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1. DESCARTES: THE SELF AND THE WORLD

1. Dualism and materialism

The French philosopher Rene Descartes (1596-1650) has had a profound, and lasting impact on philosophical views of the self and its knowledge of the world. The ideas that are responsible for that impact can be found in the short, and eminently readable, book Meditations on the First Philosophy.
   Descartes' view of what a person is might be summarized in this way. A live human being is composed of two parts: a material body and a non-material mind. It is the latter - the mind, or, as we might say, the soul - that is the real person. For it is here that mental states occur; and it is these states - rather than the physical states of my body - that are fundamental to my life as a person. During this life the mind 'inhabits' the body, in the sense that it is closely causally linked with this particular body. But there is no difficulty in the idea that I - that is, my mind - should continue to exist in a completely non-bodily form after the destruction of my body.

    Something like this view has always had, and continues to have, a strong hold on the thinking of a great many people. But, while the view was not invented by Descartes, it is his presentation and defence of it that has had the most powerful impact on subsequent philosophical discussions of this issue. Within 20th century Western philosophy that impact has been largely negative, in the sense that contemporary views of what a person is have developed as a reaction to Descartes. While the reaction has taken a variety of forms, English speaking philosophy of the last 50 years or so has been dominated by one form or another of 'materialism': the view, roughly, that the only things that exist are material substances of the kind spoken of in the physical sciences. Talk of non-material minds or souls is a myth. There is no more to a person than his or her body.

    That very general 'materialist' idea can be developed in different ways. On the one hand, we have views that insist that anger, for example, is not, as the dualist suggests, some inner state of a non-material mind that lies behind the overt behaviour in which the anger finds expression; the anger simply is the overt, bodily behaviour. On the other hand, we have views according to which mental states are, in fact, physical states of the brain. That is not to deny that people have minds. It is simply to argue that the mind is a particular physical organ of the body. Variants of this view have such a powerful grip on much contemporary thought that the terms 'mind' and 'brain' are often used interchangeably. Some readers may have to remind themselves, particularly when we are considering Descartes' view, that it is only according to one - though currently dominant - philosophical view that the terms 'mind' and 'brain' refer   the same thing.

2. The distinctness of the human soul from the body'

These more recent developments will be considered in later chapters. Our concern in this chapter is with Descartes and his Meditations. In the ‘Dedication’ of that work Descartes says that he has two principal aims. The first is to demonstrate 'the distinctness of the human soul from the body', and the second to demonstrate that 'God may be more easily and certainly known than the things of the world’.[1] Now in Descartes' thought these tasks are connected in a surprising fashion. We might summarise the position in this way:

I am something quite distinct from any material being. I lie outside the world of material things: the world of tables, trees, mountains and so on. And my beliefs about that world are based on data that, as I suppose, I receive from it by way of my senses. Thus, I do not have direct contact with that world. It is, then, only through a demonstration of the existence of a truthful and benevolent God that I can have any grounds for believing that there is a material world at all, or that that world is at all as I normally take it to be.

It will be worth exploring in some detail the reasoning that lies behind this view.

    The 'First Meditation' opens with the following observation:

Several years have now elapsed since I first became aware that I had accepted, even from my youth, many false opinions for true, and that consequently what I afterwards based on such principles was highly doubtful; and from that time I was convinced of the necessity of undertaking once in my life to rid myself of all the opinions I had adopted, and of commencing anew the work of building from the foundation, if I desired to establish a firm and abiding superstructure in the sciences.[2]

Descartes decided, then, that he must doubt everything that it is possible for him to doubt. If anything is left, that will form a secure foundation on which basis he can begin to reconstruct a system of knowledge.

     Which of Descartes' beliefs are open to possible doubt? He suggests first that all of those beliefs that he has, up till now, accepted as most certain have been dependent in some way on the senses. He notes too that his senses have sometimes deceived him. But that, he suggests, does not cast doubt on many of his former beliefs; for only a madman would conclude from the fact that his senses have sometimes deceived him that it is possible that his senses have deceived him about everything.

