
RENE DESCARTES DISCOURSE ON THE METHOD

Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting One's Reason and of Seeking Truth in the . Descartes seeks to
ascertain the true method by which to arrive at the . Discours de la mÃ©thode pour bien conduire sa raison et chercher
la vÃ©ritÃ© .

Thus I perceived that doubt, inconstancy, sadness, and such like, could not be found in God, since I myself
would have been happy to be free from them. And it must be noted that I say of our reason, and not of our
imagination or of our senses: thus, for example, although we very clearly see the sun, we ought not therefore
to determine that it is only of the size which our sense of sight presents; and we may very distinctly imagine
the head of a lion joined to the body of a goat, without being therefore shut up to the conclusion that a
chimaera exists; for it is not a dictate of reason that what we thus see or imagine is in reality existent; but it
plainly tells us that all our ideas or notions contain in them some truth; for otherwise it could not be that God,
who is wholly perfect and veracious, should have placed them in us. Where thought immediately came
pouring in torrents. For if it happened that an individual, even when asleep, had some very distinct idea, as, for
example, if a geometer should discover some new demonstration, the circumstance of his being asleep would
not militate against its truth; and as for the most ordinary error of our dreams, which consists in their
representing to us various objects in the same way as our external senses, this is not prejudicial, since it leads
us very properly to suspect the truth of the ideas of sense; for we are not infrequently deceived in the same
manner when awake; as when persons in the jaundice see all objects yellow, or when the stars or bodies at a
great distance appear to us much smaller than they are. As for the thoughts of many other objects external to
me, as of the sky, the earth, light, heat, and a thousand more, I was less at a loss to know whence these came;
for since I remarked in them nothing which seemed to render them superior to myself, I could believe that, if
these were true, they were dependencies on my own nature, in so far as it possessed a certain perfection, and,
if they were false, that I held them from nothing, that is to say, that they were in me because of a certain
imperfection of my nature. But if we did not know that all which we possess of real and true proceeds from a
Perfect and Infinite Being, however clear and distinct our ideas might be, we should have no ground on that
account for the assurance that they possessed the perfection of being true. I was thus led to take the liberty of
judging of all other men by myself, and of concluding that there was no science in existence that was of such a
nature as I had previously been given to believe. But like the painters who, finding themselves unable to
represent equally well on a plain surface all the different faces of a solid body, select one of the chief, on
which alone they make the light fall, and throwing the rest into the shade, allow them to appear only in so far
as they can be seen while looking at the principal one; so, fearing lest I should not be able to compense in my
discourse all that was in my mind, I resolved to expound singly, though at considerable length, my opinions
regarding light; then to take the opportunity of adding something on the sun and the fixed stars, since light
almost wholly proceeds from them; on the heavens since they transmit it; on the planets, comets, and earth,
since they reflect it; and particularly on all the bodies that are upon the earth, since they are either colored, or
transparent, or luminous; and finally on man, since he is the spectator of these objects. And as a multitude of
laws often only hampers justice, so that a state is best governed when, with few laws, these are rigidly
administered; in like manner, instead of the great number of precepts of which logic is composed, I believed
that the four following would prove perfectly sufficient for me, provided I took the firm and unwavering
resolution never in a single instance to fail in observing them. This receives confirmation from the
circumstance, that it is observed of animals destitute of lungs that they have also but one cavity in the heart,
and that in children who cannot use them while in the womb, there is a hole through which the blood flows
from the hollow vein into the left cavity of the heart, and a tube through which it passes from the arterial vein
into the grand artery without passing through the lung. For my own part, I should doubtless have belonged to
the latter class, had I received instruction from but one master, or had I never known the diversities of opinion
that from time immemorial have prevailed among men of the greatest learning. In the next place, how could
digestion be carried on in the stomach unless the heart communicated heat to it through the arteries, and along
with this certain of the more fluid parts of the blood, which assist in the dissolution of the food that has been
taken in? And this proves not only that the brutes have less reason than man, but that they have none at all: for
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we see that very little is required to enable a person to speak; and since a certain inequality of capacity is
observable among animals of the same species, as well as among men, and since some are more capable of
