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 Are there compelling grounds for accepting Descartes’s understanding of his relation to his own body?
Descartes sets out an ambitious project for the pursuit of truth, to rebuilt philosophy on the basis of indubitable first principles, to defend reason and knowledge of sciences against deep skepticism and to prove the existence of God and Soul via philosophical deduction as opposed to theological argumentation. In attempting to solve these questions Descartes arrives at the Cartesian dualism of body and soul which has deep implications of how one is to understand his relationship to his body and how one is to deduce the rest of the world from the mind. The aim of this paper is to make a case that the mind-body dualism is as much a result of the four principles of the Cartesian Method, as it is a product of the mixed metaphysical views of the time regarding a mechanical universe, God, body and soul. Moreover, if a philosopher accepts the four principles of the Cartesian Method as valid postulates and deployed them to deal with solving the issue of skeptical doubt, he would find himself into a dualist solution, if not of body and soul, at least a dualism of body and mind. While a dualist conclusion might be a consistent result of the method deployed by Descartes, such a division of body and mind is open to multiple philosophical and scientific objections.
While Descartes was a prolific writer and thinker, this paper will focus on the three main works which intertwine in explaining his ideas on body and soul, Discourse on Method, Meditations on First Philosophy and Passions of the Soul. In the Discourse on Method, Descartes lays out what he thinks is a clear method of dealing with skeptical doubt in general, as well as, creating the grounds for a positive project of knowing the world and the sciences via reason and the senses. He lays out the following four principles of his Cartesian Method:

               Principle 1: “… never to accept anything as true that I did not incontrovertibly know to be so; that is to say, carefully to avoid both prejudice and premature conclusions; and to include nothing in my judgements other than that which presented itself to my mind so clearly and distinctly, that I would have no occasion to doubt it”[footnoteRef:1]; [1:  Descartes, Rene. A Discourse on the Method, “Chapter II”, translated Ian Maclean, (Oxford University Press, 2006), pp 17] 

   Principle 2: “… to divide all the difficulties under examination into as many parts as possible, and as many as were required to solve them in the best way”[footnoteRef:2]; [2:  Ibid] 

   Principle 3: “… to conduct my thoughts in a given order, beginning with the simplest and most easily understood objects, and gradually ascending, as it were step by step, to the knowledge of the most complex; and positing an order even on those which do not have a natural order of precedence”[footnoteRef:3]; [3:  Ibid] 

   Principle 4: “…to undertake such complete enumerations and such general surveys that I would be sure to have left nothing out”[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Ibid] 


Even at a first cursory reading of the Cartesian principles, in italics, one starts to observe what end up becoming some of Descartes core conclusions. The first principle calls for doubting everything except what can be clear and distinct to his mind. Note he does not say clear and distinct to his body. In assuming this skeptic stance, he is making “doubt” the yardstick for measuring truth and is also drawing a line on how far one can doubt, up to what is clear and distinct to the mind. In creating this yardstick and drawing this line, Descartes is already angling for the supremacy of the mind over other worldly things, including the supremacy over the body. In his second principle, while the intent of the division by parts method, is that of dividing issues into smaller parts as just a method of solution, it certainly does support an ontological stance which has no objection to the idea that things in the world can exists in parts and are divisible in parts. Therefore, a philosophy of reductionism, dualism or multiplicity would be supported by the above postulate of the Cartesian method and it doesn’t lead to any contradictions within its system of axioms. His third principle, supports the use of logical and philosophical methods of; deduction — in deriving God, Soul and mathematical truths from reason; induction — in deriving the existence of the outside world and one’s body from the mind; assumed causation — in deriving an assumed order even for things that do not have a natural order of precedence. Lastly, the fourth principle simply calls for one to be thorough in these investigations.

