Descartes, “Second Meditation”, in Meditations on First Philosophy, 2d ed. and transl.
by John Cottingham (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 20-23
[1641].

Let us consider the things which people commonly think they under-
stand most distinctly of all; that is, the bodies which we touch and see. 1
do not mean bodies in general — for general perceptions are apt to be
somewhat more confused — but one particular body. Let us take, for
example, this piece of wax. It has just been taken from the honeycomb; it
has not yet quite lost the taste of the honey; it retains some of the scent of
the flowers from which it was gathered; its colour, shape and size are
plain to see; it is hard, cold and can be handled without difficulty; if you
rap it with your knuckle it makes a sound. In short, it has everything
which appears necessary to enable a body to be known as distinctly as
possible. But even as I speak, I put the wax by the fire, and look: the
residual taste is eliminated, the smell goes away, the colour changes, the
shape is lost, the size increases; it becomes liquid and hot; you can hardly
touch it, and if you strike it, it no longer makes a sound. But does the
same wax remain? It must be admitted that it does; no one denies it, no
one thinks otherwise. So what was it in the wax that I understood with
such distinctness? Evidently none of the features which I arrived at by
means of the senses; for whatever came under taste, smell, sight, touch or
hearing has now altered — yet the wax remains.

Perhaps the answer lies in the thought which now comes to my mind;
namely, the wax was not after all the sweetness of the honey, or the
fragrance of the flowers, or the whiteness, or the shape, or the sound, but
was rather a body which presented itself to me in these various forms a
little while ago, but which now exhibits different ones. But what exactly
is it that | am now imagining? Let us concentrate, take away everything
which does not belong to the wax, and see what is left: merely something
extended, flexible and changeable. But what is meant here by ‘flexible’
and ‘changeable’? Is it what I picture in my imagination: that this piece of
wax is capable of changing from a round shape to a square shape, or
from a square shape to a triangular shape? Not at all; for | can grasp that
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the wax is capable of countless changes of this kind, yet I am unable to
run through this immeasurable number of changes in my imagination,
from which it follows that it is not the faculty of imagination that gives
me my grasp of the wax as flexible and changeable. And what is meant by
‘extended’? Is the extension of the wax also unknown? For it increases if
the wax melts, increases again if it boils, and is greater still if the heat is
increased. 1 would not be making a correct judgement about the nature of
wax unless 1 believed it capable of being extended in many more different
ways than I will ever encompass in my imagination. 1 must therefore
admit that the nature of this piece of wax is in no way revealed by my
imagination, but is perceived by the mind alone. (I am speaking of this
particular piece of wax; the point is even clearer with regard to wax in
general.) But what is this wax which is perceived by the mind alone?! It is
of course the same wax which I see, which | touch, which I picture in my
imagination, in short the same wax which 1 thought it to be from the
start. And yet, and here is the point, the perception I have of it? is a case
not of vision or touch or imagination — nor has it ever been, despite
previous appearances — but of purely mental scrutiny; and this can be
imperfect and confused, as it was before, or clear and distinct as it is now,
depending on how carefully I concentrate on what the wax consists in.

But as I reach this conclusion | am amazed at how {weak and)> prone
to error my mind is. For although I am thinking about these matters
within myself, silently and without speaking, nonetheless the actual
words bring me up short, and I am almost tricked by ordinary ways of
talking. We say that we see the wax itself, if it is there before us, not that
we judge it to be there from its colour or shape; and this might lead me to
conclude without more ado that knowledge of the wax comes from what
the eye sees, and not from the scrutiny of the mind alone. But then if I
look out of the window and see men crossing the square, as I just happen
to have done, | normally say that I see the men themselves, just as I say
that I see the wax. Yet do I see any more than hats and coats which could
conceal automatons? | judge that they are men. And so something which
I thought I was seeing with my eyes is in fact grasped solely by the faculty
of judgement which is in my mind.