being instructed than others, it is incredible that the most perfect ape or parrot of its species, should not in this
be equal to the most stupid infant of its kind or at least to one that was crack-brained, unless the soul of brutes
were of a nature wholly different from ours. Besides, the three preceding maxims were founded singly on the
design of continuing the work of self-instruction. Finally, if there be still persons who are not sufficiently
persuaded of the existence of God and of the soul, by the reasons I have adduced, I am desirous that they
should know that all the other propositions, of the truth of which they deem themselves perhaps more assured,
as that we have a body, and that there exist stars and an earth, and such like, are less certain; for, although we
have a moral assurance of these things, which is so strong that there is an appearance of extravagance in
doubting of their existence, yet at the same time no-one, unless his intellect is impaired, can deny, when the
question relates to a metaphysical certitude, that there is sufficient reason to exclude entire assurance, in the
observation that when asleep we can in the same way imagine ourselves possessed of another body and that
we see other stars and another earth, when there is nothing of the kind. Part V: Physics, the heart, and the soul
of man and animals[ edit ] Here he describes how in other writings he discusses the idea of laws of nature, of
the sun and stars, the idea of the moon being the cause of ebb and flow, on gravitation, and going on to discuss
light and fire. So he went out into the world. From the description of inanimate bodies and plants, I passed to
animals, and particularly to man. Be as firm and resolute in my actions as I was able. In this way they cause
the whole heart to expand, and at the same time press home and shut the five small valves that are at the
entrances of the two vessels from which they flow, and thus prevent any more blood from coming down into
the heart, and becoming more and more rarefied, they push open the six small valves that are in the orifices of
the other two vessels, through which they pass out, causing in this way all the branches of the arterial vein and
of the grand artery to expand almost simultaneously with the heart which immediately thereafter begins to
contract, as do also the arteries, because the blood that has entered them has cooled, and the six small valves
close, and the five of the hollow vein and of the venous artery open anew and allow a passage to other two
drops of blood, which cause the heart and the arteries again to expand as before. In the next place, from
reflecting on the circumstance that I doubted, and that consequently my being was not wholly perfect for I
clearly saw that it was a greater perfection to know than to doubt , I was led to inquire whence I had learned to
think of something more perfect than myself; and I clearly recognized that I must hold this notion from some
nature which in reality was more perfect. First, I have essayed to find in general the principles, or first causes
of all that is or can be in the world. And since the latter current escapes from the arm by the opening made in
one of the veins, there must of necessity be certain passages below the ligature, that is, towards the extremities
of the arm through which it can come thither from the arteries. Thus also, those ancient cities which, from
being at first only villages, have become, in course of time, large towns, are usually but ill laid out compared
with the regularity constructed towns which a professional architect has freely planned on an open plain; so
that although the several buildings of the former may often equal or surpass in beauty those of the latter, yet
when one observes their indiscriminate juxtaposition, there a large one and here a small, and the consequent
crookedness and irregularity of the streets, one is disposed to allege that chance rather than any human will
guided by reason must have led to such an arrangement. And it is evident that it is not less repugnant that
falsity or imperfection, in so far as it is imperfection, should proceed from God, than that truth or perfection
should proceed from nothing. I have never contemplated anything higher than the reformation of my own
opinions, and basing them on a foundation wholly my own. And since the latter current escapes from the arm
by the opening made in one of the veins, there must of necessity be certain passages below the ligature, that is,
towards the extremities of the arm through which it can come thither from the arteries. Besides, fictitious
narratives lead us to imagine the possibility of many events that are impossible; and even the most faithful
histories, if they do not wholly misrepresent matters, or exaggerate their importance to render the account of
them more worthy of perusal, omit, at least, almost always the meanest and least striking of the attendant
circumstances; hence it happens that the remainder does not represent the truth, and that such as regulate their
conduct by examples drawn from this source, are apt to fall into the extravagances of the knight-errants of
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romance, and to entertain projects that exceed their powers. Hence it is that I cannot in any degree approve of
those restless and busy meddlers who, called neither by birth nor fortune to take part in the management of