    Descartes notes next that he has often dreamed that he was dressed and sitting by the fire, as he now is, when in fact he was lying undressed in bed. On reflection, it seems clear to him that 'there exist no certain marks by which the state of waking can ever be distinguished from sleep’.[3] Does not the possibility that he might now be asleep and dreaming show that there is room for doubt about the great majority of his familiar beliefs? Well, it will, Descartes argues, leave a fair amount standing. Even if he is now dreaming that he is dressed and sitting by the fire it must still be the case that he has in reality had experience of things of the kind about which be is dreaming. Further, whether he is awake or asleep he can still be quite certain that, for example, two and three make five, and a square has four sides.

    Some might wonder whether Descartes' confidence is not misplaced here. But this is of no great importance, for Descartes does not let matters rest there. He suggests that the most effective way to call into question all of those beliefs about which there is the smallest room for doubt will be to imagine that there is a malignant demon of unlimited powers who does all that he can to deceive him. It is in this spirit that he writes:

I will suppose that the sky, the air, the earth, colours, figures, sounds, and all external things, are nothing better than the illusions of dreams, by means of which this being has laid snares for my credulity; I will consider myself as without hands, eyes, flesh, blood, or any of the senses, and as falsely believing that I am possessed of these.[4]

Descartes is not here claiming to believe that there is such a malignant demon, and that he himself does not have hands; eyes, and so on. His point is simply that, as things now stand with him, he cannot prove that there isn't. And so long as he cannot prove this, he has to admit that it is possible that he is wrong in almost everything that he has, up till now, believed.

    Some modern readers may find that this talk of 'malignant demons' creates an obstacle to their entering completely into the spirit of Descartes' thinking. Contemporary versions of his reasoning speak instead of the possibility that I am a brain in a vat: a brain that is being fed wholly false information about the world by a mad scientist. While this supposition will not take us quite to where Descartes would like us to go, little harm will be done if, at this point, you feel more at home with 'mad scientists' than with 'evil demons'.

   Descartes believes that with the hypothesis of the malignant demon he has made out the best possible case for doubt. If he cannot prove that he is not in the hands of such a demon then he can have no confidence in almost any of his former beliefs. If, however, he can find just one thing about which there is no possible room for doubt he will, perhaps, be able to take this as a firm foundation on which to build:

Archimedes, that he might transport the entire globe from the place It occupied to another, demanded only a point that was firm and immovable; so also, I shall be entitled to entertain the highest expectations, if I am fortunate enough to discover only one thing that is certain and indubitable.[5]
Descartes finds what he needs in his experience of himself:

Doubtless, then, I exist, since I am deceived; and, let him deceive me as he may, he can never bring it about that I am nothing, so long as I shall be conscious that I am something.[6]

This, then, is Descartes' secure foundation: his conviction that he himself exists could not possibly be mistaken.
    How can he build on this foundation? Descartes argues that on the basis of what he has so far established he can prove that 'I am entirely and truly distinct from my body, and may exist without it’[7], and that there is a powerful and benevolent God. While it is the second of these conclusions that is most important to his project of finding a secure foundation for knowledge, it is the first that is crucial to our concerns in this book. Of a number of arguments Descartes presents for this claim about what he is, perhaps the most important is this:

.... 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 when I am) am entirely and truly distinct from my body, and may exist without it.[8]

The passage calls for a comment on Descartes' terminology. When Descartes speaks of himself as a 'thinking thing' he is using the term 'thinking' in an unusually broad way. In another work he explains that by 'thinking' he means 'all that which so takes place in us that we of ourselves are immediately conscious of it’.[9] He adds that he includes under the heading 'thinking': understanding, willing, imagining, and perceiving. We might say that by the phrase 'a thinking thing' he means 'a being that has mental states'. Now Descartes takes it to be clear that this - that he has mental states - is what is fundamental to his nature. If I suffered an irreversible loss of consciousness - an irreversible loss of all mental states - there would, it might be said, be little sense in which I would continue to exist at all.

    Descartes' argument for the conclusion that he - that is, his mind - is entirely and truly distinct from his body is, then, this. I can form a conception of myself - conjure up a picture of myself - as a being that doubts, imagines, desires and so on without including anything bodily in that picture. For example, I can imagine what it would be like to find myself having experiences just as if I was seeing this desk and computer screen, thinking about this philosophical problem, feeling emotions of anger, fear or joy, and yet not having a body. We can conclude, Descartes suggests, that the relation between him - that is, his mind - and his body is not like that between, for example, a smile and the face that the smile is on. The smile is not 'entirely and truly distinct' from the face; as we see when we recognise that we cannot form a clear and distinct idea of a smile quite independently of any idea of a face with a smile on it. In that sense, we do not know what it would be for there to be a smile without a face. By contrast, Descartes insists, he is quite clear what it would be for him to exist without a body. In that sense the real person is quite distinct from his or her body.

