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HPPH7010 ‘Mind & Body: Descartes and Wittgenstein`
Keith Dowling 				Student No. 2209177 Assignment 1		      Due Date 30th November  22                                                            
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 and many contemporary materialists think that the human body is a physiological machine.  However they make quite different inferences from this shared assumption.   In this essay I will explain and evaluate some of these differences.  In §1, I will summarise Descartes’ reasons for thinking the human body is a machine - but that a person’s conscious states are substantially different from any kind of material entity.  In §2, I will note three of the many problems that arise from Descartes’ view.  In §3, I will outline one kind of contemporary materialism, psycho-physical identity theory, as an alternative way of dealing with Descartes’ (so-called) conscious states.  In § 4, I will raise a number of problems for this approach.   In §5, my conclusion, I will summarise the arguments discussed.
 
§1.  Descartes: an extended body and a thinking mind
Descartes (1633:1) writes: ‘I make the supposition that the (human) body is nothing else but a statue or earthen machine...’  Though it has its own distinctive structure, human bodies are no different in their essential nature to ‘…clocks, artificial fountains, mills, or other similar machines…’   Our bodies are physical things. They have mass.  They occupy and are located in space.  They have duration,  ‘…sizes, shapes, positions and local movements - they move about like ‘…simply one among all the other moving objects in the material world’ (1641:42).   Descartes (1633:2-8) notes also ‘..there are movements within the body e.g. a heart that pumps blood about the body, lungs that take oxygen from the environment and transfer it to the blood stream, etc.  And such movements ‘…can be explained in purely mechanical terms’.   In this and other ways, as David Cockburn notes: ‘The creature of flesh and blood is (on Descartes vision) thought of as a physiological machine…’ (Lecture 4 p. 9).   
But Descartes (1641:17-20) claims to establish something much more important and certain.  In order to provide a sure foundation for knowledge claims (in science, metaphysics and religion) he set himself the task of doubting everything that was open to doubt, to see if anything was left over that was immune from this process.  He found he could doubt a posteriori knowledge claims since ‘…the senses are sometimes deceptive…’(1641:14).   On some occasions, he is deceived by illusory experiences (e.g. a straight pencil in a glass of water seems bent).  Added to this, on other occasions he has thought that he was sitting by the fire, when in fact he was in bed, dreaming.  To Descartes, this seems to challenge the trustworthiness of all of his perceptual beliefs.  Worse still, he argued that he might be mistaken about his claims to a priori knowledge; he included here proofs in logic and mathematics.  Because there is always a possibility that he is deceived by ‘…an evil genius, supremely powerful and clever …who lays snares for my credulity’ (1641:16).  But if he accepts this possibility, the evil genius could well have tricked him into grossly misconstruing everything he thinks he knows about his body.[footnoteRef:1]   However Descartes cannot be tricked and thereby be mistaken about one thing - the fact that he is doubting.   Clearly and distinctly, he is a thing that doubts, imagines, remembers, wants, hopes,  plans, perceives, etc…. and, qua thinking thing, he thereby exists.  [1:  The malign scientist in Putnam’s (1981:4-7) Brain in a Vat thought-experiment is a modern version of Descartes’ evil demon. He creates a similar scepticism about one’s knowledge of one’s body. ] 

 Descartes gives a number of arguments to show that these conscious states are substantially different from his material  body.[footnoteRef:2]  His strongest argument is, I think, that every material body must have extensional features. In (1644:185) we are told ‘…everything  that may be attributed to bodies  presupposes their extension..’  As we noted, all bodies occupy space, are measurable, etc. and these properties are (in principle) publicly observable. On the other hand, it is not at all obvious that one’s conscious states have such properties. Consider, for example, some of the thoughts that are presently flitting through my mind.  As I am thinking about this essay, I have nagging guilt that I haven’t taken the dog for a walk; and now I am remembering sitting on an elephant on my last trip to India; and now I am imagining myself falling from that elephant….    None of these conscious states seem to have extension or location.  It doesn’t seem to make sense to ask me “Where exactly is the guilt - you say you feel - spatially located?” and even less sense to ask:  “How big is the elephant you say you are imagining?"   Moreover my conscious states are subjective – unlike objective physical things, they are in an important sense private.    Only I can imagine that particular elephant, or have my fear of the fall. Of course others might see the terrified look on my face and the way my hands shake.   But only I can experience this particular feeling of fear - or any of my other thoughts.  Further, unlike physical events, I have certain knowledge of my own awareness of my conscious states.   [2: D. Cockburn (Lecture 2 pp.2-8) quite rightly questions 3 of Descartes other arguments.


