Some difficulties for traditional dualism

We will be focusing on a particular range of possible difficulties for dualism: difficulties that relate to my experience of myself and of others. It is widely suggested that there are a number of other difficulties for views that involve the kind of contrast we have considered between ‘the real self’ and the ‘the bodily human being’: in particular, where it is suggested that the inner being – the real self - is a non-material entity (as opposed to the material brain). These possible difficulties include:

1. If we suppose that what makes us special – marks us off from inanimate objects – is the fact we have a special, non-material, bit, we may be left with some puzzling questions about evolution. According to evolution human beings emerged by a gradual process from more primitive life forms: ones with no thought, emotion, sensation etc. In the earlier stages of this process, the creatures involved clearly did not have a mind; at later stages they clearly do. Now on the dualist story it seems that there must be sharp break at some point in the process of development: if having a mind is a matter of having a special, internal, bit, then a creature either has one or it doesn’t. So it seems we must say that at some point in evolution creatures without a mind had offspring with one. While this is not impossible, it does seem rather bizarre.

2. According to this picture, changes in the body cause changes in the mind (as when I am hit and feel pain) and changes in the mind cause changes in the body (as when I am angry and smash the furniture). We might ask: how can something non-material causally interact with something material? The dualist, it seems, must concede that, on his view, there is something here that will always remain a brute, unexplained, mystery: there can be no such thing as understanding the mechanism of this interaction. One might find this conclusion worrying.

3. There is another point about interaction. Dualism must, it seems, hold that whenever someone acts there is a physical event with no physical cause. This, it is argued, conflicts with a fundamental assumption of science. 

4. On this picture of the relation between myself and my body, my knowledge of material things is always based on effects they have on me. I never myself have actual contact with the table; my body does, and that has an effect on my mind: the real self located within the body. It seems, then, that I am cut off from the world about which I have beliefs. Now if all of my beliefs about that world are based in this way on my knowledge of effects that it has on me - if I can never step outside and examine directly the ‘external’ world and my relation to it – what basis can I have for the judgement that these visual, tactile, and so on experiences are caused in this way ie that there is any such material world? 

For further discussion of these and other difficulties see Smith and Jones ch 4.