However, one who wants to achieve knowledge above the ordinary
level should feel ashamed at having taken ordinary ways of talking as a
basis for doubt. So let us proceed, and consider on which occasion my
perception of the nature of the wax was more perfect and evident. Was it
when [ first looked at it, and believed I knew it by my external senses, or

1'“...which can be conceived only by the understanding or the mind’ (French version).
2 %, .. or rather the act whereby it is perceived’ (added in French version).
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at least by what they call the ‘common’ sense' — that is, the power of
imagination? Or is my knowledge more perfect now, after a more careful
investigation of the nature of the wax and of the means by which it is
known? Any doubt on this issue would clearly be foolish; for what
distinctness was there in my earlier perception? Was there anything in it
which an animal could not possess? But when I distinguish the wax from
its ourward forms — take the clothes off, as it were, and consider it naked
— then although my judgement may still contain errors, at least my
perception now requires a human mind.

But what am 1 to say about this mind, or about myself? (So far,
remember, 1 am not admitting that there is anything else in me except a
mind.) What, 1 ask, is this ‘I' which seems to perceive the wax so
distinctly? Surely my awareness of my own self is not merely much truer
and more certain than my awareness of the wax, but also much more
distinct and evident, For if 1 judge that the wax exists from the fact that|
see it, clearly this same fact entails much more evidently that | myself also
exist. It is possible that what I see is not really the wax; it is possible that
do not even have eyes with which to see anything. But when [ see, or
think I see (I am not here distinguishing the two), it is simply not possible
that I who am now thinking am not something. By the same token, if 1
judge that the wax exists from the fact that I touch it, the same result
follows, namely that I exist. If I judge that it exists from the fact that 1
imagine it, or for any other reason, exactly the same thing follows. And
the result that 1 have grasped in the case of the wax may be applied to
everything else located outside me. Moreover, if my perception of the
wax seemed more distinct? after it was established not just by sight or
touch but by many other considerations, it must be admitted that I now
know myselfeven more distinctly. Thisisbecause every consideration what-
soever which contributes to my perception of the wax, or of any other
body, cannot but establish even more effectively the nature of my own
mind. But besides this, there is so much else in the mind itself which can
serve to make my knowledge of it more distinct, that it scarcely seems
worth going through the contributions made by considering bodily
things.

I see that without any effort | have now finally got back to where |
wanted. | now know that even bodies are not strictly perceived by the
senses or the faculty of imagination but by the intellect alone, and that
this perception derives not from their being touched or seen but from
their being understood; and in view of this | know plainly that | can
1 See note p. 59 below.

2 The French version has ‘more clear and distinct’ and, at the end of this sentence, *more
evidently, distinctly and clearly’.
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achieve an easier and more evident perception of my own mind than of
anything else. But since the habit of holding on to old opinions cannot be
set aside so quickly, [ should like to stop here and meditate for some time
on this new knowledge | have gained, so as to fix it more deeply in my
memory.



Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea, transl. by Lloyd Alexander (New York: New Directions,
1964), pp. 126-32 [1938]. ‘

So I was in the park just now. The roots of the chestnut
tree were sunk in the ground just under my bench. I couldn't

remember it was a root any more. The words had vanished and
with them the significance of things, their methods of use, and
the feeble points of reference which men have traced on their
surface. I was sitting, stooping forward, head bowed, alone in
front of this black, knotty mass, entirely beastly, which frightened
me. Then I had this vision.

It left me breathless. Never, until these last few days, had I
understood the meaning of “existence.” I was like the others, like
the ones walking along the seashore, all dressed in their spring
finery. I said, like them, “The ocean is green; that white speck up
there is a seagull,” but I didn't feel that it existed or that the sea-
gull was an “existing seagull”; usually existence hides itself. It is
there, around us, in us, it is us, you can't say two words without
mentioning it, but you can never touch it. When I believed I
was thinking about it, I must believe that I was thinking nothing,
my head was empty, or there was just one word in my head, the
word “to be.” Or else I was thinking . . . how can I explain it?
I was thinking of belonging, I was telling myself that the sea
belonged to the class of green objects, or that the green was a part
of the quality of the sea. Even when I looked at things, I was
miles from dreaming that they existed: they looked like scenery
to me. I picked them up in my hands, they served me as tools, 1
foresaw their resistance. But that all happened on the surface.
If anyone had asked me what existence was, I would have an-
swered, in good faith, that it was nothing, simply an empty form
which was added to external things without changing anything
in their nature. And then all of a sudden, there it was, clear
as day: existence had suddenly unveiled itself. It had lost the
harmless look of an abstract category: it was the very paste of
things, this root was kneaded into existence. Or rather the root,
the park gates, the bench, the sparse grass, all that had vanished:
the diversity of things, their individuality, were only an appear-
ance, a veneer. This veneer had melted, leaving soft, monstrous
masses, all in disorder—naked, in a frightful, obscene nakedness.

