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The Cartesian project

Descartes, as it is well known, wanted to rebuild the sciences on a secure foundation he tried to uncover
in metaphysics. In his Meditationes de Prima Philosophiae he gives us an account of what he takes to be the
“premier principe de la philosophie” (AT VI 22−23) and what I will henceforth call the Cogito. The
privilege of the Cogito resides in its resistance to what Descartes calls “scepticism”.

Descartes’ sceptic is not only someone who doubts that we have any knowledge, i.e. any beliefs meeting a
certain given standard of justification, but what one might call a Pyrrhonian sceptic, someone who doubts
the existence of a standard of knowledge, not only of beliefs meeting such a standard. Descartes thought
it worth while to (try to) prove the sceptic wrong not because he doubted that we have any knowledge.
Instead he aimed to show that and how we can defend our knowledge claims against someone who questions
their legitimacy. He wanted to prove our entitlement to them by showing that they are not only true, but
justifiedly taken to be so. Not satisfied with the mere fact that the sceptic is wrong – because there is
something we know – he wanted to show why the sceptic is wrong. To achieve this, he had to show more
than just that we know something; he had to show that we know that we know something, i.e. that we
know that the sceptic is wrong. To do so, he had to show not only that there is something we know, but
that there is a knowledge claim we can defend even against the most hard-headed of sceptics. This is the
task of the Cogito: to prove the untenability of universal doubt by refuting the evil demon hypothesis and
thereby to establish a standard of knowledge.

To induce, in us and in the Cartesian thinker, the most general and far-reaching doubt one may entertain
(AT VII 13) and thus to uncover the most certain of our beliefs, Descartes mounts a sceptical argument
in three steps inMeditationOne, leading to the ‘bracketing’ (on grounds of dubitability) of larger and larger
classes of truths, for reasons Descartes takes to be valid and rational (AT VII 26−30). In a first step, the
Cartesian thinker of theMeditations notes the existence of sensory illusions:

Nempe quidquid hactenus ut maxime verum admisi, vel a sen-
sibus, vel per sensus accepi; hos autem interdum fallere depre-
hendi, ac prudentiae est nunquam illis plane confidere qui nos
vel semel deceperunt. (AT VII 15−18)

Tout ce que j’ay receu iusqu’à present pour le plus vray & assuré,
je l’ay appris des sens, ou par les sens: or j’ay quelquefois éprouvé
que ces sens estaient trompeurs, & il est de la prudence de ne se
fier jamais entierement à ceux qui nous ont une fois trompez. (AT
IX/I )

. All references to Descartes are to the standard edition by Adam & Tannery ( ).
. The distinction is Sextus’s: “Pyrrhonian skepticism is a more radical position [than academic skepticism]. It holds that the

academics are dogmatic even to affirm the impossibility of certain knowledge and denies that propositions differ in their probability.
A judgement of probability can be made only by someone who possesses a standard of knowledge and truth. But the existence of
such a standard is just what the pyrrhonians question. Since probability cannot guide our choices, they propose to follow custom.”
(Curley : )



The conclusion drawn in the last clause, never to rely on sense perception (“a sensibus”) nor on testimony
(“per sensus”), may seem a little too quick. It makes sense, however, if we place it in its epistemological
context: if my senses are not always reliable, then this method of forming beliefs is not fool-proof; barring
further information, I must consider it as at any instant potentially unreliable. I am not justified in assuming
the reliability of my senses unless I have at my disposal a way of knowing that they are reliable at the times
when they are. I cannot, however, detect such optimal sensory conditions without relying on my senses:
bracketing their evidence, I cannot establish their reliability. This is why I am forced to conclude A from
A :

A It is possible that my senses deceive me.
A It is always possible that my senses deceive me.

The Cartesian thinker has to go further than even this, however. He cannot justifiably assert of any instance
of sense perception that his senses did not deceive him on that occasion. To do this, he would have to
know that conditions were optimal – which he cannot, if he has not prior sensory assurance that they were.
Because the proposition that they conditions are optimal is itself doubtable, he must treat it as if it were
false (AT VII 4−10) – he must assume the worst case scenario, that his senses always deceive him:

A It is possible that my senses always deceive me.

Many have doubted that the Cartesian thinker could rationally entertain something like A – if I need my
senses to establish that they deceived me on another occasion, they argue, the hypothesis of permanent
sense deception does not make sense. Though it is clear that Descartes is not committed to A and that
neither A nor A can plausibly said to follow from A , such worries, I think, misunderstand the nature
of Descartes’ project. To get a clearer picture of why the Cartesian thinker, in virtue of noticing that he
cannot resist, in principled grounds, the generalisation of A to A , is warranted in supposing A , we need
to say more about what Descartes means by “doubting”.

Though Descartes requires reasons for doubting, he requires those to be neither true nor assertable by the
Cartesian thinker. He explicitly says to Bourdin that reasons for doubting may themselves be doubtable:

Eae enim sunt satis validae rationes ad cogendum nos ut dubite-
mus, quae ipsae dubiae sunt, nec proinde retinendae, ut jam
supra notatum est. Atque validae quidem sunt, quandiu nullas
alias habemus, quae dubitationem tollendo certitudinem indu-
cant. (AT VII 27- 3)
Verissimum enim est, nihil admittendum esse ut verum, quod
non possimus probare esse verum, cùm de eo statuendo vel af-
firmando quaestio est; sed, cùm tantùm de effodiendo vel abdi-
cando, sufficit quòd suspicemur. (AT VII 18−22)

There may be reasons which are strong enough to compel us to
doubt, even though these reasons are themselves doubtful, and
hence are not to be retained later on, as I have just pointed out.
The reasons are strong so long as we have no others which pro-
duce certainty by removing the doubt. (Descartes : )
The maxim ‘We should not admit anything as true unless we can
prove it is true’ is perfectly correct when it is a question of es-
tablishing or affirming some proposition; but when it is merely a
matter of renouncing a belief (or digging out a trench), then mere
suspicion is all that is required. (Descartes : )

They are reasons for doubting in the sense that they present the Cartesian thinker with scenarios he is in
no position to exclude. The Cartesian thinker cannot exclude the possibility of universal sense deception
merely on the basis of the observation that the assertability of “my senses deceive me” requires some
veridical sense perceptions.

