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Chapter One 
 

Truth, Justification and Knowledge 
 
 

Theories of Knowledge 
 
Theories of knowledge, or epistemology, address issues such as the nature of knowledge, how it 
differs from mere opinion, and whether knowledge comes primarily through the senses, reason, 
intuition, or revelation. Theories of knowledge also examine issues such as what justifies belief, 
the role of subjectivity in knowing, and whether there may be different kinds of knowledge or 
limits to what we can know. Before forging ahead into these particular issues, it will be useful to 
have a basic understanding of key epistemological concepts: truth, justification and 
knowledge. 
 
 

What is Truth? 
 
According to the correspondence theory of truth, truth is that which corresponds with reality. 
To be more precise, truth is a quality that applies to beliefs, statements and propositions which 
describe the world the way it actually is. Beliefs, statements and propositions represent or depict 
the world as being a certain way. Beliefs are mental representations, statements are verbal or 
written representations, and propositions are the abstract logical entities that are expressed by 
beliefs and statements. 
 
For example, consider the proposition, "The cat is on the mat." This proposition can be expressed 
as a belief in someone's mind, as when Jane believes "The cat is on the mat," or it can be 
expressed as a statement, as when John shouts, "The cat is on the mat!" or writes it on a notepad 
and hands it to you because he has laryngitis from shouting about cats being on mats. Sometimes 
philosophers will also speak of the truth of sentences, which are statements specific to a 
particular language. So "Je parle le français" and "I speak French" are different sentences (which 
can be spoken or written) but make the same statement and express the same proposition. They 
have the same "propositional content" and are truth-functionally equivalent, meaning they hold 
the same truth value—either both are true or both are false. 
 
When a belief, statement or proposition accurately describes the way the world is, we say that it 
is true. When it does not, we say that it is false. In the above example, if the cat really is on the 
mat, then beliefs, statements and propositions that make this claim are true. If the cat is not on 
the mat, then they are false. The philosopher Tarski put it this way: the statement "Snow is 
white" is true if and only if snow is white. Or, to go back to our cat and our mat, the statement 
“The cat is on the mat” is true if and only if the cat is on the mat. 
 
But what if the cat is, say, sitting half-way on, half-way off the mat? Or what if he is standing 
with only his two front paws on the mat? This means we just need to qualify what we mean by 
the predicate “on the mat.” Our original statement lacked clarity or precision, as those in 
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ordinary language often do, but as soon as we explain that by “on the mat” we mean “all the way 
on the mat” or “at least three paws touching” or what have you, we can discern whether or not it 
is true. What if the cat was on the mat a minute ago, then stepped off and walked down the hall? 
Does that mean “the cat is on the mat” went from being true to false? No. Although not explicitly 
stated, implied in the statement was that it was about the relation between the cat and the mat at 
the time of utterance. In ordinary contexts, the proposition “the cat is on the mat” means “the cat 
is on the mat now.” We can, of course, be more precise and index our proposition to time and 
say, “The cat was on the mat at 2:19 a.m. Thursday, December 12, 2018, U.S. Pacific Standard 
Time” and so on, and that statement will have a determinate truth value (true or false) and may 
have a different value than the proposition, “The cat was on the mat at 2:23 a.m. Sunday, 
December 12, 2013, U.S. Pacific Standard Time.”  
 
Now this may seem obvious, but very often people say things like "Well, that may be true for 
you, but that's not true for me," or say that we all have our own truths or create our own reality. 
These beliefs express the philosophy of relativism, which holds that truth is relative either to the 
individual or to one's culture or society. That is, the relativist believes that what counts as true 
depends upon what an individual or group of people believes, not on what corresponds with 
reality. Under individual relativism, often called subjectivism, each person determines what the 
truth is for herself. Truth, in this view, is defined simply by what an individual believes. What 
each individual believes is true for her. 
 
Under cultural relativism, an individual may be wrong if his beliefs don't match up with his 
culture. Each culture has its own standard of truth which is valid for it and it alone, and members 
of the culture are correct in their beliefs insofar as they go along with the majority view. For 
example, a relativist might say that it's true for us in 21st century America that chronic seizures 
are caused by neurological diseases such as epilepsy, while it is true for pre-scientific cultures 
that they are caused by evil spirits. Or, a cultural relativist might claim that it was true for people 
living in Medieval Europe that the sun revolved around the earth, but it is true for 21st century 
Europe that the earth is spherical and revolves around the sun. A distinction may be made 
between holding this view for truth in general (metaphysical relativism) as opposed to holding 
it only for moral or ethical truths (moral or ethical relativism). For example, a moral relativist 
might say that it is true in 21st century America that slavery is wrong, but it was not true in the 
pre-Civil War Deep South or the Roman Empire. Or she may believe that abortion is not right for 
herself but may be permissible for others. A person could hold either of these views about 
morality, yet still hold that truths about the causes of disease or the shape of the earth are 
objective in nature, rejecting metaphysical relativism while still embracing moral relativism. 
 
One problem with relativism is that it's not clear how to take the relativist's statement "Truth is 
relative." Does he mean truth is really, absolutely relative, or only relative from his or his 
society's perspective? If he means truth is relative in the absolute sense, then his view is 
contradictory; he is claiming that it is absolutely true that there is no absolute truth! Claiming 
that relativism is true in the ordinary, objective sense of the word appears to be self-referentially 
incoherent, that is, the very act of making the statement contradicts itself. This would be 
analogous to uttering the statement "I am not speaking now." By the very act of uttering the 
statement, you demonstrate that it is false. 
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On the other hand, if the relativist is only claiming that truth is relative in a relativistic sense, 
then he is not really making a claim about objective reality, and there's no reason to consider or 
accept his claim. It may be an interesting fact about him or his culture, but what does it have to 
do with what we believe? Thus relativism seems either to be contradictory or merely to convey a 
subjective or cultural perspective, not something we should accept as representing reality. 
Because relativism appears to be self-contradictory and conflicts with our everyday experience 
of the world, most philosophers accept the correspondence theory of truth.  
 
Moreover, if you reflect upon your everyday experience, it is likely that you will see that you 
really don't accept relativism. For example, if truth is merely subjective belief, could you ever 
have a false belief? What would it mean to have a false belief if whatever you believed was "true 
for you"? If, in the course of conversation, someone refers to Portland as the capital of the state 
of Oregon, would you say that that's true for them, or that they had made a mistake? Or, suppose 
you, yourself believed that Portland was the state capital, and someone showed you a map 
identifying Salem as the capital. Would you continue in your belief that it was Portland, or would 
you change your belief on the basis of the evidence? Haven't you, in fact, changed your mind 
about your own beliefs on many occasions, and didn't you do it because some new experience, 
piece of evidence or argument made it seem that your former belief did not represent the world 
the way it actually was? For example, you may have believed in Santa Claus, but as you grew 
up, you came to understand that such a person does not actually exist. Maybe you saw a parent 
hiding presents under the tree instead of Santa Claus, or you noticed that there were two different 
men in Santa suits at the Mall and they both couldn't be the real Santa. Or perhaps you heard the 
testimony of playmates that they discovered their parents secretly bought presents and hid them 
in their bedroom until the proper time. You changed your belief in accord with the reasons and 
evidence before you. If relativism were true, evidence would not matter. You would simply 
choose beliefs on the basis of personal preference and any beliefs whatsoever you chose would 
be "true for you." But this is not the way we form most of our day to day beliefs. Just think if you 
acted as a relativist in balancing your checkbook or deciding whether it was safe to cross a busy 
intersection! 
 
As soon as you make some claim about the way things are, you are making a claim about truth 
and assuming the correspondence theory of truth. For the purposes of the rest of this text, we will 
be assuming the correspondence theory of truth. The only remaining question, then, is whether 
we can ever have knowledge of the truth and, if so, how that knowledge is to be obtained. 
 
 

What is Knowledge? 
 
If truth is that which corresponds with reality, what is knowledge? And how is knowledge 
different from mere opinion? To begin with, knowledge, like truth, is a quality that attaches to 
some beliefs, statements and propositions. You can't "know" a rock or a tree. But you can know 
propositions such as "there is a rock there on the ground," "that tree is over 100 years old," "trees 
produce oxygen", etc. 
 
Secondly, to know a proposition is to know it to be true. Knowledge implies truth. If I say, "I 
know New York City is the capital of the State of New York," and then you prove to me that 
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Albany is the capital, I must withdraw my claim to know that it's New York City. I may have 
thought I knew it was New York City, but now, I must admit, never knew it; I merely had a false 
belief. A belief which is known is true by definition. To know a proposition is to know it to be 
true. There is no such thing as false knowledge. 
 
So, truth is necessary for knowledge, but is it sufficient, that is, is it enough for a belief to be to 
true to constitute knowledge? No. Consider the following example: one year before the 2016 
presidential election, I correctly predict that Donald Trump will win. After the election, you are 
amazed at how I was able to predict the race. You ask me how I knew. Was there some particular 
polling data or demographic information that swayed me? Did I know something about the 
traditionally Democratic rust belt states that went for Trump? It was none of those things, I reply; 
it was my lucky 1976 United States Bicentennial quarter. I flipped it in the air and said, "Heads, 
it's Trump; tails, it's Hillary," and it landed heads up. 
 
Now you realize that I didn't really know who would win. My belief was formed by a random 
toss of a coin, which I superstitiously believe has the power to predict the future. My belief was 
true, but it was true by accident. I had no good reason or evidence that Trump would win, that is, 
I had no real justification. 
 
Justification means having good reasons, evidence or proof which make a belief likely to be 
true. Another way of thinking about justification is that when a person is justified in believing a 
certain proposition, she cannot be blamed for believing it; that is, she has a right to believe it. Yet 
another way of putting it is that any rational person would accept the belief as true, based on the 
evidence. Later, we'll look at current debates about what justification is, but right now what's 
important is that you get the general idea. A person is justified in holding a belief if she has 
reasonable grounds for holding it. For example, if I had the belief before the 2016 presidential 
election that Trump would win by taking the rust belt states with his message of curbing illegal 
immigration and reviving American manufacturing, most people would say I "knew" he would 
win. But if I believed Trump would win because he was a liberal Democrat who promised free 
college and free healthcare for everyone, most people would say I didn't "know" he would win. 
Though my belief turned out to be true, and it was not random or based on superstition, it was 
not justified because it was based on some serious misconceptions. 
 
It's important not to confuse truth and justification. One can have a true but unjustified belief (the 
coin toss election prediction). One can also have a false but justified belief. What would that be 
like? Consider the following court case: a man is arrested for rape. Several witnesses identify 
him as their attacker. He had no alibi. As a matter of fact, he has personal problems which led 
him to take long walks in the middle of the night at times at which the attacks occurred. To make 
things worse for him, he has scratches on one cheek where a victim claimed she had scratched 
her attacker. The clincher is the DNA test. Semen samples taken from the victims match the 
DNA of the defendant so closely that there is only a 1 in 170 million chance it belongs to 
someone with a different genetic makeup. 
 
Any rational person on the jury would vote to convict. You would be justified in believing that 
the defendant is guilty. However, suppose that, in fact, he was an identical twin, separated at 
birth, and that his twin brother had recently drifted into town and had begun committing rapes. 
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The DNA matches because they are identical twins. The descriptions from the victim match for 
the same reason. The scratches on his face came from a stray cat he surprised on the top of his 
gate, just as he claimed. He is, in fact, innocent. 
 
So, beliefs can be true but not justified, justified but not true (and of course false and unjustified, 
like believing a woman is having a space alien's baby because you read it in the Weekly World 
News). Only when a belief is both true and justified does it count as knowledge. Knowledge, 
then, is true, justified belief. 
 
Is knowledge possible? Skepticism is the view that knowledge is impossible or at least very hard 
to come by, and that we can know very little, if anything, about the world. The history of 
epistemology up until the 20th century has largely revolved around skeptical arguments against 
commonly held beliefs about mind, matter, morality and God, and attempts to answer them. To 
what extent can common sense beliefs such as "There is an objective reality independent of my 
mind" or "I can trust my perceptions" be established? How stringent a criterion of justification is 
required for knowledge? These questions will be a consistent theme of this text. 
 
Perhaps part of the popularity of relativism stems from confusing it with skepticism, with the 
relativist concluding that since there is no way of proving most things, one way or the other, one 
belief is as true as another. But it's important to recognize that merely because we cannot prove 
something to be true does not imply that the truth about it is relative, or that any belief about it is 
true. For example, in the past there may have been no way to prove whether Pluto was made of 
mostly rock or mostly ice, but that doesn't mean that it was both made of mostly rock and made 
of mostly ice, or that because we can't tell which, the belief that it's made of Swiss cheese is just 
as true. Astronomers now say there is good evidence that Pluto is made of mostly ice. It was just 
as true before we had this proof as afterwards by virtue of the way the world is. The universe 
didn't change; our knowledge of it did. But suppose there are certain things we can never know 
this side of the grave, such as what happens after death, whether there's a God, or what Julius 
Caesar had for breakfast before he crossed the Rubicon in 46 B.C. Again, this does not imply 
that the truth about these things is relative to the believer, but rather that the truth, whatever it is, 
is unknowable, or at least not presently known or likely to become known. If Julius Caesar did 
cross the Rubicon in 46 B.C. and he did have breakfast, then there is some truth about what he 
ate, though we may never know it. Similarly, either there is or isn't an all-powerful supernatural 
intelligence who created the universe. In the same vein, it may be that consciousness resides in 
the brain only, and when the brain ceases to function, the person is annihilated. Or, it may be that 
the brain is only a receiver of consciousness, and that at death the true self or soul sluffs off the 
body like an old coat and enters into some spiritual realm or perhaps is reincarnated into another 
body to begin the process all over again. Depending on the way the world is, some beliefs about 
Caesar's breakfast, God or the afterlife are true and some are false, though we may not be able to 
tell which is which. 
 
 

The Gettier Problem 
 
Is anything more required? In 1963, Edmund Gettier found an objection to the view that 
knowledge is true, justified belief. He did so by producing some examples of beliefs that were 



 
 

8 

true and justified, but intuitively didn't seem to count as knowledge. Suppose, for example, you 
believe that Carl, a fellow classmate, owns a Porsche. He has shown you pictures of it and often 
brags about his "ride," recounting elaborate tales of illegal street racing, picking up "babes" in his 
"hot car" and so on. You've even seen him driving to and from the college during the lunch hour 
in an impressive-looking red Porsche. You reasonably and justifiably believe that Carl owns a 
Porsche, and by logical implication, form the belief "A student in my philosophy class owns a 
Porsche." However, unbeknownst to you, Carl suffers from low self-esteem and actually owns 
no such car. As a matter of fact, he has been driving the Porsche to school from his valet parking 
job during the noon hour as part of an elaborate charade. Yet suppose that, also unknown to you, 
another student in the class actually does own a Porsche. Bradford, rebelling from his wealthy 
parents, gave up an opportunity to go to Harvard and inherit his family's wealth and work in his 
father's business. He now attends a modest two-year college and works a part-time job. However, 
the one trapping of wealth he could not give up was his Porsche. But Bradford is conflicted, 
embarrassed and ashamed of his elite upbringing, especially given campus-wide initiatives to 
call attention to "white privilege." The fact that a well-known neo-Marxist author is making a 
guest appearance this term makes him particularly guarded about owning this car, so much so 
that he takes the bus to the college, worried about being the object of class envy and resentment. 
 
So, your belief "Someone in my philosophy class owns a Porsche" would be true (by virtue of 
Bradford's actually owning a Porsche) and be justified (by virtue of Carl's charade) but 
intuitively, we wouldn't say that you know someone in your philosophy class owns a Porsche, 
because your justification is based on a false belief. Most philosophers believe that adding the 
qualifier that the justification can't be based on a false belief and that the truth and justification 
have to be connected in the right way solves the Gettier problem. For our purposes, those of an 
introductory text, the above definition of knowledge as "true, justified belief" will suffice. 
 
 

Questions for Review 
 
 

1. What is epistemology? 
 
 
 
2. What's the difference between a belief, a statement, a sentence and a proposition? 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What is the correspondence theory of truth? How does it define truth? How is this definition 
expressed by the philosopher Tarski? 
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4. Under the correspondence theory, does truth depend upon an individual's belief or the beliefs 
of the majority? Or does the theory maintain that truth is independent of what anyone believes? 
 
 
 
 
 
5. What is the relativist conception of truth, and how does it differ from the correspondence 
theory? 
 
 
 
 
 
6. What's the difference between metaphysical relativism and ethical relativism?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. Explain the difference between truth, justification and knowledge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Does knowing something imply that it's actually true? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. What is skepticism, and how is it different from relativism? 
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10. What is the Gettier problem? What is it a problem for? What exactly is the problem? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions for Discussion 
 
 

1. Since philosophy began, philosophers have sought the truth about the universe through the 
systematic use of reason. Are there any alternatives to reason and logic? If there are such 
alternatives, how would you know they are reliable? 
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2. Argue in favor of either the relativist view of truth or the correspondence theory of truth. Give 
what you take to be the best reasons for holding the theory you are defending. To defend the 
relativist theory, you should say something about some of the objections to it mentioned in the 
text. If you support the correspondence theory, you might want to address the question of why so 
many people find the relativist theory so plausible, attractive or compelling. 
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3. Why do people often assume, without argument, that certain things such as ethical or religious 
beliefs are unprovable or unknowable? Are there any good reasons for concluding this prior to 
any investigation of these matters? How might one go about proving that something is 
unprovable? How could one, prior to making the attempt, know that something is unknowable? 
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Chapter Two 
 

Rationalism 
 
 

Introduction to Descartes 
 
In addition to being a philosopher, Rene Descartes was a brilliant mathematician who discovered 
analytic geometry and the Cartesian Coordinate System, an important advancement which paved 
the way for the discovery of calculus. Descartes was also a scientist, interested in astronomy and 
physics, and had written a book on physics called The World just before starting Meditations. 
But having heard about how Galileo was arrested by the inquisition and threatened with torture 
for expressing similar views, Descartes had some trepidation about publishing it. He delivered 
the final manuscript but the next morning he ran to the publisher to withdraw his it. 
 
Instead, he decided to write a safer, more general book of philosophy that would provide the 
groundwork for the new emerging sciences and head off any confrontation with religious 
authorities. What he hoped to do was create an intellectual climate that would pave the way for a 
reconciliation between science and religion. In a groveling introduction, Descartes dedicated his 
book in to "the Most wise and illustrious men: The Dean and Doctors of the Sacred Faculty of 
Theology at Paris." But in private letter to his friend, Father Mersene, he wrote: 
 

"and I want to say, just between us, that these six meditations contain all the 
fundamental ideas of my physics. But please keep this quiet, because if they knew 
it, they [meaning the theologians] would be very reluctant to accept my views." 

 
Descartes' strategy, then, seems to have been to proceed slowly and cautiously: to first provide a 
theoretical underpinning for his scientific views and to later show how his scientific views 
naturally followed from these first principles. This is why his work was entitled "Meditations on 
First Philosophy" – Descartes wanted to provide a foundation for knowledge that would 
undergird the work he and others were doing in the sciences. 
 
Descartes is credited with being the founder of modern epistemology and of the modern school 
of rationalism, which is the view that knowledge comes primarily through reason and that the 
five senses play a minor or secondary role at best. Following Plato, Descartes believed that logic, 
concepts, and systematic thought were the way to arrive at knowledge and downplayed the 
importance of confused and often misleading data from the senses, later emphasized by the 
contrary school of empiricism. 
  
Though in modern times some form of empiricism has dominated, the 20th century has revived 
interest in rationalism. Linguist Noam Chomsky, now mostly known for his left-wing political 
writing and lecturing, did pioneering work arguing that there must be innate structures in the 
brain that allow toddlers to acquire language without being systematically instructed in it. This is 
similar to Descartes' notion of the "innate ideas" we have of things like logic, mathematics, 
morality and God, which are not learned but rather are inherent in every human soul. 
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Modern physics has also taken a highly theoretical turn, and the principle of the 
underdetermination of theory by data, widely accepted in the philosophy of science, seems to 
bear out Descartes. It says that the data do not, by themselves, establish which theory is true. The 
data are logically consistent with a number of different theories. So, what makes one theory 
better than another? Rather than empirical data, it's a matter of unquantifiable features, such as 
elegance and simplicity, as well as whether the theory is consistent with mathematic equations. 
Physical theories today are typically worked out in an office with chalk or pencil and paper (or 
now, typed on a computer) and not in a lab with atom-smashers or with observations made from 
a radio-telescope. Physics greats like Einstein, Hawking and Michio Kaku do most of their work 
with abstract conceptualization and crunching mathematical equations, a result which would 
please Descartes, who said that empirical data played a secondary or even minor role in the 
formation of knowledge. 
 
