2: The immaterial soul

A traditional view holds that the real person is the ‘soul’: a non-material entity that is ‘lodged in’ the body but is quite distinct from it. It is an unchanging core to a person. Being a simple thing, it is, by its nature, immortal.

   A possible problem for this view arises from the question: what grounds could we have, given this view, for any of our judgements about who anyone is? How could we tell that this body contains the same soul as it did yesterday? It might be thought that at least I can know this in my own case. But that is not clear.

   Another problem may arise from the question: what conditions must be satisfied if it is to be true that a particular soul is the same soul as some earlier one? If we take seriously the idea that a soul is a non-material thing with no position in space we will see that this question does stand in need of an answer (since an answer in terms of spatial-temporal continuity is not possible), and that it is not clear what answer there could be. 

‘.... because, on the one hand, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in as far as I am only a thinking and unextended thing, and as, on the other hand, I possess a distinct idea of body, in as far as it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is certain that I (that is, my mind, by which I am when I am) am entirely and truly distinct from my body, and may exist without it.’ (Rene Descartes, Meditations on the First Philosophy (1641), pp 132-3)

‘So that it must, in fine, be maintained, all things being maturely and carefully considered, that this proposition I am, I exist, is necessarily true each time it is expressed by me, or conceived in my mind.’ (Descartes, Meditations on the First Philosophy (1641), p 86)

'I thence concluded that I was a substance whose whole essence or nature consists only in thinking, and which, that it may exist, has need of no place...' (Descartes, Discourse on Method (1637), p. 27).  

‘A part of a person is a manifest absurdity. When a man loses his estate, his health, his strength, he is still the same person, and has lost nothing of his personality. If he has a leg or an arm cut off, he is the same person he was before. The amputated member is no part of his person, otherwise it would have a right to part of his estate, and be liable for a part of his engagements. It would be entitled to a share of his merit and demerit, which is manifestly absurd. A person is something indivisible … My thoughts, and actions, and feelings, change every moment; they have no continued, but a successive existence; but that self or I, to which they belong, is permanent, and has the same relation to all the succeeding thoughts, actions and feelings which I call mine.’ (Thomas Reid (1710-96), Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, p 202)

‘It is as if I were to say: “You surely know what ‘It is 5 o’clock here’ means; so you also know what ‘It’s 5 o’clock on the sun’ means. It means simply that it is just the same time there as it is here when it is 5 o’clock.” – The explanation by means of identity does not work here. For I know well enough that one can call 5 o’clock here and 5 o’clock there “the same time”, but what I do not know is in what cases one is to speak of its being the same time here and there.’ (Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (1953), *350)

Some questions:

(i) Pick out the premises and the conclusion of Descartes’ argument in the first passage. Express these in your own words. Is the argument valid?

(ii) Can Descartes know, or have grounds for believing, that each time he says ‘I am’ he is speaking of the same person? (See second quote.)

(iii) Summarise in your own words Reid’s argument for the claim that: ‘A person is something indivisible’. Is it a good argument?

