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In 176.5, the .Academic Frant;aise made Descartes the subject of a 
competition wbose purpose was "'to portray Descartes as 8 national hero" 
(Harth 109). This event. ofooune, marks buI one specific moment in 8 

long series of i..n&Ianocs: where writers felt inspired to 8IlP1y their lalents 
to the worb of the famous philosopher. Contemponuy roLies like Nancy. 
Romanowski, lyous. and Judovitz concentrate on Dl::scark:s, the writer, 
who is differeDt from Descartes, lhc philosopher. They acquaint us with 
a Dcscartcs who is inherently dialogic while earlier critics SIJ'eS5ed the 
philosophic Descartes, the monologic rationalist. Bakhtin's tenn 
"dialogism" hen: denotes that which pursues a multiplicity of truths 
whereas "monologism" describes the search for absolute Truth. The: 
purpose of this peper is nol to pass judgment on either Doe of these 
modes of reception. nor 10 determine their OOrn:ctne5S or filsity. It is, 
rather. to assert the virtues of both, in order to support my own view, lhal 
lhe Dlscown is an instance of monologism Ind cIWogism. This will 
permit us to soc Descartes as reflecting and projecting the tension 
between monologic and dialogic: intellectual and political tendencies in 
sevent=nth-century France. 

With Toulmin. one can see the inlcllcctual revolution, instigated by 
Galileo and Descartes, as lhe primary positive event of the centwy (14). 
This intellectual revolution. marked by a vested trust in the potential of 
rationality, is to be: seen, particularly, in contrast to the tr3dition of 
scholastic philOfiOpby. It is also to be !IlCCD as positive and liberating 
because it finally enables people to make "systemal.ic use of the 
'scientific method..• (foulmin 14). The momentum of libenJ.tion was 
mainly carried by Dcscarta, who brwgln "analysis IlocI; to primilive 
elements in experience tbal were, in principk:, available to reflective 
thinkers in any cultlm, and at alllimcs" (foulmin 14). Arguabty, the 
very long scholastic philosophic uadition can be tennod mooologic. In 
contnlSl. the DeW Cartesian knowing agent, appamnIy, ...y be 
understood as liberated, as dialogic, because the scholastic stance credo 
lit intelllgam is now replaced with cogito ergo .nufI. 'Ibis shift marks a 
"new" knowing agenl who may know by virtue of hislber thinking. My 
discussion of the monologi5ID in the DiscolI.r3 will show thal one can see 
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this "ntw" k.nowiDg agent. as bound to specific principles of knowing, as 
DlOnologic. In this sense. the Cartesian revolution constitutes, in fact, a 
continuation of a mooologic tradition; an old monologism is clad in new 
lenns. 

From a different angle, the intellectual revolution may also be seeD as 
a defensive reaction 10 a crisis if one considers such issues a& iDcreasing 
religious intoleranc:e, enbalJm1 political absolutism, !.he social upheaval 
caused by tbe Thirty Years' War from 1618 to 1648, Ihe Fronde. aDd Ihe 
Succession Wars launched later under the auspices of Lows XIV. One 
could interpret the events of this period, particularly the philOlSOpby of 
Descartes. not as liberating but insIcad like a "defensive cowner­
revolution" (foulmin 17), a counter-revolution born 0U1 of a sense of 
crisis. More specificaUy, the person ''who is plunged into an 
epistemological crisis knows something very important: tba1 a schema of 
interprdation which he bas ItUSIed so far bas broken down iJTcmrdiably 
in certain highly specific ways" (MacIntyre 458). Descartes's 
determination. to find fundamental principles encouraged him to 
conceive of a new knowledge that would replace the old and invalid 
"scbema of interprdat.ioo'· with a new and reliable one. 

The question which suggests itself here is how one and the same 
phenomenon, Cartesian philosophy, can be both a progressive revolution 
and a defensive counter~revolutiOD. I submit that lhis contradktion in 
fact accurately reflects the historical situation in Lbal it is an expression 
of the inherent tension in the history of cady seventeenth-eentuJy FI'llIKle. 

Whether motivated by a sense of intellectual revolution or born from 
a sense of crisis, the task at band was 10 "find somethina 10 be "certain" 
about" (Toulmin ~~). The ... programmatic expression of this "search 
for certainty" can be found in the philosopby of the DisclJllf'S de /a 
IMtJrode. Descartes's answer 10 (he dialogism of uncertainty is (he 

proposition of a mooologic philOllOphy which i.5 produood not only by a 
reflecting mind, bul a mind aware of and iavolvcd with (he questions of 
the hiBlOricaI period. 

