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ABSTRACT 

The thesis makes use of the framework of action and life to 
consider four philosophical theories of mind, enunciated in the 
writings of Rene Descartes, David Hume, WiIIiam James, and 
Thomas Nagel. Showing how each theory makes an appeal to 
action or life in order to attempt to provide a characterization of 
mind that is not too restrictive nor too lax is the concern of the 
extensive historical portion of the thesis. It is on the basis of 
the success or failure of these appeals to the mind's living 
experience of its own activity that the four theories are 
evaluated. By way of conclusion, the reprecussions of these 
successes and failures for the contemporary activity of 
philosophizing about mind are briefly examined. 
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The following four studies of theories of mind are concerned 
with the tension between specifying what mind is, and what it is 
not. Defining precisely what mind is offers the disadvantage of 
limiting mind to being a certain sort of thing, whereas, being a 
universal instrument, it ought to be able to act and reveal itself 
in a variety of unforeseen ways. Conversely, failing to specify 
what mind is potentially allows all manner of things to be 
admitted as mental. Each of the theories here considered steers a 
different course between specifying what mind is and what it is 
not, but all make use of similar techniques in striving to 
characterize mind in a fashion that is neither too inclusive nor 
too exclusive. 

Perhaps the first and most obvious way in which the character 
of mind is given is by means of negative definitions: specifying 
what mind is not. Mind is very frequently opposed to matter, and 
is often held to be absent from any system which is physically 
realizable. Such negative definitions of mind serve to narrow the 
field somewhat with respect to what mind is not, but they do 
tend to leave the question of what mind is rather open. To the 
extent that it allows mind to act in a variety of unforeseen ways 
while still remaining characterizably mind, the open-endedness 
of such negative indications of mind's character is to be desired. 
The difficulty is that such open-ended definitions easily permit 
many phenomena which are not to be classified as mental to be so 
classified. This is a particularly important consideration for 
theories according to which certain phenomena are to be 
dismissed as deceptive or false, and so excluded from a true 
description of what there is. The classification of the mental 
must remain open-ended, while not so open-ended as to admit as 
mental what the theory of mind at issue would otherwise deny. 

Often used in conjunction with negative definitions of mind are 
characterizations of mind which put the onus of definition on 
those who would understand the description given. The most 
important of these for the purposes of this study is 
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introspection, although there are other such characterizations of 
mind which are employed by the theories of mind here considered, 
including meditation, observation, imagination, and the 
metaphorical use of language. All these techniques make use of 
negative or positive characterizations in order to indicate 
generally what mind is or is not. It then falls to the reader to 
introspect, meditate, observe, imagine, or understand the 
metaphors in accord with the given instructions in order that he 
may discover for himself what mind is. Rather like an object 
pointed out or generally described, definition here plays an 
indicative rather than an exhaustive role: the interpreter is to 
understand the definition in a way that is neither too exclusive 
nor too inclusive. It is this reliance of each theory upon the 
mind's living experience of its own activity to provide a just 
definition of itself which forms the connecting link between, and 
the critical principal of, the philosophical theories of mind here 
considered. 
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1 .O.OO DESCARTFS NOTIONS OF MIND 1 

Descartes is an originator of the modern, philosophical concept 
of mind both in what he factually writes about mind, and through 
the way in which he writes it. The dividing of the principle of 
life and self-motion from the faculty of awareness and thinking 
was Cartesian doing, as was the tendency to take this awareness 
or thinking as an overarching going-on which could not be 
characterized according to faculties in the sense of separate, 
causally efficacious entities in the soul. Furthermore, it is 
Descartes who passes on to the modern philosophical tradition 
the conception of a self-transparent mind, the plausibility of 
which underlies current discussion of a subjective view radically 
opposed to an objective, physical order. Perhaps because of this 
concept of mind that modern philosophy shares with Descartes, 
there is a tendency for the modern discussion to follow Descartes 
in thinking that the debate concerning the philosophy of mind can 
be conducted without reference to past philosophies and their 
influence in determining our modern philosophical notion of mind. 
Descartes' contention that the topic at issue admits of a very 
strict distinction between science and history (Rules iii, I, 13)' 
has been wholeheartedly adopted by many writers in the field who 
imagine that they are conducting a strictly scientific 
investigation of mind in appealing to first-person accounts of 
'what it is like? 

I shall argue that Descartes, and by implication, others who 
follow in his footsteps, does not succeed in carving out a 
'scientific' view-point apart from the difficulties of the 

Reguls? ad Directionem lngenii, vol. 1,  p. 13, rule iii, trans. Dugald Murdoch in 
The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, 
and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). I have made 
use of this set of translations throughout. Unless otherwise stated, page references 
for English quotations are to this set of translations. French quotations are keyed to 
the Ch. Adam and P. Tannery edition Euvres de Descartes (Revised edition, Paris: 
Vrin/C.N.R.S., 1964/76), by the abbreviation 'AT' followed by the volume and page 
number. 
2 See T. Nagel, 'What it is Like to be a Bat,' The Philosophical Review 83, 1974. 
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historical tradition that he tries to reject. I shall also point out 
how Descartes, in three of his major works, attempts to 
overcome his difficulties in giving a scientific account of the 
mind by finally appealing to rhetorical techniques in order to 
persuade the reader that he does see 'what it is like.' 

1 . I  .oo 
Rule. 

Rules ad Directionem Inuenni - The Mind Accordina to 

I . I  .01 Mechanical Motivation 
Descartes' concept of mind must, in the first instance, be 

understood as part of the foundational metaphysical structure of 
a cosmological explanation he was concerned throughout his life 
to expound. The intricate clockwork mechanisms of his day, and 
the successes of mathematics through history led Descartes to 
propose a mechanistic explanation of the universe which he 
thought would explain everything from biological to celestial 
phenomena in simple kinematic terms. The account offered of 
celestial phenomena is strikingly like an early Greek account, 
with the action of vortices being used to explain the formation 
and motions of the sun and planets, and the rather more original, 
but still mechanical, example of the fountains at Saint-Germain- 
en-Laye being used to explain the action of the body: 

Ainsi que vous pouvez avoir vu, dans les grottes et les 
fontaines qui sont aux jardins de nos Rois, que la seule 
force dont I'eau se meut en sortant de sa source, est 
suffisante pour y mouvoir diverses machines, et m6me pour 
les y faire jouer de quelques instruments, ou prononcer 
quelques paroles, selon la diverse disposition des tuyaux qui 
la conduisent. 

Et veritablement I'on peut fort bien comparer les nerfs de 
la machine que je vous decris, aux tuyaux des machines de 
ces fontaines; ses muscles et ses tendons, aux autres divers 
engins et ressorts qui servent a les mouvoir; ses esprits 
animaux, a I'eau qui les remue, dont le coeur est la source, 
et les concavites du cerveau sont les regards. De plus, la 
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respiration, et autres telles actions qui lui sont naturelles 
et ordinaires, et qui dependent du cours des esprits, sont 
comme les mouvements d'une horloge, ou d'un moulin, que le 
cours ordinaire de I'eau peut rendre continus. Les objects 
exterieurs, qui par leur seule presence agissent contre les 
organes de ses sens, et qui par ce moyen la determinent a se 
mouvoir en plusieurs diverses faGons, selon que les parties 
de son cerveau sont disposees, sont comme des etrangers 
qui, entrant dans quelques-unes des grottes de ces 
fontaines, causent eux-m&mes sans y penser les 
mouvements qui s'y font en leur presence: car ils n'y peuvent 
entrer qu'en marchant sur certains carreaux tellement 
disposes, que, par exemple, s'ils approchent d'une Diane qui 
se baigne, ils la feront cacher dans des roseaux; et s'ils 
passent plus outre pour la poursuivre, ils feront venir vers 
eux un Neptune qui les menacera de son trident; ou s'ils vont 
de quelque autre cbte, ils en feront sortir un mons 
qui leur vomira de I'eau contre la face; ou 
semblables, selon le caprice des ingenieurs qui 
faites. (AT XI 130-132) 

However vividly illustrated, Descartes' mechanical exp 

re marin 
choses 
les ont 

anations 
of the cosmos contributed little positive knowledge to the 
scientific controversies of the day. Descartes claimed3 to have 
discovered the circulation of the blood before reading Harvey's De 
motu cordis, but he differed from Harvey in thinking that the 
blood moves the heart, rather than the other way around. The 
cosmological explanations fared only a little better, gaining some 
fanatical proponents in the Low Countries4 and, of course, France, 
who persisted in offering Cartesian explanations of celestial 
motions long after Newton had destroyed the theory of vortices in 
Philosophis Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1 686) .5 Descartes' 

In a letter to Mersenne of November or December, 1632. 
Among them Christiaan Huygens. See A. Bell, Christian Huygens and The 

Development of Science in the Seventeenth Century (London: Edward Arnold, 1947), 

Newton deals specifically with the vortex theory at bk. II, sec. IX, pp. 395-396 
and bk. 111,  general scholium, p. 543 of the Principia, trans. A. Motte, ed. F. Cajori 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966), as well as at bk. 111 ,  pt. I, q. 31, 
pp. 398ff of the Opticks (1706), fourth edition (London: G. Bell, 1931). Not all 
Descartes' scientific efforts were so unsuccessful, however. Descartes invented a 
successful method for grinding hyperbolic lenses, and claimed, in letters to 

pp. 86-87. 
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more successful insights lay in the way of observing that, like 
the fountains of Saint-Germain-en-Laye or 

a watch or other automaton (that is, a self-moving machine) 
when it is wound up and contains in itself the corporeal 
principle of the movements for which it is designed, 
(Passions, I, 329) 

an animal or thing could be animate without being in possession 
of a soul. That is, that contrary to the current Scholastic notions 
of the soul, the soul might not be a principle of self-motion, 
since not only were there many things which looked and acted like 
human beings that were plainly without souls, it was probable 
that man himself was animated by the pressures of blood, which 
itself was driven by a "fire without light,"6 and not by a soul with 
occult vital or animistic properties. Moreover, it seems that i f  
the philosophers who had offered the vitalistic explanations of 
motions which could in fact be explained by clockwork 
mechanisms were in this way mistaken, they were to be faulted 
for employing a method which could yield such a mistaken view, 
as well as for the mistaken view itself. Thus, the example of the 
fountains at Saint-Germain-en-Laye suggested a reply on two 
fronts to what Descartes took to be the excesses of current 
doctrines of the soul. In the first place, the notion of the soul 
had to be stripped of its occult, vitalistic properties, since it 
was evident that it was not the soul at all that was man's 
animating principle, but rather something quite mechanical. 
Second, a method of proceeding with scientific explanation had to 
be developed which would not, in future, yield explanations which 
appealed to such occult qualities where there were plainly not 
any to be found. Descartes sets about these two tasks wielding a 
single instrument: the method. 

1 . I  .02 Why Adopt a Method? 

Mersenne (13 December, 1647) and Cercavi (11 June, 1646) to have suggested the 
Puy-de-Dome experiment to Pascal. 
6 R. Descartes: Principles of Philosophy, trans. V. Miller & R. Miller. (Dordrecht: 
Reidel, 1983), p. 226. See also Discourse v, I, 134. 
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In the Rules, Descartes begins his plea for methodological 
investigation by leveling three general criticisms against 
investigations conducted without method. First, without a 
method, it is impossible to make consistent judgements on new 
matters which come up for discussion, however well the 
demonstrations in hand accord with one another. As Descartes 
puts it: 

[Without a method] ... we would always be uncertain which 
of them [writers] to believe, for hardly anything is said by 
one writer the contrary of which is not asserted by some 
other. It would be of no use to count heads, so as to follow 
the view which many authorities hold. For if the question 
at issue is a difficult one, it is more likely that few, rather 
than many, should have been able to discover the truth about 
it. But even if they all agreed among themselves, their 
teaching would still not be all we need. For example, even 
though we know other people's demonstrations by heart, we 
shall never become mathematicians i f  we lack the 
intellectual aptitude to solve any given problem. And even 
though we have read all the arguments of Plato and 
Aristotle, we shall never become philosophers if we are 
unable to make a sound judgement on matters which come 
up for discussion; in this case what we would seem to have 
learnt would not be science [scientia] but history. (Rules 
iii, I, 1 3 ) 

The second criticism is that investigation without method 
spoils the power of the intellect. Descartes expresses this 
eventuality by suggesting that the natural light of the intellect 
will be 'dispersed' ( R u l e s  x i v ,  I, 59) by such haphazard 
investigation, and explains this dispersion using another 
perceptual metaphor: 

So blind is the curiosity with which mortals are possessed 
that they often direct their minds down untrodden paths, in 
the groundless hope that they will chance upon what they 
are seeking, rather like someone who is consumed with such 
a senseless desire to discover treasure that he continually 
roams the streets to see if he can find any that a passer-by 
might have dropped. This is how almost every chemist, 
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most geometers, and many philosophers pursue their 
research. I am not denying that they sometimes are lucky 
enough in their wanderings to hit upon some truth, though on 
that account I rate them more fortunate than diligent. But 
it is far better never to contemplate investigating the truth 
about any matter than to do so without a method. For it is 
quite certain that such haphazard studies and obscure 
reflections blur the natural light and blind our intelligence. 
Those who are accustomed to walking in the dark weaken 
their eye-sight, the result being that they can no longer 
bear to be in broad daylight. Experience confirms this, for 
we very often find that people who have never devoted their 
time to learned studies make sounder and clearer 
judgements on matters which arise than those who have 
spent all their time in the Schools. (Rules iv, I, 15-16) 

The example of those accustomed to dim light is in many ways an 
unfortunate one, since it compares the intelligence to the faculty 
of sight which atrophies from lack of proper use. As he tells 
Mersenne in a letter of 16 October, 1636, Descartes was opposed 
to talk of faculties because it could lead "ignorant people to 
imagine so many little entities in our souI"7 which could then be 
invoked as the causal explanations of activities whereby they had 
been characterized. Such faculties would threaten to disrupt the 
project of the Rules by allowing for unextended forces or powers 
to figure in the explanation of the workings of the extended, 
mechanical universe. Accordingly, Descartes is anxious all 
through the Rules to oppose the claim of the Scholastics that the 
intellect is a faculty at all: 

According to its different functions, then, the same power 
is called either pure intellect, or imagination, or memory, 
or sense-perception. (Rules xi;, I ,  42) 

Thus, the 'same power' will be called by its different functions, 
pure intellect, imagination, and so on, according to the particular 
operations performed on extended objects. So, despite Descartes' 
use of the word 'faculty,' the sentence following that in which the 

Philosophical Letters, trans. & ed. A. Kenny (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), p. 
66. Subsequent 'Phi/. Letters' references are to this collection. 
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example of those accustomed to dim light is introduced makes it 
seem as though Descartes is more concerned to stress that it is 
the power to make judgements in the future that will be impaired 
by investigation without method! In this case, the second point 
reduces to the first, in that the impairment of a faculty is taken 
to be nothing other than the inability to make consistent 
judgements on successive occasions. Indeed, this second 
crit icism m u s t  reduce to the first if Descartes is to be 
consistent in holding that the intellect is not a faculty, and to 
stand by the conditions of the example, namely that the mortal 
was lucky enough to hit in his wanderings upon some truth. 

The third, encompassing, criticism of investigation without 
method is that "the unknown terms in the problem are so 
dependent on the known ones that they are wholly determined by 
them," (Rules vxii, I ,  71) so that in the absence of a method which 
connects truths to be discovered with truths9 known, quite 
simply nothing is discovered. Descartes says that this follows 
from his assumption at the outset of rule tweIve,lo but as early 
as rule seven, Descartes proclaims: "By means of enumeration 
nothing will wholly escape us and we shall be seen to have some 
knowledge on every question." (Rules vii, I, 25) This position is 
developed and reiterated in following rules: 

Nor is it an immeasurable task to seek to encompass in 
thought everything in the universe, with a view to learning 
in what way particular things may be susceptible of 
investigation by the human mind. For nothing can be so 
many-sided or diffuse that it cannot be encompassed within 
definite limits or arranged under a few headings by means 
of the method of enumeration we have been discussing. 
(Rules viii, I, 31) 

Indeed, Descartes remarks in his Comments on a Certain Broadsheet "... the term 
'faculty' denotes nothing but a potentiality." (Broadsheef, I, 305) 

Obviously, the method is a known, rather than unknown, truth, albeit a truth of a 
special kind. 
l o  Descartes actually writes "from the outset of this part of the treatise." (Rules 
xvii, I, 71). The R e g u l e  were originally intended to be comprised of three parts, 
each of twelve rules. 
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... it is not possible for us ever to understand anything 
beyond those simple natures and a certain mixture or 
compounding of one with another. (Rules xii, I ,  46) 

At rule twelve, Descartes simply makes it a prerequisite that the 
problem under investigation be perfectly understood with respect 
to magnitude, that is, with respect to the relation that connects 
the known terms with the unknown (sic) terms. Thus the third 
criticism encompasses both the first and second in that it does 
not even allow that investigation without method is a manner of 
proceeding with investigation at all. Sometimes it seems that in 
the Rules Descartes is suggesting that this is so because anything 
worthy of the name knowledge is scientia (that is, systematic 
knowledge ruled and collected according to method) and other 
times, it seems that Descartes is taking the stronger position 
that there is nothing outside what can be, or is known by the 
method and that the unknown terms are determined by the known 
terms even existentially. The Rules are more amenable to an 
interpretation along the lines of the first alternative - that a 
methodology is being offered to be imposed on extra- 
methodologial entities. But whether Descartes is taken in the 
Rules to be holding that extra-methodological entities are 
something, or whether he is taken to be holding that they are 
nothing, he does hold that it is not possible to understand extra- 
methodological entities, and so that discussion about them is 
pointless. Discussion must rather concern the unknown terms as 
circumscribed by the known method, which amounts to saying 
that the discussion must concern the method since all the terms 
are wholly determined by the method. 

Pursuing the idea of an encompassing method, Descartes 
famously claims that the method must be based on certain and 
indubitable foundations. In the Rules, Descartes' reasons for 
holding that the foundations must be certain and indubitable 
amount, not surprisingly, to the same as his reasons for holding 
that knowledge must be systematic. A method which was not 
based on certain and indubitable foundations would fail to yield 
the systematically ruled and collected knowledge which is the 
only knowledge worthy of the name. As M. Burnyeat remarks (but 
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in the context of the Meditations) "a criterion of truth which 
plays you false is no criterion at all (like an algorithm which 
sometimes gives the wrong solution)."ll Failure of the method to 
yield a certain and indubitable answer would leave the 
investigation without a manner of proceeding at all, since there 
would be nothing to which to proceed, and "nothing to point us to 
one line of investigation as opposed to any other." (Rules xiii, I, 
52)  It is tempting to think here that something like a statistical 
method would provide a manner of proceeding without requiring 
that the foundation be certain and indubitable: the algorithm 
could give the correct answer ninety per cent of the time, for 
example. However, that the statistical method does give a 
correct answer ninety percent of the time is itself a certainty, 
and that there is a correct answer at all would indicate that 
there is another non-arbitrary manner of proceeding operative. 

The plea for method, or the specification that all knowledge is 
scientia, is otherwise entered by Descartes without argument. 
The method is simply adopted or imposed, and as part of the 
method, it is specified that there is nothing that eludes the 
method. Descartes fails to address the question of why one would 
adopt the method in the first place. In a way, this rather heavy- 
handed strategy is necessitated by the method itself, since the 
method admits none of the teleological, purposeful explanations 
of earlier science, nor anything outside the method that might be 
counted as a goal. To admit such things would be to admit the 
very occult qualities that the method is to exclude. 

1 .I .03 The Method & Mental Vision 
It is because of this exclusive nature of the method that 

Descartes counsels somewhat apocalyptic ways of beginning with 
the method - ways wherein the philosopher practicing the method 
seeks to cleanse himself of the occult notions (which is to say 
those not covered by the method) he might otherwise import to 
the method. However, as much as Descartes might try to purge 
the ingenii or raison and make it well conducted by bringing it in 

l 1  
Philosophical Review 91, 1982, p. 34. 

'Idealism and Greek Philosophy: What Descartes Saw and Berkeley Missed,' 
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line with the strictly formal elements of the method, there 
remains the mind or reason apart from the extended, formal 
elements with which the philosopher is acquainted in 
manipulating the formal elements according to the method. This 
is the soul, stripped of the principle of self-motion by being 
taken to be something apart from the extended elements which 
may properly be in motion. Thus, the soul is given its new 
essential property of thinking in contradistinction to the other, 
extended elements about which it thinks. However, the thinking 
soul cannot be defined simply as that which manipulates the 
extended elements without being made into a faculty along 
Scholastic lines. The thinking of the soul, mind, or reason is 
directly apprehended in the manner of the certain, indubitable 
foundations of the method. 

In the Rules ,  this sort of apprehension is introduced as intuiting 
or deducing evidence with certainty, but since deduction is later 
accounted for in terms of intuition, it is worth first considering 
intuition. Throughout Descartes' works, the perceptual overtones 
of direct mental apprehension suggested by ' in tueor '  are 
developed. Staying with the Rules for the moment: 

We can best learn how mental intuition is to be employed by 
comparing it with ordinary vision. If one tries to look at 
many objects at one glance, one sees none of them 
distinctly. Likewise, if one is inclined to attend to many 
things at the same time in a single act of thought, one does 
so with a confused mind. Yet craftsmen who engage in 
delicate operations, and are used to fixing their eyes on a 
single point, acquire through practice the ability to make 
perfect distinctions between things, however minute and 
delicate. The same is true of those who never let their 
thinking be distracted by many different objects at the 
same time, but always devote their whole attention to the 
simplest and easiest of matters: they become perspicacious. 
(Rules  ix, I, 33) 

A good part of the Rules,  then, just expand on this conception of 
mental intuition as vision, with an effort being made to exclude 
from certainty those conceptions which stand to one side or the 
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other of the direct mental gaze. Thus, Descartes suggests that, in 
order to perform a lengthy deduction which cannot at first be 
"surveyed in a continuous and wholly uninterrupted sweep of 
thought," (Rules vii, I, 25) an effort should be made to reduce the 
complex problem to simple problems, and to view the complex 
problem as a concatenation of the simple problems and their 
connexions which can be kept before the mind. Writing is 
particularly valuable in this connexion, since "by means of very 
concise symbols" (Rules xvi, I, 67) a great number of items may 
be scrutinized, then later intuited at the same time without the 
aid of memory. Of course, things committed to memory are very 
far from the mental gaze, and Descartes is thus anxious to 
eliminate memory wherever possible from his method. For those 
difficult inductions between successive premises of which it is 
possible to intuit a relation, but which cannot be followed right 
the way through without the use of memory, Descartes counsels 
practice, so that one "can pass from the first to the last so 
quickly that memory is left with practically no role to play,'' 
(Rules xi,  I, 38)  and the whole is seemingly intuited at once. 
However, it is not possible to intuit an enumeration or induction 
so quickly that its certainty does not to some degree depend on 
memory, so an enumeration or induction is distinguished from an 
intuition by "a kind of movement of our mind" (Rules xi, I, 37) in 
which the mental gaze passes from memory to the present. To 
demonstrate further his penchant for that which may be 
circumscribed in a single mental gaze, Descartes displays some 
preference for calculations or activities done for oneself, as if 
learning from others stood in 
perception. He finds it surprising 
acquired even from weaving or 
arts are discovered "for ourselves 
1, 35) 

the way of a clear mental 
how much discernment may be 
carpet-making, provided these 
and not from others." (Rules x ,  

Although Descartes finds the comparison between direct mental 
apprehension and ordinary vision illuminating insofar as the 
certain conceptions of the mind may be understood to occupy a 
visual field, he is at pains to differentiate the paradigmatic 
mental vision from "the fluctuating testimony of the senses or 
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the deceptive judgement of the imagination as it botches things 
together." (Rules iii, I, 14) Superficial proofs are those "which 
have more to do with our eyes and imagination than our intellect," 
(Rules iv, I, 18) so it cannot be that the direct mental 
apprehension which is to be the foundation for Descartes' entire 
scientific edifice is to be understood along the lines of such 
misleading sense perception. Indeed, part of Descartes' scientific 
project was to replace the contemporary Scholastic models of 
perception, in which the sense organs are said to be affected by 
emanating species resembling the object of perception, with a 
mechanical model founded on his own method. So he can hardly 
appeal to what he thinks are mistaken models of perception in 
putting forward a true model which he thinks will replace the old 
theories. 

If the difficulties with testimony of the senses are along the 
same lines as those difficulties with the imagination (which 
seems likely), the problem with the senses generally is that they 
depict a far greater number of aspects of an object than it is 
possible to hold in the same mental gaze at one time? So that 
unless the intellect is careful to mentally gaze at only the few 
dimensions it can take in at one time, the senses, as well as the 
imagination, become a source of confusion because they can 
contain so much which stands well outside the mental gaze 
associated with certainty. Thus the use of the metaphor of 
mental vision becomes problematic for Descartes for the reasons 
that he does not, in the first place, think that the senses are a 
very accurate way of gathering knowledge. And, in the second 
place, the senses are already generally understood to operate 
along the lines of a model Descartes thinks mistaken. 

Rather than have ordinary vision, and by extension, mental 
vision, understood along the lines of subjects (objects) perceived 
by the senses, Descartes would save the perceptual metaphor by 
placing the emphasis on light. Human wisdom is compared at the 
outset of the Rules to sunlight which is not altered by the variety 

l2 As Descartes counsels at rule sixteen: "... we should not contemplate, in one and 
the same visual or mental gaze, more than two of the innumerable different 
dimensions which it is possible to depict in the imagination." (Rules xvi, I, 66-67) 
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of things it shines upon. It is this overarching, but diaphanous, 
quality of light which is stressed in the succeeding mentions of 
the light of mind in the R u l e s .  Descartes follows general 
seventeenth-century usage13 in speaking of this lumen naturale 
as a basic fact about the mind which is manifested in the ability 
to make simple deductions and comparisons correctly, and which 
underlies the possibility of comprehending the rules of the 
method at all. So basic is it, that "nothing can be added to the 
clear light of reason which does not in some way dim it." (Rules 
iv, I ,  16) Descartes consistently keeps to speaking of the truth of 
the subjects illuminated by the light, and generally avoids the 
impossible task of describing or explicating the natural light. It 
is present whenever simple deductions are made, and it is owing 
to the light of reason that everyone can made correct deductions. 
Conversely, the light of reason is dimmed, and the intelligence 
blinded, whenever haphazard studies, careless of truth and 
falsity, are indulged in. Undoubtedly, the natural light is to be 
identified with the intellect, since it is "only the intellect that is 
capable of perceiving the truth," (Rules xii, I, 39) and the natural 
light is the inseparable companion to mentally perceived truth. 

Yet understanding the natural light as the intellect is not a 
great deal of help, since the intellect itself is as mysterious an 
overarching entity, characterized not as a faculty, but by the 
images, sense-perceptions or memories upon which it reflects. 
Indeed, having abandoned explaining the metaphor of mental 
vision in terms of subject perceiving and object perceived, 
Descartes is running dangerously close to tautologically and 
uninformatively describing the clear and distinct mental vision, 
which ensures the truth of foundational judgements, as that 

See for example the Opuscules of Blaise Pascal, where in pt. 111, ch. 15, 'De 
I'esprit gbometrique,' a natural kclaircissement is used to certify the basic 
propositions of geometry: "On voit assez de 18 qu'il y a des mots incapables d'i3tre 
definis; et si la nature n'avait suppl& 9 ce defaut par une idbe pareille qu'elle a 
donnee B tous les hommes, toutes nos expressions seraient confuses: au lieu qu'on en 
use avec la meme assurance et la meme certitude que s'ils btaient expliqubs d'une 
maniere parfaitement exempte d'bquivoques; parce que la nature nous en a elle- 
meme donnti, sans paroles, une intelligence plus nette que celle que I'art nous 
acquiert par nos explications." Pensees et Opuscules, ed. Lbon Brunschvicg (Paris: 
Hachette, 196l), pt. 111, ch. 15, p. 169. 
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quality which informs judgements that are clear, distinct, and 
true. Furthermore, if the lumen naturale is made out to be 
nothing more than such a quality, it looks as though the intellect, 
or natural light, turns out to be a faculty after all: a faculty of 
true visions. 

Perhaps, to dispel the murkiness, a greater understanding of 
Descartes' mental metaphor may be understood by examining what 
is said about the subjects from which the natural light is to be 
reflected. In the Rules, the subjects illuminated by the natural 
light are true and certain in the most basic way of being 
indubitable. Descartes' indubitability must not be understood in 
later terms of incorrigibility, but as a quality of those beliefs 
which people are constitutionally unable to doubt while the 
beliefs for which indubitability is being claimed are before the 
mental gaze. In general, in the Rules, these subjects are said by 
Descartes to be extended, although there is admitted a class of 
entities which may be before the mental gaze which do not 
strictly qualify as extended. 

The former, extended things are simply the subjects before the 
mental gaze, whatever they may be. According to Descartes' 
program of physicalist reduction, these extended things are the 
mechanical components constituting the universe. Since even 
musical notes and geometrical shapes are considered to be 
extended to this view, it is best to avoid thinking of Descartes' 
notion of extension in the mass-based terms of contemporary 
notions of extension. Descartes thinks of extension more along 
the lines of something having a spatial or temporal dimension 
which can be (to join in the whirl of circular definitions) 
circumscribed in a mental gaze. These extended subjects are the 
paradigmatically clear and distinct subjects when illuminated by 
the light of the mind. Perhaps in being before the mind they are 
simply there filling the gaze and have no chance to be true or 
false with respect to anything else. Yet even if these extended 
things are taken to be paradigmatically true, it is difficult to see 
what more is added to their truth by their being bathed in the 
light of the mind. Certainly the notion of the light of the mind is 
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made no clearer by its being described as illuminating such 
subjects. 

The latter, unextended subjects are generally anything that 
cannot be circumscribed in a mental gaze, and so do not qualify as 
being extended. Unextended things include what Descartes calls 
philosophical entities: things like extension itself, or the figure 
received in the perception of physical objects. They are not, 
however, to be understood apart from extended subjects, although 
they may be distinguished from the extended things by the 
intellect. Two examples14 which Descartes uses to illustrate 
this intellectual separability accompanying extensional 
inseparability are 1) the tip of a pen moving with its heel without 
any entity really passing from one end to the other, and 2) the 
impression of a seal taken by wax without anything passing 
between the two. These philosophical or intellectual entities are 
thus comparable to the light of the intellect in that they cannot 
be considered apart from the illuminated, extended subjects, and 
in that they somehow pass beyond the extended subjects 
currently in the mental gaze. 

The light of the mind comes, then, to occupy an ambivalent 
position in the mechanistic theory of Descartes. Not being 
extended, the light is unable to function as a mechanical term in 
the vortex or fountain-inspired explanation. Yet, evidently, the 
light is not to be eliminated from explanation like the occult 
qualities that figured in the Scholastic, Galenic, or, in general, 
the non-mechanical explanatory theories with which Descartes 
was taking issue. What explanatory purpose, then, does the light 
of the mind serve? In the Rules, the light has been associated 
with truth, with intellection, and with a natural foundation-level 
of belief which humans find themselves unable to doubt. 
Curiously, it is these three elements that the Rules propose for 
themselves to settle, putting forward a theory which is at once a 
theory of truth, intellection, and a foundation-level of belief. 
Descartes says of his system that "this discipline should contain 
the primary rudiments of human reason and extend to the 

~ ~ 

l 4  Given in rule twelve, vol. 1, pp. 40-41. 
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discovery of truths in any field whatever." (Rules iv, 1,  17) 'The 
discovery of truths' puts the matter a little dishonestly, since 
the method has already described how the unknown truths are to 
be treated as known if they are to become knowledge at all, but it 
is still the aim of the Rules to give a method of investigation 
which yields truths. And what these truths have been specified 
to be known as is extension, and extension only. Intellection 
becomes understanding in a mechanistic way - reducing all 
complexities to concatenations of discrete, extended terms. 
Finally, the foundation-level of belief becomes the understanding 
that intellection is just the activity linking the discrete terms of 
the chains - the activity which supposedly is being performed in 
the activity according to the rules. It is this last point which 
creates the difficulty which requires the unanalysable light of 
the mind as solution. The linking of the discrete terms of the 
method is not something which can be reduced to one of the terms 
in the method, without making it unable to perform its function. 
The linking of the terms must be something overarching and 
connecting the terms, without being another term beside the 
others, and without being another term of an altogether different, 
occult, kind. The real problem comes when this connecting is 
brought into the system to be made sense of alongside the 
mechanical terms which Descartes rightly thinks may be used to 
explain many physical phenomena. The result is a term - the light 
of nature - which is continually appealed to using a series of 
vague (which is to say non-mechanical) epithets in order that the 
light of nature may appear to relate the otherwise static 
mechanical terms, without being made into something inert 
alongside those terms. 

1 . I  .04 Successes of the Rules 
The metaphors and vague terms that Descartes ends up using in 

the Rules to invoke the intellect are not as unsuccessful as all 
that, however. The encompassing idea of proceeding according to 
rule, which the method of the Rules employs as a link between the 
known and the unknown terms (sic), is a likely enough description 
of mind to have appealed strongly to at least one twentieth- 
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century philosopher of m i n d 3  And whether or not the extended 
terms are related according to the theory, they are related in 
fact, since the reader generally understands1 6 how the extended 
terms of the theory are connected, and how they are to be used in 
directing the mind to the solution of various problems. Yet 
neither of these successes are successes according to the stated 
aims of the Rules. In the first place, if Descartes claims that the 
method does accurately, and in any way completely, describe the 
rudiments of human reason, he has succeeded in characterizing 
the intellect as a faculty capable of performing the described 
feats of mechanical reasoning, and no others. In this case, he 
would simply have come up with a rival dogmatic claim about 
which faculties the mind possesses. On the other hand, if the 
Rules are meant as a general guide to the conduct of a reason 
capable of performing feats other than those described in the 
Rules,  Descartes has failed to establish the certainty which he 
thinks is necessary to knowledge qua knowledge. In this latter 
case, any relation whatever between two terms could qualify as 
reasoned relation, but one which is unforeseen because it is not 
one which is accounted for by the Rules. So the Rules would be 
ineffectual as a methodological programme to combat the 
extravagances of sixteenth-century science, as well as being 
inadequate to refute sceptical claims such as Montaigne's : 

Nostre esprit est un uti1 vagabond, dangereux et 
temeraire.17 

Descartes tries to steer between this Scylla of dogmatism and 
Charybdis of scepticism by offering in the Rules a programme of 
activity outside of which there is nothing of a factual, cognizable 
kind. The terms outside the method are so wholly dependent on 
the terms inside the method as to be determined by the method 

15 i.e. Wittgenstein. 
l6 Leibniz was a notable exception, finding the Regule so vague as to be like advising 
a chemist to "take what you have to take, do with it what you have to do, and you will 
get what you desire." Quoted in The Mechanizafion of the World Picfure, by E. J. 
Dijksterhuis, trans. C. Dikshoorn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961), p. 405. 
l 7  Essais, bk. ii, ch. 12, p. 541 in Euvres compl&fes (Paris: Gallimard, 1962). 
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both as objects of knowledge and, which amounts to the same in 
the Rules,  as existent. The inertial state which would result if 
the Rules were simply offered as a rival system beside the others 
of the day is avoided by treating the Rules as a programme of 
activity which pushes beyond the rules themselves to encompass 
rival systems, and the world-system generally. The point of 
activity, which cannot be placed within the system of rules, 
shines upon the rules, standing outside and inside, "a sort of 
spark of the divine." (Rules iv, I, 17) 

The Rules were probably never finished by Descartes, and 
remained unpublished in his lifetime. There are perhaps two 
connected reasons for Descartes' less than enthusiastic 
treatment of the work. The Rules are meant to be encompassing 
in the sense of accounting for even the reason one would take up 
the rule-system in the first place. Descartes does not subscribe 
to the same tradition of free enquiry as wondering Aristotle, but 
rather holds that scientific (and philosophical) inquiry is to be 
pursued for its use. Yet the Rules do not themselves proclaim a 
use, or give a reason for being taken up. In the second place, the 
Rules are cramped in just this respect of offering an emaciated 
universe in replacement of the totality of beliefs with which the 
reader approaches the philosophical system. Indeed, Descartes 
can afford to be descriptively lackadaisical with respect to the 
variety of things that his philosophy will encompass, since he 
thinks his method can encompass the variety of things with the 
regular repetition of a few uniform things. But in order for this 
to take place, the reader must understand and be capable of 
employing the method, to the extent of understanding how 
everything, even his own confused views in coming to the work, 
are to be accounted for by the concatenation of identical extended 
elements. This involves attending not to the rules themselves, 
but to how they are practiced or lived. The Rules attend little to 
this indoctrination of the system. They assume that the subject, 
in reading the Rules,  will find the most basic truths 'luminous,' 
and that from that, he will have not only a sure basis of 
knowledge, but a sure manner of proceeding. 
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1.2.00 
chercher la verite dans les sc iences - he AubbiogLaCphical Mind, 

Discou rs de la Methode pou r bien CO nduire sa raison. et 

1.2.01 

the Rules: 

Order & the Certainty of the Single Mind 
Descartes begins the Discours by renouncing his intentions in 

Ainsi mon dessein n'est pas d'enseigner ici la Methode que 
chacun doit suivre pour bien conduire sa raison, mais 
seulement de faire voir en quelle sorte j'ai tache de conduire 
la mienne .... Mais ne proposant cet ecrit que comme une 
histoire, ou, si vous I'aimez mieux, que comme un fable, en 
laquelle, parmi quelques exemples qu'on peut imiter, on en 
trouvera peut-6tre aussi plusieurs autres qu'on aura raison 
de ne pas suivre .... (ATVI,  4), (Discourse i, I, 112) 

According to the distinction between science (scientia) and 
history given at rule three of the Rules,  in setting out in the 
Discours to do history, Descartes is disqualifying himself from 
doing science. That is, Descartes thinks himself, at least at the 
outset of the Discours, to be stating how things are, and not giving 
a manner of proceeding from this state of affairs. Indeed, he goes 
on to renounce the possibility of grasping the method he is 
advocating by following the example of others, so it appears that 
the stronger case is being made that the method could not be put 
forward by the example offered by the book. 