I kept myself from making the sli htest movement, but I
didn’t need to move in order to see, behind the trees, the blue
columns and the lamp posts of the bandstand and the Velleda,
in the midst of a mountain of laurel. All these objects . . . how
can I explain? They inconvenienced me; I would have liked them
to exist less strongly, more dryly, in a more abstract way, with
more reserve. The chestnut tree pressed itself against my eyes.
Green rust covered it half-way up; the bark, black and swollen,
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looked like boiled leather. The sound of the water in the Mas-
queret Fountain sounded in my ears, made a nest there, filled
them with signs; my nostrils overflowed with a green, putrid
odour. All things, gently, tenderly, were letting themselves drift
into existence like those relaxed women who burst out laughing
and say: “It's good to laugh,” in a wet voice; they were parading,
one in front of the other, exchanging abject secrets about their
existence. | realized that there was no -half-way house between
non-existence and this flaunting abundance. If you existed, you
had to exist all the way, as far as mouldiness, bloatedness, ob-
scenity were concerned. In another world, circles, bars of music
keep their pure and rigid lines. But existence is a deflection.
Trees, night-blue pillars, the happy bubbling of a fountain, vital
smells, little heat-mists floating in the cold air, a red-haired man
digesting on a bench: all this somnolence, all these meals digested
together, had its comic side. . . . Comic . . . no: it didn’t go as
far as that, nothing that exists can be comic; it was like a floating
analogy, almost entirely elusive, with certain aspects of vaudeville.
We were a heap of living creatures, irritated, embarrassed at our-
selves, we hadn't the slightest reason to be there, none of us, each
one, confused, vaguely alarmed, felt in the way in relation to the
others. In the way: it was the only relationship I could establish
between these trees, these gates, these stones. In vain I tried to
count the chestnut trees, to locate them by their relationship to
the Velleda, to compare their height with the height of the plane
trees: each of them escaped the relationship in which I tried
to enclose it, isolated itself, and overflowed. Of these relations
(which I insisted on maintaining in order to delay the crumbling
of the human world, measures, quantities, and directions)—I felt
myself to be the arbitrator; they no longer had their teeth into
things. In the way, the chestnut tree there, opposite me, a little
to the left. In the way, the Velleda. . . .

And I—soft, weak, obscene, digesting, juggling with dismal
thoughts—I, too, was In the way. Fortunately, I didn't feel it,
although I realized it, but I was uncomfortable because 1 was
afraid of feeling it (even now I am afraid—afraid that it might
catch me behind my head and lift me up like a wave). I dreamed
vaguely of killing myself to wipe out at least one of these super-
fluous lives. But even my death would have been In the way.
In the way, my corpse, my blood on these stones, between these
plants, at the back of this smiling garden. And the decomposed
flesh would have been In the way in the earth which would re-
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ceive my bones, at last, cleaned, stripped, peeled, proper and
clean as teeth, it would have been In the way: 1 was In the way
for eternity.