Turning now to Descartes's text itself, I shall first read (he 

autOOiogntphical component of the text as being dialogical in that it 
produces multiple truths. I see the c:ogilo ali the crowning moment of the 
autobiography aDd l will dililCUSS bow the c:ogitlJ functions dialogically. 
In (he second part of my di5CUSSion of (he DjsclJll'~, J will anaI~ the 
specific philO&Ophic propositions which I see ali mooologic. Finalty, I 
will attempt 10 explain the 1.eJUij0ns present in the DlscOIm, pointing 10 
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how they may revt.aI a narrative strategy and bow lhis SU'alegy may be 
characterized as significant for our undmtanding of sevent.eentb-ce:ntwy 
F"""". 

Several elements reveal the dialogical orienl:alion of the work. [t is 
my contention that the dialogic emerges when knowledge (individnal 
knowledge claims) and the knowing subject (the Mr' of the DiscOllrs) 
come into being as ooo-absolutiSl in that both knowledge and knower an: 
c:ontextualizcd and relational. By contextualized,. I mean to suggest a 
knowing agent who is in communication with the outside world; with 
other knowers, society, etc, Insisting that all men pouess bon ~ns, the 
narrator seems to imply that the source of different opinions, of different 
truths, is not an unevenly divided native abjJity (and authority) to form 
these opinions but rather a difference in approach, that is, divergent 
startiD,8 painls or conlcXt5. The namLt£lr presents various stages of his 
life which should have been, in his judgment, instrumenlal in achieving 
"one connajSAAnce claire et 8.sIiUr6e" (DiscolI,s 31), and thus first pwsues 
an education in Mlettres." Eventually, be comes to the (disappointing) 
roDelosioD that be found, in the course of his studies, "aucune doctrine 
dans Ie monde qui ffrt teUe qU'on [lui] avait auparavanl fait esperer" 
(Dlsco,,1's 32). This statement is of importance because it implies the 
narrator's ootid in the existence of a doctrine, that is., a means to achieve 
cenain Troth. It also suggests that the disillusioned narrator decides that 
DO appropriate tool (yet) exists which holds the key to unlocking the 
JDySleries of the universe and. last, it suggests that the ODe lhing whicb 
drives lb.is individual is the determination to find lhis key. It is crucial, 
however, to realize that we 1unre DO indication, as ofyel, that the narrator 
intends to talk about more Ihan "just" himself and his experiences. The 
dialogism bert emerges from the narrator's distinction between himself 
and others. In the context of lhis distinction, neither his own position nor 
that of others is given more validity or authority. The narrator evaluates 
andjudges (for himself) lhat ail knowledge quests which produce diverse 
truths are inferior to those (or the one) which could lead to ab&olUle 
Truth. Thus, after employing "quelques llIlIJ6cs a etudier ainsi daM Ie 
livre du moodc et a tflc:her d'aoquenr quelque experieace," be resotves 
one day "d'Ctudier aussi en [Iuj)·meme ... ft (Discou/'s 39). 

Only after be finds throogh direct experience that there are multiple 
opinions and tru1h5 can the narrator decide to accept none and doubt all; 
only through general doubt can be find that whicb he cannot doubt, his 
own lhinking. furthermore, the narrator is a conlextualized (that is a 
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dialogical) individual bsviDg one voice in a \\Grid of many voices and 
does DOl claim that his voice is in any way superior to albers. Rather the 
Damltor canDOl accept a multitude of truths and is driven to find 
somcLbing wlUch he caD consider absolmely true. The narrative aooount 
inspires compass.i.on for Ibis lndividual, who is compelled by the need to 
.find onitr. John LyoDl reads this plot as comparable to a romance which 
"is !he genre most typified by !he I"", of an object thaI mUS! be 
m:ovcn:d." (jI2); the object to be nx:overt.d, in Ibis particular narnltive. 
is ab!;olntc Tnrtb. 

