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What Is the Mind? 

 

Phaedo* 

Plato 

(For a brief biographical note on Plato, see chapter 3) 

 

Study Questions 

1. What two classes of things are there, according to Socrates? What characteristics does 

each have? 

2. To which classes, respectively, do the body and soul belong? Why? 

3. What conclusion does Socrates reach about the nature of the soul? 

4. What flaw does Simmias think he finds in Socrates’s theory? 

5. How does Socrates show that the soul is not like and “attunement”? 

 

We ought, I think, said Socrates, to ask ourselves this. What sort of thing is it that would 

naturally suffer the fate of being dispersed? For what sort of thing should we fear this fate, and 

for what should we not? When we have answered this, we should next consider to which class 

the soul belongs, and then we shall know whether to feel confidence or fear about the fate of our 

souls. 

                                                 
* Reprinted from The Collected Dialogues of Plato, Including the Letters, ed. Edith Hamilton 

and Huntington Cairns (Princeton University Press, 1961) by permission of the publisher. 
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Quite true. 

Would you not expect a composite object or a natural compound to be liable to break up 

where it was put together? And ought not anything which is really incomposite to be the one 

thing of all others which is not affected in this way? 

That seems to be the case, said Cebes. 

Is it not extremely probable that what is always constant and invariable is incomposite, and 

what is inconstant and variable is composite? 

That is how it seems to me. 

Then let us return to the same examples which we were discussing before. Does that 

absolute reality which we define in our discussions remain always constant and invariable, or 

not? Does absolute equality or beauty or any other independent entity which really exists ever 

admit change of any kind? Or does each one of these uniform and independent entities remain 

always constant and invariable, never admitting any alteration in any respect or in any sense? 

They must be constant and invariable, Socrates, said Cebes. 

Well, what about the concrete instances of beauty—such as men, horses, clothes, and so 

on—or of equality, or any other members of a class corresponding to an absolute entity? Are 

they constant, or are they, on the contrary, scarcely ever in the same relation in any sense either 

to themselves or to one another? 

With them, Socrates, it is just the opposite; they are never free from variation. 

And these concrete objects you can touch and see and perceive by your other senses, but 

those constant entities you cannot possibly apprehend except by thinking; they are invisible to 

our sight. 

That is perfectly true, said Cebes. 
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So you think that we should assume two classes of things, one visible and the other 

invisible? 

Yes, we should. 

The invisible being invariable, and the visible never being the same? 

Yes, we should assume that too. 

Well, now, said Socrates, are we not part body, part soul? 

Certainly. 

Then to which class do we say that the body would have the closer resemblance and 

relation? 

Quite obviously to the visible. 

And the soul, is it visible or invisible? 

Invisible to men, at any rate, Socrates, he said. 

But surely we have been speaking of things visible or invisible to our human nature. Do you 

think that we had some other nature in view? 

No, human nature. 

What do we say about the soul, then? Is it visible or invisible? 

Not visible. 

Invisible, then? 

Yes. 

So soul is more like the invisible, and body more like the visible?  

That follows inevitably, Socrates. 

Did we not say some time ago that when the soul uses the instrumentality of the body for 

any inquiry, whether through sight or hearing or any other sense—because using the body 
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implies using the senses—it is drawn away by the body into the realm of the variable, and loses 

its way and becomes confused and dizzy, as though it were fuddled, through contact with things 

of a similar nature?  

Certainly. 

But when it investigates by itself, it passes into the realm of the pure and everlasting and 

immortal and changeless, and being of a kindred nature, when it is once independent and free 

from interference, consorts with it always and strays no longer, but remains, in that realm of the 

absolute, constant and invariable, through contact with beings of a similar nature. And this 

condition of the soul we call wisdom. 

An excellent description, and perfectly true, Socrates. 

Very well, then, in the light of all that we have said, both now and before, to which class do 

you think that the soul bears the closer resemblance and relation? 

I think, Socrates, said Cebes, that even the dullest person would agree, from this line of 

reasoning, that the soul is in every possible way more like the invariable than the variable. 

And the body? 

To the other. 

Look at it in this way too. When soul and body are both in the same place, nature teaches the 

one to serve and be subject, the other to rule and govern. In this relation which do you think 

resembles the divine and which the mortal part? Don’t you think that it is the nature of the divine 

to rule and direct, and that of the mortal to be subject and serve? 

I do. 

Then which does the soul resemble? 

