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From: Descartes, Meditations, 3rd Meditation (Veitch translation). 
(The entire text of the Meditations with a paragraph-by-paragraph commentary 
can be read online: 
http://www.philosophyonline.co.uk/desnew/desframe1.htm) 

“There only remains, therefore, the idea of God, in which I must consider 
whether there is anything that cannot be supposed to originate with myself. By 
the name God, I understand a substance infinite, [eternal, immutable], 
independent, all-knowing, all-powerful, and by which I myself, and every other 
thing that exists, if any such there be, were created. But these properties are so 
great and excellent, that the more attentively I consider them the less I feel 
persuaded that the idea I have of them owes its origin to myself alone. And thus 
it is absolutely necessary to conclude, from all that I have before said, that God 
exists. 

For though the idea of substance be in my mind owing to this, that I myself am 
a substance, I should not, however, have the idea of an infinite substance, 
seeing I am a finite being, unless it were given me by some substance in reality 
infinite. 
 
And I must not imagine that I do not apprehend the infinite by a true idea, but 
only by the negation of the finite, in the same way that I comprehend repose 
and darkness by the negation of motion and light: since, on the contrary, I 
clearly perceive that there is more reality in the infinite substance than in the 
finite, and therefore that in some way I possess the perception (notion) of the 
infinite before that of the finite, that is, the perception of God before that of 
myself, for how could I know that I doubt, desire, or that something is wanting 
to me, and that I am not wholly perfect, if I possessed no idea of a being more 
perfect than myself, by comparison of which I knew the deficiencies of my 
nature ? 

And it cannot be said that this idea of God is perhaps materially false, and 
consequently that it may have arisen from nothing [in other words, that it may 
exist in me from my imperfections as I before said of the ideas of heat and cold, 
and the like: for, on the contrary, as this idea is very clear and distinct, and 
contains in itself more objective reality than any other, there can be no one of 
itself more true, or less open to the suspicion of falsity. The idea, I say, of a 
being supremely perfect, and infinite, is in the highest degree true; for although, 
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perhaps, we may imagine that such a being does not exist, we cannot, 
nevertheless, suppose that his idea represents nothing real, as I have already said 
of the idea of cold. It is likewise clear and distinct in the highest degree, since 
whatever the mind clearly and distinctly conceives as real or true, and as 
implying any perfection, is contained entire in this idea. And this is true, 
nevertheless, although I do not comprehend the infinite, and although there 
may be in God an infinity of things that I cannot comprehend, nor perhaps 
even compass by thought in any way; for it is of the nature of the infinite that it 
should not be comprehended by the finite; and it is enough that I rightly 
understand this, and judge that all which I clearly perceive, and in which I 
know there is some perfection, and perhaps also an infinity of properties of 
which I am ignorant, are formally or eminently in God, in order that the idea I 
have of him may be come the most true, clear, and distinct of all the ideas in 
my mind. 

But perhaps I am something more than I suppose myself to be, and it may be 
that all those perfections which I attribute to God, in some way exist potentially 
in me, although they do not yet show themselves, and are not reduced to act. 
Indeed, I am already conscious that my knowledge is being increased [and 
perfected] by degrees; and I see nothing to prevent it from thus gradually 
increasing to infinity, nor any reason why, after such increase and perfection, I 
should not be able thereby to acquire all the other perfections of the Divine 
nature; nor, in fine, why the power I possess of acquiring those perfections, if it 
really now exist in me, should not be sufficient to produce the ideas of them. 

Yet, on looking more closely into the matter, I discover that this cannot be; for, 
in the first place, although it were true that my knowledge daily acquired new 
degrees of perfection, and although there were potentially in my nature much 
that was not as yet actually in it, still all these excellences make not the slightest 
approach to the idea I have of the Deity, in whom there is no perfection merely 
potentially [but all actually] existent; for it is even an unmistakable token of 
imperfection in my knowledge, that it is augmented by degrees. Further, 
although my knowledge increase more and more, nevertheless I am not, 
therefore, induced to think that it will ever be actually infinite, since it can 
never reach that point beyond which it shall be incapable of further increase. 
But I conceive God as actually infinite, so that nothing can be added to his 
perfection. And, in fine, I readily perceive that the objective being of an idea 
cannot be produced by a being that is merely potentially existent, which, 
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properly speaking, is nothing, but only by a being existing formally or actually. 

