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110 Objections and Replies

their doubts have been dealt with in these replies of mine, or failing that
these replies will at least give them the opportunity to examine the trutI;
more deeply.

I now turn to your proposal that I should set out my arguments in
geometrical fashion to enable the reader to perceive them “as it were at a
single glance’.! It is worth explaining here how far I have already
followed this method, and how far I think it should be followed in future.
I make a distinction between two things which are involved in the
geometrical manner of writing, namely, the order, and the method of
démonstration. .

The order consists simply in this. The items which are put forward first
must be known entirely without the aid of what comes later; and the
remaining items must be arranged in such a way that their demonstration

depends solely on what has gone before. I did try to follow this order very

carefully in my Meditations, and my adherence to it was the reason for
my dealing with the distinction between the mind and the body only-at
the end, in the Sixth Meditation, rather than in the Second, It also
explains why I deliberately and knowingly omitted many ‘matters
which would have required an explanation of an even larger number of
things.

As for the method of demonstration, this divides into two varieties: the
first proceeds by analysis and the second by synthesis. :

Analysis shows the true way by means of which the thing in question
was discovered methodically and as it were @ priori,? so that if the reader

is willing to follow it and give sufficient attention to all points, he will -

make the thing his own and understand it just as perfectly as if he had
discovered it for himself. But this method contains nothing to compel
belief in an argumentative or inattentive reader; for if he fails to attend
even to the smallest point, he will not see the necessity of the conclusion.
Moreover there are many truths which — although it is vital to be aware
of them — this method often scarcely mentions, since they are trans-
parently clear to anyone who gives them his attention.

Synthesis, by contrast, employs a directly opposite method where the
search is, as it were, a posteriori (though the proof itself is often more 4

1 Above p. 92.

2 Descartes’ use of the term a priori here seems to correspond neither with the modern
post-Leibnizian sense (where a priori truths are those which are known independently of
experience), nor with the medieval, Thomist sense (where a priori reasoning is that which
proceeds frOfn cause to effect). What Descartes may mean when he says that analysis
prf)cee'ds ‘as it were a priori’ (tanquam a priori) is that it starts from what is epistemically
prior, i.e. from what is prior in the ‘order of discovery’ followed by the meditator. Cf
note 2, above p. 25. ' o
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priori than it is in the analytic method).! It demonstrates the conclusion
clearly and employs a long series of definitions, postulates, axioms,
theorems and problems, so that if anyone denies one of the conclusions it
can be shown at once that it is contained in what has gone before, and
hence the reader, however argumentative or stubborn he may be, is
compelled to give his assent. However, this method is not as satisfying as
the method of analysis, nor does it erigage the minds of those who are
eager to learn, since it does not show how the thing in question was
discovered.

It was synthesis alone that the ancient geometers usually employed
in their writings. But in my view this was not because they were utterly
ignorant of analysis, but because they had such a high regard for it that
they kept it to themselves like a sacred mystery.

Now it is analysis which is the best and truest method of instruction,
and it was this method alone which I employed in my Meditations. As for
synthesis, which is undoubtedly what you are asking me to use here, it is
a method which it may be very suitable to deploy in geometry as a follow-
up to analysis, but it cannot so conveniently be applied to these
metaphysical subjects.

The difference is that the primary notions which are presupposed for
the demonstration of geometrical truths are readily accepted by anyone,
since they accord with the use of our senses. Hence there is no difficulty
there, except in the proper deduction of the consequences, which can be
done even by the less attentive, provided they remember what has gone
before. Moreover, the breaking down of propositions to their smallest
elements is specifically designed to enable them to be recited with ease so
that the student recalls them whether he wants to or not.

In metaphysics by contrast there is nothing which causes so much
effort as making our perception of the primary notions clear and distinct.
Admittedly, they are by their nature as evident as, or even more evident

than, the primary notions which the geometers study; but they con-
flict with many preconceived opinions derived from the senses which we
have got into the habit of holding from our earliest years, and so only
those who really concentrate and meditate and withdraw their minds
from corporeal things, so far as is possible, will achieve perfect know-
ledge of them. Indeed, if they were put forward in isolation, they could
easily be denied by those who like to contradict just for the sake of it.

Second Set of Replies

1 Descartes may mean that though the proofs involved are a priori (viz., in the traditional,
Thomist sense), the method of synthesis starts from premisses which are epistemically
posterior — i.e. which are arrived at later in the order of discovery. (See previous
footnote.)
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