II est vrai que, pendant que je ne faisais que considerer les 
moeurs des autres hommes, je n'y trouvais guere de quoi 
m'assurer, et que j'y remarquais quasi autant de diversite 
que j'avais fait auparavant entre les opinions des 
Philosophes. ... j'apprenais a ne rien croire trop fermement 
de ce qui ne m'avait ete persuade que par I'example et par la 
coutume; et ansi je me delivrais peu a peu de beaucoup 
d'erreurs qui peuvent offusquer notre lumiere naturelle et 
nous rendre moins capables d'entendre raison. Mais, apres 
que j'eus employe quelques annees a etudier ainsi dans le 
livre du monde, et a t$cher d'acquerir quelque experience, je 
pris un jour la resolution d'etudier aussi en moi-m6me, et 
d'employer toutes les forces de mon esprit a choisir les 
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chemins que je devais suivre. ( A T  VI, IO), (Discourse i, I ,  
11 5-1 16) 

Above all, Descartes sees his method as coming from within, and 
as being the product of a single mind deciding for itself how to 
proceed, so he cannot counsel others to adopt the method without 
counselling them to undertake something that is not the method. 
In following his counsel, they would be following rules which are 
not of their own making. Descartes' technique is to adopt, then, 
the style of an autobiographical fable, and simply describe how he 
has come to adopt the method. In the second part, Descartes sets 
about describing how he came to this first, most fundamental 
preference for the works and judgements of a single, isolated 
mind which acts as much as possible apart from the influence of 
others, by recounting the thoughts had while he himself was 
isolated in a stove-heated room. These thoughts include praise 
for cities's and bodies of law devised by a singJe person, and 
criticism of the thoughts of children who are governed by their 
appetites and their teachers. In general, the complaint brought 
against the products of multiple minds is that in their irregularity 
and lack of order, they fail to show reason, or direction toward 
some end or purpose. Descartes thinks that in order to impose the 
order he so admires on his own opinions, he must rid himself of all 
opinions he had previously haphazardly accepted, and then replace 
or re-appropriate the previous beliefs with those arranged 
according to some kind of order - the same sort of order which 
was evidenced in the much-admired purposeful works of a single 
mind. 

The praise Descartes lavishes on order makes it seem as though 
he values the works of a single mind because they show order. But 
what does he find praiseworthy in order? At times, it appears as 
if order is valued for the reason that it evinces purpose or 

' 8  Whether or not it bears on a greater philosophical understanding of Descartes, it 
is interesting to note that Descartes did not succeed in emancipating himself from the 
preconceptions of childhood in the matter of his architectural tastes: the buildings 
and gardens of the Jesuit College at La Flbche which Descartes attended were arranged 
in the pattern of a Cartesian grid. See the plates to the edition of Descartes' 
philosophical works edited by F. Alqui6 (Paris: Garnier Frbres, 1963). 
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direction toward some goal. However, it is plain that 
purposefulness, and the accompanying notions of final causes, 
were exactly the Scholasticisms that Descartes wanted to 
eliminate from h is mechan ically-ordered world-view. 1 9 Also, 
Descartes' position with respect to whether or not order even 
shows purpose or goal-directedness is a highly ambivalent one. On 
the one hand, early in part two of the Discours, the lack of order in 
cities is (as was mentioned) taken as a sign of lack of reason or 
goal-directedness: 

Ainsi ces anciennes cites qui, n'ayant ete au commencement 
que des bourgades, sont devenues par succession de temps, 
de grandes villes, sont ordinairement si mal compassees, au 
prix de ces places regulieres qu'un ingenieur trace a sa 
fantaisie dans une plaine, qu'encore que, considerant leurs 
edifices chacun a part, on y trouve souvent autant ou plus 
d'art qu'en ceux des autres, toutefois, a voir comme ils sont 
arranges, ici un grand, la un petit, et comme ils rendent les 
rues courbees et inegales, on dirait que c'est plut6t la 
fortune que la volonte de quelques hommes usant de raison 
qui les a ainsi disposes. ( A T  VI, 11-12), (Discourse ii, I ,  
116) 

Yet, on the other hand, toward the end of part four, the extreme 
order and regularity of clocks and clockwork animals is taken as 
grounds for assuming that they are both without reason. Indeed, 
the entire mechanical theory of the universe Descartes puts 
forward in the three essays on optics, meteorology, and geometry, 
following the opening discourse on the method, is a theory which 
attempts to exclude, at least overtly, reason from the ordered 
functioning of the universe. 

Neither does Descartes advocate an orderly method of rebuilding 
the edifice of belief simply for the sake of order. The examples of 

j 9  "... I consider the customary search for final causes to be totally useless in 
physics: there is considerable rashness in thinking myself capable of investigating 
the <impenetrable> purposes of God." (Meditations iv, It, 39) Also, in the 
conversation with Burman: "This rule - that we must never argue from ends - should 
be carefully heeded," Descartes' Conversation With Burman, trans. John Cottingharn 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), p. 19. Subsequent 'Burman' references are to 
this translation. 
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the order in the geometry and the mathematics with which 
Descartes was acquainted made a strong enough impression on him 
that he could have advocated order for its own sake, except that 
Descartes held at least as strongly that persuasion by example 
was not the manner in which to proceed. He complains, in an 
argument supported by a series of cultural relativisms, that 
persuasion by example does not give certain knowledge. The 
thought here seems to be that following the example of others 
gives one answer, whereas the plurality of cultures and customs 
shows that there is a multiplicity of answers to the same 
question. When setting a provisional moral code, Descartes is 
willing to countenance alternative methods of solving the same 
problems, yet his moral code prescribes adopting a single course 
of action and sticking to it as though it were certain in the face of 
what appears to be equally probable alternatives. In this way, 
'regrets' and 'remorse' might be avoided. At bottom, this is a 
restatement of the preference stated in the Rules for an algorithm 
that is certain, since one that is uncertain gives no manner of 
proceeding at all. In settling upon even the most simple of 
algorithms, 'to stick to one's decisions,' Descartes thinks he would 
be 

Imitant en ceci les voyageurs qui, se trouvant egares en 
quelque for&, ne doivent pas errer en tournoyant tant6t d'un 
c6te, tant6t d'un autre, ni encore moins s'arreter en une 
place, mais marcher toujours le plus droit qu'ils peuvent 
vers un meme c6te, et ne le changer point pour de faibles 
raisons, encore que ce n'ait peut-&re ete au commencement 
que le hasard seul qui les ait determines a le choisir; car, 
par ce moyen, s'ils ne vont justement oir its desirent, ils 
arriveront au moins a la fin quelque part oir 
vraisemblablement ils seront mieux que dans le milieu d'une 
foret. ( A T  IV, 24-25), (Discourse iii, I, 123) 

Presumably, facing a variety of alternative solutions from other 
cultures with a choice founded according to one's own customs 
would be analogous to choosing any straight path from the forest, 
and so would be the best choice under the circumstances. But 
when it comes to originating a philosophy or mathesis universalis, 
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which is to encompass all possible alternatives, the successful 
algorithm must include all possible alternatives if it is to give a 
non-arbitrary choice among them. The 'circumstances' which 
suggest a likely manner of proceeding in a forest or other 
practical situation are absent in the case of an encompassing 
theory of knowledge. Why follow custom? Why follow a straight 
path? Accepting the answer of circumstance, that order simply 
appeals, would be acting like a child from appetite, and not from 
reasons originated for oneself. 

The attraction of the example of an orderly, mathematical 
method is not merely that it makes use of order, but that this 
order offers the possibility of having present to the mind at one 
time all that there is to a problem. All differences between terms 
could be reduced to the same differences, successively applied. 
As in an inductive proof, it would suffice to be certain of the rule 
of iteration to be certain of the entire series. Descartes, with 
such a method, thinks he can be satisfied that all is known that 
there is to be known about the problem in question. All that there 
is to the problem is following rules, and these rules may be 
entirely comprehended using the briefest possible symbols. With 
Descartes' Parmenidean notion of truth, this is enough to ensure 
that the algorithms of the method are 1) exhaustive, insofar as 
they fail to take into account no other possible solutions to the 
matter in question, and 2) certain, for the reason that being able 
to clearly encompass the entire problem in the mind is sufficient 
to prove its truth in Descartes' view. Clearly, the mathematical 
method was a powerful influence on Descartes' offering the kind 
of foundation he does to his metaphysics: 

En ayant remarque qu'il n'y a rien de tout en ceci: j e  pense, 
donc je suis, qui m'assure que je dis la verite, sinon que je 
vois tres clairement que, pour penser, il faut &e; je jugeai 
que je pouvais prendre pour regle generale, que les choses 
que nous concevons fort clairement et fort distinctement 
sont toutes vraies .... ( A T  VI, 33), (Discourse iv, I ,  127) 

Yet having established this foundation of certainty, his problem is 
how to proceed both with the epistemological project and the 

3 1  



project of the fable. The two difficulties are in fact linked, since 
they both concern the possibility of connecting what is true and 
present to the mind with what lies apart from that mental vision. 

Taking the epistemological difficulty first, Descartes is assured 
that although geometrical demonstrations may be taken as 
certain, there is nothing in these demonstrations to assure that 
the figures in question exist apart from their presence to the 
mind. The existence of the world is involved in like difficulties of 
existential proof, since, as Descartes argues, it seems that there 
may be clear and distinct acquaintance with thoughts and visions 
of the world in dreams, without their being veridical in the sense 
of corresponding to existent things. The way out of this specious 
present of certainty into the truths20 of the world lies in another 
clear and distinct conception: God. 

God, like the rules of the Rules, cannot be known by imagination, 
but rather must be known by intellection, since it is only 
intellection which has the ability to surpass the extended things 
of the imagination in which the proofs of geometry and the 
teachings of the senses are depicted. God, as a matter of fact, 
does extend beyond the specious present of certainty into 
existence, and into a number of other perfections which it is not 
possible to circumscribe within the limited ken of imagination. In 
light of this, the writing of part four of the Discours de la 
Methode, in which God is spoken of as being the source of ideas, or 
the agent which has established various things in nature, is 
misleading in that it seems to be putting forward the view that it 

2o The clarity of the presentation of this argument in the Discours is somewhat 
hampered by a rather subtle distinction in the use of the adjectives 'claires,' 'vrai,' 
and 'distinctes' as opposed to the noun 'les vraies'- a distinction which the 
translations do little to preserve. In general, the adjectives are used to describe 
ideas whether or not they have a real existence, while the noun is used only of ideas 
which are realy existent in the world. Confusion on this point makes it look as 
though God underwrites the certainty of even those conceptions with which there is 
direct acquaintance, and not just the truth of conceptions having to do with existence. 
Descartes puts the subtle point boldly in a March, 1642 letter to Mersenne: " ... car, 
la veritci etant indivisible, la moindre chose qu'on en &e, ou qu'on y ajoute, la 
falsifie. Comme, par example, vous me mandez comme un axiome qui vienne de moi: 
que tout ce que nuus concevuns clairement est uu existe; ce qui n'est nullement de 
moi, mais seulement que tout ce que nous apercevons clairement est vrai, et ainsi 
qu'il existe, si nous apercevons qu'il ne puisse ne pas exister; ou bien qu'il peut 
exister, si nous apercevons que son existence soit possible." (AT  111,  544-545) 
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is possible to circumscribe an idea of a god who is then made 
responsible for various facts about the world. This in turn leads 
to the kind of objection recently offered by B. Williams in his book 
Descartes, and which was offered by Gassendi in Descartes' own 
day, to wit, that there are those without a clear and distinct idea 
of God who are left "with nowhere to go, since God was for 
Descartes the bridge from the world of himself and his ideas to 
anything outside that world."21 Descartes puts his conception of 
God more clearly, and more concisely in the sixth meditation: 

Indeed, there is no doubt that everything that I am taught by 
nature contains some truth. For if nature is considered in 
its general aspect, than I understand by the term nothing 
other than God himself, or the ordered system of created 
things established by God. (Meditations vi, I I ,  56) 

Creation is not differentiated from maintenance on Descartes' 
view,22 so the order established by God must be taken as a more 
immanent one than say, the Thomistic hierarchy. In fact, there is 
good reason for thinking, in light of what Descartes writes about 
order and method in the Rules and the Discours, that God is the 
order of nature? In the Rules, Descartes argued that there was 
nothing outside the method, just as in the Discours, Descartes is 
trying to give an exhaustive method which, following the 
mathematical model, deals with all that there is to both the 
problem and its solution. It is this method of order which is to 
account for a thing's existence beyond that moment in which it is 
present to the mind. And since there is nothing outside this order, 
the order is both nature and, so far as He is known, God. 

Bernard Williams, Descarfes: The Project of Pure Enquiry (Hassocks: 
Harvester, 1978), p. 210. 
22 "The second part of the law is proved from the immutability of the workings of 
God, by means of which the world is continually 
identical with its original act of creation." (Principles 
distinction between preservation and creation is 
(Meditations iii, I I ,  33) 
23 Descartes would certainly add the provisos "as far 
of knowing it [the nature of God]," (Discours iv, 
intellectually distinguished from the order of nature. 

i 
preserved through an action 
42, I, 243) Also: "Hence the 
only a conceptual one ....I' 

as my own nature was capable 
I, 128) and that God can be 
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... pour connaitre la nature de Dieu autant que la mienne en 
etait capable, je n'avais qu'a considerer, de toutes les 
choses dont je trouvais en moi quelque idee, si c'etait 
perfection ou non de les posseder, et j'etais assure qu'aucune 
de celles qui marquaient quelque imperfection n'etait en lui, 
mais que toutes les autres y etaient. ( A T  VI ,  149),  
(Discourse iv, I, 128) 

No doubt Descartes is putting forward his own brand of 
Augustinism, identifying, with a few reservations, God with being 
or perfection. But with Descartes, what is reduces to what can be 
comprehended by the method, and the method, in turn, is based on 
what is present to the mind. So even after having brought God into 
the method, in order that there may be epistemological progress 
from what is present to the mind, Descartes is faced with the 
problem of showing how God is present to the mind, yet capable of 
allowing the mind to pass beyond this presence to knowledge of 
existence. 

In fact, this raises two difficulties: 1) God's relationship to the 
mind, and 2) the way in which God manifests himself to the mind. 
The two difficulties are solved by a single solution: God (so far as 
he is known) is the mind (insofar as it is conducted according to 
rule).24 To have God be something else again other than the mind 
would raise, once more, the problem of how one distinct thing can 
interact with another - the problem of how God, being different 
from mind, can somehow impart certainty to mind in matters of 
existential judgement. That God had a hand in the constitution of 
mind, and gave it the ability to intuit certainty, as a workman 
would leave his stamp on the objects he has made,25 is really a 
non-answer, since the same difficulties are raised in the question 
of how the mark is to be known to be the work of God. God, mind, 
and constitution are all different names in Descartes' view for a 

24 In this reading of the Discours, I anticipate the remarks of Annette Baier in 'The 
Idea of the True God in Descartes,' in Essays on Descartes' Meditations, ed. Amelie 
Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), p. 377: "I have claimed the 
idea of God is the thinker qua self-conscious." 
25 "And indeed it is no surprise that God, in creating me, should have placed this idea 
in me to be, as it were, the mark of the craftsman stamped on his work - not that the 
mark need be anything distinct from the work itself." (Meditations iii, II, 35) 
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relationship which carries beyond the intuited specious present of 
certainty. There remains the problem of accounting for how the 
relationship with God is manifested in the presence of certainty 
wherein it finds its ground. 

The solution Descartes returns in the Discours is alike in many 
respects to that given in the Rules, except that the light of nature 
is eclipsed in importance by the idea that 'real and true' ideas 
come from a perfect, infinite, and truthful Being. This avoids 
being a question begging answer to the question at issue because 
Descartes would envision this origination as being something with 
which we are acquainted when we know a thing as fulfilling the 
perfections of its kind. 

Mais si nous ne savions point que tout ce qui est en nous de 
reel et de vrai vient d'un &e parfait et infini, pour claires 
et distinctes que fussent nos idees, nous n'aurions aucune 
raison qui nous assurit qu'elles eussent la perfection d'Btre 
vraies. (AT VI, 39), (Discourse iv, I, 130) 

... j'ai remarque certains lois que Dieu a tellement etablies 
en la nature, et dont iI a imprime de telles notions en nos 
Ames, qu'apres y avoir fait assez de reflexion nous ne 
saurions douter qu'elles ne soient exactement observees en 
tout ce qui est ou ce que se fait dans le monde. ( A T V I ,  41), 
(Discourse v, I, 131) 

To see how God gives certainty of existence to conceptions which 
are clearly and distinctly perceived, and in so doing, passes 
beyond the specious presence of certainty, one must, in the last 
analysis, just see, clearly and distinctly, that He does do so. The 
strength of this part of the proof consists, to use the term 
associated with the later work, in simply meditating on the fact. 
Words are no more to the point since they can but dim the 'bon 
sens' which resides in each man, and upon which the method and 
its proof are ultimately based? 

26 "Premierement, jlai tache de trouver en genenal les Principes ou Premieres 
Causes de tout ce qui est ou qui peut &re dans le monde, sans rien considerer pour cet 
effet que Dieu seul qui I'a cr&, ni les tirer d'ailleurs que de certaines semences de 
Vbritb qui sont naturellement en nos ames." ( A T  VI, 63-64), (Discourse vi, I, 143- 
1 4 4 )  
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1.2.02 The Nature of Human Nature, Rationality, or Mind 

The point at which God or mind is used to justify the method of 
the Discours is the point at which the method leaves off, and 
instructs the reader to use only his "natural reason in all its 
purity." (Discourse vi, I, 151) Significantly, it is a similar point 
outside the method which is used by Descartes in two hypothetical 
tests used to distinguish real men from clockwork men or beasts. 

Machines or beasts such as parrots or monkeys can be taught or 
constructed in such a way as to mimic the way in which humans 
are known to act in certain given situations: 

Car on peut bien concevoir qu'une machine soit tellement 
faite qu'elle profere des paroles, et m6me qu'elle en profere 
quelques-unes a propos des actions corporelles qui 
causeront quelques changements en ses organes; cornme si 
on la touche en quelque endroit, qu'elle demande ce qu'on lui 
veut dire, si en un autre, qu'elle crie qu'on lui fait mal, et 
choses semblables .... ( A T  VI, 56), (Discourse v, I, 140) 

The machine may even be ever so well constructed, or the beast 
ever so well trained, that it is able to perform certain tasks or 
give certain responses in a far more skillful manner than trained 
human beings: 

... ainsi qu'on voit qu'une horloge, qui n'est composee que de 
roues et de ressorts, peut compter les heures, et mesurer le 
temps, plus justement que nous avec toute notre prudence. 
( A T  VI, 59), (Discourse v, I, 141) 

Far from proving that these beasts or machines have intelligence, 
such facility in circumscribed tasks proves 

plut6t qu'ils n'en ont point, et que c'est la nature qui agit en 
eux selon la disposition de leurs organes .... ( A T  VI, 59), 
(Discourse v, I, 141) 
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In fact, the presence of the universal instrument reason is shown 
by the beast or machine's ability to act in the appropriate way in 
situations which are not foreseen in advance, and which machines 
or animals could not be trained or constructed to perform for just 
the reason that these situations, gua unforeseen, cannot be 
reduced to rules of conditioning or mechanization. Of course, 
giving ''an appropriately meaningful answer" (Discourse v, I, 140) 
or acting with reason "in all the contingencies of life'' (Discourse 
v, I, 140) will involve rule-following, and so could be, to that 
extent, dealt with by programmed or conditioned machines or 
animals. However, according to Descartes, it is not conceivable 

qu'elle les [paroles] arrange diversement pour repondre au 
sens de tout ce qui se dira en sa presence, ainsi que les 
hommes les plus hebetes peuvent faire. ( A T  VI, 56-57), 
(Discourse v, I, 140) 

And it is 'inevitable' that the machine or animal will fail to act 
with understanding in some situations. This hard position of 
logical impossibility is later softened to a position of 'morale' 
impossibil i ty: 

Car, au lieu que la raison est un instrument universe1 qui 
peut servir en toutes sortes de rencontres, ces organes ont 
besoin de quelque particuliere disposition pour chaque action 
particuliere; d'ob vient qu'il est moralement impossible qu'il 
y en ait assez de divers en une machine, pour la faire agir en 
toutes les occurrences de la vie de meme faGon que notre 
raison nous fait agir. ( A T  VI, 57), (Discourse v, I, 140) 

Without going in to the specifics of either argument, suffice it to 
say that, for Descartes, what is taken as the distinguishing mark, 
or the nature of man, as opposed to beast or machine, is something 
which lies beyond the possibility of strict formulability according 
to rule. However, this nature is also manifested, at the point 
which strict formulability according to rule leaves off, by the 
activity of speech or reason which does take place according to 
rule. 
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Thus the ultimate appeal of the Discours to experience which 
lies outside the method gives an answer which is in accord with 
what Descartes takes to be the nature of man. In both the final 
appeal of the Discours, and in the tests for rationality, it is the 
"teaching of nature"27 which is ultimately called in to account for 
the truth of the answers given. And indeed, this outcome is in 
accord with the rhetorical thrust of the Discours, since it asks, 
superficially at least, each reader to heed the moral of the fable, 
and evaluate the method according to his own lights, just as 
Descartes said he was "forced to become my own guide," (Discours 
ii, I, 119) and evaluate the teachings of childhood according to his 
clear and distinct perceptions. The obvious catch is that the 
reader is not being his own guide, but being guided to the method 
by the Discours de la Methode. This leading is most blatantly 
taking place through the introduction of a notion of nature by the 
Discours themselves. The nature in question is not given by God, 
or found, just as a matter of fact, to be the case, but is rather a 
particular 'nature' supplied by Descartes28 as a pre-condition for 
doing science at all. The nature in question must be extended and 
rule-governed, and so ultimately be reducible to something 
present to the mind. De facto, this excludes the vital principles, 
powers, and other 'occult qualities' which would have been a part 
of the current popular conceptions of nature, as well as a part of 
the conception of nature in the view of the rival Aristotelian 
science of the day. Also excluded would be more Spartan views of 
nature, such as that later proposed by Julien Offray de La Mettrie, 
who, in his L'Homme Machine (1747) tried to eliminate even the 
ghost of rationality from the machine.29 Yet even in accepting a 

27 To borrow the catch-phrase from R. Kennington's excellent article 'The 'Teaching 
of Nature' in Descartes' Soul Doctrine,' Review of Metaphysics 26, 1972. 
28 In 'creating' the nature with which the Discours are concerned, Descartes might 
be fancied to be masquerading as God. One might so corrupt Descartes' motto 
Larvatus Prodeo to Lavartus Pro Deo as some commentators have done. For  
treatments of the problem, see J.-L. Nancy, Ego Sum (Paris: Flammarion, 1979), 
ch. 2, and Annette Baier, 'The Idea of the True God in Descartes' in Essays on 
Descartes' Meditations, ed. Amelie Rorty (Berkeley : University of California Press, 
1986) .  
29 In this remarkable and neglected work, Offray de La Mettrie writes "Je crois la 
pensee si peu incompatible avec la matibre organisbe, qu'elle semble en etre une 
propriete, telle que I'blectricitb, la facult6 motrice, I'imp6nbtrabilit4, I'btendue, 

3 8  



view of nature along the lines of the one proposed in the Discours, 
it might be argued that one is still taking the moral of the fable, 
and not, in being led by a book, contradicting the moral of the 
fable. It is put, in the biographical portion of the Discours, that 
Descartes himself learned from the examples of the architecture 
of the villages in which he lived, from the laws of Sparta, and, 
above all, from the examples of mathematics and algebra. Indeed, 
he positively recommends by his example travel and intercourse 
with other people's customs and opinions: 

Et d'autant que j'esperais en pouvoir mieux venir a bout en 
conversant avec les hommes, qu'en demeurant plus 
longtemps renferme dans le po6le OG j'avais eu toutes ces 
pensees, I'hiver n'etait pas encore bien acheve que je me 
remis a voyager. Et en toutes les neuf annees suivantes, je 
ne fis autre chose que rouler ~a et la dans le monde, tgchant 
d'y 6tre spectateur plut6t qu'acteur en toutes les Comedies 
qui s'y jouent; et, faisant particulierement reflexion, en 
chaque matiere, sur ce qui la pouvait rendre suspecte et nous 
donner occasion de nous meprendre, je deracinais cependant 
de mon esprit toutes les erreurs qui sty etaient pu glisser 
auparavant. ( A T  VI, 28-29), (Discourse i i i ,  I, 125) 

However, as Descartes here suggests, the lessons taught him by 
the world had mainly a purgative effect. The variety of customs 
and examples offered by the characters playing the comedy of the 
world showed Descartes that there is no certainty to be had 
following custom and example, so one ought to eschew the 
examples of the world, and undertake an intellectual, i f  not 
actual, hermitage by deciding questions for one's self, in one's 
own mind, after the example of mathematical cognition. 

mais pour ce qu'on ne saurait si bien concevoir une chose et 
la rendre sienne, Iorsqu'on I'apprend de quelque autre, que 
Iorsqu'on I'invente soi-m6me. ( A T  VI, 69), (Discourse vi, I, 
146) 

etc." Julien Offray de La Mettrie, L'Homme Machine (Paris: Editions Bossard, 
1921) .  
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There arise the same difficulties encountered in the tests for 
intelligence, in that rule or custom must be followed if the new 
knowledge (scientia) or language or rational action is to count as 
such, yet this knowledge or language or rational action cannot 
follow too closely the rule of custom, else it fails to count as 
anything more than mechanically-realizable custom. 

The all-important gap between mechanically following custom, 
and acquiring knowledge (scientia) is both opened and bridged in 
this part of the Discours by the idea of acquiring a "habit and 
fac i l i t y "  (Discourse vi, I, 148) or practice of either doing 
mathematics, for example, or of reading the Discours  and 
following essays themselves.30 Rather as Ludwig Wittgenstein 
argues in the Philosophical /nvestigations,31 scientia begins at 
the point where one can follow the rules, without copying the 
rules by rote. To this end, Descartes seems to be advocating in 
the D iscours ,  by his example of intellectual purgation,32 a 
premeditated forgetting or uprooting of previously-held beliefs in 
order to ensure that the rules or customs in question are being 
followed, and not copied by rote. It is tempting to think that 
Descartes is advocating a subjective memory erasure,33 and not 

3o It is interesting to note that, whether under the influence of the Discours 
themselves, or some other Cartesian works, the philosophers of Quebec responded to 
a 1706 Jesuit list of thirty Cartesian propositions they were to desist from 
maintaining with confusion: "Au Qubbec, les philosophes voient le cartesianisme 
comme le fondement d'une connaissance renouvelee et ils ne considerent pas toutes 
ses formulations comme des dogmes mais mmme des hypotheses qui manquent de 
precision. l l  s'agit d'un programme et non d'une philosophie fixe." 'Le cartesianisme 
au Quebec,' by Leslie Armour, Archives de Philosophie 51, 1988, cahier 1 : Bulletin 
Cartesien 16, p. 11. 
31 I am thinking in particular of $151, but there are a host of other examples 
between $1 38 and $242 of the Philosophical Investigations. 
32 Henri Gouhier, in La Pensde Mdfaphysique de Descartes, second edition (Paris: 
Vrin, 1969), p. 58, vividly characterizes Descartes' break with preconceived 
opinions: "Mais il faut preciser le caractere radical de la cure: il s'agit d'asphyxier 
I'enfant qui survit dans I'homme mOr; c'est moins un accouchement, selon la 
metaphore socratique, qu'un infanticide." 
33 I write 'subjective memory erasure' in the modern jargon, but the important 
point is that it is not Cartesian jargon. The possibility is entertained solely for the 
sake of argument, with the full realization that seriously discussing the possibility 
of such a subjective memory erasure would involve such an upheaval to the Cartesian 
view-point as to make that view-point scarcely recognizable. For Descartes, 
although it is difficult to pin him down exactly on the point, there are two types of 
memory: a material memory and an intellectual memory. The material memory 
consists of folds in the brain, and, in being extended, is not subjective. The 
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some stronger break with the burden of custom and example. Thus 
one might read from the Discours themselves, then after some 
time (perhaps spent in seclusion), forget what had been read, and 
so be assured that one was proceeding by following the rules in 
good faith and not just mechanically parroting what had been read. 
Yet this subjective memory erasure is not a sufficiently great 
schism with the burden of rule to accomplish the theoretical 
tasks Descartes has set for the break. The major difficulty is 
that Descartes generally holds that it is a sufficient condition for 
concluding that a system is devoid of reason if it instantiates 
activity which mimics custom, or machine-realizable behavior. 
This is the position which underlies the tests for intelligence as 
well as Descartes' general scientific methodology. If it were 
otherwise, in any case where activity was performed with such 
clockwork respect to rule that the obvious conclusion would be 
that the system in question was devoid of intelligence, it would 
be possible to claim that the behavior was in fact intelligent, and 
that the system in question had actually forgotten its training or 
programming, and was now acting from an intelligent following of 
the rules. Clearly such a possibility would be in conflict with 
Descartes' scientific project of ridding the world of occult 
qualities. 

Significantly, however, Descartes is willing to countenance 
exceptions to this rule in cases where there is clear and distinct 
perception of thought attending such mechanical activity. For 
example, in part five of the Discours de la Methode, where 
Descartes proposes his mechanical explanation of the world, the 
idea that the activities of which he speaks might or might not be 
attended by thought, according to whether or not they are thought 
about, is entertained: 

Car, examinant les fonctions qui pouvaient en suite de cela 
6tre en ce corps, j'y trouvais exactement toutes celles qui 
peuvent etre en nous sans que nous y pensions, ni par 
consequent que notre iime, c'est-a-dire cette partie 

intellectual memory might be considered subjective, but it is nothing that could be 
erased, since it is not a faculty and, furthermore, it is nothing unless perceived (in 
Descartes' very difficult sense). 
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distincte du corps dont il a ete dit ci-dessus que la nature 
n'est que de penser, y contribue, et qui sont toutes les 
memes en quoi on peut dire que les animaux sans raison nous 
ressemblent, sans que j'y en pusse pour cela trouver aucune 
de celles qui, etant dependantes de la pensee, sont les seules 
qui nous appartiennent en tant qu'hommes, au lieu que je les 
y trouvais toutes par apres, ayant suppose que Dieu cre3t une 
$me raisonnable, et qu'il la joignit a ce corps en certaine 
faGon que je decrivais. (ATVI ,  46), (Discourse v, I, 134) 

Here the same activity could be performed intelligently or not, but 
in the case that it was performed intelligently, the thinking, as 
'our thinking,' would be clearly and distinctly perceived by the 
thinker. Much later, toward the end of his life, in a 23 November, 
1646 letter sent as part of the epistolary exchange with 
Newcastle, Descartes entertained the possibility that animals 
might still think in spite of never acting in a way that shows that 
they do. What appears necessary to decide the question one way or 
the other is again clear and distinct perception of 'thoughts such 
as we experience ourselves:' 

Je sais bien que les b6tes font beaucoup de choses mieux que 
nous, mais je ne m'en etonne pas; car cela m6me sert a 
prouver qu'elles agissent naturellement et par ressorts, 
ainsi qu'une horloge, laquelle montre bien mieux I'heure qu'il 
est, que notre jugement ne nous I'enseigne. Et sans doute 
que, lorsque les hirondelles viennent au printemps, elles 
agissent en cela comme des horloges. Tout ce que font les 
mouches a miel est de meme nature, et I'ordre que tiennent 
les grues en volant, et celui qu'observent les singes en se 
battant, s'il est vrai qu'ils en observent quelqu'un, et enfin 
I'instinct d'ensevelir leurs morts, n'est pas plus etrange que 
celui des chiens et des chats, qui grattent la terre pour 
ensevelir leurs excrements, bien qu'ils ne les ensevelissent 
presque jamais: ce qui montre qu'ils ne le font que par 
instinct, et sans y penser. On peut seulement dire que, bien 
que les b6tes ne fassent aucune action qui nous assure 
qu'elles pensent, toutefois, a cause que les organes de leurs 
corps ne sont pas fort differents de nbtres, on peut 
conjecturer qu'il y a quelque pensee jointe ces organes, 
ainsi que nous experimentons en nous, bien que la leur soit 
beaucoup moins parfaite. ( A T  IV, 575-576) 
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Again, however, while ostensibly allowing the fable to be 
ultimately justified by the nature of each reader, Descartes 
continues to prompt from the wings his notion of human nature, 
rationality, or mind. Where the reader is supposedly looking into 
himself to see 'thoughts such as he experiences himself,' he must 
in fact find Cartesian rule-governed thoughts if they are to count 
as thoughts at all. Where in order to vindicate the moral of the 
fable, the reader must not follow the fable, he can only vindicate 
the fable by following and experiencing in accord with the 
conception of nature given in the fable. 

1.2.03 The Moral of the Fable 
Descartes' most noble efforts to overcome this paradox involve 

the rather Humean notions of 'habit and facility.' If the reader 
could take the moral of the fable, and find himself following the 
Discours without being led by them, he would have succeeded in 
preserving the independence of mind Descartes thinks essential to 
the method, while still practicing what appears to be the 
Cartesian method. The difficulty here is that the open-ended idea 
of such a practical experiment is foreign to a truly Cartesian 
method.34 The contingency of an experiment which could have 
been otherwise is not permitted by a method which seeks to have 
a certain manner of proceeding. Neither God, nor nature, can be 
brought wholly before the light of the mind, and still function as a 

34 This is the point at which Descartes' philosophical teaching departs from the 
rhetorical thrust of the works. Descartes is trying to get the reader to direct his 
mind in a way that will make him think that the Cartesian conception of mind is 
correct (the rhetorical thrust) while the Cartesian line is that there is no other way 
of directing the mind than the Cartesian way (the philosophical thrust). It may be 
that Descartes pursued this duplicity unknowingly, or he may have found such 
duplicity necessary to have his work accepted by the Church on the one hand, while 
demolishing Scholastic practices in the sciences on the other. H. Canton in 'The 
Problem of Descartes' Sincerity,' Philosophical Forum 2, 1971, Jean-Luc Nancy in 
Ego Sum (Paris: Flammarion, 1979), and Maxime Leroy in Descartes: Le philosophe 
au masque (Paris: Rieder, 1929) discuss in depth the possible ruses of the 
philosopher who echoed @id: 

Crede mihi; bene qui latuit, bene vixit, et intra, 
Fortunam debet quisque manere suam. 

- Tristia i, 2, 25-26. (Quoted in E. S. Haldane; Descartes: 
His Life & Times (London: John Murray, 1905)' p. 363). 

43 



bridge from the mind to the world. An appeal to facility, habit, or 
the teaching of nature might be possible if Descartes were willing 
to admit that the order of nature is not revealed to the light of the 
mind in the manner of a mathematical proof, but rather is given in 
the uncertain progress and unfolding of the natural events 
themselves. 

1.3.00 Meditations on First Philosop hv - - Philosophv of Mind 
editation, 

1.3.01 The Rhetoric of Meditation 
The Meditations on First Philosophy are Descartes' rhetorically 

most sophisticated attempt to ground his mechanical physics on a 
foundation of metaphysical certitude. The structure of the 
Meditat ions is somewhat like that of a traditional ascensional 
meditat ion35 proceeding in six parts; the first part being a 
confession of ignorance or inadequacy; the second, an appeal to 
the creator for salvation from this state of ignorance; the third, 
fourth, and fifth parts, a rebuilding with the aid of the creator; 
and the sixth part a dismissal of the initial doubts as foolish in 
light of  the certainty finally attained. This relatively 
straightforward structure is complicated in the first (1 641) and 
second (1642) editions by a dedicatory letter to the Sorbonne, a 
preface to the reader, and a synopsis (all preceding the first 
meditation), and a series of objections and replies following the 
last. Only the meditations proper follow the ascensional practice 
of demanding a sort of participation on the part of the reader to 
be understood. The remainder is written in a more simple and 
direct style that clarifies, elaborates, and sometimes contradicts 
the writing within the six-part structure. 

Descartes, in the preface to the reader, and repeatedly in the 
replies to the objections following, insists that the readers of 

35 The similarities between Descartes' Meditations and other, traditional 
meditations are discussed in some detail by Amelie Rorty in 'The Structure of 
Descartes' Meditations,' Essays on Descartes' Meditations, ed. Arn6lie Rorty 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986). 
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the Mediations participate in the activity of meditation. In the 
preface, Descartes entreats readers of the Meditations 

to meditate seriously with me, and to withdraw their minds 
from the senses and from all preconceived opinions. 
(Preface, I I ,  8) 

past, they have 
certain. As the 
beliefs he thinks 
is similarly being 
to examine and 
meditations. 

