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Perhaps the most famous proposition in the history of philosophy is
Descartes’ cogito, “I think, therefore I am.”Husain Sarkar claims in this
provocative new interpretation of Descartes that the ancient tradition
of reading the cogito as an argument is mistaken. It should, he says, be
read as an intuition. Through this new interpretative lens, the author
reconsiders key Cartesian topics: the ideal inquirer; the role of clear
anddistinct ideas; the relation of these to thewill;memory; the nature
of intuition and deduction; the nature, content, and elusiveness of
‘I’; and the tenability of the doctrine of the creation of eternal truths.
Finally, the book demonstrates how Descartes’ attempt to prove the
existence of God is foiled by a new Cartesian Circle.
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For

Ashifa

part ballerina, part lover of children, my daughter

Reason with them in the most courteous manner.

(The Koran, Chapter 16, “The Bee,” verse 125)
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What are you saying? You know? Is this certain and beyond all
doubt? Is this the sole surviving timber from the great shipwreck
that is to be hung up as an offering in the temple of truth?

Pierre Bourdin, “Seventh Set of Objections,” in The
Philosophical Writings of Rene Descartes, Volume 2, 317.
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Preface

ReneDescartes offered an ultimate truth, famously known as the cogito.
But there have been virtually no takers. Some have thought that it
was merely an analytic statement, a statement empty of content; some
have thought that he should have begun with a less complex, a less
unwarranted statement (but then he could not have derived the cogito
from it); some have averred that it was an argument that was badly
in need of repair (and when repaired, one that could not possibly do
what Descartes had wanted it to do); and a distinguished philosopher
once argued that the truth of the cogito, if that is what it is, is at best
odd, “degenerate.” This has been the litany for 350 years.

Here is Descartes in Discourse on the Method:

But immediately I noticed that while I was trying thus to think everything false,
it was necessary that I, who was thinking this, was something. And observing
that this truth, “I am thinking, therefore I exist” was so firm and sure that all the
most extravagant suppositions of the skeptics were incapable of shaking it,
I decided that I could accept it without scruple as the first principle of the
philosophy I was seeking.

Then, in his “Replies to the Second Set of Objections”:

When we observe that we are thinking beings, this is a sort of primary notion,
which is not the conclusion of any syllogism; and, moreover, when somebody
says: I am thinking, therefore I amor exist, he is not using a syllogism to deduce
his existence from his thought, but recognizing this as something self-evident,
in a simple mental intuition.

ix
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x Preface

In effect, Descartes is saying both that the cogito is an argument (read-
ing the ‘therefore’ as a conclusion indicator) and that it is not. There
is simply no interpretation of Descartes that will not fail to explain at
least some of the text. One might as well try to square a circle.

Consequently, in this book I have attempted to do the next best
thing, to provide an interpretation that will save as much as possible of
what is profound and interesting in Descartes. There are two sides to
the cogito debate: what it is and what it is not. There are novel and fairly
conclusive reasons why the cogito cannot be construed as an argument.
I offer these and thereby show what the cogito is not. A great deal of
what Descartes has said militates against construing the cogito as an
argument. It was with some of those reasons that this book was begun.

But if the cogito is not an argument, what then is it? It is an experi-
ment. When that experiment is conducted, the mind intuits – learns
through an insight – the truth that the cogito expresses. The exper-
iment will teach an individual thinker by example what he cannot
learn by relying on someone else’s experiment, or on that of a col-
lection of individuals, no matter how well conducted the experiment
and precise the reporting. However, it is an experiment that can be
performed only after the mind has been cleansed and prepared. Now,
these two claims are, of course, independent. Whether the view that
the cogito is an experiment, to be performed by an individual thinker,
is true has no implication for whether the cogito is an argument. In fact,
I think that the negative claim offered here, namely, that thecogito is
not an argument, is decisive. But that is not so with the positive thesis
as to what the cogito is.