public affairs, are yet always projecting reforms; and if I thought that this tract contained aught which might
justify the suspicion that I was a victim of such folly, I would by no means permit its publication. For it is
highly deserving of remark, that there are no men so dull and stupid, not even idiots, as to be incapable of
joining together different words, and thereby constructing a declaration by which to make their thoughts
understood; and that on the other hand, there is no other animal, however perfect or happily circumstanced,
which can do the like. PART VI PREFATORY NOTE BY THE AUTHOR If this Discourse appear too long
to be read at once, it may be divided into six Parts: and, in the first, will be found various considerations
touching the Sciences; in the second, the principal rules of the Method which the Author has discovered, in the
third, certain of the rules of Morals which he has deduced from this Method; in the fourth, the reasonings by
which he establishes the existence of God and of the Human Soul, which are the foundations of his
Metaphysic; in the fifth, the order of the Physical questions which he has investigated, and, in particular, the
explication of the motion of the heart and of some other difficulties pertaining to Medicine, as also the
difference between the soul of man and that of the brutes; and, in the last, what the Author believes to be
required in order to greater advancement in the investigation of Nature than has yet been made, with the
reasons that have induced him to write. For I found myself involved in so many doubts and errors, that I was
convinced I had advanced no farther in all my attempts at learning, than the discovery at every turn of my own
ignorance. But immediately upon this I observed that, whilst I thus wished to think that all was false, it was
absolutely necessary that I, who thus thought, should be somewhat; and as I observed that this truth, I think,
therefore I am COGITO ERGO SUM , was so certain and of such evidence that no ground of doubt, however
extravagant, could be alleged by the sceptics capable of shaking it, I concluded that I might, without scruple,
accept it as the first principle of the philosophy of which I was in search. Published by P. Large bodies, if once
overthrown, are with great difficulty set up again, or even kept erect when once seriously shaken, and the fall
of such is always disastrous. I have ever remained firm in my original resolution to suppose no other principle
than that of which I have recently availed myself in demonstrating the existence of God and of the soul, and to
accept as true nothing that did not appear to me more clear and certain than the demonstrations of the
geometers had formerly appeared; and yet I venture to state that not only have I found means to satisfy myself
in a short time on all the principal difficulties which are usually treated of in philosophy, but I have also
observed certain laws established in nature by God in such a manner, and of which he has impressed on our
minds such notions, that after we have reflected sufficiently upon these, we cannot doubt that they are
accurately observed in all that exists or takes place in the world and farther, by considering the concatenation
of these laws, it appears to me that I have discovered many truths more useful and more important than all I
had before learned, or even had expected to learn. I still continued, however, to hold in esteem the studies of
the schools. Now, in conclusion, the method which teaches adherence to the true order, and an exact
enumeration of all the conditions of the thing sought includes all that gives certitude to the rules of arithmetic.
Of these the first is that they could never use words or other signs arranged in such a manner as is competent
to us in order to declare our thoughts to others: for we may easily conceive a machine to be so constructed that
it emits vocables, and even that it emits some correspondent to the action upon it of external objects which
cause a change in its organs; for example, if touched in a particular place it may demand what we wish to say
to it; if in another it may cry out that it is hurt, and such like; but not that it should arrange them variously so
as appositely to reply to what is said in its presence, as men of the lowest grade of intellect can do. I should
not, however, on this account have ventured at once on the examination of all the difficulties of the sciences
which presented themselves to me, for this would have been contrary to the order prescribed in the method,
but observing that the knowledge of such is dependent on principles borrowed from philosophy, in which I
found nothing certain, I thought it necessary first of all to endeavour to establish its principles. Perceiving
further, that in order to understand these relations I should sometimes have to consider them one by one and
sometimes only to bear them in mind, or embrace them in the aggregate, I thought that, in order the better to
consider them individually, I should view them as subsisting between straight lines, than which I could find no
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objects more simple, or capable of being more distinctly represented to my imagination and senses; and on the
other hand, that in order to retain them in the memory or embrace an aggregate of many, I should express them
by certain characters the briefest possible.


