Phil 101 Midterm Assignment

Peter N. Carson

(I) Thesis: I find Descartes’ arguments for dualism to be unconvincing. I will explain later the concerns I have about both of his primary arguments, i.e. the correlation argument and the causal argument.
(1)(a) Dualism distinguishes mind and matter, that is, things which are purely mental and therefore indivisible and things which exist as physical realities and are therefore divisible. (b) Matter is said to be ‘extended’, that is, it takes up space, whereas mind is not extended. It is also important to consider the permanence or unity of mind and matter. (c) Russell suggests that the way things appear to us is mental and immediately known, but that reality, which includes matter, is different. He uses the example of a table, saying “The real table, if there is one, is not immediately known to us at all, but must be an inference from what is immediately known.” (Russell, p.11, Italics his.)
(2)(a) Idealism is the belief that only things which are mental can be known with certainty and that the existence of matter cannot be proven. (b) Bishop Berkeley (1685-1753) was an idealist. According to Russell, “His Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonus, in Opposition to Sceptics and Atheists, undertake to prove that there is no such thing as matter at all, and that the world consists of nothing but minds and their ideas.” (Russell, p.12.) (c) I find idealism convincing in that, while I see no reason to disbelieve in the reality which my senses instinctively infer, I do not see a convincing argument to prove beyond doubt that such a reality exists as I perceive it.