The stumbling 

This demand is an attempt to square the practice of the reader's 
meditation with the project of epistemological destruction 
taking place in the first meditation. It is observed, in the first 
meditation, that "it is prudent never to trust completely those 
who have deceived us even once" (Meditations i, I I ,  12) and that 
the senses have deceived us on repeated occasions as to whether 
we are awake or asleep, as well as about a variety of other 
things. Accordingly, just as it is prudent not to trust the 
teachings of the senses, it is prudent not to trust anything which 
can be doubted at all, for not only have the senses deceived in the 

deceived about matters which seemed very 
narrator is disburdening himself of a group of 
it imprudent to continue to believe, the reader 
asked to leave behind his preconceived opinions 
reconceive his own opinions in the succeeding 

blocks of the Rules - to follow the rules without 
copying them - and the Discours- to take the moral of the fable - 
are dealt with by suggesting that in order to truly understand the 
Meditations, one must enter into the practice of meditating for 
oneself. By so meditating, the reader will not be imprudently 
following the instructions of a possibly deceptive book,36 but 
instead, at bottom, he will be originating the Cartesian method 
for himself. Or so Descartes thinks: 

36 Descartes voices his ambivalent attitude toward books in La Recherche de la 
V6rM par la lumiere nafurelle: " ... il me suffit de remarquer que, quand bien meme 
toute la science qui se peut dbsirer, serait comprise dans les livres, si est-ce que ce 
qu'ils ont de bon est me16 parmi tant de choses inutiles, et semtj confus6ment dans un 
tas de si gros volumes, qu'il faudrait plus de temps pour les lire, que nous n'en avons 
pour demeurer en cette vie, et plus d'esprit pour choisir les choses utiles, que pour 
les inventer de soi-meme." (AT X, 497-498), (Search for Truth, It, 401) 
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... so that if the reader is willing to follow it and give 
sufficient attention to all points, he will make the thing his 
own and understand it just as perfectly as if he had 
discovered it for himself. (Replies ii, II, l l O ) 3 7  

Besides in this way allowing apprenticeship to a theory which is 
really one of self-mastery, the exhortation to the reader to join 
in the meditation allows Descartes to plea in defense of his work 
that those mounting certain kinds of objections have quite simply 
failed to properly meditate, and so to understand: 

What I wrote ... will be clear enough to those who study it 
closely, but it is not surprising if those who do not 
meditate on it find it very obscure. (Replies v, I I ,  247) 

[The Meditations] ... conflict with many preconceived 
opinions derived from the senses which we have got into the 
habit of holding from our earliest years, and so only those 
who really concentrate and meditate and withdraw their 
minds from corporeal things, so far as is possible, will 
achieve perfect knowledge of them. (Replies ii, II, 111) 

This is why I wrote 'Meditations' rather than 'Disputations,' 
as the philosophers have done, or 'Theorems and Problems,' 
as the geometers would have done. In so doing I wanted to 
make it clear that I would have nothing to do with anyone 
who was not willing to join me in meditating and giving the 
subject attentive consideration. (Replies ii, I I ,  112) 

Descartes may also plea, as he does in the preface, that it is 
pointless to "merely try to carp at individual sentences" (Preface, 
II, 8) because it is not the individual sentences, or indeed the 
Meditations as written that are at stake. Rather, it is the 
Meditations as taken up and practiced by the reader in such a way 
that they become his own that is important. On the crucial point 
of light, Descartes argues in the replies to objections: 

37 Or, as he puts the point in a letter to Beeckman, 17 October, 1630: "if you know 
something, it is completely yours, even if you have learnt it from someone else." 
(Phi/ .  Letters, 17) 
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It is quite irrelevant whether the phrase 'a great light' has 
force in the argument or not; what matters is whether it 
helps explain matters - and it does. (Replies iii, II, 135) 

This tactic gradually shifts the emphasis in the Meditations from 
what is read and written, to what the reader finds in himself. 
Thus, as the Meditations continue, the teachings of the natural 
light are used to assure each reader of the truths he finds in 
himself, and these teachings, rather than the argument proper of 
the Meditations, come to bear the weight of the Cartesian proof. 
In speaking with Burman, Descartes ingenuously voices his 
attitude toward the straightforward argument: 

But there is no point in arguing like this on these matters. 
Let 
everyone just go down deep into himself ... everyone will 
find that it is as I say. (Burman, 21) 

As the reader is encouraged to meditate with the first 
meditation, he begins to leave behind the pre-conceived opinions 
which would otherwise threaten his success in proceeding with 
further meditations. This is accomplished under the guise of 
excluding any beliefs which are in the least bit doubtful, but the 
reader is to accept at the same time a number of beliefs which 
are themselves doubtful. The first and foremost among them 
being the belief that at least the foundations of all knowledge 
worthy the name are, or must be, certain and indubitable. This is 
closely connected with another questionable belief, to wit, that 
knowledge can be acquired by using a process of excluding all 
sources of belief that are in the least bit dubitable. In so 
imposing these hard conditions on what is to be the proper 
subject of the Meditations, Descartes is overtly excluding certain 
beliefs from his system, but at the same time he is covertly 
specifying what beliefs will be included in the system. The 
result, as in the Rules and the Discours,  is a system that is 
considered all-encompassing, but only at the expense of 
disqualifying simply by fiat certain outlooks from consideration. 
For example, Descartes leads into the second meditation by 
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writing close to the finish of the first: " ... the task now in hand 
does not involve action but merely the acquisition of knowledge." 
(Meditations i, I I ,  15) That knowledge could be acquired without 
action was an argued point in philosophy in Descartes' time, just 
as today. Yet the condition is simply imposed that the acquisition 
of knowledge is something apart from, or does not involve, action 
in the world. In so imposing the method, the Meditations parallel, 
albeit in a rhetorically more sophisticated way, both the Rules 
and Discours. 

1.3.02 The Thinking Self 
Having so set the stage for the project of acquiring knowledge, 

Descartes discovers, not surprisingly, that the only thing of 
which he can be absolutely certain is that he is a thinking thing 
which persists whereas the images depicted in the imagination 
change. Like the beeswax upon which he meditates toward the 
end of the second meditation, Descartes could imagine, in one way 
or another, himself undergoing an "immeasurable number of 
changes" (Meditations ii, II, 21) with respect to how he is 
depicted to himself in the imagination, yet he would still be the 
same thinking thing he now finds himself to be. In the first 
instance, it is argued that this conclusion follows simply from 
the nature of the thinking self itself. The conclusion is then 
reinforced by the beeswax argument, which shows that there is 
really not any other kind of thing that the mind or thinking thing 
could possibly be, since the other candidates for being the self - 
extended things - are really only known through the activity of 
the mind. So the appearance of doubtful extended things in the 
imagination does nothing but confirm the certain existence of the 
mind or thinking thing. 

The answer is elaborated in succeeding meditations, but 
Descartes considers as early as the second meditation what the 
nature of the "puzzling I which cannot be pictured in the 
imagination" (Meditations ii, II, 20) is. The manner of putting the 
question gives the beginnings of the reply, since the thinking 
thing is archetypally something other than that contained in the 
imagination and given by the senses. When Descartes turns to 
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considering corporeal things, and how knowledge of them 
contributes to knowledge of the mind, he becomes slightly more 
positive by suggesting that the mind is revealed in the perception 
of corporeal bodies by the knowledge that the beeswax may 
undergo a number of changes that the imagination cannot 
comprehend, yet still remain the same wax: 

... for I can grasp that the wax is capable of countless 
changes of this kind, yet I am unable to run through this 
immeasurable number of changes in my imagination, from 
which it follows that it is not the faculty of imagination 
that gives me my grasp of the wax as flexible and 
changeable. (Meditations ii, I I ,  20-21) 

The mind is in this way shown to have a nature beside which, or 
in comparison to, the depictions of the imagination and the 
senses appear limited. The mind extends beyond and encompasses 
the relatively limited contents of the imagination. 

It is perhaps because the imagination reveals the mind in this 
way that Descartes feels justified in asserting that 

every consideration whatsoever which contributes to my 
perception of the wax, or of any other body, cannot but 
establish even more effectively the nature of my own mind. 
(Meditations ii, II, 22) 

The language here is somewhat confusing, since it sometimes 
seems as though Descartes is taking the mind to be partially 
revealed by interaction with corporeal things, with yet further 
aspects of its nature remaining to be discovered, while other 
times, it seems as if the nature of the mind is revealed entirely 
at once, and it only remains for Descartes to fix its nature more 
deeply in his memory. The latter alternative is, or course, the 
one to which Descartes would subscribe, but the dichotomy is by 
no means such a simple one. The possibility of knowing only a 
part of the nature of the mind risks undermining the elimination 
of preconceived opinions which was to have been accomplished in 
the first meditation, since, as Descartes explains in his reply to 
Gassendi, a preconceived opinion is one that has not been 
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"examined ... afresh" (Repl ies v, II, 270) or at all, and q u a  
unknown, that aspect of the mind yet to be discovered could not 
be examined afresh or at all. Yet conversely, the nature of the 
mind cannot be known as a clearly delimited thing, like the things 
pictured in the imagination, without the mind failing to be 
something which can extend beyond and encompass the relatively 
limited contents of the imagination. The response to this 
difficulty is elaborated in other meditations, objections, and 
replies, particularly in the course of the dispute concerning 
whether or not "the infinite qua infinite is unknown." (Objections 
i, II, 69) However, even at this point early in the discussion, the 
stage is being set for an unusual response in that the usual 
notions of perception are being overturned and discarded as false 
at the same time that the language of perception - 'clarity,' 
'perception,' &c. - is being used to introduce the archetypally true 
idea of the mind. No doubt this technique is deployed at the end 
of the second meditation to prepare for the third meditation, in 
which all notions relating to external things are to be overturned 
in favour of notions forged by the meditations - or meditators - 
themselves. 

1.3.03 Nature and the Natural Light 
The largely destructive project of the first two meditations is 

reversed in the first few sentences of the third meditation, as 
the epistemological methodology developed at the end of the 
second meditation (that things are known by the intellect, not the 
senses) is used to begin building the edifice of knowledge. The 
example of geometry is again cited, echoing the mention in the 
first meditation: 

... arithmetic, geometry and other subjects of this kind, 
which deal only with the simplest and most general things, 
regardless of whether they really exist in nature or not, 
contain something certain and indubitable. (Meditations i, 
II, 14) 
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The relevance of the example of geometry at this point in the 
Meditations is that, like a geometrical proof, there is nothing 
else ‘in nature’ other than that which is clearly and distinctly 
perceived to the proof of essence being offered, so that there is 
nothing else about which a genius ma/ignus could deceive without 
changing the problem itself i.e. altering the clear and distinct 
perception . 

Of course, if I considered just the ideas themselves simply 
as modes of my thought, without referring them to anything 
else, they could scarcely give me any material for error. 
(Meditations iii, II, 26) 

This point is restated, using the term ‘lumine naturali,‘ in such a 
way that makes it quite clear that clear and distinct perception 
furnishes the truth of the problem, and ensures that there’ is 
nothing outside the problem that could possibly overturn the 
proof :  

Whatever is revealed to me by the natural light - for 
example that from the fact that I am doubting it follows 
that I exist, and so on - cannot in any way be open to doubt. 
This is because there cannot be another faculty both as 
trustworthy as the natural light and also capable of 
showing me that such things are not true. (Meditations iii, 
II, 27) 

Thus, the things apart from those revealed by the natural light 
are dismissed both as a source of deception and as entirely 
irrelevant to the proofs carried out by the natural light, thus 
allowing the kind of onto-epistemological project promised in the 
preface to proceed: 

I shall, however, show below how it follows from the fact 
that I am aware of nothing else belonging to my essence, 
that nothing else does in fact belong to it. (Preface, II, 7) 

This unification of the epistemological and ontological projects 
in the third meditation is marked by an important and telling 



shift in terminology. In the first meditation, the term 'nature' is 
used to characterize things which are essentially outside the 
mind - things which are to be contrasted to the geometrical 
proofs which are wholly present to the mind. In the third 
meditation, by the time of which the "entire testimony of the 
senses should be regarded as uncertain and even as false," 
(Replies v, II, 243) 'nature' has become something which teaches 
Descartes in his sense-less solitude. Nature informs him of 
things, or the state of nature, by means of a natural light 
illuminating things wholly present to the mind, and not by means 
of something outside the mind such as the discredited 'nature' in 
the sense of the first meditation. The shift in terminology is a 
telling one because it indicates that from at least the third 
meditation onward, the standard of nature, or the standard of 
what is, will be taken to be given by the light of nature or the 
light of the mind. As Descartes confesses ingenuously in his 16 
October, 1639 letter to Mersenne: 

... je n'ai pour regle des miennes [verites] que la Iumiere 
naturelle . . . . (AT II, 597) 

And again, more covertly, in the Meditations: 

But whatever method of proof I use, I am always brought 
back to the fact that it is only what I clearly and distinctly 
perceive that completely convinces me. (Meditations v, II, 
47) 

Having reached the point of asserting that the things of nature 
can only be as they are known to be by the natural light, the 
difficulty arises of showing what certainty there is in this 
position. That is, what stands in the way of the natural light 
deceiving about the truths of nature, and indeed, if it is true that 
the natural light does not deceive, how is this certainly known? 

In keeping with the discreditation of the teaching of the senses 
and the claim that natural illumination is the sole criterion of 
truth, the proof of certainty claimed for the natural light must be 
confined to the meditating mind. At this stage, Descartes is not, 
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and cannot be, making a general claim about the physical nature 
of all men or rational beings because, as objects apart from the 
mediating mind, the question of their truth and existence is 
posterior to the proof now at stake. Descartes states that 
rational beings (and geometers, no less), must remain uncertain 
about the truth of their proofs until they come to know the true 
nature of God (presumably by the method of meditation). 

I cite the case of the sceptics who did have doubts about 
these very geometrical demonstrations. And I insist that 
they could not have done so had they known the true nature 
of God. (Replies iv, II, 263) 

It remains to show how, apart from any illegitimate appeal to 
natural objects in the world, the truth of the clear and distinct 
perceptions of the natural light is itself shown by the natural 
light, since this is avowedly Descartes' sole criterion of truth. In 
fact, the natural light shows the certainty of the things it 
illuminates in a number of ways, or at least, Descartes has a 
number of ways of trying to point out to his fellow meditators 
how the natural light so operates. These descriptions, some more 
ostensive than others, begin about the middle of the third 
meditation, and weave in and out of the remaining part of the 
work, right up to the end of the sixth meditation. Perhaps the 
best point at which to begin is the summarizing statement at the 
beginning of the fifth meditation: 

... for it is obvious that whatever is true is something; and I 
have already amply demonstrated that everything of which I 
am clearly aware is true. And even if I had not 
demonstrated this, the nature of my mind is such that I 
cannot but assent to these things, at least so long as I 
clearly perceive them. (Meditations v, II, 45) 

There are two arguments indicated here. The first-mentioned 
appeals to the demonstration which has avowedly preceded this 
point in the Meditations, while the second argument is supposed 
to be taken at face. Taking the second argument first, it seems 
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that Descartes is observing that there is a kind of innate38 
knowledge which the meditator simply cannot help believing: 

This inner awareness of one's thought and existence is so 
innate in all men that, although we may pretend that we do 
not have it if we are overwhelmed by preconceived opinions 
and pay more attention to words than to their meanings, we 
cannot in fact fail to have it. (Replies vi, I I ,  285) 

This inability to withhold belief may be brought about by the 
circumstance mentioned in meditation three, that 

there cannot be another faculty both as trustworthy as the 
natural light and also capable of showing me that such 
things are not true, (Meditations iii, I I ,  27) 

combined with the circumstance that the meditator, by necessity 
of believing something, must believe the teachings of the natural 
light. Or it may be something more simple and immediate, where 
the mind is simply overcome by a "great light in the intellect," 
(Meditations iv, 11, 41) and cannot help believing that that which 
is so shown is true. However, in either or both of these latter 
cases (for they may amount to the same), Descartes has not given 
what is required, that is, a proof39 that the teachings of the 
natural light are not deceptive and that this is certainly known. 
It may well be that the mind is compelled to believe the 

38 I agree with Hegel in thinking the word 'inborn' (innate idee) is a "clumsy and 
stupid expression" (Lectures on the History of  Philosophy, trans. E. Haldane & F. 
Simson (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, & Co., 1894), vol. 111, p. 242) for 
what Descartes would convey. Indeed, in following Descartes' meditations on the 
topic of creation, it may be found that 'innate' is just another term for the work of 
God 
39 In his paper 
'Descartes' Validation of Reason,' in Descartes: A Collectiun of Critical Essays, ed. 
Willis Doney (Macmillan: London, 1968), he writes: "If I am correct in what I have 
ascribed to Descartes, his reasoning in the Meditafiuns is designed not so much to 
prove that what is intuited is true as to show that there are no reasonable grounds 
for doubting this." (p. 225) But even if this is the case, Descartes still has to show 
why 'reasonable grounds' ought to show themselves to clear and distinct perception, 
so that it can be known by intuition that nothing could reasonably impeach the truth 
of what is intuited. The sceptical doubts which Descartes has to answer are as much 
about whether reason is the appropriate tool for the job, as about whether it is a 
reliable tool, given that it is the appropriate one. 

H. Frankfurt would contest the use of the word 'proof' here. 
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teachings of the natural light, and that the natural light assures 
that there can be no truth beyond that so shown, but what 
certainty is there that these demonstrations of the natural light 
are not deceptive, and if they are not, how is this certainly 
known? As far as the argument has gone, it has traced the 
circular path of suggesting that it is the natural light alone 
which assures the meditator that the natural light does not 
deceive, and that this is certain. 

1.3.04 The Role of God 
In the opening dedicatory letter to the Sorbonne, Descartes 

notices how unbelievers judge the arguments based on God for the 
truth of the Holy Scripture to be circular, and so implies that his 
proof by natural reason alone will not be a similar sort of 
circular argument from authority. Yet it is also repeatedly 
pointed out how unbelievers will be bound to take the arguments 
of the Meditations for the truth of the perceptions of the natural 
light in a different manner to believers. Against the objections 
of Gassendi, it is pointed out that although atheist geometers like 
Diagoras, Theodorus, or Pythagoras may be "clearly and distinctly 
aware that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two right 
angles," (Objections ii, II, 89) this awareness cannot count as 
knowledge in the Cartesian sense, because, as an atheist, one 
"cannot be certain that he is not being deceived on matters which 
seem to him to be very evident." (Replies ii, II, 101) So the idea 
of God, which is to provide the assurance that the natural light is 
not deceptive, does not precede the teachings of the natural light 
or reason which are not in fact deceptive. Rather, the knowledge 
of God is revealed in the natural light, and goes to show that the 
teachings of the natural light are in fact certain. The avoidance 
of a circular argument depends on the success of using the 
natural light to make certain claims about the natural light 
itself. The idea of God is the means whereby Descartes hopes to 
make such claims. 

Parallel to the earlier-mentioned arguments or assertions that 
the meditator simply has no choice but to believe the natural 
light, the idea of God is most frequently used by Descartes to 
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show how there can be nothing else outside the natural light 
which could possibly mount a threat to the truth of the teachings 
of the natural light. These appeals to the idea of God take the 
form of an Augustinian appeal to the idea of God as being. As 
Descartes states perhaps most clearly in the replies to the 
objections of Mersenne, this idea of being or God appears as an 
idea of completion or perfection: 

As for those who deny that they have the idea of God, but in 
its place form some image etc., although they reject the 
name, they concede the reality. I do not myself think that 
the idea is of the same kind as the images of material 
things which are pictured in the imagination; I maintain it 
is simply that which we perceive with the intellect, when 
the intellect apprehends, or judges, or reasons. Now in my 
thought or intellect I can somehow come upon a perfection 
that is above me; thus I notice that, when I count, I cannot 
reach a largest number, and hence I recognize that there is 
something in the process of counting which exceeds my 
powers. And I contend that from this alone it necessarily 
follows, not that an infinite number exists, or indeed that it 
is a contradictory notion, as you say, but that I have the 
power of conceiving that there is a thinkable number which 
is larger than any number that I can ever think of, and hence 
that this power is something which I have received not from 
myself but from some other being which is more perfect 
than I am. (Replies ii, II, 99-100) 

Or, as is stated more briefly in the conversation with Burman: 

For in reality the infinite perfection of God is prior to our 
imperfections, since our imperfection is a defect and 
negation of the perfection of God. (Borman, 13) 

These are clarified reiterations of a passage at the start of the 
fourth meditation, in which a similar sort of point is made about 
the idea of God, in comparison to which the idea of the self 
appears incomplete and dependent: 

And when I consider the fact that I have doubts, or that I am 
a thing that is incomplete and dependent, then there arises 
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in me a clear and distinct idea of a being who is independent 
and complete, that is, an idea of God. (Meditations iv, I I ,  
37) 

The idea of God includes all positive truth and perfection, so that 
in any case where the natural light shows truth, it reveals at the 
same time the idea of God. Nothing can be without being in or 
through God Himself. 

Yet it is not sufficient that God be revealed simply as the being 
of particulars, else the atheist geometer would be as much a 
believer as any other geometer, and, more importantly, the idea of 
God would be incapable of performing the theoretical task 
demanded - that is, of assuring that there is nothing apart from 
that shown by the natural light which could possibly impeach the 
truth of that which is shown by the natural light. 

... the unity, the simplicity, or the inseparability of all the 
attributes of God is one of the most important of the 
perfections which I understand him to have. (Meditations 
iii, II, 34) 

The idea of God as truth, being, or perfection must outstrip the 
particular truth, being, or perfection shown by the natural light in 
point of extending beyond the particular truths to incorporate all 
possible truths, including the truth or being of the meditator 
himself, as he exists beyond each individual moment of his 
duration? Thus it is that the idea of God is perceived "by the 
same faculty which enables me [the meditator] to perceive 
myself." (Meditations iii, II, 35)  

Famously, it is thought which enables the meditator to perceive 
himself as existing, so it is to thought that the perception of the 
idea of God ought to be referred if a greater understanding is to 
be had of how it is that the idea of God may provide certainty that 
the teachings of the natural light are true. As  Descartes 
elaborates in the seventh set of replies, he means by 'mind,' 
'intellect,' or 'reason' "exactly and only what is conveyed by the 

40 "The fact that our existence has duration is sufficient to demonstrate the 
existence of God." (Principles 21, I, 200) 
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term 'thinking thing,'" (Replies vii, II, 332) so it is under the head 
of any or all of these terms that the idea of God might appear. 
Already, the light of the intellect has been used to argue for the 
truth of isolated perceptions, such as the proofs of geometry. Yet 
it cannot be that thought itself, and hence the key to the idea of 
God, is to be taken as proven existent or truthful in the same 
manner as the truths of geometry, for such truths are isolated or 
limited in the very manner that thought or the idea of God cannot 
be if it is to accomplish the theoretical tasks set for it. Instead, 
then, of aligning the idea of God with the other ideas upon which 
the light of the intellect shines, Descartes attempts to 
assimilate the idea of God to the light itself. 

In the letter, probably to Newcastle, of March or April, 1648, 
the relationship between God and the intellect is said to be 
'direct' and 'immediate:' 

La connaissance intuitive est une illustration de I'esprit, 
par laquelle il voit en la lumiere de Dieu les choses qu'il lui 
plait lui decouvrir par une impression directe de la clarte 
divine sur notre entendement, qui en cela n'est point 
considere comme agent, mais seulement comme recevant 
les rayons de la Divinite. (AT V, 136) 

Vous voyez bien que connaitre Dieu par soi-mGme, c'est-a- 
dire par une illustration immediate de la Divinite sur notre 
esprit, comme on I'entend par la connaissance intuitive .... 
(AT V, 138) 

But in light of the position taken in the Meditations, that "it is 
plainly impossible for us to know something unless it really is 
exactly as we know it to be," ( R e p l i e s  vii, II, 354) the 
relationship between the natural light and the godhead must be 
even closer than these quotations from the correspondence make 
out. The difference between the idea of something and that thing 
itself must disappear, as must the difference between the source 
of light and the thing illuminated, if the meditator is to know God 
as He is, and not as an idea which will again, in turn, require 
some sort of attestation of veracity. Accordingly, Descartes may 
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be found in a letter to Chanut of 1 February, 1647 to be coming 
almost to the point of identifying God with the mind itself: 

Or le chemin que je juge qu'on doit suivre, pour parvenir a 
I'amour de Dieu, est qu'il faut considerer qu'il est un esprit, 
ou une chose qui pense, en quoi la nature de notre $me ayant 
quelque ressemblance avec la sienne, nous venons a nous 
persuader qu'elle est une emanation de sa souveraine 
intelligence, et divinE quasi particula aurm. (AT IV, 608) 

This position of virtual identity41 stated in the correspondence 
accords with the final position of Med i ta t i ons ,  although the 
relationship between God and the mind is more often spoken about 
in the Meditations in terms of the idea of God being placed in the 
mind42 by God at the mind's creation. The term 'innate' is used to 
describe this idea which Descartes finds in himself, and indeed 
which he thinks it no surprise that his author should have left, in 
this way, as "the mark of the craftsman stamped on his work." 
(Med i ta t ions  iii, II, 35) But, because the thing itself must be 
present to the light of the mind, the relationship of the 
craftsman's mark to his created work is immediately qualified by 
the proviso "not that the mark need be anything distinct from the 
work itself," ( M e d i t a t i o n s  iii, I I ,  35)  just as the temporal 
difference between the authorship or creation of something, and 
its continuance in time is later qualified and collapsed by an 
identification of creation and temporal maintenance: 

But the sun is the cause of the light which it emits, and God 
is the cause of created things, not just in the sense that 
they are causes of the coming into being of these things, but 
also in the sense that they are causes of their being; and 
hence they must always continue to act on the effect in the 
same way in order to keep it in existence. (Repl ies v, II, 
254-255) 

41 The statement " ... the idea which we have of the divine intellect, for example, does 
not differ from that which we have of our own intellect, except [by being a 
multiple]" (Replies ii, II, 98) is considered in greater depth below on p. 69. 
42 "But 'it is conceived in the mind' here means simply 'it is thought of'; and hence 
he is incorrect in supposing that I am referring to the 'mind' gua part of a man." 
(Replies vii, II, 323) 
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Together, these statements and provisos would indicate that God 
is again almost being identified with the mind or thinking 
substance, since the meditator is only this, the mark of the 
creator need not be different from the thing created, and this 
creation is a continual one. 

The virtual identification of the light of God and the light of the 
mind offers the solution to the problem of showing the certainty 
of the teachings of the light of the mind by forming a basis for an 
argument to the effect that the knowledge revealed by the light 
of  the intellect differs only from complete and total knowledge 
of all that there is in the world (i.e. the knowledge of God) in 
breadth, but not in depth, of knowledge? Descartes allows for 
different kinds of existence,44 but in so far as existent things are 
known by the natural light, they are fully, completely, and 
perfectly known. This fullness, completeness, or perfection 
which is the idea of God shows that it is impossible that the 
natural light should deceive by showing at the same time that it 
shows the truth of the problem that there cannot possibly be 
anything more to the problem in question other than that which is 
truly revealed. Clear and distinct perception is shown to be 
certainly true, not by eliminating all possible alternatives, but by 
using the idea of God to include all possible alternatives in the 
judgement at issue. Wrote Descartes to Clerselier 23 April, 
1649: 

La verite consiste en I 'dtre, et la faussete au non-6tre 
seulement, en sorte que I'idee de I'infini, comprenant tout 
I'atre, comprend tout ce qu'il y a de vrai dans les choses, et 
ne peut avoir en soi rien de faux .... (AT V, 356) 

And in the Replies: 

43 According to E. J.  Dijksterhuis in The Mechanization of the World Picture 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961), p. 404, Descartes was influenced by Galileo 
Galilei's conviction of the first Dialogue that the knowledge of the mathematician, 
although it does differ in extensity from God's knowledge, is equivalent to it in 
intensity (in quality). 
44 "There are various degrees of reality or being." (Replies ii, 11, 117) 
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Existence is contained in the idea or concept of every single 
thing since we cannot conceive of anything except as 
existing. (Replies ii, I I ,  117) 

And such immense power is contained in this idea that we 
understand that, if God exists, it is a contradiction that 
anything else should exist which was not created by him. In 
view of this it clearly follows that in demonstrating the 
existence of God we have also demonstrated that God 
created the entire world, or all things which exist apart 
from him. (Replies iii, I I ,  132) 

Thus the ordered system of nature may be considered as 
"established by God," (Meditations vi, I I ,  56)45 and the light of the 
mind may be taken to truthfully show some part of that nature 
when it clearly and distinctly perceives. The argument finally 
avoids circularity by using the idea of God to argue that the light 
of the mind is necessarily the sole discoverer of truth or being, 
and hence is true, as it were, by default. The light of the mind 
does not reveal a God who is then made responsible for creating a 
natural light that does not err. Rather, in revealing its truths, 
the light of the mind shows, by an idea of God or infinity, that the 
truth given by the natural light is the only possible one. 

1.3.05 Light 
The natural light being made, insofar as it reveals mind, God, 

and the truth of the object, the lynchpin of the Meditations, it 
will be worth examining more closely the light itself. Hobbes 
rather justly remarks, in his objections to the Meditations that 
"the phrase 'a great light in the intellect' is metaphorical, and so 
has no force in the argument." (Objections iii, I I ,  134) Descartes 
counters that 

it is quite irrelevant whether the phrase 'a great light' has 
force in the argument or not; what matters is whether it 
helps to explain matters - and it does. As everyone knows, 

45 Descartes actually writes at this point: "For if nature is considered in its general 
aspect, then I understand by the term nothing other than God himself, or the ordered 
system of created things established by God." (Meditations vi, I I ,  56) 
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a 'light in the intellect' means transparent clarity of 
cognition; and while perhaps not everyone who thinks he 
possesses this does in fact possess it, this does not prevent 
its being quite different from a stubborn opinion which is 
formed in the absence of any evident perception. (Replies 
iii, II, 135) 

True to the meditative style of the work, Descartes is content for 
the discussion of the light of the intellect to rest upon a more 
ostensive than argued footing. Each meditator is to see for 
himself how the phrase does help explain matters in the 
Meditations. 

Considering the extensive use made of the perception-based 
concepts of light, perception, clear, distinct, and so on, it is meet 
that these perceptual terms, when used to describe true visions, 
be understood in a way different from the way in which they are 
understood when used to describe the false and misleading 
conventional kind of perception dismissed in the first meditation. 
Yet if the discussion of light is not to be understood as 
straightforward argumentation, nor as an analogue to the false 
notion of perception from which the meditator is trying to 
distance himself, how is the discourse on light to be understood? 

In his excellent book New Studies In The Philosophy Of 
Descartes, N. K. Smith finds, in contra-distinction to Hobbes, 
some argumentative force in the discussion of light. *4 6 

Haldane and Ross (i, p. 32) have translated pura ratio a s  
unaided reason. In Descartes' view there can be no such 
thing as unaided reason; reason is a lumen naturale; the 
'truths' which it discloses are determined by the 'objects' 
on which it falls; in the absence of 'objects' it is 
inoperative. Like physical light, what it discloses to us is 
never, strictly speaking, its own proper self but, instead, 
the objects which 'reflect' it.47 

46 The points are made in a discussion about the method of Descartes in chapter 
three. 
47 N. K. Smith, New Studies in The Philosophy Of Descartes: Descartes as Pioneer 
(London: Macmillan, 1952), p. 89n. 
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Smith makes further use of the analogy with physical light to 
observe that 

as the favoured, deliberately chosen term lumen serves to 
suggest, our knowing is a seeing, not a making. Entirely 
unoriginative, it can do no more than disclose to us the 
'objects' on which it falls .... 4 8  

These findings, however analogical, support a view which takes 
the light to be assuredly something apart from the things upon 
which it falls, but are rather less definite on the subject of what 
the light itself is. 

Indeed, when the subject of light is raised in the physical 
writings, Descartes is similarly coy about revealing any 
properties of light apart from being quite definite that light is 
not something physical: 

... considering that the light of a luminous body must be 
regarded as being not so much its movement as its action, 
you must think of the rays of light as nothing other than the 
lines along which this action tends. (Optics, I, 155) 

... la lumiere n'est autre chose qu'un certain mouvement, ou 
une action, dont les corps lumineux poussent cette matiere 
subtile de tous c6tes autour d'eux en ligne droite, ainsi qu'il 
a ete dit en la Dioptrique. (AT  VI, 234)49 

Pressure, action, or force is, like light itself, a difficult concept 
in Cartesian physics, since the account of force or pressure must 
be offered in terms of the motion of extended things if the theory 
is to remain consistent. In describing this mysterious quality of 
pressure or action which constitutes the rays of light, Descartes 
again has recourse to analogies with "an instantaneously 

48 N. K. Smith, luc. cit., p. 63. 
49 Also, in a note to their translation of the Principles, the Millars write: "Thus, on 
Descartes' view, light is simply the pressure, or tendency to centrifugal motion, of 
the parts of transparent bodies; it does not involve the motion of anything physical 
from the sun or stars to the eye." R6ne Descartes: Principles of Philosophy, trans. 
and annotated V. & R. Millar (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1983), p. 117n. 
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t ransmit ted pressure"50 in order to explain how light is 
transmitted without anything occult passing between the light 
source and its destination. Yet even if such an explanation, which 
essays to make sense of force or pressure in terms of motion, 
could be successful, motion itself is almost as difficult a notion 
as light or pressure in the Cartesian physics. No empty space is 
allowed for, so that what motion there is must be circular in 
order that an object may move forward and not leave behind 
empty space. Indeed, since there is no empty space, the very 
distinction between things insofar as they are extended is their 
relative motion: unity is relative immobility.51 Relative motion, 
then, being tantamount to the creator of extensional diversity in 
the world, it is no surprise that Descartes confesses to 
Newcastle in an October, 1645 letter 

Pour la cause generale de tous les mouvements qui sont 
dans le monde, je n'en conGois point d'autre que Dieu, lequel, 
des le premier instant qu'il a cree la matiere, a commence a 
mouvoir diversement toutes ses parties, et maintenant, par 
la meme action qu'il conserve cette matiere, il conserve 
aussi en elle tout autant de mouvement qu'il y en a mis. ( A T  
IV, 328) 

Remembering the close relationship between creator and created 
argued for in other parts of the Cartesian works,52 a strictly non- 
metaphorical inquiry into the Cartesian notion of physical light 
yields about the same conclusions as an examination of the notion 
of the light of the mind: both are held to be something other than 
extension, both have a connexion with God, and both concepts are 
rather unclear beyond what is put by these first two points. 

50 RBne Descartes: Principles of Philosophy, trans. and annotated V. & R. Millar 
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1983), p. 160n. 
51 "There is no glue binding together the parts of hard bodies apart from the simple 
fact that they are at rest <relative to each other>." (Principles 55, I, 246) 

"/ call two bodies continuous when their surfaces are joined so immediately that 
when they move it is in a single motion, and they both stop moving together. Bodies 
which do not behave like this are contiguous." (Burman, 30) 
52 "There is no relation of dependence between the present time and the immediately 
preceding time, and hence no less a cause is required to preserve something than is 
required to create it in the first place." (Replies ii, II, 116) 
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1.3.06 Presence of Mind 
That the description of mind offered in the Meditations is 

negative - something different from extension - is a criticism 
offered by Gassendi,ss to which Descartes replies that, on the 
contrary, it is possible to "form a clear and distinct concept of 
this thinking substance," (Replies v, II, 245) if only the reader is 
willing to engage in 'private meditation' and experience his own 
thinking. This insistence that the perception of the mind is clear 
and distinct, rather than hazy and poorly understood, is a source 
of great difficulty in the Cartesian philosophy. It has already 
been insisted, in numerous places, that "existence is contained in 
the idea or concept of every single thing, since we cannot 
conceive of anything except as existing," (Replies ii, I I ,  117) so 
that the claim for clear and distinct perception of the mind or 
light of the intellect becomes a claim about both the knowledge 
and the existence of the light of the mind or the intellect. 
Together with the idea of God, this means that the light of the 
intellect can be nothing other than how it appears to the 
meditator. 

For no matter who the perceiver is, nothing can be clearly 
and distinctly perceived without its being just as we 
perceive it to be. (Replies vii, II, 310) 

The difficulty comes when it is understood that for something to 
be clearly and distinctly perceived, it must be wholly present to 
the meditating mind. As Descartes writes in the Principles: 

I call a perception 'clear' when it is present and accessible 
to the attentive mind - just as we say that we see 
something clearly when it is present to the eye's gaze and 
stimulates it with a sufficient degree of strength and 

53 "As regards the nature of the body, you have, 0 Mind, listed all the things we 
know: extension, shape, occupation of space, and so on. But what, after all your 
efforts, have you told us about yourself? You are not a bodily structure, you are not 
air, not a wind, not a thing which walks or senses, you are not this and not that. Even 
if we grant these results (though some of them you did in fact reject), they are not 
what we are waiting for. They are simply negative results; but the question is not 
what you are not, but what you are." (Objections v, I I ,  192) 
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accessibility. I call a perception 'distinct' if, as well as 
being clear, it is so sharply separated from all other 
perceptions that it contains within itself only what is 
clear. (Principles 45, I, 207-208)54 

Thus, rather than thought being the sort of thing which might 
extend beyond the factual contents present to the mind, thought, 
and indeed the mind itself, must always be wholly present to 
itself if it is to exist at a11.55 Furthermore, if only clear and 
distinct perceptions count as knowledge, and they must be wholly 
present to the mind, it is difficult to see how knowledge could 
ever be added to, since what is known must be so sharply 
separated from what might come to be known, if it is to count as 
distinctly, as well as clearly, perceived. Of course, Descartes 
may draw distinctions between knowing the essential and non- 
essential attributes of a thing, (Repl ies iv, II, 157ff) or between 
having clear knowledge of something and distinct knowledge of 
that thing separated from all others (Principles 45, I, 207-208) 
in order to allow for the increase of knowledge. But there 
remains the problem of showing how the same thing that is now 
clearly known could come to have other attributes or properties 
which were not known by the first mental inspection. 

Descartes is willing to accept some of the consequences of 
taking the natural light to be wholly present to itself. For 
example, he is recorded by Burman to have agreed with the 
statement that "the mind must always be thinking, even in the 
case of infants" (Burman, 8)56 and argues, in the seventh set of 

54 Other references include: "As everyone knows, a 'light in the intellect' means 
transparent clarity of cognition." (Replies iii, II, 135) See also the August, 1641 
letter to an unknown hyperaspist. 
55 "Thought. I use this term to include everything that is within us in such a way 
that we are immediately aware of it." (Replies ii, 11, 113) 
56 Also, in the fourth set of replies: "If it were not a thought or dependent on a 
thought it would not belong to the mind qua thinking thing; and we cannot have any 
thought of which we are not aware at the very moment when it is in us. In view of 
this I do not doubt that the mind begins to think as soon as it is implanted in the body 
of an infant, and that it is immediately aware of its thoughts, even though it does not 
remember this afterwards because the impressions of these thoughts do not remain 
in the memory." Or, more strongly, in a letter of 
August, 1641 to an unknown hyperaspist: "Now nothing can ever be deprived of its 
own essence; so it seems to me that a man who denies that his soul was thinking at 
times when he does not remember noticing it thinking, deserves no more attention 

(Replies iv, 11, 171-172) 
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replies, that "a thing that thinks cannot but exist" (Replies vii, II, 
318) because thought qua thought is clear and distinct, and 
anything that is clearly and distinctly perceived exists just as it 
is perceived. However, there are other unsavoury consequences of 
the clear and distinct perception of the mind by itself that 
Descartes does his best to avoid. First among these is the 
d i f f  icu Ity of temporality. 

