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The Discourse on lvicrhod
,Drend Descartes

S eqL ente enth- centt rn s cienc e needed new philo s ophical and

methodaclogtcal standards for truth to replace those *aditianalll
used to sttpport scientific assumptions. These were forcefully
prouidedby Rend Descartes (1596-1650) ln hls Discourse on
Method (153i). Born an"d edr.tcated in France, but spendtng

his nost prodttctiue lears in ITolland, Descar.ies gained f ame as

a mathematicion. plqsicist, and metaphysical philosopher. The

following excelpt from his Discourrse contairu the best-known

statement of his approach ta discaueing trLLth',

CcxsiprR: The wals ir," whichDescartes' approach consti-

tttes a break with traditional way of ascertaining rh"e tntt'n;

the o"ueaknesses o/ thls approach anC hoo,u a modem scientisr

mtght criticiTe this method; ho+u r.his approach. reflects

D escartes' b ackgrottnd as a rr"athematician.

in place of rhe multirude of precepts of which logic is

composed, I believed i sl-Lou1c 6nd the four following rr-rles

quite sufficient, provided I should flrm1y and steadfastly

resolve nor to fail of observing them in a single instance.
The first rule was nevei to receive anylhing as a trr-rth

r.vl-rich I did not cleai:i,,,' knc,v ro be such; that is, to avcid
haste and prejudice, anrl not to comprehend anything
more in my judgmenrs than that r.vhich should pleser:.r rr--
self so ciearly and sc disrincrly tc my mind that I should
1-1a,,'e no occasion ic .niertain a doubt of it.

The second lule was to divide eveni diificurlty,,vhich I
should examine intc as nany pai-ts as possible, oi as

mi-sht be requir-ed lci iesol,;ing it.
The third rule l','as io condrlct t:-L,v thoughts til an or-

'JelLr'manner, beginning ;'irh cbiecrs the mosr simpie anci

the :asiest r'o Llnci,l:s;ai,i], ri-- ar-,-rie. io a,scend as ir,;,'elelc',i

S"'uacr: ien6 Descar-ies, ihe irsccurs': c;t lileihcti, h The Pitilasoch't

ar' Descartes, ed. anC ti'ans. l-1:rr,r,A. P. icrrey (irletv'1crk: Heni-y l'l0li,
'C,Q2) nn -li-rl3

steps to rhe knowiedge oi the most composite, assuming
some orCer to exist even in rhings which did not appear
to be naturall,v connected.

The last rule was to malce enumeLarions so complete,
and reviews so cornprehensive, that I shoLrld be certain of
omrrring nothing.

Those long chains of reasoning, quite simple and easy,

which georneters are wonr to empLoy ir-L the accomplish-
ment of their nrost diffi.cult demonstrations, led me to
thir-rk that everything which might fall unCer rhe cog-
nizance of the human mind n-Light be connected rogether
ir-r a similar manl-ieq and tl-Lat, provided oniy one should
take care not to receive anything as true ,,vhicl'L r,vas not
so, and if one rvere al,,valrs carefr-rl to preserve the order
necessafJ/ for deCr-rcing one rtllth from another, there
would be none so remote ar r,vhich he might noi at lasr ar-
i:ive, i'rol so concealed u,l-rich he mighc not cLscorrer. And
L had L'ro grear dilficulry in fiL-Lding tl-rose wrrh r.vhich to
make a beginning, for i kr-Le,,v already thai these musi be
the simplest and easiesi to apprel'renc1; and considerLng
that, aniong all :hose who I'raci Llp to ihis tiir-Le inade dis-
coveries ln the sciences, it was the t-narhematicians alone
r'vl-ro had been able ro arrii/e ai demonsirarlcns-that is

to say, at proois certain and evident-l did not doubt
tl'ra.t I should begin lvrrh rhe same rrlrths r,vhich rhey
investigated.
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abotLt graurtl, velocity, and' the fitavenlent ci c,"trononitcel

bodies ,.uere grotmded in a scienttfic metlrccl' ihat rer' contrar\

ta the cLCCeDted standards for tr,,nh ond' a',tlrcrit1. In the fol-
l.co"uing excerPt irotn a LetLer to tl'"e Grancl Duch"ess Clvistina

o7 li,ica',.1 iils), Gelilea def ends lis ideas a,.C'duti,.ratus

hrs ,,-ieru of tlw correct Line beto.ueen science and scriptural

crlLtlwritj-.

