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Are there compelling grounds for accepting Descartes’s understanding of his relation to his own body?
In 1641, René Descartes first published his most known work, ‘meditations’. It has been suggested that it holds the title for the most written about philosophical text. [footnoteRef:1] Meditations provides an account of a ‘meditator’ who has decided to go on a journey of doubt, thoroughly working through any thoughts or common assumptions one might have, and showing that these can be doubted.[footnoteRef:2] The method of doubt is a major part of Descartes’ philosophy, it allows him to make his famous proclamation of ‘” I am, I exist” is necessarily true every time I utter it or conceive of it in my mind’.[footnoteRef:3] One of the reasons for the extensive literature on the meditations is because of the controversial understanding it introduced in the seventeenth Century. Descartes goal was to produce a ‘purely mechanistic natural philosophy’, something quite different to the views of Descartes’ Jesuit associates.[footnoteRef:4] Descartes creates a separation between mind and body, the physical body, and the non-physical or non-material mind/ soul.[footnoteRef:5] One of the major problems for Descartes is the relationship between mind and body. Descartes throughout his works suggests that the mind is separate and outside the physical limitations of the material body. However, he simultaneously describes the unity of mind and body as a singular thing.[footnoteRef:6] This can present Descartes with a problem because it creates a confusion and incoherence. Throughout this essay, I will show the arguments for mind-body separation and give reasons for their incoherence. I will outline one of the arguments for why Descartes believes that the mind is separate from the body, named the argument from doubt. I will argue that this argument presented does not give us compelling ground to accept Descartes view. Secondly, I will look at what Descartes has said between the relationship of mind and body, for example the understanding of the body as a machine. I will use this as evidence of further incoherence. I will conclude that Descartes does not provide a compelling case for his understanding of the relationship between mind and body. [1:  Enrique Chavez-Arvizo, ‘Introduction’, in Descartes Key Philosophical Writings (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth editions, 1997). p.xv.]  [2:  Enrique Chavez-Arvizo, ‘Introduction’, (1997). p.xv.]  [3:  Roger Ariew, Readings in Modern Philosophy. Vol. 1 Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz and Associated Texts (Indianapolis Hackett, 2000) p.30.]  [4:  Desmond M Clarke, ‘introduction’, in Meditations and Other Metaphysical Writings (London; New York: Penguin, 2003) p.xxix.]  [5:  Desmond M. Clarke, ‘introduction’, (2003) pp.xxix-xxx.]  [6:  Clarke, (2003) p.xxxii] 

To begin to understand the Cartesian relationship between mind and body, we must first understand the argument presented by Descartes for the mind and body separation. The ‘what we can doubt’ argument can be found in Discourse on method where he recollects his ideas mentioned in meditations.[footnoteRef:7] Using the method of doubt, the meditator eliminates all preconceptions and beliefs we have about reality, for example, any mathematical truths, that two plus two is equal to four, or scientific laws such as Gravity. Descartes suggests that we can imagine a world where everything we thought was true is false, the only thing we cannot deny is that we exist.[footnoteRef:8] Descartes comes to this conclusion because for something to have the capacity to doubt, there must be something that exists necessarily, to allow the doubt to happen. This is our mind/soul.[footnoteRef:9] According to Descartes, if there is nothing doing the doubting the entire process is meaningless. Descartes writes: [7:  David Cockburn, ‘Descartes: The Distinction between mind and body’ Lecture notes, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022.) p.1.]  [8:  René Descartes, Roger Ariew, ‘Discourse on Method’ in Philosophical Essays and Correspondence (Hackett Publishing, 2000) pp.60-61.]  [9:  René Descartes, Desmond M Clarke, Meditations and Other Metaphysical Writings (London; New York: Penguin, 2003) p.24.] 