Deploying the first principle of the Cartesian Method, in the first Meditation, Descartes starts by doubting all his previously held beliefs, opinions and truths to free the mind and start from ground up in discovering undoubtable truths: “All I need, for the purpose of rejecting all my opinions, is to find in each of them at least some reason for doubt. I can do this without going through them one by one, which would take forever: once the foundations of a building have been undermined, the rest collapses of its own accord”.[footnoteRef:5] He uses this method of doubt not because he doesn’t think that truth exists but in order to discover the most fundamental indubitable truth and then from there rebuild from solid foundations higher level truths. Descartes first doubts all the knowledge he has gained via the sense as the primary method of knowing the outside reality, noting that sometimes the senses have deceived him: “Whatever I have accepted until now as most true has come to me through my senses. But occasionally I have found that they have deceived me, and it is unwise to trust completely those who have deceived us even once”[footnoteRef:6]. He references how the senses deceive when looking at far away objects which seem smaller than they are. Moreover, he generalizes this doubt to everything he knows including; the sensory experience of his own body and his ability to distinguish reality from the world of dreams.  [5: Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation I”, (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp 12]  [6:  Ibid] 

He further extends this doubt to all complex physical things, including sciences like physics, medicine, astronomy, but makes a distinction that the world of ideas like math and geometry are on firm foundations: “… it seems reasonable to conclude that physics, astronomy, medicine, and all other sciences dealing with things that have complex structures are doubtful; while arithmetic, geometry and other studies of the simplest and most general things—whether they really exist in nature or not—contain something certain and indubitable. For whether I am awake or asleep, two plus three makes five, and a square has only four sides. It seems impossible to suspect that such obvious truths might be false”[footnoteRef:7]. As one can see even early on in his Meditations, before Descartes dwells into the ideas of mind, body, God, soul or an evil demon that’s deceiving him, he has already delineated a stance that mind related ideas of math and geometry, even if they do not exist in the real world, are certain and indubitable, therefore they are safe from sceptic doubt.  [7:  Ibid.] 

Later on, in Meditation V, Descartes introspects to see if there are any preexisting ideas of materials things in his mind before reaching out to the material world, he states: “Before enquiring into whether there are any such things(material), I should consider the ideas of them in my thought, in order to see which of those ideas are distinct and which confused”[footnoteRef:8]. He then makes the point that ideas which exist in his mind are true regardless of whether he is dreaming them or if they are found in the material world: “Because I may be dreaming, so that my present thoughts have as little truth as those of a person who is asleep? I put this objection to myself a while ago. It doesn’t change anything, because if something is evident to my intellect, even when I am dreaming, then it is true”[footnoteRef:9]. While this is the application of the first Principle of the Cartesian Method, on delineating things that are clear and distinct to his mind and doubting everything else, it seems that Descartes has drawn a somewhat arbitrary line in terms of how deep down a sceptic doubt can reach and what he considers clear and distinct. There is no reason why one cannot doubt that 2+2=4 as even a mathematical statement would need proof for it to be accepted.  [8:  Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation V”, (Cambridge University   Press, 1996), pp 44]  [9:  Ibid.] 

Furthermore, geometrical truths are derived on the basis of axioms which are postulated as true. A geometrical system based on such postulates can be constructed to be self-consistent but it doesn’t follow that other postulations and therefore other geometries are not possible. For example, Euclid’s fifth postulate, the parallel postulate. establishes that given a line and a point outside the line, there is only one line that can be drawn through that point which is parallel to the first line and all other lines would intersect the first line[footnoteRef:10]. While this postulate, following Descartes method, might seem as clear, distinct, certain, and indubitable, it is in fact an unproven postulate. Over the centuries, mathematicians like Lobachevsky, Riemann and others have devised other geometrical systems by replacing Euclid’s fifth postulate and deriving other geometries. These geometries have some surprising conclusions	; in elliptic geometry there are no parallel lines[footnoteRef:11], or that in hyperbolic geometry the sum of the angles of a triangle can be less than 180 degrees as Euclidian geometry would have it[footnoteRef:12]. Descartes using his method and line of reasoning most likely would not allow for such a possibility. Moreover, he would have cited God as the reason why he would not be deceived into believing that the sum of the angles of a triangle could ever be less than 180 degrees: “I sometimes think that others go wrong even when they think they have the most perfect knowledge; so how do I know that I myself don’t go wrong every time I add two and three or count the sides of a square? Well, ·you might say·, God would not let me be deceived like that, because he is said to be supremely good”[footnoteRef:13]. Descartes relying on God as the supreme being which would not deceive him, in this case, would have led Descartes to the wrong conclusion about the possibilities of different geometrical systems. [10:  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Epistemology of Geometry, First published Mon Oct 14, 2013; ]  [11:  Non-Euclidean geometry - Wikipedia. “Chapter: 3.1, Elliptic Geometry”]  [12:   Non-Euclidean geometry - Wikipedia. “Chapter: 3.2, Hyperbolic Geometry”]  [13: Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation V”, (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp 44] 