If the mind is clearly and distinctly perceived, and so wholly 
present to itself, how can it exist through time, instead of being 
as "it Is now, a Whole all together, One, C O ~ ~ ~ ~ U O U S ? " ~ ~  The 
problem is considered by Descartes under the two closely allied 
heads of the persistence of the thinking self, and the persistence 
of memory. Memory must somehow be accessible to clear and 
dist inct perception without being accessible in the 
straightforward way which would make it present rather than 
past just as the past self must be connected to the present 
without the whole being telescoped into one indivisible present. 
As Descartes previously remarked on the connection between the 
way the self is perceived and the way God is perceived, it is the 
idea of God which is to connect memories of the past to the self- 
transparent presence of mind: 

... when I said that we can know nothing for certain until we 
are aware that God exists, I expressly declared that I was 
speaking only of knowledge of those conclusions which can 
be recalled when we are no longer attending to the 
arguments by means of which we deduced them. (Replies ii, 
11,  100p 

However, in invoking God to somehow go 'behind the back of' clear 
and distinct perception to provide a link with memories of the 
past while preserving the past as separate from the present, the 

than a man who denied that his body was extended while he did not notice that it had 
extension ." (Phi/. Letters, 1 1 1 ) 
57 Parmenides, fr 7.8. Translated by K. Freeman in Ancilla to The Pre-Socratic 
Philosophers (Oxford: Blackwell, 1948), p. 43. 
58 Also "Now I regard the divisions of time as being separable from each other, SO 

that the fact that I now exist does not imply that I shall continue to exist in a little 
while unless there is a cause which, as it were, creates me afresh at each moment of 
time." (Replies i, I I ,  78-79) 
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same problem is merely raised again in another context. If there 
is a clear and distinct idea of God, which includes all perfection 
and all being, how can it be both present to the mind, yet assure 
of things absent in providing a link with memories of the past? 
That is, if known at all, how can the idea of God fail to be known 
in its entirety? 

1.3.07 The Idea of God 
Descartes states categorically that the idea of God is known 

with utter clearness and distinctness (Meditations iii, I I ,  31) and 
also states, as has been mentioned, that the idea of God 
incorporates all truth, being, and perfection. All division and 
separability, on the other hand, partake in not being,sg which is to 
say that such division and separability cannot be clearly and 
distinctly perceived. Accordingly, the clear and distinct idea of 
God as all being can contain no division or separation of parts, 
notably between a part with which the meditator is acquainted, 
and its totality. 

Descartes seeks to evade the conclusion that, in being at all 
clearly and distinctly acquainted with the idea of God, the 
meditator must be acquainted with its entirety, by employing a 
variety of ruses, or less than clear and distinct arguments. The 
first and most facile ruse is that of speaking of the idea of God 
and God himself as two distinct things, when the ontological 
proofs of the Meditations are all about showing that things are 
just as they are clearly and distinctly perceived. Of course, it 
may be argued that there is a clearly and distinctly perceived 
difference and relation between the idea of something and the 
thing itself - a difference and relation which allows an idea of 
God to be truly known to represent God Himself without the latter 
being present to the mind. However, in creating such a gap or 
difference between something and the idea of it, God must again 

59 
" ... for it is self-evident that it is a greater perfection to be undivided than to be 

divided ...." (Replies ii, I I ,  99) Also: "For example, the nature of body includes 
divisibility along with extension in space, and since being divisible is an 
imperfection, it is certain that God is not a body." (Principles 23, I, 201) 
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be appealed to in order to show that the idea which so represents 
that thing in fact truly represents it. 

The problem of whether any knowledge of God implies complete 
knowledge to the point of having Him present to mind is 
considered more directly in reply to the pointed theological 
objections of Caterus and others. When asked whether he is 
"clearly and distinctly aware of the infinite," (Rep l ies  i, II, 81 
quoted from Objections i, II, 69) Descartes adduces a lengthy, but 
inconclusive, comparison between the knowledge of God and a 
view of the sea, observing that the sea may be said to be 
perceived if only a part is clearly and distinctly perceived 
without the entirety being encompassed in the gaze. It is 
fortunate that much is not made of this example taken from 
sensuous perception, since such perception has, of course, already 
been dismissed as false and misleading, and as such cannot form 
appropriate material for the elucidation of the perception of the 
truth of truths. Also, the analogy leads to confusion in that the 
views of the sea, from close up and afar, are said to be of the 
same extended thing which differs in the two views because of 
differences in the parts viewed. But God is said by Descartes to 
have no parts, and to partake of no division. So it cannot be that 
G o d  is known with utter clarity and distinctness, since the 
manner in which he is represented is in the limited "manner 
appropriate to a human idea." (Replies v, II, 253) To say that this 
limited idea does represent God, but merely in a less accurate and 
distinct way than He might be represented to Himself, for 
example, simply raises the same problems of representation 
again. Instead, the sea example is followed by an admission of 
the Angelic Doctor's statement "that the knowledge of God is 
within us 'in a somewhat confused manner,'" (Replies i, II, 82) and 
then the apparent retraction 

that God provides much more ample and straightforward 
subject-matter for clear and distinct knowledge than does 
any created thing. (Replr'es i ,  II, 82) 

This seeming indecision as to whether the all-important idea of 
God is clearly and distinctly known or not is manifested in a 
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number of statements in the meditations, objections, and replies 
which, when taken together, are in straightforward contradiction. 
For example, in the preface to the reader, Descartes writes: 

So, provided only that we remember that our minds must be 
regarded as finite, while God is infinite and beyond our 
comprehension, such objections will not cause us any 
difficulty. (Preface, II, 8) 

Yet by the second set of replies, it is readily and freely confessed 
that  

the idea which we have of the divine intellect, for example, 
does not differ from that which we have of our own 
intellect, except in so far as the idea of an infinite number 
differs from the idea of a number raised to the second or 
fourth power. And the same applies to the individual 
attributes of God of which we recognize some trace in 
ourselves. (Replies ii, II, 98) 

The manner in which these two statements are in straightforward 
contradiction is perhaps not apparent until Descartes' ideas on 
infinity and indefinity are taken into account: 

Now I make a distinction here between the indefinite and 
the infinite. I apply the term 'infinite,' in the strict sense, 
only to that in which no limits of any kind can be found; and 
in this sense God alone is infinite. But in cases like the 
extension of imaginary space, or the set of numbers, or the 
divisibility of the parts of a quantity, there is merely some 
respect in which I do not recognize a limit; so here I use the 
term 'indefinite' rather than 'infinite,' because these terms 
are not limitless in every respect. (Replies i, I I ,  81) 

Given these definitions of the terms 'infinite' and 'indefinite' it 
would appear, according to the quoted statement from the second 
set of replies, that the idea of God is merely indefinite, and not 
infinite. As in the case of numbers, a clear and distinct idea of 
our own intellect raised to infinity yields an idea that is merely 
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unlimited in some respect, and not an idea that is completely 
without limits, as the statement from the preface would require. 

Contradiction might plausibly be avoided by claiming that the 
statement of the preface is mere posturing to avoid possible 
Church censure: the misfortunes of Galileo were known to have 
worried Descartes,Go and it is not unlikely that he might preface 
his work with possibly misleading but uncontroversial 
statements so that would-be inquisitors would have first to read 
through the Meditations, and maybe meditate upon them, in order 
to find fuel for their fires. Such an interpretation is lent 
credence by the fact that Descartes does ,  after a fashion, hold 
that the mind is finite with respect to the teleological god of 
purposes or ends. That is, Descartes does hold that it is 
impossible for the mind to fathom the purposes of such a god, 
and, accordingly, excludes attempts at comprehending him from 
the system of clear and distinct ideas.61 However, such a 
marginalized teleological god is evidently not the same God which 
plays the all-important role of assuring the truth of that which is 
not being clearly and distinctly perceived. So the dismissal of 
the statement of the preface, while solving some problems, does 
not render clear and distinct the notion of God in the Meditations. 

1 .3.08 Activity & Meditation 
Far from being accidental, the lack of clarity about the crucial 

idea of God appears to be the only solution offered to the problem 
of having all being present to the mind. It is stated in a number 
of places,6* in one fashion or another, that separation 
corresponds to non-being, to falsity, and to "obscurity of the 
idea." (Replies iv, II, 164) Accordingly, when Descartes attempts 

6o In the course of revising Le Munde and L'Hurnrne, Descartes decided against 
publishing after hearing of the Church's condemnation of Galileo. See the letter to 
Mersenne of November, 1633. 
61 "This rule - that we must never argue from ends - should be carefully heeded. 
For, firstly, the knowledge of a thing's purpose never leads us to a knowledge of the 
thing itself; its nature remains just as obscure to us." (Burrnan, 19) 
6* For example, in the fourth set of replies, it is claimed that an idea's material 
falsity "... arises solely from the obscurity of the idea ...." (Replies iv, 11, 164) And 
in the letter to Clerselier of 23 April, 1649 Descartes writes that "... truth is nut 
distinct from the thing ur substance that is true," and that "... truth consists in 
being, and falsehood only in non-being ...." (Phi/. Letters, 254) 
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to answer Mersenne's theological objections in the second set of 
replies, the obscurity of the idea of God is exactly what allows a 
distinction to be drawn between an "adequate grasp of God," 
(Replies ii, II, 100) which "cannot be thought of," (Replies ii, II, 
100) and the "inadequate thought which we possess, and which is 
quite sufficient for knowledge of the existence of God." (Replies 
* '  1 1 ,  II, 100) Similarly, in considering the objection that faith 
(notably faith in God) must be faith in something obscure, and not 
in something clear and distinct, Descartes has recourse to 
another not quite clear and distinct distinction between 

the subject-matter, or the thing itself which we assent to, 
and the formal reason which induces the will to give its 
assent: it is only in respect of the reason that transparent 
clarity is required. As for the subject-matter, no one has 
ever denied that it may be obscure - indeed obscurity itself. 
(Replies ii, II, 105) 

In both cases, a clear and distinct perception of the distinction 
between the subject matter and the thing itself, or an adequate 
thought and an inadequate grasp, would simply raise again the 
problem of how the one idea is to be related to the other if they 
are so distinct. Leaving the matter in confusion and obscurity 
fails to pose again the question of relation which the idea of God 
was brought in 
distinct things 
Descartes ends 
28 June, 1643: 
cease to try to 

to solve, and allows the question of relation of 
to be finally solved by the sort of answer 
up giving to Elizabeth of Bohemia is his letter of 
to see how distinct things are related, one must 
understand or think their distinctness, and notice 

that they just are related. 
By leaving the most important ideas of God and the natural light 

to be made clear and distinct by an act63 of introspection brings 
the Meditations full circle. At the outset, the importance of the 
act of meditating was stressed as being the key to understanding 

63 In his very thorough, theologically-oriented consideration of the Meditations, 
'The Essential Incoherence of Descartes' Definition of Divinity,' J.-L. Marion writes: 
"Descartes concludes ... that the divine infinity is in act." Essays on Descartes' 
Meditations, ed. Amelie Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), p. 
31 8 .  
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the Meditations. And the truth or veracity of the Meditations is 
finally made to rest on what the meditator sees himself doing in 
so meditating. Certain and indubitable knowledge is to be gained 
from meditation alone, and this knowledge is to be seen by the 
meditator as certain and indubitable through the meditant 
perception of the idea of God, which goes to assure that there is 
nothing outside the meditant manner of coming to know that could 
threaten the knowledge so gained. But what God, or the idea of 
God, is finally taken to be is itself ultimately defined by the 
meditator in the absence of any clear and distinct idea being 
given by the Meditations themselves. 

Thus Descartes comes to specify what mind is by first 
distinguishing it from the extended elements, then by positively 
characterizing mind as that which manipulates the extended 
terms. Mind's true character so being revealed only by its 
activity on a specific set of terms, it becomes apparent that the 
character of mind is coloured more by the extended terms upon 
which the manipulations are performed, than by anything 
esssential about mind itself. Hence the progression in Descartes' 
writings from rule, to fable, to meditation, as the activity of 
mind in thinking about itself is brought to approximate, ever more 
closely, the self-transparent and radically personal idea of mind 
necessitated by the grounding of the Cartesian metaphysics in 
introspective certainty. By limiting the characterization of mind 
to its self-perception while performing a certain sort of activity, 
Descartes is able to offer an account of mind which is definite 
enough to refute sceptical positions (such as Montaigne's), 
without being so definite as to interfere with mind being an over- 
arching going-on, able to think about, or manipulate, an unlimited 
variety of extended subjects. 

The great flaw of the circle which has mind define itself by 
meditating about itself lies in the failure of the Meditations to 
accurately represent or describe the activity of the meditator 
which is ultimately used to ground the work itself in certainty. 
The meditator cannot have a clear and distinct idea of God, or 
thought, or the mind itself without the whole system stopping 
itself in a motionless, distinctionless, Parmenidean unity. It is 
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meditation, as an ongoing, uncertain, and incomplete activity 
which unites distinct terms while keeping them distinct, and so 
allows the Meditations to succeed as a project if they succeed at 
al l .  

If the mind must ultimately be acknowledged to have, in this 
way, an open-ended character which reveals itself only, and 
always incompletely, through the course of its activity, 
Descartes' philosophical position that the mind is clearly and 
distinctly known to itself is thrown into question, raising, in 
turn, questions about the rhetorical character of his work. To 
begin with the Meditations, if the mind is not self-transparent, 
what reason is there for beginning an investigation of the mind in 
solitary meditation, rather than, for example, in a programme of 
empirical psychological investigation? Indeed, if the character 
of the mind is revealed in activity, it is the activity of solitary 
meditation that colours the Cartesian conception of mind, and not 
anything essential about the character of the mind itself. Similar 
points could be made about the Cartesian assertions that 
machine-realizable behaviour is not rational behaviour, and that 
rationality, or the properly mental life, begins where the 
repetition of rules leaves off. All these characterizations of 
mind are, in light of the failure of the mind to know itself 
transparently, at best provisional, and at worst, groundless 
assertions made outside the properly philosophical argumentation 
o f  t h e  C a r t e s i a n  w o r k s .  
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0.00 H U E S  THEORY O F W  ACTlE M l M  1 

2.0.01 Moral Philosophy & Human Nature 
Despite its middling position in the historical exposition of 

theories of mind, the sceptical realism of David Hume comes 
closest to expressing the conclusions about the open-ended, 
reflexive nature of  mind that are put at the thesis' end. 
Accordingly, the following discussion of Hume's philosophy will 
explore both his criticisms of mind as an introspectible, self- 
present entity and the methodological recommendations he makes 
for coming to know the nature of the 'human understanding' which 
is proposed as a successor to rationalistic notions of mind. 
Ideally, such a discussion would follow a consideration of the 
narrowly philosophical works with a consideration of Hume's 
essays and hisorical works, but limitations of space and the 
"rules of candour and fair-dealing"64 noticed by Hume in the 
advertisement to the Essays and Treatises on Several Subjects 
dictate that 'An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding' be taken 
as the primary text of exposition.65 

64 David Hume, Enquiries concerning Human Understanding and concerning the 
Principles of Morals (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), p. 2. Subsequent 'EU' and 
'EM' parenthetical page references are, respectively, to the first and second 
Enquiries reprinted in this edition. 
65 In view of the number of very interesting things that Hume has to say about the 
philosophy of mind in the Treatise and its abstract and appendices, it may be thought 
rather unusual to be taking the first Enquiry as the primary text for such a topic. 
However, the vigour of Hume's statement in the advertisement to the first Enquiry is 
such as to warrant a change of philosophical fashion, so that anyone of a 'zeal bigoted' 
enough to take the Treatise as primary text ought to be required to issue a 
comprehensive apology for the choice of the Treatise rather than the relevant 
Enquiry. The vast secondary literature on Hume's philosophy already contains not a 
few such apologies. (See Robert Anderson, Hume's First Principles (Lincon: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1966), pp. XIV-XV and James Noxon, Hurne's 
Philosophical Development (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), part v, sec. 1, for 
example). The particular merit of these arguments aside, it is worth remarking on 
the number of philosophers who have ended up taking the Treatise to be the statement 
of Hume's philosophy, quite against the strength of Hume's strong words to the 
contrary. One wonders what sort of denouncement of the Treatise would have been 
effective. Perhaps it would have taken the commitment of every published copy of 

7 5  



Underlying the argumentation of the first section of the first 
Enquiry is the all-important notion of human nature. Certainly 
some uniformity amongst humans is presupposed by the title 'An 
Enquiry concerning Human Understanding:' How could such an 
enquiry proceed if there were not common to humans some 
uniform aspects of nature that could be understood as the nature 
of their understanding? Indeed, in addition to proposing a certain 
uniformity of human nature as the object of study, Hume takes 
the activity of enquiring itself as an activity of the talked-about 
human nature: 

Be a philosopher; but, amidst all your philosophy, be still a 
man (EU, 9) 

is the pithy and well-known maxim of the effort to place the 
activity of the philosophical enquiry concerning human 
understanding at the mercy of what man's nature is discovered to 
be. 

Hume is not backward, from the very first, in putting forward 
an opening idea of what human nature might be. "Man is a 
sociable, no less than a reasonable being" (EU, 8) who, while an 
active being, is also in need of occasional relaxation. This 
general picture of man's nature determines, from the outset, what 
will be the task of "moral philosophy, or the science of human 
nature," (EU, 5 )  since the extent to which philosophy "may 
contribute to the entertainment, instruction and reformation of 
mankind" (EU, 5 )  is dependent on the nature of the central subject 
man or mankind. And just as Hume does not hesitate to suggest 
early in the work such positive guidelines as to the nature of the 
subject of his scientific enquiry, he is also quick to suggest what 
counts as a falling away or a failure to fulfil this nature. 
"Pensive melancholy," (EU, 9) "obscurity," (EU, 11) "endless 

~ - ~~~~~~~~~ - ~ - ~ 

the Treatise to the flames, as N. K. Smith suggests in The Philosophy of David Hume 
(London: Macmillan, 1941), p. 532. In any case, it is argued that Hume's reasons 
for favoring the more laconic statements of the €nquiries are in fact organic to his 
philosophy, and that the current general preference for the Treatise over the 
Enquiries is emblematic of a failure to appreciate some sceptical and naturalistic 
currents in Hume's philosophy. 
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uncertainty" (EU, 9) are just some of the ills66 that beset those 
who fail to take notice of the active and social role that must be 
played by any science of human nature that is worthy of the name. 

In an age where very many disputes of academic philosophy are 
both obscure and involved in endless uncertainties, it is difficult 
to appreciate the fact that it is the very abstruse character of 
the academic disputes, rather than some more formal criteria, 
which disqualify them from being moral philosophy67 according to 
Hume. So central in importance, then, are the criteria of what 
counts as fulfillment of human nature and what counts as the 
melancholy of falling away from that nature, that it will be 
worth remarking on the sort of justification which Hume offers 
for his opening sketch of human nature. All Cartesian, 
Spinozistic, and mathematically-influenced manners of beg inning 
with propositions that are meant to be evident to some sort of 
rational inspection are eschewed for a bold manner of speaking in 
the first person plural about things that are "certain," (EU, 6) that 
"must be confessed," (EU, 7) and about which there cannot "remain 
any suspicion." (EU, 13) Detractors of Hume have objected to this 
genteel language of the coffee-houses of the eighteenth-century 
just because it is not rigorous in the manner of the 

66 Hume also mentions "the cold reception which your pretended discoveries shall 
meet with" (EU, 9) as an ill arising from "abstruse thought and profound 
researches." (EU, 9) It is difficult not to think of the Treatise falling dead-born 
from the press here, and the implication that in that book, Hume did not manage to 
stay true to the goals of moral philosophy he sets out in the first Enquiry. 
67 Certainly there is a good deal more to be said here in the way of attack and defense 
of the current academic philosophy (if even such a multitude of different kinds of 
philosophy can be brought under the one umbrella term). Cynically, it may be said 
that the discipline has become a business since Hume's time, and now serves society 
in the same way that any other luxury industry like sport or music might, only on a 
different scale, and serving a different specialized audience. Or more positively, it 
may be held that the obscure and involved debates are justified insofar as they do, 
from time to time, yield real insights which are of some social or practical use, 
much as pure research in the sciences yields, from time to time, discoveries for 
which application is subsequently found to the benefit of general society or, more 
usually, business. Still, Hume's conception of moral philosophy would differ from 
both philosophy taken as a luxury industry and as pure research insofar as it is 
philosophy which is charged with posing further questions about the purpose it 
serves. It forms neither a part of sport, nor of music, nor of scientific research to 
inquire into the reasons for doing the activity, whereas the question of how the 
science of human nature may serve its subject, humanity, is the philosophical 
question for Hume. 
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aforementioned philosophical styles, or indeed, in the style of 
much twentieth-century philosophical discourse. But in fact, the 
broad opening appeal to the tastes and opinion of the educated 
public of the day in their elegant and flowing language forms an 
organic part of Hume's break with rationalism. As will be made 
clear in the later parts of the Enquiry, the tendency to take an 
inward-turning inspection of the clear and distinct ideas of the 
mind as the beginning point of philosophy was one of the very 
precepts that had led that philosophy astray, according to Hume. 
If man really is a social, no less than rational, animal, a science 
of human nature which is to contribute to his entertainment, 
instruction, and reformation is better off appealing to the nature 
with which it is to deal, than making uncertain and chimerical 
appeals to possibly erroneous theories. By taking his audience as 
agreed, and agreeing on some basic points about what constitutes 
a good life in accordance with the nature of man, Hume offers an 
opening justification of his position that is in fact in accord with 
the footing he has proposed for his science of human nature: if 
Hume's philosophy is successful moral philosophy, its success 
will be shown (in part) by the approbation of the audience which 
is being addressed, just as its failure would be demonstrated by a 
lack of agreement or comprehension on the part of that same 
audience. Accordingly, the opening and foundational sketch of 
human nature takes its justification from the favorable response 
of the natures being addressed. 

Again, in opposition to Hume's clearly stated position, modern 
commenta tors68 have thought it necessary to defend the 
philosopher from the 'unworthy' (to use Mossner's term) charge of 
being motivated, even in his philosophical writings, by what Hume 

68 See E. Mossner, 'Philosophy and Biography: The Case of David Hume' in Hume, ed. 
V. Chappell (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1968). See also the first 
chapter of A. Flew's book on the first Enquiry, Hume's Philosophy of Belief (London: 
Routledge, 1969) , where he replies to Selby-Bigge's imputation of "a discreditable 
motive" (p. 7) to Hurne in suggesting that the chapters 'On Miracles' and 'Of a 
Particular Providence and of a future State' were added to the first Enquiry in order 
to assure the "murmur among the zealots" (p. 7) which was so dear to Hurne. In his 
distinctly un-Hurnean defense of Hurne, Flew clearly separates the philosophical 
from any popular appeal of the writings. 
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stated in his short autobiography was his "ruling passion:"69 
literary fame. In fact, it may be seen that the popular appeal of 
the moral philosophy being put forward in the first Enquiry is 
actually a favorable comment upon the accuracy of the notion of 
human nature that is being proposed by the study. No doubt, the 
modern commentators are to some degree misled by the 
connotations which are attached to literary success in our own 
day. Success, especially in the literary world, is today so often 
associated with a mediocre or worse performance. But the 
literate human nature to which Hume was appealing in his day 
constituted a very small educated portion of the populace,70 so 
that the proposition of a life of "business and occupation" (EU, 8) 
interspersed with bouts of rest, reasoning, and social intercourse 
as the fulfillment of human nature would very likely be a 
proposition which would find favour in a class of people who 
were already doing more or less just that. Thus, the charge of 
discreditably seeking literary fame gives way, in Hume's case, to 
a charge of parochialism in taking for granted, at least at the 
outset, a rather narrow view of what human nature is, and what 
might constitute its fulfillment. 

However, Hume tries to counter, even in the early going, any 
coffee-house specific idea of human nature by appealing to the 
history of thought. Of course, this is exactly the kind of appeal 
that might be expected from a writer who in fact succeeded in 
acquiring literary fame by means of his histories, but it also 
constitutes another break with the methodology of rationalism. 
Rather than what is distinctive about humanity showing itself in 
just the inward-looking rationality of individuals who all happen 
to share the same culture, human nature shows 
similarity of conduct of humans in distinct cultures 
of the French and of the ancient Greeks and Romans : 

itself in the 
such as that 

69 Hume in My Own Life, reprinted in David Hume: Essays: Moral, Political, and 
Liferary, ed. E. Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1985), p. XI. 
7* An excellent account of the relationship of Hume's elite to the common people in 
point of economics, politics, and culture is given in H. Chisick's paper 'David Hume 
and the Common People,' in The 'Science of Man' in the Scottish Enlightenment: 
Hume, Reid, and their Contemporaries, ed. Peter Jones (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1989). 
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The fame of Cicero flourishes at present; but that of 
Aristotle is utterly decayed. La Bruyere passes the seas, 
and still maintains his reputation: But the glory of 
Malbranche is confined to his own nation, and to his own 
age. (EU, 7) 

The point is the same one as Hume makes in the different context 
of lodgings in the second Enquiry: 

All birds of the same species in every age and country, build 
their nests alike: In this we see the force of instinct. (EM, 
202) 

Nature being uniform throughout the species and through time, the 
philosopher is justified in using observations from the conduct of 
the species in question in order to support his conception of what 
the nature of that species is. 

Having noticed how Hume uses the two techniques of appealing 
to history, and to the rational, social, and convivial sides of 
human nature in order to justify his opening theory of what that 
nature is, it will be worth considering more specifically how an 
enquiry concerning human understanding is to justify itself as an 
entertaining, instructive, and reformative project of moral 
philosophy. In the distinction between the abstruse and easy 
philosophy, Hume's preference is for the easy philosophy for a 
number of reasons. First and foremost, the easy philosophy 
shares with Hume's idea of moral philosophy a bent for action. It 
has the ability to bring men "nearer to that model of perfection 
which it describes" (EU, 7) by acting upon the real sources of 
men's motivation: their feelings and passions. By contrast, the 
abstruse philosophy fails to motivate men because, considering 
"man in the light of a reasonable rather than an active being," (EU, 
6) its influence collapses when men are faced with the 
"agitations of ... passions," (EU, 7) and the "vehemence of ... 
affections" (EU, 7) which normally accompany their actions. The 
second great appeal of the easy philosophy as a model for Hume's 
moral philosophy is its resistance to dogmatism. By making 
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appeal to the "natural sentiments of the mind," (EU, 7) the easy 
philosophy secures itself from any greater error than obscurity in 
those cases where it misjudges its subject, and fails to 
"represent the common sense of mankind" (EU, 7) in colours that 
are engaging and beautiful to that common sense. One can be well 
assured of the justness of the observations on human nature of 
Cicero, for example, just because his philosophy has succeeded in 
appealing to that common sense in different ages and cultures. 
On the other hand, the abstruse philosophers, by eschewing the 
criteria of "unusual appearance, or ... contradiction to popular 
opinion" (EU, 7) leave themselves open to pursue mistaken lines of 
reasoning in their obscurity, winning "only a momentary 
reputation, from the caprice or ignorance of their own age." (EU, 

All this would suggest that the abstruse philosophy should be 
left "wrapped up in principles and notions ... remote from ... 
comprehension," (EU, 8) and that the easy philosophy should be 
called upon to supply the precepts and insights "applicable to 
every exigence of human life." (EU, 8) However, Hume observes 
that the abstruse philosophy may in fact serve to render the easy 
philosophy more precise, just as anatomy might, by its 
disagreeable researches, aid painting in the accuracy of its 
agreeable representations. Similarly, the precision that a 
philosopher employs in his solitude might well diffuse through 
society to "bestow a similar correctness" (EU, 10) on the 
reasoning of politicians and lawyers, thereby being indirectly 
applicable to the exigencies of "human life." (EU, 8) It might even 
be argued that there are those who find the activity of abstruse 
philosophizing agreeable, and that as an innocent pleasure and a 
branch of science and learning, the practice of such philosophy 
ought not to be despised. There is always the chance, too, that 
such researches may "bring light from obscurity," (EU, 11) and so 
justify themselves. 

If Hume can be reconciled to the abstruse or metaphysical 
philosophy on the basis of some wider benefits that might 
eventually accrue from such studies, he is not to be reconciled to 
that study as a pure discipline, just because the very 

7 )  
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abstruseness of such a pure discipline is, according to Hume, an 
"inevitable source of uncertainty and error." (EU, 11) Hume's 
complaint seems to be that without a subject-matter, that is, in 
not being a science, the discipline is bound to sink into vanity or 
superstition, just because there is no other way to evaluate the 
success or failure of its pronouncements. Of course, Hume is 
willing to allow that even the most obscure researches may be 
attempted in the hope that they might yield something of value to 
human life, yet the difficulty with the rationalist metaphysics 
Hume is here attacking is that it has apparently overstepped the 
bounds of "the proper province of human reason." (EU, 12) Thus 
wandering in the clouds of "such airy sciences," (EU, 12) beyond 
the ambit of any guidance that might be offered by that human 
reason, metaphysics is bound to give itself over to vanity and 
superstition. If any reason, then, can be found for leaving the 
domain proper to the easy philosophy for that proper to the 
obscure, it 

is to enquire seriously into the nature of human 
understanding, and show, from an exact analysis of its 
powers and capacity, that it is by no means fitted for such 
remote and abstruse subjects. (EU, 12) 

Having thus delimited the bounds of human understanding, moral 
philosophy will then be free to disencumber itself of the "false 
and adulterate" (EU, 12) metaphysics. Although Hume here 
advocates a departure from the easy philosophy into the more 
difficult, he is careful to distance himself from any obscurity for 
any purpose other than the practical one of reforming specifically 
metaphysics and more generally mankind. The recondite 
researches that Hume recommends are to be, even in their 
obscurity, conducted in accord with an "accurate and just 
reasoning ... fitted for all persons and all dispositions." (EU, 12, 
italics not in text) It is again through the uniformity of human 
nature that Hume's enquiry into human nature is to be sustained. 
Any attempt to exceed the limits of such a uniform nature (which 
are to be discovered by the accurate and just reasonings 
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themselves), can offer no more profound insights, but can only 
lead to metaphysical sophistry and illusion. 

2.0.02 Mental Geography 
Clearly, one of the main targets of the attack here is the 

priesthood, but as Hume himself goes on to say, the science of 
human nature does not have solely the negative advantage of 
dismissing a certain class of discourses as being of no use to the 
fulfillment of that nature. The distinguishing and ordering of the 
operations of the human mind incident to establishing its proper 
limits is itself a worthy endeavour for the reason that it would 
make plain the activities of the mind which are evident in all 
operations of "learning and philosophy." (EU, 13) Hume calls this 
task 'mental geography,' as if to imply that there exist mental 
parts and powers, analogous to a spatial terrain, which are to be 
recognized and recorded by the moral philosopher or mental 
geographer. Indeed, Hume suggests that there cannot 

remain any suspicion, that this science is uncertain and 
chimerical; unless we should entertain such a scepticism as 
is entirely subversive of all speculation, and even action. 
(EU, 13) 

It is as though the powers and parts of the mind are evidenced in 
the activities of speculation and action themselves, and that one 
could not doubt the possibility of a science of classifying these 
evident phenomena without doubting that speculation and action 
occur at all. 

The celebrated difficulty with this naturalistic strain in 
Hume's philosophy is the claim that, on the one hand, it is nothing 
more than an account of the 'mental geography' evidenced in 
speculation and action, while on the other hand, it seems to be 
making normative claims about the kind of speculative activity 
practiced by quarreling metaphysicians. If Hume's project is just 
one of delineating mental geography, how can he possibly draw 
the bounds of human understanding this side of the quarrels of 
metaphysicians, since, however useless, these quarrels are 
evidently an human activity, and furthermore, one that has been 
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practiced with some consistency in different ages and cultures? 
Although the metaphysician may sit naked on a pole in the desert, 
like France's sage,71 does this pole not still figure in the 
landscape of human activity, and as such cannot be dismissed as 
an irrelevant feature of that landscape? 

In the early going, Hume's reply appears to be that a normative 
crit ique of certain human activities, whether of the 
understanding or something else, is immanent in an account of 
these activities themselves. As a matter of fact, man is a 
sociable creature, in need of relaxation, amusement, and so forth, 
so that when he does engage in activities which go against his 
nature such as "abstruse thought and profound researches," (EU, 9) 
that same nature comes back to punish him with "pensive 
melancholy'' (EU, 9) and "endless uncertainty." (EU, 9) Metaphysics 
is to be dismissed as a pernicious activity because it keeps man 
from employing his energies in ways which have shown 
themselves to be of more enjoyment and use to man himself, and 
in so doing, metaphysics gives rise to the nugatory products of 
vanity and superstition. Given, then, that the science of man 
gives both the image of man and his measure, it becomes doubly 
important to return to the study of that nature to discover the 
ways in which man actually does conduct himself, in order that he 
may take lessons from that conduct, and act accordingly. 

Since the activity of delineating a mental geography is to 
provide an outline of human nature that is both informative and 
reformative, it cannot rest wholly on the descriptive level of 
providing "pictures of human life in various attitudes and 
situations." (EU, 9) Certainly such an activity might contribute to 
the entertainment of mankind, but it would not do so as moral 
philosophy, since qua science of human nature, moral philosophy 
must be concerned with 
human conduct, evident 
Hume draws an analogy 
mind" (EU, 14) and giving 
Presumably, a successful 

the uniformity of general principles of 
in "every age and country." (EU, 202) 
between delineating "the parts of the 

the planets." (EU, 14) 
would operate in the 

"a true system of 
mental geography 

71 
Calmann-Levy, 1920). 

Paphnuce in the third part, 'L'Euphorbe,' of Thai's by Anatole France (Paris: 
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same descriptive and predictive manner as a 'system of the 
planets' which provides information about the positions and 
motions of certain planets given a certain calendar date. While 
being descriptive of the position and order of the planets, such a 
system could be predictive, just as an accurate delineation of the 
customary workings of the mind could be predictive given certain 
repeatable and recognizable traits of the mental landscape. Hume 
also shows some hope that a precise mental geography could give 
rise to a still "more general and universal" (EU, 15) set of 
principles, much as Newton 

from the happiest reasoning ... determined the laws and 
forces, by which the revolutions of the planets are governed 
and directed. (EU, 14) 

The comparisons with the accounts of planetary motions are 
somewhat difficult, since the hope that more general principles 
governing the human mind may be discovered is expressed as the 
possibility of discovering 

at least in some degree, the secret springs and principles, 
by which the human mind is actuated in its operations. (EU, 
14)  

Yet Newton, in his 'happy reasoning,' disclaimed all charges of 
investigating 'secret springs and principles' of things: 

And therefore, that Nature may be lasting, the Changes of 
corporeal Things are to be placed only in the various 
Separations and new Associations and Motions of these 
permanent Particles; compound Bodies being apt to break, 
not in the midst of solid Particles, but where those 
Particles are laid together, and only touch in a few Points. 

It seems to me farther, that these Particles have not only 
a Vis inertia, accompanied with such passive Laws of 
Motion as naturally result from that Force, but also that 
they are moved by certain active Principles, such as is that 
of Gravity, and that which causes Fermentation, and the 
Cohesion of Bodies. These Principles I consider not as 
occult Qualities, supposed to result from the specifick 
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Forms of Things, but as general Laws of Nature, by which 
the Things themselves are form'd; their Truth appearing to 
us by Phaenomena, though their Causes be not yet discover'd. 
For these are manifest Qualities, and their Causes only are 
OCCUlt.72 

The more general principles Newton thought himself to have 
uncovered were in fact rules governing planetary and sublunary 
motions alike. Far from being secret, they were supposed to be a 
series of physical laws with greater generality than any others to 
that point proposed, and so were supposed to be shown in a 
greater variety of phenomena than any other physical laws. 
Indeed, Hume seems not too settled on the point that the looked- 
for laws be secret since he goes on to talk about "some general 
principles, into which all the vices and virtues were justly to be 
resolved," (EU, 15) as though this resolution were to rest on the 
level of finding a certain general order manifested in moral 
phenomena, rather than concerning itself with occult principles. 

Whether the more general laws that actuate the human mind are 
to be deeply occult, or simply hidden from lack of "thorough care 
and attention" (EU, 15) being exercised in the delineation of the 
parts of the mind, Hume thinks that an enquiry to attempt to 
uncover such general laws is justified for two reasons. First, to 
doubt the possibility of finding such laws by failing to attempt to 
find them would be to fall into a dogmatism as pernicious as 
"ever attempted to impose its crude dictates and principles on 
mankind." (EU, 15) How could it be known in advance of an enquiry 
that such general laws of the human understanding are not 
operable and discoverable by that understanding itself? To 
suggest that such laws are not to be discovered in advance of 
making the effort of enquiry smacks of the complacency of 
superstition. The second justification for an abstract enquiry 
into the human understanding is the great rewards that the 
success of such a study offers. The initially repellant abstruse 
and difficult researches into human nature may well make up for 
their unpleasantness by the entertainment, instruction, and 

72 Opticks, bk. 111, pt. I ,  q. 31, p. 400-401. 
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reformation of mankind which they could provide were they to 
once and for all settle the nature of human understanding and its 
proper objects of enquiry. 

Hume begins his geography of the mind with the well-known 
distinction between two types of perceptions of the mind: 
impressions and ideas. Impressions are normally to be 
differentiated from ideas by being more forceful and vivacious 
than the ideas which, in other respects, they mimic or copy. This 
is a distinction which Hume, in continuing with his technique of 

basic statements of his enquiry in the 
his audience, holds that "every one will 

Significantly, the only minds exempted 
of human perceptions are those so 
or madness" (EU, 17) that the types of 

seeking to ground the 
common experience of 
readily allow." (EU, 17) 
from this delineation 
"disordered by disease 
human perception mentioned are "altogether undistinguishable." 

Many commentators have taken Hume to be speaking in his 
opening discussion of perceptions of the mind about the purely 
mental qualia associated with the problems of the veil of 
perception? However, there are a number of good reasons for 
thinking that the tendency to take Hume's perceptions of the mind 
as private qualia is premature, if not mistaken. First, Hume does 
give to his subject-matter the name 'perceptions of the mind,' 
when the word 'sensations' was available to him if he were solely 
concerned with the felt aspects of the mental life without the 
connexion that those felt qualities are normally held to bear to a 
public world of objects. Second, the problem of distinguishing 
impressions and ideas in cases of disease and madness appears to 
require a criterion apart from the diseased or mad-man's 
experience of his own perceptions in order to count as a case in 
which the two types of perceptions may be considered 
"indistinguishable." (EU, 17) The problem turns on whether Hume 
means to say that there are actually both impressions and ideas 
experienced by the disordered man, but which are 

(EU, 17) 

73 See for example, John Laird, Hume's Philosophy of Human Narure (London: 
Methuen, 1932), p. 25: "Hume set out to lay the foundations of pure sensory 
phenomenalism." 
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indistinguishable because the mind is disordered; or whether 
there are no such distinctions to be made at all between 
perceptions of the mind in a mind that is disordered. The example 
in the first Enquiry is not fully enough described to decide 
whether or not the perceptions of the disordered mind show 
another fact which allows them to be classed as confused, but the 
sentence following the one that introduces the problem of the 
disordered mind, 

All the colours of poetry, however splendid, can never paint 
natural objects in such a manner as to make the description 
be taken for a real landskip, (EU, 17) 

evokes the image of a madman such as Quixote, who did take the 
descriptions for the reality, and presumably the ideas for the 
impressions. In order for this to be an example, it would have to 
be plain to others than the deranged that there are both 
impressions and ideas, and that the one group is being mistaken 
for the other. Finally in the way of points leading to the 
conclusion that Hume did not intend perceptions of the human 
mind to be taken as private qualia distinguishable only to an 
introspective view, there is the matter of Hume speaking 
consistently throughout the exposition of the perceptions of the 
mind of the public contexts in which impressions and ideas arise. 
"A man in a fit of anger, is actuated in a very different manner 
from one who only thinks of that emotion," (EU, 17) writes Hume, 
as though the "real disorders and agitations of the passion" (EU, 
17) marked a part of the difference between an impression and 
idea, and that difference was not just a distinction being made in 
the way that these perceptions might appear to an introspective 
view. 

