
Rene Descartes Does Not Exist Volume
Fourteen: An Exploration of the Cartesian
Cogito and Its Impact on Modern Philosophy
Rene Descartes, the 17th-century French philosopher and mathematician,
is considered one of the most influential thinkers in Western intellectual
history. His famous dictum, "Cogito, ergo sum" ("I think, therefore I
am"),has become a cornerstone of modern philosophy and has been the
subject of extensive debate and analysis. In this article, we will explore the
Cartesian Cogito in depth, examining its significance, its implications, and
its impact on the development of modern thought.

The Cartesian Cogito

The Cogito is Descartes's attempt to establish an indubitable foundation for
knowledge. He begins by rejecting all beliefs that are not absolutely certain,
including the existence of the external world and even his own body.
However, he cannot doubt the fact that he is thinking, because even the act
of doubting requires a thinking subject. Therefore, the only thing that he
can be absolutely certain of is his own existence as a thinking being.
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This certainty is expressed in the Cogito, which Descartes presents in his
_Discourse on Method_ (1637). He writes:

> "I noticed that while I thus wished to think that everything was false, it
must needs be that I, who thus thought, was something. And observing that
this truth, I think, therefore I am, was so certain and of such evidence that
no ground of doubt, however extravagant, could be alleged by the sceptics
capable of shaking it, I judged that I might, without scruple, accept it as the
first principle of the philosophy for which I was seeking."

Implications of the Cogito

The Cogito has several important implications. First, it establishes the
indubitability of the self. No matter what doubts we may have about the
external world, we can be certain that we ourselves exist. This certainty is
the foundation for all subsequent knowledge.

Second, the Cogito implies that the mind and body are distinct substances.
Descartes argues that the fact that we can doubt the existence of our
bodies but not the existence of our minds shows that the two are not
identical. This mind-body dualism has been a major theme in Western
philosophy ever since.
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Third, the Cogito raises the question of the nature of reality. If we can be
certain of nothing but our own existence, what can we say about the world
around us? Descartes's answer to this question is that the world must exist
in some form, because we cannot doubt the existence of our own ideas.
However, he also argues that the world is not necessarily as it appears to
our senses.

The Impact of the Cogito on Modern Philosophy

The Cartesian Cogito has had a profound impact on the development of
modern philosophy. It has been used to support a variety of philosophical
positions, including idealism, materialism, and skepticism. It has also been
used to challenge the foundations of religion and morality.

In the 18th century, the British empiricist David Hume used the Cogito to
argue that all of our knowledge is derived from experience. He denied
Descartes's claim that we can have certainty about the existence of the
self, arguing that we can only be certain of our own impressions and ideas.

In the 19th century, the German idealist Immanuel Kant used the Cogito to
argue that the mind is not a passive recipient of sense impressions but
rather an active agent that shapes our experience of the world. He argued
that the Cogito reveals the existence of a transcendental ego that is the
source of all of our knowledge and experience.

In the 20th century, the American philosopher Hilary Putnam used the
Cogito to argue that skepticism is not a serious threat to our knowledge. He
argued that the Cogito shows that we can be certain of the existence of our
own minds and that this certainty is enough to ground our knowledge of the
external world.



Rene Descartes's Cogito is a complex and multifaceted philosophical
concept that has had a profound impact on the development of modern
thought. It has been used to support a variety of philosophical positions,
including idealism, materialism, and skepticism. It has also been used to
challenge the foundations of religion and morality.

The Cogito remains a central topic of philosophical debate today. It is a
powerful tool for exploring the nature of reality, the mind, and our own
existence.

Additional Resources

* [The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: Rene Descartes]
(https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/descartes/) * [The Internet Encyclopedia
of Philosophy: Rene Descartes](https://www.iep.utm.edu/descarte/) * [The
Cogito: A Philosophical Examination]
(https://www.britannica.com/topic/cogito) * [The Cartesian Cogito and Its
Impact on Modern Philosophy](https://www.jstor.org/stable/2494701)
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