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FIFTH MEDITATION

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

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

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

Quantity, for example, or ‘continuous’ quantity as the philosophers
commonly call it, is something | distinctly imagine. That is, | distinctly
imagine the extension of the quantity (or rather of the thing which is
quantified) in length, breadth and depth. 1 also enumerate various parts
of the thing, and to these parts | assign various sizes, shapes, positions
and local motions; and to the motions | assign various durations.

Mot only are all these things very well known and transparent to me
when regarded in this general way, but in addition there are countless
particular fearures regarding shapes, number, motion and so on, which I
perceive when [ give them my attention. And the truth of these marters is
s0 open and so much in harmony with my nature, that on first
discovering them it seems that | am not so much learning something new
as remembering what | knew before; or it seems like noticing for the first
time things which were long present within me although | had never
turned my mental gaze on them before,

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

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

But if the mere fact that | can produce from my thought the idea of
something entails that everything which 1 clearly and distinctly perceive
to belong to that thing really does belong to it, is not this a possible basis
for another argument to prove the existence of God? Certainly, the idea
of God, or a supremely perfect being, is one which I find within me just as
surely as the idea of any shape or number. And my understanding that it
belongs to his nature that he always exists' is no less clear and distinct
than is the case when | prove of any shape or number that some property
belongs to its nature, Hence, even if it turned out that not everything on
which I have meditated in these past days is true, I ought still to regard
the existence of God as having at least the same level of certainty as |

have hitherto attributed to the truths of mathematics.?
Ar first sight, however, this is not transparently clear, but has some

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

However, even granted that | cannot think of God except as existing,
just as [ cannot think of a mountain without a valley, it certainly does not
follow from the fact that | think of a mountain with a valley that there is
any mountain in the world; and similarly, it does not seem to follow from
the fact that | think of God as existing that he does exist. For my thought
does not impose any necessity on things; and just as I may imagine a
winged horse even though no horse has wings, so | may be able to attach
existence to God even though no God exists.

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

And it must not be objected atr this point that while it is indeed
necessary for me to suppose God exists, once | have made the supposition
that he has all perfections (since existence is one of the perfections),
nevertheless the original supposition was not necessary. Similarly, the
objection would run, it is not necessary for me to think that all
quadrilaterals can be inscribed in a circle; but given this supposition, it
will be necessary for me to admit that a thombus can be inscribed in a
circle = which is patently false. Now admittedly, it is not necessary that |
ever light upon any thought of God; but whenever | do choose to think of
the first and supreme being, and bring forth the idea of God from the
treasure house of my mind as it were, it is necessary that I attribute all



Fifth Meditation 47

perfections to him, even if I do not at that time enumerate them or attend
to them individually. And this necessity plainly guarantees thar, when |
later realize that existence is a perfection, I am correct in inferring that
the first and supreme being exists. In the same way, it is not necessary for
me ever to imagine a triangle; but whenever | do wish to consider a
rectilinear figure having just three angles, it is necessary that | attribute to
it the properties which license the inference that its three angles equal no
more than two right angles, even if | do not notice this at the time. By
contrast, when I examine what figures can be inscribed in a circle, it is in
no way necessary for me to think thart this class includes all quadrilater-
als. Indeed, I cannot even imagine this, so long as I am willing to admit
only what I clearly and distinctly understand. So there is a great
difference between this kind of false supposition and the true ideas which
are innate in me, of which the first and most important is the idea of God.
There are many ways in which 1 understand that this idea is not
something fictitious which is dependent on my thought, but is an image
of a true and immutable nature. First of all, there is the fact that, apart
from God, there is nothing else of which I am capable of thinking such
that existence belongs' to its essence. Second, | cannot understand how
there could be two or more Gods of this kind; and after supposing that
one God exists, | plainly see thar it is necessary that he has existed from
eternity and will abide for eternity. And finally, I perceive many other
attributes of God, none of which | can remove or alter.

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

belongs,’ exists?

1 “. .. necessarily belongs’ (French version).
2 ... in the idea of whom alone necessary and eternal existence is comprised’ (French
version).
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Although it needed close attention for me to perceive this, | am now
just as certain of it as | am of everything else which appears most certain.
And what is more, | see that the certainty of all other things depends on
this, so that without it nothing can ever be perfectly known.

Admittedly my nature is such that so long as' | perceive something very
clearly and distinctly I cannot but believe it to be true. Bur my nature is
also such that I cannot fix my mental vision continually on the same
thing, so as to keep perceiving it clearly; and often the memory of a
previously made judgement may come back, when | am no longer
attending to the arguments which led me to make it. And so other
arguments can now occur to me which might easily undermine my
opinion, if | were unaware of God; and 1 should thus never have true and
certain knowledge about anything, but only shifting and changeable opin-
ions, For example, when I consider the nature of a triangle, it appears
most evident to me, steeped as | am in the principles of geometry, that its
three angles are equal to two right angles; and so long as [ attend to the
proof, | cannot but believe this to be true. But as soon as I turn my mind’s
eye away from the proof, then in spite of still remembering that I per-
ceived it very clearly, I can easily fall into doubrt about its truth, if | am un-
aware of God. For I can convince myself that I have a natural disposition
to go wrong from time to time in matters which I think I perceive as evi-
dently as can be. This will seem even more likely when | remember that
there have been frequent cases where | have regarded things as true and
certain, but have later been led by other arguments to judge them to be
false.

Now, however, | have perceived thar God exists, and at the same nume |
have understood that everything else depends on him, and thar he is no
deceiver; and | have drawn the conclusion that everything which | clearly
and distinctly perceive is of necessity true. Accordingly, even if | am no
longer attending to the arguments which led me to judge that this is true,
as long as | remember that [ clearly and distinctly perceived it, there are
no counter-arguments which can be adduced to make me doubr it, but
on the contrary | have true and certain knowledge of it. And | have
knowledge not just of this martter, but of all matters which | remember
ever having demonstrated, in geometry and so on. For whart objections
can now be raised?? That the way | am made makes me prone to frequent
error? But I now know that | am incapable of error in those cases where
my understanding is transparently clear. Or can it be objected that I have
in the past regarded as true and certain many things which I afterwards
recognized to be false? But none of these were things which I clearly and

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

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

1 *...and also concerning things which belong to corporeal nature in so far as it can serve
as the object of geometrical demonstrations which have no concern with whether that
object exists’ (French version).
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