2.0.0 3 The Mind's Unoriginality 
Having remarked upon this distinction between the perceptions 

of the mind, Hume suggests that despite the apparent unbounded 
liberty of thought, the creative power of the mind is actually 
limited to "compounding, transposing, augmenting, or diminishing 
the materials afforded us by the senses and experience." (EU, 19) 
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Or, as Hume would express himself "in philosophical language, all 
ours ideas or more feeble perceptions are copies of our 
impressions or more lively ones." (EU, 19) The manner in which 
these two sentences are juxtaposed would indicate that the more 
lively and vivacious impressions, besides showing themselves as 
more forceful than ideas, show themselves as having their origin 
in the senses and experience. Indeed, when Hume offers his first 
proof of the justness of his observation of the origin of ideas to 
his readers by characteristically calling for a simple examination 
of the occuring phenomena, the proof is as much a suggestion to 
examine current impressions and ideas, as the relation between 
memories of impressions and the ideas to which those original 
impressions gave rise. Accordingly, if it was not put earlier that 
impressions are essentially those perceptions of the mind which 
constitute sensation and feeling, it seems now to be taken as one 
of their distinguishing marks, along with their being more 
forceful and lively at the time of perception. Thus, the first 
proof that all ideas have their origins in impressions comes to 
depend more on what could possibly be the object of experience 
than on a strictly phenomenal examination of forceful and 
vivacious impressions giving rise to the more feeble ideas. Hume 
takes this rootedness in experience to something of an extreme 
when he writes that those who would question the origin of ideas 
in impressions 

have only one, and that an easy method of refuting it; by 
producing that idea, which, in their opinion, is not derived 
from this source. It will then be incumbent on us, if we 
would maintain our doctrine, to produce the impression, or 
lively perception, which corresponds to it. (EU, 19-20) 

Surely it would suffice to resolve, as Hume does in the case of 
the virtuous horse, the supposedly exceptional complex idea into 
simple ideas the corresponding impressions of which are in 
principle experienceable in order to settle the question of 
whether or not it is true that all ideas have their origins in 
impressions. However, it may serve as an even stronger purgative 
of metaphysical wrangling if the impression itself were required 
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to be produced, and not just some argument to the effect that it 
could be produced. 

In any case, the effect of drawing the distinction between 
impressions and ideas, and specifying that ideas are nothing but 
compounded, transposed, augmented, or diminished copies of "the 
materials afforded ... by the senses and experience," (EU, 19) is to 
exclude from consideration any ideas which are either not 
straightforward copies, or simply manipulated copies of the 
corpuscular, solid, extended materials74 afforded by the senses 
and experience. The mind is reduced to an unoriginative mixing 
and composing of the impressions, and even then, the "mixture and 
composition" (EU, 19) of the given impressions takes place 
according to rules which preserve the fundamental solid and 
extended qualities of the impressions. 

In the second proof that all ideas have their origins in 
i m pressi o ns , H u me's general contention (admirably supported by 
some pieces of the anthropological data that flooded Europe in the 
eighteenth century)75 is that where the organs of sensation have 

74 Exactly what Hume thought were the perceived qualities of objects were is 
difficult to determine. He writes further on in the first Enquiry, in the context of 
causation, that "solidity, extension, motion; these qualities are all complete in 
themselves, and never point out any other event which may result from them." (EU, 
63) Undoubtedly Hume would want to admit more qualities than simply these three, 
since he does consider ideas of colour in the blue spectrum problem. But most of the 
additional qualities like colour, sound, &c. could be made out to be the specific 
elements of solidity. Hume would probably have left the problem be decided by an 
empirical investigation, just so long as the perceived qualities kept the corpuscular 
distinctness so important to the account of causation. 
75 Christopher Berry, in his book Hume, Hegel and Human Nature (The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1982), pp. 8 & 15, comments on the importance of the published 
voyages that were appearing in Europe during the eighteenth century to the 
formation of the 'intellectual backcloth' of Hume's age. Certainly a philosopher 
interested in a uniform human nature manifested in 'every age and country' could not 
afford to ignore such studies for reasons connected with his work. However, Hume 
also seems to have exploited the interplay between cultures newly known to the 
European world for his pleasure. Diderot relates in a letter to Sophie Volland of 6 
October, 1765: "Puisque j'en suis sur ce chapitre, encore un fait que je tiens de Mr 
Wurne, et qui vous apprendra ce qu'il faut penser de ces pretendues conversions 
cannibales ou huronnes. Un ministre croyoit avoir fait un petit chef-d'oeuvre en ce 
genre; il eut la vanite de montrer son proselyte; il I'amena donc B Londres. On 
interroge le petit Huron. II repond A merveilles. On le conduit A la chapelle; on 
I'admet a la cbne ou communion, qui, comme vous scavez, se fait sous les deux 
espbces. Aprbs la &ne, le ministre lui dit: =Eh bien, mon fils, ne vous sentez-vous 
pas anime de I'amour de Dieu? La grace du sacrement n'oprere-t'elle pas en vous? 
Votre $me n'en est-elle pas bchauffee? - Oui, repondit le petit Huron. Le vin fait 
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never been excited by the object proper to the production of a 
certain sensation, there is no idea of that sensation to be found: 
"A Laplander or Negro has no notion of the relish of wine." (EU, 20) 
Hume does not touch on the problem of knowing the ideas of other 
minds that would be of concern if the perceptions of the mind 
were just private qualia, and his argument plays a great deal on 
the public circumstances attendant to the production of the 
sensations, rather than just the felt qualities of these 
perceptions. He even seems to use the physical organs of 
perception as a means of distinguishing the ideas under 
consideration, in writing, for example, about the "ideas of colour, 
which enter by the eye, or those of sound, which are conveyed by 
the ear." (EU, 20) Thus the support for the argument is again 
subtly shifted toward the acceptance of the solid and extended 
nature of the impressions as the standard of what can count as a 
part of the human understanding. Such ideas as there may be, 
even if they do not have their origins in impressions, end up 
either being characterized according to the solid and extended 
canon of experience, or being dismissed as terms "employed 
without any meaning or idea." (EU, 22) 

That Hume's biggest worry is reducing the perceptions of the 
mind to order, and not just showing that the mind is 
unoriginative, is supported by the counter-example of the 
graduated spectrum missing a single shade of blue, cited in 
opposition to the second proof that all ideas have their origins in 
impressions. The existence of such a single counter-example has 
the potential to collapse Hume's entire enquiry concerning human 
understanding, since it purports to show that the mind is after all 
originative, and may contain ideas whose precise origins are 
unknown, or are the products of the mind itself. And if the mind 
is even slightly so originative, the door is again thrown open to 
all manner of vain metaphysics, proponents of which could claim, 
like the rationalists, that ideas are caused by a mind which 
shares in the light of God, or that ideas are caused directly by 

fort bien; rnais si I'on rn'avoit donnt! de I'eau-de-vie, je crois qu'elle auroit encore 
mieux fait.,)" Denis Diderot, Correspondance, ed. G. Roth (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 
1959), vol. 5, p. 133. 
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God, and so forth. However, Hume appears content to admit some 
such counter examples to his theory that all ideas have their 
origins in impressions because the ideas so admitted are of such 
a precisely delimited nature as to pose no danger of bringing 
metaphysical disputes in their train. A single shade missing from 
a graduated spectrum is so exactly determined in point of quality 
as to be virtually equivalent to the idea which would have arisen 
from a known, solid, extended object exciting the senses. And the 
original appearance of the shade so produced follows on from a 
precisely determined history of actual contact with such objects. 

In his consideration of innate ideas, Hume similarly finds the 
connexion of ideas to impressions of primary importance. The 
question of when thinking begins, "whether before, at or after ... 
birth" (EU, 22n) is a frivolous dispute, according to Hume, just so 
long as it be allowed that all the materials employed in that 
activity are no more then manipulated copies of impressions. 
Writes Hume: 

But admitting these terms, impressions and ideas, in the 
sense above explained, and understanding by innate, what is 
original or copied from no precedent perception, then we 
may assert that all our impressions are innate, and our 
ideas not innate. (EU, 22n) 

The asymmetry between impressions and ideas in point of 
innateness is allowable because, even if the precise manner and 
relative time of their being brought about is not known, the 
causal origin of impressions in the organs of sense s in general 
uncontested. Ideas, on the other hand, must be strict y held to be 
nothing more than the copies of impressions, lest their causal 
pedigree be put in doubt, and terms without meaning be allowed. 

2.0.04 Mechanical Association 
The mind being reduced to a faculty of transposing the material 

of thinking provided by the senses, Hume goes on to observe that 
even in the freest trains of thought ideas "introduce each other 
with a certain degree of method and regularity." (EU, 23) Here 
again, Hume's tone throughout the discussion of the principles of 
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association according to which ideas may be seen to introduce 
themselves, leans heavily on the testimony of experience. "It is 
evident" (EU, 23) and "observable" (EU, 23) even "among different 
languages" (EU, 23) that these principles of association have "an 
equal influence on all mankind." (EU, 23) Thus the conclusion that 
there are three principles of association, " R e s e m b l a n c e ,  
Contiguity in time or place, and Cause or Effect," (EU, 24) 
between perceptions of the mind is a proposition that is 
sustained by appeals to the public phenomena of everyday 
conversation and foreign languages, as well as by more narrowly 
subjective appeals to trains of thought and dreams. And as Hume 
is willing to propose the three principles of association on a 
footing of everyday experience, he is also willing to have the list 
augmented in light of a careful examination of the succession of 
thoughts. 

The principles of the association of ideas are often cited as 
Hume's psychological answer to Newtons' principle of universal 
gravitation,76 but in fact, the Newtonification of Hume's project 
occurred much earlier in the enquiry. As has already been 
demonstrated by the cited quotation from the Opticks, Newton did 
not see himself as inquiring into the secret principles of nature, 
but as merely providing a systematized series of observations on 
the way the manifest bodies of nature can be seen to act. 
Accordingly, the only relation the principles of association bear 
to the principle of universal gravitation is the obvious one of 
forming a part of a system of rules meant to describe an order in 
the apparent disorder of phenomena. And in any point of detail, 
the principle of universal gravitation is, of course, vastly 
different from the principles of association - dealing with such 
complex ideas as mass, acceleration, time, and so forth, where 
the principles of association trade in nothing more complex than 
resemblance, contiguity, and cause and effect. Yet it is just in 

76 See T. Jessop, 'Some Misunderstandings of Hume' in Hume, ed. V. Chappell, pp. 
46-47; and J. Noxon, Hume's Philosophical Development, pp. 29-30. No doubt it is 
Hume's characterization of the association of ideas in the Treatise as "a kind of 
ATTRACTION which in the mental world will be found to have as extra-ordinary 
effects as in the natural" A Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1978), pp. 12-13 which has fueled some of this at times obfuscating comparison. 
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the similarity of the materials with which the two sets of 
principles have to deal that Hume's principles of the association 
of ideas may be said to be most Newtonian. Where Hume tried to 
eliminate from the purview of moral philosophy the scourge of 
vain and sophistical metaphysics by limiting discourse to those 
ideas which have their source in impressions, Newton tried to 
eliminate occult powers and forces from physics by limiting 
discussion to the description of movements of the 

solid, massy, hard, impenetrable, movable Particles, of such 
Sizes as Figures, and with such other Properties, and in 
such Proportion to Space77 

as were his corpuscles. Hume evidently already followed 
Newton's lead in the two sections preceding the third on the 
association of ideas by excluding all but sense impressions and 
the ideas which are their copies from consideration. Rather than 
inaugurating a Newtonian moral philosophy in the section on the 
association of ideas, Hume merely sustains Newtonian ideas by 
making use of three principles of association, two of which, 
resemblance and contiguity, overtly conserve the canonical 
Newtonian qualities of physical objects in their manipulations. 

In associating according to contiguity, it is easily seen that the 
mind stays true to Newtonian canons by taking as the medium78 
which it uses to connect two contiguous ideas the "very clear and 
intelligible" (EU, 156) quality of space, or the slightly more 
occult quality of time. Thus, at least in the case of spatially 
contiguous ideas, the mind does not threaten in its manipulations 
to produce any idea that will not again be recognizable according 
to its sharing the same space as the ideas with which it is 
associated. Similarly, if it is just "from the succession of ideas 

77 Opticks, bk. 111, pt. I, q. 31, p. 400. 
78 I use this word in the sense Hume does in section IV, part II, p. 34 where, in the 
context of considering the causal connexion, he writes: "The connexion between these 
propositions is not intuitive. There is required a medium, which may enable the 
mind to draw such an inference, if indeed it be drawn by reasoning and argument." 
(€U, 34) 
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and impressions we form the idea of time,"79 the mind no more 
threatens to originate prodigies in performing associations 
according to temporal contiguity on given impressions. The 
associative case of resemblance is slightly more difficult since, 
despite the similarities of extension obviously shared by the 
resemblant picture and original of Hume's tame example, ideas 
might resemble one another in all sorts of non-Newtonian ways. 
An ice-cream may resemble a pine-apple in taste, for example. 
Yet however strange as may be the actual trait in terms of which 
two ideas might be resemblant, it is actually a narrower 
principle of  association than contiguity in the sense that the 
resemblant idea gives the idea which it resembles, where 
contiguity does not. For example, the idea of one room tells 
nothing of the one beside, whereas the taste of pine-apple ice- 
cream gives the idea of a pine-apple. And since Hume has already 
limited the possible ideas to those which have their origin in 
experience, the associations performed according to resemblance 
risk introducing no ideas Hume would want to dismiss as occult. 

Before going on to consider that principle of the mind's activity 
which, just because of the apparent lack of connexion between 
the ideas it associates, proposes the greatest danger to Hume's 
contention that the mind is unoriginative, it will be worth 
noticing one other major way in which Hume's account of the mind 
has favoured a Newtonian, or at least a mechanical, conception of 
human nature. From the very first distinction of  human 
perceptions into impressions and ideas, the uniform, repeatable 
characteristics of the phenomena have been remarked whereas 
their differences have been almost entirely ignored. Certainly 
there was some discussion about differences in force and 
vivacity, but only in juxtaposition to the extreme uniformity of 
being copies. Indeed, it is this uniformity that is being stressed 
all the way through the second section which in fact ends with a 
recommendation to dismiss any idea which is not uniform with 
some impression as being "without any meaning." (EU, 22) And in 
the third section on the association of ideas, it is again the 

79 A Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), p. 35. Subsequent 
' 7  references are to this text. 
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"method and regularity" (EU, 23) of the perceptions of the mind 
that are emphasized amidst the differences of "wandering 
reveries" (EU, 23) and 'loose and free' conversations. The 
emphasis on the uniform gets stronger as the first Enquiry 
proceeds, but it manifestly forms a "predominant inclination" (EU, 
40) even in the early structuring of Hume's enquiry into human 
nature. 

2.0.05 Truth & Matters of Fact 
Although Hume limits ideas to being copies of sense 

impressions, the operations of thought proceed "without 
dependance on what is anywhere existent in the universe." (EU, 
25) Part of the rationalist picture of the mind is retained insofar 
as ideas and the relations of ideas are allowed to be truths 
"intuitively or demonstratively certain," (EU, 25) but their truth 
is of a radically different kind from the second set of objects of 
human reason, matters of fact. The difference in truth conditions 
between the two types of objects of human reason apparently 
arises from the mind's ability to manipulate the ideas it has 
copied from the impressions of the senses. Presumably this 
manipulation takes place in accord with the principles of 
association and is limited only by the principle of contradiction, 
since contradiction can "never be distinctly conceived by the 
mind." (EU, 26) However, as Hume's slipping into the Cartesian 
manner of speaking of 'distinct conceptions' would suggest, some 
direct knowledge of "real existence and matter of fact" (EU, 26) 
is claimed in the present testimony of the senses and "the 
records of ... memory." (EU, 26) While Hume may later come to 
give a sort of explanation of why even these perceptions of the 
mind are taken as true, the problem for the moment is how the 
evidence of the memory and senses may be surpassed given that 
matters of fact are not reasoned about, like relations of ideas, 
according to the law of contradiction. The question is couched in 
language that is still vaguely rationalistic,*O but the depth and 

80 In addition to distinct conceptions, Hume speaks of the true perceptions as being 
"present," (EU, 26) and poses the problem as that of knowing "absent" (EU, 26) 
matters of fact. 
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vigour of Hume's break with the conception of the mind as the 
oracle of truth is clearly enunciated in the glorious sentence: 

They [our doubts and errors] may even prove useful, by 
exciting curiosity, and destroying that implicit faith 
security, which is the bane of all reason and free en( 
(EU, 26) 

Having rejected "the mere operation of thought" (EU, 25) 
way of going "beyond the evidence of our memory and senses" 
26) to reason about matters of fact, Hume settles on the re 

and 
luiry. 

as a 
(EU, 
ation 

of cause and effect as the principle upon which all reasonings 
concerning matters of fact are conducted. However, as was 
intimated in the contrasting consideration of the two other 
principles of association, resemblance and contiguity, the ideas 
linked by cause and effect need not share the least quality in 
common. Being necessarily neither resemblant, nor in the same 
space or time, the connexion between the two corpuscular ideas 
linked by cause and effect appears "entirely precarious." (EU, 27) 
Nothing can be read off "by the most accurate examination" (EU, 
27) of the sensible qualities of the present fact which will tell 
of that which is causally inferred from that fact, according to 
Hume. So the great puzzle of causal reasoning arises: how is it 
that the mind must "proceed in this operation?" (EU, 29) There 
must be some non-arbitrary answer if causal reasoning is to be 
about matters of fact, and not just the haphazard chaining 
together of ideas of "imagination or invention." (EU, 29) 

Powerless to inquire into matters of fact by the mere operation 
of thought, the human understanding must reconcile itself to 
observing the way in which the particular phenomena actually do 
follow each other in order to inform itself about matters of fact. 
The "ultimate springs and principles are totally shut up from 
human curiosity and enquiry" (EU, 30) writes Hume. The best that 
can be hoped for is a reduction of the variety of succeeding 
phenomena to a few general principles which may enunciate 
certain uniformities in the succession of phenomena. Yet even in 
discovering these laws established by nature in her operations, 
philosophy must humbly accept knowing but a few rules in the 
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totality of observed phenomena and hold even the known rules as 
uncertain, and subject to revision in light of recalcitrant 
experience. 