Obviously, Socrates, soul resembles the divine, and body the mortal. 
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Now, Cebes, he said, see whether this is our conclusion from all that we have said. The soul 

is most like that which is divine, immortal, intelligible, uniform, indissoluble, and ever self-

consistent and invariable, whereas body is most like that which is human, mortal, multiform, 

unintelligible, dissoluble, and never self-consistent. Can we adduce any conflicting argument, 

my dear Cebes, to show that this is not so? 

No, we cannot. 

Very well, then, in that case is it not natural for body to disintegrate rapidly, but for soul to 

be quite or very nearly indissoluble? . . . 

There was silence for some time after Socrates had said this. He himself, to judge from his 

appearance, was still occupied with the argument which he had just been stating, and so were 

most of us, but Simmias and Cebes went on talking in a low voice. 

When Socrates noticed them he said, Why, do you feel that my account is inadequate? Of 

course it is still open to a number of doubts and objections, if you want to examine it in detail. If 

it is something else that you two are considering, never mind, but if you feel any difficulty about 

our discussion, don’t hesitate to put forward your own views, and point out any way in which 

you think that my account could be improved. And by all means make use of my services too, if 

you think I can help at all to solve the difficulty. 

Very well, Socrates, said Simmias, I will be quite open with you. We have both been feeling 

difficulties for some time, and each of us has been urging the other to ask questions. We are 

anxious to have your answers, but we did not like to bother you, for fear of annoying you in your 

present misfortune. 

When Socrates heard this he laughed gently and said, I am surprised at you, Simmias. I shall 

certainly find it difficult to convince the outside world that I do not regard my present lot as a 
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misfortune if I cannot even convince you, and you are afraid that I am more irritable now than I 

used to be. Evidently you think that I have less insight into the future than a swan; because when 

these birds feel that the time has come for them to die, they sing more loudly and sweetly than 

they have sung in all their lives before, for joy that they are going away into the presence of the 

god whose servants they are. It is quite wrong for human beings to make out that the swans sing 

their last song as an expression of grief at their approaching end. People who say this are misled 

by their own fear of death, and fail to reflect that no bird sings when it is hungry or cold or 

distressed in any other way—not even the nightingale or swallow or hoopoe, whose song is 

supposed to be a lament. In my opinion neither they nor the swans sing because they are sad. I 

believe that the swans, belonging as they do to Apollo, have prophetic powers and sing because 

they know the good things that await them in the unseen world, and they are happier on that day 

than they have ever been before. Now I consider that I am in the same service as the swans, and 

dedicated to the same god, and that I am no worse endowed with prophetic powers by my master 

than they are, and no more disconsolate at leaving this life. So far as that fear of yours is 

concerned, you may say and ask whatever you like, so long as the Athenian officers of justice 

permit. 

Thank you, said Simmias. I will tell you my difficulty first and then Cebes shall tell you 

where he finds your theory unacceptable. I think, just as you do, Socrates, that although it is very 

difficult if not impossible in this life to achieve certainty about these questions, at the same time 

it is utterly feeble not to use every effort in testing the available theories, or to leave off before 

we have considered them in every way, and come to the end of our resources. It is our duty to do 

one of two things, either to ascertain the facts, whether by seeking instruction or by personal 

discovery, or, if this is impossible, to select the best and most dependable theory which human 
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intelligence can supply, and use it as a raft to ride the seas of life—that is, assuming that we 

cannot make our journey with greater confidence and security by the surer means of a divine 

revelation. And so now, after what you have said, I shall not let any diffidence prevent me from 

asking my question, and so make me blame myself afterward for not having spoken my mind 

now. The fact is, Socrates, that on thinking it over, and discussing it with Cebes here, I feel that 

your theory has serious flaws in it. 

Your feeling is very likely right, my dear boy, said Socrates, but tell me where you think the 

flaws are. 

What I mean is this, said Simmias. You might say the same thing about tuning the strings of 

a musical instrument, that the attunement is something invisible and incorporeal and splendid 

and divine, and located in the tuned instrument, while the instrument itself and its strings are 

material and corporeal and composite and earthly and closely related to what is mortal. Now 

suppose that the instrument is broken, or its strings cut or snapped. According to your theory the 

attunement must still exist—it cannot have been destroyed, because it would be inconceivable 

that when the strings are broken the instrument and the strings themselves, which have a mortal 

nature, should still exist, and the attunement, which shares the nature and characteristics of the 

divine and immortal, should exist no longer, having predeceased its mortal counterpart. You 