 	The point of this example is to show that Descartes method is dictating where he draws the line on skeptical doubt and that he is arbitrarily relying on God to dismiss what turn out to be legitimate skeptical doubts resulting in new mathematical truths. Embedded in his stance is the assumption that mental things are clear and distinct. This is the first step of separating mind and body even though Descartes has not yet stated so explicitly. His stance becomes clearer when he gives the example of an evil demon: “I shall think that the sky, the air, the earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely dreams that the demon has contrived as traps for my judgment. I shall consider myself as having no hands or eyes, or flesh, or blood or senses, but as having falsely believed that I had all these things”[footnoteRef:14]. Descartes while persistent in his skepticism, has selected a very particular kind of skepticism which applies to physical objects— both to his body and outside world. He doesn’t question that the evil demon could be deceiving his mathematical and geometrical thought. Clearly, Descartes has drawn a line on how deep skepticism can go.  [14:  Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation I”, (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp 15] 

Even though he has yet to reach the cogito, he has already accepted that the skeptical doubt can be applied to his body and the evil demon can deceive with regard to body. He establishes this point in Meditation 2 where the mind uses its freedom to doubt the existence of all things which cannot be shown demonstratively. In doing so Descartes establishes that since he is the one doubting, therefore he must exist. He says that even if a devil is deceiving him and nothing around him exists including his body and senses, just the fact that a devil is deceiving him it means that he exists: “I am, I exist, must be true whether it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind”[footnoteRef:15]. What this argument shows is that Descartes has to stop his skepticism at “doubt” since this is the yardstick of his method. Therefore, what Descartes has done is to identify the lowest common denominator, doubt, which is a mental and not a physical state. Hence, not surprisingly, Descartes skepticism has to stop at mind or soul phenomena. Using the measuring stick of doubt, a mental state, to doubt the very existence of the mind doing the doubting would lead to a contradiction. Therefore, Descartes cogito ergo sum simply implies that Descartes has reached a point where his method of doubt, or his measuring stick, no longer applies and hence no further doubt is possible. This approach is in line with Descartes stated goal to doubt until one can no longer doubt. He deducts: “Strictly speaking, then, I am simply a thing that thinks—a mind, or soul, or intellect, or reason, these being words whose meaning I have only just come to know. Still, I am a real, existing thing. What kind of a thing? I have answered that: a thinking thing”[footnoteRef:16]. He has an implicit assumption that doubt is a mental process and hence his questioning stops with doubt and then he derives that he exists since he is the one doubting. All we have is that Descartes has drawn a line where an idea is no further reducible and he can stop doubting it. For Descartes this is sufficient to satisfy the first principle of the Cartesian Method and therefore he can now move on to draw further conclusions of the relationship between body and mind. What kind of a relationship might this one be? Are the possibilities endless or is it a well-defined relationship? The principles of the Cartesian method might give us a glimpse of what’s to come.  [15:  Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation II”, (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp 18]  [16:  Ibid] 

