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GENTLEMEN,  

1. The motive which impels me to present this Treatise to you is so reasonable, and, when you shall learn its 
design, I am confident that you also will consider that there is ground so valid for your taking it under 
your protection, that I can in no way better recommend it to you than by briefly stating the end which I 
proposed to myself in it. 

2. I have always been of the opinion that the two questions respecting God and the Soul were the chief of 
those that ought to be determined by help of Philosophy rather than of Theology; for although to us, the 
faithful, it be sufficient to hold as matters of faith, that the human soul does not perish with the body, 
and that God exists, it yet assuredly seems impossible ever to persuade infidels of the reality of any 
religion, or almost even any moral virtue, unless, first of all, those two things be proved to them by 
natural reason. And since in this life there are frequently greater rewards held out to vice than to virtue, 
few would prefer the right to the useful, if they were restrained neither by the fear of God nor the 
expectation of another life; and although it is quite true that the existence of God is to be believed since it 
is taught in the sacred Scriptures, and that, on the other hand, the sacred Scriptures are to be believed 
because they come from God (for since faith is a gift of God, the same Being who bestows grace to 
enable us to believe other things, can likewise impart of it to enable us to believe his own existence), 
nevertheless, this cannot be submitted to infidels, who would consider that the reasoning proceeded in a 
circle. And, indeed, I have observed that you, with all the other theologians, not only affirmed the 
sufficiency of natural reason for the proof of the existence of God, but also, that it may be inferred from 
sacred Scripture, that the knowledge of God is much clearer than of many created things, and that it is 
really so easy of acquisition as to leave those who do not possess it blameworthy. This is manifest from 
these words of the Book of Wisdom, chap. xiii., where it is said, Howbeit they are not to be excused; for 
if their understanding was so great that they could discern the world and the creatures, why did they not 
rather find out the Lord thereof? And in Romans, chap. i., it is said that they are without excuse; and 
again, in the same place, by these words,--That which may be known of God is manifest in them-- we 
seem to be admonished that all which can be known of God may be made manifest by reasons obtained 
from no other source than the inspection of our own minds. I have, therefore, thought that it would not 
be unbecoming in me to inquire how and by what way, without going out of ourselves, God may be 
more easily and certainly known than the things of the world. 

3. And as regards the Soul, although many have judged that its nature could not be easily discovered, and 
some have even ventured to say that human reason led to the conclusion that it perished with the body, 
and that the contrary opinion could be held through faith alone; nevertheless, since the Lateran Council, 
held under Leo X. (in session viii.), condemns these, and expressly enjoins Christian philosophers to 
refute their arguments, and establish the truth according to their ability, I have ventured to attempt it in 
this work. 

4. Moreover, I am aware that most of the irreligious deny the existence of God, and the distinctness of the 
human soul from the body, for no other reason than because these points, as they allege, have never as 
yet been demonstrated. Now, although I am by no means of their opinion, but, on the contrary, hold that 
almost all the proofs which have been adduced on these questions by great men, possess, when rightly 
understood, the force of demonstrations, and that it is next to impossible to discover new, yet there is, I 
apprehend, no more useful service to be performed in Philosophy, than if someone were, once for all, 
carefully to seek out the best of these reasons, and expound them so accurately and clearly that, for the 
future, it might be manifest to all that they are real demonstrations. And finally, since many persons were 
greatly desirous of this, who knew that I had cultivated a certain Method of resolving all kinds of 
difficulties in the sciences, which is not indeed new (there being nothing older than truth), but of which 
they were aware I had made successful use in other instances, I judged it to be my duty to make trial of it 
also on the present matter. 
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I.  THAT in order to seek truth, it is necessary once in the course of our life, to doubt, as far as 
possible, of all things. 

As we were at one time children, and as we formed various judgments regarding the objects 
presented to our senses, when as yet we had not the entire use of our reason, numerous 
prejudices stand in the way of our arriving at the knowledge of truth; and of these it seems 
impossible for us to rid ourselves, unless we undertake, once in our lifetime, to doubt of all 
those things in which we may discover even the smallest suspicion of uncertainty. 

II.  That we ought also to consider as false all that is doubtful. 

Moreover, it will be useful likewise to esteem as false the things of which we shall be able to 
doubt, that we may with greater clearness discover what possesses most certainty and is the 
easiest to know. 