] 

Or to put the issue facing us differently: while Descartes may share with contemporary materialists the idea that the human body is a machine, he insists that conscious states are nothing like material states.  They are a kind of ‘non-material’ substance.   Descartes (1644:185) sums up the difference as follows: ‘Thus extension in length, breadth, and depth make up the nature of physical substance; and thought makes up the nature of thinking substance’.   So should we say, along with Descartes, that all of our conscious states are substantially different from bodily states?   If we do, there are problems.  

§2.  Problems for Descartes account
Firstly, as Descartes has described them, matter and mind are completely different substances.  However he was impressed by the common-sense evidence that mind and body interact (1641:53).  A pin jabbed into my (material) extended finger is instantly followed by an experience of pain in my (non-material) mind; and the thought in my mind – “remove that pin immediately” - is followed by a bodily action.   But we are told that mind and body are completely different substances.  If they differ so radically, how is this interaction possible?
Descartes knew a great deal of the relevant science of his time.   He points out that the mind is only aware of events that occur in the material brain.  Our sense experiences, for instance, only occur when our sense organs activate the nervous system that transmit perceptual messages to the brain.  Indeed due to his studies of anatomy, Descartes believed he was justified in maintaining that ‘… interaction takes place in what is known as the pineal gland, a small gland at the base of the brain’ (Lecture 3.p.2).  But this tells us where the two substances interact, not how.   Descartes' final view of the matter is that there is no answer to the mystery of interaction.  
Another problem for Descartes is to say how I know you have a mind.  Given his account,  I am directly aware only of my own conscious states, my own thoughts, emotions, pains.  And only I can have access to my conscious states.  But for the same reasons, I cannot have access to any of your conscious states (or those of anyone else).  So how do I know that you and other people have minds?  And even if I accept that you do, how do I know that your mental states are anything like mine?  How do I know, for example, that you and other people would visually experience a green apple in anything like the way I do?   
We have room for one other related problem (there are many more).  On Descartes account, how are we to understand our emotions - like sadness, joy, anger?   A charitable reading of his view[footnoteRef:3] would seem to be that one’s own emotional states are like any other conscious state, accessible by introspection only to the person feeling it, and known infallibly by them.  Thus my awareness of another’s sadness is only possible by analogy with, as Wittgenstein (1963:117) writes ‘…a private, ostensive definition’.   But this fails to explain how we all learn to speak of our emotions and feelings in a more or less uniform way.  More importantly, when we are practically engaged in the world, clearly we do not think analogically from our own case – our own behaviour and utterances in the context in question - to have a clue about the emotions that another person is experiencing.  We directly see and hear another person’s pain, sadness, joy, etc.  As Wittgenstein (1963:213) says: ‘When I see someone writhing in pain with evident cause I do not think; all the same, his feelings are hidden from me’.  I know he is in pain because he is writhing on the floor with a nail through his hand.  Similarly, I say  ‘She is sad’ because I can see her crying; or ‘he is  angry’ because he is cursing at me.   In short, when we are interacting with other human beings, we know another person’s emotional state - their sadness, their anger – simply on the basis of seeing their behaviour and hearing their utterances.  On the other hand, if a person’s sadness, say, is understood as self-enclosed, and seemingly detached from observation (a la Descartes), it is difficult to see why others should think of it is an emotion at all.   Also, with this everyday understanding we have of human behaviour in mind, it is even more difficult to accept Descartes’ contention (we noted earlier) that the human body is no different in kind from a statue or machine.  [3:  A less charitable interpretation is that Descartes thinks that emotions  are (somehow) mechanical, bodily responses.  ] 

 But I must be cautious here.  While I think the analysis of our emotions – and feelings, volitions (like wanting) and perhaps even knowing and believing - in terms of ‘human behaviour and dispositions  to behave’ is sound, there is still a cluster of notions, like mental imagery, perceptual experience, remembering, etc., that make some sort of inner process story seem unavoidable. Consider for instance, the absence of any obvious associated behaviour (or behavioural propensities) when you imagine me falling from the elephant. Of course a satisfactory behaviouristic account of this and the intractable residuum of conscious experiences may be found.   But for present purposes we will assume that this cannot be done.   Nonetheless, there may well be a materialist and scientific way of explaining this residue.  Let us turn to this. 

§3.	A contemporary materialist’s response
The contemporary materialists I have in mind agree with Descartes that the human body is a (kind of) physiological machine.  So for example, they both might set out to explain ‘my seeing an apple’ in terms of light waves stimulating certain of the cones that pack the central part of the retina of my eye.  The cones ‘spike’ or send messages along the optic nerve, which in turn causes a certain pattern of neural motions (certain C-fibres to fire) in my brain.  Along with this, a lot of chemical processes can be identified - sodium, potassium, calcium ions move through tiny openings in a membrane of the brain.  Now both Descartes and the materialist might accept all of this.[footnoteRef:4]   But here is the crucial difference.   [4:  See e.g. Passions of the Soul (1649)  Section 12 & 13 ] 