Coi'JsDra: Accc,|dutg rc Galtleds view, tltekinds of rcpics

or qrtesLions thdt ere approprtate\ scienttfic attd tluse that are

appropriatel,t theolcgtcal; i'"oo.u Ca'LiLeo's uiews compare widt

those oi Descartes; w'h-t Gahleo's views are so crttcialt b tlte

S cienttfi c Reu olt ttion.

i tl-rink that rn discussior-rs of phvsical pr:oblems we ought

to begin not ftom tl-re autl-roritJ' of scripti-rra1 passages,

but from sense-expe'L-ier-Lces ar-id necessary detnonstra'

tions; for tl-re holy Bible and tl-Le pllenorLena of nature

proceed alike fron-L ti-re divine til/ord, the forn-Ler as the

dictate of tl-re Floiy Gl-rost ar-rd the latter as tl-re observant

erecutrix of Cod's comn'iattds. It is necessaqr for: the

Bible, ii-i or:der to be accott-Lmoclated to the understand-

ir-Lg of every man, [o spealc many things which appear to

differ flon tl-re absohrte trr-rth so fal as tl-Le baLe ureaning

of tl-re rvolds is concerited. But Nainre, on the other

1-Land, is Lnexolable ancl iirrn-rritabLe; sl-Le 1le\rer trans-

gresses ll-Le lau,s imposed upor-r heq or cares a r'vhit

rvl-LetL-Ler l'rer absiruse reasons and methods of opelation

are undeLstar-rdable to men. For rl-rat reason it appe.:.1's

rf iat norl-ring Ph1r51.r1 u'hich seLrse-experience sets befoie

our eyes, or r'vl-Licl-L necessarJ/ demoL-Lstratiolls prove 
'o 

L1s,

ought to be called in questior-L (m'-rch less cor-rdernned)

upon the testin'Lor-Ly oi btblical passages rvhicir tnay [2,.
sor-r-Le differer-rt meanrng beneatl-r tl-Leil words. For th.e

Bible is not chained in eveL1, e:-pr:ession to conditions as

stlict as tl-Lose r,r'1-Lich govern all physical effects; nor is

God an-v less excellently let,ealed in Nature's aclions

tl-Lar-r ir-r tl-Le sacred statements of ;he Bible. . . .

Fr:on-L t1-Lis I dc not meatl to ii-r1jer: rl-iat u'e need nol hai/e

an e,'<traordinary esleelrl icl rhe passages of holy SciiptiLr:e.

On rhe colttl'aur,', I'r...r,t.tg al':lt'-:C at a11ir ceL:aiLlties in
prhvsrcs, -!ve ougLrt io ,,iiihie ritese as th: mosr clpPrcr!-nxte

aiis in the true exposi;ion oi the Bille atLd in rL-ie investi-

,qa.ion of thcse ileanittqs ',''iilJ.- :,1'3 i'Lecessat-i11' containeC

theiein, iOr iheSe 6us,;'Ce ,tC_tj.t1-t:.c-,iti- -,,,,iilt den-rOr-LSrrareC

ti,-,rlis. I sho,-rlC ludge ilta; ll: a'.rrirot-lrr' of the Bible 
"r''as

Jesi;r.-:d ia persr-..1-rLl i-Der rrli ,-:.ose ai'iicles and proposi-
-' " ' ." ': .... q;r':a;;i --: .. . . ..t: .': .-; tt.:tg :.ltll1 I'-:tl:c.-"-.. ,*.....-*. -:
1-Lao: cL:r-l,tl:le lor, scren.., ti 5\' al.\' arthef ttteails than

tltlc'.,gi-r ihe i,'eq' irlc,ri:Lt oit .:': i'.l: Spi-,ir.
.i,:: 

