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126 Discourse on the Method

honest pastimc? in order to enjoy their leisure without boredom. I never
stopped pursuing my project, and I made perhaps more progre;s in the
knowledge of the truth than I would have if I had done nothing but read
books or mix with men of letters. st
Tho§e nine years passed by, however, without my taking any side
regardlpg .the questions which are commonly debated among the learned
or bc.agmmng to search for the foundations of any philosophy moré
certain than the commonly accepted one. The example of many fine
mtelleqs who had previously had this project, but had not, I thought
met with success, made me imagine the difficulties to be so great that I’
would not have dared to embark upon it so soon if I had not noticed that
some people were spreading the rumour that I had already completed it. I
cannot say what basis they had for this opinion. If I contributed anythil;g
to it by my conversation, it must have been because I confessed my
lgnorance more ingenuously than is customary for those with a little
learmpg, and perhaps also because I displayed the reasons I had for
doubting many things which others regard as certain, rather than because
I'boasted of some learning. But as I was honest enough not to wish to be
taken for what I was not, I thought-I had to try by every means to become
woythy of the reputation that was given me. Exactly eight years ago this
desire .made me resolve to move away from any place where I might have
acquaintances and retire to this country, where the long duration of the.
war has led to the establishment of such order that the armies maintained
here seem to serve only to make the enjoyment of the fruits of peace all
the more secure.! Living here, amidst this great mrass of busy people
who are more concerned with their‘own affairs than curious about those
of otl'.xers, I have been able to lead 2 life as solitary and withdrawn as if I
were in the most remote desert, while lacking none of the comforts found
in the most populous cities.

Part Four

I do not know whether I should tell you of the first meditations that I had
there, for they are perhaps too metaphysical and ucommon for every-
one’s taste. And yet, to make it possible to judge whether the foundations
I have chosgn are firm endugh, I am in a-way-obliged to speak of them
For a }ong time I had observed, as noted above, that in ;aractical life it is'
sometimes necessary to act-upon opinions which one kriows-to_be. quite
uncertain just as if they were indubitable. But since I now wished to
devote myself solely to the search for truth, I thought it necessary to do

1 Descartes settled in Holland in 162 i
: : 9. The war was that
Provinces against Spain from 1 572 t0 1648. o conducted by the Uniced

-
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the very opposite and reject as if absolutely false everything in which I
could imagine the least doubt, in order to see if I was left believing
anything that was entirely indubitable. Thus, because our senses some-
times deceive us, I decided to suppose that nothing was such as they led
us to imagine. And since there are men who make mistakes in reasoning,
committing logical fallacies concerning the simplest questions in geomet-
ry, and because I judged that 1 was as prone to error as anyone else, I
rejected as unsound all the arguments I had previously taken as demon-
strative proofs. Lastly, considering that the very thoughts we have while
awake may also occur while we sleep without any of them being at the
that time true, I resolved to pretend that all the things that had ever
entered my mind wereno more true than the illusions of my dreams. But
immediately I noticed that while I was trying thus to think everything
false, it was necessary that I, who was thinking this, was something. And
observing that this truth ‘I am thinking, therefore I exist’ was so firm and
sure that all the most extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were
incapable of shaking it, I decided that I could accept it without scruple as
the first principle of the philosophy I was seeking.

Next | examined attentively what I was. I saw that while I could
pretend that I had no body and that there was no world and no place for
me to be in, I could not for all that pretend that I did not exist. I saw on
the contrary that from the mere fact that I thought of doubting the truth
of other things, it followed quite evidently and certainly that I existed;
whereas if I had merely ceased thinking, even if everything else I had ever
imagined had been true, I should have had no reason to believe that I
existed. From this 1 knew I was a substance whose whole essence or
nature is simply to think, and which does not require any place, or
depend on any material thing, in order to exist. Accordingly this ‘I’ — that
is, the soul by which I am what I am — is entirely distinct from the body,
and indeed is easier to know than the body, and would not fail to be
whatever it is, even if the body did not exist.

After this I considered in general what is required of a proposition in
order for it to be true and certain; for since I had just found one that I
knew to be such, I thought that I ought also to know what this certainty
consists in. I observed that there is nothing at all in the proposition ‘I am
thinking, therefore I exist’ to assure me that [ am speaking the truth,
except that I see very clearly that in order to think it is necessary to exist.
So I decided that I could take it as a general rule that the things we
conceive very clearly and very distinctly are all true; only there is some
difficulty in recognizing which are the things that we distinctly conceive.

