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Dedicatory Letter To The Sorbonne

To those most learned and distinguished men, the Dean and
Doctors of the sacred Faculty of Theology at Paris, from René Des-

cartes.

I have a very good reason for offering this book to you, and I am
confident that you will have an equally good reason for giving it your
protection once you understand the principle behind my undertaking;
so much so, that my best way of commending it to you will be to tell
you briefly of the goal which I shall be aiming at in the book.

I have always thought that two topics—namely God and the
soul—are prime examples of subjects where demonstrative proofs
ought to be given with the aid of philosophy rather than theology. For
us who are believers, it is enough to accept on faith that the human
soul does not die with the body, and that God exists; but in the case
of unbelievers, it seems that there is no religion, and practically no
moral virtue, that they can be persuaded to adopt until these two
truths are proved to them by natural reason. And since in this life
the rewards offered to vice are often greater than the rewards of vir-
tue, few people would prefer what is right to what is expedient if they
did not fear God or have the expectation of an after-life. It is of
course quite true that we must believe in the existence of God be-
cause it is a doctrine of Holy Scripture, and conversely, that we must
believe Holy Scripture because it comes from God; for since faith is
the gift of God, he who gives us grace to believe other things can also

— 9 _
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B-UEILER

give us grace to believe that he exists. But this argument cannot be
put to unbelievers because they would judge it to be circular. Moreo-
ver, I have noticed both that you and all other theologians assert that
the existence of God is capable of proof by natural reason, and also
that the inference from Holy Secripture is that the knowledge of God is
easier to acquire than the knowledge we have of many created
things—so easy, indeed, that those who do not acquire it are at fault.
This is clear from a passage in the Book of Wisdom, Chapter 13
‘ Howbeit they are not to be excused; for if their knowledge was so
great that they could value this world, why did they not rather find out
the Lord thereof ?° And in Romans, Chapter I it is said that they are
‘without excuse’. And in the same place, in the passage ° that
which is known of God is manifest in them’ , we seem to be told that
everything that may be known of God can be demonstrated by reason-
ing which has no other source but our own mind. Hence I thought it
was quite proper for me to inquire how this may be, and how God may
be more easily and more certainly known than the things of this world.

As regards the soul, many people have considered that it is not
easy to discover its nature, and some have even had the audacity to
assert that, as far as human reasoning goes, there are persuasive
grounds for holding that the soul dies along with the body and that the
opposite view is based on faith alone. But in its eighth session the
Lateran Council held under Leo X condemned those who take this po-
sition, and expressly enjoined Christian philosophers to refute their
arguments and use all their powers to establish the truth; so I have not
hesitated to attempt this task as well.

In addition, I know that the only reason why many irreligious people
are unwilling to believe that God exists and that the human mind is distinct
from the body is the alleged fact that no one has hitherto been able to de-
monstrate these points. Now I completely disagree with this: I think that when

— 4 —
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B-TEILBE

properly understood almost all the arguments that have been put for-
ward on these issues by the great men have the force of demonstra-
tions, and I am convinced that it is scarcely possible to provide any
arguments which have not already been produced by someone else.
Nevertheless, 1 think there can be no more useful service to be ren-
dered in philosophy than to conduct a careful search, once and for
all, for the best of these arguments, and to set them out so precisely
and clearly as to produce for the future a general agreement that they
amount to demonstrative proofs. And finally, I was strongly pressed to
undertake this task by several people Who knew that I had developed
a method for resolving certain difficulties in the sciences—not a new
method (for nothing is older than the truth) , but one which they had
seen me use with some success in other areas; and I therefore thought
it my duty to make some attempt to apply it to the matter in hand.
The present treatise contains everything that I have been able to
accomplish in this area. Not that I have attempted to collect here all
the different arguments that could be put forward to establish the same
results, for this does not seem worthwhile except in cases where no
single argument is regarded as sufficiently reliable. What I have done
is to take merely the principal and most important arguments and de-
velop them in such a way that I would now venture to put them for-
ward as very certain and evident demonstrations. I will add that these
proofs are of such a kind that I reckon they leave no room for the pos-
sibility that the human mind will ever discover better ones. The vital
importance of the cause and the glory of God, to which the entire
undertaking is directed, here compel me to speak somewhat more
freely about my own achievements than is my custom. But although
I regard the proofs as quite certain and evident, I cannot therefore
persuade myself that they are suitable to be grasped by everyone. In
geometry there are many writings left by Archimedes, Apollonius,
Pappus and others which are accepted by everyone as evident and
certain because they contain absolutely nothing that is not very easy
to understand when considered on its own, and each step fits in pre-
cisely with what has gone before; yet because they are somewhat
long, and demand a very attentive reader, it is only comparatively
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