MIND AND BODY: ASSIGNMENT 1. ID 2211511


Q2.  While Descartes insists that the person is a ‘non-material mind’, he shares with some contemporary materialists the idea that the human body is a machine. What should we make of this shared assumption?


Descartes, the scientist and mathematician, was a man enamoured of the machine, endeavouring to develop this idea to explain as much as possible about how the human being works. In this, he is not dissimilar to the views of the modern materialist with whom he shares many concepts. However, Descartes, the philosopher and Catholic, could not relinquish the idea of the mind, or soul – or what we might also consider the ‘person’ -  as an independent, non-material entity somehow still connected to the machine-body. This substance dualism puts him at odds with many contemporary materialists but I aim to show (a) how and why his ideas developed as they did and (b) how they were the precursors to much of today’s thinking in philosophy of mind, neuroscience and Artificial Intelligence (AI) rather than just being quaintly naïve as is sometimes supposed. 

The Body as a Machine.

During Descartes’ lifetime (1596 – 1650), mechanical theory and application was rapidly gaining momentum. Descartes’ related interests lay in the natural sciences including physics, astronomy and optics along with mathematics and philosophy. Mechanics was very much a part of his interests, no doubt further piqued by the mechanical features at that time such as the Grotto of Orpheus at Versailles, and Jacques de Vaucanson’s “The Digesting Duck”, a copper automaton which was able to eat, digest and excrete its food as well as flap its wings and quack (Wikipedia 2018). He was also fascinated by the workings of the human body and attended dissections, plus procured specimens from butchers’ shops on which to work. It is not surprising he saw in these corpses the pipework, levers and pulleys of the lifelike machines he witnessed: if a mechanical duck can look and act like a real duck, why can’t a human being be a machine, albeit a more sophisticated one? He goes as far as to comment:

……. This will not appear in any way strange to those who, knowing how many different automata or moving machines can be made by the industry of man can devise, using a very few pieces, by comparison with the great multitude of bones, muscles, nerves, arteries, veins and all the other parts which are in the body of each animal, will consider this body as a machine, which, having been made by the hands of God, is incomparably better ordered…than any of those which can be invented by men. (Descartes, 1968, p.73) 

To prove his point, in the ‘Treatise of Man’ he makes direct comparison with the workings of the royal fountains, where the nerves approximate to the pipes, the muscles and tendons to the cogs and springs, the “animal spirits” with the water driving the mechanism, the heart as the water source and the brain cavities with the storage tanks (as referenced by Cockburn).

Descartes’ view of the body as a machine is further outlined in the fifth Discourse in ‘Discourse of the Method’ (1968, pp. 61-76).  In this he describes in detail his theories on the workings of the heart and circulation and how this network of pipes fit into a mechanical model, much of which was in agreement with his English contemporary, William Harvey. However, he disagreed with Harvey on the heart as a pump. Descartes proposed that the blood is heated in the heart and it is when the heart chambers expand that the blood is forced into the great arteries, unlike Harvey for whom the contraction of the heart performed this action.  It is possible that Harvey’s acceptance of “an innate contractual power of the heart” or its possession of some integral vitalising force “independent of the local motions of bodies” was at odds with how Descartes conceived his mechanical philosophy (Gorham, 1994). Descartes believed his mechanical model was itself sufficient to keep the blood circulating rather than anything that could be possibly construed as approaching the lower levels of the Platonic or Aristotelian soul, or even “an unconscious mental operation, something entirely contrary to the principles of Descartes's famous dualistic ontology.” (Gorham, p.212). Descartes further illustrates this point in ‘The Passions of the Soul’, in which he compares the heart and circulation to that of a watch whose “movement is produced solely by the strength of its spring and the configuration of its wheels.” (2017, Section 16).
Descartes discusses how the “animal spirits”, which he describes as being “like a very subtle wind or…a very pure and lively flame”, are distributed to muscles to make the limbs move “in as many different ways, and in a manner as suited to the objects which are presented to its senses, or to its internal passions, as our own bodies can move without the will conducting them.” (1968, pp.72-73). As he has just been discussing how freshly decapitated heads can still be seen moving their lips, this alludes to what Descartes believed to be the automatic or reflex reactions of which the machine-body is capable without any intervention of mind. This is further clarified in his reply to the fourth Objection when he describes how someone who falls will automatically put out their hands to protect himself “without his reason counselling himself to act…as though it were the workings of a machine.” He also notes that: “the beating of the heart, the digestion of food, nutrition, breathing when we are asleep, and even when we are awake, walking, singing and so forth” also proceed mechanically without the intervention of the mind, and this applies to humans or animals (2008, pp.147-148).  In this description we can today see the workings of the autonomic nervous system, hormonal regulation and procedural memory along with automatic reflexes which, as Descartes maintains, can all take place without any direct cognitive involvement. 
Descartes reiterates much of this in The Passions.  In the first part, he looks at what the body can do without the mind’s input and in sections 4-16, he describes in greater detail how the “animal spirits…the most lively and finest parts of the blood”, are produced by rarefaction or distillation, how they may differ in their composition and actions, how they affect muscles and how a series of nerves extend from sense organs to enable the body to respond to external stimuli. (2017, Paragraph10). To emphasise the self-contained nature of these activities he states, “Now that we have looked at all the things the body can do unaided, it’s easy for us to see that there in nothing in us that we must attribute to our soul except our thoughts.”  (2017,17)