    In Descartes' support, we might note that significant numbers of people claim to have undergone experiences in which they have 'come apart from their body' in just the kind of way Descartes imagines. They claim, and clearly believe, that, for a period, they left their body and observed it, and other material things, from some other point in space. Now in one sense, .it does not, for the purposes of Descartes' argument, matter too much whether one actually believes that such things have happened. What is important is simply that we understand such stories: they are not self-contradictory or unintelligible in the way in which stories about 'five-sided triangles' or 'a smile without a face' would be.

    It might be objected that it does not follow from the fact that we can imagine something - that, for example, I can imagine existing apart from my body - that it is possible in reality; and surely that is the crucial thing. I can imagine - conjure up a picture of myself - existing without a heart; it does not follow from that that it is in practice possible for a human being to exist without a heart.

    To respond to this protest we need to distinguish between different kinds of 'impossibility'. Compare the 'impossibility' of there being a smile without a face, or a five-sided triangle, with the 'impossibility' of a human being levitating or existing without a heart. The contrast between these cases is sometimes expressed by saying that the first two are 'logically impossible' while the second two are only 'physically impossible'. It is part of what we mean by a 'smile' that it is something that appears on a face; and part of what we mean by a 'triangle' that it has three, and so not five, sides. Something that did not appear on a face, or which did not have just three sides, would not count as' a 'smile' or a 'triangle'. It is sometimes said that even God could not bring about what is logically impossible; though it might he better to say that while God can do anything, whatever he did it would not constitute, for example, 'producing a five sided triangle'. By contrast, while a human life is, of course, crucially causally dependent on a functioning heart, there is, it seems, no incoherence in the idea that a living human being might lack a heart: if God is not constrained by the laws of physics he might produce something that was correctly described in that way. Now what Descartes hopes to have proved is that the connection between the mind and body is merely causal; there is no incoherence in the idea of the one continuing to exist after the destruction of the other. In that sense they are distinct entities: as the arms and the legs of a man are distinct entities, while the smile and the face, or the vase and its shape, are not.

   Descartes' conclusion, then, is this: I am a non-material mind or soul, which thinks, feels, wills and so on, and which - while closely causally linked with a particular material body during this life - is a quite distinct entity and so could, in principle, survive the destruction of that body.

3. Descartes' dualism and our normal thought

In support of this understanding of what a person is we might appeal to a variety of other factors. We might, for example, consider the kind of knowledge that I have of, on the one hand, my own mental states and, on the other, the mental states of others. Descartes notes that, while in the depths of his doubt, he can be quite certain that he 'thinks' - that is to say, doubts, imagines, desires, and so on - even though he knows nothing of his body, including whether he even has one. This feature of Descartes' argument is reflected in the familiar fact that my knowledge of my own mental states is, apparently, quite independent of any knowledge that I have about the state or activities of my body. For example, my knowledge that I am in acute pain is not dependent on any observation of my contorted face or anguished cries. Of my own sensations I have, it seems, an infallible knowledge that is not mediated by any knowledge of the material world. Conversely, I do, it seems, never have direct access to the mental states of others. While I can, perhaps, form reasonable conjectures about what you are feeling on the basis of your behaviour, I never actually observe your anger or pain itself. Anger and pain are, as we put it, 'inner states'. They are 'inner' not simply in the sense of being physically below the surface of your skin: the brain surgeon no more directly observes another's pain or anger than the rest of us do. They are 'inner' in the more radical sense that they are states of a kind that cannot be seen or touched; they are, in short, 'inner' in the sense of being non-material states.

    Consider too the knowledge that I have of who I am. Confronted with a certain car I tell which car it is - that it is the car that I have owned for the last eight years - by noticing its physical features: a battered Mercedes of that quite distinctive, and absurd, shade of blue, and so on. By contrast, when I wake in the morning I know who I am without first taking a glance at my body: 'noticing the physical features of this body' is quite irrelevant to my ability to say that it is me - David Cockburn - who has just woken up and is thinking about the day ahead. 'Knowing who I am' is something quite distinct from 'knowing which human body this is'; and so the real me - that which the word 'I' refers to - must be something quite distinct from this human body.