 I could pretend that I had no body and that there was no world nor any place where I was, I could not pretend, on that account, that I did not exist at all; and that, on the contrary, from the very fact that I thought of doubting the truth of other things, it followed very evidently and very certainly that I existed; whereas, on the other hand, had I simply stopped thinking, even if all the rest of what I had ever imagined had been true, I would have had no reason to believe that I existed. From this I knew I was a substance the whole essence or nature of which is simply to think, and which in order to exist, has no need of any place nor depend on any material thing.[footnoteRef:10] [10: René Descartes, ‘Discourse on Method’ (2000) p.61] 


This excerpt clearly summarises the argument that Descartes is making. Descartes is suggesting that there is a clear separation between the material, physical body and everything in the world, and the thinking self, the ‘I’, which we can call the soul or mind.
The argument can be summarised as follows:
· Premise 1: I can doubt that material substances exist (including my physical body).
· Premise 2: I cannot doubt that my non-material mind exists.
· Conclusion: Therefore, my mind must be something distinct from my body.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  David Cockburn, ‘Descartes: The Distinction between mind and body’ (2022.) p.2.] 

This argument seems very flawed. The argument follows the form of deductive reasoning, for example, if we accept both premises as true, then Descartes would argue that we must accept the conclusion. This means that if we accept that premises are indeed true, Descartes has won. He might have successfully convinced us that his argument is coherent. However, does the conclusion lead from the premises? This is something we will address later, but for now let us focus on the premises. David Cockburn argued that if we are not convinced that the premises are true, the argument becomes incoherent.[footnoteRef:12] He argues that while we might accept the second premise, that my mind must exist, the first premise may be harder to accept. I would agree that the second premise seems to be true, for there to be a thought or doubt, there must be something behind those thoughts. For example, for me to doubt that there is a table in front of me, there must be something in control of the doubting process. Without the concept of a mind, or something at the helm of our thoughts, we would struggle to understand how we could possibly be able to doubt. The ability to doubt is evidence that there must be a mind. How could one think without a thinker? To me this seems more than reasonable, the ability to create thoughts is dependent on something that can make those thoughts happen. Therefore, I agree with Cockburn that the second premise does not provide us with an issue. [12:  Cockburn, (2022), p.3.] 

The first premise begins to cause problems for Descartes because can we really doubt that we have a body? Descartes believes that we can, he uses the example of dreams to suggest that we are unsure whether I am awake or asleep in this current moment. He writes:
 This head which I am shaking is not heavy with sleep. I extend this hand consciously and deliberately, and I feel it. Such things would not be so distinct for someone who is asleep. As if I did not recall having been deceived on other occasions even by similar thoughts in my dreams! As I consider these matters more carefully, I see so plainly that there are no definitive signs by which to distinguish being awake from being asleep. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  René Descartes, Roger Ariew, ‘Meditations on First Philosophy’ in Philosophical Essays and Correspondence (Hackett Publishing, 2000) p.105.] 


While it might appear that there is an obvious difference between sleeping and being awake, Descartes argued that there are circumstances, that we think is real but are most certainly not. Vivid dreams are one example of how the line between being awake and in a dream becomes significantly blurred. Descartes gives the example of him sitting down, in his dressing gown by the fire, while he is asleep, undressed in his bed.[footnoteRef:14] This is an example of a vivid dream, one of the defining features is the undeniably realistic nature of what is presented in these dreams. In Descartes case, what makes it difficult to distinguish between sleep and being awake is that there is a crossover of experiences. For example, because I have experienced, being awake, in my dressing gown by the fire in the real world and in a dream too, it becomes increasingly difficult to determine which state you are in. Some of Descartes opponents have suggested that his concerns over dreams are based on dreams he had in his life.[footnoteRef:15] This gives us an insight into why dreams are important for cartesian thought, if Descartes experienced these vivid dreams first hand, he would have experienced this difficulty of clearly seeing if he was dreaming or not.  [14:  René Descartes, ‘Meditations on First Philosophy’ (2000) p.105.]  [15:  Jennifer M. Windt, ‘Dreams and Dreaming’, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, (2015) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2021/entries/dreams-dreaming/>] 