The Mind or Soul
At this stage, one might be tempted to ask why even bring in the concept of a soul or mind, taken by Descartes to be synonymous, if the body is capable of such mechanical self-sufficiency? One might initially consider Descartes’ religious views and the time in which he lived. He was a devout Catholic but also an inquisitive man of science. The world was changing and the Renaissance had opened up new possibilities. It was an exciting time, but also a dangerous one for those whose views piqued the interest of the Catholic Church in the wrong way, as Galileo had found out. To persist with a purely mechanistic view of man, dispense with his soul and potentially his moral sense risked leaving man not only at the mercy of fate but also absolved of responsibility for his actions, which was contrary to the Church’s teaching on sin. These considerations may well be relevant, but Descartes was also a rationalist; he believed in the importance of the human mind as the source of knowledge. In the thought experiment described in ‘Meditations on First Philosophy’, he engaged in a process of systematic doubt whilst famously huddled in front of a stove in Germany in the winter of 1689. Realising that he could not rely on the information of his senses, the only thing he found he could not doubt was that he was thinking, for to doubt was to think, and to think was to exist, as immortalised in the Cogito: “I think, therefore I am” (1968, p.53).
Descartes expands on this in his second Meditation. After concluding “I am, I exist”, following the afore mentioned mental introspection and not by means of his senses, he tries to discover the nature of this ‘I’: “I am, therefore, strictly speaking, only a thinking thing, that is, a mind, or a soul, or an intellect, or a reason”. Descartes further explains, “I mean a thing that doubts, that understands, that affirms, that denies, that wishes to do this and does not wish to do that, also that imagines and perceives by the senses.” (2008, pp.19-20) His sense of himself – of being a person - is one of rational processes, an inner life as opposed to bodily existence.  Moreover, he reasons in the fourth Discourse that he does not need a body to exist having already concluded because he can doubt, he therefore has a body; but he cannot doubt that he has a mind, thus the two must be independent:
         I could pretend that I had no body and that there was no world or place that I was in, but that I could not, for all that, pretend that I did not exist…I thereby concluded that I was a substance, of which the whole essence or nature consists in thinking, and which in order to exist, needs no place and depends on no material thing; so this I, that is to say, the mind, by which I am what I am, is entirely distinct from the body. (1968, p.54).
Descartes’ deductive reasoning here is questionable. He can doubt he has a body but he cannot doubt that he exists therefore he – the “thinking thing” - is something separate from his body and capable of independent existence. The conclusion does not necessarily follow from the premises. It is even doubtful that one can imagine or doubt one does not have a body if one has not first had a body to doubt or imagine. However, it forms one of the lynch pins of Descartes’ philosophy, so needs to be acknowledged in order to understand the development of his reasoning.
To further emphasise his last point, in the sixth Meditation, Descartes differentiates between his body - indeed all physical bodies - and his mind on the basis that his body is “an extended, non-thinking thing” and himself or his mind as “a thinking non-extended thing”. By extension, Descartes means having length, breadth and depth as the intrinsic properties of matter, rather than other qualities such as colour, smell or taste which are a product of the interaction with the perceivers (2008, pp.209-210; Kenny, 1993, p.204). Because these two ‘‘substances” are very different he declares “it is certain that I am really distinct from my body and can exist without it.” (2008, p.55). He also argues that this distinction is further compounded by what his reason declares as the indivisibility of the mind as opposed to the divisibility of bodies:
          …when I consider the mind, or myself in so far as I am purely a thinking thing, I can distinguish no parts in myself but understand myself to be a thing that is entirely one and complete…On the other hand, however, no bodily or extended thing can be thought of by me that I cannot mentally divide into parts without any difficulty ; and I therefore understand it is divisible. (2008, p.61)
From this he again reasons that the mind is distinct from the body. As before, the reasoning behind Descartes assertions is questionable: just because he can distinguish no different parts in his mind does not mean that there aren’t any, and even if there aren’t, the conclusion does not necessarily follow from the premises. But in earlier Meditations, having claimed to prove the existence of God and that God, being supremely good, could not deceive him, he had confidence, if not in his senses, at least in his God given faculty of reason applied to ideas of “what I clearly and distinctly perceive.” (2008, p.49).