would say that the attunement must still exist somewhere just as it was, and that the wood and 

strings will rot away before anything happens to it. I say this, Socrates, because, as I think you 

yourself are aware, we Pythagoreans have a theory of the soul which is roughly like this. The 

body is held together at a certain tension between the extremes of hot and cold, and dry and wet, 

and so on, and our soul is a temperament or adjustment of these same extremes, when they are 

combined in just the right proportion. Well, if the soul is really an adjustment, obviously as soon 
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as the tension of our body is lowered or increased beyond the proper point, the soul must be 

destroyed, divine though it is—just like any other adjustment, either in music or in any product 

of the arts and crafts, although in each case the physical remains last considerably longer until 

they are burned up or rot away. Find us an answer to this argument, if someone insists that the 

soul, being a temperament of physical constituents, is the first thing to be destroyed by what we 

call death. . . . 

There is this way of looking at it too, Simmias, said Socrates. Do you think that an 

attunement, or any other composite thing, should be in a condition different from that of its 

component elements? 

No, I do not. 

And it should not act, or be acted upon, I presume, differently from them? 

He agreed. 

So an attunement should not control its elements, but should follow their lead? 

He assented. 

There is no question of its conflicting with them, either in movement or in sound or in any 

other way.  

None at all. 

Very well, then, is it not the nature of every attunement to be an attunement in so far as it is 

tuned?  

I don’t understand.  

Surely, said Socrates, if it is tuned more, that is, in a greater degree—supposing this to be 

possible—it must be more of an attunement, and if it is tuned less, that is, in a lesser degree, it 

must be less attunement.  
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Quite so. 

And is this the case with the soul—that one soul is, even minutely, more or less of a soul 

than another?  

Not in the least. 

Now please give me your closest attention, said Socrates. Do we say that one kind of soul 

possesses intelligence and goodness, and is good, and that another possesses stupidity and 

wickedness, and is evil? And is this true?  

Yes, it is true. 

Then how will a person who holds that the soul is an attunement account for the presence in 

it of goodness and badness? Will he describe them as yet another attunement or lack of it? Will 

he say that the good soul is in tune, and not only is an attunement itself, but contains another, 

whereas the bad soul is out of tune and does not contain another attunement? 

I really could not say, replied Simmias, but obviously anyone who held that view would 

have to say something of the sort. 

But we have already agreed, said Socrates, that no soul can be more or less of a soul than 

another, and this is the same as agreeing that no attunement can be more of an attunement and in 

a greater degree, or less of an attunement and in a lesser degree, than another. Is that not so? 

Certainly. 

And that what is neither more nor less of an attunement is neither more nor less in tune. Is 

that so? 

Yes. 

Does that which is neither more nor less in tune contain a greater or smaller proportion of 

attunement, or an equal one? 
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An equal one. 

Then since no soul is any more or less than just a soul, it is neither more nor less in tune. 

That is so. 

Under this condition it cannot contain a greater proportion of discord or attunement. 

Certainly not. 

And again under this condition can one soul contain a greater proportion of badness or 

goodness than another, assuming that badness is discord and goodness attunement? 

No, it cannot. 

Or rather, I suppose, Simmias, by strict reasoning no soul will contain any share of badness, 

if it is an attunement, because surely since attunement is absolutely attunement and nothing else, 

it can never contain any share of discord. 

No, indeed. 

Nor can the soul, since it is absolutely soul, contain a share of badness. 

Not in the light of what we have said. 

So on this theory every soul of every living creature will be equally good—assuming that it 

is the nature of all souls to be equally souls and nothing else. 

I think that follows, Socrates. 

Do you also think that this view is right? Would the argument ever have come to this if our 

hypothesis, that the soul is an attunement, had been correct? 

Not the least chance of it. 

Well, said Socrates, do you hold that it is any other part of a man than the soul that governs 

him, especially if it is a wise one? 

No, I do not. 
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Does it yield to the feelings of the body, or oppose them? I mean, for instance, that when a 

person is feverish and thirsty it impels him the other way, not to drink, and when he is hungry, 

not to eat, and there are thousands of other ways in which we see the soul opposing the physical 

instincts. Is that not so? 

Certainly. 

Did we not also agree a little while ago that if it is an attunement it can never sound a note 

that conflicts with the tension or relaxation or vibration or any other condition of its constituents, 

but must always follow them and never direct them? 

Yes, we did, of course. 

