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      Early Modern Philosophy: Lecture 2—Descartes on Mind and Body 1. Recapitulation At the end of Meditation I, Descartes is left with apparently nothing he can safely accept—not even that 2 + 3 = 5. Certainly, everything which might in any way be dependent on the senses has been cast into doubt. Meditation 2 is the beginning of one of the most remarkable intellectual escape-tricks in history—at least the attempt at one. In this lecture, I’ll look at briefly at a key step in that attempt—the cogito—before turning to something that Descartes seems to have thought followed from the kind of reasoning involved there. 2. The Cogito The decisive first step in the recovery from doubt is established by the piece of reasoning known as the cogito, after the formulation of the Latin translation of a passage in the Discourse on the Method (which was originally written in French): cogito, ergo sum (I think—or, I am thinking— so I exist). In the Meditations, however, there is no such formulation—and, crucially, no ergo (‘so’, ‘therefore’). Instead the claim seems to be this: So that it must, in fine, be maintained, all things being maturely and carefully considered, that this proposition (pronunciatum ) I am, I exist, is necessarily true each time it is expressed by me, or conceived in my mind. (Meditation II, para 3) 3. What is the Basis of the Cogito? ‘I am, I exist’ is somehow specially certain—indeed, indubitable. So it’s something that is supposed to resist even the extreme doubt of Meditation I. Why? Here are four explanations: (i) It’s self-evident, or self-verifying (perhaps: can’t be meaningful without being true); (ii) It’s presupposed by the evil-demon doubt; (iii) It’s the conclusion of an argument (‘I am thinking, so I exist’); (iv) It’s presupposed by everything else I think. I won’t dwell on these here, but I suspect several of these are involved in the text. Instead I’ll turn to something else. 4. Cartesian Dualism Descartes is famous for a particular view of the relation between the self, or the mind, and the body, known as Cartesian dualism. This has two key components: (CD1) The self/mind can exist without the body existing; (CD2) The mind causes the body to move, and is caused to move in its own way by the body. 1 (CD1) is the thesis known as substance dualism: the mind and the body are separate substances—i.e., independently existing things. (CD2) is the thesis known as interactionism. 4. Two Passages Here are two passages in which Descartes seems to offer an argument for his view. First, Meditation II, para 6: Can I affirm that I possess any one of all those attributes of which I have lately spoken as belonging to the nature of body ? After attentively considering them in my own mind, I find none of them that can properly be said to belong to myself. To recount them were idle and tedious. Let us pass, then, to the attributes of the soul. The first mentioned were the powers of nutrition and walking; but, if it be true that I have no body, it is true likewise that I am capable neither of walking nor of being nourished. Perception is another attribute of the soul; but perception too is impossible without the body; besides, I have frequently, during sleep, believed that I perceived objects which I afterward observed I did not in reality perceive. Thinking is another attribute of the soul; and here I discover what properly belongs to myself. This alone is inseparable from me. I am--I exist: this is certain; but how often? As often as I think; for perhaps it would even happen, if I should wholly cease to think, that I should at the same time altogether cease to be. I now admit nothing that is not necessarily true. I am therefore, precisely speaking, only a thinking thing, that is, a mind (mens sive animus), understanding, or reason, terms whose signification was before unknown to me. Secondly, Meditation VI, para 9: And, firstly, because I know that all which I clearly and distinctly conceive can be produced by God exactly as I conceive it, it is sufficient that I am able clearly and distinctly to conceive one thing apart from another, in order to be certain that the one is different from the other, seeing they may at least be made to exist separately, by the omnipotence of God; and it matters not by what power this separation is made, in order to be compelled to judge them different; and, therefore, merely because I know with certitude that I exist, and because, in the meantime, I do not observe that aught necessarily belongs to my nature or essence beyond my being a thinking thing, I rightly conclude that my essence consists only in my being a thinking thing [or a substance whose whole essence or nature is merely thinking]. And although I may, or rather, as I will shortly say, although I certainly do possess a body with which I am very closely conjoined; nevertheless, because, on the one hand, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in as far as I am only a thinking and unextended thing, and as, on the other hand, I possess a distinct idea of body, in as far as it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is