But neither can he deny their veridicality – when they are reliable – justify my knowledge claims based on
them. So the sceptic needs to take another step.

This second step is known as the “dream argument”:

. The transition is even hastier in the Discours: “Ainsi, à cause que nos sens nous trompent quelquefois, je voulus supposer qu’il
n’y avait aucune chose qui fût telle qu’ils nous la font imaginer.” (AT VI 30- 3)



Quasi scilicet non recorder a similibus etiam cogitationibus me
aliàs in somnis fuisse delusum; quae dum cogito attentius, tam
plane video nunquam certis indiciis vigiliam a somno posse dis-
tingui, ut obstupescam, & fere hic ipse stupor mihi opinionem
somni confirmet. (AT VII 17−22)

Mais, en y pensant soigneusement, je me ressouviens d’avoir esté
souvent trompé, lors que je dormais, par de semblables illusions.
Et m’arrestant sur cette pensée, je voy si manifestement qu’il n’y
a point d’indices concluans, ny de marques, assez certaines par
où j’en puisse distinguer nettement la veille d’avec le sommeil,
que j’en suis tout etonné; & mon estonnement est tel, qu’il est
presque capable de me persuader que je dors. (AT IX/I )

Contrary to the first, this second step rules out the possibility that there are conditions under which knowl-
edge claims about material objects are justified. Trusting my senses to establish their reliability is a perfectly
respectable procedure; but I am never entitled to trust my senses to answer the question whether I might
be sleeping now. I can only know that p by present sensory evidence if certain conditions C hold – but
I can find out whether C, for the conditions C′ which have to obtain for that may differ from C. Not so
with dreaming: I cannot find out that I am dreaming – for if I am dreaming, I cannot find out anything
whatsoever. As I can never find out that I am dreaming (at that time), I can never know that I am awake
(at that time), not being able to rule out a possibility I would not detect if it were actual.

Whereas the argument from sensory illusion undermined any knowledge claims based on sensory evidence,
the dream argument carries the doubt further bymaking any knowledge aboutmaterial things unclaimable:
it thereby undermines any contingent knowledge claim whatsoever, including most examples of what has
been called the contingent a priori. There is, for any such proposition, whether a priori or not, a circumstance
in which it would be false and I may dream that this circumstance obtains. As with the first step, the
Cartesian thinker infers B from B , and then finds no grounds to rule out B :

B It is possible that I am now dreaming.
B It is always possible that I am dreaming (then).
B It is possible that I am always dreaming.

That I am always dreaming, then, describes an epistemic possibility for the Cartesian thinker of theMeditations
– not in the sense of describing a world in which he, for all he knows, might be (for he may also know
that he is, from time to time, awake), but in the sense of expressing a belief he can never rule out on the
basis of present evidence alone. The dream argument, then, leaves almost nothing untouched, sparing
only necessary truths, which are true in all circumstances, and a fortiori true in all circumstances one may
dream to obtain. Getting rid of these is the aim of the next step.

The third and final step in Descartes’ argument is the malin génie hypothesis:

Verum tamen infixa quaedam est meae menti vetus opinio,
Deum esse qui potest omnia, & a quo talis, qualis existo, sum
creatus. Unde autem scio illum non fecisse ut nulla plane sit terra,
nullum coelum, nulla res extensa, nulla figura, nulla magnitudo,
nullus locus, & tamen haec omnia non aliter quàm nunc mihi
videantur existere? Imô etiam, quemadmodum judico interdum
alios errare circa ea quae se perfectissime scire arbitrantur, ita
ego ut fallar quoties duo & tria simul addo, vel numero quadrati
latera, vel siquid aliud facilius fingi potest?” (AT VII 1−11)

Toutesfois il y a longtemps que j’ay dans mon esprit une certaine
opinion, qu’il y a un Dieu qui peut tout, & par qui j’ay esté creé
é & produit tel que je suis. Or qui me peut avoir assuré que ce
Dieu n’ait point fait qu’il n’y ait aucune terre, aucun Ciel, aucun
corps estendu, aucune figure, aucune grandeur, aucun lieu, &
que neantmoins j’aye les sentimens de toutes ces choses, & que
tout cela ne me semble point exister autrement que je le voy? Et
mesme, comme je juge quelquefois que les autres se méprennent,
mesme dans les choses qu’ils pensent scavoir avec le plus de cer-
titude, il se peut faire qu’il ait voulu que je me trompe toutes les
fois que je fais l’addition de deux & de trois, ou que je nombre les
costez d’un carré, ou que je juge de quelque chose encore plus
facile, si l’on se peut imaginer rien de plus facile que cela. (AT
IX/I )

. What then about the coherentist criterion Descartes provides us with in the Sixth Medititation? It only works given the assumption
that there is a time t when I am not sleeping – and this we know only after having established the legitimacy of at least one knowledge
claim: ”Potest verò Atheus colligere se vigilare ex memoriâ anteactae vitae; sed non potest scire hoc signum sufficere ut certus sit se
non errare, nisi sciat se a Deo non fallente esse creatum.” (AT VII 11−14)

. It is not required that my conception is a coherent one: most of us dream very weird things. It might seem difficult to imagine
dreaming that I am not here now or that I am not Philipp Blum but in fact it is not. I may dream that I am dead or a multiply located
universal, that I look into my passport and find another name written in it, that I look into the mirror and see nothing etc. That
reasons to doubt are not required to be coherent overall scenarios, as long as they achieve their intended effect which is helping us
to get rid of our beliefs, marks another respect in which pyrrhonian differs from academic scepticism.