Well, surely we can see now that the soul works in just the opposite way. It directs all the 

elements of which it is said to consist, opposing them in almost everything all through life, and 

exercising every form of control—sometimes by severe and unpleasant methods like those of 

physical training and medicine, and sometimes by milder ones, sometimes scolding, sometimes 

encouraging—and conversing with the desires and passions and fears as though it were quite 

separate and distinct from them. It is just like Homer’s description in the Odyssey where he says 

that Odysseus 

 

Then beat his breast, and thus reproved his heart,  

Endure, my heart; still worse hast thou endured. 

 

Do you suppose that when he wrote that he thought that the soul was an attunement, liable to be 

swayed by physical feelings? Surely he regarded it as capable of swaying and controlling them, 

as something much too divine to rank as an attunement. 
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That is certainly how it seems to me, Socrates. 

Good. In that case there is no justification for our saying that soul is a kind of attunement. 

We should neither agree with Homer nor be consistent ourselves.  

That is so. 

 

 

 

Second and Sixth Meditations* 

Rene Descartes 

(For a brief biographical note on Descartes, see chapter 1) 

 

Study Questions 

1. What is the one thing that Descartes cannot doubt? Why? 

2. What kind of thing does Descartes think he is? What does he mean by that? 

3. Why might it seem (initially) that material things are better known than the mind? 

4. What experiment does Descartes conduct with the piece of wax? What conclusions does 

he draw from the experiment concerning the relation between material things and the 

mind? 

5. What does nature teach Descartes regarding the relation of mind and body? 

6. What reasons does Descartes have for thinking that mind and body are distinct things? 

                                                 
* From Descrates’s Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. Donald A. Cress (1993). Reprinted 

with permission from Hackett Publishing Company. 
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MEDITATION TWO: Concerning the Nature of the Human Mind:  

That It Is Better Known Than the Body 

 
Yesterday’s meditation has thrown me into such doubts that I can no longer ignore them, yet I 

fail to see how they are to be resolved. It is as if I had suddenly fallen into a deep whirlpool; I am 

so tossed about that I can neither touch bottom with my foot, nor swim up to the top. 

Nevertheless I will work my way up and will once again attempt the same path I entered upon 

yesterday. I will accomplish this by putting aside everything that admits of the least doubt, as if I 

had discovered it to be completely false. I will stay on this course until I know something certain, 

or, if nothing else, until I at least know for certain that nothing is certain. Archimedes sought but 

one firm and immovable point in order to move the entire earth from one place to another. Just 

so, great things are also to be hoped for if I succeed in finding just one thing, however slight, that 

is certain and unshaken. 

Therefore I suppose that everything I see is false. I believe that none of what my deceitful 

memory represents ever existed. I have no senses whatever. Body, shape, extension, movement, 

and place are all chimeras. What then will be true? Perhaps just the single fact that nothing is 

certain. 

But how do I know there is not something else, over and above all those things that I have 

just reviewed, concerning which there is not even the slightest occasion for doubt? Is there not 

some God, or by whatever name I might call him, who instills these very thoughts in me? But 

why would I think that, since I myself could perhaps be the author of these thoughts? Am I not 

then at least something? But I have already denied that I have any senses and any body. Still I 

hesitate; for what follows from this? Am I so tied to a body and to the senses that I cannot exist 

without them? But I have persuaded myself that there is absolutely nothing in the world: no sky, 

no earth, no minds, no bodies. Is it then the case that I too do not exist? But doubtless I did exist, 



191 
 

if I persuaded myself of something. But there is some deceiver or other who is supremely 

powerful and supremely sly and who is always deliberately deceiving me. Then too there is no 

doubt that I exist, if he is deceiving me. And let him do his best at deception, he will never bring 

it about that I am nothing so long as I shall think that I am something. Thus, after everything has 

been most carefully weighed, it must finally be established that this pronouncement “I am, I 

exist” is necessarily true every time I utter it or conceive it in my mind. 

But I do not yet understand sufficiently what I am—I, who now necessarily exist. And so 

from this point on, I must be careful lest I unwittingly mistake something else for myself, and 

thus err in that very item of knowledge that I claim to be the most certain and evident of all. 

Thus, I will meditate once more on what I once believed myself to be, prior to embarking upon 

these thoughts. For this reason, then, I will set aside whatever can be weakened even to the 

slightest degree by the arguments brought forward, so that eventually all that remains is precisely 

nothing but what is certain and unshaken. 

What then did I use to think I was? A man, of course. But what is a man? Might I not say a 

“rational animal”? No, because then I would have to inquire what “animal” and “rational” mean. 

