trivial, since everyone 
knows that something cannot be prior to, or distinct from, i[Self; and 
secondly, the restriction 'prior in time' can be deleted from the concept 
while leaving the notion of an efficient cause intact.2 

The fact that a cause need nOt be prior in time is dear from the fact 
that the notion of a cause is applicable only during the time when it is 
producing its effect, as I have said. 

The fact that the second restriction cannor also be deleted implies 
merely that a cause which is not distinct from its effects is not an efficient 
cause in the strict sense, and this I admit. It does not, however, follow 
that such a cause is in no sense a positive cause that can be regarded as 
analogous to an efficient cause; and this is all that my argument requires. 
The same natural light that enables me to perceive that I would have 
given myself all the perfections of which I have an idea, if I had given 
myself existence, also enables me to perceive that nothing can give itself 
existence in the restricted sense usually implied by the proper meaning of 

I Above pp. 68£. 
2. Descartes here rephrases his ~3.rlier argument, First Replies. above p. 78. 



168 Ob;ections and Rep[;es 

the term 'efficient cause'. For in this sense, what gives itself existence 
would have to he different from itself in so far as it receives existence; yet 
to be both the same thing and not the same thing - that is, something 
different - is a contradiction. 

Hence, when we ask whether something can give itself existence, this 
must be taken to be the same as asking whether the nature or essence of 
something is such that it does not need an efficient cause in order to exist. 

The further proposition that if there is such a being he will give himself 
all the perfections of which he possesses an idea, if indeed he does not yet 

241 have them,l means that this being cannot but possess in actuality all the 
perfections of which he is aware. This is because we perceive by the 
natural light that a being whose essence is so immense that he does not 
need an efficient cause in order to exist, equally does not need an efficient 
cause in order to possess all the perfections of which he is aware: his own 
essence is the eminent source which bestows on him whatever we can 
think of as being capable of being bestowed on anything by an efficient 
cause. 

The words 'he will give himself all the perfections, if indeed he does not 
yet have them' arc merely explanatory. For the same natural light enables 
us to perceive that it is impossible for such a being to have the power and 
will to give itself something new; rather, his essence is such that he 
possesses from eternity everything whiCh we can now suppose he would 
bestow on himself if he did not yet possess it. 

Nonetheless, all the above ways of talking, which are derived by 
analogy with the notion of efficient causation, are very necessary for 
guiding the natural light in such a way as to enable us to have a clear 
awareness of these matters. It is exactly the same sort of comparison 
between a sphere (or other curvilinear figure) and a rectilinear figure that 
enabled Archimedes to demonstrate various properties of the sphere 
which could scarcely be understood otherwise. And just as no one 
criticizes these proofs, although they involve regarding a sphere as similar 
to a polyhedron, so it seems to me that I am not open to criticism in this 
context for using the analogy of an efficient cause to explain features 
which in fact belong to a formal cause, that is, to the very essence of God. 

There is no possible risk of error involved in using this analogy. since 
242 the one feature peculiar to an efficient cause, and not transferable to a 

formal cause, involves an evident contradiction which could not be 
accepted by anyone, namely that something could be different from itself, 
or the same thing and not the same thing at one time. 

It should also be noted that I have attributed to God the dignity of 
being a cause in such a way as not to imply that he has any of the 

I Cf. Med. III, above pp. Hf, discussed by Amauld, above p. 1-i6. 
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indignity of being an effect. Just as theologians in saying that the Father is 
the 'originating principle' of the Son do not thereby admit that the Son is 
something 'originated', so, in admitting that God can in a sense be called 
'the cause of himself'. 1 have nowhere implied that he can in the same 
way be called 'the effect of himself'. For an effect is normally referred 
principally to its efficient cause and is regarded as being inferior to it, 
although it is ohen superior to other causes. . 

In taking the whole essence of a thing to be its formal cause in this 
context, I am simply following the footsteps of Aristotle. For in the 
Posterior Analytics, Book 2., Chapter I I, Aristotle passes over the 
material cause, and calls the first kind of ai7'ta, or cause, 7'0 rL ~v elvaL, I or 
the 'formal' cause, as it is normally rendered in philosophical Latin. He 
then extends this notion to all the essences of all things, since at this point 
he is not dealing with the causes of a physical compound (any more than 
I am in this context), but is dealing generally with the causes from which 
any kind of knowledge can be derived. 