Descartes' schooling in mathematics, and in particular geometry, seems to have had a large 
influence on his thought. Geometry and arithmetic were examples of the kind of rigorous and 
systematic thinking that yielded the certainty of knowledge. Two and two are always four. The 
sum of the interior angles of a triangle is always 180 degrees. A mathematical or geometric proof 
admitted to only one correct answer, and you could know that answer with absolute certainty. 
 
Descartes wanted to do philosophy in exactly the same way. Just as in geometry, you start out 
with some axioms or first principles of which you were certain such as the shortest distance 
between two points is a straight line. Then you would proceed to build on those and prove more 
complicated theorems, such as the square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal to the 
square of the sum of the sides (a2 + b2 = c2, the Pythagorean Theorem). 
 
Whereas in geometry axioms are assumed, the axioms of or fundamental principles of 
knowledge are grasped directly by the mind in what Descartes called intuition. Don't confuse 
this with intuition in the popular sense, which might imply an iffy hunch or psychic powers; by 
intuition, Descartes simply means the mind's ability to grasp truth directly, without going 
through intermediate steps. For example, an educated adult of normal intelligence can look at "2 
+ 2 = 4" and just "see" that it is true without having to count on our fingers. Descartes 
distinguished intuition from deduction, which is the mind's power to string together several 
intuitions through a series of intuitively known rules to arrive a new truth. So, for example, 
246872 + 746852 = 993724 is arrived at by adding the columns from right to left and carrying 
the 10s, the first step of which is 2 + 2 = 4. If we are certain about each of the steps as well as the 
rules for moving from one truth to the next, we can have the same certainty in a deduction as we 
have in the intuitions on which it is based. Intuition and deduction together are known as a priori 
reasoning, reasoning independent from sense experience. Descartes believes you can prove 
significant truths through a series of a priori deductions, as, for example, that God exists or that 
knowledge is possible, as described in the argument outlined in the notes and commentary 
section on Meditation Six. 
 
But how do you arrive at your axioms or first principles? How do you find your starting point? 
Descartes' idea is try to doubt everything and see what's left. If there's nothing, then he'll become 
a skeptic. If there's something that cannot possibly be doubted, then that will be the foundation 
of knowledge. 
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MEDITATIONS ON FIRST PHILOSOPHY 
RENE DESCARTES 

 
MEDITATION I. 

OF THE THINGS OF WHICH WE MAY DOUBT 
 
1. SEVERAL years have now elapsed since I first became aware that I had accepted, even from 
my youth, many false opinions for true, and that consequently what I afterward based on such 
principles was highly doubtful; and from that time I was convinced of the necessity of 
undertaking once in my life to rid myself of all the opinions I had adopted, and of commencing 
anew the work of building from the foundation, if I desired to establish a firm and abiding 
superstructure in the sciences. But as this enterprise appeared to me to be one of great magnitude, 
I waited until I had attained an age so mature as to leave me no hope that at any stage of life 
more advanced I should be better able to execute my design. On this account, I have delayed so 
long that I should henceforth consider I was doing wrong were I still to consume in deliberation 
any of the time that now remains for action. To-day, then, since I have opportunely freed my 
mind from all cares [and am happily disturbed by no passions], and since I am in the secure 
possession of leisure in a peaceable retirement, I will at length apply myself earnestly and freely 
to the general overthrow of all my former opinions. 
 
2. But, to this end, it will not be necessary for me to show that the whole of these are false--a 
point, perhaps, which I shall never reach; but as even now my reason convinces me that I ought 
not the less carefully to withhold belief from what is not entirely certain and indubitable, than 
from what is manifestly false, it will be sufficient to justify the rejection of the whole if I shall 
find in each some ground for doubt. Nor for this purpose will it be necessary even to deal with 
each belief individually, which would be truly an endless labor; but, as the removal from below 
of the foundation necessarily involves the downfall of the whole edifice, I will at once approach 
the criticism of the principles on which all my former beliefs rested. 
 
3. All that I have, up to this moment, accepted as possessed of the highest truth and certainty, I 
received either from or through the senses. I observed, however, that these sometimes misled us; 
and it is the part of prudence not to place absolute confidence in that by which we have even 
once been deceived. 
 
4. But it may be said, perhaps, that, although the senses occasionally mislead us respecting 
minute objects, and such as are so far removed from us as to be beyond the reach of close 
observation, there are yet many other of their presentations, of the truth of which it is manifestly 
impossible to doubt; as for example, that I am in this place, seated by the fire, clothed in a winter 
dressing gown, that I hold in my hands this piece of paper, with other intimations of the same 
nature. But how could I deny that I possess these hands and this body, and withal escape being 
classed with persons in a state of insanity, whose brains are so disordered and clouded by dark 
bilious vapors as to cause them pertinaciously to assert that they are monarchs when they are in 
the greatest poverty; or clothed [in gold] and purple when destitute of any covering; or that their 
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head is made of clay, their body of glass, or that they are gourds? I should certainly be not less 
insane than they, were I to regulate my procedure according to examples so extravagant. 
 
5. Though this be true, I must nevertheless here consider that I am a man, and that, consequently, 
I am in the habit of sleeping, and representing to myself in dreams those same things, or even 
sometimes others less probable, which the insane think are presented to them in their waking 
moments. How often have I dreamt that I was in these familiar circumstances, that I was dressed, 
and occupied this place by the fire, when I was lying undressed in bed? At the present moment, 
however, I certainly look upon this paper with eyes wide awake; the head which I now move is 
not asleep; I extend this hand consciously and with express purpose, and I perceive it; the 
occurrences in sleep are not so distinct as all this. But I cannot forget that, at other times I have 
been deceived in sleep by similar illusions; and, attentively considering those cases, I perceive so 
clearly that there exist no certain marks by which the state of waking can ever be distinguished 
from sleep, that I feel greatly astonished; and in amazement I almost persuade myself that I am 
now dreaming. 
 
6. Let us suppose, then, that we are dreaming, and that all these particulars--namely, the opening 
of the eyes, the motion of the head, the forth- putting of the hands--are merely illusions; and even 
that we really possess neither an entire body nor hands such as we see. Nevertheless it must be 
admitted at least that the objects which appear to us in sleep are, as it were, painted 
representations which could not have been formed unless in the likeness of realities; and, 
therefore, that those general objects, at all events, namely, eyes, a head, hands, and an entire 
body, are not simply imaginary, but really existent. For, in truth, painters themselves, even when 
they study to represent sirens and satyrs by forms the most fantastic and extraordinary, cannot 
bestow upon them natures absolutely new, but can only make a certain medley of the members 
of different animals; or if they chance to imagine something so novel that nothing at all similar 
has ever been seen before, and such as is, therefore, purely fictitious and absolutely false, it is at 
least certain that the colors of which this is composed are real. And on the same principle, 
although these general objects, viz. [a body], eyes, a head, hands, and the like, be imaginary, we 
are nevertheless absolutely necessitated to admit the reality at least of some other objects still 
more simple and universal than these, of which, just as of certain real colors, all those images of 
things, whether true and real, or false and fantastic, that are found in our consciousness are 
formed. 
 
7. To this class of objects seem to belong corporeal nature in general and its extension; the figure 
of extended things, their quantity or magnitude, and their number, as also the place in, and the 
time during, which they exist, and other things of the same sort. 
 
8. We will not, therefore, perhaps reason illegitimately if we conclude from this that Physics, 
Astronomy, Medicine, and all the other sciences that have for their end the consideration of 
composite objects, are indeed of a doubtful character; but that Arithmetic, Geometry, and the 
other sciences of the same class, which regard merely the simplest and most general objects, and 
scarcely inquire whether or not these are really existent, contain somewhat that is certain and 
indubitable: for whether I am awake or dreaming, it remains true that two and three make five, 
and that a square has but four sides; nor does it seem possible that truths so apparent can ever fall 
under a suspicion of falsity [or incertitude]. 
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9. Nevertheless, the belief that there is a God who is all powerful, and who created me, such as I 
am, has, for a long time, obtained steady possession of my mind. How, then, do I know that he 
has not arranged that there should be neither earth, nor sky, nor any extended thing, nor figure, 
nor magnitude, nor place, providing at the same time, however, for [the rise in me of the 
perceptions of all these objects, and] the persuasion that these do not exist otherwise than as I 
perceive them ? And further, as I sometimes think that others are in error respecting matters of 
which they believe themselves to possess a perfect knowledge, how do I know that I am not also 
deceived each time I add together two and three, or number the sides of a square, or form some 
judgment still more simple, if more simple indeed can be imagined? But perhaps Deity has not 
been willing that I should be thus deceived, for he is said to be supremely good. If, however, it 
were repugnant to the goodness of Deity to have created me subject to constant deception, it 
would seem likewise to be contrary to his goodness to allow me to be occasionally deceived; and 
yet it is clear that this is permitted. 
 
10. Some, indeed, might perhaps be found who would be disposed rather to deny the existence of 
a Being so powerful than to believe that there is nothing certain. But let us for the present refrain 
from opposing this opinion, and grant that all which is here said of a Deity is fabulous: 
nevertheless, in whatever way it be supposed that I reach the state in which I exist, whether by 
fate, or chance, or by an endless series of antecedents and consequents, or by any other means, it 
is clear (since to be deceived and to err is a certain defect ) that the probability of my being so 
imperfect as to be the constant victim of deception, will be increased exactly in proportion as the 
power possessed by the cause, to which they assign my origin, is lessened. To these reasonings I 
have assuredly nothing to reply, but am constrained at last to avow that there is nothing of all 
that I formerly believed to be true of which it is impossible to doubt, and that not through 
thoughtlessness or levity, but from cogent and maturely considered reasons; so that 
henceforward, if I desire to discover anything certain, I ought not the less carefully to refrain 
from assenting to those same opinions than to what might be shown to be manifestly false. 
 
11. But it is not sufficient to have made these observations; care must be taken likewise to keep 
them in remembrance. For those old and customary opinions perpetually recur-- long and 
familiar usage giving them the right of occupying my mind, even almost against my will, and 
subduing my belief; nor will I lose the habit of deferring to them and confiding in them so long 
as I shall consider them to be what in truth they are, viz., opinions to some extent doubtful, as I 
have already shown, but still highly probable, and such as it is much more reasonable to believe 
than deny. It is for this reason I am persuaded that I shall not be doing wrong, if, taking an 
opposite judgment of deliberate design, I become my own deceiver, by supposing, for a time, 
that all those opinions are entirely false and imaginary, until at length, having thus balanced my 
old by my new prejudices, my judgment shall no longer be turned aside by perverted usage from 
the path that may conduct to the perception of truth. For I am assured that, meanwhile, there will 
arise neither peril nor error from this course, and that I cannot for the present yield too much to 
distrust, since the end I now seek is not action but knowledge. 
 
12. I will suppose, then, not that Deity, who is sovereignly good and the fountain of truth, but 
that some malignant demon, who is at once exceedingly potent and deceitful, has employed all 
his artifice to deceive me; t will suppose that the sky, the air, the earth, colors, figures, sounds, 
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and all external things, are nothing better than the illusions of dreams, by means of which this 
being has laid snares for my credulity; I will consider myself as without hands, eyes, flesh, 
blood, or any of the senses, and as falsely believing that I am possessed of these; I will continue 
resolutely fixed in this belief, and if indeed by this means it be not in my power to arrive at the 
knowledge of truth, I shall at least do what is in my power, viz., [ suspend my judgment ], and 
guard with settled purpose against giving my assent to what is false, and being imposed upon by 
this deceiver, whatever be his power and artifice. But this undertaking is arduous, and a certain 
indolence insensibly leads me back to my ordinary course of life; and just as the captive, who, 
perchance, was enjoying in his dreams an imaginary liberty, when he begins to suspect that it is 
but a vision, dreads awakening, and conspires with the agreeable illusions that the deception may 
be prolonged; so I, of my own accord, fall back into the train of my former beliefs, and fear to 
arouse myself from my slumber, lest the time of laborious wakefulness that would succeed this 
quiet rest, in place of bringing any light of day, should prove inadequate to dispel the darkness 
that will arise from the difficulties that have now been raised. 
 
 

FIRST MEDITATION 
Notes and Commentary 

 
Methodological Doubt 

 
Descartes begins by observing that many of the things he used to believe when he was young 
later turned out to be false. This leads him to believe that some of the beliefs he now holds may 
be false. Moreover, he realizes that any beliefs based upon false assumptions carried since youth 
are likely to be false. If you reason from false premises, you're very likely to end up with false 
conclusions. Descartes thinks about knowledge as a building: if the foundation is faulty, the 
entire structure is likely to crumble to the ground. But how can he know which of his beliefs are 
true and which are false? His solution to this problem is to start the believing process all over 
again. By temporarily taking the standpoint of the skeptic, he plans to scrutinize every one of his 
beliefs and give his assent only to those that withstand prolonged skeptical attack. The belief or 
beliefs, if any, which hold up to this rigorous logical analysis will provide a solid on which to 
build. Once he has a foundation, he can begin building his edifice of knowledge belief by belief. 
It's important to note that Descartes at this point is employing a skeptical method, not embracing 
a skeptical conclusion. His goal is to eventually establish a firm foundation of knowledge, if one 
is to be found. The real philosophical skeptic is one who has given up on the quest for certainty, 
concluding that knowledge is impossible. 
 
Descartes starts out by considering the common sense view that we can trust what we can see, 
taste, touch, smell and hear. But then he suggests a problem. The senses sometimes deceive us. 
But then he says that this is usually under conditions when we know the senses are unreliable, for 
example, when dealing with things that are very small or very far away. But the fact that he is 
sitting there by the fire, paper and pen in hand, writing away – surely only someone who was 
completely insane would doubt that. You'd have to be literally crazy to doubt that! Or would 
you? 
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The Dream Argument 
 
Sometimes under what seem to be the clearest of conditions, my senses can fool me. I think that I 
am sitting by the fire, that I feel its warmth, hear the sound of my quill pen scribbling on the 
paper, see the letters I'm forming on the page, feel the paper in my hand, and then I wake up and 
I'm in a cold, dark room, not clothed and sitting in a chair, but undressed lying flat on my back in 
bed. But while I was dreaming, it seemed for all the world that I was seated by the fire, writing. 
So how do I know I'm not dreaming now? How do I know that what I sense is coming from "the 
real world" as opposed to a dream-like illusion? How do you know you're not dreaming now? 
 
You don't, says Descartes. For any experience you can think of, it's possible that it's a dream. So, 
do we stop here and go home skeptics? No, says Descartes. Suppose, as the song goes, "Life is 
but a dream." Still, the material in dreams must come from somewhere. Dreams are like when a 
painter paints a Satyr. A Satyr is a combination of a man and a goat – and even if an artist paints 
something even more fantastical which doesn't resemble any living creature, he still needs "real 
colors" from which to paint. Similarly, even if we doubt our senses, we have certain ideas of the 
size, shape, location and duration of objects. Even if they don't have substance, they can be 
described by the principles of mathematics and geometry. And even in dreams, two and three is 
always five and a square never has more than four sides. 
 
Descartes here seems to be making a distinction between two kinds of knowledge, and it may be 
useful to introduce two technical philosophical terms to help clarify things: a priori and a 
posteriori. These terms will also come in handy when comparing Descartes with later 
philosophers, particularly Hume and Kant. 
 
An a priori claim is known independently of sense experience. For example, a triangle has three 
sides. That's not a claim you can verify through the senses. It's not as if you look at a bunch of 
triangles and count their sides, and after you've come up with three every time consistently, you 
decide it's true. You wouldn't be able to draw or even recognize a triangle without already 
knowing a triangle has 3 sides. You don't know that 2 + 3 = 5 by doing a little experiment and 
adding two and three objects and getting five objects. You know it through pure reason, unaided 
by the senses. To know a bachelor is an unmarried male, you don't go polling bachelors and 
decide that it's true if you get that result in your survey – it's true by definition. You realize a 
bachelor is an unmarried male merely by thinking about the concepts of bachelorhood, marriage 
and manhood. 
 
An a posteriori claim can be known only through sense experience. For example, if you want to 
know whether John is a bachelor, you can't just think about the concept of bachelorhood to know 
whether John is one or not. You need to use your senses. Does he wear a wedding ring? Are 
there photos of a wife and kids on his desk? Do any of his friends or co-workers recall meeting 
his wife? All these would be evidence from sense experience. You can't know whether John is a 
bachelor just by sitting back and closing your eyes and meditating on the concept of "Johnness" 
and "bachelorhood" and seeing whether they seem to go together. You must do an empirical 
(sense perception-based) investigation. 
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Now, Descartes seems to be saying that although a posteriori truths, those known through the 
senses, might be an illusion, a priori truths, those known through reason, may not be. So, maybe 
conceptual, a priori truths such as mathematics and geometry could be the starting point for 
knowledge. 
 
But then Descartes suggests a stronger argument, which seems to cast even a priori truths into 
doubt. 
 
 

The Arch Deceiver Argument 
 
Suppose not that a benevolent God exists, but instead an Arch Deceiver, whose sole and 
malicious purpose is to deceive me at every turn. But Descartes then imagines that the entire 
world is an illusion created by the Arch Deceiver. There are no houses or fires or pieces of paper. 
Everything in this world is an illusion created by the Arch Deceiver to fool us.  Suppose that in 
reality, we don't even have physical bodies, that we are disembodied spirits in the clutches of the 
Arch Deceiver. We think that we have bodies of flesh and blood, that we see our own hand in 
front of our face, but these are just ideas implanted in our minds by the Arch Deceiver. 
 
We believe that we are sitting in philosophy class, or eating a cheeseburger, or watching 
television, but this is all part and parcel of the Arch Deceiver's scheme. School, television, 
cheeseburgers – none of it is real. All these things are merely ideas implanted in our minds by 
the Arch Deceiver. And every moment we mistake this illusory world as being real, the Arch 
Deceiver chortles with delight. He's fooled us again; he has triumphed over our reason by 
making us believe something that is, in fact, false. 
 
Such a being might even be able to deceive us into thinking a triangle has 4 sides or that 2 + 3 is 
14. You might say, "That's ridiculous, there is no Arch Deceiver." Well, maybe that's exactly 
what the Arch Deceiver wants you to think! Maybe at this very moment he's hoping you'll laugh 
the whole thing off before you think too deeply about it and begin to suspect things. 
 
Descartes would ask what proof you have that there couldn't be an Arch Deceiver. As long as the 
Arch Deceiver is a possible scenario, however unlikely, he could argue that genuine knowledge 
is impossible. 
 
 

Modern Restatement: The Brain in a Vat Argument 
 
Some philosophers have suggested that the concept of a disembodied consciousness or soul is 
internally contradictory or at least the product of pre-scientific superstition. Because of this, they 
didn't find the Arch Deceiver argument very convincing. So, someone came up with a modern 
version which is consistent with materialism, the brain in the vat argument. 
 
Here we suppose not that an evil demon is deceiving us, but a group of scientists. Some time in 
your past, your brain was taken out of your skull and placed in this little tank by a group of 
scientists. You don't remember any of this. The scientists have made sure of that, as it would ruin 
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the experiment. Perhaps they even did this at birth, or they were able to grow your brain in the 
vat itself; it really makes no difference. You are physical (there's no need to believe in 
disembodied spirits) but you have no body, no arms and legs, no eyes or nose or ears. You are 
just a brain in a vat. When you think you see or smell or hear something, in reality the scientists 
are stimulating your brain with minute electrical impulses in order to create those sensations. 
 
You think you're eating a plate of spaghetti, but in reality you have no mouth, no teeth, no 
tongue, no stomach. The scientists are running the "spaghetti" series again. They set the 
electrodes in the delta-584733 pattern and zap your brain here and there so that it receives the 
same stimulation it would if it was in a real body with a real mouth eating a real plate of 
spaghetti. 
 