Next, reflecting upon the fact that I was doubting and that conse-
quently my being was-not wholly perfect (for I saw clearly that it is a
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142 Discourse on the Method

while before by someone else.! I will not say that [ accepted this theory,
but only that befote their condemnation I had noticed nothing in it that I
could imagine to be prejudicial either to religion or to the srate, and
hence nothing that would have prevented me from publishing it myself, if
reason had convinced me of it. This made me fear that there might be
some mistake in one of my.own theories, in spite of the great care I had
always taken never to adopt any new opinion for which I had no certain
demonstration, and never to write anything that might'work to anyone’s
disadvantage. That was enough to make me change my previous decision
to publish my views. For although I had had very strong reasons for this
decision, my inclination, which has always made me dislike the-business
of writing books,. prompted me to find excuses enough for deciding
otherwise. The reasons, on one side and the other, are such-that not only
do I have some interest in stating them here, but also the public may be
interested to know what they are.

I'have never made muach of the products of my own mind; and so long
as the only fruits I gathered from the method I use were my own
satisfaction regarding certain difficulties in the speculative sciences, or
else my attempts to govern my own conduct by the principles I learned
from it, I did not think I was obliged to write anything about it. For as
regards conduct, everyone is so full of his own wisdom that we might find
as many reformers as heads if permission to institute change in these
matters were granted to anyone other than those whom God has set up as
sovereigns over his people or those on whom he has bestowed sufficient
grace and zeal to be prophets. As regards my speculations, although they
pleased me very much, I realized that other people had their own which
perhaps pleased them more. But as soon as I had acquired some general
notions in physics and had noticed, as I began to test them ifA various
particular problems, where they could lead and how much they differ

_ from the principles used up to now, I believed that I could not keep them

secret without sinning gravely against the law which obliges us to do all
in our power to secure the general welfare of mankind. For they opened
my eyes to the possibility of gaining knowledge which would be very
useful in life, and of discovering a practical philosophy which might
replace the speculative philosophy taught in the schools. Through this
philosophy we could know the power and action-of-fire, water, air, the
stars, the heavens and all the othef bodies in our environment, as
distinctly as we know the various crafts of our artisans; and'we could use
this knowledge —~ as the artisans use theirs — for all the purposes for which
it is appropriate, and thus make ourselves, as it were, the lords and

1 Galileo, whose Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems was published in
1632 and condemned by the Congregation of the Holy Office in 1633.
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masters of nature. This is desirable not only . for the inventlop oi
innumerable devices which would facilitate our enjoyment of_ the fruits o
the earth and all the goods we find there, but also, and most }mportantlyci
for the maintenance of health, which is undogbtc_zdly the chief good a}nd
the foundation of all the other goods in this ‘lee. For even thebm?]
depends so much on the temperament: and dlSpOSlt}On of tbe o 1)1
organs that if it is possible to find some-means gf making men in genera
wiser and more skilful than they have been up till now, I belleve.we must
look for it in medicine. It is true that medicine as cun"ently pFactlseFi does
not contain much of any significant use; but vs.nthout .u?tendmg I:o
disparage it, | am sure there is no one, even among its practltlone;s_, who
would not admit that all we know in medicine is almost not }:ngf in
comparison with what remains to be known, and that we might 'rze
ourselves from innumerable diseases, both of the bo_dy and of thefﬁm.m s
and perhaps even from the infirmity of old age, '1f we had su c1l:nt
knowledge 'of their causes and of all the chedles that n.atu;e a}s1
provided. Intending as I did to devote my life to the pursuit }(: su}cl:
indispensable knowledge, I discovered a path whlcl? wouIl_d_, It }?ulg t
inevitably lead one to it, unless prevented by the brevity of life Oli) the lac
of observations.! And I judged that the best remed}{ against these two
obstacles was to communicate faithfully to the public what little I had
discovered, and to urge the best minds to try and make furthc'ar progrlels‘s
by helping with the necessary observ.atlo_ns, each acc01"d1ng toh' is
inclination and ability, and by communicating to the public everyt] mg
they learn. Thus, by building upon the.work o_f our predeces;ors an
combining the lives and labours of many, we might mal;;: much greater
progress working together than anyone could make on his own. .

I also noticed, regarding observations,! that the further we a}dvancci1 in
our knowledge, the more necessary they become. At Fhe begmmpg, draF er
than secking those which are more unusugl and highly contrived, it lls
better to resort only to those which, presenting themselves spont.aneoush y
to our senses, cannot be unknown to us if we.reﬂect even a ll'Ftle. The
reason for this is that the more unusual observations are apt to mislead us
when we do not yet know the causes of the more common ones, an$1 the
factors on which they depend are almost always so special and so minute
that it is very difficult to discern them. But the oFder I ha}ve adoptled l1ln
this regard is the following. First I tried to c:hscover in genera the
principles or first causes of everything that exists or can exist 1r(1i Eh e
world. To this end I considered nothing but God alone, who created the

1 Fr. expériences, a term which Descartes often uses when talkmg’o_f sc1ent1ﬁ§ observa-
: . ‘ .
tions, and which sometimes comes close to meaning ‘experiments’ in the modern sense
: 4 ,
(its root being derived from Lat. experior, ‘to test’).
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