It was, however, scarcely possible for me to deal with this topic 
without attributing the term 'cause' to God. This can be shown from the 
fact that in trying to achieve the same result as I did by another route my 
critic has completely failed to achieve his objective, at least in my view. 
First of all he explains at length that God is not the efficient cause of 243 
himself, since the notion of an efficient cause requires that it be disril1;ct 
from its effect. Next he shows that God does not derive his existence 
from himself in the 'positive' sense, where 'positive' is taken to imply the 
positive power of a cause. And then he shpws that God does not really 
preserve himseit, it 'preservation' is taken to mean the continuous 
creation of a thing. All this I gladly admit. But then he again tries to show 
that God cannot be called the efficient cause of himself on the grounds 
that 'we look for the efficient cause of something only in respect of its 
existence, not in respect of its essence'. He goes on, 

But it belongs to the essence of an infinite being that it exists no less [han it belongs 
to the essence of a triangle to have its three angles equal to two right angles. And 
hence if someone asks whether God exists, we should no more give an answer in 
terms of an efficient cause than we should do so if someone asks why the three 
angles of a triangJe are equal to two right angles.1 

This syllogism can easily be turned against M. Arnauld, as follows: 
although we do not ask for an efficient cause with respeq to something's 
essence, we can nevertheless ask for an efficient cause with respect to 
something's existence; but in the case of God, essence is not distinct from 
existence; hence we can ask for the efficient cause in the case of God. 

I Literally, 'what it is to. be something'. 1. Cf. above p. 149. 
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But to reconcile our two positions, the answer to the question why 
God exists should be given not in terms of an efficient cause in the strict 
sense, but simply in terms of the essence or formal cause of the thing. And 
precisely because in the case of God there is no distinction between 
existence and essence, the formal cause will be strongly analogous to an 
e~cient cause, and hence can be called something dose to an efficiem 
cause. 

Finally, M. Arnauld adds: 

If someone asks for an efficient cause of God, we should reply that he does not 
244 need an efficient caust. And if the questioner goes on to ask why he does not need 

an efficient cause, we should answer that this is because he is an infinite being, 
whose existence is his essence. For the only things that require an efficient cause 
are those in which actual existence may be distinguished from essence. I 

This, he says, disposes of my argument, that <if I thought that nothing 
could possibly have the same relation to itself as an efficient cause has to 
its effect, then in the course of my inquiry into thl! causes of things I 
should never reach anything which was the first cause of everything e1se'.l 
But it seems to me that this point neither disposes of my argument nor in 
any way shakes it or weakens it. On the contrary, the principal force of 
my proof depends on it, and the same is true of absolutely all the proofs 
that can possibly be constructed to demonstrate the existence of God 
from his effects. Moreover, almost all theologians maintain that an 
argument based on God's effects is the only kind of argument that can be 
adduced to prove his existence. 

Thus, in refusing to allow us to say that God stands toward himself in 
a relation analogous to that of an efficient cause, M. Arnauld not only 
fails to clarify the proof of God's existence, but actually prevents the 
reader &om understanding it_ This is especially true at the end when he 
concludes that 'if we thought we ought to look for the efficient cause, or 
quasi-efficient cause, of any given thing, then what we would be looking 
for would be a cause distinct &om the thing in quescion'.J How would 
those who do not yet know that God exists be able to inquire into the 
efficient cause of other things, with the aim of eventually arriving at 
knowledge of God, unless they thought it possible to inquire into the 
efficient cause of anything whatsoever? And how could they reach the 

245 end of their inquiries by arriving at God as the first cause if they thought 
that for any given thing we must always look for a cause which is distinct 
&om it? 

