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Abstract

“Cogito, ergo sum” is the central proposition in Descartes’ philosophical system and is often re-
garded as the true beginning of modern philosophy of subjectivity. Since the seventeenth century,
traditional authorities of knowledge had gradually lost their former stability, while the develop-
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ment of natural science continued to challenge the old worldview. Against this intellectual back-
ground, Descartes began to ask anew whether there could be a completely indubitable foundation
for knowledge. He adopted methodological doubt, temporarily calling into question sensory expe-
rience, the external world, and many seemingly certain ideas. Yet in the very process of constant
doubting, he discovered that one thing could never be denied: when doubt occurs, the activity of
thinking itself already exists. Thus, “Cogito, ergo sum” became the first principle of certainty in his
philosophical edifice. This paper mainly discusses the internal relationship between “Cogito, ergo
sum,” conducts a conceptual analysis of Descartes’ major ideas, and examines the structure of sub-
ject consciousness and philosophical significance contained in this proposition. Through an analy-
sis of this proposition, it can be further seen that Descartes in fact accomplished an important shift
in the focus of philosophy: the foundation of knowledge no longer derives primarily from the exter-
nal world, but turns instead to the subject’s own conscious activity. For this reason, “Cogito, ergo
sum” not only serves as the theoretical cornerstone of Descartes’ philosophical system, but also in-
itiates modern philosophy’s ongoing inquiry into the subject, self-consciousness, and certainty, pro-
foundly influencing the later development of the philosophy of subjectivity.
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