What is Cartesian dualism? Is it a defensible metaphysical position?


René Descartes was a renowned mathematician, scientist and philosopher in the 17th century (Nadler Steven M, Schmaltz Tad M, and Kolesnik-Antoine Delphine, 2019, p. 2). Descartes and his theories are pervasive and enduring, with traces of his works being found in many areas of general society as well as everywhere in modern philosophy (Nadler Steven M, Schmaltz Tad M, and Kolesnik-Antoine Delphine, 2019, p. 5). He had many widely known works, none more so than his Meditations, from which his theory of dualism evolved. Dualism has an idea of the mind that is reminiscent of Christianity’s idea of the soul, possibly what connected it so deeply and immediately into the western view of the relation between the mind and the body.
Dualism is the theory that the mind and body are separate entities that have different substances but have a close and intertwined relationship. Descartes’ dualism created the debate surrounding how the mind and body as two different substances are meant to interact.
Cartesian dualism is the theory that the world is made up of two substances: the physical and the non-physical - typically envisaged as human beings having a physical body and non-physical mind. This position is very difficult to defend convincingly because of the circular reasoning and the lack of current scientific explanations about the relationship between the mind and the body. There are problems with the two main defences of the theory: the conceivability and indivisibility arguments.

Descartes’ dualism is a theory he arrived at through his Meditations. The Meditations and method of doubt are one of Descartes’ most famous works. It starts with Descartes wondering what he can know for certain since his senses often deceive him and so anything learned through them is not certain. The example used is his doubt of whether he is dreaming. He believes that he is awake, but when dreaming he often has that same belief which is disproven upon waking up so he cannot rely on his senses to tell him this as they can deceive him (Descartes, 2013, p. 7). He decides to forget everything he knows and find a foundation of knowledge from which he can build knowledge of which he can be certain. For a while he settles that he can trust fundamental beliefs such as mathematics, but this too is soon called into doubt as it is possible there is an arch deceiver making him believe that 2+2=4 when it should equal 5. Eventually, he comes to the conclusion that the only thing he cannot doubt is that he exists; this comes about because doubt is a thought and if he is thinking then he must be an existing thing (Descartes, 2013, p. 10). This is possibly the most well-known idea of Descartes’, is often quoted as “I think, therefore I am” and frequently referred to by its Latin translation of “cogito ergo sum”. The cogito becomes the base upon which he then builds all his other knowledge. Though by the end of the second meditation he is still doubtful of anything outside of his own mind but he has established his mind does exist as a thinking non-extended thing. At the beginning of the third meditation Descartes’ speaks of how he can only be certain of something if he has a “clear and distinct idea” of it and that all such ideas are true (Descartes, 2013, p. 13). Using these “clear and distinct ideas” Descartes assures himself of the existence of God. In the sixth meditation, Descartes uses clear and distinct ideas to assure himself that he does have a body but that it is separate from his mind (Descartes, 2013, p. 26). He explains how they are made of different substances: the mind of a non-physical substance and the body a physical one, that they are separate and there is a real distinction between them (Rozemond, 1995, p. 37).
There are many issues with Descartes’ dualism, however before we look at the problems with the theory itself, we will look at the issues with the main reasoning behind Descartes’ holding this theory. The first of these examples is the conceivability argument.
The conceivability argument in standard form reads as follows:
(P1) If I have a clear and distinct perception of
something, that thing’s actual existence
corresponds exactly to my idea.

(P2) I have a clear and distinct perception of
my mind as a thinking, non-extended thing.

(P3) I have a clear and distinct perception of my
body as a non-thinking, extended
thing.

(C1) Therefore, my mind is a thinking, non-
extended thing, and my body is
a non-thinking, extended thing.