Let us suppose thar-Archimedes, in speaking of the properties which he 
demonstrated of a sphere by taking it as analogous to a rectilinear figure 

1 Abovr: p. 150. :z. First Rt:plir:s. abovr: p. 78. J Abovt p. 150. 
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inscribed in a square, had said this: 'If I tbought that a sphere could not 
be taken to be a rectilinear or quasi·rectilinear figure with an infinite 
number of sides, I should attach no force to my proof. since the proof 
does not strictly apply to a sphere as a curvilinear figure bur applies to it 
only as a rectilinear figure with infinitely many sides: And let us also 
suppose that M. Arnauld objected to taking the sphere in this way, hut 
nevertheless wanted to retain Archimedes' proof. Jt seems to me that the 
move M. Arnauld has made regarding God is just the same as if he were 
to say: 'If I thought that Archimedes' conclusion was supposed to hoid of 
a rectilinear figure with infinitely many sides. I should not accept that it 
applied to a sphere. since I am quite sure and certain that a sphere is in no 
sense a rectilinear figure.' In saying this he would not only he failing to 
establish Archimedes' result, but would be preventing himself and others 
from properly understanding the proof. 

I have pursued this issue at somewhat greater length than perhaps the 
subject required, in order to show that I am extremely anxious to prevent 
anything at all being found in my writings which could justifiably give 
offence to the theologians. 

Lastly, as to the fact that I was not guilty of circularity' when I said 
that the only reason we have for being sure that what we clearly and 
distinctly perceive is true is the fact that God exists, but that we are sure 
that God exists only because we perceive this clearly: I have already.given 246 
an adequate explanation of this point in my reply to the Second 
Objections, under the headings Thirdly and Fourthly, where I made a 
distinction between what we in fact perceive clearly and what we 
remember having perceived clearly on a previous occasion. l To begin 
with, we are sure that God exists because we attend to the arguments 
which prove this; but subsequently it is enough for us to remember that 
we perceived something dearly in order for us to be certain that it is truc. 
This would not be sufficient if we did nOt know"that God exists and is not 
a deceiver. 

As to the fact that there can be nothing in the mind. in so far as it is a 
thinking thing, of which it is not aware,·~ this seems to me to be 
self·evident. For there is nothing that we can understand to be in the 
mind, regarded in this way. that is not a thought or dependent on a 
thought. If it were not a thought or dependent on a thought it would not 
belong to the mind qua thinking thing; and we cannot have any thought 
of which we are not aware at the very moment when ·it is in us. In view Qf 
this I do not doubt that the mind begins to think as soon as it is implanted 
in the body of an infant. and that it is immediately aware of its thoughts, 

I Ibid. 2 Abov~ pp. l oof, pp. IO.l£. J Abov~ pp. H. 150. 
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even though it does not remember this afterwards because the impres· 
sions of these thoughts do not remain in the memory. 

But it must be noted that, although we are always actually aware of the 
acts or operations of our minds, we are not always aware of the mind's 
faculties or powers, except potentially. By this 1 mean that when we 
concentrate on employing onC' of our faculties, then immediately I if the 

1.47 faculty in question resides in our mind, we become actually aware of it, 
and hence we may deny that it is in the mind if we are not capable of 
becoming aware of it. 

REPLY TO THE POINTS WHICH MAY CAUSE DIFFICULTY 

TO THEOLOGIANS 

I have countered M. Arnauld's first group of arguments and I have 
side-stepped the second group. The arguments in the final section I 
completely agree with, except for the last one, and here I hope I can 
persuade him, without difficulty, to come round to my view. 

I completely concede, then, that the contents of the First Meditation, 
and indeed the others, are not suitable to be grasped by every mind. I 
have stated this whenever the opportunity arose, and I shall continue to 
do 5Q, This was the sole reason why I did not deal with these matters in 
the Discourse on the Method, which was written in French, but reserved 
them instead for the Meditations, which I warned should be studied only 
by very intelligent and well·educated readers. No one should object that 1 
would have done better to avoid writing on matters which a large 
number of people ought to avoid reading about; for I regard these 
matters as so crucial that I am convinced that without them no firm or 
stable results can ever be established in philosophy. Although fire and 
knives cannot safely be handled by careless people or children, no one 
thinks that this is a reason for doing without them altogether, since they 
are so useful for human life. 