III.  That we ought not meanwhile to make use of doubt in the conduct of life. 

In the meantime, it is to be observed that we are to avail ourselves of this general doubt only 
while engaged in the contemplation of truth. For, as far as concerns the conduct of life, we are 
very frequently obliged to follow opinions merely probable, or even sometimes, though of two 
courses of action we may not perceive more probability in the one than in the other, to choose 
one or other, seeing the opportunity of acting would not unfrequently pass away before we 
could free ourselves from our doubts. 

IV.  Why we may doubt of sensible things. 

Accordingly, since we now only design to apply ourselves to the investigation of truth, we will 
doubt, first, whether of all the things that have ever fallen under our senses, or which we have 
ever imagined, any one really exist; in the first place, because we know by experience that the 
senses sometimes err, and it would be imprudent to trust too much to what has even once 
deceived us; secondly, because in dreams we perpetually seem to perceive or imagine 
innumerable objects which have no existence. And to one who has thus resolved upon a general 
doubt, there appear no marks by which he can with certainty distinguish sleep from the waking 
state. 

V.  Why we may also doubt of mathematical demonstrations. 

We will also doubt of the other things we have before held as most certain, even of the 
demonstrations of mathematics, and of their principles which we have hitherto deemed self-
evident; in the first place, because we have sometimes seen men fall into error in such matters, 
and admit as absolutely certain and self-evident what to us appeared false, but chiefly because we 
have learnt that God who created us is all-powerful; for we do not yet know whether perhaps it 
was his will to create us so that we are always deceived, even in the things we think we know 
best: since this does not appear more impossible than our being occasionally deceived, which, 
however, as observation teaches us, is the case. And if we suppose that an all-powerful God is 
not the author of our being, and that we exist of ourselves or by some other means, still, the less 
powerful we suppose our author to be, the greater reason will we have for believing that we are 
not so perfect as that we may not be continually deceived. 
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VI.  That we possess a free-will, by which we can withhold our assent from what is doubtful, and 
thus avoid error. 

But meanwhile, whoever in the end may be the author of our being, and however powerful and 
deceitful he may be, we are nevertheless conscious of a freedom, by which we can refrain from 
admitting to a place in our belief aught that is not manifestly certain and undoubted, and thus 
guard against ever being deceived. 

VII. That we cannot doubt of our existence while we doubt, and that this is the first knowledge 
we acquire when we philosophize in order. 

While we thus reject all of which we can entertain the smallest doubt, and even imagine that it is 
false, we easily indeed suppose that there is neither God, nor sky, nor bodies, and that we 
ourselves even have neither hands nor feet, nor, finally, a body; but we cannot in the same way 
suppose that we are not while we doubt of the truth of these things; for there is a repugnance in 
conceiving that what thinks does not exist at the very time when it thinks. Accordingly, the 
knowledge, I THINK, THEREFORE I AM, is the first and most certain that occurs to 
one who philosophizes orderly. 
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To His Holiness, Pope Paul III, 
Nicholas Copernicus' Preface 

to His Books on the Revolutions 

I can readily imagine, Holy Father, that as soon as some people hear that in this volume, which I 
have written about the revolutions of the spheres of the universe, I ascribe certain motions to the 
terrestrial globe, they will shout that I must be immediately repudiated together with this belief. For 
I am not so enamored of my own opinions that I disregard what others may think of them. I am 
aware that a philosopher's ideas are not subject to the judgment of ordinary person's, because it is 
his endeavor to seek the truth in all things, to the extent permitted to human reason by God. Yet I 
hold that completely erroneous views should be shunned. Those who know that the consensus of 
many centuries has sanctioned the conception that the earth remains at rest in the middle of the 
heaven as its center would, I reflected, regard it as an insane pronouncement if I made the opposite 
assertion that the earth moves. Therefore I debated with myself for a long time whether to publish 
the volume which I wrote to prove the earth's motion or rather to follow the example of the 
Pythagoreans and certain others, who used to transmit philosophy's secrets only to kinsmen and 
friends, not in writing but by word of mouth.... And they did so, it seems to me, not, as some 
suppose, because they were in some way jealous about their teachings, which would be spread 
around; on the contrary, they wanted the very beautiful thoughts attained by great men of deep 
devotion not to be ridiculed by those who are reluctant to assert themselves vigorously in any 
literary pursuit unless it is lucrative; or if they are stimulated to the nonacquisitive study of 
philosophy by the exhortation and example of others, yet because of their dullness of mind they play 
the same part among philosophers as drones among bees. When I weighed these considerations, the 
scorn which I had reason to fear on account of the novelty and unconventionality of my opinion 
almost induced me to abandon completely the work which I had undertaken. 