ODe needs l£J consider the multiplicity of narrating voices which are 
in dialogue with each other since one may question whether "the 'I' of 
the Discours aflinn[iog] its existence, is ... the same 'I' as the subject of 
the earlier passages on reading the book of the world. The 
autobiographical 'T' is changing by virtue of its experiCDCC:S. from 
studem to traveller to soIitaJy meditator, but, in the chronology of the 
DllITlItive, the experiences are linked in that the "Y' uttering "jc pense, 
done: jc suis" oould not have unered these words without having gone 
lhrough the earlier stages. 1bc:se events are, therefore., to be seen in 
relation to each other, in a sustained dialogue. 

The pivotal event of the autobiographical aooount is well known. The 
narrator decides to substitute a new truth for the multiplicity of the truths 
he has found by assuming that !hey may all be faille. To doubt is 10 apply 
the first ruJe of the methode, which will help him to find that which is 
l1OdoubtedIy true. This absolnte Truth is, finally, ujc pense, done jc suis" 
CD/scours 6'). 

Although the cogilo is central to a monologjc interpmation of the 
DiscOllrs, it may also be understood dialogically. I suggest thaI its 
dialogism is the ultimate autobiographic momenl in lhat il provides the 
nanator with lhat for which be bas searched all along: an ab&olute Truth. 
The Tnrtb itself is moooIogic, but the moment of dililCUVery is dialogic. 
As Lyons argues: "(a]niving at the CogilO. the reader of the DiSCOJlrs de 
10 ~/hode must relate to the DeW, metaphysical 'I' that bas resullod 
from the splilting of the nanative protagonist" (520). While one must do 
that, ODe must also consider the question of bov; the reader rdalc:s to the 
coglto as an autobiographical moment. 

We may tmdemaDd the dialogical narrative 81 a cover lor the 
"Cartesian science," the philO6Opbicallayer of the Discours which can be 
read 85 monological. Dialogically, knowledge is achieved in the context 
of experiences. Expe:rienoes, in tum, suggesl the existence of multiple 
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truths (in spilt: of this being. of coone, the insight which lbl: namllor 
n:fu.!os to aa:ept). The knowing subject knows by vinue ofcxperi<acing 
and does not need any special authorization to make knowledge claims, 
i.e. valid Iruths based on tbe knowers' different situations (cultural. 
social, etc.). 

I will .lIOW analyze tbe philosophic layer of tbe DiscOllrs to indicate 
how it can be termed monologic in the context of knowledge. The 
systematic doubt, which puts all previously beld opinions and knowledge 
on a level of mere beliefs (and not Truth), leads Descartes to realize 
clearly and distinetJy that he cannot doubt his activity of doubting. He 
th~ arrives at the famous je pense, done je suis. Clearly, Ihc 
philosophical aspect and importance of tbe cogito ergo sum (as absolute 
Truth) transc:ends tbe autobiographical narrative. Obc could claim in 
panillel fashion l.ha1 tbe discovery DC tbe method belongs to lite sequence 
of events in tbe namlive. while tbe method il1ielf tlaruia:nds the actuaJ 
event(s) leading to its discovery. Both relations put a final emphasis on 
tbe ultimate product (tbe coglto, the mlthode); they therefore reveal a 
monologic foundation to tbe D;scolJrs, If we picture a universe in which 
knowledge is amain Truth, we would have to consider this uni\'efSe as 
monological in that individual utterances, if b'ue, would compel 
agreement. In other words, the philosopher's goa) is 10 establish a means 
by which "good" knowledge (one possessing Truth value) can be 
distinguished from "bad" knowledge (one producing multiple truths). 
One C8JlOO( "trust" experience alone to produce Truth. The proposed 
solution to the problem is the Method.!, which logically precedes and 
organizes experience, and which will enable the person who practices il 
to explain all objects. The scienLific principle, Ihe mltJrode, consists of 
four basic rules. This proposition implies mono&ogism becalll'c it is 
deterministic: there are foue rules-no more, and no less. 

The concept of Ihe application of Ihe method proposed by Desca:rtC$ is 
dialogic and mooologic at Ihe same time. It is dialogic to Ihe extent thai 
it is imitable, i.e. can be applied by other individuals. SignificanUy, 
however, it is monologic in !bat the narrator alone is Ibe i.nstance which 
provides the rWes. Thus the method as scientific model (which can be 
imitated) provides a dialogic element insofar as it is a thcordical 
construction which can be applied to an indefinite number of objects 
while, on the 0Iher band, me scientific and OOjective modr:l is the 
product of the subjective prooodurc (Descartes's O'WII thinking) which 
determined its outlines. 
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All along. the question which the philO6Opber does not allow to be 
asked is: "How do we know that the procedures of science, reason,. and 
common sense an: the best methods thal ~ haver' (Chisholm 6~). On 
the contrary, the purpose of the pbilosophical layer of the Di3cours is to 
provide a key to certainty and lhis provision, in tum, constitutes the 
origin of ..the cognitive superiority of modem science" (Hollis 20). 

