What is Cartesian Dualism? Is it a Defensible Metaphysical Position?

What is Cartesian Dualism? Cartesian Dualism is a theory based on the notion that “the nature of the mind (a thinking, non-extended thing) is completely different from that of the body (an extended, non-thinking thing), and therefore it is possible for one to exist without the other” (Skirry, 2022). The aim of this essay is to explore the theory of Cartesian Dualism presented by René Descartes and discuss whether it can be recognised as a defensible metaphysical position within the field of philosophy. In doing so, significant areas of knowledge subject to the theory of Cartesian Dualism rests within the six meditations, presented in his masterpiece book, titled Key Philosophical Writings (1997). However, Cartesian Dualism has come under major criticism for its simplicity and lack of intellect. Therefore, this essay will also study arguments of critique presented against the mind-body problem and will draw on Gilbert Ryle’s critique in his book, titled The Concept of the Mind (1949). 
First and foremost, in order to understand the theory of Cartesian Dualism and whether it can be identified as a defensible metaphysical position, it is important to outline and understand Descartes’ Method of Doubt, also known as the Cartesian Method of Doubt (Blaschko and Sullivan, 2022). René Descartes’ Cartesian Method of Doubt can be recognised as a theory of ‘methodological scepticism’ (Grene, 1999, p. 554), where one is sceptical and doubts the truth and certainty of all beliefs. In order to obtain a stable foundation for true knowledge, Descartes established the primary principles of philosophy (Broughton, 2002, p. 1), by constructing six meditations, that he titled Meditations on First Philosophy (Cottingham, 2008, p. 21). 
In the First Meditation, Descartes emphasises the increasing number of false beliefs that have been constructed from his early youth and the necessity to eradicate all the opinions that he had previously accepted (Descartes, 1997, p. 134), in order to reconstruct the foundations of knowledge (Cottingham, 2008, p. 21). Reconstructing the foundations of knowledge involves questioning everything for the purpose of determining whether the sciences are trustworthy (Alison, 2011). According to Descartes, false beliefs tend to emerge “from the senses or through the senses” (Descartes, 1997, p. 135), for example, when looking at something far away, it appears small (Broughton, 2002, p. 62). Therefore, he begins to eliminate the reliability and inaccuracy of all sensory observations (Cottingham, 2008, p. 21). In order to explain his findings, he presents the argument of dreaming to question the basic beliefs that people get from their senses (Broughton, 2002, p. 1), that being sight, smell, taste, hearing and touch (Broughton, 2002, p. 21). The First Meditation describes a man “sitting by the fire in a dressing gown with a paper in his hands” (Descartes, 1997, p. 135). Descartes highlights the possibility that the illustration provided here may be sourced in one’s dream (Descartes, 1997, p. 135), or they may be in a state of mental illness (Alison, 2011). While it may be believed that they have an accurate perception of their existence, they could be sleeping or restricted to a psychiatric hospital (Broughton, 2002, p. 62). It is therefore very possible to doubt (Descartes, 1997, p. 135), thus, signifying the absence of reliable indications to, with certainty, separate wakefulness from sleep (Descartes, 1997, p. 136). As a result, Descartes discovers that common sense perceptions of everyday life should not entirely be trusted (Alison, 2011). 
Furthermore, Descartes develops this argument by claiming that one’s sense-based beliefs along with the elements of life that people understand ‘clearly and distinctly,’ for example, that a square has four sides or that two and three make five, cannot provide a foundation for knowledge because of the possibility that God or an evil demon may be deceiving them. God’s abilities are questioned through stating that an all-powerful God is more than capable of ensuring that the earth, the sky, the colours and shapes and all places do not genuinely exist, even though they are visible and appear to exist (Descartes, 1997, p. 137). During this period, it was absurd to question God’s existence (Blaschko and Sullivan, 2022), which is why Descartes applied the example of an evil demon as a possible deceiver of judgement (Descartes, 1997, p. 137). Descartes concludes that as there is no certainty regarding one’s dreaming experience or the presence of God or a malicious demon as a deceiver, so, it must be accepted that one’s beliefs are false because there is nothing formerly thought to be true, of which cannot to some degree be doubted (Descartes, 1997, p. 137). 