So the question is, "How do you know you're not just a brain in a vat?" How do you know there 
aren't a bunch of scientists programming your day's experiences and writing down the results in 
their lab notebooks? Is there anything that this group of scientists fiddling with our brains (or 
Descartes' Arch Deceiver) couldn't deceive us about? 
 
 

Questions for Review 
 

 
1. What motivated Descartes to write his Meditations on First Philosophy? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Define rationalism. 
 
 
 
3. What is the principle of the underdetermination of theory by data in the philosophy of science? 
How do this theory, the work of Chomsky in linguistics and the current direction of modern 
physics support Descartes? 
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4. What field of knowledge does Descartes hope to model his philosophy after? 
 
 
 
5. What is the difference between intuition and deduction? Give an example of something known 
through each faculty. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Is Descartes a true skeptic? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
7. What's the difference between a priori and a posteriori knowledge? Give an example of each. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions for Discussion 
 

 
1. In his "Dream Argument" in the First Meditation, Descartes gives an example of mistaking a 
vivid dream for reality and asks, "If my senses are able to deceive me on some occasions, how 
do I know they're not deceiving me now?" Evaluate his argument. How do we know the senses 
are generally reliable? Are there ways to tell dreams from reality? How do we know life isn't, as 
it says in the old song, "but a dream"? 
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2. If you were a body floating in a tank or even just a brain in a vat, hooked up to a computer 
which fed electrical impulses to your brain, how would you ever know? If it's possible that you 
would never know, how can you say you are justified in any belief you base on the senses now, 
if there's no way to prove you're not the subject of some diabolical deception by computers or 
aliens? Feel free to draw inspiration from movies such as The Matrix, Dark City, or Jacob's 
Ladder in your answer. 
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MEDITATION II. 
 

OF THE NATURE OF THE HUMAN MIND; 
AND THAT IT IS MORE EASILY KNOWN 

THAN THE BODY 
 
1. The Meditation of yesterday has filled my mind with so many doubts, that it is no longer in 
my power to forget them. Nor do I see, meanwhile, any principle on which they can be resolved; 
and, just as if I had fallen all of a sudden into very deep water, I am so greatly disconcerted as to 
be unable either to plant my feet firmly on the bottom or sustain myself by swimming on the 
surface. I will, nevertheless, make an effort, and try anew the same path on which I had entered 
yesterday, that is, proceed by casting aside all that admits of the slightest doubt, not less than if I 
had discovered it to be absolutely false; and I will continue always in this track until I shall find 
something that is certain, or at least, if I can do nothing more, until I shall know with certainty 
that there is nothing certain. Archimedes, that he might transport the entire globe from the place 
it occupied to another, demanded only a point that was firm and immovable; so, also, I shall be 
entitled to entertain the highest expectations, if I am fortunate enough to discover only one thing 
that is certain and indubitable. 
 
2. I suppose, accordingly, that all the things which I see are fictitious; I believe that none of those 
objects which my fallacious memory represents ever existed; I suppose that I possess no senses; I 
believe that body, figure, extension, motion, and place are merely fictions of my mind. What is 
there, then, that can be esteemed true ? Perhaps this only, that there is absolutely nothing certain. 
 
3. But how do I know that there is not something different altogether from the objects I have now 
enumerated, of which it is impossible to entertain the slightest doubt? Is there not a God, or some 
being, by whatever name I may designate him, who causes these thoughts to arise in my mind ? 
But why suppose such a being, for it may be I myself am capable of producing them? Am I, then, 
at least not something? But I before denied that I possessed senses or a body; I hesitate, however, 
for what follows from that? Am I so dependent on the body and the senses that without these I 
cannot exist? But I had the persuasion that there was absolutely nothing in the world, that there 
was no sky and no earth, neither minds nor bodies; was I not, therefore, at the same time, 
persuaded that I did not exist? Far from it; I assuredly existed, since I was persuaded. But there is 
I know not what being, who is possessed at once of the highest power and the deepest cunning, 
who is constantly employing all his ingenuity in deceiving me. Doubtless, then, I exist, since I 
am deceived; and, let him deceive me as he may, he can never bring it about that I am nothing, 
so long as I shall be conscious that I am something. So that it must, in fine, be maintained, all 
things being maturely and carefully considered, that this proposition I am, I exist, is necessarily 
true each time it is expressed by me, or conceived in my mind. 
 
4. But I do not yet know with sufficient clearness what I am, though assured that I am; and 
hence, in the next place, I must take care, lest perchance I inconsiderately substitute some other 
object in room of what is properly myself, and thus wander from truth, even in that knowledge 
which I hold to be of all others the most certain and evident. For this reason, I will now consider 
anew what I formerly believed myself to be, before I entered on the present train of thought; and 
of my previous opinion I will retrench all that can in the least be invalidated by the grounds of 
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doubt I have adduced, in order that there may at length remain nothing but what is certain and 
indubitable.  
 
5. What then did I formerly think I was? Undoubtedly I judged that I was a man. But what is a 
man? Shall I say a rational animal? [Aristotle's definition of Man –ed.] Assuredly not; for it 
would be necessary forthwith to inquire into what is meant by animal, and what by rational, and 
thus, from a single question, I should insensibly glide into others, and these more difficult than 
the first; nor do I now possess enough of leisure to warrant me in wasting my time amid 
subtleties of this sort. I prefer here to attend to the thoughts that sprung up of themselves in my 
mind, and were inspired by my own nature alone, when I applied myself to the consideration of 
what I was. In the first place, then, I thought that I possessed a countenance, hands, arms, and all 
the fabric of members that appears in a corpse, and which I called by the name of body. It further 
occurred to me that I was nourished, that I walked, perceived, and thought, and all those actions I 
referred to the soul; but what the soul itself was I either did not stay to consider, or, if I did, I 
imagined that it was something extremely rare and subtile, like wind, or flame, or ether, spread 
through my grosser parts. As regarded the body, I did not even doubt of its nature, but thought I 
distinctly knew it, and if I had wished to describe it according to the notions I then entertained, I 
should have explained myself in this manner: By body I understand all that can be terminated by 
a certain figure; that can be comprised in a certain place, and so fill a certain space as there from 
to exclude every other body; that can be perceived either by touch, sight, hearing, taste, or smell; 
that can be moved in different ways, not indeed of itself, but by something foreign to it by which 
it is touched [and from which it receives the impression]; for the power of self-motion, as 
likewise that of perceiving and thinking, I held as by no means pertaining to the nature of body; 
on the contrary, I was somewhat astonished to find such faculties existing in some bodies. 
 
6. But [as to myself, what can I now say that I am], since I suppose there exists an extremely 
powerful, and, if I may so speak, malignant being, whose whole endeavors are directed toward 
deceiving me ? Can I affirm that I possess any one of all those attributes of which I have lately 
spoken as belonging to the nature of body ? After attentively considering them in my own mind, 
I find none of them that can properly be said to belong to myself. To recount them were idle and 
tedious. Let us pass, then, to the attributes of the soul. The first mentioned were the powers of 
nutrition and walking; but, if it be true that I have no body, it is true likewise that I am capable 
neither of walking nor of being nourished. Perception is another attribute of the soul; but 
perception too is impossible without the body; besides, I have frequently, during sleep, believed 
that I perceived objects which I afterward observed I did not in reality perceive. Thinking is 
another attribute of the soul; and here I discover what properly belongs to myself. This alone is 
inseparable from me. I am--I exist: this is certain; but how often? As often as I think; for perhaps 
it would even happen, if I should wholly cease to think, that I should at the same time altogether 
cease to be. I now admit nothing that is not necessarily true. I am therefore, precisely speaking, 
only a thinking thing, that is, a mind, understanding, or reason, terms whose signification was 
before unknown to me. I am, however, a real thing, and really existent; but what thing? The 
answer was, a thinking thing.  
 
7. The question now arises, am I aught besides? I will stimulate my imagination with a view to 
discover whether I am not still something more than a thinking being. Now it is plain I am not 
the assemblage of members called the human body; I am not a thin and penetrating air diffused 
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through all these members, or wind, or flame, or vapor, or breath, or any of all the things I can 
imagine; for I supposed that all these were not, and, without changing the supposition, I find that 
I still feel assured of my existence. But it is true, perhaps, that those very things which I suppose 
to be non-existent, because they are unknown to me, are not in truth different from myself whom 
I know. This is a point I cannot determine, and do not now enter into any dispute regarding it. I 
can only judge of things that are known to me: I am conscious that I exist, and I who know that I 
exist inquire into what I am. It is, however, perfectly certain that the knowledge of my existence, 
thus precisely taken, is not dependent on things, the existence of which is as yet unknown to me: 
and consequently it is not dependent on any of the things I can feign in imagination. Moreover, 
the phrase itself, I frame an image, reminds me of my error; for I should in truth frame one if I 
were to imagine myself to be anything, since to imagine is nothing more than to contemplate the 
figure or image of a corporeal thing; but I already know that I exist, and that it is possible at the 
same time that all those images, and in general all that relates to the nature of body, are merely 
dreams [or chimeras]. From this I discover that it is not more reasonable to say, I will excite my 
imagination that I may know more distinctly what I am, than to express myself as follows: I am 
now awake, and perceive something real; but because my perception is not sufficiently clear, I 
will of express purpose go to sleep that my dreams may represent to me the object of my 
perception with more truth and clearness. And, therefore, I know that nothing of all that I can 
embrace in imagination belongs to the knowledge which I have of myself, and that there is need 
to recall with the utmost care the mind from this mode of thinking, that it may be able to know 
its own nature with perfect distinctness. 
 
8. But what, then, am I? A thinking thing, it has been said. But what is a thinking thing? It is a 
thing that doubts, understands, [conceives], affirms, denies, wills, refuses; that imagines also, 
and perceives.  
 
9. Assuredly it is not little, if all these properties belong to my nature. But why should they not 
belong to it? Am I not that very being who now doubts of almost everything; who, for all that, 
understands and conceives certain things; who affirms one alone as true, and denies the others; 
who desires to know more of them, and does not wish to be deceived; who imagines many 
things, sometimes even despite his will; and is likewise percipient of many, as if through the 
medium of the senses. Is there nothing of all this as true as that I am, even although I should be 
always dreaming, and although he who gave me being employed all his ingenuity to deceive me? 
Is there also any one of these attributes that can be properly distinguished from my thought, or 
that can be said to be separate from myself? For it is of itself so evident that it is I who doubt, I 
who understand, and I who desire, that it is here unnecessary to add anything by way of 
rendering it more clear. And I am as certainly the same being who imagines; for although it may 
be (as I before supposed) that nothing I imagine is true, still the power of imagination does not 
cease really to exist in me and to form part of my thought. In fine, I am the same being who 
perceives, that is, who apprehends certain objects as by the organs of sense, since, in truth, I see 
light, hear a noise, and feel heat. But it will be said that these presentations are false, and that I 
am dreaming. Let it be so. At all events it is certain that I seem to see light, hear a noise, and feel 
heat; this cannot be false, and this is what in me is properly called perceiving, which is nothing 
else than thinking. 
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10. From this I begin to know what I am with somewhat greater clearness and distinctness than 
heretofore. But, nevertheless, it still seems to me, and I cannot help believing, that corporeal 
things, whose images are formed by thought [which fall under the senses], and are examined by 
the same, are known with much greater distinctness than that I know not what part of myself 
which is not imaginable; although, in truth, it may seem strange to say that I know and 
comprehend with greater distinctness things whose existence appears to me doubtful, that are 
unknown, and do not belong to me, than others of whose reality I am persuaded, that are known 
to me, and appertain to my proper nature; in a word, than myself. But I see clearly what is the 
state of the case. My mind is apt to wander, and will not yet submit to be restrained within the 
limits of truth. Let us therefore leave the mind to itself once more, and, according to it every kind 
of liberty [permit it to consider the objects that appear to it from without], in order that, having 
afterward withdrawn it from these gently and opportunely [and fixed it on the consideration of its 
being and the properties it finds in itself], it may then be the more easily controlled. 
 
11. Let us now accordingly consider the objects that are commonly thought to be [the most 
easily, and likewise] the most distinctly known, viz., the bodies we touch and see; not, indeed, 
bodies in general, for these general notions are usually somewhat more confused, but one body 
in particular. Take, for example, this piece of wax; it is quite fresh, having been but recently 
taken from the beehive; it has not yet lost the sweetness of the honey it contained; it still retains 
somewhat of the odor of the flowers from which it was gathered; its color, figure, size, are 
apparent ( to the sight); it is hard, cold, easily handled; and sounds when struck upon with the 
finger. In fine, all that contributes to make a body as distinctly known as possible, is found in the 
one before us. But, while I am speaking, let it be placed near the fire--what remained of the taste 
exhales, the smell evaporates, the color changes, its figure is destroyed, its size increases, it 
becomes liquid, it grows hot, it can hardly be handled, and, although struck upon, it emits no 
sound. Does the same wax still remain after this change? It must be admitted that it does remain; 
no one doubts it, or judges otherwise. What, then, was it I knew with so much distinctness in the 
piece of wax? Assuredly, it could be nothing of all that I observed by means of the senses, since 
all the things that fell under taste, smell, sight, touch, and hearing are changed, and yet the same 
wax remains.  
 
12. It was perhaps what I now think, viz., that this wax was neither the sweetness of honey, the 
pleasant odor of flowers, the whiteness, the figure, nor the sound, but only a body that a little 
before appeared to me conspicuous under these forms, and which is now perceived under others. 
But, to speak precisely, what is it that I imagine when I think of it in this way? Let it be 
attentively considered, and, retrenching all that does not belong to the wax, let us see what 
remains. There certainly remains nothing, except something extended, flexible, and movable. But 
what is meant by flexible and movable ? Is it not that I imagine that the piece of wax, being 
round, is capable of becoming square, or of passing from a square into a triangular figure ? 
Assuredly such is not the case, because I conceive that it admits of an infinity of similar changes; 
and I am, moreover, unable to compass this infinity by imagination, and consequently this 
conception which I have of the wax is not the product of the faculty of imagination. But what 
now is this extension ? Is it not also unknown ? for it becomes greater when the wax is melted, 
greater when it is boiled, and greater still when the heat increases; and I should not conceive 
[clearly and] according to truth, the wax as it is, if I did not suppose that the piece we are 
considering admitted even of a wider variety of extension than I ever imagined, I must, therefore, 
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admit that I cannot even comprehend by imagination what the piece of wax is, and that it is the 
mind alone which perceives it. I speak of one piece in particular; for as to wax in general, this is 
still more evident. But what is the piece of wax that can be perceived only by the [understanding 
or] mind? It is certainly the same which I see, touch, imagine; and, in fine, it is the same which, 
from the beginning, I believed it to be. But (and this it is of moment to observe) the perception of 
it is neither an act of sight, of touch, nor of imagination, and never was either of these, though it 
might formerly seem so, but is simply an intuition of the mind, which may be imperfect and 
confused, as it formerly was, or very clear and distinct, as it is at present, according as the 
attention is more or less directed to the elements which it contains, and of which it is composed. 
 
13. But, meanwhile, I feel greatly astonished when I observe [the weakness of my mind, and] its 
proneness to error. For although, without at all giving expression to what I think, I consider all 
this in my own mind, words yet occasionally impede my progress, and I am almost led into error 
by the terms of ordinary language. We say, for example, that we see the same wax when it is 
before us, and not that we judge it to be the same from its retaining the same color and figure: 
whence I should forthwith be disposed to conclude that the wax is known by the act of sight, and 
not by the intuition of the mind alone, were it not for the analogous instance of human beings 
passing on in the street below, as observed from a window. In this case I do not fail to say that I 
see the men themselves, just as I say that I see the wax; and yet what do I see from the window 
beyond hats and cloaks that might cover artificial machines, whose motions might be determined 
by springs ? But I judge that there are human beings from these appearances, and thus I 
comprehend, by the faculty of judgment alone which is in the mind, what I believed I saw with 
my eyes. 
 
14. The man who makes it his aim to rise to knowledge superior to the common, ought to be 
ashamed to seek occasions of doubting from the vulgar forms of speech: instead, therefore, of 
doing this, I shall proceed with the matter in hand, and inquire whether I had a clearer and more 
perfect perception of the piece of wax when I first saw it, and when I thought I knew it by means 
of the external sense itself, or, at all events, by the common sense, as it is called, that is, by the 
imaginative faculty; or whether I rather apprehend it more clearly at present, after having 
examined with greater care, both what it is, and in what way it can be known. It would certainly 
be ridiculous to entertain any doubt on this point. For what, in that first perception, g was there 
distinct? What did I perceive which any animal might not have perceived? But when I 
distinguish the Oval from its exterior forms, and when, as if I had stripped it of its vestments, I 
consider it quite naked, it is certain, although some error may still be found in my judgment, that 
I cannot, nevertheless, thus apprehend it without possessing a human mind. 
 
15. But finally, what shall I say of the mind itself, that is, of myself? for as yet I do not admit that 
I am anything but mind. What, then! I who seem to possess so distinct an apprehension of the 
piece of wax, do I not know myself, both with greater truth and certitude, and also much more 
distinctly and clearly? For if I judge that the wax exists because I see it, it assuredly follows, 
much more evidently, that I myself am or exist, for the same reason: for it is possible that what I 
see may not in truth be wax, and that I do not even possess eyes with which to see anything; but 
it cannot be that when I see, or, which comes to the same thing, when I think I see, I myself who 
think am nothing. So likewise, if I judge that the wax exists because I touch it, it will still also 
follow that I am; and if I determine that my imagination, or any other cause, whatever it be, 
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persuades me of the existence of the wax, I will still draw the same conclusion. And what is here 
remarked of the piece of wax, is applicable to all the other things that are external to me. And 
further, if the [notion or] perception of wax appeared to me more precise and distinct, after that 
not only sight and touch, but many other causes besides, rendered it manifest to my 
apprehension, with how much greater distinctness must I now know myself, since all the reasons 
that contribute to the knowledge of the nature of wax, or of any body whatever, manifest still 
better the nature of my mind ? And there are besides so many other things in the mind itself that 
contribute to the illustration of its nature, that those dependent on the body, to which I have here 
referred, scarcely merit to be taken into account. 
 
16. But, in conclusion, I find I have insensibly reverted to the point I desired; for, since it is now 
manifest to me that bodies themselves are not properly perceived by the senses nor by the faculty 
of imagination, but by the intellect alone; and since they are not perceived because they are seen 
and touched, but only because they are understood [or rightly comprehended by thought], I 
readily discover that there is nothing more easily or clearly apprehended than my own mind. But 
because it is difficult to rid one's self so promptly of an opinion to which one has been long 
accustomed, it will be desirable to tarry for some time at this stage, that, by long continued 
meditation, I may more deeply impress upon my memory this new knowledge. 
 
 

SECOND MEDITATION 
Notes and Commentary 

 
In the opening of the Second Meditation, Descartes begins to worry that he has bitten off more 
than he can chew. The doubts that his First Meditation produced are starting to take hold of him. 
It's no longer easy to drop into his former complacency of simply accepting the world of the 
senses at face value. He reiterates his goal as set out in the First Meditation: to consider anything 
in which there is the slightest doubt to be false and to see what's left, even if what's left is only 
the belief that nothing is certain. If anything is left which cannot be doubted, then he will have a 
foundation for human knowledge. From there, he can build from the ground up and have a 
rational footing for all his beliefs. 
 
Thus far, Descartes has supposed that everything his senses register is an illusion. He thinks, 
"Perhaps there is some being outside of myself putting these sensations in my mind or perhaps I 
am producing them myself." But then he thinks, "'Myself', what do I mean by 'myself'?" I am 
supposing I don't have a physical body, but does this mean I don't exist? No, because even when 
I was doubting the existence of the physical world, something had to be doing the doubting. 
 