The Cartesian thinker here entertains the possibility that he might be fooled even in things he considers
most certain – due to the manipulation of an omnipotent evil demon who perverts his epistemic instincts
and makes him spontaneously assent to propositions which are in fact false. The evil demon hypothesis
is thus more than the supposition that I might err in the most certain of my beliefs – it is the far scarier
supposition that I might err in them precisely because I hold them to be the most certain. It is for this reason
that the Cartesian thinker is led to infer C from C , and is in no position (yet) to exclude C :

C It is possible that I am deceived in what I consider most certain.
C In all my beliefs am I possibly deceived.
C It is possible that I am deceived in all my beliefs.

Because C states an epistemic possibility, all our knowledge claims are undermined, including our pre-
sumed knowledge of simple mathematical (AT VIII/I 8−20), logical and other necessary truths, throwing
the Cartesian thinker into a state of despair. The doubt induced by consideration of the evil demon hy-
pothesis is thus maximal.

More generally, how can the Cartesian thinker doubt the certainty (or the knowledge) that p without
thereby doubting p? Such doubt, if possible at all, would certainly not qualify as ‘methodical’.

We will see below that, by proceeding a facilioribus ad difficiliora, the analytic method brings with it a
distinction between two senses of “primary”: it starts from what is prima facie primary, i.e. most familiar to
us, carrying us to what is primary in itself, the true ground on which a given body of (alleged) knowledge
rests. The world, in itself, i.e. independently of our beliefs about it, has a certain epistemological structure;
some truths are by themselves more evident, certain and epistemologically basic than others. The epistemic
activities of humans, on the other hand, exhibit another, and possibly divergent, pattern. Custom, training
and talent bring it about that some truths are more accessible, more easily graspable and more familiar to
(some of) us. It is the task of the right method to make these two orderings match, i.e. to make what is most
familiar in itself most familiar to us. This is the rationale of the method of doubt.

The evil demon hypothesis is the suspicion that the epistemic capacity underwriting the possibility of such
a transition is fatally flawed: that we may in principle be incapable of matching our epistemic instincts,
what we find plausible or evident, to what really is plausible or evident (in itself). The sceptical scenario,
then, is that what I find most plausible might be false precisely because I find it plausible.

The Cartesian sceptic (the philosophical opponent of the Meditations) is not someone who believes or says
that everything we believe is false. Instead, he believes that all our knowledge claims (our beliefs of the form

. That the possibility envisaged is one of a perversion of what one might call our‘epistemic instincts’, our spontaneous and almost
inevitable belief in certain very simple and (seemingly) evident propositions, is made even clearer in the Discours and the Principes: “Et
parce qu’il y a des hommes qui se méprennent en raisonnant, même touchant les plus simples matières de géométrie, et y font des
paralogismes, jugeant que j’étais sujet a faillir autant qu’aucun autre, je rejetai comme fausses toutes les raisons que j’avais prises
auparavant pour démonstrations.”(AT VI 3−9); “Dubitabimus etiam de reliquis, quae antea pro maximè certis habuimus; etiam
de Mathematicis demonstrationibus, etiam de iis principiis, quae hactenus putavimus esse per se nota: tum quia vidimus aliquando
nonnullos errasse in talibus, & quaedam pro certissimis ac per se notis admisisse, quae nobis falsa videbantur; tum maximè, quia
audivimus esse Deum, qui potest omnia, & à quo sumus creati.” (AT VIII/I 8−15)

. Descartes calls it “summa de omnibus dubitatio” (AT VII 13). Cf. also his comments on the relevant passage to Burman:
“Reddit hîc [VII 22] auctor hominem tam dubium, et in tantas dubitationes conjicit ac potest…” (AT V ) The inclusion of
mathematics is explicitly stated at AT VIII/I 8−20. Curiously, both Kennington ( : ) and Soffer ( : ) have denied that
mathematical statements are doubted in Meditation One, partly on dubious methodological and systematic grounds which will be
discussed below.

. As with the other two sceptical hypotheses, it does not have to be coherent to achieve its intended effect: it does not have to depict
a possibility which might in fact obtain. It is enough if it describes a situation which the Cartesian thinker is in no position to rule out.
Descartes himself takes a malin génie to be impossible: both because he shows its incoherence in the Second Meditation and because
it is incompatible with the true nature of God. Cf. his remarks to Burman: “Loquitur hîc [AT VII 25] auctor contradictoria, quia
cum summâ potentiâ malignitas consistere non potest.” (AT V ) It has to be noted, however, that showing that the malin génie
hypothesis is impossible, is not Descartes’ main aim – even a hypothesis entertainable only per impossibile undermines our knowledge
claims, if it keeps popping up. We have to be able to show that it is impossible, thereby vaccinating ourselves against it.



“I know that p”) are unwarranted, i.e. that there are possible situations (A , B , C ) we are not justified to
exclude where they are false – not so much because what we claim to know would be false in that situation,
but because we would, in the imagined circumstances, not know it. The possibility we are called upon to
exclude by the sceptic, then, is not one in which what we believe to know is false, but the possibility that our
knowledge claims are true only by chance, that the link between belief and truth underwriting them, while
obtaining in the actual world, is not within our epistemic reach and cannot be conclusively established
to hold. The doubt, then, is that if we know something, then we know it only by chance. The sceptic
thereby challenges our entitlement to all our knowledge claims – not by producing a scenario in which
they are false, but one that makes them unjustified and thus unclaimable in the methodological context of
a refoundation of our whole system of beliefs.