(II) Reconstruction of Descartes’ Arguments

(1) Descartes’ epistemological motive was to rid himself of all false opinions. He sets out to apply himself, “earnestly and unreservedly to this general demolition of [his] opinions.” (Descartes, AT 18.) At the beginning of the Second Meditation he tells us that he is on a quest for certain knowledge. (a) For Plato, all knowledge is that which is necessarily true and therefore known a priori. While in Meno, he concedes that true belief or opinion is equally useful for practical purposes, it is nothing more than a lucky guess. Therefore he concludes that the two are indistinguishable to third parties. He states that knowledge cannot be taught but only recollected; “As the soul is immortal, has been born often and has seen all things here and in the underworld, there is nothing which it has not learned; so it is in no way surprising that it can recollect the things it knew before…” (Plato, Meno, 81c.) (b) Based on (II.1.a) it seems, from Descartes’ First Meditation, that his conception of knowledge is “Platonic.” He sets about doubting all opinions which have come to him through the senses and chooses only to believe those things which are true by necessity, that is, things which are true in all possible worlds and cannot be conceived to be otherwise. Examples of such knowledge include that, “… two plus three make five, and a square does not have more than four sides.” (Descartes, AT 20.) Such knowledge is said to be a priori, meaning true without or before experience. In the case of the square, one can say with certainty that all squares have four sides without having to individually verify that all squares in the world are so. (c) It follows that knowledge as defined by Plato and Descartes is that which is known with certainty and hence is indubitable. (d) According to Descartes it is the senses which lead to uncertain or doubtful beliefs. He says, “… the senses are sometimes deceptive; and it is a mark of prudence never to place our complete trust in those who have deceived us even once.” (Descartes, AT 18.) He justifies this using what is known as the ‘dream argument’. This states that if we sense things while we are dreaming which we believe to be real and true, which, upon waking, we discover to be false, there is reason to suspect that all that we have ever sensed may have been dreamt and therefore is not real. (e) So Descartes conducts hyperbolic doubt. The first item he proposes to doubt are all of his opinions, “… if [he] find[s] in each of them some reason for doubt.” (Descartes, AT 18.) Rather than doubting each opinion individually, which would border on the impossible, he proposed to, “… attack… those principles which supported everything [he] once believed.” (Descartes, AT 18,) i.e. to undermine the foundations of his false opinions. Next he proposed to doubt all things of a corporeal nature and hence also, “… physics, astronomy, medicine, and all the other disciplines that are dependent upon the consideration of composite things…” (Descartes, AT 20.) Thirdly he proposed to doubt the entire universe as we perceive it. Talking about God he asks, “How do I know that he did not bring it about that there is no earth at all, no heavens…” (Descartes, AT 21.) Fourthly he entertains the thought that God himself does not exist as he has always believed and hence that he, “… came to be what [he is] either by fate, or by chance, or by a connected chain of events, or by some other way.” (Descartes, AT 21.) Finally Descartes proposes to doubt his own body, saying, “I will regard myself as not having hands, or eyes, or flesh, or blood, or any senses…” (Descartes, AT 23.) (f) I find this method of hyperbolic doubt very appropriate given Descartes’ desire to rid himself of false opinions and discover certain knowledge.
(2) At the beginning of the Second Meditation Descartes’ new epistemological foundation is ‘neolism’ or ‘radical skepticism’. In other words, all he knows is that he knows nothing. (a) He claims that the proposition, “I am, I exist” (Descartes, AT 25) is uniquely indubitable. (b) However, ‘my body’ cannot be substituted into this proposition in the place of ‘I.’ (c) From this it can be inferred that ‘I’ and ‘my body’ are not the same thing. (d) This adds weight to the idea that the senses are not to be trusted, since, “… sensing… does not take place without a body…” (Descartes, AT 27.) This is not the same as saying that in order to have sense-data you must have a body, since sense-data can come from dreams or imagination. Rather, it is saying that the process of sensing requires a body with sensory organs such as eyes and ears. Therefore Descartes concludes that sensing is not an essential property of ‘I.’ (e) What he does claim himself to be essentially is, “a thinking thing.” (Descartes, AT 27.) Thinking is a process which does not depend on having a body so this affirms that Descartes’ body does not necessarily exist and is not, in essence, the ‘I’ of which he spoke. (f) Descartes uses bee-wax to illustrate the point that although the properties of a physical thing may change, it is his mind which attributes permanence to it. This reinforces the certainty of his own existence and the dubitability of the existence of other things. He states it thus: “… if I judge that the wax exists from the fact that I see the wax it follows much more evidently that I myself exist.” (Descartes, AT 33.)
(3)(a) According to Descartes, imagination is a form of thinking which is always accompanied by a mental image or picture. However, he states that “pure intellection” (Descartes, AT 72) does not require the forming of such an image. He illustrates this point by stating that he can understand the properties of a triangle and a chiliagon equally well, but while he may or may not have a mental image of a triangle, he is unable to accurately imagine what a chiliagon looks like. He states about the thousand sides of a chiliagon that, “… I do not imagine those thousand sides… or envisage them as if they were present.” (Descartes, AT 72.) (b) According to Descartes the probable origin of a mind’s ability to imagine is the body to which the mind is attached. He states that when the mind imagines, “… it turns toward the body, and intuits in the body something that conforms to an idea either understood by the mind or perceived by sense.” (Descartes, AT 73.) He therefore makes a probable conjecture that a body exists. (c) Descartes proposes that memory is the link between imagination and sensation, implying that without memory of previous sensations one would be unable to imagine anything. A good example is given by the case of a person born blind, who clearly could not accurately imagine colors. Descartes says of color, sound, taste and pain that he “perceive[s] these things better by means of the senses, from which, with the aid of memory, they seem to have arrived at the imagination.” (Descartes, AT 74.) (d) Descartes’ inference, since the process of sensing requires a body, is that in order to imagine, a body must exist. (e) Descartes infers, based on his insistence of God’s omni-benevolence, combined with his causal assumption, that since God is not a deceiver but yet we are still deceived, something other than God must be causing the deception, namely, reality. Hence he asserts that reality exists. (f) Descartes concludes that while his body exists, and there exists a close correlation between him and his body, it remains distinct from him, saying, “… I am really distinct from my body, and can exist without it.” (Descartes, AT 78.)
(III) Conclusion: Critical Evaluation of Descartes’ Argument for Dualism
(1) I do not personally find Descartes’ arguments for dualism convincing. With reference to (II.3.e) and (II.3.f) I see flaws in the two main arguments for dualism, namely the correlation argument and the causal assumption. If we can dream and while doing so, believe that the dream is reality, I see no reason to conclude that it is inconceivable that we are in a constant dream-like state. It seems to me quite possible that in such a state we could experience sense-data of both an internal and external nature, hence undermining the correlation argument. The causal assumption states that everything has a cause and if I experience sense-data it must be caused either by God or by reality, and from this it is deduced that reality exists. However, an exception to this rule is implicit in it, namely that God’s existence was not caused by anything and, this being the case, it seems possible that other exceptions exist also. One further objection is that Descartes’ position depends on the assertion that God is not a deceiver but I have not seen a logical proof that this is the case. Furthermore, I am unconvinced that God being a deceiver is mutually exclusive with his being omni-benevolent.

(2) I find idealism preferable to dualism. Building on what I have already said in (III.1), the following statement appeals to my sense of logic: “… it may be that the whole outer world is nothing but a dream, and that we alone exist. This is an uncomfortable possibility; but although it cannot be strictly proved to be false, there is not the slightest reason to suppose that it is true.” (Russell, p.17, Italics his.)
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