Mind and Machine-Body interaction
So far, I have outlined the importance for Descartes of considering the body as an autonomous machine whilst discovering himself as a mind or “thinking thing”, which is separate from his body and even of a different substance: Descartes’ infamous ‘substance dualism’.  But how do they interact? Do they need to interact?  Does the mind need to exist at all? If, as demonstrated above, the body can function on its own without a mind, and Descartes proposes that this is what happens in animals (1968, pp.74-75) and at least in some of the functions of the human being, why have a mind? But he has just proved the mind – his mind – exists and from this and subsequent reasoning, he assumes that his fellow human beings are also blessed by this divine gift including its faculties of discernment (2008, pp.204-205).
So, interact they must. But where, in what way and to what extent? Descartes’ answer to the first two problems lay in the pineal gland, tucked away in centre of the brain (2017, 31). He reasoned that as it was singular, rather than paired like other structures, and situated centrally it represented a potential communication between the body and mind and was “the soul’s principal seat” (2017, 31-34). The gland was capable of being moved by the “animal spirits” which, having been distilled, could pass through the pores in the brain to the pineal gland. Even this movement of the gland sounds mechanical, like a lever, or a mechanistic ‘bee waggle dance’, where the movements are somehow translated into a message conveyed to the mind which resides therein. Similarly, there could be reverse movements sending messages from the mind through the pineal to the spirits.
It is not explained how a non-extended thing such as the mind could be ‘in’ something physical, except that in the fifth Discourse he maintains, “I had shown how it is not sufficient that it should be lodged in the human body, like a pilot in his ship, unless perhaps to move its limbs, but that it needs to be joined and united more closely with the body” (1968, p.76). In the sixth Meditation, he uses the words “mingling” (1968, p.159) ) or, in a different translation, “the union and, so to speak, fusion” (2008 p.57) of the mind with the body, emphasising this intimate admixture, This appears to be a contradictory mixing of metaphysical metaphors, later echoed by Gilbert Ryle’s description of Descartes dualism as being “the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine” (2000, p17). Ryle insists that such dualism is a “category mistake”: a ghost can be no more said to be ‘in’ something, however diffusely, as to exist in the same sense as a machine, “…since minds, not being in space, could not be described as being spatially inside anything else, or having things going on spatially inside themselves.” (p.14) Confusingly, Descartes talks about the soul radiating “out through the rest of the body by means of the animal spirits, the nerves and the blood”, (2017, 34), but taken with the previous description of events concerning the pineal, this seems to imply that the soul or mind acts only indirectly on the body and is still confined to the pineal. 
The Passions are not entirely clear as to the extent of this interaction. By passions, or emotions, Descartes means the mind’s perceptions of bodily status, or how it senses what is going on in the body in response to different stimuli e.g. seeing a fierce dog will cause the heart to pound, the stomach to contract and a urge to run away and these are translated into the feeling of fear in the mind. He implies that the mind cannot have full control of its emotions because it cannot escape the “commotion” or effect that the emotive stimulus has on the body or regain any equanimity until it stops. It may be able to distract itself, or even overcome minor irritations or “lesser passions” but not the “strongest and most violent ones” until the physical effects have died down: the most it can do is try to suppress the body’s natural reactions, or in the case of the fierce dog, perhaps staying put until deciding on a more helpful strategy.  Ultimately, the mind can push the pineal back against the movement of the spirits and so, by an action of will, quash a desire and the subsequent bodily actions e.g. finding a steak in the shopping bag, distracting the dog and then running away. Descartes maintains it is possible to have a “strong soul”, to some extent strengthened by the practice or habit of fighting against natural inclinations presented to us by our emotions. However, it is crucial that one knows the truth, so be able to form “determinate judgements” regarding what is the right course of action (2017, 46-48).