In thus setting the stage for the further, revolutionary account 
of causation, Hume makes astute use of the rationalistic theory 
of mind to pose the problem about knowledge of matters of fact, 
then uses the failure of  that theory to insinuate his own theory of 
the human understanding. The veracity of the testimony of the 
senses and memory is allowed, so that the further problem of 
going beyond that testimony to know 'absent' matters of fact may 
be posed. As Hume repeats several times, the problem is posed as 
one of 'going beyond the evidence of our memory and senses,' (EU, 
26) of finding out 'how mind must proceed,' (EU, 29) as though 
there were some kind of Cartesian assurance of the veracity of 
the material now present to the mind. Yet as soon as a step 
beyond the apparent certainty of presence is contemplated, Hume 
argues with both rhetorical and philosophical vigour that the 
really important truths of nature with which any moral 
philosophy worthy of the name is concerned lie outside any such 
'secure' (EU, 26) ideas present to the mind. If this point is not 
being made by rhetorical counterblasts of the kind already 
quoted,Bl it is being made through the insistence that nature, that 
is, the very subject of the enquiry, lies outside the distinct ideas 
of sense and memory in the uniform laws of their repetition. 
Even in the very early example of the causal inference from the 
sound of "an articulate voice and rational discourse" (EU, 27) to 
the presence of some person, Hume shows his hand by saying that 
it is the idea of the "human make and fabric" (EU, 27) which binds 
the voice to that which is inferred from it. And more strongly, 
when discussing the role of mathematics in natural philosophy, 
the laws "established by nature in her operations" (EU, 31) are 
held to lie wholly without 'any object or cause' considered merely 
"as it appears to the mind." (EU, 31) So although Hume is willing 
to allow that isolated perceptions of the human mind are certain 
or true, as the enquiry progresses more and more emphasis is 

~~~ 

81 Above, on p. 97. 
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placed on the lawful repetition of these isolated perceptions as 
showing nature - the only true object of the enquiry. 

The part of the first Enquiry which Hume specifically devotes 
to showing that 

even after we have experience of the operations of cause 
and effect, our conclusions from that experience are not 
founded on reasoning, (EU, 32) 

is prefaced with a counsel to an unusual expedient. Hume 
observes that those of a "sifting humour" (EU, 32) may continue to 
pose questions about foundations of the replies to their 
questions, and the replies to those questions, and so on - much as 
the foundations of reasonings concerning matters of fact have 
been traced to cause and effect, and the foundation of that 
relation traced to experience. Such a train of enquiry threatens 
to at last bring the discussion to some "dangerous dilemma" (EU, 
32) if the difficulty is not discovered "ourselves before it is 
objected to us." (EU, 32) "By this means," suggests Hume, "we 
may make a kind of merit of our very ignorance." (EU, 32) What 
Hume hopes to save himself by the expedient of confessing 
ignorance is the tracing of causes into the occult regions beloved 
by the metaphysicians from which he is trying to distance 
himself. Were he to allow reason or the operation of the 
understanding to direct the enquiry into reasoning concerning 
matters of fact, the chain of justification could stop only at a 
contradiction, or the sort of dangerous dilemma bordering on the 
occultism which Hume thinks is the embarrassment of 
metaphysics. So Hume openly specifies that the chain of 
justification must come to an end in experience, since what is 
the proper object of human understanding is known through 
experience, and experience has shown the enquiry into the secret 
causes beyond experience to be vain. 

Now it is known by a kind of experience that "is allowed on all 
hands" (EU, 33) that the "process of the mind or thought" (EU, 33) 
which connects a cause to its effect is not made on the basis of 
any process of reasoning, since there lacks a "medium" (EU, 34) 
connecting cause and effect which would allow that inference to 
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be made. Hume speaks repeatedly as though there is actually a 
connexion of a hidden sort between cause and effect, but that not 
even "the most distant conception" (EU, 33) of its nature may be 
formed. It is apparent that a connexion is made between cause 
and effect, yet this connexion is made in the absence of "any 
connecting proposition or intermediate step" (EU, 34) which might 
allow reason to pass from one to the other.$* Indeed, it seems 
that reason is disposed to find different connexions between 
objects than would cause and effect in those instances where it 
can discern a species of medium. In so doing, reason employs a 
different methodology than would be employed by causal 
association in making similar connexions. For example, on the 
basis of uniformity in the appearance of eggs, a reasoned 
argument would conclude, in contrast to conclusions derived from 
experience of cause and effect, that all eggs taste similar. And 
whereas the reasoned connexion is drawn from a single instance, 
the causal connexion can be made only on the basis of constant 
and regular conjunction.83 As if these arguments did not suffice 
to show that the inference from cause to effect is not made by 
reason, Hume finishes the part of the Enquiry devoted to showing 
that it is not by means of reason that the causal inference is 
made by remarking that even brute beasts and infants (which are 
both generally held to be without any very subtle powers of 
reasoning), make connexions between cause and effect with great 
facility. If their inferences between cause and effect were a 
matter of some abstruse reasoning, how could it be that this is 
so? 

82 It is again significant that nature is spoken of as that which shows herself in the 
constant and regular conjunction of cause and effect, even though the natural "powers 
and principles" (EU, 33) which are supposed to be responsible for this conjunction 
are coyly hidden from experience. 
83 It is well known that Hume allows in the Treatise that a causal connexion may be 
known from a single experiment (T ,  104), but not only is that single instance held 
to be supported by the tried and true principle "that like objects plac'd in like 
circumstances, will always produce like effects," (T ,  105) it is not an experiment 
illustrative of the point at issue. Reason may discover by a mere analysis of an 
object other objects connected by the same ground. Hume's point is that association 
by cause and effect is not parallel, for, given only a single object, it has no way of 
advancing to other objects at all. 
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These arguments showing the utter inability of reason to 
perform inferences concerning matters of fact are accompanied 
by a significant rhetorical endorsement of the teaching of 
experience which is to end up performing the causal inferences 
which reason cannot perform. Where reason limits itself only at 
contradiction, experience is touted as the "great guide of human 
life" (EU, 36) whose authority "none but a fool or madman will 
ever pretend to dispute." (EU, 36) So while reason, with its bare 
principle of non-contradiction, is incapable of answering the 
least question concerning matters of fact, experience is prepared 
to yield all sorts of truths about nature if it is looked upon as a 
guide to life. 

In an apparent reiteration of the point that faith and security is 
the bane of all free enquiry, Hume claims to be keeping his mind 
"still open to instruction," (EU, 36) as though it is through some 
such open-mindedness that the lessons of experience are to be 
learned. Characterizing such an open-mindedness is, of course, a 
very difficult thing to do, but the general difference between the 
picture of the mind that Hume is adumbrating, and the rationalist 
theory he is rejecting, is that where the ideas present to the 
mind dictate what the matters of fact are in the rationalist view, 
nature, or the matters of fact, impress themselves on the mind in 
Hume's view. Accordingly, the mind which would know its own 
nature, its own limits, is best off undertaking an examination of 
its impressions and passions when it is open or passive with 
respect to nature which impinges on it from without. "The course 
of nature" (EU, 37) shows itself to the mind in the course of 
repeated impressions so that even "brute beasts" (EU, 39) may be 
said to have "learn[ed] the qualities of natural objects" (EU, 39) if 
they have been impressed upon in such a way as to be better 
guided in life - avoiding flames from the experience of having 
been burnt, &c. The picture theory of knowledge is on the 
threshold of being shattered as Hurne urges that the answer to 
questions about matters of fact must be found in experience of 
the succession of impressions, and not in a static examination of 
those impressions. By way of foreshadowing, Hume vividly 
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suggests the methodology that will be employed in the fifth 
section: 

As an agent, I am quite satisfied in the point; but as a 
philosopher, who has some share of curiosity, I will not say 
scepticism, I want to learn the foundation of this inference. 
(EU, 38) 

It remains only to become "sensible of our ignorance" (EU, 38) and 
conclude that the limits of the human understanding are 
themselves facts that are given experience, like all other matters 
of fact. The man as a philosopher is to submit himself to the man 
as agent in "common life and practice." (EU, 41) 

2.0.06 On Reason 
Where reason is about to be shown to be the puppet of 

experience, Hume prefaces the demonstration with a reiteration 
that philosophy itself finds its roots in the "natural temper." (EU, 
40) Although it may claim for itself very high ideals such as "the 
correction of our manners, and extirpation of our vices," (EU, 40) 
the manner in which it pursues these goals is itself simply the 
result of the presuppositions with which it begins, and so 
philosophy frequently tends toward the flattery of that opening 
natural bias or propensity, at the expense of the goals it has set 
for itself. This naturalistic reduction of the philosophical 
impulse, particularly the rationalistic one with its "refined 
system of selfishness" and "pretense of reason to give itself a 
full and uncontrolled indulgence," (EU, 40) is accomplished by 
looking to the impulses which "push the mind," (EU, 40) and which 
Hume has equated with nature. However, are not all philosophies 
susceptible of a similar analysis and condemnation, since all 
perforce begin with some natural presuppositions which may be 
perverted under imprudent management? Hume's reply is that all 
philosophies are susceptible of the same analysis of their 
natures, but that not all are to be condemned alike, since there 
are some which are managed in accord with their natures, and so 
cannot be accused of being perversions of those natures. 
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Hume's candidate for such a successful species of philosophy is, 
of course, the "Academic or Sceptical philosophy." (EU, 41) This 
philosophy is characterized as striking with "no disorderly 
passion of the human mind," (EU, 40) nor as mingling "with any 
natural affection or propensity," (EU, 40) and, in general, 
mortifying every passion but "the love of truth." (EU, 41) These 
are all just rather elaborate ways of saying that it is sceptical 
philosophy which takes notice of the natural "limits of common 
life" (EU, 41) and conducts itself according to those limits. It 
cannot be accused of being disorderly, nor ruled by any passions, 
affections, or propensities, since it is careful to conduct itself 
according to the order of nature, deviation from which defines all 
such terms of censure. Its only passion, the love of truth, is 
nothing more than the passion for knowing the rules and limits 
which nature sets down in common life.84 

Reason having been shown unequal to the task of advancing in 
enquiry about matters of fact, it remains to be seen what 
"principle of equal weight and authority" (EU, 41) does govern 
such advance, since it is manifest from experience that at least 
parts of the order of nature do come to be known. By this point, it 
should not be surprising that Hume looks to experience to find the 
operative principle, and finds that people are determined by 
experience of "similar objects or events "constantly conjoined" 
(EU, 42) to make an inference to one object or event upon the 
appearance of the other. Hume disclaims giving any "ultimate 
reason" (EU, 43) for the justification or explanation of such a 
propensity produced by custom: he merely states that this is what 
is observed in experience. 

The reluctance to deal with ultimate reasons must be 
understood as a refusal to deal with forces, powers, or 
propensities behind experience, for otherwise Hume is talking 
about ultimate reasons in the sense that it is with the answers of 

*4 It should be remembered that Hume thinks it a fact about the nature of moral 
philosophy that "it aims at the correction of our manners, and extirpation of our 
vices," (EU, 40) or contributes "to the entertainment, instruction and reformation 
of mankind." (EU, 5) Also, if learning the "qualities of natural objects" (EU, 39) is 
no more than acting in accord with the dictates of nature, knowing the limits of 
nature is likely to consist in little more. 
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experience that enquiry must stop, not only because the mind 
finds itself "determined" (EU, 42) to make customary or habitual 
connexions (whether it would or not), but also because the very 
idea of using reason to go beyond the experience of human life is 
mistaken. Although a distinction is commonly made between 
reason and experience, Hume thinks it, at least in the "active and 
speculative scenes of life," (EU, 44n) a superficial distinction. 
The strength of this position is sustained in part by the earlier 
distinction of perceptions of the mind into impressions and ideas: 
All ideas have their origins in impressions, so that if any idea 
ever comes to contradict the teachings of experience, it cannot be 
because reason has a more profound insight than experience into 
the problem at issue. It can only be because, somewhere along 
the more sinuous route of thought processes and reflections 
which ultimately links the ideas of reason with the impressions 
of the senses in which they had their origins, a mistake has been 
made, rendering the reasoning "merely hypothetical." (EU, 46) 

There can be no doubt that, at this point, the Enquiry is in a very 
unsatisfactory state - as though half embarked upon the ship of 
experience, it still clings to the quay of reason. On the one hand, 
the mere presence of the reasoning mind, which custom carries to 
its conclusions, threatens to raise the ought/is dispute. It is as 
though reason can take notice of the natural state of affairs, yet 
continue to ask, despite Hume's admonitions, why ought it be so? 
And on the other hand, experience seems somewhat embarrassed 
that there is a reason to ask questions at all. There is the regular 
course of experience in which human nature is revealed, and it is 
quite simply unnatural that something should remain behind to 
continue to pose questions about the justification of that course 
of experience. 

The difficulty is just that Hume is standing with one foot on 
each side of two diverging traditions. Reason would have nature, 
and the experience of it, known as an image present to the mind. 
But Hume has shown that reason finds it impossible to advance 
from that present image to the knowledge of nature which is in 
the order of the conjunction of the impressions. Hume's problem 
is that he seems to allow reason an impression of nature, even 
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though nature, being the rule of the conjunction of impressions, 
could not be given in such an impression. In knowing nature, 
reason should already be acting, as Hume has intimated with his 
statements about brute beasts learning "the qualities of natural 
objects." (EU, 39) Getting clear on the point that reason can only 
know nature by acting would show why its enquiries ought to stop 
with experience: knowing would be doing. 

However, at this point, Hume is not so ready to throw 
philosophy into the current of activity. First, he remains -plagued 
by a kind of remorse which would have reason about, but as a 
largely deceptive faculty. And second, Hume still feels obliged to 
show reason in the form of belief what the rule of constant 
conjunction looks like, taken as an impression. The result of 
these understandably confusing tendencies is the second part of 
the fifth section - perhaps the most disappointing of the first 
Enquiry. For here Hume descends again into the mechanistic 
psychology which suffocated the Treatise at such a tender age. 

2.0.07 The Sentiment of Belief 
Because the imagination may freely mix, compound, and 

separate ideas, independently of any considerations of the order 
of experience, there arises the problem of distinguishing between 
the ideas which are to be taken as the order of reality, and those 
which are to be taken as fictive. It cannot be that the difference 
between these two groups of ideas is made by any further idea 
which is consistently annexed to the ideas of the one group and 
not the other, since the imagination, unrestrained in its powers 
to conjoin ideas, could annex even this idea to another, in 
contravention of the noticed convention governing which ideas are 
fictive and which are not. But it is evident that the mind is not 
at liberty to believe what in its liberty it creates; It is rather 
strictly constrained to believe some ideas, and dismiss others as 
f ic t  ive : 

It follows, therefore, that the difference between fiction 
and belief lies in some sentiment or feeling, which is 
annexed to the latter, not to the former, and which depends 
not on the will, nor can be commanded at pleasure. (EU, 48) 
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Hume is obliged to admit what appears to be another species of 
human perception (in addition to the two types that were allowed 
in the second section on the origin of ideas) in order to account 
for the way in which the mind is determined by a reality which 
lies outside it. Strictly speaking, the exhaustive distinction of 
the perceptions of the human mind offered in the second section 
allows for no additional type of human perception besides 
impressions and ideas, so Hume is obliged to skirt the problem by 
speaking of belief as a feeling or sentiment. His example, 
illustrative of the nature of sentiment or feeling, is worth 
quoting in some detail: 

If see a billiard-ball moving towards another, on a smooth 
table, I can easily conceive it to stop upon contact. This 
conception implies no contradiction; but still it feels very 
differently from that conception by which I represent to 
myself the impulse and the communication of motion from 
one ball to another. (EU, 48) 

Now Hume must be very careful here in allowing through the door 
of belief no qualities of impressions which would allow reason to 
claim that it is, after all, capable of reasoning about matters of 
fact. It is carefully specified that 'this conception implies no 
contradiction,' in order to emphasize that it is not a conclusion 
that could be reasoned to by the principle of non-contradiction 
which reason exclusively employs. However, if Hume is to stand 
by his analysis of causation, he must also be careful to sustain 
the principle of the absolute distinctness of the cause and the 
effect from the point of view of the imagination. To allow that 
there are qualities of ideas in addition to those discrete ones 
which have been copied from impressions would be to allow for 
the possibility that there are occult qualities which the mind 
knows through the sentiment of belief, and which might allow 
reason to pass from cause to effect without the aid of experience. 

It is allowed by Hume that it may be "a very difficult, if not an 
impossible task" (EU, 48) to define this sentiment of belief which 
will be put neither in the order of human perceptions, nor in that 
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of the natural rule of succession of those perceptions. 
Nonetheless, it is a term the meaning of which "no one is ever at 
a loss to know ... because every man is every moment conscious of 
the sentiment represented by it." (EU, 49) Of course, the 
philosophically interesting point is how Hume can manage to 
steer through the Scylla and Charybdis to offer a description of 
belief which neither makes it into another perception of the mind, 
nor denies altogether that there is consciousness of such a thing. 

Hume does not disappoint in attempting a description of belief, 
but he does disappoint in failing to steer a clear course which 
touches neither the Scylla nor the Charybdis. Belief is first said 
to be 

nothing but a more vivid, lively, forcible, firm, steady 
conception of an object, than what the imagination alone is 
ever able to attain, (EU, 49) 

which makes it appear as if belief differs from ideas in the same 
way impressions do. This would not be problematical on the side 
of impressions, since impressions must be, if anything, the sorts 
of things that mind believes. But how would believed ideas differ 
from impressions in such a view? Some sort of hierarchy of 
force and vivacity might be developed by way of solution, but 
Hume backs away from any such alternative by dismissing the 
talk about force and vivacity as a variety of "unphilosophical" (EU, 
49) terminology which 

is intended only to express that act of the mind, which 
renders realities, or what is taken for such, more present to 
us than fictions, causes them to weigh more in the thought, 
and gives them a superior influence on the passions and 
imagination. (EU, 49) 

This phrase has belief being manifested as an act of the mind, 
with perhaps "influence on the passions and imagination" (EU, 49) 
to be read in a way which would have the 'superior influence' 
evidenced in the way people are disposed to act. Such a reading is 
supported by Hume's grounding of the understanding of the term 
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'belief' "in common life," (EU, 49) and his suggesting that belief is 
"the governing principle of our actions." (EU, 50) Belief could be 
taken to have "more weight and influence," (EU, 49) and a "greater 
influence of every kind" (EU, 50) in the sense that believed ideas 
would be distinguished as those which are manifested in common, 
active life, whereas the other ideas would never be so 
manifested. However, Hume is clearly unwilling to consider 
belief a difference between ideas which only manifests itself in 
activity, since he continues to speak of the way in which beliefs 
feel to the mind, and finishes by saying 

that the sentiment of belief is nothing but a conception 
more intense and steady than what attends the mere 
fictions of the imagination, (EU, 50) 

which clearly commits Hume to some sort of mental 
representation of belief. 

Perhaps the most interesting things Hume finally has to say 
about the "steadier and stronger" (EU, 51) conceptions of belief 
concern the way in which mind is determined, either by having 
attention fixed upon believed ideas, or by being 'carried' (EU, 54) 
to believed ideas. Nature is, of course, the agent which imparts, 
by "a gentle and insensible movement," (EU, 50) this 
determination to mind. The exact way in which this 
determination is accomplished is a topic for some speculation of 
a mechanical, psychological kind, but the outcome of the 
determination is described in a manner that has a distinctly 
modern ring. Hume holds that it is by means of custom or belief 
that mind or reason is brought into accord with "every 
circumstance and occurrence of human life," (EU, 55)  as though 
nature, in so determining mind to act in accord with the dictates 
of common life, offers mind a beneficial solution to the problems 
of common life which, in confining itself "to the narrow sphere of 
... memory and senses," (EU, 55) it could not otherwise solve. By 
so determining mind to act in accord with its own interests, 
nature plays the kind of role it is called upon to fulfil in 
evolutionary theories. Hume's remark that 
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those, who delight in the discovery and contemplation of 
final causes, have here ample subject to employ their 
wonder and admiration (EU, 55) 

must surely be taken as ironic. As it has been so far defined, 
nature is nothing other than the order of the succession of 
impressions, so it should come as no surprise at all that 
"thoughts and conceptions have ... gone on in the same train with 
the other works of nature." (EU, 54-55) What makes it seem 
contingent that nature has determined the mind to believe ideas 
which are beneficial to its nature is the possibility of forming 
some other idea of the course of nature than the one which is 
actually experienced in the unfolding of nature. But reason, or 
more specifically, the imagination, can form no such ideas of the 
course of nature independent of the actual one without indulging 
in the "hypothetical" (EU, 46) reasoning which Hume is at such 
pains to denounce. The imagination transposes and conjoins ideas 
in a manner that is entirely arbitrary with respect to the course 
of nature. To assert that these arbitrary constructions of the 
imagination are better or worse than the actual course of events 
is to be deluded by the reveries of the imagination. 

Hume comes close to indulging in some such hypothetical 
reasoning himself in writing: 

It is more conformable to the ordinary wisdom of nature to 
secure so necessary an act of the mind, by some instinct or 
mechanical tendency, which may be infallible in its 
operations, may discover itself at the first appearance of 
life and thought, and may be independent of all the laboured 
deductions of the understanding. (EU, 55) 

To retain the consistency of the anti-hypothetical argument, this 
comment must be taken as a piece of empirical observation about 
reason and the 'ordinary wisdom of nature.' Given that reason is 
so slow and deceptive in dealing with the sorts of problems that 
daily must be resolved if human creatures are to subsist, and 
given that nature is otherwise organized in such a fashion as to 
favour the subsistence of these organisms, it would seem that 
nature is acting in a more consistent fashion with respect to the 
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furtherance of human life by having custom or habit guide these 
activities of the organism which are crucial to its subsistence 
and which could not be effectively performed by dint of reason. 
The legitimacy of the phrase 'more conformable' depends on the 
extent to which nature could be said to frustrate its own aims 
with laws that appear to sustain contrary outcomes, such as the 
inevitable death of all organisms, no matter how well they have 
been adapted to life. It is always possible to dismiss the 
seeming contradictions of nature as being the order of nature, 
which is an order apart from that of reason and its prescriptive 
claims founded on the law of non-contradiction. However, there 
may still be room for an immanent critique of some experienced 
instances as not being conformable to nature in the sense that 
those instances constitute exceptions to the regular order of 
nature. Instinct or mechanical tendency is infallible in its 
operations exactly because its repetition sets the standard of its 
own correctness. But a singular or exceptional event, because it 
has no rule, might be considered as not conforming to the 'wisdom 
of nature' which manifests itself in rule. However, in this case 
of exceptions to the rule of nature, the exceptions are not more or 
less conformable, but conformable or not. And it is not clear, 
before the consideration given to chance in the following section 
on probability, whether there could be any such exceptions to the 
rule of nature in nature or not. 

The first sentence of the fifth section confirms Hume's opinion 
on the strictly ordered working of nature (alluded to in previous 
sections) and confines any idea of chance or exceptional, 
causeless events to ignorance of the real causes at work. Thus 
the problem arises of how it could be in accord with the "ordinary 
wisdom of nature" (EU, 55) to allow ignorance of causes at all, 
since the mind is naturally determined by habit or custom to act 
in accord with nature. Hume's efforts in the section on 
probability are confined to showing how the "superior force and 
vigour" (EU, 57) of believed ideas may be accounted for using a 
mechanistic psychology, with the outcome that an ignorance- 
permitting indeterminism appears to be allowed to the mind 
insofar as it has more feeble conceptions of "mere fictions of the 
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imagination" (EU, 57) and is determined to the "firmer and 
stronger" (EU, 57) believed conceptions. Significantly, in view of 
the active, progressing concept of human nature *which Hume is 
concerned to sustain, ignorance is equated with the singular 
perceptions to which the mind is determined by no rule of nature. 
Indeed, when attacking occasionalist world-views in the seventh 
section, Hume maintains that it argues greater wisdom in God to 
have created a mechanically-operated universe than one which 
has need of the occasional interference of God to effect 
causation.' The problem which makes the sentiment of belief such 
an "inexplicable contrivance of nature" (EU, 57) is that it is in the 
uncomfortable position of forming the liaison between mind, 
which does somehow have these singular and unnatural mistaken 
ideas, and nature, whose ruled workings are otherwise supposed 
to govern the human understanding. 

2.0.08 On Clear & Determinate Ideas 
Hume is content to put the problem of belief to one side among 

"such curious and such sublime subjects" (EU, 59) to open the 
first part of the eighth section with a panegyric on "clear and 
determinate" (EU, 60) ideas, as though the problems of belief are 
the product of "ambiguity" (EU, 60) in reasoning. The thrust of 
this discourse is to reassert the primacy of the geometrical 
model of thinking, and the rootedness of all ideas in impressions. 
The solution to any problem of obscurity of ideas or ambiguity of 
terms lies in turning again to "the impressions or original 
sentiments, from which the ideas are copied." (EU, 62) That this 
is not simply a Cartesian appeal to clear and distinct ideas is 
shown by the emphasis Hume places on the objects (rather than 
just the ideas) with which geometry deals. In geometry, "the 
object itself may be presented to the senses, and by that means 
be steadily and clearly apprehended." (EU, 60) 

The simile of a "new microscope or species of optics" (EU, 62) 
is then cited, giving the impression that the analysis of ideas in 
terms of impressions is another tool with which the ideas of 
moral philosophy may be examined and tested for veracity in 
letters writ large. But a more notable point about the microscope 
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simile than its simply being a comparison with a tool, is the 
uniformity that Hume supposes nature to manifest in moral 
philosophy from the most "minute" (EU, 62) ideas, to the "grossest 
and most sensible ideas." (EU, 62) The idea of such uniformity 
among phenomena no doubt finds its model in the Newtonian 
principle of universaI gravitation - a theory meant to apply alike 
to the motions of the smallest of corpuscles and the largest of 
planets. Hume is concerned to emphasize that nature reveals no 
possibly asymmetrical powers or forces, operative between some 
causes and effects, but not others: The only "sensible qualities of 
body" (EU, 63-64) are uniform and complete in themselves, so 
that any veracious treatment of cause in nature has no option but 
to treat cause and effect as two distinct, detachable events 
whose qualities are discrete ones such as "solidity, extension, 
and motion." (EU, 63) 

As D. Macnabb suggests in his paper 'Michotte and Hume on 
Mechanical Causation,"S Hume's insistence on the point that 
cause and effect have these sorts of  distinct, atomistic 
existences paves the way in a somewhat biased fashion for the 
analysis of the causal connexion in terms of constant conjunction. 
To take the example of heat being a constant attendant of flame, 
it may be remarked that it is possible to hold that a connexion 
between the two is 'unconjecturable' or 'unimaginable' just 
because the units of perception have already been divided in such 
a way that any idea of connexion that might exist between them 
has already been dismissed as "obscurity of the ideas" (EU, 61) 
insofar as it does not correspond to the discrete, mechanical 
conception of nature's workings that Hume is concerned to put 
forward. To cast doubt on Hume's analysis of the distinctness of 
the cause and the effect (at least in the case), it is sufficient to 
attempt to imagine a flame without heat. That this seems so 
difficult to do might be thought to be playing right into Hume's 
hands: because of custom or habit, the mind is insensibly carried 
to the idea of the effect with which the cause is constantly 

85 On pp. 55 & 57 in 'Michotte and Hume on Mechanical Causation,' by D. Macnabb 
in Hume and the Enlightenment, ed. William Todd (Edinburgh and Austin: University 
Presses of Edinburgh and Texas, 1974). 
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conjoined. But as the Michotte character in Macnabb's dialogue 
insists, it is rather as though the flame and the heat come 
together as a gestalt which it is the job of experience to 
separate. To insist on the separateness of the cause and the 
effect in experience is to confront that experience with a 
dogmatism which stands in the way of a more sophisticated 
understanding of that experience. 

The point that Hume is somewhat too insistent on the 
separateness of cause and effect need not be sustained solely on 
the basis of psychological evidence: it may be the case, as a 
matter of physical truth, that where there is flame there is heat. 
Flame might be characterized as any instance of combustion or 
oxidation. Oxidation is normally exothermic, so wherever there is 
flame, there must also be heat. Now it might be retorted that any 
knowledge about combustion and heat and so forth is obtained 
from the observation of constant conjunctions among other 
discrete events such as the movements of certain instruments, 
&c., all of which ends by leading the mind to believe that where 
there is flame there is heat. This would not change the fact that 
in Hume's view heat and flame are nevertheless distinct events 
which come to be conjoined by instinct. The point could be 
further contested with examples from field-theory showing what 
seem to be even greater connexions between causes and effects, 
but it will suffice to leave the topic noting Hume's insistence on 
the distinctness of the cause and the effect. This insistence is 
saved from being a dogmatism, or at least a dogmatism of a very 
pernicious sort, by the accompanying insistence that it is 
experience which shows that it shows causes and effects as 
being distinct. Of course it is just Macnabb's contention that 
Hume's preconceptions about the distinctness of impressions 
stand in the way of his making any conclusions about experience 
that might be called experimental in the modern sense, but at 
least he is willing to try his arguments by experience,86 and it is 
by experience that any such biases will be shown. 

86 Macnabb has the Michotte character say of Hume on p. 59 of his dialogue: "If only 
he had the slightest idea what a real experiment is!" as though Hume did not have the 
slightest idea of experiments. This is unreasonably harsh in light of the emphasis 
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2.0.09 Power & Occult Causes 
The best candidate for an impression giving a possible idea of 

power or energy from which could be copied an idea that might 
connect cause and effect is thought by Hume to be the impression 
of volition. Evidently, in the course of the discussion of volition, 
Hume is taking it to be something with which everyone is 
acquainted, and holds to the maxim "consciousness never 
deceives" (EU, 66) throughout his empirical discussion of whether 
or not volition shows such a connexion between cause and effect. 
Hume's empirical points to show that no idea of power or energy 
is manifested in the operations of the will are three in number, 
the first point being no more than an insistence that such a power 
or force would be known if it existed. Yet in fact, the connexion 
between such different causal pairs as "soul and body" (EU, 65) is 
entirely mysterious, from which it follows that there is no such 
power. The point is an interesting one because it shows that 
Hume is willing to tolerate the mystery of volition just as long 
as the mystery is in nature, and not in impressions or ideas. The 
second point is just a variation on the theme of the first: what 
can and cannot be willed is known through experience and not a 
priori as it would be if there were acquaintance with an idea of a 
specific force or power. Furthermore, and this is the third point, 
it has been learned from anatomy that the more immediate result 
of a volition to "animal motion" (EU, 67) is the movement of 
"certain muscles, and nerves, and animal spirits," (EU 66) which 
are different from the movement intended, and whose precise 
operations are also normally unknown. Again, because any known 
voluntary power or force would have to be specific to its effects, 
and "fully known by an inward sentiment or consciousness," (EU, 
66) the fact that voluntary bodily motions are mediated by a 
normally unknown causal chain goes to show that there is not, in 
the case of volition, any impression which could give rise to the 
idea of necessary connexion or power. 

Hume does put on empirical support for his arguments, even if his experimental 
method is flawed. 
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Although these three points raise some interesting problems 
about volitions and willing, the most important consideration 
with respect to Hume's general theory of the human understanding 
is the contention that "all power is relative to its effect. And 
vice versa, if the effect be not known, the power cannot be known 
or felt'' (EU, 66) of which Hume makes abundant use in making his 
point that there is no acquaintance with an impression of force or 
power in volition. Of course, such a pronouncement is what is to 
be expected from a philosopher concerned to reduce the 
interesting philosophical questions about volition to a discussion 
of effects which may be, in turn, dealt with according to their 
discrete qualities. However, it is a rather stronger statement 
than Hume's model in matters of methodology permits himself: 

I do not know what I may appear to the world, but to myself 
I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the sea-shore, 
and diverting myself in now and then, finding a smoother 
pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, while the great 
ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.87 

Newton allows that the depths of the ocean of truth may contain 
all manner of forces or powers which might be responsible for 
the regularities in phenomena which he is concerned to 
investigate, but that these causes are simply beyond the purview 
of the investigation of the corpuscular 'shells' with which his 
physics deals. That is, Newton is willing to allow that effects 
might be investigated without regard to their deeper causes, 
whereas Hume is anxious to go the further step of dismissing as 
incomprehensible any "power or energy" (EU, 67) by which the 
effects being investigated might be produced. Lest Hume be 
needlessly accused of a dogmatism which would stand in the way 
of developments in the investigation of causes and effects which 
do not conform to his discrete model, it will be necessary to 
distinguish between the sense in which Hume is dismissing the 

87 Quoted in D. Brewster, Memoirs of the Life, Writings, and Discoveries of Sir 
lsaac Newton (Edinburgh: Thomas Constable & CO, 1855), vol. II, p. 407. A more 
scientifically-worded statement of the same point is to be found at Opticks, bk. 111, 
pt. I ,  q. 31, pp. 376ff. 
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power or energy which effects natural events as "unknown and 
inconceivable," (EU, 67) from the sense in which Newton simply 
hesitates to pass judgement. 

Unlike Newton, Hume is concerned to dismiss force or power as 
an instance of necessary connexion which would stand in the way 
of his account of causation. Accordingly, his target when he talks 
of forces or powers is a phenomenon by means of which the 
effects would be exactly known from the cause. As he puts it: 

It must be allowed, that, when we know a power, we know 
that very circumstance in the cause, by which it is enabled 
to produce the effect: For these are supposed to be 
synonimous. (EU, 67-68) 

The existence of any such force or power would interfere with 
Hume's denial that matters of fact may be known by reason alone 
since the knowledge of such a force would allow reason to 
advance to the effect from the cause without appeal to 
experience. Reason would become the preferred method of going 
"beyond the evidence of our memory and senses" (EU, 26) to 
knowledge about the natural world. Hume strenuously denies the 
comprehensibility of any force or power in order to preserve the 
separateness of cause and effect, and so to keep experience as 
the sole arbiter of the facts of nature. By contrast, Newton 
seems to think that powers and forces of gravity, for example, 
may be investigated without any sort of presumptions about the 
effect possibly being known from the cause, and without 
prejudicing the question of the distinctness of cause and effect. 
Newton takes forces as manifested either in the movements of 
corpuscles or in the causes of these forces or powers - lying even 
farther removed from the corpuscular movements by which forces 
are normally manifested.88 Hume takes forces, if they are 
conceivable at all, as being perceived on the same level with 

88 See Principia, vol. II, bk. 111, general scholium, pp. 546-547 where Newton 
speculates about the force and action of an electric and elastic spirit as a cause of the 
power of gravity. 

1 1 6  



impressions and ideas.89 Thus his anxiousness to dismiss forces 
from consideration as unknown and inconceivable forms a part of 
his somewhat dogmatic desire to confine the qualities of 
experience to discrete ones like extension and solidity. This does 
not result in a dogmatism with respect to the forces that may be 
operative in nature, just as long as these forces manifest 
themselves in the regular succession of the kinds of impressions 
Hume does admit. In fact, Hume could afford to admit to his 
system forces or powers perceived as impressions, just so long 
as any impressions necessarily conjoined by such a force or 
power were thereafter treated as a perceived simple. The role of 
experience in settling matters of fact would not be thereby 
jeopardized. 

In considering the second best candidate for giving an 
impression corresponding to an idea of force or power, Hume 
makes use of the same three-point structure used in the context 
of volition. However, the points are slightly complicated by the 
fact that it is the mind's ability to summon, consider, and 
dismiss its own ideas which supposedly provides the impression 
of the idea of force or power. For the first point, Hume is again 
insistent that no power is felt, known, "nor even conceivable by 
the mind,'' (EU, 68) and that even if the mind is creative, the only 
thing evident to the mind is the succession, albeit creative, of 
impressions and ideas. By consequence, and this is the second 
point, the limited command of the mind over itself is known only 
through observation and experience, and cannot be known by 
inspection of any supposed idea of power or force. Hume makes 
into a third point the fact that the command of the mind over 
itself is affected by such phenomenon as hunger, fatigue, &c. 
whose effects are only known through experience, and not through 
any inspection of an impression of force or power. This third 
point differs from the second only in point of the detail of 
specifying some of the empirical causes upon which the mind's 

89 That Newton did not, like Hume, think himself methodologically unjustified in 
pushing his speculations beyond the level of the interaction of the corpuscles with 
which his physics was concerned is notable in light of the physicist's alchemical 
investigations 
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command over itself depends, and does not parallel, as Hume 
s u g g e s t ~ , ~ o  the point of the same ordinal number made in the 
context of volition. The stumbling block for a power-based 
account of volition was posed by a normally unknown series of 
events mediating in the causal chain which would lead to the 
intended effect. By contrast, states such as that of fast do not 
directly mediate in the causal chain giving mind control over 
itself, and so a description of those states would not necessarily 
figure in a supposed power giving a necessary connexion between 
cause and effect. 

Having vigorously sustained his point about the distinctness of 
cause and effect, Hume turns again to the question of how it is 
that habit or custom knits these distinct particulars together 
into knowledge about the natural world. Feeling is again made 
use of to try to give something by which the "mental vision" (EU, 
71) may recognize a single instance of a series of objects which 
have come to be constantly conjoined, but this still-vague 
"connexion in our thought" (EU, 76) is supported by the empirical 
observation that it arises from the conjunction of similar objects 
with similar. Hume defines a cause to be "an object, followed by 
another, and where all the objects similar to the first are 
followed by objects similar to the second." (EU, 76) Because this 
constant conjunction has the additional effect of 'conveying the 
mind' to the effect, and the mind has experience of being so 
conveyed, another definition of cause may be given: "an object 
followed by another, and whose appearance always conveys the 
thought to that other." (EU, 77) Both these definitions are thought 
by Hume to "be drawn from circumstances foreign to the cause" 
(EU, 77) in not touching on the "circumstance in the cause'' (EU, 
77) which gives rise to the effect. But of course, there is nothing 
for it, since, as Hume has iterated, experience shows nothing of 
forces and powers but their effects in the conjunction of objects. 

2.0.10 Given of Experience 

Q0 At EU, 67. 
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In fact, if the account of causation given by Hume is examined 
closely, it may be wondered whether "the present testimony of 
our memory and senses" (EU, 76) gives even one object followed 
by another. If two successive perceptions of the mind give the 
same object, it seems that there is some idea of necessary 
connexion after all, insofar as the two perceptions must be of 
that same thing. So there is the option, if conflict with the 
principle of no necessary connexion is to be avoided, of claiming 
that the same object successively perceived is known through no 
instance of necessary connexion between the perceptions, but 
rather is known by another working of habit or custom which 
links separate perceptions into that of one object without 
appealing to the impression of necessary connexion. Or perhaps, 
it could be claimed that what are perceived are some even more 
minimal modes of presentation which are linked by custom or 
habit into objects, then into the same objects successively 
perceived, then these objects causally related, and so on. Indeed, 
whatever minimum units are chosen as the constituents of 
perceptions of the mind - be it objects or something less - there 
is a parallel problem of something having to be the same between 
perceptions if there can arise any habit or custom based on 
constant conjunction at all. Whatever is constant between the 
perceptions appears to provide a necessary link between the 
perceptions in advance of the operation of custom or habit which 
is ostensibly charged with making the link. The less epistemic 
the contents of the "mental vision," (EU, 71) the more experience 
is charged with the task of yielding an understanding of nature in 
connecting those minimum teachings of the senses into a 
coherent whole. 

Hume is by no means adverse to reason being given an ever- 
diminishing role in the science of human nature. He writes: 

No conclusions can be more agreeable to scepticism than 
such as make discoveries concerning the weakness and 
narrow limits of human reason and capacity. (EUj 76) 

And indeed, once it is realized that the very objects which are 
supposed to be linked by custom or habit are themselves the 
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product of that same feature of human nature, reason is 
apparently left with very little indeed. To say "that one object is 
connected with another ... mean[s] only that they have acquired a 
connexion in our thought." (EU, 76) So whatever sameness, 
whatever thingness, is to be found in perceptions of the mind 
constantly conjoined is owed, not to any mental vision, but to the 
teachings of experience. As flattering as this conclusion might 
be to the sceptic in general, it appears to cut the ground from 
underneath at least the opening part of Hume's sceptical account, 
since, in the earlier parts of the enquiry, Hume was willing to 
speak of impressions and ideas of the mind as distinct from 
feelings, and as distinct from the products of custom and habit. 
Yet here it appears that any connexion is actually the product of 
habit, so that in any instance where there is identity, there is the 
work of habit. Impressions and ideas can only be distinguished 
from one another if the instances of their appearance can be said 
to be the same in some respect or other, just as their individual 
appearances cannot be entirely singular if they are to have any 
properties at all. So rather than the present testimony of the 
memory and senses providing any knowledge as to the nature of 
even those beginning impressions, the entire project of the 
science of human nature comes to be sustained by experience and 
the feelings to which it gives rise. 

Of course, the extent to which Hume might contradict his 
earlier contentions in proposing a refooting of his science of 
human nature upon the teachings of experience and not upon a 
pure, rational introspection is a matter of some textual interest 
and complexity. However, as Hume's position in the first Enquiry 
has been here represented, what appeal that is made to a theory 
of "mental vision" (EU, 71) is always and everywhere supported by 
an appeal to experience, either in some direct, descriptive way, 
or through the affable appeal to the experience of the reader. If 
Hume is somewhat strict in admitting only impressions and ideas 
with discrete properties like solidity, extension, and motion, he 
allows that all such questions of what else may count as an idea 
will be settled upon the production of the correspondent 
impression, that is, through an appeal to experience. The claim 
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that all such experience will be conformable to analysis in terms 
of discrete qualities was no doubt motivated by the then-current 
views of natural philosophy which were showing great success in 
explaining experienced phenomena in the discrete terms of 
solidity, extension, and motion. And a case could be made out, 
too, for the language of 'force,' 'vivacity,' and 'impression,' in 
terms of which Hume's discussion of mental imagery is couched, 
to be the product of contemporary empirical attempts to explain 
exactly what was present to the mind. Yet to whatever extent 
Hume did commit himself to a kind of knowledge obtainable from 
inspection of mental objects, his point toward the end of the 
seventh section is abundantly clear: "the only immediate utility 
of all sciences, is to teach us, how to control and regulate future 
events by their causes." (EU, 76) It has already been stated that 
the only method to advance beyond the teachings of the memory 
and the senses is by means of the relation of cause and effect, so 
a moral philosophy which is to accomplish the set goals of 
entertaining, instructing, and reforming mankind needs must 
proceed as an empirical investigation. 

This cry of 'to experience!' has of course been echoed in the 
history of philosophy many times since Hume, often accompanied 
with some sort of dogmatic claims about how this experience is 
to be manifested. However, in issuing his appeal to experience, 
Hume is, in contrast to his imitators, at his least dogmatic. It is 
not for the "abstract reasonings" (EU, 79) of philosophers to 
dictate to nature her course. Even the structure of ideas copied 
from impressions, which would tend to limit experience to 
objects having discrete qualities like extension and solidity, is 
put at the mercy of experience, since it is only through 
experience that the connexions which are constitutive of those 
very objects are formed. The most that Hume manages to say 
about how experience 'looks' to abstract reason are those vague 
things that he has to say about the feelings of belief to which 
experience gives rise. And it is again experience in "common life" 
(EU, 49) which gives what meaning there may be attached to the 
vague terms which describe how experience might look to 
abstract reason. 
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2.0.1 1 The Uniformity of Human Nature 

Men begin at the wrong end of this question concerning 
liberty and necessity, when they enter upon it by examining 
the faculties of the soul, the influence of the understanding, 
and the operations of the will (EU, 93) 

writes Hume in his own experience-based examination of the 
question. The isolated perceptions that such an inward-looking 
enquiry could provide are of no use in "inference and reason 
concerning the operations of nature" (EU, 82) since, as has already 
been demonstrated at length, it is in the uniformity of the 
succession of perceptions that the operations of nature are 
shown. In addition, it is only in the regularity of the succession 
of perceptions, and the accompanying determination of the mind 
by custom, that there is to be found a "notion of any necessity or 
connexion." (EU, 82) Accordingly, the right end at which to begin 
on the question of liberty and necessity is that involving an 
examination of history (taken in a broad sense which would 
include what would now be called anthropology) to see whether 
there is any uniformity in the voluntary actions of men, and 
whether this leads to a customary determination of the mind to 
believe in that uniformity continuing in the future. 

As might be expected from an historian, Hume delivers such a 
worthy panegyric on the powers of history 

to discover the constant and universal principles of human 
nature, by showing men in all varieties of circumstances 
and situations, and furnishing us with materials from which 
we may form our observations and become acquainted with 
the regular springs of human action and behaviour, (EU, 83) 

that one wonders what role is left for philosophy in an enquiry 
concerning human understanding. Evidently, the role of philosophy 
is to fix the principles of the science of human nature observed in 
the "collections of experiments" (EU, 83) provided by history in 
the same manner as the physician or natural philosopher would 
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after having viewed the experiments appropriate to his particular 
science. Thus, philosophy is here playing the role of showing how 
the different terms employed in the long-standing dispute 
concerning liberty and necessity are in conflict with the 
principles evidenced by the fact that all mankind "have always 
been of the same opinion with regard to this subject." (EU, 81) 
Indeed, Hume takes it to be itself a principle gleaned from a 
