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From Discourse on Method (René Descartes French 1596-1650)  

But, like a man who walks alone and in the dark, I resolved to go so slowly and to use so 

much circumspection in all things that, if I advanced only very slightly, at least I would 

effectively keep myself from falling. Nor did I want to begin to reject totally any of the 

opinions that had once been able to slip into my head without having been introduced 

there by reason, until I had first spent sufficient time planning the work I was undertaking 

and seeking the true method for arriving at the knowledge of everything of which my 

mind would be capable. 

When I was younger, I had studied, among the parts of philosophy, a little logic, and 

among those of mathematics, a bit of geometrical analysis and algebra--three arts or 

sciences that, it seemed, ought to contribute something to my plan.  But in examining 

them, I noticed that, in the case of logic, its syllogisms and the greater part of its other 

lessons served more to explain to someone else the things one knows, or even, like the 

art of Lully,[4] to speak without judgment concerning matters about which one is 

ignorant, than to learn them.  And although, in effect, it might well contain many very true 

and very good precepts, nevertheless there are so many others mixed up with them that 

are either harmful or superfluous, that it is almost as difficult to separate the latter 

precepts from the former as it is to draw a Diana or a Minerva from a block of marble 

that has not yet been hewn. Then, as to the analysis of the ancients and the algebra of 

the moderns, apart from the fact that they apply only to very abstract matters and seem 

to be of no use, the former is always so closely tied to the consideration of figures that it 

cannot exercise the understanding without greatly fatiguing the imagination; and in the 

case of the latter, one is so subjected to certain rules and to certain symbols, that out of 

it there results a confused and obscure art that encumbers the mind, rather than a 

science that cultivates it. That is why I thought it necessary to search for some other 

method embracing the advantages of these three yet free from their defects. And since 

the multiplicity of laws often provides excuses for vices, so that a state is much better 

ruled when it has but very few laws and when these are very strictly observed; likewise, 

in place of the large number of precepts of which logic is composed, I believed that the 

following four rules would be sufficient for me, provided I made a firm and constant 

resolution not even once to fail to observe them: 
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The first was never to accept anything as true that I did not plainly know to be such; that 

is to say, carefully to avoid hasty judgment and prejudice; and to include nothing more in 

my judgments than what presented itself to my mind so clearly and so distinctly that I 

had no occasion to call it in doubt. 

The second, to divide each of the difficulties I would examine into as many parts as 

possible and as was required in order better to resolve them.  

The third, to conduct my thoughts in an orderly fashion, by commencing with those 

objects that are simplest and easiest to know, in order to ascend little by little, as by 

degrees, to the knowledge of the most composite things, and by supposing an order 

even among those things that do not naturally precede one another. 

And the last, everywhere to make enumerations so complete and reviews so general 

that I was assured of having omitted nothing. 

Those long chains of utterly simple and easy reasonings that geometers commonly use 

to arrive at their most difficult demonstrations had given me occasion to imagine that all 

the things that can fall within human knowledge follow from one another in the same 

way, and that, provided only that one abstain from accepting any of them as true that is 

not true, and that one always adheres to the order one must follow in deducing the ones 

from the others, there cannot be any that are so remote that they are not eventually 

reached nor so hidden that they are not discovered. And I was not very worried about 

trying to find out which of them it would be necessary to begin with; for I already knew 

that it was with the simplest and easiest to know. And considering that, of all those who 

have hitherto searched for the truth in the sciences, only mathematicians have been able 

to find any demonstrations, that is to say, certain and evident reasonings, I did not at all 

doubt that it was with these same things that they had examined [that I should begin]; 

although I expected from them no other utility but that they would accustom my mind to 

nourish itself on truths and not to be content with false reasonings. But it was not my 

plan on that account to try to learn all those particular sciences commonly called 

"mathematical"; and seeing that, even though their objects differed, these sciences did 

not cease to be all in accord with one another in considering nothing but the various 

relations or proportions which are found in their objects, I thought it would be more 

worthwhile for me to examine only these proportions in general, and to suppose them to 
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be  only in subjects that would help me make the knowledge of them easier, and without 

at the same time in any way restricting them to those subjects, so that later I could apply 

them all the better to everything else to which they might pertain. Then, having noted 

that, in order to know these proportions, I would sometimes need to consider each of 

them individually, and sometimes only to keep them in mind, or to grasp many of them 

together, I thought that, in order better to consider them in particular, I ought to suppose 

them to be relations between lines, since I found nothing more simple, or nothing that I 

could represent more distinctly to my imagination and to my senses; but that, in order to 

keep them in mind or to grasp many of them together, I would have to explicate them by 

means of certain symbols, the briefest ones possible; and that by this means I would be 

borrowing all that is best in geometrical analysis and algebra, and correcting all the 

defects of the one by means of the other.  

In fact, I dare say the strict adherence to these few precepts I had chosen gave me such 

facility for disentangling all the questions to which these two sciences extend, that, in the 

two or three months I spent examining them, having begun with the simplest and most 

general, and each truth that I found being a rule that later helped me to find others, not 

only did I arrive at a solution of many problems that I had previously judged very difficult, 

but also it seemed to me toward the end that, even in those instances where I was 

ignorant, I could determine by what means and how far it was possible to resolve them. 

In this perhaps I shall not seem to you to be too vain, if you will consider that, there 

being but one truth with respect to each thing, whoever finds this truth knows as much 

about a thing as can be known; and that, for example, if a child who has been instructed 

in arithmetic has made an addition following its rules, he can be assured of having found 

everything regarding the sum he was examining that the human mind would know how 

to find. For ultimately, the method that teaches one to follow the true order and to 

enumerate exactly all the circumstances of what one is seeking contains everything that 

gives certainty to the rules of arithmetic.  

But what pleased me most about this method was that by means of it I was assured of 

using my reason in everything, if not perfectly, at least as well as was in my power; and 

in addition that I felt that in practicing this method my mind was little by little getting into 

the habit of conceiving its objects more rigorously and more distinctly and that, not 

having restricted the method to any particular subject matter, I promised myself to apply 

it as usefully to the problems of the other sciences as I had to those of algebra. Not that, 
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on this account, I would have dared at the outset to undertake an examination of all the 

problems that presented themselves, for that would itself have been contrary to the order 

prescribed by the method. But having noted that the principles of these sciences must all 

be derived from philosophy, in which I did not yet find any that were certain, I thought 

that it was necessary for me first of all to try to establish some there and that, this being 

the most important thing in the world, and the thing in which hasty judgment and 

prejudice were most to feared, I should not try to accomplish that objective until I had 

reached a much more mature age than that of merely twenty-three, which I was then, 

and until I had first spent a great deal of time preparing myself for it, as much in rooting 

out from my mind all the wrong opinions that I had accepted before that time as in 

accumulating many experiences, in order for them later to be the subject matter of my 

reasonings, and in always practicing the method I had prescribed for myself so as to 

strengthen myself more and more in its use.  

1. What does “circumspection” mean?  How does it connect to Descartes goal? 

 

2. Why did Descartes feel he needed a new method of understanding? 

 

3. Explain his “four rules” for problem solving 

 