His second principle is: “ to divide all the difficulties under examination into as many parts as possible, and as many as were required to solve them in the best way”[footnoteRef:17]. As mentioned above, while the intent of this premise might be that of dividing issues into smaller parts as just a method of solution, it certainly does support a philosophy that has no objection to the idea that things in the world can exists in parts and are divisible in parts. The acceptance of this premise has direct implications on how one can explain the relationship between body and mind and allows Descartes to further establishes the supremacy of the mind over the senses as the faculty which allows us to know the world. He writes: “I now know that even bodies are perceived not by the senses or by imagination but by the intellect alone, not through their being touched or seen but through their being understood; and this helps me to know plainly that I can perceive my own mind more easily and clearly than I can anything else”[footnoteRef:18].  Therefore, Descartes approach of doubt, reductionism, and division by parts as a method of solution, has fully laid the ground for a dualist solution to the mind-body problem. He states: “I have a vivid and clear idea of myself as something that thinks and isn’t extended, and a clear idea of body as something extended that does not think. So it is certain that I am really distinct from my body and can exist without it”[footnoteRef:19]. A multitude of questions can arise from such a statement especially regarding the claim that mind can exists without the body. However, this is a direct consequence of the acceptance of the philosophy that derives from the second premise — division by parts — being much more than just a solution method for tackling problems it, instead, becomes a metaphysical worldview.  Furthermore, if the third principle— positing an order even on those which do not have a natural order of precedence— is overlaid to this metaphysical worldview then interactions between material and immaterial things become possible and cannot fully be ruled out as contradictory or in need of consistent explanations. [17:  Descartes, Rene. A Discourse on the Method, “Chapter II”, translated Ian Maclean, (Oxford University Press, 2006), pp 17]  [18:  Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation II”, (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp 22]  [19:  Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation VI”, (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pg 56] 

  	Descartes has established that he knows he exits, he has a mind and is a thinking thing, following the third principle, he can make the jump from an inside mind to an outside world. He can infer the existence of the outside world and of his own body from mental processes. To do this he starts by drawing a distinction between imagination and understanding: “Being able to imagine isn’t essential to me, as being able to understand is; for even if I had no power of imagination, I would still be the same individual that I am. This seems to imply that my power of imagining depends on something other than myself; and I can easily understand that ·if there is such a thing as my body—that is·, if my mind is joined to a certain body in such a way that it can contemplate that body whenever it wants to—then it might be this very body that enables me to imagine corporeal things”. Descartes accepts that the justification of the existence of the body via imagination is only a conjuncture and hence probabilistic: “I can conjecture that the body exists. But this is only a probability. Even after all my careful enquiry I still can’t see how, on the basis of the idea of corporeal nature that I find in my imagination, to prove for sure that some body exists”[footnoteRef:20]. Moreover, his third principle, allows for one to posit an order on things which do not necessarily have a natural order of precedence. Hence allowing for a discussion of body, soul, mind, ideas, reason, thinking, doubting, imagination or even the existence of a material world and an immaterial world as long as some order can be posited in the mind.  [20:  Ibid, pp 51] 

The ability to posit an order for events which do not naturally have an order of precedence allows Descartes to discuss how a material body can be affected by immaterial mental or spiritual events and vice versa. In Passions of the Soul he states: “We are inclined to suppose that there are sometimes conflicts between a lower and a higher part of the soul: as, for example, when ‘my fear inclines me to run’ while reason dictates that I should hold my ground. In reality, however, what is going on is quite different. There is no conflict within the soul…The battle is, in reality, between the soul and the body; and the battle ground is the pineal gland: the rational soul, in willing that I stand my ground, pushes the gland in one direction, while bodily mechanisms push it in a contrary direction that will lead to my body fleeing”[footnoteRef:21]. Even if he doesn’t have a clear explanation of how material things interact with non-material minds, his argument is a reflection of the metaphysics of the time, a mixture of mechanical worldview, of belief in God and existence of the Soul. However, Descartes has established that there is only one soul responsible to determine human action and all moral conflicts were clashes between body and soul, and not between different parts of the soul[footnoteRef:22]. However, once a metaphysics of multiple parts of existence has been accepted, a dualist world view need not be the only one that is supported from such an ontology. As Peter Smith notes: “if we are in the mood to multiply entities and infer a two-component picture from the alleged split between physical and mental characteristics, why not go one better and infer a three-component picture from the equally impressive contrasts between physical, intellectual and sensory properties? Thus, we might suppose that a person consists of a body plus an intellect plus a center of sensation. Why stop at a neat marriage between body and Cartesian Mind”[footnoteRef:23]. Certainly, as pointed out earlier, the Cartesian Postulates would allow for such a view as well, however, Descartes is looking to reduce to the minimum number of parts needed to postulate a solution. [21:  Descartes. Passions of the Soul, “Section: 47”, translated Jonathan Bennett, (Early Modern Texts, 2015), pp.12]  [22:  Porter, Roy. Flesh In the Age of Reason, “Chapter 4: The Rational Self”, (New York, 2003), pp. 68]  [23:  Smith, Peter & Jones, O. R. The Philosophy of Mind an Introduction,” Chapter 2: Arguments for Dualism”,(Cambridge University Press, 1986),  pp. 18] 

