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            To the dean and professors

of the sacred faculty of theology in paris
   

         

         Dear Gentlemen:

         [4] The reason that leads me to present this work to you is so fully justified that I am certain, when you know its purpose, you will justify taking it under your protection.

         I believe that the best way to recommend it to you is by telling you in a few words what I have in mind.

         I have always considered two questions — that of God and of the soul — to be the most important ones that should demonstrated by means of philosophical reasoning rather than by theology. Although it might suffice, for those of us who are believers, to accept by faith that there is a God and that the human soul does not die with the body, it certainly does not seem possible to convince infidels to adopt any religion or any kind of moral virtue if we do not first prove these two things by way of natural reasoning. Inasmuch as this life often provides greater rewards for vices than for virtues, few people would prefer what is just to what is useful if they were not deterred by the fear of God or by the expectation of another life. On one hand it is absolutely true that one must believe that there is a God, because that is taught in the Holy Scriptures and on the other hand we must believe the Holy Scriptures because they come from God. Because faith is a gift from God, the one who gives that gift in order to make other things believable can also give that gift in order to make us believe that he exists. Nevertheless, we cannot present this proof to infidels, because they would think that this commits the fallacy that logicians call reasoning in a circle. [5]

         To tell the truth, I have observed that you, gentlemen, and all other theologians, not only maintain that the existence of God can be proved by natural reason, but also that we can infer from the Holy Scriptures that the realization of this existence is much clearer than many things that have been created. Actually, it is so easy that those who do not grasp it are to be blamed. This is made clear by the following words from the Book ofSolomon, Chapter 13, where it tells us: “Their ignorance is not pardonable, because if their mind has penetrated so far into the knowledge of things in the world, then how is it possible that they have not found their sovereign Master?” And in the first chapter of Romans it says that they are “inexcusable.” Likewise, in the same place, we find these words: “What is known about God is manifested in them.” It seems that we are being advised that everything we know about God is not to be found anywhere but in ourselves, and that our mind alone is capable of providing it. For this reason I would find it appropriate to make clear by what means this can be done and in what way God can be identified more easily and precisely than worldly things.

         Regarding the soul, many people have believed that it is not easy to know its nature, and some of them have even dared to say that human reason convinces us that the soul dies with the body; they claim that only faith can teach us the opposite.

         However, the Lateran Council under Leo X condemned that view (in Session 8) and decreed that Christian philosophers should dismiss the arguments of those people and verify the truth. I have attempted to do just that in the present work.

         Furthermore, I know that many irreligious people do not want to believe that there is a God and that the human soul is separate from the body. Their reason is that nobody has been able to prove those two things. I do not agree with them. On the contrary, I maintain that almost all reasons that have been offered by so many great people who have treated these questions provide sufficient proof when they are properly understood. [6] It would be almost impossible to invent new ones. I believe that there is nothing more useful to be done in philosophy than to investigate in detail and with care the best and most dependable arguments and to display them in a way that is so clear and so precise that from now on there would be widespread agreement that they are genuine proofs. Finally, several people have asked me to do this. They know that I have developed a certain method for resolving many kinds of difficulties in the sciences, a method that is not new because there is nothing more ancient than the truth. These people know that this approach has worked well in other contexts, so I think it is my duty to present something on this topic.

         I have done my best to understand everything in this field of knowledge and to present everything that can be said about it. That does not mean I have gathered all the different reasons I could cite as proofs related to these subjects, because I have always believed that approach is necessary only when a decisive proof is lacking. Rather, I have treated the primary and most important reasons in a way that I dare to propose as the most evident and most certain demonstration. I also think that these proofs are such that there is no better way by which the human mind could ever discover better ones. The importance of the subject matter and the glory of God, to which everything ascribes its origin, force me to speak somewhat more openly than I usually do of myself. In spite of the certainty and clarity I find in my reasons, I am not convinced that everyone will be able to understand them. This situation is similar to that in geometry, where many proofs have been left for us by Archimedes, Apollonius, Pappus, and many others. Their demonstrations are generally accepted for being very clear and exact, because they only contain ideas that, when considered separately, are easy to understand; and there is hardly any place where the conclusions do not square with and perfectly match what went before. Nevertheless, because they are rather long and demand total concentration, they are comprehended and understood by only a few people. [7] Although the arguments I present here equal or even surpass the demonstrations of geometry in certitude and clarity, I fear that they will not be sufficiently understood by others, because they, too, are somewhat extended and dependent on each other, and especially because they require a mind that is entirely free of prejudice and can easily detach itself from the senses. To tell the truth, there are not as many people in the world who are qualified for metaphysical speculation as there are for geometry.

         Furthermore there is another difference — namely that in geometry everyone is convinced that nothing is valid that does not have a clear demonstration. Those who lack experience in geometry more often accept false demonstrations, in order to make people believe that they understand, than they reject what is true. It is not the same in philosophy where everyone believes that all propositions are problematic and where few people devote themselves to seeking the truth. Also in philosophy many people seek the reputation of being great minds, so they arrogantly devote themselves only to combating the most obvious truths.