The word absurdity is coming to life under my pen; a little
while ago, in the garden, I couldn’t find it, but neither was I
looking for it, I didn't need it: I thought without words, on
things, with things. Absurdity was not an idea in my head, or
the sound of a voice, only this long serpent dead at my feet,
this wooden serpent. Serpent or claw or root or vulture’s talon,
what difference does it make. And without formulating anything
clearly, I understood that I had found the key to Existence, the
key to my Nauseas, to my own life. In fact, all that I could grasp
beyond that returns to this fundamental absurdity. Absurdity:
another word; I struggle against words; down there I touched
the thing. But I wanted to fix the absolute character of this
absurdity here. A movement, an event in the tiny coloured world
of men is only relatively absurd: by relation to the accompany-
ing circumstances. A madman’s ravings, for example, are absurd
in relation to the situation in which he finds himself, but not
in relation to his delirium. But a little while ago I made an ex-
periment with the absolute or the absurd. This root—there was
nothing in relation to which it was absurd. Oh, how can I put
it in words? Absurd: in relation to the stones, the tufts of yellow
grass, the dry mud, the tree, the sky, the green benches. Absurd,
irreducible; nothing—not even a profound, secret upheaval of
nature—could explain it. Evidently I did not know everything,
I had not seen the seeds sprout, or the tree grow. But faced with
this great wrinkled paw, neither ignorance nor knowledge was
important: the world of explanations and reasons is not the world
of existence. A circle is not absurd, it is clearly explained by the
rotation of a straight segment around one of its extremities. But
neither does a circle exist. This root, on the other hand, existed
in such a way that I could not explain it. Knotty, inert, nameless,
it fascinated me, filled my eyes, brought me back unceasingly
to its own existence. In vain to repeat: “This is a root”—it didn’t
work any more. I saw clearly that you could not pass from its
function as a root, as a breathing pump, to that, to this hard and
compact skin of a sea lion, to this oily, callous, headstrong look.
The function explained nothing: it allowed you to understand
generally that it was a root, but not that one at all. This root,
with its colour, shape, its congealed movement, was . . . below
all explanation. Each of its qualities escaped it a little, flowed out
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of it, half solidified, almost became a thing; each one was In the
way in the root and the whole stump now gave me the impres-
sion of unwinding itself a little, denying its existence to lose itself
in a frenzied excess. I scraped my heel against this black claw:
I wanted to peel off some of the bark. For no reason at all, out
of defiance, to make the bare pink appear absurd on the tanned
leather: to play with the absurdity of the world. But, when I
drew my heel back, I saw that the bark was still black.

Black? I felt the word deflating, emptied of meaning with
extraordinary rapidity. Black? The root was not black, there was
no black on this piece of wood—there was . . . something else:
black, like the circle, did not exist. I looked at the root: was it
more than black or almost black? But I soon stopped questioning
myself because I had the feeling of knowing where I was. Yes,
I had already scrutinized innumerable objects, with deep uneasi-
ness. I had already tried—vainly—to think something about them:
and I had already felt their cold, inert qualities elude me, slip
through my fingers. Adolphe’s suspenders, the other evening in
the “Railwaymen’s Rendezvous.” They were not purple. I saw the
two inexplicable stains on the shirt. And the stone—the well-
known stone, the origin of this whole business: it was not . . .
I can’t remember exactly just what it was that the stone refused
to be. But I had not forgotten its passive resistance. And the hand
of the Self-Taught Man; I held it and shook it one day in the
library and then I had the feeling that it wasn’t quite a hand.
I ha;y thought of a great white worm, but that wasn’t it either.
And the suspicious transparency of the glass of beer in the Café
Mably. Suspicious: that’s what they were, the sounds, the smells,
the tastes. When they ran quickly under your nose like startled
hares and you didn’t pay too much attention, you might believe
them to be simple and reassuring, you might believe that there
was real blue in the world, real red, a real perfume of almonds
or violets. But as soon as you held on to them for an instant, this
feeling of comfort and security gave way to a deep uneasiness:
colours, tastes, and smells were never real, never themselves and
nothing but themselves. The simplest, most indefinable quality
had too much content, in relation to itself, in its heart. That black
against my foot, it didn't look like black, but rather the confused
effort to imagine black by someone who had never seen black
and who wouldn't know how to stop, who would have imagined
an ambiguous being beyond colours. It looked like a colour, but
also . . . like a bruise or a secretion, like an oozing—and something
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else, an odour, for example, it melted into the odour of wet
earth, warm, moist wood, into a black odour that spread like
varnish over this sensitive wood, in a flavour of chewed, sweet
fibre. I did not simply see this black: sight is an abstract inven-
tion, a simplified idea, one of man’s ideas. That black, amorphous,
weakly presence, far surpassed sight, smell and taste. But this
richness was lost in confusion and finally was no more because
it was too much.