e-.-el ln illasa l-'i:i:':s-,1 -;1.: 'r'lii'].1 :-Lir: llc: llla:aeis

ol;Lal:l-1, il'Lis a'-,tl-Loi"i:l'--L- ' - 'l- l'l-:'Lrll r-ri-ei:hai'-ti
ali iiitlan -i'titii-,gs r:i -------. - - - --r:-----,1.t- lllit' Lti- l-'al:

asserriot-Ls o:: pro-bab.e .r.i'lliltr:l:i, :,.r.ri ilol- ser icril'L Ln a

l^-^^-- ^---^-:-.^ ...^-. -f'.:ci--r.-J -'o--.c \:!. .n15 I holf :- fe uecaj<al a]lct

proper to lhe sane extert thai dir.'Lne wisdoin sltrpasses

all human 1u -:g:.-.eL..r ar.d conjectur:.
Burt I do not i'eei obliged io beheve tl-rat tl-Lat same God

r'vho has endcu,eC us r,rrith senses, reeson, and Lr-Lteilect

i-ras inter-rdeC to forgo iheir use and b,v sone other lrreans

to give us 1,.no',viedge rvhicl-L 1/e can atrain b1' thern.

- - : ri- -,2' -::-:;is-:'.; :- :i -:: ::*i'--^ ----1-
1'j.-:- -:' -c:-:;:'^:-3:

l'lcr sr.rrprlsln g\, GahLeo found his uiews ttnder atteclt from a

varietl of corners, tncluding important graLLps LL'ith.in the

Cl',vtrch. L,],tunarc\ his defense of Cope'mtcantsrn, wltichhe'td

rhat the edrth LUILS not tlrc center of the ttniuerse, u,as lorrnalll
condemned by tl',e Chr,n"ch. V,hen he argumentesi'2i1 sttm-

marized these ideas agaur. in hzs Dialogue Conceining the

Til,o Cl-rief \Xzbrid Systems (1632), he was bro,"tgh't before

tlw Papal Inqdsiticn, f orced to recafihLis uietus, and conf;ned

ta a uilla on Llw otfisl<it-ts of Florence The following dre sanl'l

of the main ciwrges against Gtl"iiec dttring h"is trio"l for heresl

before the Inqutsitiott in 1633.

CoNSIDi,?r.: \{t1q Galileo's tierus $ere sa threatenin.3 to J-:

Cl..ttrcit; scme of tlrclong'range canseqLLences of x'rch d stdnce

'1 r/r: C/rr,,'--h -;.-;ard these q.,leLLs.

!7e sa1,, pronoLlncer senlence) and cieclat..e tllal yotl, the

said GaiiLeo, bl reason of the matters adduced in trial,

and bv you con{essed as abot'e, have ,-endered yourseli

in tl-Le j,-rdgrLent of this F{o1y Cff,ce ve1'remently sus-

pecteC of i-Leres'.r, namel1', of having believeil and held

tl-re doctr-lne-u,hicil is false and conlrary to the sacred

and di'.'rne Sci-iprures-that the Sun is t1-re cei-rter of the

rvorld and does not move from easl lo west and tl-rat the

Earth r:ro1/.s and is not the center of ri-re',r'otlc1: and that

an opinior-L may be held and defended a.s probabie after

it has beer-L declaied and defined to be contralr to t1're

F{o11, Scriptuie; and that consequenti-'i -vo'r have in-

:lrlreC ail tl-Le censuL'es and pen;'.irl':s i:nposed and

oromulg:.te.1 it'L tt-Le sacreil canons ailaL a.her c.-rllstitu-

iilr.s, geuerai and partrc,-ilai, agr,lr-;. s.rci-i deLiirci uer-its'

F:-r,.1 t,l-iicl-L \lie are aort teil'a tliai "l: l:': lbsolr':C, pro-
-'riLed lhai. ii:.st, ,i,'ith a stLlc:i-. ,-:.-.-: :.li uniergned

i:,t:tt,..o,, a-Li,.rre, cttr-se. a.ti Cie::s ,:::,::: .l-. ti-ie aiOfe'

s:-,ic1 ell"cis a.ilr1 het'esLes ?I1"jL e iie i'-f i-t rilei: elior and

ire,es., .onirall to the Caiilolic ani .1Dos..riic Roman

Chuich in the iorm rc be presciibe,l b',' '..is 
ior "oLt'....
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