The example of vivid dreams may give credibility to Descartes viewpoint, at least it seems to show that there are examples of dreaming that do cause an almost hallucinogenic feeling towards what is real and what is a dream. However, the big problem is that vivid dreams are only a small section of typical dreams we experience, most dreams are fuelled by the imagination[footnoteRef:16], and bear little resemblance to the real world, or appear as wish-fulfilment where subconscious desires are realised in the forms of dreams. To me this seems like a flaw in Descartes argument because if we want to suggest that I cannot tell the difference between reality and dreaming, the dreams will need to be constantly vivid which makes it hard to distinguish which reality is true. The common separation between differing dream states, in my opinion causes problems for Descartes because just because there are instances of highly realistic dreams, does not by any means suggest that I do not have a body. If we were to ignore this critique and agree with Descartes that we cannot tell the difference between dreams and reality, he wants to conclude that we may be dreaming that we have a material body.[footnoteRef:17] But can we really accept that? [16:  Windt, ‘Dreams and Dreaming’, (2015) ]  [17:  Cockburn, (2022), p.4.] 

One critique of Descartes argument of having no body is that he contradicts himself. John Cook suggests that his use of language implies that he wants to ‘have his cake and eat it’.[footnoteRef:18] By using the meditators experience of dreaming, he is unknowingly holding on to a conception of the body. If you want to argue that the body is indeed a dream, you cannot use the example of dreaming to do so. Cook Writes: [18:  Cockburn, (2022), p.4.] 

 But then comes the wedge: 'suppose even that I have no such hand, no such body'. Here we must call a halt. We were to think of Descartes as a man who, undressed and in bed, often dreams. It was only with that understanding that we were able to take his first step with him. Does this still stand? If so, what is this 'body' that he now supposes himself not to have? Can he, without this 'body', sleep, either calmly or restlessly, and dream? Or has Descartes unwittingly contradicted himself here?[footnoteRef:19] [19:  John Cook, ‘Human Beings’, in Studies in the Philosophy of Wittgenstein (New York: Humanities Press, 1969), p. 123.] 

The Cartesian argument is fatally flawed according to Cook, we mentioned earlier that just because the premises may be true, it does not mean that the conclusion necessarily is true. This is exactly what Cook has shown us in this extract. While he certainly disproves of the premises, he is suggesting that the conclusion that Descartes reaches is a contradiction. When we begin the meditations, we are introduced to the meditator, he is a person who sleeps, eats, and dreams. This is fine, but when Descartes introduces the idea that we are not our body, you cannot use something from the material world to argue that it does not exist. When Descartes uses dreams as a solution to the mind and body divide, he has unknowingly fallen into a trap where he has used features only available in the material world to disprove the material world. It would be absurd if we argued that dreaming is a non-material function, sleeping requires a material body, dreams are something that necessarily must have a material body to exist. A dream without a body, could be said not to be a dream at all. Sleep is an essential element to dreaming because sleep is a function of the body, we sleep to rest our bodies, during sleep our body rejuvenates dead or damage cells which are essential to bodily function.[footnoteRef:20] We do not dream when we are awake, it is when we sleep that dreams occur. I find Cook’s critique very convincing, by finding Descartes’ error we have put into doubt his entire body and mind argument. You cannot argue that the body does not exist by using something necessary for dreaming. [20:  National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke, ‘Brain Basics: Understanding Sleep | National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke’, (www.ninds.nih.gov, 2022) ] 

In this section, we have addressed Descartes’ argument from doubt, that if our bodies do not exist, we must be something entirely separate from the body, which is the mind. Descartes, first argument from doubt does not convince me that there is a mind-body divide in the way that Descartes describes it. Unfortunately, he does not give me sufficient reason to suggest that I do not have a body, if Descartes is unable to convince me that we must only be our mind, I think that the argument is therefore, unconvincing. By first addressing the argument for his mind-body separation, we can now begin to understand the relationship between this separation. For example, we now know that Descartes believes that we are our mind. But one of the criticisms is how can the body and soul interact with one another?
According to Cockburn, Descartes creates confusion from his earlier statements in meditations, he seems to be backtracking on his idea that the mind and body are linked.[footnoteRef:21] For example, in meditation six Descartes writes: [21:  David Cockburn, ‘Descartes and his body’ Lecture notes, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022.) p.1.] 