certain that I, [that is, my mind, by which I am what I am], is entirely and truly distinct from my body, and may exist without it. 5. The Core Argument The basic argument here seems to be this: 2 (D1) (a) I can suppose that I exist and my body does not; (b) I cannot suppose that I exist and I have no ‘thoughts’; so (c) It is possible that I exist while my body does not, but it is not possible that I exist without having any ‘thoughts’. This argument is invalid: the conclusion doesn’t follow from the premises. We might try to shore it up by adding a further premise (and this might be thought to be affirmed in the passage in Meditation VI): (b+1) If I can suppose that p, then it is possible that p. Adding this premise would make the argument valid, but at the cost of making it unsound: there is no plausible interpretation of ‘suppose’ under which (a), (b), and (b+1) are all true. 6. A Simpler Argument Descartes also offers a simpler argument for a form of dualism, in Meditation VI, para 19: To commence this examination accordingly, I here remark, in the first place, that there is a vast difference between mind and body, in respect that body, from its nature, is always divisible, and that mind is entirely indivisible. The argument here is this: (D2) (a) The body is divisible; (b) The mind is indivisible; so (c) The body is not the same thing as the mind. This argument is valid. Some might doubt whether it is sound. I think it is probably good. Unfortunately, even if it’s sound, it doesn’t show that (CD1), substance dualism, is true: nothing at all follows about whether the mind can exist independently of the body. 7. What’s Wrong with Cartesian Dualism? This is not easy, in fact. I think Elisabeth of Bohemia probably got close to the heart of it with this objection (Letter to Descartes, 10th June, 1643): I have to say that I would find it easier to concede matter and extension to the soul than to concede that an immaterial thing could move and be moved by a body. What is the deep worry here? I think it takes a bit of diagnosis. 8. Quine Again Remember this from last time? – [N]othing happens in the world, not the flutter of an eyelid, not the flicker of a thought, without some redistribution of microphysical states. It is usually hopeless and pointless to determine just what microphysical states elapsed and what ones supervened in the event, but some reshuffling at that level there had to be; physics can settle for no less. If the physicist suspected there was any event that did not consist in a redistribution of the elementary states allowed for by his physical theory, he would seek a way of 3 supplementing his theory. Full coverage in this sense is the very business of physics, and only of physics. (Quine, Theories and Things: 98) This is one of two commitments which I think pretty well define physics, in the contemporary (and Cartesian) sense. 9. Supervenience and Completeness The idea of modern physics is the idea of a science which depends on this belief: (PH) There is a single coherent and broadly uniform vocabulary V (the vocabulary of physics), such that: (i) There can be no difference or change describable in any vocabulary other than V without some difference or change describable in V on which it depends; (ii) There can be no event describable in V which does not have a full cause describable in V. (PH)(i) is a statement of the idea of supervenience: everything supervenes on physics. (PH)(ii) is a statement of the completeness of physics: you never need to appeal to anything but physics to explain physical events. 10. The Problem for Cartesian Dualism (CD1) makes it difficult to accept supervenience, on any natural interpretation of (PH)(i). Since the mind can exist without the body, if (CD1) is true, we can make sense of a world in which it exists, and nothing physical exists at all. In that world there will be differences and changes— mental differences and changes—with no corresponding physical changes. That looks as if it’s part of what (PH)(i) is designed to rule out. And now consider how (CD2) works. If the mental doesn’t supervene upon the physical, it looks as if it operates independently of the physical. But then suppose the mind causes the body to move (as Descartes assumes it can). Since this causation doesn’t depend on the physical, it looks as if we can make sense of a world in which the body is moved in just the same way by the mind, but its movement does not have any physical cause. And that looks as if it contradicts the natural understanding of the completeness of physics, (PH)(ii). The issues here are quite technical, but I suspect that something like this is what was worrying Elisabeth. 11. What Does this Undermine? Cartesian dualism—that is, the very specific combination of (CD1) and (CD2) which Descartes was committed to. But it does not touch other, plausible forms of dualism, such as property dualism—mental properties are distinct from physical properties—or event and state dualism—mental events and states are distinct from physical events and states. Michael Morris 4 
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