The Second Meditation reinforces this position with Descartes claiming that “nothing has ever existed” (Descartes, 1997, p. 139), suggesting that all thoughts are narratives created in the mind (Descartes, 1997, p. 139). At this moment, Descartes begins to value his existence as something certain and indisputable (Alison, 2011), reaching the belief that his being, for as long as he is a thinking thing or a thing that thinks, must exist and is therefore, beyond question (Descartes, 1997, p. 140). Although, Descartes raises concern over the unknown, stressing the lack of understanding for his being and the likelihood of falling into error (Blaschko and Sullivan, 2022). For this reason, Descartes revisits his former beliefs of his self that he feels are certain and unquestionable (Descartes, 1997, p. 139). In doing so, Descartes identifies a number of physical characteristics associated with his being, such as the face, the bones and flesh known as the human body or matter (Descartes, 1997, p. 141). According to Descartes, the human body “can be defined by a certain figure: something which can be confined in a certain place, and which can fill a given space; be perceived either by touch, or by sight, or by hearing, or by taste, or by smell” and has the power to feel and think (Descartes, 1997, p. 141). 
However, in the absence of trusting the senses, Descartes sought to acquire knowledge that was perceived as being independent from one’s senses and experiences and therefore separate from the body altogether (Blaschko and Sullivan, 2022). When studying the attributes of the soul, Descartes learns that thought is a quality belonging to the self, separate of the body (Descartes, 1997, p. 141). In this case, it is the mind, an immaterial, nonextended substance, that makes a being human and provides a person with a self, because “a thing which thinks…is a thing which doubts, understands, affirms, denies…imagines and feels” (Descartes, 1997, p. 143). Thus, demonstrating that the self that thinks cannot be doubted because it is the self that is actively doubting, supposedly proving that the self is the foundation for knowledge. As a result, Descartes emphasises, with certainty, his existence because his thought process of doubting all beliefs, demonstrates the ability of a thinking mind, that being able to doubt means being able to think, and hence, “I think therefore I exist” (Descartes, 1997, p. 92). 
Nevertheless, while Descartes emphasises the self as aware, conscious and the source of knowledge, at this point, he has been unsuccessful in proving the existence of the physical body or external world. With the aim of achieving this outcome, Descartes looked to place God at the heart of his theoretical and methodical system (Cottingham, 2008, p. 351). Although, initially, Descartes sought to apply reasoning to establish humans as rational beings. He employs the example of the sun to demonstrate the process of reasoning. Firstly, it becomes visible that there is a significant difference between the sun itself and the ideas that one perceives of the sun in their immaterial mind (Descartes, 1997, p. 151). The presentation of the sun within the mind, that has derived from the senses, displays the sun as being exceptionally small, in comparison to astronomical reasonings where the sun actually exists to be many times larger than the earth (Descartes, 1997, p. 152). Evidently, both concepts of the sun presented here are unable to resemble the same sun, and therefore, it is only through the process of reasoning and not experience that one is able to learn true knowledge of the world (Descartes, 1997, p. 152).
Nonetheless, Descartes argues that without securely establishing the existence of God, it is impossible to acquire a reliable system of knowledge for the material world (Cottingham, 2008, p. 351). For Descartes, in order to believe in the external world, it is fundamental to explore the ontological argument of questioning the existence of God as a deceiver (Descartes, 1997, p. 149). Consequently, in the third meditation, Descartes claims that he has a clear and distinct conception of God in the mind, that God is an “infinite, independent, all-knowing and all-powerful” (Descartes, 1997, p. 156) being. This clear and distinct conception has evidently been embedded in human beings by God, for the reason that the belief in a supremely perfect and infinite being, could not have been constructed from a finite and imperfect mind (Cottingham, 2008, p. 351), that has only the potential to exist (Descartes, 1997, p. 158). As a result, Descartes concludes that it would be impossible to exist or possess the belief of a perfect being if God Himself did not exist (Descartes, 1997, p. 161). Hence, the notion that God acts as a guarantor of the existence of the external world, and therefore, would not permit a being to be deceived by their senses (Descartes, 1997, p. 161). Ultimately, Descartes has achieved a position that determines “that the nature of the mind, recognised as a thinking, indivisible, non-extended thing (Descartes, 1997, p. 181), and the body, an extended, divisible, non-thinking thing” (Descartes, 1997, p. 181), are totally separate from one another and could exist independently of each other – a thesis called Cartesian Dualism, or Mind-Body Dualism (Skirry, 2022). However, it is crucial to acknowledge that unless you believe in Descartes’ conception of God as a guarantor for the external world, and or, his views regarding clear and distinct ideas, it appears pertinent to state that one will subsequently not be convinced by his theory. Further to this, Descartes’ philosophies about God are based on processing clear and distinct ideas, and his philosophies concerning clear and distinct ideas are themselves intertwined with his claims about the existence of God, thereby creating a circular argument which is problematic (Rose, 1965, p. 80). This is called the Cartesian Circle (Rose, 1965, p. 80). 