And thus from one question I would slide into many more difficult ones. Nor do I now have 

enough free time that I want to waste it on subtleties of this sort. Instead, permit me to focus here 

on what came spontaneously and naturally into my thinking whenever I pondered what I was. 

Now it occurred to me first that I had a face, hands, arms, and this entire mechanism of bodily 

members: the very same as are discerned in a corpse, and which I referred to by the name 

“body.” It next occurred to me that I took in food, that I walked about, and that I sensed and 

thought various things; these actions I used to attribute to the soul. But as to what this soul might 

be, I either did not think about it or else I imagined it a rarified I-know-not-what, like a wind, or 
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a fire, or ether, which had been infused into my coarser parts. But as to the body I was not in any 

doubt. On the contrary, I was under the impression that I knew its nature distinctly. Were I 

perhaps tempted to describe this nature such as I conceived it in my mind, I would have 

described it thus: by “body,” I understand all that is capable of being bounded by some 

shape, of being enclosed in a place, and of filling up a space in such a way as to exclude any 

other body from it; of being perceived by touch, sight, hearing, taste, or smell; of being 

moved in several ways, not, of course, by itself, but by whatever else impinges upon it. For it 

was my view that the power of self-motion, and likewise of sensing or of thinking, in no way 

belonged to the nature of the body. Indeed I used rather to marvel that such faculties were to 

be found in certain bodies. 

But now what am I, when I suppose that there is some supremely powerful and, if I may 

be permitted to say so, malicious deceiver who deliberately tries to fool me in any way he 

can? Can I not affirm that I possess at least a small measure of all those things which I have 

already said belong to the nature of the body? I focus my attention on them, I think about 

them, I review them again, but nothing comes to mind. I am tired of repeating this to no 

purpose. But what about those things I ascribed to the soul? What about being nourished or 

moving about? Since I now do not have a body, these are surely nothing but fictions. What 

about sensing? Surely this too does not take place without a body; and I seemed to have 

sensed in my dreams many things that I later realized I did not sense. What about thinking? 

Here I make my discovery: thought exists; it alone cannot be separated from me. I am; I 

exist—this is certain. But for how long? For as long as I am thinking; for perhaps it could 

also come to pass that if I were to cease all thinking I would then utterly cease to exist. At 

this time I admit nothing that is not necessarily true. I am therefore precisely nothing but a 
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thinking thing; that is, a mind, or intellect, or understanding, or reason—words of whose 

meanings I was previously ignorant. Yet I am a true thing and am truly existing; but what 

kind of thing? I have said it already: a thinking thing. 

What else am I? I will set my imagination in motion. I am not that concatenation of 

members we call the human body. Neither am I even some subtle air infused into these members, 

nor a wind, nor a fire, nor a vapor, nor a breath, nor anything I devise for myself. For I have 

supposed these things to be nothing. The assumption still stands; yet nevertheless I am 

something. But is it perhaps the case that these very things which I take to be nothing, because 

they are unknown to me, nevertheless are in fact no different from that “me” that I know? This I 

do not know, and I will not quarrel about it now. I can make a judgment only about things that 

are known to me. I know that I exist; I ask now who is this “I” whom I know? Most certainly, in 

the strict sense the knowledge of this “I” does not depend upon things of whose existence I do 

not yet have knowledge. Therefore it is not dependent upon any of those things that I simulate in 

my imagination. But this word “simulate” warns me of my error. For I would indeed be 

simulating were I to “imagine” that I was something, because imagining is merely the 

contemplating of the shape or image of a corporeal thing. But I now know with certainty that I 

am and also that all these images—and, generally, everything belonging to the nature of the 

body—could turn out to be nothing but dreams. Once I have realized this, I would seem to be 

speaking no less foolishly were I to say: “I will use my imagination in order to recognize more 

distinctly who I am,” than were I to say: “Now I surely am awake, and I see something true; but 

since I do not yet see it clearly enough, I will deliberately fall asleep so that my dreams might 

represent it to me more truly and more clearly.” Thus I realize that none of what I can grasp by 

means of the imagination pertains to this knowledge that I have of myself. Moreover, I realize 
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that I must be most diligent about withdrawing my mind from these things so that it can perceive 

its nature as distinctly as possible. 

But what then am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that doubts, understands, 

affirms, denies, wills, refuses, and that also imagines and senses. 