The next point concerns the fact that in the Fourth Meditation I dealt 
248 · only 'with the mistakes we commit in distinguishing between the true and 

the false and not those that occur in our pursuit of good and evil', and 
that when I asserted that 'we should assent only to what we clearly know' 
-fhis was always subject to the exception of 'matters which belong to faith 
and the conduct of life'. 1 Now this is something that the entire context of 
my book makes clearj moreover I have explained the point quite 
explicitly in my reply (Q the Second Objections, under the heading 
Fifthly, and I have also given advance warning of it in the Synopsis.! I say 
this in order to show how much I respect M. Arnauld's judgement and 
how much I welcome his advice. 

I Abnve pp. 15 I L 1. Above pp. II, 106. 
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There remains the sacrament of the Eucharist, with which M. Arnauld 
believes my views are in conflict. He says: 'We believe on faith that the 
substance of the bread is taken away from the bread of the Eucharist and 
only the accidents remain'; and he thinks that I do not admit that there 
are any real accidents hut recognize only modes which are unintelligible 
apart from some substance for them ro inhere in, and hence that they 
cannot exist without such a substance. I 

I think I can easily get round this objection if 1 say that I have never 
denied that there are real accidents. It is true that in the Optics and the 
Meteorology I did not make use of such qualities in order to explain the 
matters which I was dealing with, but in the Meteorology, p. 164, I 
expressly said that I was not denying their existence.2 And in the 
Meditations, although ·1 was supposing that I did not yet have any 1.49 
knowledge of them. I did not thereby suppose that none existed. The 
analytic style of writing that I adopted there allows us from time to time 
to make certain assumptions that have not yet been thoroughly 
examined; and this comes out in the First Meditation where I made many 
assumptions which I proceeded to refute in the subsequent Meditations. 
Further, it was certainly not my intention at that point to establish any 
definite results concerning the nature of accidents; I simply set down 
what appeared to be true of them on a preliminary survey. Lastly, my 
saying that modes are not intelligible apart from some substance for them 
to inhere in should not be taken to imply any denial that they can he 
separated from a substance by the power of God; for I firmly insist and 
believe that many things can be brought about by God which we are 
incapable of understanding. 

But if I may express myself rather more freely, I will not hide the fact 
that I am convinced that what affects our senses is simply and solely the 
surface that constitutes the limit of the dimensions of the body which 
is perceived by the senses. For contact with an object takes place only at 
the surface, and nothing can have an effect on any of our senses except 
through contact, as not just I but all philosophers, including even 

1 Abovep.ISJ. 
2. Descartts' page reference is to [he 1637 edition of the Meteorology. The relevant passage 

runs as follows: 

To make you accept all these suppositions more easily, bear in mind that I do not 
conceive of th~ particlts of terrestrial matter as atoms or indivisible particles. I regard 
them as all being composed of one single kind of matter, and believe that each of them 
could be divided repeatedly in infinitely many ways, and that there is no more difference 
berwttn them than there is between Stones of various different shapes cut from the same 
rock. Bear in mind tOO, that to avoid a breach with the philosophers. I have no wish to 
deny any further items which [hey may imagine in bodies over and above what I have 
described. such as 'substantial forms', their 'real qualities', and so on. It simply seems to 
me that my argumenti must be all the more acceptable in so far as I can make them 
depend on fewer things. (AT VI. 139) 
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Aristotle, maintain. So bread or wine, for example, are perceived by the 
senses only in so far as the surface of the bread or wine is in contact with 
our sense organs, either immediately, or via the air or other bodies, as I 
maintain, or, as many philosophers hold, by the intervention of 'inten
tional forms'. 1 

But we must note that OUf conception of the surface should not be 
based merely on the external shape of a body that is felt by our fingersj 

250 we should also consider al1 the tiny gaps that are found in betweeen the 
panicles of flour that make up the bread, and the tiny gaps between the 
particles of alcohol, water, vinegar and lees or tartar that are mixed 
together to form wine; and the same applies to the particles of other 
bodies. For, since these particles have various shapes and motions, they 
can never be joined together, however tightly, without many spaces being 
left between them - spaces which are not empty but full of air or other 
matter. Thus in the case of bread, we can see with the naked eye relatively 
large gaps which can be filled not just with air but with water or wine or 
other liquids. And since bread does not lose its identity despite the fact 
that the air or other maner contained in its pores is replaced, it is clear 
that this matter does not belong to the substance of the bread. Hence the 
surface of the bread is not the area most closely marked out by the 
outline of an entire piece of bread, but is the surface immediately 
surrounding its individual particles. 