But while I hesitated for a long time and even resisted, my friends [encouraged me]. . . . Foremost 
among them was the cardinal of Capua, Nicholas Schönberg, renowned in every field of learning. 
Next to him was a man who loves me dearly, Tiedemann Giese, bishop of Chelmno, a close student 
of sacred letters as well as of all good literature. For he repeatedly encouraged me and, sometimes 
adding reproaches, urgently requested me to publish this volume and finally permit it to appear after 
being buried among my papers and lying concealed not merely until the ninth year but by now the 
fourth period of nine years. The same conduct was recommended to me by not a few other very 
eminent scholars. They exhorted me to no longer refuse, on account of the fear which I felt, to 
make my work available for the general use of students of astronomy. The crazier my doctrine of the 
earth's motion now appeared to most people, the argument ran, so much the more admiration and 
thanks would it gain after they saw the publication of my writings dispel the fog of absurdity by 
most luminous proofs. Influenced therefore by these persuasive men and by this hope, in the end I 
allowed my friends to bring out an edition of the volume, as they had long besought me to do. . . . 

But you are rather waiting to hear from me how it occurred to me to venture to conceive any 
motion of the earth, against the traditional opinion of astronomers and almost against common 
sense. . . . 

For a long time, then, I reflected on this confusion in the astronomical traditions concerning the 
derivations of the motions of the universe's spheres. I began to be annoyed that the movements of 
the world machine, created for our sake by the best and most systematic Artisan of all, were not 
understood with greater certainty by the philosophers, who otherwise examined so precisely the 
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most insignificant trifles of this world. For this reason I undertook the task of rereading the works 
of all the philosophers which I could obtain to learn whether anyone had ever proposed other 
motions of the universe's spheres than those expounded by the teachers of astronomy in the 
schools. And in fact first I found in Cicero that Hicetas supposed the earth to move. Later I also 
discovered in Plutarch that certain others were of this opinion. . . . 

Therefore, having obtained the opportunity from these sources, I too began to consider the mobility 
of the earth. . . . I thought that I too would be readily permitted to ascertain whether explanations 
sounder than those of my predecessors could be found for the revolution of the celestial spheres on 
the assumption of some motion of the earth. 

Having thus assumed the motions which I ascribe to the earth later on in the volume, by long and 
intense study I finally found that if the motions of the other planets are correlated with the orbiting 
of the earth, and are computed for the revolution of each planet, not only do their phenomena 
follow therefrom but also the order and size of all the planets and spheres, and heaven itself is so 
linked together that in no portion of it can anything be shifted without disrupting the remaining 
parts and the universe as a whole. Accordingly in the arrangement of the volume too I have adopted 
the following order. In the first book I set forth the entire distribution of the spheres together with 
the motions which I attribute to the earth, so that this book contains, as it were, the general 
structure of the universe. Then in the remaining books I correlate the motions of the other planets 
and of all the spheres with the movement of the earth so that I may thereby determine to what 
extent the motions and appearances of the other planets and spheres can be saved if they are 
correlated with the earth's motions. I have no doubt that acute and learned astronomers will agree 
with me if, as this discipline especially requires, they are willing to examine and consider, not 
superficially but thoroughly, what I adduce in this volume in proof of these matters. However, in 
order that the educated and uneducated alike may see that I do not run away from the judgment of 
anybody at all, I have preferred dedicating my studies to Your Holiness rather than to anyone else. 
For even in this very remote corner of the earth where I live you are considered the highest 
authority by virtue of the loftiness of your office and your love for all literature and astronomy too. 
Hence by your prestige and judgment you can easily suppress calumnious attacks although, as the 
proverb has it, there is no remedy for a backbite. 

Perhaps there will be babblers who claim to be judges of astronomy although completely ignorant of 
the subject and, badly distorting some passages of Scripture to their purpose, will dare to find fault 
with my undertaking and censure it. I disregard them even to the extent of despising their criticism 
as unfounded. For it is not unknown that Lactantius, otherwise an illustrious writer but hardly an 
astronomer, speaks quite childishly about the earth's shape, when he mocks those who declared that 
the earth has the form of a globe. Hence scholars need not be surprised if any such person will 
likewise ridicule me. Astronomy is written for astronomers. To them my work too will seem, unless 
I am mistaken, to make some contribution. 

[Source: Nicholas Copernicus, On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Bodies, translated by Edward 
Rosen,  (London: Macmillan, 1972), pp. 3-5.] 