Descartes calls beliefs that may be rationally entertained even in such an epistemic state of total doubt
“clear and distinct”. The question then becomes whether there are any clear and distinct beliefs, whereas
the Cogito is the claim that the belief I express by “I think; therefore I am” falls into this category and indeed
is its paradigm exemplar. By showing us how to overcome the most general doubt, Descartes provides us
with a foundation and justification of the analytic method – it is in this sense that he validates reason.

The Coherence of Universal Doubt

Bourdin, in the Seventh Objections remarks that nothing can be indubitable in the Cartesian system, since
everything had been rationally doubted by the Cartesian thinker inMeditationOne. In reply, Descartes says
that Bourdin’s mistake is to think that dubitability is an intrinsic property of knowables:

“Notandumque ipsum ubique considerare dubitationem & cer-
titudinem, non ut relationes cognitionis nostrae ad objecta, sed
ut proprietates objectorum quae perpetuo ipsis inhaereant, adeo
ut ea, quae semel dubia esse cognovimus, non possint unquam
reddi certa.” (AT VII 17−22)

“It should be noted that throughout he [Bourdin] treats doubt
and certainty not as relations of our thought to objects, but as
properties of the objects which inhere in them all the time. This
means that if we have once realized that something is doubtful, it
can never be rendered certain.” (Descartes : – )

Descartes here alludes to the relational account of certainty he gave in the Second Replies according to which
whether a truth is certain or not depends on our relations to it, not only on the truth itself:

“Vel enim, ut vulgo omnes, per possibile intelligitis illud omne
quod non repugnat humano conceptui; quo sensu manifestem
est Dei naturam, prout ipsam descripsi, esse possibilem, quia ni-
hil in ipsâ supposui nisi quod clare & distincte perciperemus de-
bere ad illam pertinere, adeo ut conceptui repugnare non pos-
sit. Vel certe fingitis aliquam aliam possibilitatem ex parte ipsius
objecti, quae, nisi cum praecedente conveniat, nunquam ab hu-
mano intellectu cognosci potest, ideoque non plus habet virium
ad negandum Dei naturam sive existentiam, quàm ad reliqua
omnia, quae ab hominibus cognoscuntur, evertenda.” (AT VII

19- 3)

“If by ‘possible’ you mean what everyone commonly means,
namely ‘whatever does not conflict with our human concepts’,
then it is manifest that the nature of God, as I have described it,
is possible in this sense, since I supposed it to contain only what,
according to our clear and distinct perceptions, must belong to
it; and hence it cannot conflict with our concepts. Alternatively,
you may well be imagining some other kind of possibility which
relates to the object itself; but unless this matches the first sort of
possibility it can never be known by the human intellect, and so it
does not so much support a denial of God’s nature and existence
as serve to undermine every other item of human knowledge.”
(Descartes : )

The distinction between what ‘non repugnat humano conceptui’ (“ne répugne point à la pensée humaine”
(AT IX/I )) and what is possible ‘ex parte ipsius objecti’ is made in reply to the charge that the onto-
logical proof is premissed on the coherence of the idea of God (AT VII 12−14). Descartes’ point, as the
context makes clear, is that the ontological proof only presupposes that the idea we have of God is de facto
coherent, not that it is known to be coherent. Only the latter, but not the former, presupposes a proof of
God’s benevolence. The coherence of the idea we have of God is put on a par with necessary truths and
the Cogito itself, things which have been doubted inMeditation One:

. To my ears, “repugnat” and “répugne” are stronger than “conflict”.



“Par enim jure, quo negatur Dei naturam esse possibilem,
quamvis nulla impossibilitas ex parte conceptûs [“de la part du
concept ou de la pensée”] reperiatur, sed contrà omnia, quae in
isto naturae divinae conceptu complectimur, ita inter se connexa
sint, ut implicare nobis videatur aliquid ex iis ad Deum non per-
tinere, poterit etiam negari possibile esse ut tres anguli trianguli
sint aequales duobus rectis, vel ut ille, qui actu [“actuellement”]
cogitat, existat; & longe meliori jure negabitur ulla ex iis quae
sensibus usurpamus vera esse, atque ita omnis humana cognitio,
sed absque ullâ ratione, tolletur.” (AT VII 3−13)

“For as far as our concepts are concerned there is no impossibility
in the nature of God; on the contrary, all the attributes which we
include in the concept of the divine are so interconnected that it
seems to us to be self-contradictory that any one of them should
not belong to God. Hence, if we deny that the nature of God
is possible, we may just as well deny that the angles of a triangle
are equal to two right angles, or that he who is actually thinking
exists; and if we do this it will be even more appropriate to deny
that anything we acquire by means of the senses is true. The up-
shot will be that all human knowledge will be destroyed, though
for no good reason.” (Descartes : )

The Principles are said to satisfy the desideratum that their axioms can be understood by themselves:

…ces Principes doivent avoir deux conditions: […] l’autre, que ce soit d’eux que depende
la connoissance des autres choses, en sorte qu’ils puissent estre connus sans elles [”‘les autres
choses”’], mais non pas reciproquement elles sans eux; & qu’apres cela il faut tacher de déduire
tellement de ces principes la connoissance des choses qui en dependent, qu’il n’y ait rien, en
tout la suite des deductions qu’on en fait, qui ne soit tres-manifeste. (AT IX/II - )

In the characterisation of the dichotomy ofmethods in the Second Replies quoted above, Descartes/Clerselier
paraphrases the “necessity” of the conclusions of the analytic method by their being clear “de soy-mesme”.