The investigation into the cogito, this first principle, led me to un-
cover the basic structure of Descartes’ method. I wanted to focus not
on the details but on the essence of his method. For I was certain
that the cogito and the method were too intimately linked to be under-
stood one without the other. At any rate, getting the method right was
a prerequisite to being right about the cogito. The focus on method
and cogito inevitably led to other issues in Descartes, such as logic and
skepticism, will and memory, discovery and explanation, reason and
experience, eternal truths and the general rule. I have explored none
of these as fully as I might have. I have had a more limited aim: In
each instance, the scope of the inquiry was sharply restricted by what
it had to contribute to the cogito and the method. Thus, I have tried to
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Preface xi

bring in a sequence of distinct issues in Descartes and to balance and
counterbalance them. The result, I trust, is a fresh perspective.

Montaigne wrote an essay entitled, “That Our Happiness Must Not
Be Judged until After Our Death.” Borrowing the same theme from
Ovid, I propose a principle of reconstruction and call it the Sulmoprin-
ciple, namely, that a philosopher’s system must not be reconstructed
and judged until after his death. For what he once assumed, he may
later radically question (as did Descartes on the certainty of mathema-
tics); what he once sketched, he may in time expand in great detail (as
didDescartes on the unity of the sciences); what he once wrote, hemay
subsequently abrogate (as did Descartes, virtually, on the immortality
of the soul); what he once wrote, he may remain silent about for the
rest of his life (as did Descartes on the taxonomy of problems). Only
after his death can one say that, if he had tied his views together at
the end into a single consistent system, he would have done so in this
way or that; only then can one judge the worth of the system. When
attempting to reconstruct, there are enough avenues to explore, in
harmony with the philosopher’s general view. This allows for much
guesswork. The whole, and only the whole, reconstructed at the end,
should be judged for historical plausibility and philosophical sound-
ness. At any rate, it is the principle of Sulmo that I have used in this
book.

The ideal author of a book on Descartes would be someone who
has mastered all of the French and Latin texts of Descartes as they cur-
rently exist in Charles Adams and Paul Tannery, Oeuvres de Descartes,
and in F. Alquié, Oeuvres philosophiques de Descartes. He would be
familiar with all of the responses of Descartes’ contemporaries, and
with the commentaries from the seventeenth century, such as Tepelli’s
Historia Philosophiae Cartesiane; with eighteenth-century works, such as
Rousseau’sThe Profession of Faith of a Savoyard Priest; andwith items from
the nineteenth century, such asDuboux’sLa Physique de Descartes, down
to the commentaries of the twentieth century. Not only would he have
kept track of all these items, their moorings and interconnections,
and how each of them measures up to the original, he would also be
familiar with all of the recent work inmetaphysics, philosophy ofmind,
philosophy of religion, philosophy of science, history of physics, and
mathematics and logic, so that he could determine how far ahead of
Descartes we are in a given field, or how far behind. Then, and only
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xii Preface

then, would he write a book on Descartes. I fall miserably short of that
ideal.

This book is not in the same line as the works that sweep over a
vast range of the philosophy of Descartes, such as those of Baker and
Curley; Gaukroger, Kenny, and Kemp Smith; Wilson and Williams. It
is a commentary on Descartes’ Meditations, which he called “my little
book dealing with First Philosophy.” It is, moreover, a commentary
on only the first few pages. Such, I think, is the power of his views.
I have strenuously aimed to be fair to the history of philosophy, and
struggled not to be silly in any anachronistic way: In short, I have tried
to argue with Descartes as if I were his contemporary, not he mine.
This, in part, explains the frequent citation of page and passage from
Descartes. My ultimate aim has been to reconstruct Descartes’ ideas in
a manner that demands that we see Descartes’ achievement for what it
is: He achieved in his field what Archimedes had only dreamed about
in his.

Baton Rouge, Louisiana
February 1, 2002
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