In a flash of insight, Descartes realizes that there's one thing the Arch Deceiver couldn't fool him 
about, namely that he is something, that he exists. If Arch Deceiver exists and is deceiving me, 
then logically I must exist as the object of his deception. So the Arch Deceiver can try to fool me 
as much as he likes, says Descartes, but I know that I exist. In my very act of doubting my own 
existence, I prove it. Cogito ergo sum as he puts it in his later Discourse on the Method, "I think, 
therefore, I am." This becomes Descartes' foundation for knowledge. 
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Even though he has not proved the material world exists, he knows that he exists as a thinking, 
doubting, willing, considering, feeling, conscious entity. "What am I?" asks Descartes: a thing 
which thinks, a thinking thing. Now that he has proved the existence of his own mind or soul, 
Descartes will go on in the Third Meditation to see what else he can prove. 
 
 

Questions for Review 
 
 
1. In his Second Meditation, Descartes proposes a solution to the skeptical arguments laid out in 
the First Meditation. Elsewhere, Descartes expresses his solution (in Latin) as "Cogito ergo 
sum," "I think, therefore I am." What does he mean by this (Med. 2, section 3)? How is this 
supposed to provide the foundation of knowledge and provide the beginning of a solution to the 
skeptical problem? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What's the point of the examples of the piece of wax and the men in hats and cloaks seen from 
a high window? What are they supposed to show about the relationship between knowledge and 
the senses (Med. 2, sections 11-16)? 
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Questions for Discussion 
 
 
Most people believe they have a body while many are uncertain about whether they have a soul. 
As a matter of fact, people often argue whether we have souls and whether consciousness 
persists after the body has ceased to function, but rarely argue about whether we have bodies. 
Yet Descartes insists in Meditation 2 that the mind (i.e., consciousness) is "more easily known" 
than the body. Do you agree? Which is more certain: "I have a mind" or statements like "I have a 
body" or "the material world exists"? Another way of asking this question is, “Epistemologically, 
which is primary, foundational or fundamental: matter or consciousness?" If we accept the 
primacy of consciousness, as Descartes does, do we doom ourselves to skepticism about a world 
of matter which exists independent of our awareness? 
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MEDITATION III 
 

OF GOD: THAT HE EXISTS 
 
 1. I WILL now close my eyes, I will stop my ears, I will turn away my senses from their objects, 
I will even efface from my consciousness all the images of corporeal things; or at least, because 
this can hardly be accomplished, I will consider them as empty and false; and thus, holding 
converse only with myself, and closely examining my nature, I will endeavor to obtain by 
degrees a more intimate and familiar knowledge of myself. I am a thinking ( conscious ) thing, 
that is, a being who doubts, affirms, denies, knows a few objects, and is ignorant of many,-- 
[who loves, hates], wills, refuses, who imagines likewise, and perceives; for, as I before 
remarked, although the things which I perceive or imagine are perhaps nothing at all apart from 
me [and in themselves], I am nevertheless assured that those modes of consciousness which I call 
perceptions and imaginations, in as far only as they are modes of consciousness, exist in me.   
 
2. And in the little I have said I think I have summed up all that I really know, or at least all that 
up to this time I was aware I knew. Now, as I am endeavoring to extend my knowledge more 
widely, I will use circumspection, and consider with care whether I can still discover in myself 
anything further which I have not yet hitherto observed. I am certain that I am a thinking thing; 
but do I not therefore likewise know what is required to render me certain of a truth ? In this first 
knowledge, doubtless, there is nothing that gives me assurance of its truth except the clear and 
distinct perception of what I affirm, which would not indeed be sufficient to give me the 
assurance that what I say is true, if it could ever happen that anything I thus clearly and distinctly 
perceived should prove false; and accordingly it seems to me that I may now take as a general 
rule, that all that is very clearly and distinctly apprehended (conceived) is true. 
 
3. Nevertheless I before received and admitted many things as wholly certain and manifest, 
which yet I afterward found to be doubtful. What, then, were those? They were the earth, the sky, 
the stars, and all the other objects which I was in the habit of perceiving by the senses. But what 
was it that I clearly [and distinctly] perceived in them ? Nothing more than that the ideas and the 
thoughts of those objects were presented to my mind. And even now I do not deny that these 
ideas are found in my mind. But there was yet another thing which I affirmed, and which, from 
having been accustomed to believe it, I thought I clearly perceived, although, in truth, I did not 
perceive it at all; I mean the existence of objects external to me, from which those ideas 
proceeded, and to which they had a perfect resemblance; and it was here I was mistaken, or if I 
judged correctly, this assuredly was not to be traced to any knowledge I possessed (the force of 
my perception, Lat.). 
 
4. But when I considered any matter in arithmetic and geometry, that was very simple and easy, 
as, for example, that two and three added together make five, and things of this sort, did I not 
view them with at least sufficient clearness to warrant me in affirming their truth? Indeed, if I 
afterward judged that we ought to doubt of these things, it was for no other reason than because 
it occurred to me that a God might perhaps have given me such a nature as that I should be 
deceived, even respecting the matters that appeared to me the most evidently true. But as often as 
this preconceived opinion of the sovereign power of a God presents itself to my mind, I am 
constrained to admit that it is easy for him, if he wishes it, to cause me to err, even in matters 
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where I think I possess the highest evidence; and, on the other hand, as often as I direct my 
attention to things which I think I apprehend with great clearness, I am so persuaded of their 
truth that I naturally break out into expressions such as these: Deceive me who may, no one will 
yet ever be able to bring it about that I am not, so long as I shall be conscious that I am, or at any 
future time cause it to be true that I have never been, it being now true that I am, or make two 
and three more or less than five, in supposing which, and other like absurdities, I discover a 
manifest contradiction. And in truth, as I have no ground for believing that Deity is deceitful, and 
as, indeed, I have not even considered the reasons by which the existence of a Deity of any kind 
is established, the ground of doubt that rests only on this supposition is very slight, and, so to 
speak, metaphysical. But, that I may be able wholly to remove it, I must inquire whether there is 
a God, as soon as an opportunity of doing so shall present itself; and if I find that there is a God, 
I must examine likewise whether he can be a deceiver; for, without the knowledge of these two 
truths, I do not see that I can ever be certain of anything. And that I may be enabled to examine 
this without interrupting the order of meditation I have proposed to myself [which is, to pass by 
degrees from the notions that I shall find first in my mind to those I shall afterward discover in 
it], it is necessary at this stage to divide all my thoughts into certain classes, and to consider in 
which of these classes truth and error are, strictly speaking, to be found.  
 
5. Of my thoughts some are, as it were, images of things, and to these alone properly belongs the 
name IDEA; as when I think [ represent to my mind ] a man, a chimera, the sky, an angel or 
God. Others, again, have certain other forms; as when I will, fear, affirm, or deny, I always, 
indeed, apprehend something as the object of my thought, but I also embrace in thought 
something more than the representation of the object; and of this class of thoughts some are 
called volitions or affections, and others judgments. 
 
6. Now, with respect to ideas, if these are considered only in themselves, and are not referred to 
any object beyond them, they cannot, properly speaking, be false; for, whether I imagine a goat 
or chimera, it is not less true that I imagine the one than the other. Nor need we fear that falsity 
may exist in the will or affections; for, although I may desire objects that are wrong, and even 
that never existed, it is still true that I desire them. There thus only remain our judgments, in 
which we must take diligent heed that we be not deceived. But the chief and most ordinary error 
that arises in them consists in judging that the ideas which are in us are like or conformed to the 
things that are external to us; for assuredly, if we but considered the ideas themselves as certain 
modes of our thought (consciousness), without referring them to anything beyond, they would 
hardly afford any occasion of error. 
 
 7. But among these ideas, some appear to me to be innate, others adventitious, and others to be 
made by myself (factitious); for, as I have the power of conceiving what is called a thing, or a 
truth, or a thought, it seems to me that I hold this power from no other source than my own 
nature; but if I now hear a noise, if I see the sun, or if I feel heat, I have all along judged that 
these sensations proceeded from certain objects existing out of myself; and, in fine, it appears to 
me that sirens, hippogryphs, and the like, are inventions of my own mind. But I may even 
perhaps come to be of opinion that all my ideas are of the class which I call adventitious, or that 
they are all innate, or that they are all factitious; for I have not yet clearly discovered their true 
origin.  
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8. What I have here principally to do is to consider, with reference to those that appear to come 
from certain objects without me, what grounds there are for thinking them like these objects. The 
first of these grounds is that it seems to me I am so taught by nature; and the second that I am 
conscious that those ideas are not dependent on my will, and therefore not on myself, for they are 
frequently presented to me against my will, as at present, whether I will or not, I feel heat; and I 
am thus persuaded that this sensation or idea of heat is produced in me by something different 
from myself, viz., by the heat of the fire by which I sit. And it is very reasonable to suppose that 
this object impresses me with its own likeness rather than any other thing. 
 
9. But I must consider whether these reasons are sufficiently strong and convincing. When I 
speak of being taught by nature in this matter, I understand by the word nature only a certain 
spontaneous impetus that impels me to believe in a resemblance between ideas and their objects, 
and not a natural light that affords a knowledge of its truth. But these two things are widely 
different; for what the natural light shows to be true can be in no degree doubtful, as, for 
example, that I am because I doubt, and other truths of the like kind; inasmuch as I possess no 
other faculty whereby to distinguish truth from error, which can teach me the falsity of what the 
natural light declares to be true, and which is equally trustworthy; but with respect to [seemingly] 
natural impulses, I have observed, when the question related to the choice of right or wrong in 
action, that they frequently led me to take the worse part; nor do I see that I have any better 
ground for following them in what relates to truth and error.  
 
10. Then, with respect to the other reason, which is that because these ideas do not depend on my 
will, they must arise from objects existing without me, I do not find it more convincing than the 
former, for just as those natural impulses, of which I have lately spoken, are found in me, 
notwithstanding that they are not always in harmony with my will, so likewise it may be that I 
possess some power not sufficiently known to myself capable of producing ideas without the aid 
of external objects, and, indeed, it has always hitherto appeared to me that they are formed 
during sleep, by some power of this nature, without the aid of aught external.  
 
11. And, in fine, although I should grant that they proceeded from those objects, it is not a 
necessary consequence that they must be like them. On the contrary, I have observed, in a 
number of instances, that there was a great difference between the object and its idea. Thus, for 
example, I find in my mind two wholly diverse ideas of the sun; the one, by which it appears to 
me extremely small draws its origin from the senses, and should be placed in the class of 
adventitious ideas; the other, by which it seems to be many times larger than the whole earth, is 
taken up on astronomical grounds, that is, elicited from certain notions born with me, or is 
framed by myself in some other manner. These two ideas cannot certainly both resemble the 
same sun; and reason teaches me that the one which seems to have immediately emanated from it 
is the most unlike.  
 
12. And these things sufficiently prove that hitherto it has not been from a certain and deliberate 
judgment, but only from a sort of blind impulse, that I believed existence of certain things 
different from myself, which, by the organs of sense, or by whatever other means it might be, 
conveyed their ideas or images into my mind [and impressed it with their likenesses]. 
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13. But there is still another way of inquiring whether, of the objects whose ideas are in my 
mind, there are any that exist out of me. If ideas are taken in so far only as they are certain modes 
of consciousness, I do not remark any difference or inequality among them, and all seem, in the 
same manner, to proceed from myself; but, considering them as images, of which one represents 
one thing and another a different, it is evident that a great diversity obtains among them. For, 
without doubt, those that represent substances are something more, and contain in themselves, so 
to speak, more objective reality [that is, participate by representation in higher degrees of being 
or perfection], than those that represent only modes or accidents; and again, the idea by which I 
conceive a God [sovereign], eternal, infinite, [immutable], all-knowing, all-powerful, and the 
creator of all things that are out of himself, this, I say, has certainly in it more objective reality 
than those ideas by which finite substances are represented. 
 
14. Now, it is manifest by the natural light that there must at least be as much reality in the 
efficient and total cause as in its effect; for whence can the effect draw its reality if not from its 
cause ? And how could the cause communicate to it this reality unless it possessed it in itself? 
And hence it follows, not only that what is cannot be produced by what is not, but likewise that 
the more perfect, in other words, that which contains in itself more reality, cannot be the effect of 
the less perfect; and this is not only evidently true of those effects, whose reality is actual or 
formal, but likewise of ideas, whose reality is only considered as objective. Thus, for example, 
the stone that is not yet in existence, not only cannot now commence to be, unless it be produced 
by that which possesses in itself, formally or eminently, all that enters into its composition, [in 
other words, by that which contains in itself the same properties that are in the stone, or others 
superior to them]; and heat can only be produced in a subject that was before devoid of it, by a 
cause that is of an order, [degree or kind], at least as perfect as heat; and so of the others. But 
further, even the idea of the heat, or of the stone, cannot exist in me unless it be put there by a 
cause that contains, at least, as much reality as I conceive existent in the heat or in the stone for 
although that cause may not transmit into my idea anything of its actual or formal reality, we 
ought not on this account to imagine that it is less real; but we ought to consider that, [as every 
idea is a work of the mind], its nature is such as of itself to demand no other formal reality than 
that which it borrows from our consciousness, of which it is but a mode [that is, a manner or way 
of thinking]. But in order that an idea may contain this objective reality rather than that, it must 
doubtless derive it from some cause in which is found at least as much formal reality as the idea 
contains of objective; for, if we suppose that there is found in an idea anything which was not in 
its cause, it must of course derive this from nothing. But, however imperfect may be the mode of 
existence by which a thing is objectively [or by representation] in the understanding by its idea, 
we certainly cannot, for all that, allege that this mode of existence is nothing, nor, consequently, 
that the idea owes its origin to nothing.  
 
15. Nor must it be imagined that, since the reality which considered in these ideas is only 
objective, the same reality need not be formally (actually) in the causes of these ideas, but only 
objectively: for, just as the mode of existing objectively belongs to ideas by their peculiar nature, 
so likewise the mode of existing formally appertains to the causes of these ideas (at least to the 
first and principal), by their peculiar nature. And although an idea may give rise to another idea, 
this regress cannot, nevertheless, be infinite; we must in the end reach a first idea, the cause of 
which is, as it were, the archetype in which all the reality [or perfection] that is found objectively 
[or by representation] in these ideas is contained formally [and in act]. I am thus clearly taught 
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by the natural light that ideas exist in me as pictures or images, which may, in truth, readily fall 
short of the perfection of the objects from which they are taken, but can never contain anything 
greater or more perfect. 
 
16. And in proportion to the time and care with which I examine all those matters, the conviction 
of their truth brightens and becomes distinct. But, to sum up, what conclusion shall I draw from 
it all? It is this: if the objective reality [or perfection] of any one of my ideas be such as clearly to 
convince me, that this same reality exists in me neither formally nor eminently, and if, as follows 
from this, I myself cannot be the cause of it, it is a necessary consequence that I am not alone in 
the world, but that there is besides myself some other being who exists as the cause of that idea; 
while, on the contrary, if no such idea be found in my mind, I shall have no sufficient ground of 
assurance of the existence of any other being besides myself, for, after a most careful search, I 
have, up to this moment, been unable to discover any other ground. 
 
17. But, among these my ideas, besides that which represents myself, respecting which there can 
be here no difficulty, there is one that represents a God; others that represent corporeal and 
inanimate things; others angels; others animals; and, finally, there are some that represent men 
like myself.  
 
18. But with respect to the ideas that represent other men, or animals, or angels, I can easily 
suppose that they were formed by the mingling and composition of the other ideas which I have 
of myself, of corporeal things, and of God, although they were, apart from myself, neither men, 
animals, nor angels.  
 
19. And with regard to the ideas of corporeal objects, I never discovered in them anything so 
great or excellent which I myself did not appear capable of originating; for, by considering these 
ideas closely and scrutinizing them individually, in the same way that I yesterday examined the 
idea of wax, I find that there is but little in them that is clearly and distinctly perceived. As 
belonging to the class of things that are clearly apprehended, I recognize the following, viz., 
magnitude or extension in length, breadth, and depth; figure, which results from the termination 
of extension; situation, which bodies of diverse figures preserve with reference to each other; and 
motion or the change of situation; to which may be added substance, duration, and number. But 
with regard to light, colors, sounds, odors, tastes, heat, cold, and the other tactile qualities, they 
are thought with so much obscurity and confusion, that I cannot determine even whether they are 
true or false; in other words, whether or not the ideas I have of these qualities are in truth the 
ideas of real objects. For although I before remarked that it is only in judgments that formal 
falsity, or falsity properly so called, can be met with, there may nevertheless be found in ideas a 
certain material falsity, which arises when they represent what is nothing as if it were something. 
Thus, for example, the ideas I have of cold and heat are so far from being clear and distinct, that 
I am unable from them to discover whether cold is only the privation of heat, or heat the 
privation of cold; or whether they are or are not real qualities: and since, ideas being as it were 
images there can be none that does not seem to us to represent some object, the idea which 
represents cold as something real and positive will not improperly be called false, if it be correct 
to say that cold is nothing but a privation of heat; and so in other cases.  
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20. To ideas of this kind, indeed, it is not necessary that I should assign any author besides 
myself: for if they are false, that is, represent objects that are unreal, the natural light teaches me 
that they proceed from nothing; in other words, that they are in me only because something is 
wanting to the perfection of my nature; but if these ideas are true, yet because they exhibit to me 
so little reality that I cannot even distinguish the object represented from nonbeing, I do not see 
why I should not be the author of them. 
 
21. With reference to those ideas of corporeal things that are clear and distinct, there are some 
which, as appears to me, might have been taken from the idea I have of myself, as those of 
substance, duration, number, and the like. For when I think that a stone is a substance, or a thing 
capable of existing of itself, and that I am likewise a substance, although I conceive that I am a 
thinking and non-extended thing, and that the stone, on the contrary, is extended and 
unconscious, there being thus the greatest diversity between the two concepts, yet these two 
ideas seem to have this in common that they both represent substances. In the same way, when I 
think of myself as now existing, and recollect besides that I existed some time ago, and when I 
am conscious of various thoughts whose number I know, I then acquire the ideas of duration and 
number, which I can afterward transfer to as many objects as I please. With respect to the other 
qualities that go to make up the ideas of corporeal objects, viz., extension, figure, situation, and 
motion, it is true that they are not formally in me, since I am merely a thinking being; but 
because they are only certain modes of substance, and because I myself am a substance, it seems 
possible that they may be contained in me eminently. 
 
22. There only remains, therefore, the idea of God, in which I must consider whether there is 
anything that cannot be supposed to originate with myself. By the name God, I understand a 
substance infinite, [eternal, immutable], independent, all-knowing, all-powerful, and by which I 
myself, and every other thing that exists, if any such there be, were created. But these properties 
are so great and excellent, that the more attentively I consider them the less I feel persuaded that 
the idea I have of them owes its origin to myself alone. And thus it is absolutely necessary to 
conclude, from all that I have before said, that God exists. 
 
23. For though the idea of substance be in my mind owing to this, that I myself am a substance, I 
should not, however, have the idea of an infinite substance, seeing I am a finite being, unless it 
were given me by some substance in reality infinite. 
 
24. And I must not imagine that I do not apprehend the infinite by a true idea, but only by the 
negation of the finite, in the same way that I comprehend repose and darkness by the negation of 
motion and light: since, on the contrary, I clearly perceive that there is more reality in the infinite 
substance than in the finite, and therefore that in some way I possess the perception (notion) of 
the infinite before that of the finite, that is, the perception of God before that of myself, for how 
could I know that I doubt, desire, or that something is wanting to me, and that I am not wholly 
perfect, if I possessed no idea of a being more perfect than myself, by comparison of which I 
knew the deficiencies of my nature ? 
 
25. And it cannot be said that this idea of God is perhaps materially false, and consequently that 
it may have arisen from nothing [in other words, that it may exist in me from my imperfections 
as I before said of the ideas of heat and cold, and the like: for, on the contrary, as this idea is very 
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clear and distinct, and contains in itself more objective reality than any other, there can be no one 
of itself more true, or less open to the suspicion of falsity. The idea, I say, of a being supremely 
perfect, and infinite, is in the highest degree true; for although, perhaps, we may imagine that 
such a being does not exist, we cannot, nevertheless, suppose that his idea represents nothing 
real, as I have already said of the idea of cold. It is likewise clear and distinct in the highest 
degree, since whatever the mind clearly and distinctly conceives as real or true, and as implying 
any perfection, is contained entire in this idea. And this is true, nevertheless, although I do not 
comprehend the infinite, and although there may be in God an infinity of things that I cannot 
comprehend, nor perhaps even compass by thought in any way; for it is of the nature of the 
infinite that it should not be comprehended by the finite; and it is enough that I rightly 
understand this, and judge that all which I clearly perceive, and in which I know there is some 
perfection, and perhaps also an infinity of properties of which I am ignorant, are formally or 
eminently in God, in order that the idea I have of him may be come the most true, clear, and 
distinct of all the ideas in my mind. 
 