I am present in my body not merely in the way a sailor is present in a ship, but that I am tightly joined and, so to speak, comingled with it, so much so that and the body constitute one single thing.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Descartes, ‘Meditations on First Philosophy’, (2000), p.136.] 

Cockburn argues that this passage is troublesome, there are two differing ideas intertwined in here. For example, ‘the body constitute one single thing’, this seems rather different from Descartes’ argument we were referring to earlier. In earlier sections of the meditation, especially meditation two, Descartes is making sure we are separated from our bodies and wishes us to disregard the idea that our bodies are real, because they could be doubted. This seems opposed to that, it implies that the body is a necessary feature of what makes, I, I. On the other hand, the language choices of ‘so to speak’, suggests to me that the understanding that Descartes is putting forward is an unusual way of understanding the mind and body. The phase ‘so to speak’ can be defined as ‘to explain that what you are saying is not to be understood exactly as stated’.[footnoteRef:23] For example, a popular use of the phrase is ‘I see who is wearing the trousers in this relationship, so to speak’[footnoteRef:24]. It does not matter who is wearing the trousers, the line has nothing to do with literal clothing, but the phrase is used to portray a certain idea. Descartes seems to be admitting that his understanding of the mind and body connection, may simply be a metaphor, or an easy way of explaining their relationship. The language used seems to dishonour mind-body connectedness because it may appear that he is implying a bodily connection, however, this was used so people may not have the trouble we are now discussing. If this is the case, why bother with the entire discourse on the physical body? That seems absurd, I will argue that this was not done on purpose, instead, like Cook suggested, this was a pitfall that Descartes fell into. The problem Descartes is having is, that science is important to Descartes, and scientist would argue that there is evidence for mind and body unity, however, the meditations put this into doubt. This should give us reasons to doubt Descartes connection to his body because there seems to be no singular understanding, he would like to have his cake and eat it. While, this problem is dangerous for Descartes’ argument, it is necessary to move on and focus on the ways in which he claims that the body and mind are unified. [23:  Cambridge Dictionary, ‘So to Speak’, in Cambridge Dictionary, (2023) <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/so-to-speak>]  [24:  Cambridge Dictionary, ‘So to Speak’,(2023)] 

 Descartes uses his fascination with the natural sciences, such as physiology to prove the corelation between mind and body.[footnoteRef:25] Physiology is the study of the way living bodies functions. This interest shaped a large part of his writing ‘The passion of souls’, the book mainly looks at how the body functions and the relationship between the different functions. One of the main ideas is that the body is an organic machine, which is like that of a watch or an ‘automaton’.[footnoteRef:26] Descartes uses this analogy to suggest that like, a machine made my mankind, the body has functions that are neccersary for the soul. In the Treatise of Man, he writes: [25:  David Cockburn, ‘Descartes and his body’ Lecture notes, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022.) p.2.]  [26:  René Descartes, ‘Passions of the Soul’ in Descartes Key Philosophical Writings (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions Ltd, 1997) p.360.] 

One may compare the nerves of the machine I am describing with the pipes in the works of these fountains, its muscles and tendons with the various devices and springs which serve to set them in motion.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  René Descartes, ‘Treatise of man’ quoted by David Cockburn, ‘Descartes and his body’ Lecture notes, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022.) p.4.] 