We must also note that not only does this surface move in its entirety 
when a whole piece of bread is moved from one place to another, but 
there is also partial movemem when some particles of the bread are 
agitated by air or other bodies which enter its pores. Hence if there are 
any bodies whose nature is such that some or all of their parts are in 
continual motion (which I think is true of most of the particles of bread 
and all those of wine), then the surfaces of these bodies must be 
understood to be in some sort of continual motion. 

Finally we must note that the surface of the bread or wine or any other 
body should not in this context be taken to be a parr of the substance or 
the quantity of the body in question, nor should it be taken to be a part of 

2. 51 the surrounding bodies. It should be taken to be simply the boundary 
that is conceived to be common to the individual particles and the bodies 
that surround them; and this boundary has absolutely no reality except a 
modal one. 

Given that contact occurs only at this boundary, and that we have 
sensory awareness of something only by contact, we may now consider 

I According to the scholastic theory referred to here, what is directly perceived via the 
senses is not the object itsdl but a "form' or 'St:mblance' (lat. spuies ) transmitted from 
object to observer. 
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the statement that the substances of the bread and wine are changed into 
the substance of something else in such a way that this new substance is 
contained within the same boundaries as those occupied by the previous 
substances, or exists in precisely the same place where the bread and wine 
were - or rather (since their boundaries are in continual motion) in the 
same place where they would be if they were still present. Clearly, from 
this statement alone, it necessarily follows that the new substance 
must affect all our senses in exactly the same way as that in which the 
bread and wine would be affecting them if no transubstantiation had 
occurred. 

Now the teaching of the Church in the Council of Trent session 13, 
canons 2 and 4 is that 'the whole substance of the bread is changed into 
the substance of the body of Our Lord Christ while the form I of the 
bread remains unaltered'. Here I do not see what can be meant by the 
'form' of the bread if not the surface that is common to the individual 
particles of the bread and the bodies which surround them. 

As I have already said, it is at this surface alone that contact occurs. 
And Aristotle himself admits, in the De Anima, Book 3, Chapter 13, that 
not just the sense that is specifically called the sense of touch but 'a ll the 
other senses, tOO, perceive by means of touching': 'Kat Tel aAAa 
aluOT/rr,pta arpp aluOave'Tat'. 

Everyone agrees that 'form' here means precisely what is required 252 

in order to act on the senses. And everyone who believes that the bread is 
changed into the body of Christ also supposes that this body of Christ 
is precisely contained within the same surface that would contain the 
bread were it present. Christ's body, however, is not supposed to be 
present in a place strictly speaking, but to be present 'sacramentally and 
with that form of existence which we cannm express in words but 
nonetheless, when our thought is illumined by faith, can understand to be 
possible with God, and in which we should most steadfastly believe'.2 All 
these matters are so neatly and correctly explained by means of my 
principles that I have no reason to fear that anything here will give the 
slightest offence to orthodox theologians; on the contrary I am confident 
that I will receive their hearty thanks for putting forward opinions in 
physics which are far more in accord with theology than those commonly 
accepted. For as far as I know, the Church has never taught that 
the 'forms' of the bread, ~nd wine that remain in the sacrament of the 
Eucharist are real accidents, which miraculously subsist on their own 

I Lat. species; see preceding footnote. 
1. A further quotation from session 13 of the Council of Trent; see preceding paragraph but 

one. The decrees of the Counci l ( IHS-63 ) were and are a recognized authority on 
matters of Roman Catholic doctrine. . 
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when the substance in which they used to inhere has been removed.1 