    Reflection on the experience that I have of my own mental states and that which I have of the mental states of others seems, then, to support the radical contrast Descartes draws between the mental and the physical. While the mind is, no doubt, closely causally linked with the body, it must be acknowledged to be a distinct, non-material, realm.

    Considerations of a rather different kind might be found by reflecting on the importance that we take people to have. We have towards human beings a whole range of attitudes and responses of kinds that we do not have towards inanimate objects. In particular circumstances we feel towards another pity, resentment, fear, admiration, and so on; and most of us assume that such responses are sometimes in place. Is it not clear, however, that such responses can only be in place if the being to which we are responding is not simply material in nature? It is true, of course, that the feelings that are in place when confronted with a material object may depend on its particular structure. For example, some material objects - say, a rumbling volcano - are appropriate objects of fear. But what makes it that is simply the fact that, because of its physical structure, it is likely to bring about certain effects that are dangerous to human beings. Now the quite special range of attitudes that we take to be in place towards other people cannot he made intelligible in comparable terms. One cannot, for example, show why pity is an appropriate response to someone writhing on the ground - as we say, in obvious pain - by pointing to likely physical consequences of what is now happening. Our idea that responses in this range are appropriate seems to be dependent on an assumption of a different kind: an assumption that there is something going on here that is radically different from any of the physical changes that are taking place inside the person's body.

    Perhaps this kind of point has clearest application in cases in the following area. We praise and blame people, we feel gratitude and resentment towards people, on account of things that they have done. These practices involve the idea that people are in some sense responsible for what they do. That is to say, presumably, they involve the idea that what a person does is not the product of a mechanical sequence of causes and effects - as the eruption of the volcano is. No doubt the movement of the person's arm was caused by the contraction of his muscles, and this in turn was caused by certain impulses in the nerves. But if this physical chain of causes and effects stretched back indefinitely we would seem to lose all sense of the idea that the person was responsible for what happened. Apart from anything else, if there was not a clear sense in which he could have acted other than he did (as the volcano could not, I take it, have 'acted other than it did') then praise and blame would, surely, be quite inappropriate responses to him. Our normal responses to human actions are, then, only in place if somewhere along this chain we come to something that is not simple another physical change with physical causes: if, that is, the sequence was initiated by a change in some entity - a mind - which lies outside the material realm of mechanical causes and effects.

    In contrast with some of the earlier considerations, no argument of this form could show that pain, anger and so on are non-material states of a non-material mind. The point raised in the last paragraph would, if sound, only show that this is an assumption on which our normal relations with each other crucially depend. Still, one might hope that the truth about what we are will turn out to be reasonably consistent with what is most important in our normal thought about each other.
4. Knowledge of  'the things of the world'
Let us return to Descartes. We need not pursue his proofs of the existence of God, except to note that these are dependent only on what Descartes knows about his own mind. (Readers who wish to do so can find these in Meditations III and V.) What is of importance to us is the question of what leads Descartes to say that 'God may be more easily and certainly known than the things of the world' - for the answer to this question is closely linked with his understanding of what he is. Descartes has concluded that he is 'precisely speaking, only a thinking thing, that is, a mind'. He has argued that this means that he is quite distinct from his body; where this means that there is no difficulty in the idea that he could have existed even though he had no body. That is not to deny that he - that is, his mind - is causally connected with his body. Activities in my mind cause parts of my body to move: as when I raise my arm. And the mind receives impressions from the various different parts of the body: the eyes, the ears, the hands and so on. Now it is on the basis of these 'impressions', or 'ideas', that I construct my picture of the material world.

   It is important to note, as Descartes himself does, that in thinking of himself in this way he has moved away from a picture of himself that he had before he embarked on his meditations. He used to think, he tells us, that his body was a part, or perhaps even the whole, of himself.[10] With that, he used to think that this being which he himself was, 'was placed among many others'. That is to say, he took himself to be a being that was in the same world as, and in constant interaction with, material objects such as tables and chairs and trees. As the result of his meditations, however, he has come to think of himself, and so his position in the world, very differently. This change is reflected in the way in which he speaks, in a passage quoted above, of all material things as 'external things'. He has, no doubt, always thought of tables, trees and so on as things of a quite different kind from himself. To that thought, however, he has now added the thought that, in an important sense, he and they exist in different worlds. While causally connected with it, he himself is not a part of the world of extended, tangible beings. Thus, he is dependent for his knowledge of that world on messages -'impressions' / 'ideas' - that he receives from it.