(C2) Therefore, my mind and my body are two
different things.
(Lines, 2023, p. 52)
The argument means that since Descartes’ has a clear and distinct idea of his mind and body being able to exist separately, they must be separate and made of different substances. This argument makes use of Descartes’ ideas of “clear and distinct ideas” which are described as ideas that we perceive as true in such a way that it is almost unthinkable for it to be false, and such ideas are promised by God to be true and trustworthy (Mantovani, 2022, p. 37). There are several problems with clear and distinct ideas, however, we will come to them later in the essay and for now remain focused on the conceivability argument. 
Discounting any problems with clear and distinct ideas, another issue with Descartes’ conceivability argument is that a separation between the mind and the body is not actually conceivable. Behaviourism is the philosophical idea that mental states are the same as, or at least expressed through, physical actions or signals. For example, you would know that my mental state is one of pain if I am clutching my foot and yelling “ow” (Salazar, 2021). Since behaviourism ties the mind so closely to the body, it is inconceivable by this theory that the mind and body are as separate as Descartes’ dualism would require. If such a separation is inconceivable, then the argument fails as it relies on the conceivability of the two being separate. 
There are many problems with using behaviourism and other similar theories to discount the conceivability argument. One is an issue with behaviourism as a theory, which is that there are many examples of people having inner mental life and not expressing it, as well as the general asymmetry between our understanding of our own mental states and the understanding we have of other peoples’ mental states. Furthermore, I find it inaccurate to say that it is inconceivable for the mind and body to be separate. Examples of the mind and body existing somewhat separately can be found everywhere, such as a brain-dead coma patient is someone’s body existing separate to their mind, or our ability to conceive of the mind or soul going to an afterlife and therefore existing separate from the body. This renders the previous objection to the conceivability argument unsuccessful at disregarding the argument.
A second, more pressing issue with the conceivability argument, however, is the gap between what is conceivable and what actually is. For example, I can conceive that all the grass is red, and yet grass is generally green. Just because something is conceivable, does not make it a reality. There is also a further difference between what is logically possible and what is physically possible. Usually, anything that is logically possible is conceivable as well, but not everything that is logically possible is physically possible. For example, it is logically possible for someone to swim in lava, there are none of the logical contradictions when conceiving it that there would be when trying to conceive of a triangle with 5 sides, and yet it would be physically impossible for me to start swimming in the nearest pool of lava. This poses a problem for Descartes’ conceivability argument since it can be perfectly conceivable for the mind and body to be separate, but that does not make it physically possible. Due to the gap between what is conceivable and what is the case, I think it is safe for us to discard the conceivability argument as flawed and unable to defend Descartes’ dualism. So, we will move onto the second main argument that defends Cartesian dualism which is the indivisibility argument.
The indivisibility argument supports substance dualism. It utilises Leibniz’s law of identity which states that two things are only the same if they share all the same properties at the same time. For example, P and Q would only be the same if they shared all the same properties at once, but if P has property X while Q does not then they cannot be said to be the same (Calef, 2005). This is used to distinguish the mind from the body on the basis that the mind is not divisible while the body is, meaning that the body has a property the mind lacks which makes them not identical (Calef, 2005).
A major problem with the indivisibility argument is that if you can prove that either the mind is divisible, or that the body is not, then it stops proving any differences or separation of the mind and body. First we discuss if the mind is divisible, and then look to if the body truly is as divisible as thought. There are several ways that it can be argued that the mind is divisible, for example with split-brain surgery where the corpus callosum, the main connection between the two hemispheres of the brain, is severed as a treatment for severe cases of epilepsy (Pinto, 2021). This physical splitting of the mind has been studied by psychologists and neuroscientists, a famous experiment by Sperry and Gazzaniga showed that the two halves of the brain were capable of differing outputs in reaction to the same stimulus which suggests the mind can be divided into two separate parts (Pinto, 2021). However, the participants showed no signs of their bodies being inhabited by two consciousnesses and did not report feeling as such, which we would expect if split-brain surgery truly did divide the mind on a metaphysical level (Pinto, 2021). A further problem with using split-brain surgery is that it does not show the mind being split in a way that would disprove Descartes’ premise that the mind is not divisible since it is an example of physically dividing the brain rather than a direct division of the mind as a non-physical substance. Most attempts to find examples of the mind being split can easily be argued to not show a non-physical mind being divided, leading me to agree that the mind cannot be divided.