26. But perhaps I am something more than I suppose myself to be, and it may be that all those 
perfections which I attribute to God, in some way exist potentially in me, although they do not 
yet show themselves, and are not reduced to act. Indeed, I am already conscious that my 
knowledge is being increased [and perfected] by degrees; and I see nothing to prevent it from 
thus gradually increasing to infinity, nor any reason why, after such increase and perfection, I 
should not be able thereby to acquire all the other perfections of the Divine nature; nor, in fine, 
why the power I possess of acquiring those perfections, if it really now exist in me, should not be 
sufficient to produce the ideas of them. 
 
27. Yet, on looking more closely into the matter, I discover that this cannot be; for, in the first 
place, although it were true that my knowledge daily acquired new degrees of perfection, and 
although there were potentially in my nature much that was not as yet actually in it, still all these 
excellences make not the slightest approach to the idea I have of the Deity, in whom there is no 
perfection merely potentially [but all actually] existent; for it is even an unmistakable token of 
imperfection in my knowledge, that it is augmented by degrees. Further, although my knowledge 
increase more and more, nevertheless I am not, therefore, induced to think that it will ever be 
actually infinite, since it can never reach that point beyond which it shall be incapable of further 
increase. But I conceive God as actually infinite, so that nothing can be added to his perfection. 
And, in fine, I readily perceive that the objective being of an idea cannot be produced by a being 
that is merely potentially existent, which, properly speaking, is nothing, but only by a being 
existing formally or actually. 
 
28. And, truly, I see nothing in all that I have now said which it is not easy for any one, who shall 
carefully consider it, to discern by the natural light; but when I allow my attention in some 
degree to relax, the vision of my mind being obscured, and, as it were, blinded by the images of 
sensible objects, I do not readily remember the reason why the idea of a being more perfect than 
myself, must of necessity have proceeded from a being in reality more perfect. On this account I 
am here desirous to inquire further, whether I, who possess this idea of God, could exist 
supposing there were no God. 
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 29. And I ask, from whom could I, in that case, derive my existence ? Perhaps from myself, or 
from my parents, or from some other causes less perfect than God; for anything more perfect, or 
even equal to God, cannot be thought or imagined. 
 
 30. But if I [were independent of every other existence, and] were myself the author of my 
being, I should doubt of nothing, I should desire nothing, and, in fine, no perfection would be 
awanting to me; for I should have bestowed upon myself every perfection of which I possess the 
idea, and I should thus be God. And it must not be imagined that what is now wanting to me is 
perhaps of more difficult acquisition than that of which I am already possessed; for, on the 
contrary, it is quite manifest that it was a matter of much higher difficulty that I, a thinking 
being, should arise from nothing, than it would be for me to acquire the knowledge of many 
things of which I am ignorant, and which are merely the accidents of a thinking substance; and 
certainly, if I possessed of myself the greater perfection of which I have now spoken [in other 
words, if I were the author of my own existence], I would not at least have denied to myself 
things that may be more easily obtained [as that infinite variety of knowledge of which I am at 
present destitute]. I could not, indeed, have denied to myself any property which I perceive is 
contained in the idea of God, because there is none of these that seems to me to be more difficult 
to make or acquire; and if there were any that should happen to be more difficult to acquire, they 
would certainly appear so to me (supposing that I myself were the source of the other things I 
possess), because I should discover in them a limit to my power.  
 
31. And though I were to suppose that I always was as I now am, I should not, on this ground, 
escape the force of these reasonings, since it would not follow, even on this supposition, that no 
author of my existence needed to be sought after. For the whole time of my life may be divided 
into an infinity of parts, each of which is in no way dependent on any other; and, accordingly, 
because I was in existence a short time ago, it does not follow that I must now exist, unless in 
this moment some cause create me anew as it were, that is, conserve me. In truth, it is perfectly 
clear and evident to all who will attentively consider the nature of duration, that the conservation 
of a substance, in each moment of its duration, requires the same power and act that would be 
necessary to create it, supposing it were not yet in existence; so that it is manifestly a dictate of 
the natural light that conservation and creation differ merely in respect of our mode of thinking 
[and not in reality].  
 
32. All that is here required, therefore, is that I interrogate myself to discover whether I possess 
any power by means of which I can bring it about that I, who now am, shall exist a moment 
afterward: for, since I am merely a thinking thing (or since, at least, the precise question, in the 
meantime, is only of that part of myself ), if such a power resided in me, I should, without doubt, 
be conscious of it; but I am conscious of no such power, and thereby I manifestly know that I am 
dependent upon some being different from myself. 
 
33. But perhaps the being upon whom I am dependent is not God, and I have been produced 
either by my parents, or by some causes less perfect than Deity. This cannot be: for, as I before 
said, it is perfectly evident that there must at least be as much reality in the cause as in its effect; 
and accordingly, since I am a thinking thing and possess in myself an idea of God, whatever in 
the end be the cause of my existence, it must of necessity be admitted that it is likewise a 
thinking being, and that it possesses in itself the idea and all the perfections I attribute to Deity. 
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Then it may again be inquired whether this cause owes its origin and existence to itself, or to 
some other cause. For if it be self-existent, it follows, from what I have before laid down, that 
this cause is God; for, since it possesses the perfection of self-existence, it must likewise, without 
doubt, have the power of actually possessing every perfection of which it has the idea--in other 
words, all the perfections I conceive to belong to God. But if it owe its existence to another cause 
than itself, we demand again, for a similar reason, whether this second cause exists of itself or 
through some other, until, from stage to stage, we at length arrive at an ultimate cause, which 
will be God.  
 
34. And it is quite manifest that in this matter there can be no infinite regress of causes, seeing 
that the question raised respects not so much the cause which once produced me, as that by 
which I am at this present moment conserved. 
 
35. Nor can it be supposed that several causes concurred in my production, and that from one I 
received the idea of one of the perfections I attribute to Deity, and from another the idea of some 
other, and thus that all those perfections are indeed found somewhere in the universe, but do not 
all exist together in a single being who is God; for, on the contrary, the unity, the simplicity, or 
inseparability of all the properties of Deity, is one of the chief perfections I conceive him to 
possess; and the idea of this unity of all the perfections of Deity could certainly not be put into 
my mind by any cause from which I did not likewise receive the ideas of all the other 
perfections; for no power could enable me to embrace them in an inseparable unity, without at 
the same time giving me the knowledge of what they were [and of their existence in a particular 
mode]. 
 
36. Finally, with regard to my parents [ from whom it appears I sprung ], although all that I 
believed respecting them be true, it does not, nevertheless, follow that I am conserved by them, 
or even that I was produced by them, in so far as I am a thinking being. All that, at the most, they 
contributed to my origin was the giving of certain dispositions ( modifications ) to the matter in 
which I have hitherto judged that I or my mind, which is what alone I now consider to be myself, 
is inclosed; and thus there can here be no difficulty with respect to them, and it is absolutely 
necessary to conclude from this alone that I am, and possess the idea of a being absolutely 
perfect, that is, of God, that his existence is most clearly demonstrated. 
 
 37. There remains only the inquiry as to the way in which I received this idea from God; for I 
have not drawn it from the senses, nor is it even presented to me unexpectedly, as is usual with 
the ideas of sensible objects, when these are presented or appear to be presented to the external 
organs of the senses; it is not even a pure production or fiction of my mind, for it is not in my 
power to take from or add to it; and consequently there but remains the alternative that it is 
innate, in the same way as is the idea of myself.  
 
 38. And, in truth, it is not to be wondered at that God, at my creation, implanted this idea in me, 
that it might serve, as it were, for the mark of the workman impressed on his work; and it is not 
also necessary that the mark should be something different from the work itself; but considering 
only that God is my creator, it is highly probable that he in some way fashioned me after his own 
image and likeness, and that I perceive this likeness, in which is contained the idea of God, by 
the same faculty by which I apprehend myself, in other words, when I make myself the object of 
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reflection, I not only find that I am an incomplete, [imperfect] and dependent being, and one who 
unceasingly aspires after something better and greater than he is; but, at the same time, I am 
assured likewise that he upon whom I am dependent possesses in himself all the goods after 
which I aspire [and the ideas of which I find in my mind], and that not merely indefinitely and 
potentially, but infinitely and actually, and that he is thus God. And the whole force of the 
argument of which I have here availed myself to establish the existence of God, consists in this, 
that I perceive I could not possibly be of such a nature as I am, and yet have in my mind the idea 
of a God, if God did not in reality exist--this same God, I say, whose idea is in my mind--that is, 
a being who possesses all those lofty perfections, of which the mind may have some slight 
conception, without, however, being able fully to comprehend them, and who is wholly superior 
to all defect [ and has nothing that marks imperfection]: whence it is sufficiently manifest that he 
cannot be a deceiver, since it is a dictate of the natural light that all fraud and deception spring 
from some defect. 
 
39. But before I examine this with more attention, and pass on to the consideration of other truths 
that may be evolved out of it, I think it proper to remain here for some time in the contemplation 
of God himself--that I may ponder at leisure his marvelous attributes--and behold, admire, and 
adore the beauty of this light so unspeakably great, as far, at least, as the strength of my mind, 
which is to some degree dazzled by the sight, will permit. For just as we learn by faith that the 
supreme felicity of another life consists in the contemplation of the Divine majesty alone, so 
even now we learn from experience that a like meditation, though incomparably less perfect, is 
the source of the highest satisfaction of which we are susceptible in this life. 
 
 

THIRD MEDITATION 
Notes and Commentary 

 
In this meditation, Descartes attempts to prove the existence of God. In Meditation 2, he has 
proved his own existence as a "thinking thing" or consciousness. Now he goes about examining 
the contents of his consciousness: ideas. Ideas, he says, are mental images or representations, 
though at this point he is not sure if they represent an external world. They are different from the 
act of believing or judging. Believing, judging, doubting, etc. are things the mind does, and ideas 
are the result of such judgments, beliefs and doubts. 
 
Since he realized the truth of "I think, therefore, I am" in the last meditation through a "clear and 
distinct" intuition, he adopts as a general rule that whatever idea or concept presents that same 
"clear and distinct" property should be accepted as true. 
 
He notices that some ideas are under his control and some aren't, or what people who accept 
common sense describe as perception and imagination. He thinks it reasonable to assume that 
things which he experiences passively and doesn't actively create or initiate must come from 
outside himself. For example, he's not conscious of creating the warmth of the sunlight he feels, 
but nevertheless he experiences it. So, he comes to the question: is his idea of God imaginary or 
does it represent some external reality? And if God is some external reality, how does he know 
his idea of God represents Him accurately? 
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Descartes says that we conceive of God as an infinite and perfect being. He argues that since the 
imperfect cannot create the perfect and the finite cannot create the infinite, God could not be the 
product of my imagination. By that same principle, every finite cause is ruled out, leading to the 
conclusion that God, Himself must have planted an innate idea of Himself inside my mind. 
 
 

Proof of God #1 (Paragraph 22-28) 
Proof from the Origin of the Idea of God 

 
Summary: A finite and imperfect being couldn't have produced the idea of an infinite and perfect 
God. Only God himself could have produced such an idea. 
 

1. My idea of God is of an infinite and perfect being. 
 

2. I am a finite and imperfect being (e.g., I don't know things, doubt things, make mistakes). 
 

3. A cause must have at least as much reality in it as its effect. 
 
For example, a rock has the power in sunlight to cast a shadow. Without the rock, the shadow 
couldn't exist. The shadow depends on the rock for its existence. In this way, it's "less real" than 
the rock. A shadow itself can't cause anything to happen to a rock because it has less reality in it. 
 

4. An imperfect and finite being has less reality in it than a perfect and infinite being. 
 

5. Therefore, I could not have caused my idea of God. 
 

6. The only being which would have as much reality in it as is in an idea of a perfect and 
infinite being is a perfect and infinite being. 

 
7. Therefore, God, Himself must be the source of my idea of God. 

 
 
There are at least two objections to this argument. First, it seems that I could have gotten my 
concept of God through the process of abstraction. In abstraction, you focus on one or more 
qualities of a thing and ignore the others, forming an idealized concept of a thing. From our 
everyday experience of facing human limitations, we form an abstract concept of limitation or 
finitude. We also have the concept of negation ("not") and opposites by encountering contrary 
things (that's my mother, you're not my mother, that pleasurable, that's painful, etc.). 
 
We can then get the abstract concept of infinity by simply combining the concept of negation 
with the concept of limit. An infinite being is just a being with no limitations, an unlimited 
being. While it might seem plausible that we couldn't have come up with the grandiose concept 
of infinity or an infinite being, when you think of infinity as just being without limit, it doesn't 
seem so implausible to think we could have created the concept from our experience. This is an 
example of how an empiricist like Locke might argue against Descartes (Locke believes in God, 
though for different reasons). 
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Second, the concept of God seems to have evolved in a way that anthropologists and historians of 
religion describe. If you trace the concept of God from primitive societies to Descartes' time and 
even through to today, you can see the concept change over time. The religious view of stone age 
peoples is known as animism, the belief that the world is ruled by finite, local spirits inhabiting 
the forces of nature, such as particular trees, groves, valleys, hills, rivers or animals. These spirits 
were thought to be like human beings: some were helpful and friendly, some were malicious and 
still others were neutral. Some spirits were naturally generous, others had to be placated by 
sacrifice and still others might be "bought off" with flattery or gifts. 
 
With the advent of farming, people moved into large settlements and began worshiping a 
pantheon (hierarchy of gods) with one or two gods at the top, major gods beneath them and 
minor gods and spirits beneath them. The ancient Greeks are a well-known example, with Zeus 
at the top, a few major gods like Ares, the god of war and Aphrodite, the god of love, beneath 
him and still more minor gods like Hephaestus, the god of blacksmiths, beneath them. This 
mirrored the hierarchical society that was evolving. The gods had physical bodies and human 
foibles and weaknesses, though they were immortal and had supernatural powers“ Later on, 
however, Zeus was transformed. He went from an unfaithful husband who fathered bastard 
offspring with mortal women into a symbol of moral principles and from a tyrannical despot, 
who treated the geopolitical world as a cosmic chess game, to a symbol of impartial justice. 
 
With the advent of Judaism, which later spawned Christianity, people began believing in just one 
God, who dwelled in the highest Heavens and was an all-powerful spiritual being who couldn't 
be represented by any earthly image and embodied perfect justice and morality. As Christianity 
became the official religion of the Roman Empire and merged with Greco-Roman culture and 
philosophy, God became the even more abstract and idealized being in which Descartes and his 
contemporaries believed. 
 
So, it could be argued that Descartes' concept of God as an infinite and perfect being came from 
a long process of cultural evolution. Physical evolution has produced marvels, such as the human 
eye, which seem to be the product of intelligent design but were actually the result of long, 
naturalistic processes. Similarly, the concept of God, although it may look as if it is an "innate 
idea" planted in our minds by God Himself, could have been produced by a long process of 
cultural evolution. 
 
Descartes' position that God is an "innate idea" is a difficult position to maintain, especially in 
the face of modern anthropological data, which reveal that cultures seem to vary greatly on their 
conception of God. For example, Eastern religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism 
have a different conception of God than Judaism, Christianity and Islam. And a person living in 
an isolated jungle tribe, worshiping ancestral spirits, anthropomorphic spirits of nature, or the 
spirits of totem animals might have a different conception still. 
 
Descartes might reply that the tribesman hasn't had sufficient education to bring out his innate 
concept of God and that the Eastern concept is simply confused, an error fostered by cultural 
tradition. He then might argue that the Judeo-Christian and Islamic conceptions all agree on the 
basics, that God is a personal being of unlimited power, knowledge and goodness, and that this 
concept of God – an unlimited being – is the one that any rational, educated person will arrive at 
if he reflects sufficiently. 
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Proof of God #2 (Paragraphs 29-36) 

Proof from Continued Existence 
 
Summary: Since I couldn't have arisen from nothing or have created myself, and since my 
existence can't be explained in terms of other non-perfect causes, a perfect God must be 
responsible for my continued existence. 
 

1. Something can't come from nothing. 
 

2. I am something. 
 

3. Therefore, I didn't arise from nothing. 
 

4. If I created myself, I would have given myself all the perfections God possesses. 
 

5. I lack these perfections. 
 

6. Therefore, I did not create myself. 
 

7. Suppose I am an eternal being. 
 

8. As an eternal being, I exist in time; my existence has duration. 
 

9. Duration can be broken up into an infinite number of increments. 
 

10. One moment of my existence does not logically entail the next moment of my existence. 
 

11. But I do exist from one moment to the next. 
 

12. Therefore, some cause outside myself must recreate me from moment to moment, even if 
I were an eternal being. 

 
13. This cause cannot be my parents, because they lack the perfections that exist in my 

concept of God. 
 

14. There cannot be several causes of my existence because part of the concept of perfection 
is the concept of unity that unites the various perfections together into one. 

 
15. Some singular being that possesses all the perfections I conceive of belonging to God 

(ergo God) created and now sustains my existence from moment to moment. 
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MEDITATION IV. 
 

OF TRUTH AND ERROR 
 
1. I HAVE been habituated these bygone days to detach my mind from the senses, and I have 
accurately observed that there is exceedingly little which is known with certainty respecting 
corporeal objects, that we know much more of the human mind, and still more of God himself. I 
am thus able now without difficulty to abstract my mind from the contemplation of [sensible or] 
imaginable objects, and apply it to those which, as disengaged from all matter, are purely 
intelligible. And certainly the idea I have of the human mind in so far as it is a thinking thing, 
and not extended in length, breadth, and depth, and participating in none of the properties of 
body, is incomparably more distinct than the idea of any corporeal object; and when I consider 
that I doubt, in other words, that I am an incomplete and dependent being, the idea of a complete 
and independent being, that is to say of God, occurs to my mind with so much clearness and 
distinctness, and from the fact alone that this idea is found in me, or that I who possess it exist, 
the conclusions that God exists, and that my own existence, each moment of its continuance, is 
absolutely dependent upon him, are so manifest, as to lead me to believe it impossible that the 
human mind can know anything with more clearness and certitude. And now I seem to discover 
a path that will conduct us from the contemplation of the true God, in whom are contained all the 
treasures of science and wisdom, to the knowledge of the other things in the universe. 
 
2. For, in the first place, I discover that it is impossible for him ever to deceive me, for in all 
fraud and deceit there is a certain imperfection: and although it may seem that the ability to 
deceive is a mark of subtlety or power, yet the will testifies without doubt of malice and 
weakness; and such, accordingly, cannot be found in God.  
 
3 In the next place, I am conscious that I possess a certain faculty of judging [or discerning truth 
from error], which I doubtless received from God, along with whatever else is mine; and since it 
is impossible that he should will to deceive me, it is likewise certain that he has not given me a 
faculty that will ever lead me into error, provided I use it aright.  
 
4. And there would remain no doubt on this head, did it not seem to follow from this, that I can 
never therefore be deceived; for if all I possess be from God, and if he planted in me no faculty 
that is deceitful, it seems to follow that I can never fall into error. Accordingly, it is true that 
when I think only of God (when I look upon myself as coming from God, Fr.), and turn wholly 
to him, I discover [in myself] no cause of error or falsity: but immediately thereafter, recurring to 
myself, experience assures me that I am nevertheless subject to innumerable errors. When I come 
to inquire into the cause of these, I observe that there is not only present to my consciousness a 
real and positive idea of God, or of a being supremely perfect, but also, so to speak, a certain 
negative idea of nothing, in other words, of that which is at an infinite distance from every sort of 
perfection, and that I am, as it were, a mean between God and nothing, or placed in such a way 
between absolute existence and non-existence, that there is in truth nothing in me to lead me into 
error, in so far as an absolute being is my creator; but that, on the other hand, as I thus likewise 
participate in some degree of nothing or of nonbeing, in other words, as I am not myself the 
supreme Being, and as I am wanting in many perfections, it is not surprising I should fall into 
error. And I hence discern that error, so far as error is not something real, which depends for its 
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existence on God, but is simply defect; and therefore that, in order to fall into it, it is not 
necessary God should have given me a faculty expressly for this end, but that my being deceived 
arises from the circumstance that the power which God has given me of discerning truth from 
error is not infinite. 
 