Having established that body and mind are separate entities Descartes advances another argument in support of dualism, claiming that the body is divisible by parts whereas the mind is an indivisible entity: “There is a great difference between the mind and the body. Every body is by its nature divisible, but the mind can’t be divided. When I consider the mind—i.e. consider myself purely as a thinking thing—I can’t detect any parts within myself; I understand myself to be something single and complete. The whole mind seems to be united to the whole body, ·but not by a uniting of parts to parts...As for the faculties of willing, of understanding, of sensory perception and so on, these are not parts of the mind, since it is one and the same mind that wills, understands and perceives”[footnoteRef:24]. Descartes finds difficulty in dividing the mind in parts mostly because whatever can be physically divisible, he has previously separated via premises 1, 2 and 3 of the Cartesian Method to arrive at mind-body dualism. He has already separated anything he could identify as physical as belonging to the body —arms, legs, organs, brain, neurons, pineal gland etc. — and only what’s left that is not physical— willing, understanding, perceiving etc.—belongs to the mind or the non-physical realm. However, one can object that willing, understanding and perceiving are distinct and separate faculties even though they are not physically divisible. Moreover, being divisible by parts is a criterion that by definition cannot apply to mental states as Descartes has identified the mind as a non-physical entity and as such it cannot be composed of physical parts or a physical whole. Therefore, this argument that somehow the mind is different from the body because it is not divisible by parts, is a consequence that is derived only once one accepts dualism, but it cannot on its own be used as proof of dualism, it is rather a consequence of accepting a separate mind-body world view. Once a dualist world view is accepted and the body is seen as divisible by parts then it is only a natural consequence to think of the body as a machine. In Passions of the Soul, Descartes states: “…let us note that death is never due to the absence of the soul but only to the decay of some principal part of the body. And let us recognize that the body of a living man differs from the body of a dead man in just the same way that a watch or other automaton when it is wound up and contains within itself the physical source of the movements for which it is designed, together with everything else needed for its operation differs from the same watch or machine when it is broken and the source of its movement has stopped working”[footnoteRef:25]. Division by parts once again becomes more than just a method for solving problems and more of a metaphysical worldview deriving the body as a machine. [24:  Descartes. First Philosophy with Selections from Objections and Replies, “Meditation VI”, (Cambridge University   Press, 1996), pp. 59]  [25:  Descartes. Passions of the Soul, “Section: 6 & 7”, translated Jonathan Bennett, (Early Modern Texts, 2015), pp.2] 


Descartes approach to solve the issues raised by skepticism, while staying consistent to his religious and scientific worldview, have produced a dualism of body and soul, which is largely consistent with his stated Cartesian Principles. If a philosopher is to accept the Cartesian Principles as postulates and remove any references to God, it would still lead him towards a dualism of body and mind. While multiple philosophical objections can be raised against Descartes conclusions, they are largely self-consistent within the postulated Cartesian axioms. A possible way to break out of dualism is to revise the premises of the Cartesian Method with other premises which could potentially lead to a more unified view of mind and body. However, a key achievement of Descartes is that he rises above the metaphysics of the time and creates the modern conscious mind, as Roy Porter notes: “the importance of Descartes lay in his boldly designating the soul as a philosophical rather than a religious principle, an immaterial thinking subject. While upholding the Christian soul, he transformed its status into the cogito, rendering it independent of divines and the ministrations of the Church. This was a soul for the thinking gentleman”[footnoteRef:26].  [26:  Porter, Roy. Flesh In the Age of Reason, “Chapter 4: The Rational Self”, (New York, 2003), pp. 68] 
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