The mind being indivisible does not mean that the indivisibility argument works. The argument demonstrates the difference between the physical and non-physical by saying one is divisible and the other is not so if the mind is indivisible, it must be of a different substance since the body is divisible. We have discussed how the mind and non-physical substances are seemingly indivisible, meaning the argument should work since we can divide physical substances. The divisibility of the body should be easily proven, for example an axe could easily separate your arm from your body, therefore dividing it. However, if you keep dividing the arm eventually you will arrive at a point where you cannot break it down any further, it will no longer be divisible. This point of indivisibility for physical substances means that the mind’s indivisibility does not prove it to be a non-physical substance since physical substances can also be indivisible, there meaning there is no trait that the mind and body do not share. I think this works to discard the indivisibility argument as a defence of substance dualism.
Both of Descartes’ main arguments in support of his substance dualism fail to hold up to criticism and there are also problems with the theory itself such as the Cartesian circle. The Cartesian circle has been a widely debated across the years and it is the idea that Descartes’ theory relies on circular reasoning. Circular reasoning is a logical fallacy where the premises of an argument include the conclusion or assume it to be true (Murtoff, 2023). The Cartesian circle is found in Descartes’ theory of clear and distinct ideas and how they support the existence of God. Descartes describes clear and distinct ideas as having a ring of truth to them that makes them exempt from being the product of deception (Newman, 2023). After Descartes’ methodically doubted everything, many of the things he eventually decides do exist rely on the fact that they are clear and distinct ideas, and so they must be true. Part of what makes clear and distinct ideas must be true is that God guarantees them to be true, because God is omnipotent he would not deceive us on these thoughts, allowing Descartes to trust anything he has a clear and distinct idea of. The circular reasoning becomes apparent when you look at Descartes’ proofs for God, which he uses in an attempt to logically prove God’s existence, in the arguments he mentions how he has a clear and distinct idea of God (Nakhnikian, 1967). The clear and distinct ideas of God are used to prove God (Descartes, 2013, p. 19), since clear and distinct ideas are true and Descartes has one of God meaning God must exist. Except we know clear and distinct ideas are true because they are guaranteed by God, who must exist because we have a clear and distinct idea of him. This reasoning is completely circular which discredits both clear and distinct ideas, as well as Descartes’ proof for the existence of God. Descartes uses clear and distinct ideas to prove that the body exists so if we cannot rely on them then Descartes has no grounds to make a dualist theory as he seemingly cannot prove to himself that one half of it exists.
A second major problem with Cartesian dualism as a whole theory is that of causality. The problem was originally posed by Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia in some letters she wrote to Descartes himself. Her issue with his theory was that if the mind is a non-physical substance, then how can it interact with the physical world (Princess of Bohemia, 1643)? If I were to roll a ball into another ball, then the second one would move because of the first ball hitting, it is a simple chain of causality that display several physical objects interacting with each other. There are explanations for how physical objects interact, however, there are no such explanations for how the non-physical could interact with the physical in the same manner. The mind is able to cause the body to move, this means that either the mind is physical, or there is an explanation for how the non-physical can interact with the physical. Descartes’ response to Princess Elizabeth is to compare the way non-physical substances move things with forces such as gravity which also seem non-physical. This explanation still fails to explain how the physical and non-physical interact, it does not give explanation but only an example. Furthermore, Descartes’ theories of weight and gravity are far behind our modern understanding of forces, which only further makes his attempt to solve the issue less effective. There is little to no physics that can explain how the non-physical mind could possibly cause reactions in a physical body, meaning that it is far more likely that the mind is physical, and that Cartesian dualism is false.
Overall, Cartesian dualism is not a defensible position for many reasons. It is the theory that humans are made up of a physical body and a non-physical mind. The theory was created by Descartes through his Meditations, and he used two main arguments to support his theory: the conceivability argument, and the indivisibility argument. The conceivability argument has the major problem of having the leap in logic from something being possible to it being reality, making it ineffective at proving Descartes’ dualism. The indivisibility argument also fails to prove Cartesian dualism due to there being no difference between the divisibility of the two substances, meaning that it is probable that the mind and body are the same substance. Descartes’ theory itself has issues as well, such as that of the Cartesian circle which showcases the circular reasoning that Descartes uses making his whole theory unsupported by logic. Finally, the problem of interactionism shows the difficulty in explaining how the two substances interact. 
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