5. Nevertheless this is not yet quite satisfactory; for error is not a pure negation, [in other words, 
it is not the simple deficiency or want of some knowledge which is not due], but the privation or 
want of some knowledge which it would seem I ought to possess. But, on considering the nature 
of God, it seems impossible that he should have planted in his creature any faculty not perfect in 
its kind, that is, wanting in some perfection due to it: for if it be true, that in proportion to the 
skill of the maker the perfection of his work is greater, what thing can have been produced by the 
supreme Creator of the universe that is not absolutely perfect in all its parts? And assuredly there 
is no doubt that God could have created me such as that I should never be deceived; it is certain, 
likewise, that he always wills what is best: is it better, then, that I should be capable of being 
deceived than that I should not ? 
 
6. Considering this more attentively the first thing that occurs to me is the reflection that I must 
not be surprised if I am not always capable of comprehending the reasons why God acts as he 
does; nor must I doubt of his existence because I find, perhaps, that there are several other things 
besides the present respecting which I understand neither why nor how they were created by 
him; for, knowing already that my nature is extremely weak and limited, and that the nature of 
God, on the other hand, is immense, incomprehensible, and infinite, I have no longer any 
difficulty in discerning that there is an infinity of things in his power whose causes transcend the 
grasp of my mind: and this consideration alone is sufficient to convince me, that the whole class 
of final causes is of no avail in physical [ or natural ] things; for it appears to me that I cannot, 
without exposing myself to the charge of temerity, seek to discover the [ impenetrable ] ends of 
Deity. 
 
7. It further occurs to me that we must not consider only one creature apart from the others, if we 
wish to determine the perfection of the works of Deity, but generally all his creatures together; 
for the same object that might perhaps, with some show of reason, be deemed highly imperfect if 
it were alone in the world, may for all that be the most perfect possible, considered as forming 
part of the whole universe: and although, as it was my purpose to doubt of everything, I only as 
yet know with certainty my own existence and that of God, nevertheless, after having remarked 
the infinite power of Deity, I cannot deny that we may have produced many other objects, or at 
least that he is able to produce them, so that I may occupy a place in the relation of a part to the 
great whole of his creatures. 
 
8. Whereupon, regarding myself more closely, and considering what my errors are (which alone 
testify to the existence of imperfection in me), I observe that these depend on the concurrence of 
two causes, viz., the faculty of cognition, which I possess, and that of election or the power of 
free choice,--in other words, the understanding and the will. For by the understanding alone, I 
[neither affirm nor deny anything but] merely apprehend the ideas regarding which I may form a 
judgment; nor is any error, properly so called, found in it thus accurately taken. And although 
there are perhaps innumerable objects in the world of which I have no idea in my understanding, 
it cannot, on that account be said that I am deprived of those ideas [as of something that is due to 
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my nature], but simply that I do not possess them, because, in truth, there is no ground to prove 
that Deity ought to have endowed me with a larger faculty of cognition than he has actually 
bestowed upon me; and however skillful a workman I suppose him to be, I have no reason, on 
that account, to think that it was obligatory on him to give to each of his works all the perfections 
he is able to bestow upon some. Nor, moreover, can I complain that God has not given me 
freedom of choice, or a will sufficiently ample and perfect, since, in truth, I am conscious of will 
so ample and extended as to be superior to all limits. And what appears to me here to be highly 
remarkable is that, of all the other properties I possess, there is none so great and perfect as that I 
do not clearly discern it could be still greater and more perfect. For, to take an example, if I 
consider the faculty of understanding which I possess, I find that it is of very small extent, and 
greatly limited, and at the same time I form the idea of another faculty of the same nature, much 
more ample and even infinite, and seeing that I can frame the idea of it, I discover, from this 
circumstance alone, that it pertains to the nature of God. In the same way, if I examine the 
faculty of memory or imagination, or any other faculty I possess, I find none that is not small and 
circumscribed, and in God immense [and infinite]. It is the faculty of will only, or freedom of 
choice, which I experience to be so great that I am unable to conceive the idea of another that 
shall be more ample and extended; so that it is chiefly my will which leads me to discern that I 
bear a certain image and similitude of Deity. For although the faculty of will is incomparably 
greater in God than in myself, as well in respect of the knowledge and power that are conjoined 
with it, and that render it stronger and more efficacious, as in respect of the object, since in him it 
extends to a greater number of things, it does not, nevertheless, appear to me greater, considered 
in itself formally and precisely: for the power of will consists only in this, that we are able to do 
or not to do the same thing (that is, to affirm or deny, to pursue or shun it), or rather in this alone, 
that in affirming or denying, pursuing or shunning, what is proposed to us by the understanding, 
we so act that we are not conscious of being determined to a particular action by any external 
force. For, to the possession of freedom, it is not necessary that I be alike indifferent toward each 
of two contraries; but, on the contrary, the more I am inclined toward the one, whether because I 
clearly know that in it there is the reason of truth and goodness, or because God thus internally 
disposes my thought, the more freely do I choose and embrace it; and assuredly divine grace and 
natural knowledge, very far from diminishing liberty, rather augment and fortify it. But the 
indifference of which I am conscious when I am not impelled to one side rather than to another 
for want of a reason, is the lowest grade of liberty, and manifests defect or negation of 
knowledge rather than perfection of will; for if I always clearly knew what was true and good, I 
should never have any difficulty in determining what judgment I ought to come to, and what 
choice I ought to make, and I should thus be entirely free without ever being indifferent. 
 
9. From all this I discover, however, that neither the power of willing, which I have received 
from God, is of itself the source of my errors, for it is exceedingly ample and perfect in its kind; 
nor even the power of understanding, for as I conceive no object unless by means of the faculty 
that God bestowed upon me, all that I conceive is doubtless rightly conceived by me, and it is 
impossible for me to be deceived in it. Whence, then, spring my errors ? They arise from this 
cause alone, that I do not restrain the will, which is of much wider range than the understanding, 
within the same limits, but extend it even to things I do not understand, and as the will is of itself 
indifferent to such, it readily falls into error and sin by choosing the false in room of the true, and 
evil instead of good. 
 



 
 

48 

10. For example, when I lately considered whether aught really existed in the world, and found 
that because I considered this question, it very manifestly followed that I myself existed, I could 
not but judge that what I so clearly conceived was true, not that I was forced to this judgment by 
any external cause, but simply because great clearness of the understanding was succeeded by 
strong inclination in the will; and I believed this the more freely and spontaneously in proportion 
as I was less indifferent with respect to it. But now I not only know that I exist, in so far as I am a 
thinking being, but there is likewise presented to my mind a certain idea of corporeal nature; 
hence I am in doubt as to whether the thinking nature which is in me, or rather which I myself 
am, is different from that corporeal nature, or whether both are merely one and the same thing, 
and I here suppose that I am as yet ignorant of any reason that would determine me to adopt the 
one belief in preference to the other; whence it happens that it is a matter of perfect indifference 
to me which of the two suppositions I affirm or deny, or whether I form any judgment at all in 
the matter. 
 
11. This indifference, moreover, extends not only to things of which the understanding has no 
knowledge at all, but in general also to all those which it does not discover with perfect clearness 
at the moment the will is deliberating upon them; for, however probable the conjectures may be 
that dispose me to form a judgment in a particular matter, the simple knowledge that these are 
merely conjectures, and not certain and indubitable reasons, is sufficient to lead me to form one 
that is directly the opposite. Of this I lately had abundant experience, when I laid aside as false 
all that I had before held for true, on the single ground that I could in some degree doubt of it.  
 
12. But if I abstain from judging of a thing when I do not conceive it with sufficient clearness 
and distinctness, it is plain that I act rightly, and am not deceived; but if I resolve to deny or 
affirm, I then do not make a right use of my free will; and if I affirm what is false, it is evident 
that I am deceived; moreover, even although I judge according to truth, I stumble upon it by 
chance, and do not therefore escape the imputation of a wrong use of my freedom; for it is a 
dictate of the natural light, that the knowledge of the understanding ought always to precede the 
determination of the will. And it is this wrong use of the freedom of the will in which is found 
the privation that constitutes the form of error. Privation, I say, is found in the act, in so far as it 
proceeds from myself, but it does not exist in the faculty which I received from God, nor even in 
the act, in so far as it depends on him. 
 
13. For I have assuredly no reason to complain that God has not given me a greater power of 
intelligence or more perfect natural light than he has actually bestowed, since it is of the nature 
of a finite understanding not to comprehend many things, and of the nature of a created 
understanding to be finite; on the contrary, I have every reason to render thanks to God, who 
owed me nothing, for having given me all the perfections I possess, and I should be far from 
thinking that he has unjustly deprived me of, or kept back, the other perfections which he has not 
bestowed upon me. 
 
14. I have no reason, moreover, to complain because he has given me a will more ample than my 
understanding, since, as the will consists only of a single element, and that indivisible, it would 
appear that this faculty is of such a nature that nothing could be taken from it [without destroying 
it]; and certainly, the more extensive it is, the more cause I have to thank the goodness of him 
who bestowed it upon me. 
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15. And, finally, I ought not also to complain that God concurs with me in forming the acts of 
this will, or the judgments in which I am deceived, because those acts are wholly true and good, 
in so far as they depend on God; and the ability to form them is a higher degree of perfection in 
my nature than the want of it would be. With regard to privation, in which alone consists the 
formal reason of error and sin, this does not require the concurrence of Deity, because it is not a 
thing [or existence], and if it be referred to God as to its cause, it ought not to be called privation, 
but negation [according to the signification of these words in the schools]. For in truth it is no 
imperfection in Deity that he has accorded to me the power of giving or withholding my assent 
from certain things of which he has not put a clear and distinct knowledge in my understanding; 
but it is doubtless an imperfection in me that I do not use my freedom aright, and readily give my 
judgment on matters which I only obscurely and confusedly conceive. I perceive, nevertheless, 
that it was easy for Deity so to have constituted me as that I should never be deceived, although I 
still remained free and possessed of a limited knowledge, viz., by implanting in my 
understanding a clear and distinct knowledge of all the objects respecting which I should ever 
have to deliberate; or simply by so deeply engraving on my memory the resolution to judge of 
nothing without previously possessing a clear and distinct conception of it, that I should never 
forget it. And I easily understand that, in so far as I consider myself as a single whole, without 
reference to any other being in the universe, I should have been much more perfect than I now 
am, had Deity created me superior to error; but I cannot therefore deny that it is not somehow a 
greater perfection in the universe, that certain of its parts are not exempt from defect, as others 
are, than if they were all perfectly alike. And I have no right to complain because God, who 
placed me in the world, was not willing that I should sustain that character which of all others is 
the chief and most perfect. 
 
16. I have even good reason to remain satisfied on the ground that, if he has not given me the 
perfection of being superior to error by the first means I have pointed out above, which depends 
on a clear and evident knowledge of all the matters regarding which I can deliberate, he has at 
least left in my power the other means, which is, firmly to retain the resolution never to judge 
where the truth is not clearly known to me: for, although I am conscious of the weakness of not 
being able to keep my mind continually fixed on the same thought, I can nevertheless, by 
attentive and oft-repeated meditation, impress it so strongly on my memory that I shall never fail 
to recollect it as often as I require it, and I can acquire in this way the habitude of not erring. 
 
17. And since it is in being superior to error that the highest and chief perfection of man consists, 
I deem that I have not gained little by this day's meditation, in having discovered the source of 
error and falsity. And certainly this can be no other than what I have now explained: for as often 
as I so restrain my will within the limits of my knowledge, that it forms no judgment except 
regarding objects which are clearly and distinctly represented to it by the understanding, I can 
never be deceived; because every clear and distinct conception is doubtless something, and as 
such cannot owe its origin to nothing, but must of necessity have God for its author-- God, I say, 
who, as supremely perfect, cannot, without a contradiction, be the cause of any error; and 
consequently it is necessary to conclude that every such conception [or judgment] is true. Nor 
have I merely learned to-day what I must avoid to escape error, but also what I must do to arrive 
at the knowledge of truth; for I will assuredly reach truth if I only fix my attention sufficiently on 
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all the things I conceive perfectly, and separate these from others which I conceive more 
confusedly and obscurely; to which for the future I shall give diligent heed. 
 
 

FOURTH MEDITATION 
Notes and Commentary 

 
In this Meditation, Descartes attempts to establish that God is good and is no deceiver and that 
error therefore must be caused by a misuse of free will. Having proved the existence of God, 
Descartes decides to tackle the source of error and falsehood. My deception cannot originate in 
God because God is a perfect being, and deception and fraud are imperfections. They are moral 
flaws inconsistent with God's perfect moral character. The source of error, then, must lie within 
each of us. Why does God even allow error at all? This is part of the more general problem of 
why God allows any kind of evil or suffering. Descartes make two suggestions. 
 
First, we don't know everything God knows. He may have reasons too complicated or subtle for 
our finite human minds to grasp. Secondly, God gave us free will. A world with free will is 
better than a world filled with human robots who do what they're programmed to do. But free 
will necessarily includes the ability to do good as well as evil. This is true in the area of belief as 
well as other areas. So, any false beliefs we have can't be blamed on God, because then God 
would be a deceiver. The fault must lie with us. God gave us the good gift of free will, which we 
misuse every time we leap to conclusions. 
 
Descartes makes the further point that experiences are neither true nor false. It's only when we 
make a judgment about them (form a belief, make a statement) that we can create falsehood. He 
thinks that most people form false beliefs by being too liberal about what they believe. They 
form judgments based on unquestioned assumptions, hearsay, rumors, unproved authorities and 
so on. Descartes says people arrive at false beliefs by not taking their intellectual duties seriously 
enough. If you read disreputable tabloids or listen to Coast to Coast AM with George Noory and 
believe every word you read or hear, or if you believe everything you read on the internet, you 
have no one to blame but yourself. As an old Japanese proverb puts it, “If you believe everything 
you read, better not read.” 
 
So, Descartes counsels epistemological conservatism. That is, he says you should only give your 
assent to propositions you're absolutely sure are true. You should only believe things for which 
you have absolute proof. If you're unsure, suspend your judgment and have a "wait and see" 
attitude, and perhaps investigate the matter further. 
 
What you need to do is be more cautious about what you believe. You should only believe what's 
guaranteed to be true. In the Second Mediation, Descartes notices that when he hit on the fact 
that his own existence was proved by the very act of doubting it: what seemed to make that belief 
true was its being "clear and distinct," that is, being of such certainty that one could not 
possibly doubt it. So, as long as you restrict yourself to what's clear and distinct, you know your 
beliefs are true. 
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Thus, Descartes seem to be counseling epistemological ultra-conservatism: don't believe 
anything unless you are absolutely sure that it's true. An advantage of adopting this view would 
be that you would have a very high degree of certainty in your beliefs. You could act with 
confidence and would have fewer false beliefs. 
 
However, you might start to wonder which, if any, of your current beliefs you would this degree 
of proof for. It seems that your stock of beliefs would be extremely small, and you couldn't have 
beliefs about many controversial social or political issues or on issues affecting your career or 
health. How could you ever vote if you could only assent to a belief with absolute certainty? 
How could you ever decide to start a business, adopt a new health regimen or even choose a 
career? Life is full of cases where we must act on imperfect information, and form beliefs based 
on probabilities. Descartes’ ultra-conservative approach would seem to lead to paralysis and 
inaction in many vital areas of life. 
 
 

Questions for Discussion 
 
 
1. In forming beliefs, there are two contrary goals: 
 
(1) believe as many true things as possible 
(2) avoid believing as many false things as possible 
 
Descartes clearly believes that (2) is much more important than (1). Is he right? Should we be 
ultra-conservative about what we believe and suspend judgment until we are absolutely certain, 
or should we be more liberal with our beliefs? What are the benefits/consequences for 
emphasizing one of these goals over the other? If we should steer a middle path between the two, 
should it at least lean towards one of these goals? 
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2. Are all or even most false beliefs due to sloppy thinking or poorly thought out judgments? 
Does it seem to you that careful thinkers who are trying to be as objective as possible sometimes 
or often still end up with contrary beliefs, some of which must be false? Or do sincere seekers 
after truth always or usually find it? 
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MEDITATION V. 
 

OF THE ESSENCE OF MATERIAL THINGS; AND, AGAIN, OF 
GOD; THAT HE EXISTS 

 
 1. SEVERAL other questions remain for consideration respecting the attributes of God and my 
own nature or mind. I will, however, on some other occasion perhaps resume the investigation of 
these. Meanwhile, as I have discovered what must be done and what avoided to arrive at the 
knowledge of truth, what I have chiefly to do is to essay to emerge from the state of doubt in 
which I have for some time been, and to discover whether anything can be known with certainty 
regarding material objects.  
 
2. But before considering whether such objects as I conceive exist without me, I must examine 
their ideas in so far as these are to be found in my consciousness, and discover which of them are 
distinct and which confused.  
 
3. In the first place, I distinctly imagine that quantity which the philosophers commonly call 
continuous, or the extension in length, breadth, and depth that is in this quantity, or rather in the 
object to which it is attributed. Further, I can enumerate in it many diverse parts, and attribute to 
each of these all sorts of sizes, figures, situations, and local motions; and, in fine, I can assign to 
each of these motions all degrees of duration.  
 
4. And I not only distinctly know these things when I thus consider them in general; but besides, 
by a little attention, I discover innumerable particulars respecting figures, numbers, motion, and 
the like, which are so evidently true, and so accordant with my nature, that when I now discover 
them I do not so much appear to learn anything new, as to call to remembrance what I before 
knew, or for the first time to remark what was before in my mind, but to which I had not hitherto 
directed my attention.  
 
5. And what I here find of most importance is, that I discover in my mind innumerable ideas of 
certain objects, which cannot be esteemed pure negations, although perhaps they possess no 
reality beyond my thought, and which are not framed by me though it may be in my power to 
think, or not to think them, but possess true and immutable natures of their own. As, for example, 
when I imagine a triangle, although there is not perhaps and never was in any place in the 
universe apart from my thought one such figure, it remains true nevertheless that this figure 
possesses a certain determinate nature, form, or essence, which is immutable and eternal, and not 
framed by me, nor in any degree dependent on my thought; as appears from the circumstance, 
that diverse properties of the triangle may be demonstrated, viz., that its three angles are equal to 
two right, that its greatest side is subtended by its greatest angle, and the like, which, whether I 
will or not, I now clearly discern to belong to it, although before I did not at all think of them, 
when, for the first time, I imagined a triangle, and which accordingly cannot be said to have been 
invented by me.  
 
6. Nor is it a valid objection to allege, that perhaps this idea of a triangle came into my mind by 
the medium of the senses, through my having. seen bodies of a triangular figure; for I am able to 
form in thought an innumerable variety of figures with regard to which it cannot be supposed 
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that they were ever objects of sense, and I can nevertheless demonstrate diverse properties of 
their nature no less than of the triangle, all of which are assuredly true since I clearly conceive 
them: and they are therefore something, and not mere negations; for it is highly evident that all 
that is true is something, [truth being identical with existence]; and I have already fully shown 
the truth of the principle, that whatever is clearly and distinctly known is true. And although this 
had not been demonstrated, yet the nature of my mind is such as to compel me to assert to what I 
clearly conceive while I so conceive it; and I recollect that even when I still strongly adhered to 
the objects of sense, I reckoned among the number of the most certain truths those I clearly 
conceived relating to figures, numbers, and other matters that pertain to arithmetic and geometry, 
and in general to the pure mathematics.  
 
7. But now if because I can draw from my thought the idea of an object, it follows that all I 
clearly and distinctly apprehend to pertain to this object, does in truth belong to it, may I not 
from this derive an argument for the existence of God? It is certain that I no less find the idea of 
a God in my consciousness, that is the idea of a being supremely perfect, than that of any figure 
or number whatever: and I know with not less clearness and distinctness that an [actual and] 
eternal existence pertains to his nature than that all which is demonstrable of any figure or 
number really belongs to the nature of that figure or number; and, therefore, although all the 
conclusions of the preceding Meditations were false, the existence of God would pass with me 
for a truth at least as certain as I ever judged any truth of mathematics to be.  
 