This moment was extraordinary. I was there, motionless and
icy, plunged in a horrible ecstasy. But something fresh had just
appeared in the very heart of this ecstasy; I understood the
Nausea, I possessed it. To tell the truth, I did not formulate
my discoveries to myself. But I think it would be easy for me
to put them in words now. The essential thing is contingency. I
mean that one cannot define existence as necessity. To exist is
simply to be there; those who exist let themselves be encountered,
but you can never deduce anything from them. I believe there
are people who have understood this. Only they tried to over-
come this contingency by inventing a necessary, causal being.
But no necessary ﬁng can explain existence: contingency is not
a delusion, a probability which can be dissipated; it is the abso-
lute, consequently, the perfect free gift. All is free, this park,
this city and myself. When you realize that, it turns your heart
upside down and everything begins to float, as the other evening
at the “Railwaymen’s Rendezvous”: here is Nausea; here there is
what those bastards—the ones on the Coteau Vert and others—try
to hide from themselves with their idea of their rights. But
what a poor lie: no one has any rights; they are entirely free, like
other men, they cannot succeed in not feeling superfluous. And
in themselves, secretly, they are superfluous, that is to say, amor-
phous, vague, and sad.

How long will this fascination last? I was the root of the
chestnut tree. Or rather I was entirely conscious of its existence.
Still detached from it—since I was conscious of it—yet lost in it,
nothing but it. An uneasy conscience which, notwithstanding,
let itself fall with all its weight on this piece of dead wood. Time
had stopped: a small black pcol at my feet; it was impossible
for something to come after that moment. I would have liked to
tear myself from that atrocious joy, but I did not even imagine
it would be possible; I was inside; the black stump did not move,
it stayed there, in my eyes, as a lump of food sticks in the wind-
pipe. I could neither accept nor refuse it. At what a cost did I
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raise my eyes? Did I raise them? Rather did I not obliterate my-
self for an instant in order to be reborn in the following instant
with my head thrown back and my eyes raised upward? In fact,
I was not even conscious of the transformation. But suddenly it
became impossible for me to think of the existence of the root. It
was wiped out, I could repeat in vain: it exists, it is still there,
under the bench, against my right foot, it no longer meant any-
thing. Existence is not something which lets itself be thought of
from a distance: it must invade you suddenly, master you, weigh
heavily on your heart like a great motionless beast—or else there
is nothing more at all.

There was nothing more, my eyes were empty and I was
spellbound by my deliverance. Then suddenly it began to move
before my eyes in light, uncertain motions: the wind was shaking
the top of the tree.

It did not displease me to see a movement, it was a change
from these motionless beings who watched me like staring eyes.
I told myself, as I followed the swinging of the branches: move-
ments never quite exist, they are passages, intermediaries between
two existences, moments of weakness, I expected to see them
come out of nothingness, progressively ripen, blossom: 1 was
finally going to surprise beings in the process of being born.

No more than three seconds, and all my hopes were swept
away. I could not attribute the passage of time to these branches
groping around like blind men. This idea of passage was still
an invention of man. The idea was too transparent. All these
paltry agitations, drew in on themselves, isolated. They over-
flowed the leaves and branches everywhere. They whirled about
these empty hands, enveloped them with tiny whirlwinds. Of
course 2 movement was something different from a tree. But it
was still an absolute. A thing. My eyes only encountered com-
pletion. The tips of the branches rustled with existence which
unceasingly renewed itself and which was never born. The exist-
ing wind rested on the tree like a great bluebottle, and the tree
shuddered. But the shudder was not a nascent quality, a passing
from power to action; it was a thing; a shudder-thing flowed into
the tree, took possession of it, shook it and suddenly abandoned
it, going further on to spin about itself. All was fullness and all
was active, there was no weakness in time, all, even the least
perceptible stirring, was made of existence. And all these existents
which bustled about this tree came from nowhere and were going
nowhere.
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