         Gentlemen, that explains why, whatever force my reasons might have, because they belong to philosophy I do not expect that they will make a big impression on most people — unless you take them under your protection. But the regard everyone has for your faculty is so great and the name of the Sorbonne has such authority that, other than the Holy Councils, nobody is so much trusted in matters of faith; and even in human philosophy everybody believes that it is impossible to find more solidity and more understanding, or more prudence and integrity, in making a judgment. I do not doubt that all errors and false opinions that have ever touched these two questions will soon be erased from the human mind if you are willing to care for this work by correcting it. I know enough not only about my weakness but also about my ignorance that I do not dare to promise that there are no mistakes, but I invite you to add the things that are missing and improve on those that are not perfect as well as provide a more thorough explication of those things that are lacking, or at least to alert me to work on them. [8] Finally, after the reasons by which I prove that there is a God and that the human soul differs from the body have been taken to the point of clarity and lucidity, which I am sure can be done, they will be accepted as exact demonstrations. If you give your approval and declare their value publically, then I am sure, as I said, that error on these topics will soon be erased from the human mind The truth itself will suffice to cause all intelligent and learned people to approve of your judgment, and your authority will assure that the atheists, who are usually more arrogant than educated and judicious, will cast from their mind the spirit of contradiction. Perhaps they will even support the reasons they observe educated people accepting as proofs, fearing that they will be seen as failing to understand them. In the end, all other people will submit easily to the evidence from so many witnesses, and there will no longer be anybody who dares to doubt the existence of God and the real and true distinction between the human soul and the body.

         It is now for you, who know the disorder produced by doubt in these matters, to judge the advantage that comes from such belief once it is well established. But it would be inappropriate for me further to recommend the workings of God and religion to those who have always been their strongest supporters.

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction by the author for the reader
   

         

         I have already touched on the two questions regarding God and the human soul in the French version of the Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting the Reason and Seeking for Truth in the Sciences that I published in the year 1637. [7] It was not then my intention to examine these questions thoroughly, but only in passing, so that I might learn from others how I should treat them later. These topics always seemed to me to be of such importance that I judged it proper to discuss them more than once. The road I take to explain them is so rarely used and so far off the main route that I believed it would not be useful to present it in French in a discourse that could be read by everybody, fearing that those with weaker minds might believe that they should walk that same road.

         In the Discourse on Method I asked that all who might have found something to criticize would do me the favor of sharing it. However, nobody has objected to anything significant — except two concerns that relate to these two questions. I would like to respond here in a few words before I turn to explaining them more fully. [8]

         The first objection is that because the human mind — in reflecting about itself — does not know itself to be anything but a being that thinks, it does not follow that its nature or its essence is only to think. The objection is that the word “only” excludes all other things that might belong to the nature of the soul.

         To this objection I respond that I did not intend to exclude them from actual truth (with which I was not concerned at that point) but only according to the order of my thinking. I did not recognize anything that belonged to my essence other than that I am a being that thinks — in other words a being that posses in itself the ability to think. But I will show later how, because I do not know anything else that belongs to my mind, it follows that there is nothing else that actually belongs to it.

         The second objection is that it does not follow from my having in me an idea of a being more perfect than I am that this idea is more perfect than I am and, much less, that what is represented by this idea does exist.

         But I respond that there is an ambiguity in that word “idea.” It can be understood materially as a process of my mind, and in that sense one cannot say that it is more perfect than I am. Or, it can be understood objectively as the being that is represented by that process, namely a being that, although I do not suppose that it exists in my mind, can nevertheless be more perfect than I am and thus have a reason for its existence. Furthermore, concerning that conclusion, in what follows I will make it clear why, because I have in me an idea more perfect than I am, it follows that it truly exists.

         I have read two other lengthy essays that comment about this material, but they do not argue much against my reasons for these ideas but rather fight against my conclusions — basing their objections on commonplace arguments taken from the atheists. [9] But arguments of this kind cannot leave much of an impression on the mind of those who have followed my reasoning. Also, because the judgments of many people are weak and unreasonable, they are often persuaded by the first opinions they have about something, no matter how false, rather than by subsequent reasoning that is solid and sound and which refutes their opinion. Thus I do not want to consider their views for fear that I would first have to present them.

         I will only say that generally everything the atheists say to fight the existence of God either depends on pretending that God has human emotions or attributing to our mind such power and wisdom that we presume to understand and determine what God can do and should do. Thus, nothing they say will produce any difficulty, as long as we remember to consider our minds as beings that are finite and limited and consider God as infinite and incomprehensible.

         Now, after an initial account of human judgments, I will endeavor once again to consider God and the human soul and to lay the foundations for first philosophy, but without expecting any popular praise or hoping that my book will be known by many people. On the contrary, I do not advise anybody to read it other than those who can and will seriously meditate with me by detaching their mind from the use of the senses and to rid it entirely from any kind of prejudice. I know that such people are few in number. But for those who do not care at all about the order of my reasons and the connections between them, and who amuse themselves by quibbling and scrutinizing every single detail, as is common, those people, I say, will not profit much from reading this essay. Although they might find many opportunities to split hairs, they would have a hard time presenting anything important that merits a response.

         Although I cannot promise to satisfy my other readers on their first try, and because I do not presume to predict everything that could be a difficulty for someone else, I will first present in the Meditations the same thoughts that have convinced me that I have reached a definite and evident knowledge of the truth, and finally to see if, by the same reasons that have convinced me, I have also convinced others. Afterwards I will answer the objections that were raised by people with intelligence and learning to whom I sent my Meditations to be examined before being submitted to the printer. Because there are so many such comments and they are so diverse, I dare to predict that it will be difficult to find a serious objection that has not already been touched on.

         This is why I ask those who read these Meditations not to form a final judgment before they have made the effort to read all the objections and their resolution.
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