And, truly, I see nothing in all that I have now said which it is not easy for any 
one, who shall carefully consider it, to discern by the natural light; but when I 
allow my attention in some degree to relax, the vision of my mind being 
obscured, and, as it were, blinded by the images of sensible objects, I do not 
readily remember the reason why the idea of a being more perfect than myself, 
must of necessity have proceeded from a being in reality more perfect. On this 
account I am here desirous to inquire further, whether I, who possess this idea 
of God, could exist supposing there were no God.       

And I ask, from whom could I, in that case, derive my existence ? Perhaps from 
myself, or from my parents, or from some other causes less perfect than God; 
for anything more perfect, or even equal to God, cannot be thought or 
imagined.       

But if I [were independent of every other existence, and] were myself the author 
of my being, I should doubt of nothing, I should desire nothing, and, in fine, 
no perfection would be awanting to me; for I should have bestowed upon 
myself every perfection of which I possess the idea, and I should thus be God. 
And it must not be imagined that what is now wanting to me is perhaps of 
more difficult acquisition than that of which I am already possessed; for, on the 
contrary, it is quite manifest that it was a matter of much higher difficulty that 
I, a thinking being, should arise from nothing, than it would be for me to 
acquire the knowledge of many things of which I am ignorant, and which are 
merely the accidents of a thinking substance; and certainly, if I possessed of 
myself the greater perfection of which I have now spoken [in other words, if I 
were the author of my own existence], I would not at least have denied to 
myself things that may be more easily obtained [as that infinite variety of 
knowledge of which I am at present destitute]. I could not, indeed, have denied 
to myself any property which I perceive is contained in the idea of God, 
because there is none of these that seems to me to be more difficult to make or 
acquire; and if there were any that should happen to be more difficult to 
acquire, they would certainly appear so to me (supposing that I myself were the 
source of the other things I possess), because I should discover in them a limit 
to my power. 

And though I were to suppose that I always was as I now am, I should not, on 
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this ground, escape the force of these reasonings, since it would not follow, even 
on this supposition, that no author of my existence needed to be sought after. 
For the whole time of my life may be divided into an infinity of parts, each of 
which is in no way dependent on any other; and, accordingly, because I was in 
existence a short time ago, it does not follow that I must now exist, unless in 
this moment some cause create me anew as it were, that is, conserve me. In 
truth, it is perfectly clear and evident to all who will attentively consider the 
nature of duration, that the conservation of a substance, in each moment of its 
duration, requires the same power and act that would be necessary to create it, 
supposing it were not yet in existence; so that it is manifestly a dictate of the 
natural light that conservation and creation differ merely in respect of our mode 
of thinking [and not in reality].       

All that is here required, therefore, is that I interrogate myself to discover 
whether I possess any power by means of which I can bring it about that I, who 
now am, shall exist a moment afterward: for, since I am merely a thinking thing 
(or since, at least, the precise question, in the meantime, is only of that part of 
myself ), if such a power resided in me, I should, without doubt, be conscious 
of it; but I am conscious of no such power, and thereby I manifestly know that 
I am dependent upon some being different from myself. 

