INTRODUCTORY ESSAY

A short dialogue on the Cogito

MARY: ‘Cogito ergo sum’ — | think therefore | am —
Descartes’ famous proof that he exist!

JOHN: | don’t see that Descartes has proved anything.

MARY: Why not?

JOHN: Well, before Descartes arrives at his ‘proof’, he
sets about trying to subject all his beliefs to doubt, right?

MARY: Yes. That's his famous ‘method of doubt. He
decides to set aside all of those beliefs which he can
doubt, to see if he find any indubitable certainties. He
wants to identify those of his beliefs which are utterly
secure, so that he can then rebuild other knowledge upon
them. They will provide him with a firm foundation. And the
cogito is his starting point — Descartes cannot doubt that
he exists because, by doubting he exists, he proves that he
does. It's a self-defeating doubt.

JOHN: Hmm. | am not so sure. Look, Descartes sup-
poses at one point that there might be an evil demon intent
on deceiving him — correct?

MARY: Yes. Descartes doesn’t actually believe there is
such a demon, of course. But he supposes, for the sake of
argument, that there might be. A demon so powerful that it
could cause Descartes to have deceptive experiences,
deluding Descartes into supposing he inhabits a real, phys-
ical world of trees and houses and other people, when in
truth it is all an illusion.

JOHN: Right. Descartes ask himself: how can | know
that 1 am not being deceived by such a demon? After all,
everything would seem just the same. And if | can'’t tell that
I am not, then | cannot know that | am not.

MARY: But then Descartes realizes that, while such a
powerful and deceitful demon might deceive him about

doi:10.1017/S1477175610000011 © The Royal Institute of Philosophy, 2010
Think 25, Vol. 9 (Summer 2010)

https://doi.org/10.1017/51477175610000011 Published online by Cambridge University Press

G * 010z Jowwng suiyy


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1477175610000011

there being a physical world, it could not deceive him into
thinking he exists when he doesn’t. Not even such a
demon could deceive Descartes about that.

JOHN: So you say. But look, Descartes admits that such
a demon might mess with Descartes’ mind in other ways
too. For example, it could make Descartes go wrong in his
reasoning.

MARY: Yes, that’s true.

JOHN: But then Descartes ‘proof’ must be useless.
Notice the word ‘ergo’ — therefore. Descartes has con-
structed a piece of reasoning, from the premise that he
thinks to the conclusion that he exists. Correct?

MARY: It looks that way, yes.

JOHN: But then how does Descartes know that this little
argument — | think, therefore, | am — is sound? Perhaps
the demon is deluding Descartes into thinking it's sound,
when it's not. You see? Descartes’ proof is a piece of
reasoning, and Descartes cannot yet trust any of his
reasoning, because there demon might be making him go
wrong.

MARY: Okay, | see the problem. Or rather | see what you
think the problem is for Descartes. In fact, | think you have
misunderstood him.

JOHN: How?

MARY: ‘Cogito ergo sum’ looks like an argument, a piece
of reasoning, true. But it's not. It is something else. It is a
performance.

JOHN: A performance? In what sense.

MARY: By doing some thinking — some doubting -
Descartes shows that he exists. He doesn’t infer he exists.
He actually demonstrates it, by thinking.

JOHN: So the cogito isn’t an argument after all? An argu-
ment from the premise ‘I think’ to the conclusion ‘I am’?

MARY: Correct. If it were, then Descartes could not be
sure an evil demon had not made his reasoning go wrong.
But the cogito is actually a performance. Descartes proves
he exists by engaging in an activity — by thinking, he
demonstrates he exists.
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JOHN: But wouldn’t another activity do just as well?
Riding a bike, say? Wouldn’t that demonstrate he exists?

MARY: No, because Descartes couldn’t be sure he really
was riding a bike. The evil demon might delude Descartes
into thinking he’s riding a bike, when he’s not. But the
demon cannot make Descartes think he’s thinking when
he’s not.

JOHN: Hmm. | am still not sure Descartes has proved
beyond all possible doubt that he exists. Let me think about
it some more. ..
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