We cannot but assent to what we clearly and distinctly perceive – such perceptions are epistemically irre-
sistible to us. At the same time, however, we can doubt what we could, but do not, so perceive; and, what
is more, we can suppose that the beliefs in question do not merit their status, that their irresistibility is
not backed up by their truth but rather the effect of an evil demon fooling us by perverting our epistemic
instincts.

Not only some of his contemporaries, but also many of Descartes’ commentators believe that such uni-
versal a doubt undermines the stability of the whole Cartesian project. There is, however, nothing in
general problematic with rule-circular justification, nor is there any general problem in establish, by using a
richer range of ressources, what can be done with less. We may also quite unproblematically entertain
metaphysical hypothesis which we could not entertain if they were actual. We may talk, e.g., about possible
worlds where no language-using creatures exist.

. For a vivid description of the kind of epistemic irresistibility in question, cf. Kemmerling ( ).
. Cf. Kennington ( : – ): “Finally, the finitude of the power of the Evil Genius is demanded by the argument if the Evil

Genius were omnipotent, the law of noncontradiction would be suspended, and all further reasoning would have to cease.” Similar
qualms have been mounted by R. Walker ( : ): “…if truth is a matter of correspondence [that’s how he rightly interprets
Descartes] no argument could be a decisive refutation of the malin génie hypothesis […] since any argument has to rely upon assumed
premisses and principles of inference.” Carriero ( : – ): “Moreover, viewingDescartes as seeking to defend us from the epistemic
onslaught of an omnipotent being leaves him engaged in a project that is futile on its face. It would be a quite weak omnipotent being
indeed who lacked the power to convince us of the self-evidence of whatever premise he chose or of the validity of whatever reasoning
he wanted. Therefore, if the anti-skeptic should ever produce an argument beyond our criticism, the skeptic would still be free to
plead that our inability to criticize the anti-skeptic’s argument is simply the result of the deceiver’s nefarious activity.” and Olson
( : ): “Descartes did hold the curious view that God freely created the eternal truths and could have made contradictories true.
So it seems that, if God is a deceiver, then the law of non-contradiction is dubitable. Thus, if God is a deceiver, no argument could
be formulated. Indeed, all reasoning would have to cease.”

. It is, e.g., standard mathematical practice to reason about a formal system drawing on resources not available in the system
under scrutiny. We may give intuitionistically unacceptable proofs of the completeness of some system of intuitionistic logic, prove
various theorems about proof systems having no or only very weak induction axioms by “ordinary mathematical induction” (cf. e.g.
Smullyan : for an instructive example).



The Cogito

A major exegetical problem with the Cogito is that there are many versions. The version in the Meditations,
which will mostly concern us, is the following:

Sed mihi persuasi nihil plane esse in mundo, nullum coelum,
nullam terram, nullas mentes, nulla corpora; nonne igitur etiam
me non esse? Imo certe ego eram, si quid mihi persuasi.

Sed est deceptor nescio quis, summe potens, summe callidus,
qui de industriâ me semper fallit. Haud dubie igitur ego etiam
sum, si me fallit & fallat quantum potest, nunquam tamen effi-
ciet, ut nihil sim quamdiu me aliquid esse cogitabo. Adeo ut,
omnibus satis superque pensitatis denique statuendum sit hoc
pronuntiatum, Ego sum, ego existo, quoties a me profertur, vel
mente concipitur, necessario esse verum. (AT VII 2−12)

Mais je me suis persuadé qu’il n’y a rien du tout dans le monde,
qu’il n’y avait aucun ciel, aucune terre, aucuns esprits, ni aucuns
corps, ne me suis-je donc pas aussi persuadé que je n’étais point?
Non certes, j’étais sans doute si je me suis persuadé, ou seulement
si j’ai pensé quelque chose.
Mais il y a un je ne sçay quel trompeur tres-puissant & tres-rusé,
qui employe toute son industrie à me tromper tousiours. Il n’y
a donc point de doute que je suis, s’il me trompe; et qu’il me
trompe tant qu’il voudra il ne saurait jamais faire que je ne sois
rien, tant que je penserai être quelque chose. De sorte qu’après y
avoir bien pensé, et avoir soigneusement examiné toutes choses,
enfin il faut conclure, et tenir pour constant que cette proposi-
tion: Je suis, j’existe, est nécessairement vraie, toutes les fois que je
la prononce, ou que je la conçois en mon esprit. (AT IX/I )

This is the Cartesian thinker speaking, recalling his universal doubt of the lastMeditation and realising that
he did not doubt his own existence and that it is indeed impossible do so – not only that he cannot doubt
without existing, but that he cannot even try (and therefore take it to be possible) to do so, i.e. that the
thought “I do not exist” is – in a particular way – necessarily false.

The cited passage makes it clear that the indoubtability of “I exist” is given a peculiar status. Even though
they are not explicitly mentioned by their canonical description, the necessary truths were subject to the
general doubt evoked in the first paragraph. This peculiar status is not exhausted by other a priori
or performatively “self-verifying” claims, nor by such on which the Cartesian thinker has first person
authority.

What, then, is it that distinguishes “I am” from other candidate sentences as “I am here now” (Röd : –
), “I am in pain” or “I am making a statement” (Frankfurt : )? The first may be false, e.g., in cases

of deferred reference or context shift – which may even occur in dreams. The second is not indoubtable,
but at most indoubtable when true. The third, even if it is indoubtable, cannot be the only indoubtable
statement. Even “This is a statement”, however, is less indoubtable than “I am”, for statements are
ontologically dependent entities, not able to exist without someone who makes them. Nobody thus can
rationally think that this is a statement without thinking that something different from this statement exists.