Indeed it is no small matter if all of these things belong to me. But why should they not 

belong to me? Is it not the very same “I” who now doubts almost everything, who nevertheless 

understands something, who affirms that this one thing is true, who denies other things, who 

desires to know more, who wishes not to be deceived, who imagines many things even against 

my will, who also notices many things which appear to come from the senses? What is there in 

all of this that is not every bit as true as the fact that I exist—even if I am always asleep or even 

if my creator makes every effort to mislead me? Which of these things is distinct from my 

thought? Which of them can be said to be separate from myself? For it is so obvious that it is I 

who doubt, I who understand, and I who wilt, that there is nothing by which it could be 

explained more clearly. But indeed it is also the same “I” who imagines; for although perhaps, as 

I supposed before, absolutely nothing that I imagined is true, still the very power of imagining 

really does exist, and constitutes a part of my thought. Finally, it is this same “I” who senses or 

who is cognizant of bodily things as if through the senses. For example, I now see a light, I hear 

a noise, I feel heat. These things are false, since I am asleep. Yet I certainly do seem to see, hear, 

and feel warmth. This cannot be false. Properly speaking, this is what in me is called “sensing.” 

But this, precisely so taken, is nothing other than thinking. 

From these considerations I am beginning to know a little better what I am. But it still seems 

(and I cannot resist believing) that corporeal things—whose images are formed by thought, and 

which the senses themselves examine—are much more distinctly known than this mysterious “I” 
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which does not fall within the imagination. And yet it would be strange indeed were I to grasp 

the very things I consider to be doubtful, unknown, and foreign to me more distinctly than what 

is true, what is known—than, in short, myself. But I see what is happening: my mind loves to 

wander and does not yet permit itself to be restricted within the confines of truth. So be it then; 

let us just this once allow it completely free rein, so that, a little while later, when the time has 

come to pull in the reins, the mind may more readily permit itself to be controlled. 

Let us consider those things which are commonly believed to be the most distinctly 

grasped of all: namely the bodies we touch and see. Not bodies in general, mind you, for 

these general perceptions are apt to be somewhat more confused, but one body in particular. 

Let us take, for instance, this piece of wax. It has been taken quite recently from the 

honeycomb; it has not yet lost all the honey flavor. It retains some of the scent of the flowers 

from which it was collected. Its color, shape, and size are manifest. It is hard and cold; it is 

easy to touch. If you rap on it with your knuckle it will emit a sound. In short, everything is 

present in it that appears needed to enable a body to be known as distinctly as possible. But 

notice that, as I am speaking, I am bringing it close to the fire. The remaining traces of the 

honey flavor are disappearing; the scent is vanishing; the color is changing; the original 

shape is disappearing. Its size is increasing; it is becoming liquid and hot; you can hardly 

touch it. And now, when you rap on it, it no longer emits any sound. Does the same wax still 

remain? I must confess that it does; no one denies it; no one thinks otherwise. So what was 

there in the wax that was so distinctly grasped? Certainly none of the aspects that I reached 

by means of the senses. For whatever came under the senses of taste, smell, sight, touch or 

hearing has now changed; and yet the wax remains. 
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Perhaps the wax was what I now think it is: namely that the wax itself never really was the 

sweetness of the honey, nor the fragrance of the flowers, nor the whiteness, nor the shape, nor 

the sound, but instead was a body that a short time ago manifested itself to me in these ways, and 

now does so in other ways. But just what precisely is this thing that I thus imagine? Let us focus 

our attention on this and see what remains after we have removed everything that does not 

belong to the wax: only that it is something extended, flexible, and mutable. But what is it to be 

flexible and mutable? Is it what my imagination shows it to be: namely, that this piece of wax 

can change from a round to a square shape, or from the latter to a triangular shape? Not at all; for 

I grasp that the wax is capable of innumerable changes of this sort, even though I am incapable 

of running through these innumerable changes by using my imagination. Therefore this insight is 

not achieved by the faculty of imagination. What is it to be extended? Is this thing’s extension 

also unknown? For it becomes greater in wax that is beginning to melt, greater in boiling wax, 

and greater still as the heat is increased. And I would not judge correctly what the wax is if I did 

not believe that it takes on an even greater variety of dimensions than I could ever grasp with the 

imagination. It remains then for me to concede that I do not grasp what this wax is through the 

imagination; rather, I perceive it through the mind alone. The point I am making refers to this 

particular piece of wax, for the case of wax in general is clearer still. But what is this piece of 

wax which is perceived only by the mind? Surely it is the same piece of wax that I see, touch, 

and imagine; in short it is the same piece of wax I took it to be from the very beginning. But I 

need to realize that the perception of the wax is neither a seeing, nor a touching, nor an 

imagining. Nor has it ever been, even though it previously seemed so; rather it is an inspection 

on the part of the mind alone. This inspection can be imperfect and confused, as it was before, or 
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clear and distinct, as it is now, depending on how closely I pay attention to the things in which 

the piece of wax consists. 