It may be, however, that the theologians who first attempted to give a 
253 philosophical account of this topic were so firmly convinced that the 

accidents which stimulate our senses were something real and distinct 
from a substance that it did nOt even cross their minds that there could 
ever be any doubt on this matter. And hence, without any scrutiny or 
valid argument, they supposed that the <forms' of the bread were real 
accidents of this sort; and they then became wholly OCcupied with 
explaining how these accidents could exist without a subject. But, as it 
turned out. they found that this task presented so many difficulties that 
this alone should have told them that they had strayed from the true 
path, like travellers who come upon rough ground and impassable 
terrain. 

First of all, they seem to run into a contradiction - at least those who 
concede that all sense-perception occurs by means of contact - in 
supposing that objects, in order to stimulate the senses, require anything 
more than the various con"figurations of their surfaces; for it is self
evident that a surface is on irs own sufficient to produce contact. If, 
however, they do not concede that sense-perception occurs through 
contact, then nothing they can contribute to the topic will have any 
semblance of truth. 

Next, the human mind cannot think of the accidents of the bread as 
real, and yet existing apart from its substance, without conceiving of 
them by employing the notion of a substance. So it seems to be a 
contradiction, given that the whole substance of the bread changes, as the 
Church believes, to suppose that something real which was previously in 
the bread nonetheless remains. For if something real is understood to 

remain it must be thought of as something which subsists; and though 
the word 'accident' may be used to describe it, it must nonetheless be 
conceived of as a substance. Hence the supposition that real accidents 
remain is in fact just like saying that the whole substance of the bread 

254 changes but nevertheless a part of that substance called a 'real accident' 
remains. And though this may not be a verbal contradiction, it certainly 
involves a conceptual contradiction. 

This seems to be the chief reason why some people have taken issue 
", with the Church of Rome on this matter. But surely everyone agrees that 

when we are free, and there is no theological or indeed philosophical 
reason to compel us to adopt an alternative view, we should prefer 
opinions that cannot give others any opportunity or pretext for turning 

I The sc:vc:n paragraphs that follow were not included in the tim edition of the 
Meditat;ol'ls with Objections and Replies, which simply prints a short concluding 
sentence at this point" 
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away from the true faith. Yct the supposition of real accidents is 
inconsistent with theological arguments, as I think I have just shown 
clearly enough; and it is also completely opposed to philosophical 
principles. as I hope I shall clearly demonstrate in the comprehensive 
philosophical treatise on which I am now working. 1 I shall show there 
how colour, taste, heaviness, and all other qualities which stimulate the 
senses, depend simply on the exterior surface of bodies. 

Lastly, we cannot suppose that there are reaJ accidents without 
gratuitously adding something new and indeed incomprehensible to the 
miracle of the transubstantiation (which can be inferred simply from the 
words of the consecration). The gratuitous addition would involve the 
alleged real accidents existing apart from the substance of the bread in 
such a way that they do not thereby themselves become substances. This 
is not only contrary to human reason but also violates the theological 
axiom that the words of the consecration bring about nothing more than 
what they signify; moreover theologians prefer not to attribute to 
miracles what can be explained by natural reason. All these difficulties 
are completely removed if my explanation of this matter is adopted. For 
my account not only makes it unnecessary to posit a miracle in order to 255 
explain the preservation of the accidents once the substance has been 
removed, but it goes so far as to make it impossible for them to be 
removed without a fresh miracle (e.g. one which would alter the relevant 
dimensions). Tradition has it that this has sometimes occurred when in 
place of the consecrated bread some flesh, or a tiny child, has appeared in 
the hands of the priest. But it has never been believed that these 
happenings were due to the cessation of a ·miraclc; they have always been 
ascribed to a new miracle. 

Moreover, there is nothing incomprehensible or difficult in the sup
. position that God, the creator of all things, is able to change one 
substance into another, or in the supposition thO!t the latter substance 
remains within the same surface that contained the former one. Nor can 
anything be more in accordance with reason or more widely accepted 
among philosophers than the general statement that not just all sense
perception but, in general, all action between bodies occurs through 
contact, and that this contact can take place only at the surface. It clearly 
follows from this that any given surface must always act and react in the 
same way, even though the substance which is beneath it is changed. 