. As the section label in the Principes might suggest: “VII. Non posse a nobis dubitari, quin existamus dum dubitamus; atque
hoc esse primum, quod ordine philosophando cognoscimus.” (AT VIII 31−32) / “ . Que nous ne sçaurions douter sans estre, &
que cela est la premiere connoissance certaine qu’on peut acquerir.” (AT IX/II ) Descartes makes it clear in his replies to Hobbes
and Gassendi that existential generalisation is not what he is interested in at this step of the argument (AT VII 25- 8 and 6−18,
cf. also AT II 26- 21).

. The existence of the corporeal world, the subject matter of geometry, is a mathematical fact.

. This raises the interesting question of the alleged primacy of singular over general beliefs, a thesis Descartes relied on when
arguing that he did not (syllogistically) infer “I think; therefore I am” from “whatever thinks, is” but was convinced of the truth of
the former by a simple mental insight (AT VII 12- 2, IX/I 25- 5, V ). To evaluate this claim of epistemological primacy
of singular beliefs, let us consider the following example of Harrison: “If a man believes that he believes that the earth is flat, it is
possible for him to believe that this is the only thing he believes. […] But if he believes at least one thing, it is not possible for him
to believe that this is the only thing he believes.” (Harrison : ) Someone who believes that the earth is flat and that this is his
only belief has at least one false belief. The person trying to believe that the very belief he is trying to entertain is his only one faces a
more difficult problem, however: he cannot ascribe the belief in question to himself. For any such self-ascription would ascribe two
beliefs, that he has only one belief and that this is the one.



The peculiar status of “sum”, then, resides in its ontological inconsequentiality, i.e. the fact that it may
rationally taken to be the only true existence claim.

Recognising the epistemic irresistability of his belief that he exists (his “sum”-intuition, as I will call it),
gives the Cartesian thinker a belief of the truth of which he cannot help being convinced. This was not
was Descartes was after, however: the “fundamentum inconcussum” he tries to uncover is a belief one can
claim to know even when faced with the most witty sceptic producing the most general sceptical scenario
imaginable. This paradigmatic knowledge claim is not “sum” alone – doubtable, if only per impossibile,
and indeed doubted by the first person of theMeditations at the end ofMeditationOne – but “I think; therefore
I am”.

In what does this differ from the “sum”-intuition? In that it gives us a reason to think that the intuition we
cannot help having is right. This does not mean, however, that “therefore” has the force of a conditional, a
turnstile or indicates some kind of conclusion. “Cogito” provides adequate grounds for “sum”: its truth
is necessary and sufficient for recognising “sum”’s indoubtability. With “cogito ergo sum” we not only
express an intuition, but make a knowledge claim – and a peculiar one in that we cannot make it falsely.

Even this, however, will not suffice: proving the sceptic wrong by showing how to make a true knowledge
claim even in the scenario the sceptic considers possible is not enough. Descartes wants to show his reader
how to prove the sceptic wrong, provide him with a tool to prove his own existence (not the one of the
Cartesian thinker) even when under the impression of the most general doubt imaginable. This, in my
opinion, crucial step from “sum”, the belief we cannot but take to be true, through “cogito ergo sum”,
which is the paradigmatic knowledge claim, to the claim that “cogito ergo sum” is paradigmatic in this
sense is taken only at the beginning of the ThirdMeditation:

( ) Quid verô? Cùm circa res Arithmeticas vel Geometricas aliq-
uid valde simplex & facile considerabam, ut quôd duo & tria
simuljuncta sint quinque, vel similia, nunquid saltem illa satis per-
spicue intuebar, ut vera esse affirmarem?

“Mais lorsque je considérais quelque chose de fort simple et de
fort facile touchant l’arithmétique et la géométrie, par exemple
que deux et trois joints ensemble produisent le nombre de cinq, et
autres choses semblables, ne les concevais-je pas au moins assez
clairement pour assurer qu’elles étaient vraies?

( ) Equidem non aliam ob causam de iis dubitandum esse postea
judicavi, quàm quia veniebat in mentem forte aliquem Deum
talem mihi naturam indere potuisse, ut etiam circa illa deciperer,
quae manifestissima viderentur.

Certes si j’ai jugé depuis qu’on pouvait douter de ces choses, ce
n’a point été pour autre raison, que parce qu’il me venait en
l’esprit, que peut-être quelque Dieu avait pu me donner une telle
nature, que je me trompasse même touchant les choses qui me
semblent les plus manifestes.

( ) Sed quoties haec praeconcepta de summâDei potentiâ opinio
mihi occurrit, non possum non fateri, si quidem velit, facile
illi esse efficere ut errem, etiam in iis quae me puto mentis
oculisquàm evidentissime intueri.

Mais toutes les fois que cette opinion ci-devant conçue de la sou-
veraine puissance d’un Dieu se présente à ma pensée je suis con-
traint d’avouer qu’il lui est facile, s’il le veut, de faire en sorte que
je m’abuse, même dans les choses que je crois connaître avec une
évidence très grande.

. Given the epistemic priority of singular over general beliefs mentioned in fn. , this is why “I am” is epistemically irresistable
in a way “there is at least one thing” is not: “I am” retains its plausibility even when taken to be my only belief, while “there is at
least one thing” requires a specialisation.

. I take this to be roughly equivalent to “Ego sum, ego existo, quoties a me profertur, vel mente concipitur, necessario esse verum.”
“Cogito ergo sum” appears in the Discours version of the Cogito: “Mais, aussitost aprés, je pris garde que, pendant que je voulois ainsi
penser que tout estoit faux, il falloit necessairement que moy, qui le pensois, fusse quelque chose. Et remarquant que cete verité: je
pense, donc je suis, estoit si ferme & si assurée, que toutes les plus extravagantes suppositions des Sceptiques n’estoient pas capables de
l’esbransler, je jugay que ie pouvois la recevoir, sans scrupule, pour le premier principe de la Philosophie, que je cherchois.” (AT VI

15−24)
. This seems to me to explain why Descartes calls both “sum” and “cogito ergo sum” pieces of intuitive knowledge (for the latter:

AT VII 7−11, IX/I 20−25), while at the same time demonstrating his own existence from the sole premiss of his thinking.
. Again, this does not make it a premiss of some sort of formal argument. Suppose it is not doubted that there is a sole tired

person, of unknown sex, in the house. Given this, “The sole person in the house is male” provides an adequate ground for “he is
tired”.



