Evaluate the plausibility of mind-body dualism.

When reflecting on the theory of dualism, it is important to note that there are, in western philosophy, two kinds of dualism. One is the platonic conception of dualism, where the mind is an everlasting entity, which has had a previous life in a previous body (Holmes, 2016). This will be continued after the death of the body, the soul, as its own entity is continued. On the platonic model, all knowledge is innate; that is to say we are born with knowledge within us, and through the use of dialectical reasoning, we can unlock this innate knowledge (Holmes, 2016). Another is the dualism proposed by Rene Descartes. He claimed the mind is a separate substance in relation to the body in a literal sense, and that the body is able to function without mind and the mind can exist independently of body. (Descartes, 1642)

The Copernican revolution and advancements made in science by Galileo in the sixteenth and seventeen centuries were perhaps the main influences for Descartes, who was primarily a mathematician who contributed to the scientific revolution (Holmes, 2016). Where Isaac Newton and Newtonian physics is debatably the biggest scientific event in the history of physics, Cartesian mind-body dualism is still one of the most debated theories in modern philosophy.

Voltaire was an open and direct early critic of Descartes’ philosophy of mind but acknowledges his other contributions towards mathematics and science. As I will demonstrate in this essay, his method and ideology still have subtle but major influences in western culture today in twenty-twenty two. 

Descartes’ books Discourse on Method and Meditation are where Descartes turns to the philosophy of mind, seeking to achieve a way to formulate axiomatic, independently verifiable truths, which could be then regarded as universal knowledge. In part four of Discourse on Method he comments “…I want to search for other truths, and having set before myself with the object dealt with by geometers…” and in Meditations “… it must be admitted that some and more universal kinds of things are real” (Descartes, p63). From these extracts we can clearly see that a pattern within both works with reference to mathematics and formulating knowledge, runs throughout both texts. 

The concept of dualism is expressed and explained in Discourse on Method

I went on to describe the rational soul… it cannot be extracted from the potentiality of matter, but must be speciality created; and how it is not enough for it to dwell in the human body like a pilot of a ship… in order to have additional feelings… like ours, and so make up a true man, it must be joined and united to the body 
(Descartes, 1642 p43)

This statement offers an early descriptive account of Cartesian dualism. First Descartes makes the claim that the soul cannot be formulated and created out of material matter, rather it is created by what is considered as the main power within the universe. This, most religious thinkers both then and now consider to be God. In the second part of the statement, he compares the body to a ship and the mind to the pilot. This is a simple but effective analogous argument which implies the body is a mere mechanistic machine, which only functions when another separate entity, the soul, is actively functioning and directing the body. Thus, it avoids the dangers and perils of life on its journey through time and space, much like the pilot of a ship must navigate through and around storms to reach the safety of shore.

In Meditations Descartes is explicitly trying to find the axiomatic first principal of the self; that is to say he attempts to find the source of consciousness (cogito). His method in meditations is to implore a form of scepticism in order to reveal what truth is in the universe. This is clear within the second paragraph of the text where he stresses 

… I must withhold assent no less carefully from what is not plainly certain and indubitable than from what is obviously false; so the discovery of some reason for doubt as regards each opinion will justify the rejection of all. 
(Descartes, 1642 p61)

The rejection of all opinions is the method Descartes applies to reach the conclusion that the mind is all we can be certain of. Contrary to the British empiricist movement, the rejection of the senses is puts-forth by Descartes, for illusions dreams and hallucinations are the causes to doubt the reliability of sense perceptions (Holmes, 2006). These, in his form of reasoning hinder the way of achieving objective and universal knowledge. This is significant because from this first analysis, the introspective method is continued by Descartes, drawing inferences from the mind. This is clearly stated in the second Meditation where he defines sensation, not as external influences stimulating nerves to create both physical and mental sensations but that, “… sensation, precisely so regarded, is nothing but an act of consciousness” (Descartes, 1642, p68) This definition of sensation separates the mind from the body and external world influences that affect all humans, both directly and indirectly.
He provides and concludes in part of his second meditation the base idea of what he considers to be the self. He declares What am I? A conscious being (res cogitans). What is that? A being that doubts, understands, asserts, denies, is willing, is unwilling; furthermore, that has sense and imagination (Descartes, 1642, p70) The former part of this excerpt is a summary of his investigations in the first and much of the second meditation. In the latter part where he mentions imagination is explored further in the subsequent meditations.

At start of the third meditation, he continues this form of reasoning by stating he will reject all sense impressions, as he describes them as “vain illusions” (Descartes, 1642, p76) and explains how his method will be to “…discourse with myself alone and look more deeply into myself” (Descartes, 1642, p76). It is not until the sixth and final meditation that further clear conclusions are drawn, where Descartes choses a theistic argument of which innate ideas are derived. “I ought to hold the existence of God with at least the same degree of certainty as I have so far held mathematical truths” (Descartes, 1642, p111)
In order to prove the existence of God, he starts to explain the concept of a triangle. A triangle’s three corners must geometrically be equal to the sum of one-hundred and eighty degrees for the shape to be considered a triangle. If the dimensions of a triangle were varied to where they did not match one-hundred and eighty, (Holmes, 2006) it would no longer be a triangle. This descriptive analysis of a mathematical truth in comparison to a mathematical error leads Descartes to the following conclusion “[t]hus is there is a great difference between such false suppositions and my genuine innate ideas, among which the first and chief is my idea of God” (Descartes, 1642, p115) This again is a pivotal conclusion for Descartes, as he combines two other central parts of dualism, which are the argument for knowledge being and innate along with the concept of a metaphysical entity having some form of direct influence amongst all. 