The monoJogism of the cogito emerges in the conteld of the rational 
knowing subject as decontextualized and autonoDlOWJ and in the conteld 
of the establishment of a (universa.l) method which presumes an order, a 
hierarchy, of the koowables. The hierarchy of kDoMbles derives rrom. 
the slatemcntje pellM done je suis in thai it implies that knowledge of 
the mind precedes knowledge of matter. Similarly, the knowing agent 
does DOl depend on panicular conleXt& if I5Ibe employs timelelliily valid 
modes of~ in Ihe proccos ofproducing knowledge. 

In this context. we may c:onsider the cogito 15 mooolosic because, 
strictly speaking, while otben: oould utter "cogito ergo sum" they would 
not,. according to Dcflcartes's belief in the uniftrsality of reason and his 
belief in the universality of the Truth of his slatemenl, utter anything 
different. In other words., others uttering cogilo ergo SWN must be 
referring to exac:t:Iy the same experience and they mnsI be enpging in 
exactly the same thinking. Thus the ideal Cartesian knowledge situation 
produces universal Truth and involves the pure mind (thai is, the mind 
which is freed from the senses). Knowled8e comes into existence not as a 
communal (and dialogic) effort but is generated. by the individual and 
IOlilaZy knower to whom other knowers are bOt equals but rather 
"objects" to be studied. In Judovitz's words. "Daicartes ... aims at 
completely separating Ihe 'l' [rom external experience: '( undersIand. 
thus my mind ;, _ from my body'" ("Autobiographical" 92). In 
the end, the philosophical cogiJo a11!ilO qualifies its originator, Descart.c:s, 
85 the absolute authority on method, knowledge, and Trurh It gives 10 
the speria1ist, namely Dc:scu1es., the privilege of Iheorizing about all 
other membcn of humanity. 

Ifone acknowledges the two different discourses in the Dlscollf's de la 
mellrotk (the dialogic narrative and the monotogic mel#lodl!lIogical 
procedure), one can Clbserve bow lhey inform eacb other. It mighl be 
argued that the distiDCtion belwecn pbiloliophy and DBmIlive does not 
seem appropriate because the method is impersonal and objective trulh 
and survives the subjc:ct.ive acoounl of bow this method was established. 
Scholars have recently argued convincingly, however, that one cannot 
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8epaJ1II.e one from the other in order 10 give one, or the other, more 
prominenc:e (sec Nancy, Lyons, JudovilZ). In fact:, ~ find lhat we cannot 
explain the narrative without considering the philosophy, aDd we cannot 
understand the philosophy without the narraLive. I would thus argue that 
the strategy of the Discours de Ja me/J,ode is 10 enact. the Slruggle of 
monologism and dialogism ali a tension which cannot (and puMP; 
should not) be solved and overcome. 

I submit that the most important aspect of the maintained struggle is 
10 prevent any final (and absolute) conclusion. In that case, the Disr:ours 
de /0 methode itself becomes a marker of the fallacy of the traditional 
conception of the seventeenth century as the classical, thai is ~. 

century. We need to keep in mind. however. at what oost Descartes's 
contemporaries used his wort. Descartes's peers needed to fit the 
DISiCOurs de 10 methode into a new Zeitgeisl which can be daicribed as 
increasingly absolutist They read ooIy the DlOoological pItiIooophy and 
saw it as a com:ct.ive reaction to the dialogical workings of the world. 
For this n:ason they cmphasiud the monologic aspect of the Discours 
and, by the same lOken, margioalimt its dialogic aDd narraLi~ stance. 
The regled of the dialogical, the narrative Descartes. has powerful 
implicafions for knowledge and the knower in that it grants validity and 
virtue to only ooe (the monologic and mtiooaJ knowledge quesl) and. by 
the same tokttl, iuvalidates the other, the dialogic narraU'A: of the 
Discours and alilhal is narrative in the literary and intellectual context 
of seventeenth-cenlury France. 

Coker Col/ege 
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