Evaluate the plausibility of Cartesian mind-body dualism

The term dualism could mean many things in philosophy, but within philosophy of mind, it is usually referring to the notion that the mind and the body are separate entities. Mind-body dualism is defined as the difficulty in defining the relationship between the mind and the body, or mental properties versus physical properties[footnoteRef:1]. He writes that humans appear to have both physical properties, such as size and shape, and mental properties, such as thoughts and feelings. The mind-body problem is famously explored in Descartes’ Meditations[footnoteRef:2], and it is also examined in Descartes’ Discourse on the Method[footnoteRef:3]. René Descartes is possibly the philosopher who is most famously associated with dualism. He believed that the mind and the body were two distinct entities, but that they interacted with each other. The mind-body problem contemplates how exactly they interact with each other. [1:  Howard Robinson, ‘Dualism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Fall 2020 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2020) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2020/entries/dualism/> [accessed 23 September 2022].]  [2:  René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy (Broadview Press, 2013).]  [3:  René Descartes, Discourse on Method (East India Publishing Company, 2021).] 

The mind-body problem is also present in certain religions, with the idea that the body and the soul are separate entities being used to support beliefs of an afterlife, or reincarnation. Descartes himself used religious ideas to explain his own philosophies, he believed that “all mind-body interactions required the direct intervention of God.”[footnoteRef:4] In fact, much of his ideas on the mind-body problem rely upon God’s existence, as Descartes’ faith is what makes him “certain that the two things are distinct, since they are capable of being separated, at least by God.”[footnoteRef:5]
Robinson separates the problems with mind-body dualism into a “number of components.”[footnoteRef:6] These include the ontological questions of how to define mental states versus physical states. He also proposes the causal question of whether mental states influence physical states, and vice versa. He also notes that different aspects of the problem arise for different aspects of the mental, such as the problem of consciousness, the problem of intentionality and the problem of the self. Problems with aspects of the physical are also pondered, such as the problem of embodiment.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Robinson.]  [5:  John Cottingham, Western Philosophy: An Anthology, Blackwell Philosophy Anthologies, 1, 2nd ed. (Malden, Mass: Blackwell Pub., 2008).]  [6:  Robinson.]  [7:  Robinson.] 

Descartes’ idea of mind-body dualism does not seem to be a plausible argument, as his method of proving his ideas are true is circular and depends on things that cannot be proven, such as the existence of God.
In this essay, I evaluate how plausible Descartes’ ideas of mind-body dualism are. When contemplating how plausible mind-body dualism is, it is important to consider the views of more recent philosophers who have tackled the problem, including those who oppose dualism, such as idealists and physicalists, as well as modern dualist philosophers.
When defining physical and mental properties, it should first be considered how observable these properties are. Whereas physical properties are public, mental properties are “not directly observable at all,”[footnoteRef:8] which highlights the concept of a clear separation between the mind and the body. While there is no denying that the mind and the body certainly influence each other, the contrast of the mind being ‘private’ versus the body being ‘public’ would support the argument for dualism. For example, it is very possible to understand someone’s body, for doctors to understand exactly what is going on with it. However, at present, even with the most advanced technology, it is not possible to read someone’s mind; it can be scanned, and various parts of the brain can be studied, but there is no way to know what someone is thinking without them explicitly telling you. Descartes was of the belief that “it is prudent never to trust completely those who have deceived us even once,”[footnoteRef:9] which demonstrates that even once you have been told, there is no way to be certain that that is the truth. [8:  Robinson.]  [9:  Cottingham.] 