So if I may speak the· truth here without fear of causing offence, I 
venture to hope that a time will come when the theory of real accidents 
will be rejected by theologians as irrational, incomprehensible and 
hazardous for the faith, while my theory will be accepted in its place as · 
1 D<:scartes refers to the Principles o f Philosophy; see esp. Part 4, artS. 198ff: vo1.I , p. 184_ 
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certain and indubitable. I thought it right to state this openly here, in 
order to forestall, as far as I could, the slanders of those who want to 
seem more learned than others and are thus never more annoyed than 
when some new proposal is made in the sciences which they cannot 

2.56 pretend they knew about already. The truer and more important such 
people believe a doctrine is~ the more fiercely, in many cases, they will 
attack it; and when they are-unable to refute it by rational argument, they 
will claim without any justification that it is inconsistent with holy 
scripture and revealed truth. To try to use the authority of the Church in 
order to subvert the truth in this way is surely the height of impiety. But I 
appeal against the verdict of such people to the higher court of pious and 
orthodox theologians to whose judgement and correction I most willing· 
Iy submit myself. 
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those who are too assiduous in their studies are not suited to the pursuit 
of truth; and those who know me will certainly find it hard to suppose 
that this saying applies to me. But we should pay special attention to the 
phrase 'those things that are done under the sun'. This phrase frequendy 
recurs in the book, and always refers to natural things, leaving our their 
subordination to God; this is because God is above all things, and hence 
is not included in those which are under the sun. Thus the true sense of 
the passage cited is that man cannot achieve correct knowledge of natural 
things so long as he does not know God. which is just what I too have 
asserted. Finally, in Chapter 3, vers~ 19. the statements 'The death of 
man is as the death of the beasts' and 'Man hath no pre-eminence 
above a beast' are obviously intended to apply only to the body; for the 
passage mentions only things which belong to the body. Immediately 
afterwards we find a separate comment about the soul: 'Who knoweth if 
the spirit of the sons of Adam goeth upward and if the spirit of the beastS 
gaeth downward?' In other words, who knows whether human souls are 
destined to enjoy celestial bliss, so long as man relies on human reasoning 
and does not tum to God? Now I have certainly tried to prove by natural 
reason thar the human soul is not corporeal, bur J grant rhat only faith 
can enable us to know whether it will ascend above. 

6. As for rhe freedom of the will, I the way in which it exists in God is 
quite different from the way in which it exists in us. It is self
contradictory to suppose thar the will of God was not indifferent from 
eternity with respecr to everything which has happened or will ever 432. 
happen; for it is impossible to imagine that anything is thought of in the 
divine intellect as good or true, or worthy of belief or action or omission, 
prior to the decision of the divine will to make it so. I am not speaking 
here of temporal priority: I mean that there is nOt even any priority of 
order. or nature. or of 'rationally determined reason' a.$ they call it, such 
that God's idea of the good impelled him to choose one thing rather than 
another. For example, God did not will the creation of the world in time 
because he saw that it would be better this way than if he had created it 
from eternity; nor did he will that the three angles of a triangle should be 
equal to two right angles because he recognized that it could not be 
otherwise, and so on. On the contrary, it is because he willed to create the 
world in time that it is bener this way than if he had created it from 
eternity; and it is because he ~illed that the three angles of a triangle 
should necessarily equal two right angles that this is true and cannot be 
orherwise; and so on in other cases. There is no problem. in the fact that 
the merit of the saints may be said to be the cause of their obtaining 
eternal life; for it is not the cause of this reward in the sense that it 

I Above pp. l.8of. 
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determines God to will anything, but is merely the cause of an effect of 
which God willed from eternity that it should be the cause. Thus the 
supreme indifference to be found in God is the supreme indication of his 
omnipotence. But as for man, since he finds that the nature of all 
goodness and truth is already determined by God, and his will cannot 
tend towards anything else, it is e"'ident that he will embrace what is 
good and true all the more willingly, and hence more freely, in 
proportion as he sees it more clearly. He is never indifferent except when 