Mechanisation of mind
The preceding paragraph may give a clue as to one of the reasons why Descartes, despite being very committed to the idea of the body as a machine, could not quite envisage the human being purely in mechanistic terms. In her paper, ‘Descartes’ Machines’, Betty Powell proposes that at some point in his writings, Descartes believed that it was possible that man was a machine. As a scientist and following his investigations, it would not be surprising if he had come to this conclusion (Powell,1970-1971. p.213). However, if this is so, he appears to change his mind as he may have concluded that the senses (functioning as part of the mechanism) are capable of being deceived and thus are not capable of distinguishing between truth and falsity. This function is taken up by mind, which uses reason to do so. 
She also proposes that the reason Descartes believes that a machine cannot do this is because it would set up an infinite regress of explanations: if a man-machine is to distinguish true from false perceptions, it must have grounds for doing so, but to do this, it must appeal to another source, which is itself a machine, and so on. This is avoided if the mind, independent from the mechanism, “offers and assess explanations” thus providing the foundation for knowledge. However, as she notes, just because “men cannot be completely explained in mechanical terms it does not follow that men are not machines, yet it appears that Descartes thinks it does.” (p.222)
It should be noted that epistemologically, man as a non-machine also has difficulty in finding the ultimate grounds for knowledge without setting up an infinite regress. However, if one’s truth is to be found in God, as Descartes believed, and man is endowed with the God-given capacity for discernment as he has already demonstrated, this can terminate the infinite regress so would provide a reason for Descartes to reject a mind-machine. 
Powell does raise the prospect that Descartes could have been persuaded that thinking of man solely in mechanical terms may not have been contrary to his beliefs. She argues, “His religion need not have been a bar to his acceptance of mechanism on scientific grounds. There need be no impiety in the view that man is a machine, if Descartes were prepared to allow that men are machines made by God.” (p.215-216). But, as we have seen, he did consider this in terms of the body and even some of the functions we might today be considered more psychological or mind-like, such as some aspects of our emotions, yet he still opted for his dualistic approach. 
In his article ‘God’s Machines: Descartes on the Mechanisation of Mind’, Michael Wheeler proposes that Descartes discusses the mechanisation of mind from a “far from anachronistic or historically discredited” stance centuries before the advent of digital computers or today’s complex AI systems (2008, p289). He argues that Descartes considered that the body was at least equivalent to a Type C machine, or an integrated collection of special systems, given his descriptions of the network of nerves, heart and circulation, muscles and brain, all linked by the flow of “animal spirits”. Wheeler thinks this model can be seen as “a high-level specification for control architecture, one that might be realised just as easily by a system of electrical and biochemical transmissions”, akin to that outlined in contemporary neuroscience (p292) and in computing terms, akin to a look-up table. However, the system can also learn and exhibit primitive memory, as described in The Passions, paragraph 42: once the spirits have passed through the pores in the brain, those pores are more likely to open when the spirits flow there again, giving the potential to adapt according to interactions with the environment.
However, to take this body-machine to the next level of a mechanised mind, Wheeler argues that when Descartes asserts that “it is morally impossible to have enough different organs in a machine to make it act in all the occurrences of life in the same way as our reason makes us act” (Descartes, 1968, p74), “morally impossible” can be read as “impossible for all practical purposes”, which does not have the status of a necessary truth.  Rather it is a “scientifically informed empirical bet” and thus Descartes realised that opinion may change as further scientific evidence emerges” (Wheeler, 2008, p297). However, this relies heavily on a particular interpretation of the phrase “morally impossible”. 
Descartes belief that a mechanised mind could not be sophisticated enough also echoes the ‘frame problem’ in contemporary AI, explored in Dennett’s robot-bomb conundrum: can a machine distinguish what is relevant to a problem and what is not in the light of continually changing circumstances? (Dennett, 1978) According to Dennett, this problem is still far from being solved although this may be more from a philosophical rather than an AI researcher’s perspective (Shanahan, 2016, 5). Wheeler also alludes to a potential heuristic and epistemological infinite regress similar to that described by Powell. Even simplifying the mind-machine to deal with only that which is relevant to its survival, including an ability to adapt in limited ways, may circumvent the frame problem but may not be enough to explain the sophistication and adaptability of human thought and behaviour which Descartes describes. However, the author points out that there already exist “biology-inspired machines” which have “significant adaptive plasticity”, but overall does not think that these are yet powerful enough to meet Descartes’ understanding of what mind should be (2008, p306).
Another reason why Descartes resisted the mind-machine involves the ability of humans to use language which distinguishes them from animals or automata: “they could never use words or other signs composing them as we do to declare our thoughts to others” i.e. they may be able to emit sounds or even words in response to stimuli but not with any sense of understanding or intelligence. (1968, p.74). This predates the Turing Test which assesses whether a computer can convince a human of its humanity by giving human-like answers to questions, but there still remains the question of whether passing the test actually demonstrates true understanding. John Searle in his Chinese Room Experiment, an exercise on symbol manipulation designed to mimic a computer’s input-output function, remains sceptical that a man-made machine can have the same causal powers as brains as they lack intentionality (Searle, 1981). One can programme a computer, but Searle doesn’t believe that one can make it think in human terms. 

