
Rationalism


The piece of wax


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… 

But what is this wax which is perceived by the mind alone? It is of course the 

same wax which I see, which I touch, which I picture in my imagination, in 

short the same wax which I 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…
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