433 he does not know which of the two alternatives is the better or truer, or 
at least when he does not see this clearly enough to rule Out any 
possibility of doubt. Hence the indifference which belongs to human 
freedom is very different from that which belongs to divine freedom. The 
fact that the essences of things are said to be indivisible! is not relevant 
here. For, firstly. no essence can belong univocally to both God and his 
creatures; and, secondly, indifference does not belong to the essence of 
human freedom, since not only are we free when ignorance of what is 
right makes us indifferent, but we are also free - indeed at our freest -
when a clear perception impels us to pursue some object. 

7~ My conception of the surface by which I think our senses are 
affected2 is exactly the same as the normal conception which all 
mathematicians and philosophers have (or should have), when they 
distinguish a surface from a body and suppose it to be wholly lacking in 
depth. But the term 'surface' is used in two senses by mathematicians. In 
one sense they use the term of a body whose length and breadth alone 
they are studying and which is considered quite apart from any depth it 
may have, even though the possession of some degree of depth is nOt 
ruled out; alternatively, they use the term simply for a mode of body, in 
which case all depth is completely denied. So to avoid this ambiguity I 
stated that I was talking of the surface which is merely a mode and hence 

. cannot be a part of a body. For a body is a substance. and a mode cannOt 
be a part of a substance. But I did not deny that the surface is the boundary 
of a body; on the contrary it can quite properly be called the boundary of 
the contained body as much as of the containing one, in the sense in 

434 which bodies are said to be contiguous when their boundaries are 
together. For when two bodies are in mutual contact there is a single 
boundary common to both which is a part of neither; it is the same mode 
of each body, and it can remain even though the bodies are removed, 
provided only that other bodies of exactly the same size and shape take 
their places. Indeed, the kind of place characterized by the Aristotelians 
as 'the surface of the surrounding body' can be understood to be a 
surface in no other sense but this, namely as something which is not a 

I Above p. :z.8t. :z. Ibid. 
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2.06,252.,27J f 
infinite num~r, idea of 98, 100 
infinite regress 29,34.123,210£, 25S 
infinite, idea of 3 I, 89, 98, 13 I, 206ff, 1.Bf 
infinity, understanding of 32, 81, 2.00, 

206f 
informare 182.n 
innate ideas 2.6,47, 76f, 129, 132,195, 

15 8,162 
intellect (see also understanding and mind), 

and imagination 2.2, 37, 991, 11. Sf, 
144,186.1.48,2.97 

and the body 213,197 
and(he~n~ 22.,95,104,115,186f, 

1Stf. 295f, 406 
andwill 39,41,42f 
finite vs infinite 40,42,77 

intentional forms 27, J 74ff, 234. 260, 
2.6Sf, 1.75. 195 

J3n~nists 139 
jaundice, man with 104 
Jesuits 303, 38-4ff, 396f 
John of Damascus, Saint (Damascene) 70 
judgement, acts of 26, 102f, 128, '90, 1.95 

and will 39ff, 10Sf, 134£, 270 
faculty of 37ff, 134, 210 
~uspension of 39,307£ 

knowledge, acquisition of 400f,406 
adequate vs complete 155ff 
certain 353 



Index 

dear and distinct su dear and distinct 
~rception(s ) 

desir~ for 40 .2.1 
faculty of 39, So, 1 H • .2.0J 
foundations of 1.2.. 366ft. -407f 
of ~xt~rnaJ obi~ctS 57, 186 
rdlecriv~ .2.85 
seientia vs cognitio 10 1 n 

La A«h~ x, 6 S 
languag~, and animals 1.2.8. 189 

and judgem~nr 1.2.8 
Lat~n.n Council -4 • .2.78, .2.87 
Leibniz, G. W. 399 
lif~, causr of 88 
light of natur~/rtason 11,1.7, .2.8. 3.2., 41., 

57, n f, 87, 97(. r05£, 134". 167f• 
39-4.4oo.405.41S1 
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