    It is now not difficult to see why Descartes holds that 'God may be more easily and certainly known than the things of the world'. If my beliefs about tables, trees and so on are all based on certain states of my mind - that is, on ideas that I assume to be effects of those things - there is room for the question: with what justification do I assume that these ideas are caused by material things that resemble them? Descartes, having proved to his satisfaction that there is a powerful and benevolent God, has a ready answer to this question. Since I have:

a very strong inclination to believe that those ideas arise from corporeal objects, I do not see how he (God) could be vindicated from the charge of deceit, if in truth they proceeded from any other source, or were produced by other causes than corporeal things: and accordingly it must be concluded, that corporeal objects exist.[11]
Of course, we will only agree that 'God may be more easily and certainly known than the things of the world' if we accept that Descartes has established the existence of God, and that there is no other possible justification for thinking that our ideas are caused by corporeal things. But my aim here is not to defend these steps in Descartes' argument but simply to attain a clear view of the structure of his thought. God serves to bridge the gap between my knowledge of myself and my beliefs about the world: the gap that opened up when he reached the conclusion that 'I am entirely and truly distinct from my body'.

5. Myself and others
We have been considering Descartes' conception of himself and his relation to the world of material things. We must consider also the implications of his account for our understanding of the individual's relation to other people. We catch a glimpse of Descartes' understanding of the social dimension of human life in the way in which his philosophical project is presented to us. Where other philosophers have offered us dialogues he offers us 'meditations'. And it should be sufficiently clear from what I have said why, in Descartes' view, the argument he presents is one that each of us must go through for herself. In doubting the existence of the world of tables and trees Descartes is, while he does not state this explicitly, almost inevitably doubting the existence of other people; for his beliefs about them are, we might suppose, dependent on his beliefs about their 'bodies'. There would, then, be something distinctly odd in the idea that Descartes and a colleague might work through the early stages of Descartes' argument together.

    That point is closely linked with the fact that it is clear that Descartes will not, at this stage of his argument, regard the fact that a 'trustworthy person' told him something as adequate grounds for accepting what he was told. It is connected too with the understanding of what he himself is that emerges in later Meditations. Just as I am not, on this understanding, part of the same world as that of tables and trees so I am not part of the same world as that of other people. Indeed, there is a clear sense in which, on this picture, I am one step further removed from other people than I am from material things. For just as my knowledge of the material world is mediated by my knowledge of myself, so my knowledge of another is mediated by my knowledge of the material world. Just as I know about the tree only through the 'ideas' it causes in my mind, so I know about your mind only through the effects it has on the material world: most immediately, through the behavioural effects it has on your body. The way in which Descartes' image of 'the self' makes my knowledge of the material world problematic is, then, reflected, in a more extreme form, in a way in which it makes my knowledge of other people problematic. Descartes, as we have seen, overcomes the first problem by an appeal to the idea of a powerful and benevolent God; and, while he does not discuss the matter, he could, presumably, introduce God in exactly the same way in relation to the second problem. But is there any way in which we might respond to the second problem without such an appeal to God?

    We will take up that question in chapter 3. Before coming to that, however, we must consider a way in which certain forms of experience that some claim to have had might be thought to provide support for the view of the self that Descartes defends.

Further reading

Descartes' view is presented in its clearest form in his Meditations on the First Philosophy. For a brief introduction to Descartes, which focuses on his account of what he is, see John Cottingham, Descartes. A more detailed, and very accessible, survey and discussion of Descartes' philosophy as a whole, with particular reference to his views on mind and body, is Anthony Kenny, Descartes: A Study of his Philosophy. A more advanced, and very stimulating, discussion is Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry. A useful, detailed discussion of dualism can be found in Part I of Peter Smith and O.R. Jones, The Philosophy of Mind. Gilbert Ryle's The Concept of Mind is an enormously influential onslaught on what he calls  ‘Descartes' myth'; chapter 1 presents a clear picture of the kind of confusion that Ryle suggests is involved in Descartes' account. While dualism of the kind Descartes defends is not at all fashionable in the philosophical world today it does have a few defenders. A notable example is Richard Swinburne; see, for example, his The Evolution of the Soul.