Descartes is comparing the bodily functions of the body, with machinery in the real world such as a water fountain. This idea further says the mechanical body, that the body can be compared to a machine. This idea does seem quite reasonable, it is also worth noting these would have been quite controversial thoughts, considering how far machinery has come since the days of Descartes. He was thinking in terms of watches and primitive windmills and water machinery. Today we can realise how similar we are to a machine, with electric systems, with multiple layers of technology embedded within. Computers are another way we can see the similarities of a machine; our nervous system could be compared that to data in a computer software. This understanding gives credit to Descartes because upon reflection, we can see the similarities our organic bodies have with machines. Interestingly this is a similar concept that of the brain identity physicalists. These argue that there is no non-material mind/soul, but instead our consciousness can be simplified in terms of brain and bodily activity.[footnoteRef:28] The computer comparison is linked with this school of thought, because their goal is to reduce the causations of the material body to the brain. Using the evidence from neuroscience, brain identity theory can provide the argument that our mind is our brain, which is not just seated in the brain, but the physical whole brain itself.  [28:  J.J.C. Smart, ‘The Mind/Brain Identity Theory’, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, (2000) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2022/entries/mind-identity/>] 

Both concepts use biology and neurology to begin to understand the workings of the body. Both theories also name the brain as important in the production of thoughts. However, Descartes would differ in the sense that for Descartes, we are not our body, the body simply has an area in which the soul can best control the body. Descartes argued that the seat of the soul is in the pineal gland, a small section of the brain.[footnoteRef:29] The pineal gland is only a workstation for the soul. We are not our brain; we are our non-material mind.  [29:  René Descartes, ‘Passions of the Soul’, (1997) p.372.] 

Antonio Damasio used the analogy of the body as a computer, and the soul as a piece of software installed into the computer.[footnoteRef:30] Therefore, while it is held on the computer, it is technically not a piece of the computer, it is something that uses the computer to run. It is worth noting that Descartes views of the nature of the pineal gland have been proven incorrect by the advances in medicine. How the gland worked, for example, he believed it to be suspended in the centre of the brain. Which was later proven false by Galen.[footnoteRef:31] As we have discussed, the understanding of the body mechanical structure can be found in more modern philosophical traditions, such as physicalism. This does make us question, how did these assumptions of physiology shape Descartes understanding of the body, if he knew the body as we do today, would he have thought differently? The question is an attempt to see if his understanding is essential to the philosophy he has produced. I will argue they are not. His ideas of how the soul works in the body, can easy be changed to fit with a modern understanding of the self, without taking away his main argument. [30:  Antonio R. Damasio, Descartes Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain (London: Vintage Books, 1994), p.248.]  [31:  Gert-Jan Lokhorst, ‘Descartes and the Pineal Gland’, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, (2005) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/pineal-gland/>] 


Another feature of Descartes divide between mind and body is that it is not the soul that is keeping the body alive.[footnoteRef:32] It is because the body dies that the soul leaves the body. He writes: [32:  Descartes, ‘Passions of the Soul’, (1997) pp.359-360.] 


It was thought that our natural heat and all the movements of our body depend on the soul…we ought on the contrary to believe that the soul quits us on death only because the heat ceases, and the organs which serve to move the body disintegrate.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Descartes, (1997) p.360.] 


Descartes uses the word ‘heat’ to imply a physical warmth to the body, for example, when a body dies and the decomposition stage Algor Mortis has taken place, the body is often described as being cold. One of the reasons for this is due to the lack of blood pumping to the heart. Descartes mentions the work of William Harvey who discovered the circulation of the blood in the passions of the soul.[footnoteRef:34] This understanding shaped how Descartes understood the connection between mind and body. As blood is transported all around the body, so are the animal spirits from the soul which allow the soul to control the movements of the body.[footnoteRef:35] Descartes scientific knowledge has once again proved crucial for his understanding of the relationship between mind and body. if the body does not die if the soul is removed, then the soul maybe distinct from the body. However, one of the questions we must ask, is how could the soul escape the living body? For us to know that the mind is separate from the body, it does seem like we need some evidence of this happening, however, the soul is non-material so we could not possibly witness this. This makes me critical that the soul could escape the body, but even if it could it is unobservable. Therefore, Descartes understanding of relationship between mind and body is doubtful. [34:  Descartes, (1997) p.361.]  [35:  Descartes, (1997) p.361.] 