Within the idea of dualism, there are many particular varieties, including predicate dualism, property dualism and substance dualism.
Predicate dualism revolves around the concept that mental predicates are necessary for a proper experience of the world and that that they are unable to be reduced to physical properties.[footnoteRef:10] For instance, water is made up of two hydrogen molecules and one oxygen molecule, so if the word ‘water’ was replaced with ‘H2O’ then this would communicate the same information. However, for sciences that are not physics, the same concept would not apply, as not every illness or natural disaster would have the same basic structure. Therefore, some states are better defined by what they do than by their composition. Robinson writes that “many, if not all, mental states would follow the same rules, and so psychological predicates are not reducible to physical descriptions and one has predicate dualism.”[footnoteRef:11]
Property dualism is the idea that mental states are unchangeable parts of physical brains. It is considered to be a ‘stronger’ ideology than predicate dualism[footnoteRef:12]. True property dualism would exist when, “even at the individual level, the ontology of physics is not sufficient to constitute what is there.”[footnoteRef:13] Property dualism is sometimes compared to functionalism, as they both believe that physical substances are the only substances. Functionalism states that mental states should be defined by their functional roles and the way in which they impact a person’s behaviour and outcomes, rather than relying on the physical brain states. An example would be the mental state of fear, which has the function of protecting us from dangerous activities. While the two ideologies are quite similar, they look at different aspects of the mind-body problem; property dualism looks at the ontological aspects of the issue, whereas functionalism addresses the relationships between mental states, physical (brain) states, and behaviour.[footnoteRef:14]
Substance dualism is considered to be another term for Cartesian dualism, but some substance dualists do not want their philosophy attributed to Descartes. Lowe in particular was passionate about substance dualism not being associated with Descartes, even titling his work as Non-Cartesian Substance Dualism and the Problem of Mental Causation[footnoteRef:15]. In this work, he wrote that “persons or selves are distinct from their organic physical bodies and any parts of those bodies.”[footnoteRef:16] According to substance dualism, a substance is defined by its properties, though it is more than the sum of its properties, it is the thing which possesses them. For example, the mind is not just a collection of thoughts, it is the thing which thinks them, it is “an immaterial substance over and above its immaterial states.”[footnoteRef:17] Despite Lowe’s assertion that he is not a Cartesian dualist, this echoes Descartes’ famous proclamation, “I am thinking therefore I exist”[footnoteRef:18]. Lowe believed that a human being is made up of two substances, the body, and the ‘person’. However, the ‘person’ is not “a purely mental substance that can be defined in terms of thought or consciousness alone,”[footnoteRef:19] which would be more akin to Descartes’ views. If someone believes that a substance is something larger than the sum of its properties, then they are a substance dualist. [10:  Robinson.]  [11:  Robinson.]  [12:  Robinson.]  [13:  Robinson.]  [14:  Cottingham.]  [15:  E. J. Lowe, ‘Non-Cartesian Substance Dualism and the Problem of Mental Causation’, Erkenntnis, 65.1 (2006), 5–23 <https://doi.org/10.1007/s10670-006-9012-3>.]  [16:  Lowe.]  [17:  Robinson.]  [18:  Cottingham.]  [19:  Robinson.] 

Descartes’ famous concept, “Cogito ergo sum”[footnoteRef:20], or “I am thinking therefore I exist”[footnoteRef:21], more commonly known as “I think, therefore I am” places emphasis on the soul, or the mind. Descartes started his meditations by denouncing everything he was not certain of and found that the only thing he could be completely sure of is that he has thoughts, he is a conscious being, and therefore he exists.[footnoteRef:22] This is known as the methodology of doubt. Descartes believed that he had “a clear and distinct understanding of the mind without the body,”[footnoteRef:23] which poses the question of the mind-body problem. The mind-body problem seeks to explore how the body and the mind can interact with each other, so much as to “give rise to a human being capable of having voluntary bodily motions and sensations”[footnoteRef:24], especially considering that they have entirely distinct natures. The main concern with the problem is that the mind and the body are two vastly different substances. When responding to the mind-body problem, Descartes claims that a response must accept an explanation of the relationship between the mind and the body[footnoteRef:25]. Descartes also states that mind-body problem itself would have originated from the false assumption that substances with opposite natures cannot influence one another[footnoteRef:26]. [20:  René Descartes.]  [21:  René Descartes.]  [22:  Cottingham.]  [23:  Justin Skirry, ‘Descartes, Rene: Mind-Body Distinction | Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy’ <https://iep.utm.edu/rene-descartes-mind-body-distinction-dualism/> [accessed 23 September 2022].]  [24:  Skirry.]  [25:  René Descartes.]  [26:  Skirry.] 