consideration of human nature that such long standing disputes as 
the one concerning liberty and necessity are an indication of some 
"ambiguity in the expression." (EU, 80) The uniformity of human 
nature is such that the "faculties of the mind ... are naturally 
alike in every individual." (EU, 80) The existence of prolonged 
disagreements over philosophical questions is nothing more than 
an indication that "the antagonists" (EU, 81) have failed to come 
to grips with the same questions, or are discussing questions 
they cannot come to grips with because they lie entirely beyond 

philosophy eventually plays a secondary role to history in the 
sense that it is history which shows, through its experiments, 
what are the limits and capacities of human nature. These limits 
and capacities not only determine what the proper objects of 
philosophical enquiry are, but are also the uniform principles to 
the operation of which philosophy owes the possibility of having 
any fruitful discussion at all. 

In suggesting thad it is the uniformity of human nature which 
permits even the possibility of fruitful disputation, and in 
noticing that confidence is placed in the uniformity of human 
actions insofar as people do dispute in the hope of a fruitful 
outcome, Hume makes the first of a series of observations 
showing the evident uniformity of human voluntary action, and 
the belief in the continuing uniformity of that action to which the 
uniform character of experience of human nature gives rise. The 
accounts of the doings of men in histories or voyages are either 
believed or dismissed as fantastic, according to the extent to 
which they square with what is known of the activities of men in 
the part of the world that the reader inhabits. And it is generally 
acknowledged that experience of the actions of men teaches "to 

the reach of the capacities of those similar faculties. so  
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unravel all its intricacies," (EU, 85)  so that "pretexts and 
appearances" (EU, 85) become more transparent as life goes on. 
Neither of these two circumstances would be possible if there 
were not a certain uniformity in human nature - one in which 
people are willing to place their confidence or in which they are 
willing to believe. Of course, that there is a certain uniformity 
in the voluntary actions of men does not imply that men act the 
same in every age and circumstance: the influence of "custom and 
education" (EU, 86) is such as to "mould the human mind" (EU, 86) 
in different ways in different ages and places, just as the 
influence of age, and sex, &c. have their own influences in 
changing the complexion of mind. Yet as in the more general case 
of the uniformity of the laws of nature, the strength of the belief 
in this uniformity is such as to motivate the postulation of "the 
secret operation of contrary causes" (EU, 87) in those instances 
where singular events or contingent causes are seemingly at 
work. And this latter is not just a piece of idle confidence in the 
uniform character of human voluntary actions: it is a principle 
from which inferences which vitally concern common life are 
continually drawn. Economy, politics, history, morals, and 
criticism all depend on the uniform actions of men in the 
particular circumstances with which each of these disciplines is 
concerned. In keeping with Hume's technique of arguing from 
active experience, this point is reinforced by a variety of 
examples showing the ways in which people act in the belief that 
human nature is uniform. 

2.0.12 Errors of Mental Vision 
Significantly, when Hume comes to confront the normally sticky 

problem for naturalistic theories of how mistaken ideas could 
have arisen about a point so patently obvious as the non- 
existence of necessary connexion, the source of error is located 
in a mistaken "mental vision." (EU, 71) Because some people are 
inclined to think that they "perceive something like a necessary 
connexion between the cause and the effect" (EU, 92) in the 
operations of matter, and because they can find no such 
connecting perceptions in the case of volition, they are led to 
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conclude that the actions of volition are not determined whereas 
the operations of matter are determined. This, however, is to 
proceed with an imperfect idea of the necessity operative in 
nature. The remedy is to put the horses before the cart, and to 
examine the cause and effect relation in the operations of matter. 
The result will be the replacement of the contrary opinions 
'acknowledged in words,' with opinions more in accord with the 
position voiced by the daily activity which Hume has shown to 
everywhere support the view that voluntary actions a r e  
determined. The solution to the errors of opinions and mere 
words is to bring them into accord with the way men act, for it is 
in activity that "real sentiment" (EU, 92) is evidenced. 

In light of Hume's earlier use of the term 'sentiment' to 
describe belief,gl the use of 'real sentiment' here to describe the 
position supported in activity shows vividly the extent to which 
Hume has shifted from a static, introspective picture of mind to 
an analysis which takes mind to show its character and limits in 
activity. Where Hume had earlier been content to describe the 
sentiment of belief in the pictorial language of "intense and 
steady'' (EU, 50) conceptions, "real sentiment" (EU, 92) is here 
taken to be shown in the way men act, regardless of the opinions 
that they may sustain with mere words, and regardless of the 
"different ideas" (EU, 80) that they may annex to those words. 
Furthermore, 'the images, or faint motions,' (EU, 94n) with which 
the static picture of mind is associated are increasingly shown to 
be simply refuges for false ideas about nature. This denunciation 
takes place in the type of argument just considered, where a 
perception is falsely thought to reflect the order of nature, or 
more radically, in an argument to the effect that images are 
bound to represent nature falsely just because they are isolated 
images. The stronger argument is a difficult one to put because 
there does not seem to images any reason they should not be able 
to form an accurate representation of nature: the proof only 

of nature, which they are incapable of comes in the practice 
representing. 

91 At EU, 57, for example. 
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An attempt is made to put the argument in the context of 
liberty and necessity in the lengthy footnote of section seven, 
part one. Here Hume argues that the necessity of an action 
resides not in the action itself, but in the consideration of that 
action insofar as the existence of it might be inferred from "some 
preceding objects." (EU, 94n) This is a reiteration of the by now 
familiar Humean point that the order of nature does not show 
itself to isolated perceptions, yet with the added point that it is 
only by reflecting on the consistency in the succession of 
isolated perceptions that the errors arising from the tendency to 
think in terms of isolated perceptions may be corrected, since 
actions, being "temporary and perishing," (EU, 98) tend of 
themselves to lead to an isolated view. In the performance of the 
actions themselves, there is produced an image of the will "even 
on that side which it did not settle." (EU, 94n) On the basis of a 
simple inspection of the images, it appears to be true to say that 
volitions are undetermined insofar as the action not performed 
(represented by the image on the side which the will did not 
settle), could as well have been performed. A trial may even be 
carried out to show that the side of the decision represented 
simply by the image is as easily performed, resulting in the 
conclusion that the will is not determined. Yet to the view of 
reflection, it is plain "that the fantastical desire of shewing 
liberty, is here the motive of ... actions." (EU, 94n) Thus the 
images of the mind, even when supported by a species of rude 
experiment, give false conclusions which it is the job of 
reflection on the ruled workings of nature to correct. It should 
also be noted how, in this argument, reflection ends up 
overturning the false dictates of the feeling of liberty. The use 
of the word 'feeling' is significant here because it was this same 
word that was earlier used to describe (with 'sentiment'), the 
manifestations of belief to the 'mental vision.' Again, the 
implication is that the whole static picture of mind with its 
images, feelings, and sentiments is being dismissed as deceptive 
with respect to the order of nature given in experience. 

2.0.1 3 The Reason of Animals 
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It is because of this shift from an introspective view of mind 
to a view which has mind given like any other part of nature that 
Hume can offer an iconoclastic section on the reason of animals. 
In spite of a strong philosophical tradition which would have man 
the rational animal, Hume seeks to find support for his theory of 
"the operations of the understanding, or the origin and connexion 
of the passions in man" (EU, 104) in the similarity of the 
behaviour of other animals to that of man. Hume does not 
hesitate to speak of animals 'knowing,' 'learning,' 'inferring,' and 
becoming "acquainted with the more obvious properties of 
external objects" (EU, 105) on the basis of the behaviour animals 
young and old manifest in hunting, in being trained, and so forth. 
Nevertheless (and here Hume finds further support for his theory), 
the understandings which the animals do have are of too 
imperfect a nature for them to have come to the conclusions that 
they have come to by process of argumentation: they are led to 
those actions and conclusions by force of custom. Hume is not 
here putting forward a simplistic behaviourism, any more than he 
did in the section on liberty and necessity. Animals do have at 
least rudimentary understandings, but it is not by means of the 
"reasoning" (EU, 106) of these understandings that they come to 
conclusions about the "active parts of life.'' (EU, 106) As was 
argued at the end of the fifth section, such reasonings are far too 
uncertain to be trusted to come to the conclusions about cause 
and effect which are "of such immense consequence in life." (EU, 
106) 

The apparent simplicity of this argument about the reason of 
animals is complicated by Hume's use of the words 'reason' and 
'reasoning' in slightly different, but allied, senses. The section 
begins by taking the reason of animals to be manifested in their 
obvious behaviour, but then goes on to suggest that the reasonings 
of their imperfect understandings are inadequate to come to the 
conclusions that they obviously do come to in the conduct of their 
everyday lives. In light of the animals' obvious success in coming 
to the conclusions that they do come to in "the active parts of 
life," (EU, 106) how can their understandings be said to be 
imperfect? And how is it apparent that animals do reason at all 
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with this understanding, since it apparently is not the same 
reason which they successfully use in meeting the exigencies of 
everyday life? 

A clue is provided in the footnote in which Hume tries to 
explain how it is that people and animals may reason with 
different degrees of success. In gross, the reply is that the 
successes of reason are shown in a greater variety of 
circumstances than just in the meeting of animal needs. By 
various differences in perspicacity of observation, by means of 
more astute analogies drawn from a greater number of observed 
experiences, and by greater freedom from prejudice, men or 
animals may show themselves to be more or less astute in their 
reasoning. While there is a series of inferences made by both man 
and animal with equal facility, there are obviously "many other 
circumstances" (EU, 107n) in which some variation between the 
reasoning abilities of various animals is shown. Hume uses the 
term 'reason' to cover the habitual or customary actions, and 
'reasoning' to cover those conclusions reached by a more 
elaborate process of argumentation. The distinction must be 
taken as one of degree, and relative to the particular nature of 
the animal under consideration. For example, there are activities 
performed by beasts which seem to show an intelligence even 
superior to that which could be achieved by human understanding, 
until it is noticed that the animals performing these acts 
"improve, little or nothing, by the longest practice and 
experience." (EU, 108) This shows that they are motivated by "a 
species of instinct or mechanical power" (EU, 108) in those 
particular acts, and that their reasoning is not in fact their own, 
but the 'reason,' or orderly working of  nature for which the 
animals themselves may not properly be given credit. Hume 
suggests that this reason of animals, "which they derive from the 
original hand of nature," (EU, 108) is to be distinguished from 
reasoning because it "is not directed by any such relations or 
comparisons of ideas, as are the proper objects of ... intellectual 
faculties." (EU, 108) 

Now it may seem possible to distinguish the reason of nature 
from the reasoning of the intellect in one's own case, since, as 
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"consciousness never deceives," (EU, 66) it would be possible to 
find which conduct depends on "relations or comparisons of ideas" 
( € U ,  108) and which proceeds from the instinct "that acts in us 
unknown to ourselves." (EU, 108) But too much confidence must 
not be placed in this inward-looking ability to distinguish the 
order of nature from the order of intellect since, if Hume is right, 
many philosophers at least have been for some time deceived in 
thinking that conclusions about matters of fact are reasoned to, 
and are not the product of an instinct or mechanical power 
operating in man. However, that difficulty aside, the distinction 
between the 'reason' of nature operating through the organism, 
and its own 'reasoning' must be made on the basis of some 
external criteria in the case of animals with whose ideas there is 
presumably no acquaintance. To say that an animal manifests 
'reason' when it performs actions in an habitual way without 
improving with practice indeed provides an external criterion for 
distinguishing instinct from experimental reasoning, but in a 
paradoxical way, since it is only by breaking with this mechanical 
way of acting that animals are able to show that they may learn, 
make inferences, or otherwise know, about the natural world. 
And yet not just any sort of break with the mechanical way of 
acting will do to show that learning, inference, or knowledge is 
taking place: it must be "some fact beyond what immediately 
strikes his senses" (EU, 106, italics not in text) that is learned, 
inferred, or known. According to Hume, matters of fact are again 
the order of nature, so to show themselves capable of learning, 
inferring, knowing, and so on, animals must again fall in with an 
order of nature, just a different one from that which they derived 
"from the original hand of nature." (EU, 108) 

Hume is not very clear on the point, but is seems that the  
o r g a n i s m ' s  reasoning is shown when it breaks from the 
mechanical order to develop to another level of conduct in accord 
with the order of nature. It is to the 'reason' of nature which the 
animal continues to owe its ability to be conditioned, but it is its 
own reasoning which is responsible for bringing it into order with 
other matters of fact. Exactly where this break occurs between 
the conditioned or instinctual activities for the reason of which 
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an organism may or may not be credited will depend on the 
particular natures at issue: a man who constructs a nest like a 
common thrush is considered to be something of an artisan, 
whereas a thrush who builds a similar nest is not considered to 
be anything out of the ordinary. The distinction of the reason of 
nature from the reasoning of organisms is made to rest, once 
again, on the order of nature. Both are rational only insofar as 
they do conform to the order of nature. And how the particular 
activities are to be ranked for success, and to whom credit is to 
be given, is dependent on the nature of the activity performed and 
the nature of the organism performing it. 

2.0.14 The Response of Human Nature 
This conclusion is, of course, in agreement with the general 

conclusion of the first Enquiry. What counts as a reasonable 
enquiry is an enquiry that accords with man's nature as an active, 
social animal. To overstep these bounds given by nature in 
common life is to loose oneself in pointless, irrational enquiry. 
To know the nature of the human understanding is to know the 
limits proper to any human enquiry, and is to know rational 
enquiry from irrational enquiry. Hume simply points to nature as 
giving the answer to the question of what nature is, but in fact 
his ostension is somewhat selective. An active, vigorous life, 
yielding benefit to society, but not at the expense of some 
relaxation and amusement is affirmed over lives too studious, too 
disputatious, or too sedentary as the sort of life most in keeping 
with the nature of man. But why should the die be so cast? There 
are enough listless and useless men or circle-eyed, bloodless 
manipulators of categories to allow for rival paragons, and in 
particular, paragons which do not place the emphasis on 
progressing from the static contemplation of images or 
perceptions "present to the mind." (EU, 152) For example, Hume 
sees abstract reasoning concerning quantity and number 
justifiable only because it is useful in tracing the successions 
and equalities that are everywhere manifested in the order of 
experience, but such abstruse reasoning could be pursued for its 
own sake, whether it introduces "pensive melancholy" (EU, 9) and 
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"endless uncertainty" (€U, 9) or not. Even the criterion of life, 
which Hume so often introduces as support for his own paragon of 
human nature, is no conclusive argument favoring a particular 
view of human nature over the tremendous variety of examples of 
human conduct found in nature. As certain philosophers may be 
willing to sacrifice physical and mental health for certain other 
goals germane to the subject alone, some saints and soldiers have 
counted their very lives as of secondary importance to the 
paragons to which they were committed. Although Hume is 
scornful of dogmatism in all its forms, he himself ends up making 
his system rest on an idea of nature that is mechanical and 
uniform, and on an idea of man as an active social being, without 
appealing to anything beyond that nature to justify his appeal. 

Hume gives his response to the question of what mind is by 
having the human understanding examine the record of its own 
activity. In this sense, Hume's human understanding has the 
reflexive dimension of Descartes' thinking thing thinking or 
meditating about itself in order to come to know itself, yet Hume 
improves on the rationalist program by putting the nature of mind 
in a much more subservient position with respect to experience. 
Apart from sensation, belief, and feeling, there are no essentially 
mental qualities to human understanding. And sensation, belief, 
and feeling are themselves phenomena which come to receive 
their greatest elaboration in the course of life and activity, 
rather than in any very strict introspective characterizations in 
the first Engoiry.  Hume's notion of human understanding, 
successor to the rationalist idea of mind, plays, then, both on the 
notion of the understanding as a mental faculty, and on the 
understanding of human nature which comes from an examination 
of "the active parts of life." ( € U ,  106) On Hume's view, mind is 
what it defines itself, in its activity, to be. 

Ultimately, Hume thinks he can vindicate his notion of the 
nature of human understanding in nature. As he thinks that such 
aspects of human nature show their nature in the course of 
experience, Hume is willing to take the course of experience as 
the arbiter of rival notions of human nature. Among the varied 
and numerous examples of human conduct that nature gives, there 
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are certain examples which are simply more appealing models of 
conduct than others to human beings. In this, the general taste of 
mankind (another aspect of human nature) is shown. If it be 
further asked why one ought to conform to the general taste of 
mankind, there is no further answer to be given than those 
reasons of taste. Accordingly, Hume is careful to paint his 
philosophy in appealing colours, that it may receive the greatest, 
and perhaps only, affirmation possible: action in accord with its 
observations. 
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0.00 JAMES 0- PROP1 F M ! C I O U S m  

3 .O .O 1 James' Conception of Philosophy 
In the year nineteen hundred, when the present century was in 

its earliest infancy, William James wrote a certain Miss S- who 
had done James the honour of writing a Ph.D. thesis on the 
Jamesian philosophy: 

You take utterances of mine written at different dates, for 
different audiences belonging to different universes of 
discourse, and string them together as the abstract 
elements of a total philosophy which you then show to be 
inwardly incoherent. This is splendid philology, but is it 
live criticism of anyone's WeItanschauung? Your use of the 
method only strengthens the impression I have got from 
reading criticisms of my "pragmatic" account of "truth," 
that the whole Ph.D. industry of building up an author's 
meaning out of separate texts leads nowhere, unless you 
have first grasped his centre of vision, by an act of 
imagination .92 

James goes on to add: 

Not by proving their inward incoherence does one refute 
philosophies - every human being is incoherent - but only by 
superseding them by other philosophies more satisfactory. 
(Letters II, 356) 

Even when attempting to fathom not James' Weltanschauung, but 
his view on a particular subject such as consciousness, it is well 
to take into account the advice to Miss S-. It shows, first of all, 
that James did not consider a certain amount of incoherence a 
fatal objection to a philosophical standpoint, and that he indeed 
thought that some such philosophical incoherence was 
unavoidable insofar as 'every human being is incoherent.' 

92 The Letters of William James, ed. Henry James (London: Longmans, 1920), vol. 
II, p. 355. Subsequent parenthetical 'Letters' references are to this two-volume 
edition. 
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Accordingly, the fact that James put forward in his writings a 
number of incompatible theories of consciousness would not be by 
any means a fatal objection to the Jamesian philosophy, according 
to James. And if James' advice to Miss S- shows that he did not 
consider the formal, 'philological' criterion of coherence adequate 
to the task of evaluating the merits of his philosophy, the advice 
to Miss S- also poses the question of what standards a r e  
adequate to evaluate James' philosophical views on such a topic 
as consciousness. 

James suggests in his letter that considerations such as 
audience, universe of discourse, and the time of utterance are 
important factors in understanding the all-important centre of a 
philosopher's 'vision,' and that once attained, this vision must be 
ultimately refuted or vindicated by being either superseded, or 
superseding, when measured against the success of other 
philosophies in "experiments on the part of individuals" (Letters 
I I ,  356) presumably performed in "real life." (Letters II, 356) It 
is in suggesting such a manner of evaluation of his philosophy 
that James begins to show what constants he does think fit to 
evaluate a philosophy: success in lived experience. 

A truly experimental evaluation of James' theory of 
consciousness is beyond the scope of this chapter since the very 
notion of an individual experience seems to require that each 
reader make for himself the final evaluation of James' theory of 
consciousness. And perhaps more importantly, the very 
elucidation of the subjective grounds of the individual, 
consciousness, experience, and life, which are anterior to any 
such experimentation, is of sufficient complexity to occupy at 
least the part of this Ph.D. thesis devoted to William James' 
theory of mind. 

From his very earliest positive philosophizing, James 
substituted for the standards of 'philological coherence' an 
evaluative standard based on the individual organism. It is an 
oft-cited thought of James that "the whole man within us is at 
work when we form our philosophical opinions "93 and James' 

93 'The Sentiment of Rationality' in The Will tu Believe (New York: Longmans, 
1899), p. 92. Cited by Peter Jones in 'William James 1842-1910,' American 
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philosophy is no exception to his own rule. Depressed, suicidal, 
and "entirely broken-down before ... thirty,"94 James found that 
the philosophy of Charles Renouvier had provided him with a cure 
by suggesting that although the mechanical philosophies which 
James had been studying in his depression were inwardly rational 
and coherent, they relied, nevertheless, on first principles which 
were not self-certifying and which could not be supported by the 
philosophical systems themselves. These principles were thus 
open to be sustained on the basis of the normally extra- 
philosophical considerations of "custom, preference, or 
personality."95 So one might choose, as Renouvier had chosen in 
his characterization of free will - "the sustaining of a thought 
because I choose to when I might have other thoughts"96- to 
affirm a philosophy on the basis of considerations other than 
those of logic and consistency, notably on the basis of 
considerations of activity, life, and personal outlook. In his 
grief-stricken state, this was a revelation for James: 

Not in maxims, not in Anschauungen, but in accumulated 
acts of thought lies salvation. Passer outre. Hitherto, when 
I have felt like taking a free initiative, like daring to act 
originally, without carefully waiting for contemplation of 
the external world to determine all for me, suicide seemed 
the most manly form to put my daring into; now, I will go a 
step further with my will, not only to act with it, but 
believe as well; believe in my individual reality and 
creative power. My belief, to be sure, can't be optimistic - 

Philosophy, ed. Marcus Singer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1 985), p. 
4 8 .  
94 James in a letter to Hug0 Munsterberg, 8 July, 1891. (Letters I, 313) 
95 Robert Richards, 'The Personal Equation in Science: William James' 
Psychological and Moral Uses of Darwinian Theory,' A William James Renaissance: 
Four Essays by Young Scholars, Harvard Library Bulletin 30, 1982, p. 425. 
96 So Jarnes gives Renouvier's definition of free will in the note-book entry dated 
30 April, 1870, quoted in Letters I ,  147. I have been unable to find in Renouvier's 
massive second essay the exact phrase which this is supposed to translate, but, as 
might be expected in a work of such dimensions, there are a number of other phrases 
which put the point on free will as, or more, concisely: "car nous n'expliquerions la 
libert6 que par la libert6, ou mieux (redoublement de t6nGbres) par la libert6 de 
cr6er des &res libres. (Vr. Premier essai, SLI.)" Essais de Critique G6nbrale- 
Deuxieme Essai - Trait6 de Psychologie Rationnelle d'aprds Les Principes du 
Criticisme (Paris: Armand Colin, 1912)' vol. 11, p. 105. 
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but I will posit life (the real, the good) in the self- 
governing resistance of the ego to the world. Life shall [be 
built in] doing and suffering and creating97 

By placing life or activity among the first principles with which 
his philosophy had to accord, James was able to reconcile himself 
to philosophy in that he no longer needed to feel crushed by the 
purposelessness of mechanical world-theories. Yet at the same 
time, James had accepted that philosophy was not something 
whose value could be measured by internal consistency, but was 
rather a theory or hypothesis that was to be measured in life, 
"involving, a muddle and a struggle, with an 'ever not quite' to all 
our formulas, and novelty and possibility forever leaking in."98 
What had replaced the yard-stick of consistency belonging to the 
logician and professional philosopher was the measure of the 
evolutionary biologist: the success of the organism in life. 

3.0.02 The Mental 
Happily, James had settled upon this intention of ranking the 

goal of importance to life higher than the goal of consistency 
before the first appearance of the Principles of Psychology in 
1890. Defined in the introduction as a book of principles of the 
science of mental life,99 the massive work is not always coherent 
in its treatment of the subject of consciousness. However, from 
the very outset the notions of life, purpose, and activity are 
considered as central to the problem of consciousness. 

James begins the Principles with an assumption of simple 
mentaVphysical dualism in which no mental modification is ever 
held to occur which is not accompanied or followed by a bodily 
change. (Principles I, 18) It is further specified that the 
workings of certain, presumably mental facts with which 
spiritualists and associationists may be acquainted are 

97 

98 The Thought and Character of William James by Ralph Perry (London: Hurnphrey 
Milford, 1936), vol. I I ,  p. 700. Subsequent 'Perry' references are to this two- 
volume work. 
99 The Principles of Psychology, The Works of William James (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1981), vol. 1, p. xii. Subsequent parenthetical 
'Principles' references are to this three-volume edition. 

Note-book entry for 30 April, 1870, quoted in Letters I, 148. 
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explicable only with reference to brain states, notably those 
occurring when external objects influence the senses to give rise 
to ideas. 

This position of mental/physical dualism is entirely 
unremarkable except for the rather sophist icated 
characterization James gives, in the early going, of the mental: 

The pursuance of future ends and the choice of means for 
their attainment are thus the mark and criterion of the 
presence of mentality in a phenomenon. (Principles I, 21) 

The characterization is made to exclude the degenerate case of a 
future end which is but a description of the act itself by the 
clause '... and the choice of means.' That is, a phenomenon is to be 
considered mental only if other means are used to realize a given 
end in cases where the usual means of realizing that end are 
interfered with. For example, the activities of a headless frog 
would be considered to show mentality if the frog used its right 
leg to wipe acid from the left side of its belly were the 
movements of its left leg (which would normally accomplish the 
act) to be interfered with. Similarly, mentality is shown by the 
brain in condemning acts wrongly performed, but performed in the 
same mechanical fashion as acts correctly performed. At this 
juncture, James' ostensive purpose is to provide criteria of 
mentality or intelligence (he here uses these words 
interchangeably) for habitual actions, performances of instinct, 
and reflex actions which are apparently unconsciously performed. 
(Pr inc ip les  I, 19) This would imply that it is normally the 
subject's consciousness that "deliberately aims" (Principles I, 
19) for ends, and that such criteria of mentality are most often 
useful in those cases (presumably frequently encountered by a 
psychologist) where the mentality of an activity is not directly 
experienced by the consciousness presuming the mentality of that 
act ivi ty. 

James goes on to question in the Principles the very necessity 
of postulating such an experiencing consciousness at all. Given 
the existence of such simple intelligent acts unconsciously 
performed, an argument from continuity presents itself: perhaps 
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the more complex intelligent acts normally considered to be 
conscious are, like the simple acts, a mere product of "reflex 
machinery," (Principles I ,  132) and are not conscious at all. That 
is, perhaps humans, as well as many animals, are animated by a 
kind of machine intelligence, and the psychologist need not, and 
indeed should not, concern himself with further questions of 
consciousness at all. 

James turns on this possibility with an argument which, if not 
question begging, depends on his assertion in the opening chapter 
of the Principles that consciousness is something of whose 
existence there is directly awareness. The question arises on 
such a hypothesis of machine intelligence: what can be the use or 
function of consciousness itself? An epiphenomenalist view 
which treats the history of consciousness as unfolding alongside 
the intelligent mechanical history without affecting it leaves 
consciousness completely unexplained, and moreover improbably 
postulates its complete inutility. The absurdity of this position 
is particularly apparent, thinks James, in the history of ideas, in 
which the works of great figures "would be taken, not as signs of 
anything beyond themselves, but as little outward facts, pure and 
simple," (Principles I, 136) just as in the history of any other 
mechanism. To counter the argument from continuity based on 
apparently intelligent acts mechanically performed, there is a 
parallel counter-argument from continuity to the effect that, 
just as complex intelligent acts are attended by consciousness, 
so must the most simple acts be attended by consciousness. The 
parallel arguments being of equal weight, James thinks it 
legitimate to argue or plead for consciousness on 'aesthetic' 
grounds. He calls it a sort of "philosophic faith," bred "from an 
Bsthetic demand," (Principles I, 138) which supports the 
postulation of an efficacious consciousness in the explanation of 
in tel ligent activity. 

It is, of course, the style of argument employed by Renouvier 
which James copies here. Unwilling to content himself with the 
simple, and in his eyes, unaesthetic and unexplained mechanical 
functioning of a universe without efficacious consciousness, 
consciousness is taken to exist as a simple in the world, just as 
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Renouvier, unwilling to content himself with deterministic 
theories, of his own free will, took free will to be a part of the 
world. The question of why there should be any purpose to 
anything at all is not under consideration in James' philosophy: 
purposeful functioning is simply taken to be one of the simples of 
the world without which it cannot be understood. That 
understanding is, according to James, the understanding of 
purpose, function, or goals, and that it is this sort of 
comprehensibility that consciousness must have, is the reflexive 
point which James' demand for explanation shares with 
Renouvier's will willing itself into the world. For the time being, 
James calls the objective correlative of this "craving for further 
explanation, the ontological wonder-sickness,"100 an 'aesthetic 
demand,' but it is in fact the consciousness 'deliberately aiming' 
(Principles I, 19) for ends which takes over this role of objective 
correlative as the Principles progresses.101 

l o o  'The Sentiment of Rationality,' in The Will to Believe (New York: Longmans, 
1899), p. 72. 
l o l  Renouvier is not the only philosopher to whom James bears resemblance on this 
question, or rather, answer of final answers to philosophical questions. J. B. 
Shouse, in his article 'David Hume and William James: A Comparison,' Journal of the 
History of Ideas 13, 1952 remarks on Hume's "belief in belief," (p. 514) then goes 
on to comment on how it is finally nature or custom which Hume takes to cure him of 
his "philosophical delirium," (Treatise 269) that is, which puts an end to the 
questions to which philosophy is incapable of responding. And in their articles on 
Wittgenstein and James, M. Fairbanks in 'Wittgenstein and James,' The New 
Scholasticism 40, 1966, and S. R. Wertz in 'On Wittgenstein and James,' The New 
Scholasticism 46, 1 972, essay to illustrate the similarities Wittgenstein bears to 
James on this point. Fairbanks is concerned to show how James, like Wittgenstein, 
thought that, for example, a mechanical explanation would explain things only 
insofar as they were mechanical. Wertz picks up on this possible diversity of 
philosophical starting points (or 'temperaments' as James would have it) as being 
similar to Wittgenstein's remarks in the Philosophical Investigations about the 
possible variety of different philosophical methods or therapies, (91 33) and the 
tendency to nourish "one's thinking with only one kind of example" as being a main 
cause of "philosophical disease." (9593) 

It is wise not to make too much of the similarity of James to other philosophers on 
this question of first principles since, in the first place, James argued for a 
diversity of simples such as the will (to believe, or to do something else), the feeling 
of activity, &c. And in the second place, there is hardly a philosophy of note which 
does not make something or other of the first principles which are used to sustain it. 
If a similarity can be dawn between James, Renouvier, Wittgenstein, and Hume it is 
in the candor with which these philosophers faced the inability of a certain type of 
thought within a philosophical system to deal with the presuppositions of that 
system. 
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The fact that the world is in need of an extra-mechanical 
explanation admitted, James argues for "positive reasons" 
(Principles I, 141) for speaking of consciousness in a manner that 
does not always keep clearly separate the two distinct questions 
of why there should be purpose or function to anything at all (that 
is, the question of why the world should not be susceptible of 
mechanical explanation, with no appeal to consciousness 
whatever), and the more circumscribed question of what purpose 
consciousness serves given that there is such a thing. 
Undoubtedly influenced by evolutionary theory, James remarks on 
the possible efficacy of consciousness in aiding man "in the 
struggle for existence." (Principles I, 142) As a selecting agency, 
consciousness could shorten the time required for the evolution 
of certain traits by comparison with the time taken by chance 
variation to bring about the same changes favorable to the 
survival of the organism. James then observes that the continued 
survival of the organism is itself an end or a purpose, and a 
purpose which would not have a real existence "upon the world's 
stage" (Principles I, 144) were it not for the consciousness 
proposing for itself the end of its own existence. 

Every actually existing consciousness seems to itself at 
any rate to be a fighter for ends, of which many, but for its 
presence, would not be ends at all. (Principles I, 144) 

Thus the ambiguity in James' treatment between consciousness 
taken as something whose existence has to be explained, and the 
possibility of any such extra-mechanical explanation at all is 
shown to be justified. Consciousness is exactly that which 
proposes itself both as an end not explicable in mechanical terms 
and as an end which has a real worldly existence, not just an 
existence as an explanatory hypothesis. it must guard both these 
aspects of worldly existent and explanatory hypothesis if it is, on 
the one hand, to avoid being considered a fiction useful merely for 
explanation, and on the other hand, to avoid being taken as a 
mechanically explicable phenomena no different from any other. 
For the moment, James leaves the idea of the worldly existence 
of consciousness to be sustained by the introspective argument of 
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the first chapter, and continues with the arguments devoted to 
showing the utility of such a thing, given that it exists. 

Apart from its already mentioned utility in encouraging 
evolutionarily favorable variation, the function of choosing means 
favorable to its own ends possessed by consciousness is argued 
for by what James calls the "natural history of consciousness," 
(Principles I ,  145) that is, by its distribution in exactly the 
manner one might expect of "an organ added for the sake of 
steering a nervous system grown too complex to regulate itself." 
(Principles I, 147) For example, James remarks that 
consciousness rarely attends habitual activities unlikely to stray 
from their usual ends; that consciousness encourages activities 
beneficial to an organism by accompanying those so favorable to 
the organism with pleasure and to those so detrimental to the 
organism with pain; and that consciousness enables the brain to 
heal itself by the phenomenon of 'vicarious function' in which 
alternative mechanical means are employed to realize given goals 
when the means normally utilized to realize those goals are 
interfered with. It should be noted that in the first observation 
in particular, consciousness is taken to be something directly 
introspectible, and which, as a matter of 'natural history,' is 
noticed to be absent in the discharge of habitual activities. The 
second observation has consciousness perhaps 'steering' the 
organism directly through the means of introspected sensations, 
or alternatively, present simply as the state of affairs or organic 
disposition favoring activities beneficial to that organism. The 
third observation is again ambiguous between taking the natural 
history of consciousness as manifested in the introspective life 
of the mind, or as manifested simply in the brain's 'healing 
itself,' which would make consciousness indistinguishable from 
the mental phenomena distinguished in the first chapter. James' 
claim to be using the "language of common-sense" (Principles I, 
147) certainly does nothing to clarify the conception of 
consciousness so far illustrated. 

The notion of consciousness is somewhat clarified in the course 
of James' disagreement with the mind dust or stuff theory 
developed in response to associationist theories on the one hand, 
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and theories postulating an unconscious consciousness on the 
other. Associationist theories have it that mind is composed of 
simples associating themselves in a mechanical fashion. Thus, if 
there is a non-mechanical mind at all according to an 
associationist theory, it comes in not on the level of the most 
primitive stuff, dust, or simples out of which the mind is 
composed, but on some higher level of complexity. James 
protests against this 'slipping in' (Principles I, 149) of mind into 
an essentially material continuum on the grounds that its 
appearance would remain 'scientifically,' (Principles I, 151) that 
is evolutionarily, (Principles I, 152, 157n) unexplained. If mental 
evolution is to "work smoothly," (Principles I, 152) consciousness 
must be postulated in the very dust of the "nebula" (Principles I, 
157n) out of which the mind evolves, even though 'direct 
intuition' of these most primitive levels of consciousness is not 
to be had. No mere assembly of atomic facts can ever give rise to 
the unity of consciousness, since this aggregation will always 
and forever remain in reality just a collection of parts. 

Atoms of feeling cannot compose higher feelings, any more 
than atoms of matter can compose physical things! The 
'things,' for a clear-headed atomistic evolutionist, are not. 
Nothing is but the everlasting atoms. (Principles I, 164) 

Even if consciousness were to be postulated at a primitive level 
where direct intuition of it is not to be had, it may be demanded 
whether this consciousness has merely a theoretical attestation 
for existence, or whether it is, in addition, experienced. James 
answers emphatically that "the essence of feeling is to be felt," 
(Principles I, 165) and follows this claim with a series of 
arguments to show that those actions seemingly attended by 
consciousness, but accompanying which consciousness is not felt, 
are not, in fact, cases of unconscious or subconscious mental life. 
Two general arguments are used: one from brain processes, and 
one which simply asserts that consciousness did accompany the 
activity but was either later forgotten, or attended to by another 
"split-off cortical consciousness" (Principles I, 167) the 
consciousness of which the judging consciousness was not 
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introspectively aware during the performance of the activity. 
Contrastingly, the brain process arguments are used to account 
for seemingly intelligent acts unconsciously performed by either 
arguing that the brain process was alone sufficient to perform 
the activity without any conscious activity whatever, or that the 
intelligent act is such as to transpire, not in the unconscious 
manner which seems likely, but in another manner altogether such 
as the threshold response. (Principles I, 166) 

The treatment is an interesting one because it shows James 
willing to take a variety of 'feelings' or 'sensations' as evidence 
for the presence of consciousness. Further along in the 
Principles, these feelings of consciousness are more rigorously 
treated, but here James is content to buttress the introspective 
point with another founded on the theoretical or explanatory 
utility of consciousness. Even if the object of belief in this 
matter of faith in consciousness is as outmoded an entity as the 
soul, such an entity at least allows talk about brain processes 
(or, indeed, about the brain itself) to begin by allowing for the 
existence of functional unities. That is, without the postulation 
of consciousness the corpuscular or mechanical world contains 
exclusively the simples of molecules or perhaps cells which 
cannot be organized into higher unities for study unless an entity 
is postulated by which certain processes, to be called brain 
processes, are distinguished insofar as they affect this entity. It 
is in this manner of  circumscribing a field of relevant inquiry 
that the postulation of consciousness aids the experimenting 
psychologist. 

But this argument from the experimental utility of 
consciousness either cannot work unless consciousness is also 
introspectively perceived, or it stands in need of support from 
James' argument from belief. In cases where consciousness is 
directly introspectible, it would indeed serve to isolate, either by 
a framework of time or space, the brain events that might be 
causally relevant to the introspected event in question. But at 
this point, James appears to be more concerned with possible 
conscious states where "direct intuition of them is not to be had," 
(Principles I, 152) and so where the decision to investigate a 
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series of brain or nerve processes would have to be made on some 
other basis, perhaps on the basis of the test of mentality offered 
in the Principles' first chapter. Yet in such a case, having 
distinguished a number of actions which seem to be of interest 
for the reason that they fulfil the conditions of the test for the 
mental, why is it necessary to make the further appeal to the 
existent consciousness? Could not the goal or purpose, for 
example, to wipe acid from the leg, be held as an explanatory 
hypothesis on the part of the observer, and the further question of 
whether there really is a consciousness present in the system 
that aims for this goal be left open? It is James' 'aesthetic 
considerations' which answer this question in the negative, and 
which suggest that the 'empirical parallelism' which assumes 
both a body and a mind and some sort of interaction between them 
dictates the "wisest course" (Principles I ,  182) of investigation. 

For James, this empirical parallelism involves the study of 

the mind of distinct individuals inhabiting definite portions 
of a real space and of a real time. ... the minds he [the 
psychologist] studies are objec ts  in a world of other 
objects. (Principles I, 1 83) 

Although James was critical of Spencer's characterization of 
mind as correspondence,lO* this delineation of the psychologist's 
task recalls the vaguely Spencerian formulation of the first 
chapter, in which the essence of mental life and bodily life are 
said to be one, namely "the adjustment of inner to outer 
relations." (Principles I ,  19) Space and time are taken to be the 
framework of the investigative task insofar as both the outer or 
objective facts and the inner or subjective facts are to be 
subsumed under this schema. The case is perhaps obvious for the 
outer or objective facts, but the case of the inner or subjective 
facts is not so clear. What James appears to be putting forward 
is the assertion that space and time are the schemata of inner 
experience as well as outer, insofar as the inner experiences are 

102 See 'Remarks on Spencer's Definition of Mind as Correspondence' in Essays in 
Philosophy, The Works of William James (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1978). 
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also to be thought of as circumscribed in terms of space and time. 
For example, in the case of the decapitated frog, the psychologist 
is to take the frog's consciousness as aiming to interfere with a 
stimulus that is manifested at a particular place and time. It 
may be contested whether the decapitated frog is aware of the 
stimulus as the burning of acid or as something else, but it is a 
condition of making the observation, or a part of the methodology 
of psychology, to take the consciousness' awareness as being of 
an event in space and time. Apparently, it is the overstepping of 
this skeletal attribution of temporality and spatiality to the 
consciousness in question which constitutes one of the 
psychologist's fallacies. The psychologist must be wary of 
attributing awareness of further outward or physical "relations 
with other facts of the world" (Principles I, 196) to the 
consciousness under consideration. The danger of making this 
kind of error is increased by the lamentable fact that, because of 
the absence of a special vocabulary for mental facts, many, or 
perhaps most, cognitive states can be named only through 
reference to the objective facts with which they are associated. 

3.0.0 3 Introspection 

offset, thinks James, by the use of introspection: 
Happily, the danger of making such errors can be somewhat 

All people unhesitatingly believe that they feel themselves 
thinking, and that they distinguish the mental state as an 
inward activity or passion, from all the objects with which 
it may cognitively deal. l regard this belief as the most 
fundamental of all the postulates of Psychology, and shall 
discard all curious inquiries about its certainty as too 
metaphysical for the scope of this book. (Principles I, 185) 

Though there is a certain fallibility in the naming or description 
of the introspected facts, since one might give a name or 
description "more applicable to some other sort of thing," 
(Principles I ,  191) there is at least the solace of such first-hand 
acquaintance in which the mental state is "before us" (Principles 
I ,  191) as an empirical fact. This introspective activity in which 
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states of consciousness are 'discovered' (Principles I, 185) 
allows, through the use of 'experimental and comparative' 
(Principles I ,  191ff.) methods, the possible errors arising from 
misnaming to be traced and corrected. James does not claim 
infallibility for introspection, but he does give it a central role in 
arbitrating the distinction between conscious, subjective 
activity and unconscious, objective activity in both those cases 
where the psychologist is directly aware of the conscious state, 
and those (mainly investigative) cases where consciousness, 
though not introspected, is held to be present. 

Given the importance of introspection in determining what is to 
count as the inner subjective realm as opposed to the outer, 
objective realm, James is concerned to clarify the question of 
where the inner facts end and where the outer facts begin. 
Remarkably, it is not the introspectibile quality of mental 
phenomena which defines them as mental or inner. There is no 
mental substance or essence of introspectible phenomena which 
has them persisting as mental even when not introspected, it is 
true. But James does hold that the psychologist 

must never take a person's testimony, however sincere, that 
he has felt nothing, as proof positive that no feeling has 
been there. (Principles I ,  208) 

The mind may "go to sleep" (Principles I, 198) and ignore the 
sense impressions with which the organism is obviously affected, 
but in cases like those of automatic writing, there may well be a 
secondary consciousness which presides over the physical 
activity of whose existence the primary consciousness (whose 
introspective claims are being considered) may be unaware. Thus 
the introspective claims of a consciousness may not be 
considered as an exhaustive account of the inner phenomena that 
may be transpiring in accompaniment to outer phenomenon at any 
one time. 

The possible existence of such secondary or detached 
consciousnesses raises a number of difficulties for James' 
development of a theory of a consciousness that is both inwardly 
transparent to itself and that can be postulated on the basis of 
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apparently intelligent behaviour. In any case where a 
psychologist is tempted on the basis of outer behaviour to 
postulate an inner consciousness aiming toward a certain set of 
purposes or goals, it is possible that there are in fact a number of 
consciousnesses or levels of consciousness aiming toward this 
goal, and not the simple, single, inner self that the psychologist 
would oppose to the outer self with which he would be concerned. 
And on the other side, although the consciousness that is to be 
concerned with the purposes or goals of the system is said to be 
introspectively self-transparent, there may be any number of 
parallel consciousnesses which are concerned with some sub-set 
of these goals, such that the primary consciousness' 
introspective field may be limited in a way that cannot be known 
from the introspective reports of any one consciousness. 

Rightly, James does not appear to be too vexed by the problem 
of drawing a very sharp distinction between the outer intended or 
known, and the inner intending or knowing, nor with the 
phenomenal manner in which the consciousness in particular may 
introspect its knowledge or goals to be realized in the outer 
world. Certain parameters such as existence in a 
spatial/temporal schema, resemblance of knowledge to known, 
interaction of knowledge and known, relations of presence, &c. 
circumscribe the possibilities of what may be said to be known or 
intended, yet there remain real puzzles as to- exactly what it is 
that other minds know, how it is that these mental states may 
interact with brain states, or indeed, how it is that mental states 
may be related to other mental states (for example, the relation 
of present states of mind to past states of mind). These 
questions are left to be answered, if at all, by the course of 
empirical investigation and experience conducted within the 
framework of a rough, if "thoroughgoing dualism." (Principles I , 
21 4) 

3.0.04 The Stream of Thought 
The underpining of this empirical investigation, if not of James' 

entire philosophy, is the stream of thought. James would have 
this stream distinguished from the atomistic consciousness of 
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the associationists by its incessant change. Thought is in 
constant change: "no state once gone can recur and be identical 
with what it was before." (Principles I, 224) Other than the 
rather poetic argument: 

however we might in ordinary conversation speak of getting 
the same sensation again, we never in strict theoretic 
accuracy could do so; and that whatever was true of the 
river of life, of the river of elementary feeling, it would 
certainly be true to say, like Heraclitus, that we never 
descend twice into the same stream. (Principles I, 227) 

This position is supported by the physiological argument that 
every sensation corresponds to some cerebral action, and that the 