But meanwhile I marvel at how prone my mind is to errors. For although I am considering 

these things within myself silently and without words, nevertheless I seize upon words 

themselves and I am nearly deceived by the ways in which people commonly speak. For we say 

that we see the wax itself, if it is present, and not that we judge it to be present from its color or 

shape. Whence I might conclude straightaway that I know the wax through the vision had by the 

eye, and not through an inspection on the part of the mind alone. But then were I perchance to 

look out my window and observe men crossing the square, I would ordinarily say I see the men 

themselves just as I say I see the wax. But what do I see aside from hats and clothes, which could 

conceal automata? Yet I judge them to be men. Thus what I thought I had seen with my eyes, I 

actually grasped solely with the faculty of judgment, which is in my mind. 

But a person who seeks to know more than the common crowd ought to be ashamed of 

himself for looking for doubt in common ways of speaking. Let us then go forward and inquire 

when it was that I perceived more perfectly and evidently what the piece of wax was. Was it 

when I first saw it and believed I knew it by the external sense, or at least by the so-called 

common sense, that is, the power of imagination? Or do I have more perfect knowledge now, 

when I have diligently examined both what the wax is and how it is known? Surely it is absurd 

to be in doubt about this matter. For what was there in my initial perception that was distinct? 

What was there that any animal seemed incapable of possessing? But indeed when I distinguish 

the wax from its external forms, as if stripping it of its clothing, and look at the wax in its 

nakedness, then, even though there can be still an error in my judgment, nevertheless I cannot 

perceive it thus without a human mind. 
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But what am I to say about this mind, that is, about myself? For as yet I admit nothing else 

to be in me over and above the mind. What, I ask, am I who seem to perceive this wax so 

distinctly? Do I not know myself not only much more truly and with greater certainty, but also 

much more distinctly and evidently? For if I judge that the wax exists from the fact that I see it, 

certainly from this same fact that I see the wax it follows much more evidently that I myself 

exist. For it could happen that what I see is not truly wax. It could happen that I have no eyes 

with which to see anything. But it is utterly impossible that, while I see or think I see (I do not 

now distinguish these two), I who think am not something. Likewise, if I judge that the wax 

exists from the fact that I touch it, the same outcome will again obtain, namely that I exist. If I 

judge that the wax exists from the fact that I imagine it, or for any other reason, plainly the same 

thing follows. But what I note regarding the wax applies to everything else that is external to me. 

Furthermore, if my perception of the wax seemed more distinct after it became known to me not 

only on account of sight or touch, but on account of many reasons, one has to admit how much 

more distinctly I am now known to myself. For there is not a single consideration that can aid in 

my perception of the wax or of any other body that fails to make even more manifest the nature 

of my mind. But there are still so many other things in the mind itself on the basis of which my 

knowledge of it can be rendered more distinct that it hardly seems worth enumerating those 

things which emanate to it from the body. 

But lo and behold, I have returned on my own to where I wanted to be. For since I now 

know that even bodies are not, properly speaking, perceived by the senses or by the faculty of 

imagination, but by the intellect alone, and that they are not perceived through their being 

touched or seen, but only through their being understood, I manifestly know that nothing can be 

perceived more easily and more evidently than my own mind. But since the tendency to hang on 
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to long-held beliefs cannot be put aside so quickly, I want to stop here, so that by the length of 

my meditation this new knowledge may be more deeply impressed upon my memory. . . . 

 

MEDITATION SIX:  . . . the Real Distinction between Mind and Body 

. . . . There is nothing that this nature teaches me more explicitly than that I have a body that is 

ill-disposed when I feel pain, that needs food and drink when I suffer hunger or thirst, and the 

like. Therefore, I should not doubt that there is some truth in this. 