Over the years René Descartes’ theory of Cartesian Dualism, as a defensible metaphysical position, has been challenged and rejected by many philosophers. To summarise, in the philosophy of mind, Cartesian Dualism is the theory that the world comprises two separate and incompatible categories of substance, known as the mental (mind) and the physical (body) (Robinson, 2020). In other words, Descartes’ theory is based on the notion that the mind is able to exist and continue without the body. However, with Descartes’ established mind existing independently from the body, the philosophical issue created can be recognised as the ‘mind-body problem,’ involving the connection between the mind and the body (Mohammed, 2012, p. 100). For Descartes, the mind and body are deeply linked and connected through their exchange of interactions (Alison, 2011). For example, when considering motion, Descartes claims that it is only through the influence of the mind that material things are able to move or be moved (Alison, 2011). Though, Descartes has been unsuccessful in explaining how two completely separate substances, the mind and the body, are able to interact for the purpose of implementing motion (Alison, 2011). From this information, it appears to demonstrate a gap within Descartes’ theory, thus, indicating a lack of knowledge and significant exposure to criticism. 
Correspondingly, Gilbert Ryle (1949), a British philosopher primarily known for his systematic challenge and critique of Cartesian Dualism (Cottingham, 2008, p. 251) would argue that this theory is not a defensible metaphysical position. This is because Ryle totally disagrees with the belief that the visible world of matter, or body, is somehow separate to the inner spectacle of the mind (Cottingham, 2008, p. 251). In order to underline the absurdity of the Cartesian Dualism theory, Ryle employed the phrase of ‘The Ghost in the Machine’ (Ryle, 2000, P.17). Equally, for Ryle, anyone that believes in this theory is making a ‘category mistake’ (Ryle, 2000, P.17) because it is simply a philosophical myth (Cottingham, 2008, p. 253) and holds nothing substantial. As a means to verify his argument, he applies the analogy of a university. In this instance, a visitor “attending Oxford or Cambridge is shown a number of colleges, libraries, playing fields, museums, scientific departments and administrative offices” (Cottingham, 2008, p. 253), however, requests the location of the university. It is at this point that the visitor has made a category mistake by separating the university as existing alongside the other surrounding buildings, when, in reality, it is the varying buildings that make up the university (Cottingham, 2008, p. 253). Ryle applies this analogy to determine that Descartes’ theory is inaccurate and unable to hold any significance because of the impossibility of sourcing a suitable account for the corresponding nature of activity that takes place between the mind and body (Cottingham, 2008, p. 251). 
As a result of both the mind-body problem and Gilbert Ryle’s critique, evidently, Cartesian Dualism is not a defensible metaphysical position. This has been demonstrated via the mind-body argument where Descartes, throughout the entirety of the theory, has been unable to provide a logical explanation on the interaction between two completely separate substances. Likewise, Gilbert Ryle’s argument reveals the inconsistencies of Descartes’ theory, that while aiming to discover the foundations for knowledge, it is apparent that he himself lacks the considerable knowledge on the mental capacities of human beings. 
This essay has evaluated René Descartes’ theory of Cartesian Dualism, while contemplating criticisms presented by the mind-body problem and Gilbert Ryle’s theory of ‘The Ghost in the Machine,’ and his critique concerning what he calls Descartes’ ‘category mistake.’ Evidently, Descartes has sought to eradicate all previously accepted opinions, in order to reconstruct the foundations of knowledge. Nevertheless, while Descartes provides significant consideration to the separation of the mind from the body, this argument appears weak and ineffective because of his inability to demonstrate a respectable account on how two separate entities are able to interact and come together to work as one. Descartes’ position on the mind and body is notably criticised in this essay because he relies solely on the ideas that are not able to be proven. For example, whether there is a God, or a malicious demon that could be a possible deceiver. Likewise, for Descartes, without securely establishing the existence of God, it is impossible to acquire a reliable system of knowledge for the material world. Unfortunately, much of the information presented in support of his theory can easily be doubted by others. Therefore, highlighting Cartesian Dualism as an inadequate defensible metaphysical position. 
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