( ) Quoties verô ad ipsas res, quas valde clare percipere arbitror,
me converto, tam plane ab illis persuadeor, ut sponte erumpam
in has voces:

Et au contraire toutes les fois que je me tourne vers les choses que
je pense concevoir fort clairement, je suis tellement persuadé par
elles, que de moimême je me laisse emporter à ces paroles:

( ) fallat me quisquis potest, nunquam tamen efficiet ut nihil sim,
quandiu me aliquid esse cogitabo; vel ut aliquando verum sit me
nunquam fuisse, cùm jam verum sit me esse;

Me trompe qui pourra, si est-ce qu’il ne saurait jamais faire que
je ne sois rien tandis que je penserai être quelque chose; ou que
quelque jour il soit vrai que je n’aie jamais été, étant vrai main-
tenant que je suis,

( ) vel forte etiam ut duo & tria simul juncta plura vel pauciora
sint quàm quinque, vel similia, inquibus scilicet repugnantiam
agnosco manifestam.

ou bien que deux et trois joints ensemble fassent plus ni moins
que cinq, ou choses semblables, que je vois clairement ne pou-
voir être d’autre façon que je les conçois.

( )Et certe cùm nullam occasionem habeam existimandi aliquem
Deum esse deceptorem, nec quidem adhuc satis sciam utrùm sit
aliquis Deus, valde tenuis &, ut ita loquar, Metaphysica dubitandi
ratio est, quae tantùm ex eâ opinione dependet.

Et certes, puisque je n’ai aucune raison de croire qu’il y ait
quelque Dieu qui soit trompeur, et même que je n’aie pas en-
core considéré celles qui prouvent qu’il y a un Dieu, la raison de
douter qui dépend seulement de cette opinion, est bien légère, et
pour ainsi dire métaphysique.

( ) Ut autem etiam illa tollatur, quamprimum occurret occasio,
examinare debeo an sit Deus, &, si sit, an possit esse deceptor;
hac enim re ignoratâ, non videor de ullâ aliâ plane certus esse
unquam posse.”

Mais afin de la pouvoir tout à fait ôter, je dois examiner s’il y a
un Dieu, sitôt que l’occasion s’en présentera; et si je trouve qu’il y
en ait un, je dois aussi examiner s’il peut être trompeur: car sans
la connaissance de ces deux vérités, je ne vois pas que je puisse
jamais être certain d’aucune chose.”

This is the passage I claim to be the Cogito. While having his “sum”-intuition, the first person of the
Meditations (A) proves his existence. Recalling the impossibility of doubting his existence and looking back
to his “sum”-intuition, the Cartesian thinker (B) proves “cogito ergo sum”. For us, the foreknowledgeable
and charitable readers (C), this amounts to a proof of the existence of a thinking substance. Here is a
reconstruction of the argument:

A B C

( ) clear and distinct beliefs are in-
doubtable (by me)

B takes “cogito ergo sum” to be
indoubtable (in itself)

( )
no other beliefs are claimed by
my to be indoubtable (in itself)
with more right than these

“cogito ergo sum” is not
doubtable (in itself), unless B is
fooled

( ) the evil demon hypothesis
seems coherent

I can, however, only entertain it
per impossibile

B can at least entertain it

( ) I cannot help having the “sum”-
intuition

but even in that I could be
fooled by an evil demon

( )
I clearly and distinctly perceive
that I cannot be fooled while I
am having this intuition

A can indeed not be fooled
while having this intuition

( )
I cannot even doubt the in-
doubtability of “sum”

A is clearly and distinctly per-
ceiving his unability to doubt
“sum”

“sum” is in fact indoubtable (in
itself), so B is right

( )
A uncovered a hidden contra-
diction in the evil demon hy-
pothesis

the evil demon hypothesis is not
clear and distinct

( )
B is not fooled, “cogito ergo
sum” is clear and distinct (in it-
self)



It is in ( ) that A has the relevant insight that the hypothesis that he does not exist is “repugnant to reason”,
i.e. contains a hidden contradiction. B, however, who already had the “sum”-intuition before, knows from
the beginning that the only way to doubt one’s own existence, if there is one, is per impossibile. He detects the
hidden contradiction in the evil demon hypothesis, noticing that even such a being could not make A falsely
believe that he does not exist. B observes that any project of doubting one’s own existence fails, thereby
grasping the (necessary) truth of “I think, therefore I am”. C observes that B has maximal evidence for
this, for it resists his trying to assume the existence of an evil demon. If it would be false, then, this could
only be due to the workings of precisely such an evil demon – a hypothesis effectively ruled out by A. So,
C concludes, that it was because of his knowledge of “I think; therefore I am” that B was able to rule out
the evil demon hypothesis. That’s why “I think; therefore I am” is not only knowable and true but also
provides the grounds to effectively rule out scepticism.

Meeting the sceptical challenge was not an end in itself for Descartes, but a means to prove his central
metaphysical doctrines, i.e. substance dualism, the existence of God and the immortality of the soul, from
their “true reasons”. How then does our reconstructed Cogito help him in that? In two ways: by grounding
the synthetic and deductive order arising from the analytic method, from the most evident (in itself) back
to its consequences, which are familiar to us, and by establishing a certain dependence of the Cartesian
thinker’s existence from the fact that he is thinking.

