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What is Descartes’ First Certainty?



I am, I exist.



How does Descartes establish his first 
certainty?

Three interpretations of the Cogito

1. The inferential interpretation

2. The intuitional interpretation

3. The discovery interpretation



1.  The inferential interpretation

I think.

Therefore I am.



The inferential interpretation

Objections

‘I exist’ cannot be *first* certainty if 
inferred from another certainty.

Descartes cannot be certain that he is 
thinking but only that there is thinking.



2.  The intuitional interpretation

Because it clearly and distinctly seems to 
Descartes that he exists, he is certain that he 
exists.



The intuitional interpretation

Objection

Having a clear and distinct intuition that p 
does not entail that p is true.



3.  The discovery interpretation

Distinguish source/justification of belief

1. What is the source of Descartes’ belief?

Intuition: it seems to him that he exists

2. What justifies his certainty of this belief?

The belief is immune to skeptical 
hypotheses



How does Descartes establish his first 
certainty?

Three interpretations of the Cogito

1. The inferential interpretation          ✗

2. The intuitional interpretation         ✗

3. The discovery interpretation           ✓



Where does Descartes leave us?



Cartesian Epistemology

The Cartesian Theatre

Foundationalism 
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Foundationalism

Belief p is justified iff (i) p is directly evident      
or (ii) p is indirectly evident (inferred from 
directly-evident beliefs by good rules of 
reasoning).  



Foundationalism

Directly Evident Beliefs

Indirectly
 Evident
  Beliefs

⇑



Foundationalism

Directly Evident:

Indirectly
 Evident:

⇑

Tables exist.
I am a student.

There is an external world.
People like me.

It appears that tables exist.
It seems that people like me.

I feel like dancing.


