Descartes II: the material world, the mind, and the body
The problem of the external world
· The properties of the body are physical: it can be seen, touched, occupies a particular space, can be moved, etc. But, given the possibility of the malicious demon, the body can be doubted. But the self that thinks cannot be doubted, for it is what is doing the doubting. ‘At present I am not admitting anything expect what is necessarily true. I am, then, in the strict sense a thing that thinks; that is, I am a mind, intelligence, or intellect, or reason’ (Meditation 2). Descartes thus holds that he is a mind, ‘not that structure of limbs which is called a human body’ (Meditation 2). Note then that what is usually referred to as Descartes’ ‘mind-body dualism’ (or Cartesian dualism) is thereby set firmly in place. He is, he claims, a mind, not a body: what is essential about him is that he is a thinking thing, and mind is a substance that is essentially different from body. This forms that basis for Descartes’ view of knowledge. Certain knowledge derives from the ‘I think’, that is, from a conception of the self as a mental substance that is different in kind from the other substances we call ‘matter’. 

· Since the basis for being certain of his existence is that he thinks, he knows something of his nature. But he does not know yet whether he has a body, nor whether there is an external world. Can he get any further than solipsism (that only he exists)? The problem he faces is known as the problem of the external world. 

· Descartes’ solution to the problem of the external world:
· Reason, not experience, is the base of knowledge.

· Clearness and distinctness are the criteria for knowledge.

· God exists and he is not a deceiver. 

· The importance of reason. We are first and foremost rational beings. 
The example of wax – it can be hard and cold in one instance, and soft, warm and flexible in another instance. The wax is not what I perceive but what I understand. ‘Even bodies are not properly speaking known by the senses… but by the understanding only’ (Meditation 2). It is because humans have rational understanding that they are able to grasp the world around them in a meaningful way. 
· Moreover, as rational beings who have intellect, we also have ideas, and the truest ideas will be those which are presented to us clearly and distinctly. ‘I can establish as a general rule that all things which I perceive very clearly and distinctly are true’ (Meditation 3). Hence Descartes’ view is that not only are we rational beings made of substance called ‘mind’, but what is also distinctive about us is that we use our reason to gain knowledge. Reason is the tool that can serve us in our search for certain knowledge. 
· But even if we were to agree with Descartes thus far, the problem of the external world still remains. Even if I am sure that I am thinking, how is it possible for me to know for certain that there is a world outside my mind, for ‘perhaps a God might have endowed me with such a nature that I may have been deceived even concerning things which seems to me most manifest’  (Meditation 3)? 
· Descartes offers to remove any doubt of the existence of the external world by proving the God exists and he is not a deceiver. His argument is generally termed his ‘ontological argument’. Descartes has, he claims, within his mind a clear and distinct conception of God, that is, of a supreme, infinite and perfect being. Since Descartes himself is finite, he cannot of himself be the origin of this idea, so it must have come from somewhere else (see Meditation 3). Moreover, he argues that existence is an attribute of God’s perfection, since it is more perfect to exist than not to exist (see Meditation 5). Therefore, God must exist. 
In turn, the existence of God allows Descartes to argue for knowledge of an external world, since, he holds, an essential component of God’s perfection of the fact that he is truthful or not a deceiver. Since God is truthful, it follows that he would not allow us to be deceived with regard to the perceptions that we have by way of our senses. The existence of God thereby serves to ensure that our perceptions of the external world are accurate. 

Possible objections:
· Existence is not perfection. Perfection may be a special kind of property, like goodness, but existence is not a property at all.
· Even if it is the case that in order for something to be perfect it must exist, it does not follow that there is something that exists which is perfect.
· For Descartes, given that God is no deceiver and I have ideas about the external world, it follows that such a world exists and is the cause of such ideas. God acts as the guarantor of the existence of the external world. God would not allow us to be deceived by our senses about the existence of the external world. Physical things exist and possess at least those properties I perceive clearly and distinctly (such as ideas of extension, etc). The reliability of clear and distinct ideas is guaranteed by God. 

Problems 

If we can find reasons for doubting God’s existence, then we are not going to be convinced that appeals to God can be used as the foundation for knowledge of the external world. And if we need to prove God’s existence in order to underwrite the reliability of the human mind, how can we be sure of the reliability of the reasoning needed to establish His existence in the first place? 
This is a serious problem: since proof of God’s existence is needed to establish the reality of something outside the self and His existence is the foundation for any attempt to do so, if this proof fails then Descartes’ hopes for knowledge are seriously curtailed. We then become stuck in solipsism unable to be certain of anything more than our own existence as a thinking thing.

The problem of the Cartesian Circle:
We are sure that what we perceive clearly & distinctly is true only because God exists. 

But we can be sure God exists only because we clearly & distinctly perceive this. 
Hence before we can be sure God exists we ought to be able to be sure that what we perceive clearly and distinctly is true – but we can’t do this without using God to validate the truth of clear and distinct ideas.

Mind and body

· ‘It is true that I may have (or, to anticipate, that I certainly have) a body that is very closely joined to me. But nevertheless, on the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; and on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is imply an extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that I am really distinct from my body, and can exist without it’ (Meditation 6).
‘There is a great difference between the mind and body, inasmuch as the body is… divisible while the mind is utterly indivisible. For when I consider the mind, or myself in so far as I am merely a thinking thing, I am unable to distinguish any parts within myself… By contrast, there is no corporeal… thing that I can think of which in my thought I cannot easily divide into parts; and this…fact makes me understand that it is divisible. This one argument would be enough to show me that the mind is completely different from the body’ (Meditation 6).
Descartes’ ontology is of a non-extended thinking substance and an extended unthinking substance. 

· ‘Nature also teaches me, by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and so on, that I am not merely present in my body as a sailor is present in a ship, but that I am very closely joined and, as it were, intermingled with it, so that I and the body form a unit’ (Meditation 6).
How can these two very distinct substances interact? 

Descartes does not give a satisfactory view about how they are supposed to interact. In Passions of the Soul, sections 31-4, he says that the pineal gland is the ‘main seat of the soul’. But this gland is itself a physical thing, so Descartes could be accused of not explaining how this physical thing interacts with mind. It’s not the point of interaction that’s the main problem, but how they interact. Also, Descartes cannot give us a convincing reason as to why he has selected this particular gland, rather than another to carry the burden of performing such an important function. 
For reading list, see handout for lecture one. 
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