Whereas Descartes was not completely accepted within his time, his influence on subsequent philosophers is undeniable, with Benedict Spinoza and George Berkely furthering Descartes’ introspective psychology to produce their own works and concepts (Russel, 1942). In opposition to Descartes ideas were John Locke and Voltaire. John Locke formed his own systems founded on the discoveries made by Newton, arguably starting off the age of enlightenment. Voltaire puts forth the most direct opposition to Descartes’ philosophy of mind and the conception of dualism. In one of his early philosophical publications “Letters on England” he writes “Our Descartes, born to discover the errors of antiquity, and at the  same time to substitute his own… throws a cloud over the minds of the greatest men…” (Voltaire, 2006) In this part analysis, Voltaire recognises the innovation in Descartes’ purpose of developing a psychology of mind, but draws, in Voltaire’s opinion, false conclusions, which has thrown “…a cloud of the minds of the greatest of men…” This is a direct reference to the creation of the mind body dualism. Voltaire had several relevant objections and attempted proofs to counter the solipsistic inferences championed by Cartesian thinkers.

The mechanistic approach to nature and the argument for rejection sense perception is criticized by Voltaire. That a body can exist without mind and vice versa is an illogical and contradictory conclusion with empirical evidence arguing the contrary. Voltaire goes further and argues it is illogical to suppose that animals and other beings have no souls. When discussing animals Voltaire demonstrates the intelligence of animals. He uses an example of how a person can train a dog to perform certain tasks, of which it will form a memory of, and in the process form a memory of that person also and form and emotional attachment also. An emotional attachment can be observed between the two as when the dog sees the “…master it loves… shows its joy by cries of delight, by its leaps, by its caresses.” Voltaire proceeds to give a biological account of animals, and how their nerves organs are similar to ours also arguing “Answer me mechanist, has nature arranged all the means of feeling in this animal, so that it may not feel?... Do not suppose this impertinent contradiction in nature.” (Voltaire) In this argument Descartes is rhetorically asking if all the nerves and sensory organs that occur in animals are to no avail? Scornfully answering in his typical dismissive style when faced with propositions he found to be ridiculously false.

This is a reoccurring argument within Voltaire’s work. He also references other philosophers who criticised the dualistic approach. One of which was Pierre Gassendi, who was a contemporary and open critic of Descartes who argued,

It is true that you know what you think, but you are ignorant of what spices of substance you are, you who think. Thus although the operation of thought is known to you, the principal of your essence is hidden from you; and you do not know what is the nature of this substance, one of the operations is to think. You are like a blind man who, feeling the heat from the sun and being informed that is caused by the sun, thinks he has a clear and distinct idea of this luminary… [thinks] it is a thing that heats (Voltaire, Gassendi)

Gassendis criticism focuses on what he believes to be the false idea of a separate “soul” substance created by Descartes argument for rejecting the senses. Gassendi continues by saying Descartes has no “clear and distinct” (Descartes, 1642) awareness of the mind and or soul. For Gassendu the only clear conclusion Descartes has stated is that he is a thing that thinks. Descartes sceptical introspective method is then summarised in the latter part of the excerpt where he is compared to a blind man who draws only partial knowledge. He goes on to say Descartes rejection of the senses hinders his investigations for any form of knowledge with his analogy of a blind man. If a blind man were to ask the cause of heat on a summer’s day were to be told the cause was the sun, would only conclude that the sun’s only essence is heat, which is only part of multiple attributes of the sun.

In conclusion a purely Cartesian dualism is perhaps not completely plausible, the general concept itself is still alive and well in the twenty first century. We can find evidence of these inferences of the separation of mind and body in our modern-day language. The phrase “finding oneself” does not refer to an individual seeking clarity of the direct special awareness to formulate an understanding of location but is reference to an introspective thought process in which the individual is seeking for a deeper comprehension and understanding of themselves. This is typically through a deductive method similar to the Cartesian approach to knowledge of self. References to the “minds-eye” is scattered throughout “Meditations” when he imagines pictorial images in his mind. The “Minds-eye” is a common phrase in the modern age when people are reflecting or meditating.

I believe introspective reasoning itself can have many advantages in reflection to find self-understanding, however using it as the only tool to find all knowledge is an illogical and irrational stance to maintain. Although our sense perceptions can deceive us, as well as emotions, the exclusion of the external world only exacerbates the problem rather than resolves it. 

Achieving axiomatic knowledge is an impossible task both empirically and introspectively. Although many Newtons laws remain, further advancements in science have led to the discovery of new particles and planets done through empirical means but falls short of any definitive answers of how new particles and planets operate (Tyson, 2021). Cognitive science and neuroscience has also advanced significantly since Descartes time but still falls short of explaining the metaphysical inferences experienced in life and posed by religious figures and philosophisers. (Sapolsky, 2017)

Voltaire pronounces, “I confess my ignorance, therefore I avow that four hundred thousand tomes of metaphysics will not teach us what our soul is” (Voltaire) I believe this to be an eternal truth for both scientific and philosophical discovery, a definitive answer always eludes us. 
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