One of the unusual features of his separation between mind and body is his clarification of what constitutes, acts of the mind and body. He argues that for us to determine whether certain actions are a condition of the body or of the mind is can we ascribe the same feature to an inanimate object, if we cannot it must be a feature of the soul.[footnoteRef:36] One example is height and weight, these are properties which can be true for inanimate objects for example a wardrobe could be 6 feet tall and so could a man named Bob. This means that these are properties of the body. Descartes would suggest that thinking a philosophical problem is an attribute of the soul because, we could not think of a table thinking.[footnoteRef:37] This seems to be a fair assumption. However, Cockburn argues that the issue of the philosophical problem becomes difficult if a person was to discuss that philosophical problem. This is because it seems to share a bodily and mind element, for example, thinking about the problem is clearly in the mind, however, discussion requires you to use the bodily functions of your mouth to speak to someone about the issue.[footnoteRef:38] This provides a problem for Descartes because it makes it seem unreasonable to have such a clear divide, surely some actions require both? Descartes responds that in these situations you can break them into parts which do fit in mind or body. However, I agree with Cockburn that this objection does undermine Descartes. If we can simply break actions into smaller actions, then have we even dealt those actions? Discussing a philosophical problem is different from thinking a philosophical problem. Thinking is an action that requires only yourself, but a discussion requires you to engage with others. If we break up discussing a philosophical problem, we are left with thinking a philosophical problem in the mind category, and talking, using your mouth muscles in the body category. This does not sufficiently deal with the ‘discussion’ part of the action. [36:  Cockburn, ‘Descartes and his body’, (2022.) p.3.]  [37:  Cockburn, ‘Descartes and his body’, (2022.) p.3.]  [38:  Cockburn, (2022.) p.3.] 


Descartes’ Passion of the Souls presents a different form of argument for the separation of mind and body. Unlike meditations where he clearly denies the body, here he is willing to accept that the body may exist, but it is not what we are. The body is a machine, the body plays no role in the acceptance of ‘I’ or self. There is much to be gained from the mechanistic view of the body as an organic machine, but the separation of self, from body is quite unconvincing. Descartes wants us to believe that there is an easily distinguishable difference from Mind and Body, this is not the case. Problems of more complex actions lead us to doubt this claim. Descartes denial of the body becomes confusing when he uses a mechanical view of the body, the role of the pineal gland seems unreasonable, especially when we know Descartes model of the pineal gland was proven in correct. 

In Conclusion, Descartes is unable to convince me that there are compelling grounds for accepting Descartes’s understanding of his relation to his own body. We have looked at the argument from doubt, to see why Descartes believed that he can doubt his body and not his mind. His suggestion that we can doubt our mind is very doubtful at best, I believe we could know if we were asleep or awake, vivid dreams do not happen in every dream, so if we are to base our argument that dreams are indistinguishable from reality it would have to be that this is the case. I do not think it is. Cook’s objection on the contradictions of dreams and bodies, make us doubt that Descartes argument even works. The second section we focused on the work from mainly passion of the souls, to see how Descartes viewed the relationship between mind and body. The mechanical understanding of the body presents an interesting idea, I would agree with Descartes that the body is in numerous different ways like a machine. Further philosophical enquiries in the modern day have continued to share these observations. However, Descartes understanding of the soul, or that there must be a soul separate from the body is simply doubtful. The brain as the mind seems much more convincing, than a soul we must assume exists. Descartes does not have compelling grounds, he makes some good points, but in between them are muddled and confused concepts which are doubtable at best.
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