8. Indeed such a doctrine may at first sight appear to contain more sophistry than truth. For, as I 
have been accustomed in every other matter to distinguish between existence and essence, I 
easily believe that the existence can be separated from the essence of God, and that thus God 
may be conceived as not actually existing. But, nevertheless, when I think of it more attentively, 
it appears that the existence can no more be separated from the essence of God, than the idea of a 
mountain from that of a valley, or the equality of its three angles to two right angles, from the 
essence of a [rectilinear] triangle; so that it is not less impossible to conceive a God, that is, a 
being supremely perfect, to whom existence is awanting, or who is devoid of a certain perfection, 
than to conceive a mountain without a valley.  
 
9. But though, in truth, I cannot conceive a God unless as existing, any more than I can a 
mountain without a valley, yet, just as it does not follow that there is any mountain in the world 
merely because I conceive a mountain with a valley, so likewise, though I conceive God as 
existing, it does not seem to follow on that account that God exists; for my thought imposes no 
necessity on things; and as I may imagine a winged horse, though there be none such, so I could 
perhaps attribute existence to God, though no God existed.  
 
10. But the cases are not analogous, and a fallacy lurks under the semblance of this objection: for 
because I cannot conceive a mountain without a valley, it does not follow that there is any 
mountain or valley in existence, but simply that the mountain or valley, whether they do or do 
not exist, are inseparable from each other; whereas, on the other hand, because I cannot conceive 
God unless as existing, it follows that existence is inseparable from him, and therefore that he 
really exists: not that this is brought about by my thought, or that it imposes any necessity on 
things, but, on the contrary, the necessity which lies in the thing itself, that is, the necessity of the 
existence of God, determines me to think in this way: for it is not in my power to conceive a God 
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without existence, that is, a being supremely perfect, and yet devoid of an absolute perfection, as 
I am free to imagine a horse with or without wings.  
 
11. Nor must it be alleged here as an objection, that it is in truth necessary to admit that God 
exists, after having supposed him to possess all perfections, since existence is one of them, but 
that my original supposition was not necessary; just as it is not necessary to think that all 
quadrilateral figures can be inscribed in the circle, since, if I supposed this, I should be 
constrained to admit that the rhombus, being a figure of four sides, can be therein inscribed, 
which, however, is manifestly false. This objection is, I say, incompetent; for although it may not 
be necessary that I shall at any time entertain the notion of Deity, yet each time I happen to think 
of a first and sovereign being, and to draw, so to speak, the idea of him from the storehouse of 
the mind, I am necessitated to attribute to him all kinds of perfections, though I may not then 
enumerate them all, nor think of each of them in particular. And this necessity is sufficient, as 
soon as I discover that existence is a perfection, to cause me to infer the existence of this first and 
sovereign being; just as it is not necessary that I should ever imagine any triangle, but whenever I 
am desirous of considering a rectilinear figure composed of only three angles, it is absolutely 
necessary to attribute those properties to it from which it is correctly inferred that its three angles 
are not greater than two right angles, although perhaps I may not then advert to this relation in 
particular. But when I consider what figures are capable of being inscribed in the circle, it is by 
no means necessary to hold that all quadrilateral figures are of this number; on the contrary, I 
cannot even imagine such to be the case, so long as I shall be unwilling to accept in thought 
aught that I do not clearly and distinctly conceive; and consequently there is a vast difference 
between false suppositions, as is the one in question, and the true ideas that were born with me, 
the first and chief of which is the idea of God. For indeed I discern on many grounds that this 
idea is not factitious depending simply on my thought, but that it is the representation of a true 
and immutable nature: in the first place because I can conceive no other being, except God, to 
whose essence existence [necessarily] pertains; in the second, because it is impossible to 
conceive two or more gods of this kind; and it being supposed that one such God exists, I clearly 
see that he must have existed from all eternity, and will exist to all eternity; and finally, because I 
apprehend many other properties in God, none of which I can either diminish or change.  
 
12. But, indeed, whatever mode of probation I in the end adopt, it always returns to this, that it is 
only the things I clearly and distinctly conceive which have the power of completely persuading 
me. And although, of the objects I conceive in this manner, some, indeed, are obvious to every 
one, while others are only discovered after close and careful investigation; nevertheless after they 
are once discovered, the latter are not esteemed less certain than the former. Thus, for example, 
to take the case of a right-angled triangle, although it is not so manifest at first that the square of 
the base is equal to the squares of the other two sides, as that the base is opposite to the greatest 
angle; nevertheless, after it is once apprehended, we are as firmly persuaded of the truth of the 
former as of the latter. And, with respect to God if I were not pre-occupied by prejudices, and my 
thought beset on all sides by the continual presence of the images of sensible objects, I should 
know nothing sooner or more easily then the fact of his being. For is there any truth more clear 
than the existence of a Supreme Being, or of God, seeing it is to his essence alone that [necessary 
and eternal] existence pertains?   
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13. And although the right conception of this truth has cost me much close thinking, nevertheless 
at present I feel not only as assured of it as of what I deem most certain, but I remark further that 
the certitude of all other truths is so absolutely dependent on it that without this knowledge it is 
impossible ever to know anything perfectly.   
 
14. For although I am of such a nature as to be unable, while I possess a very clear and distinct 
apprehension of a matter, to resist the conviction of its truth, yet because my constitution is also 
such as to incapacitate me from keeping my mind continually fixed on the same object, and as I 
frequently recollect a past judgment without at the same time being able to recall the grounds of 
it, it may happen meanwhile that other reasons are presented to me which would readily cause 
me to change my opinion, if I did not know that God existed; and thus I should possess no true 
and certain knowledge, but merely vague and vacillating opinions. Thus, for example, when I 
consider the nature of the [rectilinear] triangle, it most clearly appears to me, who have been 
instructed in the principles of geometry, that its three angles are equal to two right angles, and I 
find it impossible to believe otherwise, while I apply my mind to the demonstration; but as soon 
as I cease from attending to the process of proof, although I still remember that I had a clear 
comprehension of it, yet I may readily come to doubt of the truth demonstrated, if I do not know 
that there is a God: for I may persuade myself that I have been so constituted by nature as to be 
sometimes deceived, even in matters which I think I apprehend with the greatest evidence and 
certitude, especially when I recollect that I frequently considered many things to be true and 
certain which other reasons afterward constrained me to reckon as wholly false.  
 
15. But after I have discovered that God exists, seeing I also at the same time observed that all 
things depend on him, and that he is no deceiver, and thence inferred that all which I clearly and 
distinctly perceive is of necessity true: although I no longer attend to the grounds of a judgment, 
no opposite reason can be alleged sufficient to lead me to doubt of its truth, provided only I 
remember that I once possessed a clear and distinct comprehension of it. My knowledge of it 
thus becomes true and certain. And this same knowledge extends likewise to whatever I 
remember to have formerly demonstrated, as the truths of geometry and the like: for what can be 
alleged against them to lead me to doubt of them? Will it be that my nature is such that I may be 
frequently deceived? But I already know that I cannot be deceived in judgments of the grounds 
of which I possess a clear knowledge. Will it be that I formerly deemed things to be true and 
certain which I afterward discovered to be false? But I had no clear and distinct knowledge of 
any of those things, and, being as yet ignorant of the rule by which I am assured of the truth of a 
judgment, I was led to give my assent to them on grounds which I afterward discovered were less 
strong than at the time I imagined them to be. What further objection, then, is there ? Will it be 
said that perhaps I am dreaming (an objection I lately myself raised), or that all the thoughts of 
which I am now conscious have no more truth than the reveries of my dreams ? But although, in 
truth, I should be dreaming, the rule still holds that all which is clearly presented to my intellect 
is indisputably true.  
 
16. And thus I very clearly see that the certitude and truth of all science depends on the 
knowledge alone of the true God, insomuch that, before I knew him, I could have no perfect 
knowledge of any other thing. And now that I know him, I possess the means of acquiring a 
perfect knowledge respecting innumerable matters, as well relative to God himself and other 
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intellectual objects as to corporeal nature, in so far as it is the object of pure mathematics [which 
do not consider whether it exists or not].  
 
 

FIFTH MEDITATION 
Notes and Commentary 

 
In this meditation, Descartes introduces a type of argument for God’s existence known as The 
Ontological Argument, popularized by the medieval philosopher St. Anselm. The Ontological 
Argument (from the Greek ontos, meaning "being" or "existence") attempts to establish the 
existence of God based on analysis of the concept of God. 
 
In typical fashion, Descartes frames his argument in the form of an a priori deduction purporting 
to prove that God exists by definition. 
 

Proof of God #3 The Ontological Argument 
 
Summary: God's existence can be proven by analyzing the concept of God and showing that it 
necessarily includes existence. 
 

1. The concept of God is that of a perfect being. 
 

2. A perfect being must contain within itself all perfections. 
 

3. Existence is a perfection. 
 

4. Therefore, God must exist in reality. 
 
By a "perfection" Descartes means it is a quality the possession of which makes a thing more 
perfect. And an object that is actually perfect, argues Descartes, must contain all the relevant 
perfections or perfect-making qualities. Suppose I tell you I want to sell you the perfect car, and 
it has many of the qualities of a perfect car – great design, good gas mileage, powerful engine, 
comfortable interior, etc., but it has no heating or air conditioning. You'd say it really isn't perfect 
after all. To be a perfect car, it must possess all those qualities that make for a perfect car, 
otherwise it wouldn't be perfect; it would lack something, and this lack would make it flawed 
rather than perfect. 
 
Now suppose I tell you I'm prepared to sell you a perfect car, and you're about ready to buy. As 
far as you can tell, the car lacks no qualities a perfect car should possess. However, now imagine 
I tell you that even though it's perfect in every way, state law requires me to warn you that it 
doesn't exist. It's still perfect in every way, but it doesn't exist. You'd say "Wait a minute! I think 
not existing is a pretty big flaw!" 
 
Descartes says the same applies to God. God is by definition a perfect being. As such he must 
possess all perfections. What qualities make a being perfect? Descartes suggests power, 
knowledge and goodness. He thus argues that God is thus by definition omnipotent (all-
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powerful), omniscient (all-knowing) and omnibenevolent (all-good, morally perfect). What other 
properties does God possess? Well, Descartes says, he wouldn't be much of a God if he did not 
possess existence as a quality. To possess existence as a quality is the same as existing in reality, 
so God exists by definition. To put it briefly, if God didn't exist, he wouldn't be perfect, as we in 
fact know him to be. Thus we have but to reflect on the meaning of the word "God" to see that 
God's essence necessarily implies his existence. 
 
 

Question for Discussion 
 
 
Do you find any of Descartes’ three arguments convincing? Discuss any one of the three 
arguments Descartes gives (the Ontological Argument in Meditation Five or either of the two 
arguments in Meditation Three). Do you find it convincing? Why or why not? 
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MEDITATION VI. 
 

OF THE EXISTENCE OF MATERIAL THINGS, 
AND OF THE REAL DISTINCTION BETWEEN 

THE MIND AND BODY OF MAN 
 
1. THERE now only remains the inquiry as to whether material things exist. With regard to this 
question, I at least know with certainty that such things may exist, in as far as they constitute the 
object of the pure mathematics, since, regarding them in this aspect, I can conceive them clearly 
and distinctly. For there can be no doubt that God possesses the power of producing all the 
objects I am able distinctly to conceive, and I never considered anything impossible to him, 
unless when I experienced a contradiction in the attempt to conceive it aright. Further, the faculty 
of imagination which I possess, and of which I am conscious that I make use when I apply 
myself to the consideration of material things, is sufficient to persuade me of their existence: for, 
when I attentively consider what imagination is, I find that it is simply a certain application of 
the cognitive faculty to a body which is immediately present to it, and which therefore exists.   
 
2. And to render this quite clear, I remark, in the first place, the difference that subsists between 
imagination and pure intellection [or conception]. For example, when I imagine a triangle I not 
only conceive that it is a figure comprehended by three lines, but at the same time also I look 
upon these three lines as present by the power and internal application of my mind, and this is 
what I call imagining. But if I desire to think of a chiliogon, I indeed rightly conceive that it is a 
figure composed of a thousand sides, as easily as I conceive that a triangle is a figure composed 
of only three sides; but I cannot imagine the thousand sides of a chiliogon as I do the three sides 
of a triangle, nor, so to speak, view them as present [with the eyes of my mind ]. And although, 
in accordance with the habit I have of always imagining something when I think of corporeal 
things, it may happen that, in conceiving a chiliogon, I confusedly represent some figure to 
myself, yet it is quite evident that this is not a chiliogon, since it in no wise differs from that 
which I would represent to myself, if I were to think of a myriogon, or any other figure of many 
sides; nor would this representation be of any use in discovering and unfolding the properties 
that constitute the difference between a chiliogon and other polygons. But if the question turns 
on a pentagon, it is quite true that I can conceive its figure, as well as that of a chiliogon, without 
the aid of imagination; but I can likewise imagine it by applying the attention of my mind to its 
five sides, and at the same time to the area which they contain. Thus I observe that a special 
effort of mind is necessary to the act of imagination, which is not required to conceiving or 
understanding; and this special exertion of mind clearly shows the difference between 
imagination and pure intellection.   
 
3. I remark, besides, that this power of imagination which I possess, in as far as it differs from 
the power of conceiving, is in no way necessary to my [nature or] essence, that is, to the essence 
of my mind; for although I did not possess it, I should still remain the same that I now am, from 
which it seems we may conclude that it depends on something different from the mind. And I 
easily understand that, if some body exists, with which my mind is so conjoined and united as to 
be able, as it were, to consider it when it chooses, it may thus imagine corporeal objects; so that 
this mode of thinking differs from pure intellection only in this respect, that the mind in 
conceiving turns in some way upon itself, and considers some one of the ideas it possesses 
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within itself; but in imagining it turns toward the body, and contemplates in it some object 
conformed to the idea which it either of itself conceived or apprehended by sense. I easily 
understand, I say, that imagination may be thus formed, if it is true that there are bodies; and 
because I find no other obvious mode of explaining it, I thence, with probability, conjecture that 
they exist, but only with probability; and although I carefully examine all things, nevertheless I 
do not find that, from the distinct idea of corporeal nature I have in my imagination, I can 
necessarily infer the existence of any body.  
 
 4. But I am accustomed to imagine many other objects besides that corporeal nature which is the 
object of the pure mathematics, as, for example, colors, sounds, tastes, pain, and the like, 
although with less distinctness; and, inasmuch as I perceive these objects much better by the 
senses, through the medium of which and of memory, they seem to have reached the 
imagination, I believe that, in order the more advantageously to examine them, it is proper I 
should at the same time examine what sense-perception is, and inquire whether from those ideas 
that are apprehended by this mode of consciousness, I cannot obtain a certain proof of the 
existence of corporeal objects.   
 
 5. And, in the first place, I will recall to my mind the things I have hitherto held as true, because 
perceived by the senses, and the foundations upon which my belief in their truth rested; I will, in 
the second place, examine the reasons that afterward constrained me to doubt of them; and, 
finally, I will consider what of them I ought now to believe.   
 
 6. Firstly, then, I perceived that I had a head, hands, feet and other members composing that 
body which I considered as part, or perhaps even as the whole, of myself. I perceived further, 
that that body was placed among many others, by which it was capable of being affected in 
diverse ways, both beneficial and hurtful; and what was beneficial I remarked by a certain 
sensation of pleasure, and what was hurtful by a sensation of pain. And besides this pleasure and 
pain, I was likewise conscious of hunger, thirst, and other appetites, as well as certain corporeal 
inclinations toward joy, sadness, anger, and similar passions. And, out of myself, besides the 
extension, figure, and motions of bodies, I likewise perceived in them hardness, heat, and the 
other tactile qualities, and, in addition, light, colors, odors, tastes, and sounds, the variety of 
which gave me the means of distinguishing the sky, the earth, the sea, and generally all the other 
bodies, from one another. And certainly, considering the ideas of all these qualities, which were 
presented to my mind, and which alone I properly and immediately perceived, it was not without 
reason that I thought I perceived certain objects wholly different from my thought, namely, 
bodies from which those ideas proceeded; for I was conscious that the ideas were presented to 
me without my consent being required, so that I could not perceive any object, however desirous 
I might be, unless it were present to the organ of sense; and it was wholly out of my power not to 
perceive it when it was thus present. And because the ideas I perceived by the senses were much 
more lively and clear, and even, in their own way, more distinct than any of those I could of 
myself frame by meditation, or which I found impressed on my memory, it seemed that they 
could not have proceeded from myself, and must therefore have been caused in me by some 
other objects; and as of those objects I had no knowledge beyond what the ideas themselves gave 
me, nothing was so likely to occur to my mind as the supposition that the objects were similar to 
the ideas which they caused. And because I recollected also that I had formerly trusted to the 
senses, rather than to reason, and that the ideas which I myself formed were not so clear as those 
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I perceived by sense, and that they were even for the most part composed of parts of the latter, I 
was readily persuaded that I had no idea in my intellect which had not formerly passed through 
the senses. Nor was I altogether wrong in likewise believing that that body which, by a special 
right, I called my own, pertained to me more properly and strictly than any of the others; for in 
truth, I could never be separated from it as from other bodies; I felt in it and on account of it all 
my appetites and affections, and in fine I was affected in its parts by pain and the titillation of 
pleasure, and not in the parts of the other bodies that were separated from it. But when I inquired 
into the reason why, from this I know not what sensation of pain, sadness of mind should follow, 
and why from the sensation of pleasure, joy should arise, or why this indescribable twitching of 
the stomach, which I call hunger, should put me in mind of taking food, and the parchedness of 
the throat of drink, and so in other cases, I was unable to give any explanation, unless that I was 
so taught by nature; for there is assuredly no affinity, at least none that I am able to comprehend, 
between this irritation of the stomach and the desire of food, any more than between the 
perception of an object that causes pain and the consciousness of sadness which springs from the 
perception. And in the same way it seemed to me that all the other judgments I had formed 
regarding the objects of sense, were dictates of nature; because I remarked that those judgments 
were formed in me, before I had leisure to weigh and consider the reasons that might constrain 
me to form them.  
 
 7. But, afterward, a wide experience by degrees sapped the faith I had reposed in my senses; for 
I frequently observed that towers, which at a distance seemed round, appeared square, when 
more closely viewed, and that colossal figures, raised on the summits of these towers, looked like 
small statues, when viewed from the bottom of them; and, in other instances without number, I 
also discovered error in judgments founded on the external senses; and not only in those founded 
on the external, but even in those that rested on the internal senses; for is there aught more 
internal than pain ? And yet I have sometimes been informed by parties whose arm or leg had 
been amputated, that they still occasionally seemed to feel pain in that part of the body which 
they had lost, --a circumstance that led me to think that I could not be quite certain even that any 
one of my members was affected when I felt pain in it. And to these grounds of doubt I shortly 
afterward also added two others of very wide generality: the first of them was that I believed I 
never perceived anything when awake which I could not occasionally think I also perceived 
when asleep, and as I do not believe that the ideas I seem to perceive in my sleep proceed from 
objects external to me, I did not any more observe any ground for believing this of such as I 
seem to perceive when awake; the second was that since I was as yet ignorant of the author of 
my being or at least supposed myself to be so, I saw nothing to prevent my having been so 
constituted by nature as that I should be deceived even in matters that appeared to me to possess 
the greatest truth. And, with respect to the grounds on which I had before been persuaded of the 
existence of sensible objects, I had no great difficulty in finding suitable answers to them; for as 
nature seemed to incline me to many things from which reason made me averse, I thought that I 
ought not to confide much in its teachings. And although the perceptions of the senses were not 
dependent on my will, I did not think that I ought on that ground to conclude that they proceeded 
from things different from myself, since perhaps there might be found in me some faculty, 
though hitherto unknown to me, which produced them.   
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 8. But now that I begin to know myself better, and to discover more clearly the author of my 
being, I do not, indeed, think that I ought rashly to admit all which the senses seem to teach, nor, 
on the other hand, is it my conviction that I ought to doubt in general of their teachings.   
 