But perhaps the being upon whom I am dependent is not God, and I have been 
produced either by my parents, or by some causes less perfect than Deity. This 
cannot be: for, as I before said, it is perfectly evident that there must at least be 
as much reality in the cause as in its effect; and accordingly, since I am a 
thinking thing and possess in myself an idea of God, whatever in the end be the 
cause of my existence, it must of necessity be admitted that it is likewise a 
thinking being, and that it possesses in itself the idea and all the perfections I 
attribute to Deity. Then it may again be inquired whether this cause owes its 
origin and existence to itself, or to some other cause. For if it be self-existent, it 
follows, from what I have before laid down, that this cause is God; for, since it 
possesses the perfection of self-existence, it must likewise, without doubt, have 
the power of actually possessing every perfection of which it has the idea--in 
other words, all the perfections I conceive to belong to God. But if it owe its 
existence to another cause than itself, we demand again, for a similar reason, 
whether this second cause exists of itself or through some other, until, from 
stage to stage, we at length arrive at an ultimate cause, which will be God.       
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And it is quite manifest that in this matter there can be no infinite regress of 
causes, seeing that the question raised respects not so much the cause which 
once produced me, as that by which I am at this present moment conserved. 
 
Nor can it be supposed that several causes concurred in my production, and 
that from one I received the idea of one of the perfections I attribute to Deity, 
and from another the idea of some other, and thus that all those perfections are 
indeed found somewhere in the universe, but do not all exist together in a 
single being who is God; for, on the contrary, the unity, the simplicity, or 
inseparability of all the properties of Deity, is one of the chief perfections I 
conceive him to possess; and the idea of this unity of all the perfections of Deity 
could certainly not be put into my mind by any cause from which I did not 
likewise receive the ideas of all the other perfections; for no power could enable 
me to embrace them in an inseparable unity, without at the same time giving 
me the knowledge of what they were [and of their existence in a particular 
mode]. 

Finally, with regard to my parents [ from whom it appears I sprung ], although 
all that I believed respecting them be true, it does not, nevertheless, follow that 
I am conserved by them, or even that I was produced by them, in so far as I am 
a thinking being. All that, at the most, they contributed to my origin was the 
giving of certain dispositions ( modifications ) to the matter in which I have 
hitherto judged that I or my mind, which is what alone I now consider to be 
myself, is inclosed; and thus there can here be no difficulty with respect to 
them, and it is absolutely necessary to conclude from this alone that I am, and 
possess the idea of a being absolutely perfect, that is, of God, that his existence 
is most clearly demonstrated. 

There remains only the inquiry as to the way in which I received this idea from 
God; for I have not drawn it from the senses, nor is it even presented to me 
unexpectedly, as is usual with the ideas of sensible objects, when these are 
presented or appear to be presented to the external organs of the senses; it is not 
even a pure production or fiction of my mind, for it is not in my power to take 
from or add to it; and consequently there but remains the alternative that it is 
innate, in the same way as is the idea of myself. 

And, in truth, it is not to be wondered at that God, at my creation, implanted 
this idea in me, that it might serve, as it were, for the mark of the workman 
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impressed on his work; and it is not also necessary that the mark should be 
something different from the work itself; but considering only that God is my 
creator, it is highly probable that he in some way fashioned me after his own 
image and likeness, and that I perceive this likeness, in which is contained the 
idea of God, by the same faculty by which I apprehend myself, in other words, 
when I make myself the object of reflection, I not only find that I am an 
incomplete, [imperfect] and dependent being, and one who unceasingly aspires 
after something better and greater than he is; but, at the same time, I am 
assured likewise that he upon whom I am dependent possesses in himself all the 
goods after which I aspire [and the ideas of which I find in my mind], and that 
not merely indefinitely and potentially, but infinitely and actually, and that he 
is thus God. And the whole force of the argument of which I have here availed 
myself to establish the existence of God, consists in this, that I perceive I could 
not possibly be of such a nature as I am, and yet have in my mind the idea of a 
God, if God did not in reality exist--this same God, I say, whose idea is in my 
mind--that is, a being who possesses all those lofty perfections, of which the 
mind may have some slight conception, without, however, being able fully to 
comprehend them, and who is wholly superior to all defect [ and has nothing 
that marks imperfection]: whence it is sufficiently manifest that he cannot be a 
deceiver, since it is a dictate of the natural light that all fraud and deception 
spring from some defect.” 

 