From the Cogito to the truth-rule

There is an important connection between clarity and distinctness and dubitability: even though truths
that are in themselves clear and distinct need not be clear and distinct for us, and thus can be doubted,
they can only be doubted per impossibile, even though this does not need to be always transparent to
us. It is, however, transparent to us if we correctly apply the analytic method. Herein lies an important
presupposition: that the analytic method, as it is employed in the firstMeditation allows us to keep track of
epistemological, and perhaps even metaphysical dependencies.

This is what Descartes explicitly claims in the seventh set of Replies, commenting on “Certissimum est hujus
sic praecise sumpti notitiam non pendere ab iis quae existere nondum novi; non igitur ab iis ullis, quae
imaginatione effingo.” (AT VII 1−2):

…scripsi enim, fieri non posse ut ea, quam jam habeo, notitia rei,
quam novi existere, pendeat a notitiâ ejus, quod existere nondum
novi. […] Nam sane perspicuum est, rei, quae cognoscitur ut ex-
istens, notitiam illam, quae jam habetur, non pendere a notitiâ
ejus, quod nondum cognoscitur ut existens; quia hoc ipso quòd
aliquid percipiatur ut pertinens ad rem existentem, necessario
etiam percipitur existere. (AT VII 24−26;30- 5)

…I wrote that the knowledge I already have of something I know
to exist cannot possibly depend on the knowledge of things of
whose existence I am as yet unaware. […] It is transparently
clear that the already acquired knowledge of a thing which is rec-
ognized as existing does not depend on the knowledge of that
which we have not yet recognized as existing; for the very fact
that something is perceived to belong to an existing thing neces-
sarily implies tha tit is perceived to exist. (Descartes : )

The Cogito, in which the analytic method ‘culminates’, then aligns the ordo cognoscendi with the ordo essendi,
allowing Descartes to proceed in a way such that he does not have to presuppose anything which was not
previously demonstrated. The transition, within this order, from thinking (entertaining the evil demon
hypothesis) to existence (realising that the evil demon hypothesis is not entertainable without pragmatic
inconsistency), becomes indicative of real dependence. The dependence of the Cartesian thinker’s exis-
tence on the first-person’s thinking is, first, dialectical. Only by granting the premiss that he is thinking
can we prove her existence. Second, it is epistemological: we, and the Cartesian thinker, need no other
belief about him than the one that he is thinking to prove that he exists – in this way, we prove his existence

. While A’s insight, the “sum”-intuition, is categorical, B becomes aware of the truth of a conditional: assuming its antecedent
in a thought experiment (staging A as his counterpart), he notes that the conclusion is inevitable. It is only C who is in a position to
note that B’s thought experiment is doomed to fail, thereby establishing that B can truly claim to know “I think; therefore I am”.



as a thinking thing. Third, it is one of Descartes’ later doctrines that any such ‘distinction of reason’, where
we clearly and distinctly perceive that two things can exist without each other, is underwritten by a ‘real
difference’ – the ontological independence of two substances. We are not, of course, at this stage of the
argument in a position to know that some such doctrine is true; but it is enough that it is true. If it is true
(and this in turns depends on the validity of the ontological proof of the existence of God), then we can
truly claim in retrospect to have demonstrated the existence of res cogitans. And this is quite much, too much
perhaps, but in any case another issue.

The situation is importantly different with the truth-rule, however. The truth rule is, but the real distinction
is not established by the Cogito. If the first Meditation instantiates (a correct way of applying) the analytic
method, then we are justified in reserving our highest epistemic modality (“clear and distinct”) for just those
truths that withstand even the strongest of all possible doubts. We have seen reasons both to believe in the
antecedent and to take Descartes to be convinced of it, so the question of the universality of maximal doubt
becomes the question whether there are any clear and distinct beliefs at all. The Cogito is the claim that
the belief I express by “I think; therefore I am” falls into this category and indeed is its paradigm exemplar.
By showing us how to overcome the most general doubt, Descartes provides us with a foundation and
justification of the analytic method – it is in this sense that he validates reason. He also achieves something
else: not only is everything that is clearly and distinctly perceived doubted at the end of Meditation One
(this is built into the evil demon hypothesis), but it is also the case that whatever can only be doubted by this
most general doubt is (by itself) clear and distinct.

Ideas as contents

The official definitions:

Ideae nomine intelligo cujuslibet cogitationis formam illam, per
cujus immediatam perceptionem ipsius ejusdem cogitationis con-
scious sum; adeo ut nihil possim verbis exprimere, intelligendo
id quod dico, quin ex hoc ipso certum sit, in me esse ideam ejus
quod verbis illis significantur. (AT VII - )

Par le nom d’idée, j’entens cette forme de chacune de nos pensées,
par la perception immediate de laquelle nous avons connoissance
de cesmesmes pensées. En telle sorte que je ne puis rien exprimer
par des paroles, lorsque j’entens ce que je dis, que de cela mesme
il ne soit certain que j’ay en moy l’idée de la chose qui est signifiée
par mes paroles. (AT IX/I )

Our Idea of God:

“Nec certè quisquam talem ideam Dei nobis inesse negare potest, nisi qui nullam planè Dei
notitiam in humanis mentibus esse arbitretur.” (AT VIII/I - )
“…si on prend le mot d’idée en la façon que j’ay dit tres-expressement que je la prenois […],
on ne sçaurait nier d’avoir quelque idée de Dieu, si ce n’est qu’on die qu’on n’entend pas ce
que signifient ces mots: la chose la plus parfaite que nous puissions concevoir; car c’est ce que tous les
hommes apellent Dieu.” (AT IX/I - )
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