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Let us consider the things which people commonly think they understand most distinctly
of all; that is, the bodies which we touch and see. | 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 color, 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 | speak, | put the wax by the fire, and look: the residual taste is eliminated, the
smell goes away, the color 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 | 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 1 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 I can grasp that
the wax is capable of countless changes of this kind, yet | 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 judgment about the nature of wax unless |
believed it capable of being extended in many more different ways than I will ever
encompass in my imagination. I 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
| see, which I 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 | 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.

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).