For our contemporary materialists, my perceptual experience of the apple is nothing over and above this complex set of physical processes.  Similarly, my talk about imaginings, rememberings, etc. really refer to nothing more than complex brain processes. In other words, unlike Descartes, our materialists insist there is only one kind of substance - and this is material substance.  Thus JJC Smart (1963:107) writes: ‘My thesis is that man is a wholly physical mechanism and I frequently express this loosely in the form ‘man is a machine’’.  Or as Daniel Dennett (2017:16) puts it   ‘…the mind is the brain, a material organ with no mysterious extra properties not found in other living organisms.’  More specifically, what I earlier called ‘an intractable residue of conscious experience’ are nothing more than brain processes,  ‘…just neural goings-on in the brain’.     
This kind of contemporary materialism is called psycho-physical identity theory - the relationship between so-called mental states and brain processes is taken to be one of identity. As UT Place (1956:101) writes ‘…we can identify consciousness with a given pattern of brain activity…’   The identification in question he likens to ‘…lightning and a motion of electrical charges…’ (1956:101).  When we speak of lightning most people accept that what we are really referring to is this complex electrical discharge in the clouds.  Similarly when we talk of mental states what is really being referred to are highly complex physical processes in the brain. [footnoteRef:5]        [5:   86 billion of them (neurons) according to Francis Crick (1995: 24)] 

One point in support of the kind of identity posited is that it is well supported by the findings of contemporary science, especially neurophysiology.  It is worth reminding ourselves that the discovery that identified lightning with a complex electrical discharge was not an a priori armchair analysis of what is meant by ‘lightning’.   The breakthrough was in science – not philosophy.   Similarly many of the physical processes that correlate with so-called mental states are now fairly well understood by modern science -  and more and more of them are being discovered.  As Smart (1963:51) notes :…science is increasingly giving us the viewpoint whereby organisms are to be seen as physico-chemical mechanisms’.  Our brains are natural objects - they are made of physical stuff.  Why wouldn’t they be subject to, and explainable in terms of,  natural (physico/electro/chemical) laws?   As Smart (1963:58) points out: the fact that everything else in the world should be explicable in terms of physics ‘...except the occurrence of thoughts and sensations seems to me to be frankly unbelievable’.  And Dennett (2017:15) agrees: ‘Why should anyone expect that consciousness would bifurcate the universe dramatically when even life and reproduction could be accounted for in physico-chemical terms’. 
It might be objected that modern neuroscience hasn’t  actually established such an identity.  But it will do so one day.  As Smart (1963:61) says, in the science of the future all so-called mental states ‘…will be explicable in mechanistic terms’.   Along the same lines, Patricia Churchland (1986:34) maintains that the more neuroscientists discover, the more likely it is ‘…that notions like thought and consciousness will be revised to physical talk about brain processes’. She thinks that this will be made easier if we did away with concepts like ‘doubting’, ‘seeing’, imagining’ and replaced them with descriptions of the relevant neurobiological processes.    Instead of saying  `I am doubting' (referring to a putative mental state) I should say ‘there is an occurrence of a certain brain state in my head’ or that ‘so and-so C-fibres in my brain are firing’.   So, rather than infer a non-material substance (a mind) to account for doubting, thinking, etc.,  why not follow the contemporary materialists and eliminate talk of mental substance entirely - and insist that Descartes was simply referring to different brain processes? 
 We might note, in passing, that by eliminating talk of ‘the mental’ we solve the problem of interaction.  We do not need to say how minds and bodies interact if there are no such thing as minds. Moreover with this reduction, we will have an answer to the other minds problem.   It will be found that all normal human beings have a similar configuration of brain states, such that someone  - anyone - with such-and-such a brain state will experience the colour green, since this is what the colour green experience is - and mutatis mutandis for one’s imagining oneself falling from an elephant.  In this way, the mind is no longer an enigmatic mystery.  Its various states and processes are publicly accessible and can be studied just like anything else in nature.