9. And, firstly, because I know that all which I clearly and distinctly conceive can be produced 
by God exactly as I conceive it, it is sufficient that I am able clearly and distinctly to conceive 
one thing apart from another, in order to be certain that the one is different from the other, seeing 
they may at least be made to exist separately, by the omnipotence of God; and it matters not by 
what power this separation is made, in order to be compelled to judge them different; and, 
therefore, merely because I know with certitude that I exist, and because, in the meantime, I do 
not observe that aught necessarily belongs to my nature or essence beyond my being a thinking 
thing, I rightly conclude that my essence consists only in my being a thinking thing [or a 
substance whose whole essence or nature is merely thinking]. And although I may, or rather, as I 
will shortly say, although I certainly do possess a body with which I am very closely conjoined; 
nevertheless, because, on the one hand, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in as far as I 
am only a thinking and unextended thing, and as, on the other hand, I possess a distinct idea of 
body, in as far as it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is certain that I, [that is, my 
mind, by which I am what I am], is entirely and truly distinct from my body, and may exist 
without it.   
 
 10. Moreover, I find in myself diverse faculties of thinking that have each their special mode: 
for example, I find I possess the faculties of imagining and perceiving, without which I can 
indeed clearly and distinctly conceive myself as entire, but I cannot reciprocally conceive them 
without conceiving myself, that is to say, without an intelligent substance in which they reside, 
for [in the notion we have of them, or to use the terms of the schools] in their formal concept, 
they comprise some sort of intellection; whence I perceive that they are distinct from myself as 
modes are from things. I remark likewise certain other faculties, as the power of changing place, 
of assuming diverse figures, and the like, that cannot be conceived and cannot therefore exist, 
any more than the preceding, apart from a substance in which they inhere. It is very evident, 
however, that these faculties, if they really exist, must belong to some corporeal or extended 
substance, since in their clear and distinct concept there is contained some sort of extension, but 
no intellection at all. Further, I cannot doubt but that there is in me a certain passive faculty of 
perception, that is, of receiving and taking knowledge of the ideas of sensible things; but this 
would be useless to me, if there did not also exist in me, or in some other thing, another active 
faculty capable of forming and producing those ideas. But this active faculty cannot be in me [in 
as far as I am but a thinking thing], seeing that it does not presuppose thought, and also that those 
ideas are frequently produced in my mind without my contributing to it in any way, and even 
frequently contrary to my will. This faculty must therefore exist in some substance different from 
me, in which all the objective reality of the ideas that are produced by this faculty is contained 
formally or eminently, as I before remarked; and this substance is either a body, that is to say, a 
corporeal nature in which is contained formally [and in effect] all that is objectively [and by 
representation] in those ideas; or it is God himself, or some other creature, of a rank superior to 
body, in which the same is contained eminently. But as God is no deceiver, it is manifest that he 
does not of himself and immediately communicate those ideas to me, nor even by the 
intervention of any creature in which their objective reality is not formally, but only eminently, 
contained. For as he has given me no faculty whereby I can discover this to be the case, but, on 
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the contrary, a very strong inclination to believe that those ideas arise from corporeal objects, I 
do not see how he could be vindicated from the charge of deceit, if in truth they proceeded from 
any other source, or were produced by other causes than corporeal things: and accordingly it 
must be concluded, that corporeal objects exist. Nevertheless, they are not perhaps exactly such 
as we perceive by the senses, for their comprehension by the senses is, in many instances, very 
obscure and confused; but it is at least necessary to admit that all which I clearly and distinctly 
conceive as in them, that is, generally speaking all that is comprehended in the object of 
speculative geometry, really exists external to me.   
 
 11. But with respect to other things which are either only particular, as, for example, that the sun 
is of such a size and figure, etc., or are conceived with less clearness and distinctness, as light, 
sound, pain, and the like, although they are highly dubious and uncertain, nevertheless on the 
ground alone that God is no deceiver, and that consequently he has permitted no falsity in my 
opinions which he has not likewise given me a faculty of correcting, I think I may with safety 
conclude that I possess in myself the means of arriving at the truth. And, in the first place, it 
cannot be doubted that in each of the dictates of nature there is some truth: for by nature, 
considered in general, I now understand nothing more than God himself, or the order and 
disposition established by God in created things; and by my nature in particular I understand the 
assemblage of all that God has given me.   
 
 12. But there is nothing which that nature teaches me more expressly [ or more sensibly ] than 
that I have a body which is ill affected when I feel pain, and stands in need of food and drink 
when I experience the sensations of hunger and thirst, etc. And therefore I ought not to doubt but 
that there is some truth in these informations.   
 
 13. Nature likewise teaches me by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst, etc., that I am not 
only lodged in my body as a pilot in a vessel, but that I am besides so intimately conjoined, and 
as it were intermixed with it, that my mind and body compose a certain unity. For if this were not 
the case, I should not feel pain when my body is hurt, seeing I am merely a thinking thing, but 
should perceive the wound by the understanding alone, just as a pilot perceives by sight when 
any part of his vessel is damaged; and when my body has need of food or drink, I should have a 
clear knowledge of this, and not be made aware of it by the confused sensations of hunger and 
thirst: for, in truth, all these sensations of hunger, thirst, pain, etc., are nothing more than certain 
confused modes of thinking, arising from the union and apparent fusion of mind and body.   
 
 14. Besides this, nature teaches me that my own body is surrounded by many other bodies, some 
of which I have to seek after, and others to shun. And indeed, as I perceive different sorts of 
colors, sounds, odors, tastes, heat, hardness, etc., I safely conclude that there are in the bodies 
from which the diverse perceptions of the senses proceed, certain varieties corresponding to 
them, although, perhaps, not in reality like them; and since, among these diverse perceptions of 
the senses, some are agreeable, and others disagreeable, there can be no doubt that my body, or 
rather my entire self, in as far as I am composed of body and mind, may be variously affected, 
both beneficially and hurtfully, by surrounding bodies.   
 
 15. But there are many other beliefs which though seemingly the teaching of nature, are not in 
reality so, but which obtained a place in my mind through a habit of judging inconsiderately of 
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things. It may thus easily happen that such judgments shall contain error: thus, for example, the 
opinion I have that all space in which there is nothing to affect [or make an impression on] my 
senses is void: that in a hot body there is something in every respect similar to the idea of heat in 
my mind; that in a white or green body there is the same whiteness or greenness which I 
perceive; that in a bitter or sweet body there is the same taste, and so in other instances; that the 
stars, towers, and all distant bodies, are of the same size and figure as they appear to our eyes, 
etc. But that I may avoid everything like indistinctness of conception, I must accurately define 
what I properly understand by being taught by nature. For nature is here taken in a narrower 
sense than when it signifies the sum of all the things which God has given me; seeing that in that 
meaning the notion comprehends much that belongs only to the mind [to which I am not here to 
be understood as referring when I use the term nature]; as, for example, the notion I have of the 
truth, that what is done cannot be undone, and all the other truths I discern by the natural light [ 
without the aid of the body]; and seeing that it comprehends likewise much besides that belongs 
only to body, and is not here any more contained under the name nature, as the quality of 
heaviness, and the like, of which I do not speak, the term being reserved exclusively to designate 
the things which God has given to me as a being composed of mind and body. But nature, taking 
the term in the sense explained, teaches me to shun what causes in me the sensation of pain, and 
to pursue what affords me the sensation of pleasure, and other things of this sort; but I do not 
discover that it teaches me, in addition to this, from these diverse perceptions of the senses, to 
draw any conclusions respecting external objects without a previous [careful and mature] 
consideration of them by the mind: for it is, as appears to me, the office of the mind alone, and 
not of the composite whole of mind and body, to discern the truth in those matters. Thus, 
although the impression a star makes on my eye is not larger than that from the flame of a 
candle, I do not, nevertheless, experience any real or positive impulse determining me to believe 
that the star is not greater than the flame; the true account of the matter being merely that I have 
so judged from my youth without any rational ground. And, though on approaching the fire I feel 
heat, and even pain on approaching it too closely, I have, however, from this no ground for 
holding that something resembling the heat I feel is in the fire, any more than that there is 
something similar to the pain; all that I have ground for believing is, that there is something in it, 
whatever it may be, which excites in me those sensations of heat or pain. So also, although there 
are spaces in which I find nothing to excite and affect my senses, I must not therefore conclude 
that those spaces contain in them no body; for I see that in this, as in many other similar matters, 
I have been accustomed to pervert the order of nature, because these perceptions of the senses, 
although given me by nature merely to signify to my mind what things are beneficial and hurtful 
to the composite whole of which it is a part, and being sufficiently clear and distinct for that 
purpose, are nevertheless used by me as infallible rules by which to determine immediately the 
essence of the bodies that exist out of me, of which they can of course afford me only the most 
obscure and confused knowledge.   
 
 16. But I have already sufficiently considered how it happens that, notwithstanding the supreme 
goodness of God, there is falsity in my judgments. A difficulty, however, here presents itself, 
respecting the things which I am taught by nature must be pursued or avoided, and also 
respecting the internal sensations in which I seem to have occasionally detected error, [and thus 
to be directly deceived by nature]: thus, for example, I may be so deceived by the agreeable taste 
of some viand with which poison has been mixed, as to be induced to take the poison. In this 
case, however, nature may be excused, for it simply leads me to desire the viand for its agreeable 



 
 

65 

taste, and not the poison, which is unknown to it; and thus we can infer nothing from this 
circumstance beyond that our nature is not omniscient; at which there is assuredly no ground for 
surprise, since, man being of a finite nature, his knowledge must likewise be of a limited 
perfection.   
 
 17. But we also not unfrequently err in that to which we are directly impelled by nature, as is the 
case with invalids who desire drink or food that would be hurtful to them. It will here, perhaps, 
be alleged that the reason why such persons are deceived is that their nature is corrupted; but this 
leaves the difficulty untouched, for a sick man is not less really the creature of God than a man 
who is in full health; and therefore it is as repugnant to the goodness of God that the nature of the 
former should be deceitful as it is for that of the latter to be so. And as a clock, composed of 
wheels and counter weights, observes not the less accurately all the laws of nature when it is ill 
made, and points out the hours incorrectly, than when it satisfies the desire of the maker in every 
respect; so likewise if the body of man be considered as a kind of machine, so made up and 
composed of bones, nerves, muscles, veins, blood, and skin, that although there were in it no 
mind, it would still exhibit the same motions which it at present manifests involuntarily, and 
therefore without the aid of the mind, [and simply by the dispositions of its organs], I easily 
discern that it would also be as natural for such a body, supposing it dropsical, for example, to 
experience the parchedness of the throat that is usually accompanied in the mind by the sensation 
of thirst, and to be disposed by this parchedness to move its nerves and its other parts in the way 
required for drinking, and thus increase its malady and do itself harm, as it is natural for it, when 
it is not indisposed to be stimulated to drink for its good by a similar cause; and although looking 
to the use for which a clock was destined by its maker, I may say that it is deflected from its 
proper nature when it incorrectly indicates the hours, and on the same principle, considering the 
machine of the human body as having been formed by God for the sake of the motions which it 
usually manifests, although I may likewise have ground for thinking that it does not follow the 
order of its nature when the throat is parched and drink does not tend to its preservation, 
nevertheless I yet plainly discern that this latter acceptation of the term nature is very different 
from the other: for this is nothing more than a certain denomination, depending entirely on my 
thought, and hence called extrinsic, by which I compare a sick man and an imperfectly 
constructed clock with the idea I have of a man in good health and a well made clock; while by 
the other acceptation of nature is understood something which is truly found in things, and 
therefore possessed of some truth.   
 
 18. But certainly, although in respect of a dropsical body, it is only by way of exterior 
denomination that we say its nature is corrupted, when, without requiring drink, the throat is 
parched; yet, in respect of the composite whole, that is, of the mind in its union with the body, it 
is not a pure denomination, but really an error of nature, for it to feel thirst when drink would be 
hurtful to it: and, accordingly, it still remains to be considered why it is that the goodness of God 
does not prevent the nature of man thus taken from being fallacious.   
 
 19. To commence this examination accordingly, I here remark, in the first place, that there is a 
vast difference between mind and body, in respect that body, from its nature, is always divisible, 
and that mind is entirely indivisible. For in truth, when I consider the mind, that is, when I 
consider myself in so far only as I am a thinking thing, I can distinguish in myself no parts, but I 
very clearly discern that I am somewhat absolutely one and entire; and although the whole mind 
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seems to be united to the whole body, yet, when a foot, an arm, or any other part is cut off, I am 
conscious that nothing has been taken from my mind; nor can the faculties of willing, perceiving, 
conceiving, etc., properly be called its parts, for it is the same mind that is exercised [all entire] 
in willing, in perceiving, and in conceiving, etc. But quite the opposite holds in corporeal or 
extended things; for I cannot imagine any one of them [how small soever it may be], which I 
cannot easily sunder in thought, and which, therefore, I do not know to be divisible. This would 
be sufficient to teach me that the mind or soul of man is entirely different from the body, if I had 
not already been apprised of it on other grounds.   
 
 20. I remark, in the next place, that the mind does not immediately receive the impression from 
all the parts of the body, but only from the brain, or perhaps even from one small part of it, viz., 
that in which the common sense is said to be, which as often as it is affected in the same way 
gives rise to the same perception in the mind, although meanwhile the other parts of the body 
may be diversely disposed, as is proved by innumerable experiments, which it is unnecessary 
here to enumerate.   
 
 21. I remark, besides, that the nature of body is such that none of its parts can be moved by 
another part a little removed from the other, which cannot likewise be moved in the same way by 
any one of the parts that lie between those two, although the most remote part does not act at all. 
As, for example, in the cord A, B, C, D, [which is in tension], if its last part D, be pulled, the first 
part A, will not be moved in a different way than it would be were one of the intermediate parts 
B or C to be pulled, and the last part D meanwhile to remain fixed. And in the same way, when I 
feel pain in the foot, the science of physics teaches me that this sensation is experienced by 
means of the nerves dispersed over the foot, which, extending like cords from it to the brain, 
when they are contracted in the foot, contract at the same time the inmost parts of the brain in 
which they have their origin, and excite in these parts a certain motion appointed by nature to 
cause in the mind a sensation of pain, as if existing in the foot; but as these nerves must pass 
through the tibia, the leg, the loins, the back, and neck, in order to reach the brain, it may happen 
that although their extremities in the foot are not affected, but only certain of their parts that pass 
through the loins or neck, the same movements, nevertheless, are excited in the brain by this 
motion as would have been caused there by a hurt received in the foot, and hence the mind will 
necessarily feel pain in the foot, just as if it had been hurt; and the same is true of all the other 
perceptions of our senses.   
 
 22. I remark, finally, that as each of the movements that are made in the part of the brain by 
which the mind is immediately affected, impresses it with but a single sensation, the most likely 
supposition in the circumstances is, that this movement causes the mind to experience, among all 
the sensations which it is capable of impressing upon it; that one which is the best fitted, and 
generally the most useful for the preservation of the human body when it is in full health. But 
experience shows us that all the perceptions which nature has given us are of such a kind as I 
have mentioned; and accordingly, there is nothing found in them that does not manifest the 
power and goodness of God. Thus, for example, when the nerves of the foot are violently or 
more than usually shaken, the motion passing through the medulla of the spine to the innermost 
parts of the brain affords a sign to the mind on which it experiences a sensation, viz., of pain, as 
if it were in the foot, by which the mind is admonished and excited to do its utmost to remove the 
cause of it as dangerous and hurtful to the foot. It is true that God could have so constituted the 
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nature of man as that the same motion in the brain would have informed the mind of something 
altogether different: the motion might, for example, have been the occasion on which the mind 
became conscious of itself, in so far as it is in the brain, or in so far as it is in some place 
intermediate between the foot and the brain, or, finally, the occasion on which it perceived some 
other object quite different, whatever that might be; but nothing of all this would have so well 
contributed to the preservation of the body as that which the mind actually feels. In the same 
way, when we stand in need of drink, there arises from this want a certain parchedness in the 
throat that moves its nerves, and by means of them the internal parts of the brain; and this 
movement affects the mind with the sensation of thirst, because there is nothing on that occasion 
which is more useful for us than to be made aware that we have need of drink for the 
preservation of our health; and so in other instances. 
 
 23. Whence it is quite manifest that, notwithstanding the sovereign goodness of God, the nature 
of man, in so far as it is composed of mind and body, cannot but be sometimes fallacious. For, if 
there is any cause which excites, not in the foot, but in some one of the parts of the nerves that 
stretch from the foot to the brain, or even in the brain itself, the same movement that is ordinarily 
created when the foot is ill affected, pain will be felt, as it were, in the foot, and the sense will 
thus be naturally deceived; for as the same movement in the brain can but impress the mind with 
the same sensation, and as this sensation is much more frequently excited by a cause which hurts 
the foot than by one acting in a different quarter, it is reasonable that it should lead the mind to 
feel pain in the foot rather than in any other part of the body. And if it sometimes happens that 
the parchedness of the throat does not arise, as is usual, from drink being necessary for the health 
of the body, but from quite the opposite cause, as is the case with the dropsical, yet it is much 
better that it should be deceitful in that instance, than if, on the contrary, it were continually 
fallacious when the body is well-disposed; and the same holds true in other cases.   
 
 24. And certainly this consideration is of great service, not only in enabling me to recognize the 
errors to which my nature is liable, but likewise in rendering it more easy to avoid or correct 
them: for, knowing that all my senses more usually indicate to me what is true than what is false, 
in matters relating to the advantage of the body, and being able almost always to make use of 
more than a single sense in examining the same object, and besides this, being able to use my 
memory in connecting present with past knowledge, and my understanding which has already 
discovered all the causes of my errors, I ought no longer to fear that falsity may be met with in 
what is daily presented to me by the senses. And I ought to reject all the doubts of those bygone 
days, as hyperbolical and ridiculous, especially the general uncertainty respecting sleep, which I 
could not distinguish from the waking state: for I now find a very marked difference between the 
two states, in respect that our memory can never connect our dreams with each other and with 
the course of life, in the way it is in the habit of doing with events that occur when we are awake. 
And, in truth, if some one, when I am awake, appeared to me all of a sudden and as suddenly 
disappeared, as do the images I see in sleep, so that I could not observe either whence he came or 
whither he went, I should not without reason esteem it either a specter or phantom formed in my 
brain, rather than a real man. But when I perceive objects with regard to which I can distinctly 
determine both the place whence they come, and that in which they are, and the time at which 
they appear to me, and when, without interruption, I can connect the perception I have of them 
with the whole of the other parts of my life, I am perfectly sure that what I thus perceive occurs 
while I am awake and not during sleep. And I ought not in the least degree to doubt of the truth 
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of these presentations, if, after having called together all my senses, my memory, and my 
understanding for the purpose of examining them, no deliverance is given by any one of these 
faculties which is repugnant to that of any other: for since God is no deceiver, it necessarily 
follows that I am not herein deceived. But because the necessities of action frequently oblige us 
to come to a determination before we have had leisure for so careful an examination, it must be 
confessed that the life of man is frequently obnoxious to error with respect to individual objects; 
and we must, in conclusion, ac. knowledge the weakness of our nature. 
 
 

SIXTH MEDITATION 
Notes and Commentary 

 
Here Descartes finally establishes his proof of the existence of the world and the possibility of 
knowledge. His argument can be summed up as follows: 
 

1. I exist. 
 

2. God exists. 
 

3. God is good and is no deceiver. 
 

4. It appears that there is a material world of a certain sort. 
 

5. Therefore, a material world of a certain sort exists and knowledge of it is possible. 
 
Descartes seems to be thinking in the following way: if reality were as hypothesized in the dream 
argument, then God, who made the world, would be a deceiver. If God set up the world so that 
even if a person was very careful about forming his beliefs, he ended up with many false beliefs, 
God would be responsible for the deception. Since God is not a deceiver, the world must be the 
way careful thinkers conceive it to be. Therefore science and, more broadly, knowledge, is 
possible. If I think carefully about my beliefs, restricting them to what is clear and distinct, I can 
trust the result. 
 
 

Questions for Discussion 
 
 
Is Descartes' attempt to provide a foundation for knowledge and a reconciliation of science and 
religion successful? Why or why not? Does it make any difference if you grant him God’s 
existence (either proved through one of his arguments or in some other way)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 