By means of these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and so on, nature also teaches that I am 

present not merely to my body in the way a sailor is present in a ship, but that I am most tightly 

joined and, so to speak, commingled with it, so much so that I and the body constitute one single 

thing. For if this were not the case, then I, who am only a thinking thing, would not sense pain 

when the body is injured; rather, I would perceive the wound by means of pure intellect, just as a 

sailor perceives by sight whether anything in his ship is broken. And when the body is in need of 

food or drink, I should understand this explicitly, instead of having confused sensations of 

hunger and thirst. For clearly these sensations of thirst, hunger, pain, and so on are nothing but 

certain confused modes of thinking arising from the union and, as it were, the commingling of 

the mind with the body. . . . 

Now my first observation here is that there is a great difference between a mind and a body 

in that a body, by its very nature, is always divisible. On the other hand, the mind is utterly 

indivisible. For when I consider the mind, that is, myself insofar as I am only a thinking thing, I 

cannot distinguish any parts within me; rather, I understand myself to be manifestly one 

complete thing. Although the entire mind seems to be united to the entire body, nevertheless, 

were a foot or an arm or any other bodily part to be amputated, I know that nothing has been 
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taken away from the mind on that account. Nor can the faculties of willing, sensing, 

understanding, and so on be called “parts” of the mind, since it is one and the same mind that 

wills, senses, and understands. On the other hand, there is no corporeal or extended thing I can 

think of that I may not in my thought easily divide into parts; and in this way I understand that it 

is divisible. This consideration alone would suffice to teach me that the mind is wholly diverse 

from the body, had I not yet known it well enough in any other way. 

My second observation is that my mind is not immediately affected by all the parts of the 

body, but only by the brain, or perhaps even by just one small part of the brain, namely, by that 

part where the “common” sense is said to reside. Whenever this part of the brain is disposed in 

the same manner, it presents the same thing to the mind, even if the other parts of the body are 

able meanwhile to be related in diverse ways. Countless experiments show this, none of which 

need be reviewed here. 

My next observation is that the nature of the body is such that whenever any of its parts can 

be moved by another part some distance away, it can also be moved in the same manner by any 

of the parts that lie between them, even if this more distant part is doing nothing. For example, in 

the cord ABCD, if the final part D is pulled, the first part A would be moved in exactly the same 

manner as it could be, if one of the intermediate parts B or C were pulled, while the end part D 

remained immobile. Likewise, when I feel a pain in my foot, physics teaches me that this 

sensation took place by means of nerves distributed throughout the foot, like stretched cords 

extending from the foot all the way to the brain. When these nerves are pulled in the foot, they 

also pull on the inner parts of the brain to which they extend, and produce a certain motion in 

them. This motion has been constituted by nature so as to affect the mind with a sensation of 

pain, as if it occurred in the foot. But because these nerves need to pass through the shin, thigh, 
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loins, back, and neck to get from the foot to the brain, it can happen that even if it is not the part 

in the foot but merely one of the intermediate parts that is being struck, the very same movement 

will occur in the brain that would occur were the foot badly injured. The inevitable result will be 

that the mind feels the same pain. The same opinion should hold for any other sensation. 

My final observation is that, since any given motion occurring in that part of the brain 

immediately affecting the mind produces but one sensation in it, I can think of no better 

arrangement than that it produces the one sensation that, of all the ones it is able to produce, is 

most especially and most often conducive to the maintenance of a healthy man. Moreover, 

experience shows that all the sensations bestowed on us by nature are like this. Hence there is 

absolutely nothing to be found in them that does not bear witness to God’s power and goodness. 

Thus, for example, when the nerves in the foot are agitated in a violent and unusual manner, this 

motion of theirs extends through the marrow of the spine to the inner reaches of the brain, where 

it gives the mind the sign to sense something, namely, the pain as if it is occurring in the foot. 

This provokes the mind to do its utmost to move away from the cause of the pain, since it is seen 

as harmful to the foot. But the nature of man could have been so constituted by God that this 

same motion in the brain might have indicated something else to the mind: for example, either 

the motion itself as it occurs in the brain, or in the foot, or in some place in between, or 

something else entirely different. But nothing else would have served so well the maintenance of 

the body. Similarly, when we need something to drink, a certain dryness arises in the throat that 

moves the nerves in the throat, and, by means of them, the inner parts of the brain. And this 

motion affects the mind with a sensation of thirst, because in this entire affair nothing is more 

useful for us to know than that we need something to drink in order to maintain our health; the 

same holds in the other cases. . . . 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. Has Socrates succeeded in showing that the soul can survive the destruction of the body? 

Why? 

2. Is Descartes correct that we know the mind and the mental better than we know material 

things? Why? 

3. If the mind/soul and body are distinct substances as Plato and Descartes argue, how 

might we explain their interaction if at all? 