Descartes and contemporary materialism
It is interesting to note that for Descartes, the brain was part of the physical body, and thus part of the machine; it was what lay in, or beyond, the pineal gland, that comprised the mind. Contemporary neurophysiology and many philosophies of mind correlate the mind with the physical brain but at present there is no consensus as to what constitutes human consciousness or how it arises (Van Gulick, 2022). Human beings may be biological machines but we do not as yet know what can result from the complex interactions of the neural apparatus.  The idea of the ‘person’ could be considered an ‘emergent phenomenon’ i.e. where properties associated with personhood such as personality, experiences, moral sense, relations with others and emotions arise out of complex neural activity to create a distinct individual selfhood. This is not a tangible substance, more an activity. The idea of emergence “is meant to conjoin these twin characteristics of dependence and autonomy” (O’Connor, 2021), but it may be seen as circumventing rather answering the question of how the non-material phenomenon of the mind or ‘person’ can impact on its environment and the extent to which the mind can exert downward influence on the brain i.e. how does a thought translate into action? However, for the contemporary materialist, the mind is all part for the machine and so subject to causal laws leading to a potentially deterministic outlook, which has grave implications for the “free will” debate. Descartes’ machine, with its access to and influence by a non-material substance is not subject to the laws of nature, though Descartes unsuccessfully tried to argue that it did not violate them (Cockburn, 2001, p.79). Thus it escapes this problem by over-riding the automatic functions, as he discusses in the latter part of The Passions. However, his proposal of substance dualism cannot satisfy the ‘how’ of mind-body interaction. 

Conclusion
Whereas Descartes explained the body, and some aspects of what we might call mind, in mechanistic terms, he could not reconcile himself with complete mental mechanisation. It is easy dismiss this as his reluctance to relinquish the idea of the eternal soul, but his objections also stem from his rationalist philosophy, his identification of his person with his mind as a cognitive entity, and the limitations he saw in what a machine could achieve. In this latter respect, he is not unlike contemporary materialists whose belief that man is essentially a biological machine subject to the laws of nature that can be reproduced in silicon or neurological mechanism is optimistic but has not yet been realised. Descartes’ views on mind and machine may have their out-dated idiosyncrasies and potentially faulty reasoning but they are anything but simple and helped to define the current mind-body debate. As Wheeler says, “Never underestimate Descartes.” (2008, p307)
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