One problem with Cartesian dualism is the ‘Cartesian circle’. This is the term for the idea that the reasoning behind Descartes proving his dualist philosophy is circular. Descartes’ reasoning relies upon the existence of God, and the premise that God is not a dishonest being to prove that his ideology is reliable. It is impossible to prove the existence of an omnipotent being such as God, and furthermore impossible to prove that this being would be supremely good and honest. This is the main criticism raised when debating whether Cartesian dualism is a plausible philosophy. Descartes would have had an existing bias due to him being of the Christian faith, which proclaims the existence of an immortal soul which survives the death of the body. This might explain his certainty and reliance on the existence of God. It could be said that his argument is a product of its time, as religious beliefs would have been more widely held during the seventeenth century than they are in the twenty-first century.
Idealism is a branch of philosophy of the mind that opposes dualism. Idealism, as described by Guyer and Horstmann, supports the idea that “something mental … is the ultimate foundation of all reality”[footnoteRef:27], and that “everything that we can know about this mind-independent “reality” is held to be so permeated by the creative, formative, or constructive activities of the mind (of some kind or other) that all claims to knowledge must be considered, in some sense, to be a form of self-knowledge.”[footnoteRef:28] Guyer and Horstmann present these ideas in their article exploring the arguments for and against idealism. As idealism is, simply, the idea that everything real must exist in the mind, and that nothing is physical, it disagrees with Descartes’ idea that while much does exist in the mind, the body, and therefore the physical, exist also. [27:  Paul Guyer and Rolf-Peter Horstmann, ‘Idealism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, Fall 2022 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2022) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2022/entries/idealism/> [accessed 27 September 2022].]  [28:  Guyer and Horstmann.] 

Physicalism, also known as materialism, is another branch of philosophy of the mind that does not support dualism. In fact, according to Robinson, all arguments against physicalism are actually also arguments for dualism, as if not everything is physical then at least a state of dualism must be true.[footnoteRef:29] Physicalism believes simply that everything is physical, that a person is themselves because of their body.[footnoteRef:30] This opposes dualism, as dualism is the belief that the mind/soul (mental) and the body (physical) are separate entities, and are both necessary parts of oneself. [29:  Robinson.]  [30:  Daniel Stoljar, ‘Physicalism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Summer 2022 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2022) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2022/entries/physicalism/> [accessed 27 September 2022].] 

After considering all the arguments for mind-body dualism, a problem emerges in that the arguments are circular. Descartes’ main contention relies upon that which cannot be proven, that is the existence of God, and that God is not deceptive. Descartes’ idea of mind-body dualism is not a plausible argument. God’s existence being an integral part of proving his philosophy reduces the argument to being circular and based upon a matter of faith.
The central contention of dualism is that the mind and the body are separate entities and that they are separate in their substance. We have mental properties, which is the mind or the soul, and physical properties such as the body. Descartes theory of dualism has since become better known as ‘substance dualism’, in contrast to different strains or versions of dualism that have since emerged. Descartes establishes the existence of the body through the experience of his senses. While he briefly questions this experience, he ultimately accepts it due to his belief that God is true and good. He then establishes the existence of the mind through the fact that he is thinking and proclaims, “I am thinking therefore I exist.”[footnoteRef:31] These two substances form his theory of mind-body dualism. Descartes reliance on the existence of God to prove his theory creates the problem of the Cartesian circle, largely due to the impossibility of proving that God does in fact exist.  [31:  Cottingham.] 

Other forms of dualism, however, such as property dualism or predicate dualism, or even non-Cartesian substance dualism, might provide a better, more plausible alternative to Cartesian dualism. Other philosophies of the mind have also challenged the issues within Cartesian dualism. such as idealism and physicalism. These may be more plausible alternatives to dualism. Idealism, for example, presents the argument that true reality exists within the mind which undermines Cartesian dualism. Physicalism, on the other hand, presents the argument that all things exist in the physical world, which also opposes Cartesian dualism. Neither of these ideologies rely on the existence of an omnipotent being. 
In the modern day, where we are less interested in classifying and more interested in accepting the constant flux that everything is subjected to, ideas of Cartesian dualism may be more difficult to accept. The very fact that there are so many distinct positions on Cartesian dualism might in itself prove that it is not a plausible ideology.