§4.  Problems for  psycho-physical account
In response to the claims above, one thing that a dualist might emphasise is that our awareness of our own conscious states is subjective - descriptions of our conscious states are in the first-person - whereas the descriptions of brain states (like any physical event) are in the third person.   They are objective.  The referent of the latter kind of description can, in principle, be seen (or otherwise experienced) by other people.  So if mental states are really physical states, they are unusual; quite different from all other physical states.   But our contemporary materialist could accept this.  According to their view, human beings are different from other physical things because of their unique brain and nervous system - but not because they possess a mind. 
Connected with this point, a dualist might point to the fact that the knowledge one has of one’s conscious states is different from one’s knowing any other physical state.   Unlike any other physical state, my reports about my conscious experiences cannot be mistaken.  Let us suppose I am hooked up to a brain-state measuring machine (an electroencephalograph) and the machine says I am in brain state A (say a ‘fear’ brain state).  And suppose that at the same time I insist I feel no fear at all!  Don’t I know better than a machine, or anyone, what my present conscious experience is?  If this is correct, once again, this seems to be an odd material process since one has unerring knowledge of it.  Rather than explore the, let us turn to what I think are a dualist’s most telling objections to contemporary materialism. 
Firstly, everything that is important and distinctive about conscious awareness seems to have been left out of the psycho-physico-identity account.  If we attend to the conscious experiences we have of an object, say, an apple, this is something quite different from neurons firing.   When I look at an apple, my experience is of a green coloured, smallish, round, solid object.  I am not aware of - do not experience - neurons or fibres firing.  My experience of the apple also includes a distinctive smell, a solid feel, a distinctive taste  - what some philosophers call ‘qualia’[footnoteRef:6] – all different in kind to neural processes or chemical reactions.  Open up my brain.   And no matter how sophisticated your apparatus, you will find nothing in there that is green and round, or that gives off a sweet-scented aroma. Similarly, when I imagine myself on an elephant, my experience is (a bit like) the experience of a moving picture of an elephant.  When looking in my brain, this ‘elephant picture’ (sic) will not be found by our neuroscientist - no-matter how sophisticated their apparatus.    Now few dualists would deny that there is a causal connection between such conscious states and brain states; I cannot have a sense impression of an apple, an imagining of an elephant, etc. without the associated, causally effective  brain process.  But they insist, these are quite different phenomena.  There is an unbridgeable gap between these actual experiences and the associated neural activities. [6:  See Nagel (1974:435-450).] 

I have room for two more accompanying problems a dualist might raise.  We are told by our materialist that it will be possible to explain our thoughts and choices in the same way as we explain physical events.  The latter are determined; relations between neural events – and between neural events and behaviour – are governed by deterministic laws.  Our illusion of choice amounts to nothing more than the behaviour of a vast assembly of nerve cells.  So here are the two problems.  Firstly, if there are no such things as non-physical causes - reasons and beliefs as we normally understand them - then it seems pointless for the identity theorist to advocate her view.  Presumably, given our present brain states, we are determined to believe/not-believe the viewpoint she is advancing.  By telling us her view, however, she seems to assume that we are somehow free to consider her reasons, and to choose or to reject identity theory as the most plausible explanation of so-called mental states!   There is another side to this coin.  If as a result of her arguments we can then choose to embrace this form of determinism, then surely the theory is inconsistent.   
Secondly (and even worse), if people always act as they do because they are caused to do so by brain processes, then our hitherto talk of moral deliberation and resolve is misconceived.  There is no room for a non-physically determined rational choice; seemingly no place for thinking things through and in the light of the most compelling reasons, reaching a moral decision and acting upon it.   If this is so, how are we to hold a good-doer or wrongdoer  responsible?  How can they be, if everything they think they morally intend and choose is really caused by a pack of neurons in their brains, which (presumably) they do not intend and about which they are mostly unaware?

§5  Conclusion  
Descartes and some contemporary materialist may share the assumption that the human body is a machine.  But this is relatively unimportant.  I have argued that what is important is the quite different inferences they each make due to this assumption. We began by noting how Descartes, in his pursuit of clear and distinct ideas, went on to make the noteworthy division of the world into the physical and mental - bodies and minds  – two radically different substances.  Yet, at the same time, he maintained there is causal interaction between the two.  Although Descartes had no idea how this connection worked.  
We then noted how contemporary materialists maintain that Descartes has completely misconstrued our so-called minds or the need for them.  The materialism I then focussed on, the psycho-physical identity theory, points to the vast body of evidence accumulated by neuroscience about the physical characteristics of so-called mental states and properties.   And we saw how they go on to argue that mental states are one and the same as brain processes, and can be accounted for in terms of purely physical concepts and laws.  If this is the case, then we would not have the trouble of accounting for mind/body interaction.  And it would avoid the problems of other minds, e.g. of how it is we can talk about another person’s mental states, if (following Descartes) they are private, inner experiences that only the person having them has access to.
 I then tried to defend dualism by asking: Can all of our mental states really be reduced to brain processes in the suggested way? I pointed out that if we pay attention to the conscious experience of the green apple, or of my imagined fall from an elephant, these are quite different from neurons firing.   And I noted that our materialist seems committed to a kind of determinism that would seem to make it pointless for them to argue for their theory anyway; vis. to give independent non-physical reasons/arguments for their view and the subsequent choice this presupposes.  And we noted how this also carries important and unwelcome implications for ethics. 
So what should we make of this fundamental disagreement between the two approaches?   Should we continue to talk of minds in terms of non-physical phenomena, or should we prefer what we might loosely call the scientific approach to the matter?  I can’t find a clinching argument either way.  From the discussion above, it is not clear that anyone can.  Like most issues in philosophy, the investigation needs to continue.    
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