brain is being incessantly modified, (Principles I, 227) causing 
the thoughts themselves to be in constant flux. Of course James 
allows that there may be some parts of the brain that fall twice 
in the same condition, much as a wave crest may be found twice 
in the same place at sea. But 

what can hardly come twice is an identical combination of 
wave-forms all with their crests and hollows reoccupying 
identical places. For such a total combination as this is the 
analogue of the brain-state to which our actual 
consciousness at any moment is due. (Principles I, 229n) 

The argument to the state of constant change in the stream of 
consciousness from the state of (near) constant change in brain 
processes is a curious one, since James has it that, in contrast to 
changing thoughts, which are never twice the same, the same 
object may be referred to on successive occasions. (Principles I, 
225) Brain processes presumably being objects, it is difficult to 
see how their states of near constant change may be used to 
argue for the constant change of thoughts, while as objects, they 
remain sufficiently similar to be taken as being the same on 
successive occasions. The argument from analogy with the waves 
makes it appear as though objects remain at least the same in 
some aspects of spatial position, so it cannot be that the chaos, 
or constant flux, is entirely on the side of the objective brain 
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states. Perhaps James means to argue that it is not on the basis 
of their unchanging spatial disposition that the brain-states are 
efficacious in producing constantly-changing thoughts, but on the 
basis of some other, perhaps neurochemical states which, within 
an unchanging spatial framework, are in constant change. 
However, this would still mean that in respect of their causally 
efficacious properties, the brain-states would be in constant 
change, and so could not be objects which are said to remain the 
same in contrast to the ever-changing stream of thought. 

In his paper 'The Genesis of a Phenomenological Theory of the 
Experience of Personal Identity: Will iam James on Consciousness 
and the Self,' James Edie argues that the structure of sameness 
which belongs to, or constitutes, objects is the "structure not of 
the real, but of our experience of the real."103 Such a reading of 
the argument would perhaps relieve James of some of the 
embarrassment of his position by placing the sameness of the 
objects on a level other than that of the causally efficacious or 
real. However, this solution poses, in the final analysis, more 
problems than it solves, since, as James goes on to argue, it is 
just this constantly changing stream of thought which is our 
experience of the real. It is always difficult to know whether 
Edie proposes his readings as the philosophy of James, or as 
Edie's developments of the philosophy of James, but in this case 
at least, it seems unlikely that pragmatic-minded James would 
offer the argument that there is something less than real about 
the objects with which we are daily concerned. 

It is far more likely that James would extract himself from the 
difficulty by suggesting that although there are spatial aspects 
of brain processes that do remain the same, there are forces, 
powers, and reactions associated with the unchanging spatial 
aspects which are in constant change. The question of how these 
constantly varying causal factors are associated with the 
unchanging spatial factors must remain, like the question of how 

103 'The Genesis of a Phenomenological Theory of the Experience of Personal 
Identity: William James on Consciousness and the Self,' Man and World 6,  1973, p. 
327. 

149 



these changing causal factors bring about brain states, to be 
answered in the course of experience. 

What remains remarkable in the treatment of the constantly 
changing nature of the stream of consciousness is that the idea of 
this fluxion should be proposed on an argued footing which is 
meant to overturn a nai've or common-sense introspective view 
found in "ordinary conversation." (Principles I, 227) An appeal is 
not being made to a more careful introspection of experiential 
data, but rather an argument is being given to show what this 
most basic level of experience must be like, given certain other 
(by no means obvious) theoretical considerations about the brain. 
And even if James would propose, as has been suggested, the idea 
of the fluxion of the stream of consciousness as a hypothesis 
which is to be sustained by the course of experience, only the 
more modest claim that along with the experience of unchanging 
objects comes the ever-changing stream of thought is warranted. 
The stronger claim that experience is constantly changing is 
warranted neither on the basis of introspection, nor on the basis 
of an argument from the condition of brain states. 

James holds that although thought is in constant change, it is 
nothing jointed or chained in the manner suggested by 
associat io nist the0 ries. "The changes from one moment to 
another in the quality of the consciousness are never absolutely 
abrupt," (Principles I ,  231) and even when there are time-gaps in 
the felt consciousness, the later section appropriates the earlier 
as a part of the same self. Consciousness "is without breach, 
crack, or division." (Principles I, 231) Again, James uses a 
physiologically-based argument to show, against "a superficial 
introspective view," (Principles I ,  233) that changes of thought 
are like the neural changes which support them in never being 
absolutely discontinuous, but rather made up of successive 
changes gradually shading into one another. (Principles I ,  236) 
The tendency to view thought as discontinuous is largely brought 
about by the tendency to view thoughts as being like the things 
which they are about, "discrete and discontinuous." (Principles I ,  
233) 
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Even though consciousness is so said to be continuous, James 
feels justified in speaking of parts of consciousness. The 
"transitive parts," (Principles I, 236) which connect the 
"substantive parts" (Principles I, 236) of consciousness, cannot 
be 'arrested for inspection' (Principles I, 237) because of the fact 
that they are essentially transitive or fleeting and so cannot be 
reduced to the 'immobile' state of the substantive parts. That 
they should be for this reason 'difficult to introspect' (Principles 
I, 236) is no reason for doubting their existence, any more than 
Zeno's challenge to the advocates of motion is good reason for 
giving up the view that the arrow reaches its target. Obviously 
James wishes to argue, against the mechanistic view of the 
associationists, that there are feelings of relations, no less than 
there are feelings or sensations of objects, and that furthermore, 
against the rigid theorizing of associationists, there are a host of 
other feelings not directly associated with objects - feelings of 
and, if, and but (Principles I, 238) - which must be admitted as 
experienced simples, not reducible to the feelings normally 
associated with objects. 

The difficulty in speaking of such 'parts' of a stream of 
consciousness which is meant to be both continuous and ever- 
changing is that it presumes that some non-arbitrary distinctions 
can be made between one part of consciousness and the next. But 
such non-arbitrary distinctions require that there be 
discontinuities of some quality or other in the stream of 
consciousness, as well as sections of consciousness which are, at 
least sometimes, the same as other sections. James first strives 
to get around this problem with the doctrine of fringes of 
consciousness - an argument or theory which again finds its 
support in physiological (neural) observations. According to 
James, the brain-processes associated with a particular image 
are proceeded by yet other, more 'faint brain-processes,' the likes 
of which also follow the image-related brain processes. The 
mental activities associated with these marginal brain- 
activities form a "psychic overtone, su f fus ion ,  or f r inge"  
(Principles I, 249) of relations to the object cognized, so that its 
image is never entirely discontinuous from other parts of the 

1 5 1  



stream of consciousness, but always interrelated with the 
images of other objects by the overlapping of such fringes. To 
the careless introspective view associated with knowledge by 
acquaintance, words and images may appear discrete, but they are 
in fact always related and intermeshed by a network of fringes 
which are revealed in knowledge about the object with which the 
word or image is associated. 

Even given such a network of fringes, there remains the 
difficulty of a continuous, ever-changing stream of thought in 
which substantive and transitive parts, albeit fringed, are to be 
distinguished. If it is proper to speak of such parts at all, 
however subtly shaded, it must be that similarities and 
discontinuities are to be found in the stream of experience itself, 
otherwise the distinctions of parts remains unsupported by the 
introspectible character of the stream of thought or subjective 
life. It seems to be this rather Ediean possibility for which 
James at last opts, taking the sameness that is constitutive of 
objects to be outside the steam of thought: 

Human thought appears to deal with objects independent of 
itself; that is, it is cognitive, or possesses the function of 
knowing. (Principles I, 262) 

Knowing was a feeling an account of which James wished to give 
on the level of the stream of thought, but it now appears that the 
funct ion with which this feeling of knowledge is associated 
cannot be given on the level of the continuous, ever-changing 
stream, because, as cognitive, it is associated with objects that 
remain the same in spite of the ever changing thoughts which 
might be said to know the same object. It is in light of this 
difficulty of holding to the sameness of objects in the midst of 
ever-changing thoughts that it must finally be allowed that 
"sameness in a multiplicity of objective appearances is thus the 
basis of our belief in realities outside of thought." (Principles I, 
262) But this sameness in a multiplicity of objective 
appearances cannot be given in the stream of thought, since the 
stream of thought, being ever-changing, cannot give thoughts that 
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remain the same. So the objective appearances themselves must 
be outside thought. 

James comes at last to confront this paradoxical conclusion 
that objects do not appear in the stream of thought by arguing, 
toward the end of the chapter on the stream of thought, that 
consciousness has already selected from the confusion of 
possible sensations those that will present an objective reality: 

Out of all present sensations, we notice mainly such as are 
significant of absent ones; and out of all the absent 
associates which these suggest, we again pick out a very 
few to stand for the objective reality par excellence. 
(Principles I, 275) 

... the mind is at every stage a theatre of simultaneous 
possibilities. Consciousness consists in the comparison of 
these with each other, the selection of some, and the 
suppression of the rest .... (Principles I, 277) 

This appears to solve the problem of sameness in an ever- 
changing stream of thought by suggesting that the sensations of 
which a consciousness is aware constitute but a select few of 
the totality of possible sensations in the stream of thought, and 
that these chosen sensations are already on the road to 
constituting the objective reality of the consciousness. This 
view is fraught with difficulties, however. In the first place, 
what is a 'selected' sensation opposed to a 'suppressed' sensation 
according to a theory which holds that the essence of a sensation 
is to be felt? (Principles I, 165) That is, if consciousness is a 
selecting agency, from what is it choosing those sensations 
which will serve as the representatives of an objective reality, if 
not unfelt feelings? However, James has already vigorously 
argued against the doctrine of unconscious consciousness, 
(Principles I, 166) so it must be that the excluded sensations are 
'something other than the contents of a stream of thought or 
perhaps the world itself, which men select and divide differently. 
(Principles I, 277) This reading, rather like Edie's improbable 
one, puts all the continuous and ever-changing qualities in the 
world and leaves the uniformity of objectivity to the conscious 
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experience of the world. Not only is this putting the usual story 
upside down, it leaves still unexplained how the order of objects 
is to be found in the disorder of experience. If consciousness is 
already of objects, what further need is there for a base level of 
disordered experience giving rise to experience of the objects? 

3.0.05 Consciousness of the Self 
In the Principles, James comes closest to unravelling these 

mysteries of the organism in the chapter on the consciousness of 
the self, where the question of the constant change of the stream 
of consciousness is addressed with respect to the sameness of 
the self. The consideration is begun with a lengthy and well- 
known discussion of the empirical self in its material, social, and 
spiritual manifestations. This account of the self objectified 
serves as a preamble to the following section in which "the bare 
principle of personal Unity, or 'pure' Ego," (Principles I, 283) is 
discussed. Although this "active element in all consciousness" 
(Principles I, 285) is said by James to be felt, its distinct 
introspection is a matter of some difficulty, and comes only at 
the fairly advanced stage where one is able to think of oneself as 
thinker, and to distinguish thought from things. (Principles I , 
284) To deal with this delicate matter of introspection, James 
turns to the first-person voice s o  as to leave others the 
opportunity to accept or to reject the account on the basis of 
their own introspection: 

Whenever my introspective glance succeeds in turning round 
quickly enough to catch one of these manifestations of 
spontaneity in the act, all it can ever feel distinctly is 
some bodily process, for the most part taking place within 
the head. (Principles I, 287) 

At the apparent point of confusion which is the "birthplace of 
conclusions and the starting point of acts," (Principles I ,  289) 
James feels he can distinguish by subsequent reflection certain 
cephalic motions which come to be called the central part of the 
'me,' while the pure self or ' I '  remains something of which one is 
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aware "in an abstract, hypothetic, or conceptual way," (Principles 
I, 291) 

given to us rather as a logical postulate than as that direct 
inner perception of spiritual activity which we naturally 
believe ourselves to have. (Principles I ,  291) 

Although there may be these two moments of the feeling of 
cephalic motions and the "obscurer feeling of something more" 
(Principles I, 292) in any moment of 'sciousness,' (Principles I, 
290) it is the objective side of the existent movements which 
interests the feelings of self-love of the organism in question. 
Accordingly, insofar as questions of evolutionary selfishness are 
concerned, it is the objective manifestations of the self which 
are properly considered the self, not the "mere principle of 
conscious identity," (Principles I ,  307) "abstract and empty of 
content." (Principles I, 311) For example, one might perversely be 
as fascinated with the care of someone else's body as with one's 
own, were not these "exuberant altruistic interests" (Principles I, 
309) regularly checked by the process of natural selection which 
encourages the rather primitive feelings attending "our own 
successes and failures in the main functions of life," (Principles 
I, 313n) and not those successes and failures normally associated 
with another's body. 

Yet even after having distinguished these most intimate of 
objective facts which constitute the very kernel of the self as 
the evolutionary concern, James realizes that he still has to 
account for the problem of why these particular bodily concerns 
should be united in being the evolutionary concern of the organism 
in question. That is, this "selecting agency" (Principles I, 142) 
which has chosen a group of objective facts to be a unity amidst 
the infinitude of possible other unities presented in a 
"disconnected world" (Principles I ,  315) of objects remains to be 
accounted for. The appeal to the evolutionary interests of a 
living organism concerned to preserve its own life against or 
beside other lives, or even the disconnected objects of the world, 
poses a similar problem to the problem of the unity of 
consciousness. The puzzle of the unity of life is just another 
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facet of the problem of the unity of consciousness, as James 
seems to indicate with his repeated parallel references to "the 
stream of thought, of consciousness, or of subjective life." 
(Principles I, 233) 

Despite, then, the innermost subjectivity104 of the self being 
constituted by cephalic movements which may be distinguished in 
the "active element in all consciousness," (Principles I, 285) 
there remains the problem of uniting these objects in some sort 
of centre. James localizes the problem of this unity in thought, 
consciousness, or knowledge: 

The subjective synthesis is involved in thought's mere 
existence. Even a really disconnected world could only be 
known to be such by having its parts temporarily united in 
the Object of some pulse of consciousness. .(Principles I ,  
315) 

The disconnectedness is of the realities known; the 
connectedness is of the knowledge of them; and reality and 
knowledge of it are, from the psychological point of view 
held fast to in these pages, two different facts. (Principles 
I, 31%) 

However, there is still the problem of giving an account of 
connectedness in terms of the things connected. In a move that 
recollects early views of the soul as animal heat, an account of 
the connectedness of succeeding aspects of the objective self is 
first given in terms of a certain feeling of "warmth and intimacy" 
(Principles I, 314, 316) which is held to accompany the 
experienced phenomena belonging to a single self. This is 
explained more preciseiy: 

The character of 'warmth,' then, in the present self, reduces 
itself to either of two things, - something in the feeling 
which we have of the thought itself, as thinking, or else the 
feeling of the body's actual existence at the moment, - or 
finally to both. We cannot realize our present self without 

I o 4  One might also say that the cephalic movements constitute the innermost 
objectivity of the self insofar as they are the most basic objects that may be 
distinguished from the passing Thought. 
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simultaneously feeling one or other of these two things. 
(Principles I, 316) 

It is finally by means of resemblance among certain feelings that 
the synthesis of the self amidst the multiplicity of experienced 
phenomena is accomplished: 

Resemblance among the parts of a continuum of feelings ... 
thus constitutes the real and verifiable 'personal identity' 
which we feel. (Principles I ,  319) 

The use of the word 'feeling' at this juncture recollects James' 
usage of the same word in such phrases as 'the feeling of 
rationality' or 'the feeling of effort,' where the idea of a 
primitive felt simple is invoked to put an end to a philosophical 
dispute which would otherwise have the simple analyzed in yet 
other terms. Having brought the question of what basis personal 
identity has in experienced phenomena to its most basic terms - 
the feelings of warmth and intimacy - a similarity or continuity 
in these feelings is used to bind the otherwise disparate feelings 
into a self: 

The sense of our own personal identity, then, is exactly like 
any one of our other perceptions of sameness among 
phenomena. It is a conclusion grounded either on the 
resemblance in a fundamental respect, or on the continuity 
before the mind, of the phenomena compared. (Principles I, 
318) 

It is well that James uses the word 'feeling,' with its 
Renouvierian implications of action where the philosophical 
reasons would otherwise not be adequate, since the idea of such a 
resemblance among feelings does not solve the problems of the 
self James has posed. In the first place, it has already been 
observed how the stream of thought, far from being made up of 
resemblances and continuities, is in constant flux, and that the 
perception of sameness in this flux is already a problem of such 
difficulty in James' philosophy as to be quite incapable of casting 
any light on perceptions which are to function in a parallel 
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manner. And even if a resemblance or continuity amongst the 
feelings which constitute the sense of personal identity has been 
successfully isolated, it remains to be shown how this most 
basic feeling appropriates others in such a manner that it may be 
said to constitute the connectedness or unity of all the other 
feelings. 

The tendency is for James to abandon the effort to place the 
function of uniting the experienced phenomenon on the same 
experienced level as the experienced phenomena. The unity or 
connectedness of the phenomena is spoken about either as being a 
connectedness found in the knowledge of the phenomena, or even 
more obscurely, as being like the perception of some common 
quality (such as sameness). Rather confusingly, this tertium quid 
is further along named the 'present thought' in a manner that 
seems to invoke once again the stream of thought and its 
contents: 

It is the Thought to whom the various 'constituents' are 
known. That Thought is a vehicle of choice as well as of 
cognition; and among the choices it makes are those 
appropriations, or repudiations, of its 'own.' But the 
Thought never is an object in its own hands, it never 
appropriates or disowns itself. (Principles I ,  323) 

The Thought differs, then, from all the other thoughts of the 
stream of consciousness in that it never gets to be an object 
known at the hands of knowledge or cognition (which is to say 
itself). It remains in a rather less definite beyond of functional 
existence. 

Given this peculiar characterization of the self, it is no wonder 
that James proposes that "the present moment of consciousness 
is ... the darkest in the whole series," (Principles I ,  323) and that 
the manner of its being known is entirely different from that by 
which any other introspected phenomena is known insofar as 
"nothing can be known about  it till it be dead and gone." 
(Principles I, 323) What can be known about it when it is dead 
and gone is presumably the functional manipulations it has 
performed on the phenomena that can be directly known by 
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introspection, for example, the functions of knowing, perceiving, 
or choosing. The self explains, describes, or shows itself by its 
activities, or even more precisely, by the results of its 
activities, while that which the self is in itself remains, by 
comparison with the manipulated results, in the shadows. 

In addition to the functional characterization of the self, 
cognizable on the basis of the phenomena manipulated, James 
would have the self able to "feel its own immediate existence - ... 
hard as it is by direct introspection to ascertain the fact." 
(Principles I, 323) Undoubtedly, the most important reasons for 
holding that the self105 is, in the last analysis, directly 
introspectible are those associated with a positivistic philosophy 
of experience. But the shadowed experience of the 'I' which is the 
only one which finally seems possible, does not amount to 
anything very positive. In fact, it is experience of such an 
indefinite kind as to hardly be worthy of the name. Even if the 
idea of experiencing the fact of something's existence without 
knowing anything about that fact was not in itself a singularly 
contradictory kind of experience, it seems that on James' own 
presumptions, such a type of experience is quite impossible. 
Either it is to be experienced as a part of the stream of 
consciousness, in which case it must fail to fulfil1 the role of a 
unifying self, since the stream of consciousness is always 
changing; or it must be experienced as an object, which requires, 
far from being unobjectifiable, that the 'I' display "a multiplicity 
o f  objective appearances." (Principles I, 262) Even the 
distinction (which is taken over from Grote), of 'knowledge of' in 
contrast to 'knowledge about' seems to work against James here, 
since it is the unfringed 'knowledge of' that is said to be had of 
the 'I,' yet it is the fringes associated with 'knowledge about' 
which seem more suited to the function of knitting the 
represented parts of the self (that is to say the 'me') together 
with the most intimately felt part of the present thought's object 
- the cephalic movements. 

l o5  

of all objective properties associated with the 'me.' 
Or as James would prefer, the 'I,' since it is as directly experienced, stripped 
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It is on this note of confusion that James' chapter on the 
consciousness of the self ends. On the one hand, James continues 
to argue that the doctrine of the soul is "a complete superfluity," 
(Principles I, 329) "needless fur expressing the actual subjective 
phenomena of consciousness as they appear (Principles I, 326) 
and that all the facts may be accounted for on the basis of the 
"bare existence of the phenomena" (Principles I, 328) or "the 
actually verified facts of conscious experience." (Principles I, 
329) Yet on the other hand, James seems to be by no means 
certain that the 'I' or present thought conforms to the rigors of 
'scientific reason' in being directly experienceable. D. Thompson's 
s tat eme n t that 

All States of Consciousness imply and postulate a subject 
Ego, whose substance is unknown and unknowable, to which 
[why not say by which?] States of Consciousness are 
referred as attributes but which in the process of reference 
becomes objectified and becomes itself an attribute of a 
subject Ego which lies still beyond, and which ever eludes 
cognition though ever postulated for cognition. (Principles 
I, 336) 

is favorably quoted as a rather complicated, but exact, 
description of "our judging and remembering present 'Thought.'" 
(Principles I, 336) The full-blown experienceable existence of 
the present Thought is also called into question by such equivocal 
statements as: 

... our 'Thought' - a cognitive phenomenal event in time - is, 
if it exist at all, itself the only Thinker which the facts 
require. (Principles I, 349) 

The definit ively closed nature of our personal 
consciousness is probably an average statistical resultant 
of many conditions, but not an elementary force or fact; so 
that, if one wishes to preserve the Soul, the less he draws 
his arguments from that quarter the better. (Principles I, 
331) 
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These statements are accompanied by other statements which 
may be taken as efforts to shift the burden of unity required by 
the facts from the mysterious present Thought to the more 
readily experienceable objective phenomena, especially those 
connected with life: 

... the 'I' meaning for the Thought nothing but the bodily life 
which it momentarily feels. (Principles I, 324n) 

The demand for immortality is nowadays essentially 
teleological. ... '... every created thing will continue whose 
continuance belongs to the meaning of the world .... ' (Lotze) 
(Principles I, 330) 

Even with the shifted emphasis on the apparently empirical 
phenomena of life, the problems concerning the consciousness of 
the self are not yet resolved, since the facts of life and 
teleology, which would be explained by the empirical phenomena, 
themselves propose difficulties which have so far eluded 
explanation in terms of these empirical phenomena. For example, 
the idea of a 'bodily life' poses, once again, the problem of a 
co n t i n u i ty within a continual ly-chang ing em pi rical d iscon tin u i ty . 

3.0.06 The Functional Formula 
The confusion surrounding the question of the consciousness of 

the self is somewhat dispelled by an effort to become more lucid 
about the qualities the consciousness of self is supposed to have, 
and the problems its postulation is meant to solve. 

The consciousness of Self involves a stream of thought, 
each part of which as 'I' can 1) remember those which went 
before, and know the things they knew; and 2) emphasize 
and care paramountly for certain ones among them as 'me,' 
and appropriate to these the rest. (Principles I, 378) 

These problems cannot be solved by an aggregate, but, in the last 
analysis, James does think that the thought which does the 
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appropriating is "at each moment different from that of the last 
moment." (Principles I, 379) How this thought can appropriate 
those thoughts that went before, while being at each moment 
qualitatively different from the preceding moment, must lie, like 
whatever reason there may be for the successive passing 
thoughts to "inherit each other's possessions, ... where all reasons 
lie, in the total sense or meaning of the world." (Principles I, 
379) James would accept the activities performed by the present 
thought as a given quality about the world which must be 
accepted as such. Yet there is still haziness as to whether this 
unifying 'I' is to be accepted as an introspectible entity directly 
verifiable, or as a functional formula which is postulated to 
better explain the workings of the world: 

This is as much as to say that the special natural science of 
psychology must stop with mere functional formula. I f  the 
passing thought be the directly verifiable existent which no 
school has hitherto doubted it to be, then that thought is 
itself the thinker, and psychology need not look beyond. 
(Principles I, 379) 

This quote makes it seem as though James holds that the 
functional formula is itself both functional and a directly 
verifiable existent, but such a theory is impossible to square 
with the function-oriented test for mentality given at the outset 
of the Principles. In the test, the intelligent purpose or function 
of the system in question was exactly that goal which could be 
realized even if the directly verifiable manifestation of the 
function were changed. That is, the goal must be something other 
than the experienced phenomena, since the same goal must be 
realizable by a series of different experienceable phenomena if 
the system is to count as conscious. To illustrate with the 
example of the frog, the goal cannot be said to be 'to wipe acid 
from the right leg with the left,' since such a goal (in this grossly 
simplified example) gives the experienced act itself, and as such, 
could not possibly be a goal that could be fulfilled were, for 
example, the frog's left leg to be immobilized. If James' test for 
mentality is to work at all, the goal of conscious activity can 
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have no necessary connexion with the means used to bring that 
goal about. So it cannot be that the functional formula gives the 
goal of the conscious activity as a directly verifiable existent. 
Nor would it be correct in James' view to say that even if only a 
part of any one act may be singled out as the goal toward which 
that act was intended, it is still the case that in the act the goal 
is a directly verifiable existent. Such an analysis would commit 
the psychologist's fallacy of taking an entire mental state which 
may refer to different elements to be made up of these elements 
in a kind of 'brickbat construction,' so that each fulfillment of the 
goal in question would in fact include an experience of that goal. 
In the context of the frog example, this erroneous analysis would 
have the goal of wiping acid from the leg directly experienceable 
whether the acid were wiped off with the right leg or the left 
leg, or any other part of the organism at all. Not only is this 
proposed solution contrary to James' previous analysis, which 
would have the thought, however complex its object, "one 
undivided state of consciousness," (Principles I, 266) it is not in 
accord with the description James does give of the self as being 
neither an aggregate, nor at any moment the same as the moment 
before. (Principles I, 379) The Columbus 'part' of the 'Columbus- 
discovered-America-in-I 492' (Principles I, 265) thought is no 
more detachable from the rest of the thought than would be the 
functional formula were it directly experienceable in the context 
of other 'parts' of the thought about other things. And even if 
such a functional formula were so detachable from direct 
experience of the means used to bring the goal about, it would 
have to be experienced as being the same on successive 
occasions, which is also prohibited by James' description of the 
self as being at each moment qualitatively different from the 
m o men t p reced i n g . 

Dropping, then, for the sake of consistency, the condition that 
the functional formula must be directly verifiable in the same 
manner as any other phenomena, it remains to consider the 
functional formula experienceable in some other manner - 

perhaps, indeed, in a manner peculiar to the experience of the 
functional formula or consciousness itself. James, like his Greek 
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predecessors, seizes upon motion or impulsiveness as being 
fundamental to the experienced character of consciousness: 

The impulsive quality of mental states is an attribute 
behind which we cannot go .... It is of the essence of all 
consciousness (or of the neural process which underlies it) 
to instigate movement of some sort. (Principles I I ,  1157) 

In so citing impulsiveness or motion as a basic character of 
consciousness, James avails himself of the same advantages of 
such kinematic descriptions noticed by the Greeks: the 
irreducibility to such static terms as are used to describe the 
phenomena upon which the formula is to function. The description 
of consciousness as motion shares this irreducibility to static 
terms with James' further descriptions of the activities of 
consciousness as "a relation to our life," (Principles II, 1173) or 
an "effort and resistance." (Principles II, 1179) If this seems so 
much designation, rather than definition, it is because, at last, 
consciousness must be accepted as "a subjective experience sui 
generis, which we can designate but not define." (Principles II, 
1172) 

3.0.07 The Living Experience of  Consciousness 
In answer to the further question of why such a notion of 

consciousness must be accepted at all if it avowedly does not 
enter into the 'uniform order' (Principles II, 1179) of science, and 
if it is itself so ephemeral and difficult to introspect, James 
appears almost willing to forego the condition of consciousness' 
introspectibility, to put forward its existence as a hypothesis 
necessary to make sense of the world: 

It is certain, however, that only by postu la t ing  such 
thinking [as a special kind of immaterial process alongside 
the material processes of the world] do we make things 
currently intelligible; and it is certain that no psychologist 
has as yet denied the fact of thinking, the utmost that has 
been denied being its dynamic power. But if we postulate 
the fact of thinking at all, I believe that we must postulate 
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its power as well; nor do I see how we can rightly equalize 
its power with its mere existence .... (Principles I I, 1 1 74) 

Although this view of consciousness as a functional formula 
defined by its functional efficacy in explaining the world may 
satisfactorily answer the question of what consciousness is, it 
does so in a way that is not in accord with the didactic portion of 
James' philosophy of experience. As a functional formula which 
gets its credibility from its efficacy in explaining or making 
intelligible certain 'material processes' in the world, the 
question of what consciousness is must forever remain an "ever 
not quite," (Perry I I ,  700) dependent on the course of experience 
to be explained. In the headless frog example, consciousness 
would explain the movements of the frog's legs with respect to 
the acid irritation only insofar as such motions continued to 
resist explanation by a more complex reflex mechanism, rather 
like the notion of the soul served to explain animal motions until 
it was observed that such motions could be explained, like the 
movements of fountains, by the mechanical pressures of liquids. 
Such an incomplete and open-ended character to the 
characterication of consciousness is certainly not in discord with 
one strong current in James' pragmatic philosophy of experience: 
his writings are sprinkled with philosophical and rhetorical pleas 
to do away with the rigid, settled formulas of absolutist 
philosophies in order to accept life as the final arbiter of reality. 

... our own reality, that sense of our own life which we at 
every moment possess, is the ultimate of ultimates for our 
belief. (Principles II, 926) 

... reality means simply relation to our emotional and active 
life .... In this sense, whatever excites and stimulates our 
interest is real .... (Principles II, 924) 

Life, in turn, is taken to be allied with motion and activity in 
such a way that "something forever exceeds, escapes from 
statement, withdraws from definition, must be glimpsed and felt, 
not told." (Perry 11, 329) 
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James' response to the question of what consciousness is 
incorporates elements of both Descartes' and Hume's responses. 
On the one hand, James is tempted to require that consciousness 
be introspectable, in order to conform to the rigours of 'scientific 
reason' in being directly experienciable. On the other hand, the 
character of consciousness appears to be finally settled more as 
a hypothesis used to make sense of the world than as a directly 
experienciable existent. The distinction between the mental and 
the non-mental finally "comes, not by way of subtraction, but by 
way of addition,"lo6 on James' view. However inconclusive this 
might be with respect to the question of whether or not the 
mental is directly experienciable, James makes a positive 
contribution to reflexive ideas of mind by suggesting that the 
mental is a functional unity which proposes for itself the ends of 
its own existence. Combined with the test for mentality, this 
'functional formula' provides a characterization of mind which 
allows mind to fulfil1 its connective, overarching role, without 
being a characterization so indefinite as to fall prey to sceptical 
attacks. 

Yet however much the open-ended character of James' 
functional characterization of consciousness may be in accord 
with the pragmatic character of his philosophy of experience, 
there remain grave difficulties on the experience side of the 
philosophy. James would have the stream of consciousness or the 
stream of subjective experience as the final court of appeal for 
the reality of things. For example, the question of whether this 
is a dog would be answered, for James, by "vivid sense- 
perceptions of a jumping, barking, hairy body''107 which may be 
said to be the real dog. However, by the time all the possibly 
misleading analyses of pure experience, the pure 'that,' are 
stripped away, all that remains of the current of experience is 
the hypothesis that it exists as a primal stuff of experience upon 
which all the more complex elements of the hypothetical 

l06  'Does Consciousness Exist' in Essays in Radical Empiricism, The Works of 
William James (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), p. 6. 
107 'The Essence of Humanism' in Essays in Radical Empiricism, The Works of 
William James (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), p. 101. 
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structure of experience are built. But this leaves only 
hypotheses, with something like the primary hypothesis being 
that experience is necessary if the world is to be made sense of 
at all. In a sense, this is to put the question the wrong way 
around, for seemingly intelligible hypotheses about the world are 
being arbitrated by something which ex hypothesi remains a near- 
unintelligible 'that.' 

It would make for a better, less mysterious philosophy if James 
were to realize that the substance of questions about the world 
are not being posed or answered by an empty subjective stream of 
consciousness, but by the activity of objective investigation in 
which he is engaged. The concept of life, and the test for 
mentality given at the beginning of the Principles, which underlie 
the more intelligible parts of the description given of the 
conscious self, are themselves taken from practical problems in 
physiological psychology. 

If James feels it necessary to postulate - whether for his own 
menta l  heal th '  0 8  or for the intelligibility of objective 
explanations - the activity, effort, resistance, freedom, or 
purposeful existence of the self, this self must be taken as 
coeval with objective knowledge of the world if the difficulties 
with an unknowable, but explanatorily necessary, self are to be 
avoided. Such a self, which is known through reflection on the 
objective properties of the world, cannot be reduced to these 
objective properties without being denatured, it is true. And its 
existence must be accepted, as James counsels, on the strength 
of reasons which stand outside the objective order of the 
sciences, just because the subjective order is, 9ua subjective, an 
order upon which science's objectivity can have "no claims at all." 
(Principles II, 1179) But since the subject must escape inclusion 
in the objective order, and can be accepted on the basis of no 
objective reason, the effort to describe the self in terms of 
motion, activity, warmth, fringes, or any number of other terms 

l o 8  See Mark Schwehn's 'Making the World: William James and the Life of the 
Mind,' A William James Renaissance: Four Essays by Young Scholars, Harvard 
Library Bulletin 30, 1982 for a detailed discussion of the relation of James' 
personal mental life to the Principles. 
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which share with consciousness only the inability to be accounted 
for in other, 'static' terms is vain. At best, all such descriptions 
ultimately depend on the reader's mute 'seeing what it is like,' in 
which analogies with seeing or possible 'its' can be of no aid. And 
at worst, such descriptions threaten to describe in objective 
terms what cannot be so described. 
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4.0.0 1 The Speculative Project 
Where Descartes' theorizing about mind is to some extent 

motivated by developments in mechanical technology in the 
seventeenth century, the philosophizing of Nagel is motivated by 
twentieth century developments in electronic technology, and the 
very powerful computing machines that these developments have 
produced. Descartes was lead by his mechanistic world-theory to 
define a mind or soul which could co-exist beside such lifeless 
mechanical functioning, whereas Nagel has sought to offer a 
theory of consciousness which would allow something like 
consciousness to figure in a world-picture which would 
otherwise have people described as very complex, but 
unconscious, biologically realized analogues to computers. 
Having remarked on this similarity of technological motivation, it 
is as important to remark on the great difference between Nagel 
and Descartes or, indeed, between Nagel and James. The 
difference is that Nagel is a professional philosopher with only 
second-hand knowledge of the scientific advances which are to 
some extent posing the philosophical problems with which he is 
concerned, whereas Descartes and James were both scientists 
active in experimentation with, and explanation of ,  the 
phenomena for which their philosophical theories would 
ultimately have to account. On some occasions, Nagel's ignorance 
of scientific matters is glaring,109 but for the greater part, this 
distant contact with the sciences that are intimately bound up 
with the questions to which he is trying to respond manifests 
itself in a rather off-hand manner of treating key concepts such 
as matter and life which are to play both a philosophical and 
scientific role in his discussion. In all fairness, this laxity with 
respect to these key terms may not be wholly due to Nagel's 

109 See, for example, his citation of The Behaviour of the Lower Organisms by 
Herbert Jennings (New York: Columbia University Press, 1906. Reprinted 191 5) 
in The View From Nowhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 23. 
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ignorance of matters scientific: the fact that he is a professional 
philosopher responding to questions posed by a debate among 
professional philosophers permits a certain disregard for the 
strict formalization of definitions insofar as the definitions of 
some key terms may be implicitly supplied by the debate itself. 
No external conditions, such as those necessitated by the 
repeatability of experiments by different researchers charged 
with recognizing specific phenomena necessitate the kind of 
precision of definition which may be found in the philosophy of a 
James or a Descartes. 

It is with this air of imprecision that Nagel begins his best- 
known paper 'What Is It Like to Be a Bat?'llO Perhaps the first 
thing to note is the title, and, at face value, the extreme 
difficulty of evaluating the correctness of possible responses to 
the question it poses (assuming that there is a correct response 
to be given at all). No doubt it is to this paradoxical nature of the 
title that the paper owes at least some of its popularity,lll even 
if it is more concerned with the philosophical problems 
associated with the posing of the question than the empirical 
problems of giving an answer. However, it may be remarked 
(staying on this level of first impressions), that it was just such 
a threat of speculations to which there can be no definite answer 
that both Descartes and Hume sought to avoid with their 
insistence on limiting discussion to certain specified types of 
perceptions. In contrast to a 'scientific' view-point which seeks 
to limit the field of inquiry to questions which may be decided in 
the course of experience, the paper begins from a speculative or 
metaphysical view-point in posing a question which perhaps can 
have no definite response. 

Philosophical Review 83, 1974, p. 435-450. Also reprinted as chapter 
twelve of Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1 979). 
Subsequent parenthetical 'B' page references are keyed to the Philosophical Review 
edition of 'What Is It Like to Be a Bat?' 
111 Especially in view of the fact that the most important connexion put forward in 
the paper, that between consciousness and the question 'what is it like?' was offered 
some three years earlier in the rather more soberly titled paper 'Final Causes,' by 
Timothy Sprigge in the Supplementary Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 45, 
1971. 
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4 0 02 The Distribution of Consciousness 
Despite, or just because of the grave problems associated with 

even the overture to the problem, Nagel feels justified in 
touching on the problem of consciousness because it is 
consciousness which after all makes the mind/body problem a 
really intractable one, according to Nagel. Quite obviously, Nagel 
does not begin with the modest experimental procedure of James, 
asking where it is necessary to postulate consciousness, and for 
what reasons. Nor does he begin with the more introspectively- 
based inquiry favoured by Descartes or Hume. Rather, Nagel 
begins by broadly urging that "conscious experience is a 
widespread phenomenon," (B, 436) and that 

No doubt it occurs in countless forms totally unimaginable 
to us, on other planets in other solar systems throughout 
the universe. (B, 436) 

These extremely sanguine opening claims for the distribution of 
consciousness would indicate that Nagel is not engaged in the 
business of developing a line of argument which would lead the 
reader to a similar belief in the widespread distribution of 
consciousness. He simply asserts that consciousness is found 
quite commonly, and may even be present where no "implications 
about the behaviour of the organism" (B, 436) would suggest its 
presence. The only constraint on the distribution of  
consciousness which Nagel is inclined to respect seems to be that 
of limiting its presence to 'animal life' or 'organisms,' but given 
that these organisms might be the odd and distant inhabitants of 
'planets in other solar systems,' not conforming to our earthly 
preconceptions of what organisms are like, this limitation 
amounts to very little. 

With such liberality does Nagel postulate consciousness that it 
might be futile to search for any very precise reasons which 
support this postulation of consciousness in specific instances. 
A more fruitful beginning strategy will be to examine the sorts of 
things Nagel writes in order to bring readers of a rather more 
parsimonious inclination concerning the distribution of 
consciousness around to his way of thinking. The 'What Is It Like 
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to Be a Bat?' paper is too short a work to broach the question in 
any detail, but it is touched upon in the later book The View From 
Nowhere.112 Here Nagel, in order to deal with Wittgensteinian 
objections concerning the extension of the concept of experience 
to contexts in which the conditions governing its application may 
not hold, asks the reader to take into account the "rich external 
evidence of conscious inner life" (VFN, 23) manifested by certain 
"animals not very close to us in structure and behaviour." (VFN,  
23) In order to see more precisely what sort of behaviour counts 
as 'rich external evidence of consciousness,' Nagel refers the 
reader to a somewhat dated publication on the behaviour of the 
lower organisms.' 13 

4 .O.  03 The Consciousness of Organisms 
The study in question is not, as the title would suggest, a 

general study of the behaviour of ciliates, flagellates, and 
amoebae, but a rather more specific refutation of tropistic 
explanations of the behaviour of the aforementioned organisms in 
the presence of certain physical and chemical stimuli. The 
author, H. Jennings, is led in the course of the study to offer some 
speculation on the intelligence of these animals which is 
sustained by the course of experimentation in only a tangential 
way. Jennings characterizes a tropism as a fixed way of acting, 
forced upon the organism by the direct action of external agents 
on its motor organs. 

According to this tropism theory the primary feature in the 
directed movements of lower organisms is the position or 
orientation of the body with respect to the source of 
stimulation, and this orientation is brought about by the 
direct local action of the stimulating agent on that part of 
the body on which it impinges. The essential points in this 
theory are then two: first, orientation; second, the 
production of orientation by local action. (LO, 265) 

* The View From Nowhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). Subsequent 
parenthetical 'VFN page references are to this work. 
113 The Behaviour of the Lower Organisms by Herbert Jennings (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1906. Reprinted 191 5). Parenthetical page 
references to the 1915 printing will be preceded by the abbreviation 'LO.' 
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The doctrine of tropisms would have the organism exhibiting the 
tropism move toward or away from the stimulus (according to 
whether the tropism was positive or negative) as a direct result 
of the action of the stimulus on the organism's motive apparatus. 
To represent the action diagrammatically: 

+-- 
+--- 
+- 
+ 
t-.- 

e \ 

-Motive apparatus. Stimulus. 
-Stimulated motive apparatus. 

(Diagram after Jenning's fig. 142.) 

So according to the theory of tropisms, in the presence of the 
relevant stimulus, the organism's motive apparatuses will be 
directly affected in such a manner as will lead them to orient the 
organism, and then drive the organism simply away (or toward) 
the stimulus. 

The experimental hypotheses entailed by the theory of tropisms 
were not generally borne out by the experiments Jennings 
performed. What he found, rather, was roughly that in the 
presence of the relevant stimulus, the organisms in question 
begin to move in a direction that is determined by the structure 
of the particular organism. For example, paramecium are "turning 
continually toward the aboral side." (LO, 44) These movements 
take place no matter what the direction of the stimulus, so that 
the organism may at first move toward the stimulus, even though 
it may have a generally negative reaction to that stimulus. 
Orientation finally takes place by a process which Jennings 
quaintly calls 'the method of trial.' That is, in the presence of the 
relevant stimulus, the organism follows one or another set 
patterns of movement which lead it to sample a number of 
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directions until one is found in which the influence of the 
stimulus becomes more or less pronounced (as the organism has a 
positive or negative reaction to the changing strength of the 
stimulus). For paramecium, the pattern of movement is roughly 
this: 

(Diagram after Jenning's fig. 36.) 

The organism ceases to perform the turning, reverse motion when 
it finds itself in an area of greater or lesser stimulus, thus 
giving a final orientation with respect to the stimulus. 

The general upshot of the study is that 

the organism responds as a whole, by a reaction involving 
all parts of the body. It does not necessarily turn directly 
toward or directly away from the source of stimulation, as 
would be the case if it reacted in accordance with this 
tropism theory. (LO, 270) 

It is not as if the "legs (spines) move the animal" (LO, 235) under 
the influence of an external stimulus, but more as though the 
animal moves its legs. 

In coming to this conclusion, which is after all not 
incompatible with an explication of the behaviour of the lower 
organisms as rather complex, but still unconscious, chemically or 
physically sensitive systems, Jennings is led to put forward some 
unexpected parallels between the behaviour of the simple 
organisms which he has observed, and the conscious behaviour of 
man. He writes: 
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In man and higher animals we often find a negative reaction 
to that which is not in itself injurious, but which is usually 
followed by something injurious. The sight of a wild beast 
is not injurious, considered by itself, but as preceding 
actual and injurious contact with this beast, it leads to 
powerful negative reactions. Such reactions are said to be 
due to fear. In fear there is then a negative reaction to a 
representative stimulus - one that stands for a really 
injurious stimulation. In lower organisms we find the 
objective indications of a parallel state of affairs. The 
infusoria react negatively to solutions of chemicals that 
are not, so far as we can determine, injurious, though they 
would naturally, under ordinary circumstances, be 
immediately followed by a solution so strong as to be 
injurious. (LO, 332) 

The manner in which this plea for a parallel consideration of man 
and lower organism is worded makes it difficult to see what sort 
of things Jennings would like to remark. Does he think that an 
infusorian moving away from a noxious source of stimulation in 
the observed manner shows that it must have knowledge of 
success, failure, causes, effects, and the three-dimensional 
space normally associated with the conscious reactions of 
humans to "representative" ( L  0, 333) stimuli in similar 
situations? Or is he simply arguing that the behaviour of the 
organisms observed requires for its explanation the postulation 
of chemical states acting within the organisms as wholes, and 
that these physiological states are the same as those that may be 
observed in humans in pain, pleasure, or fear? 

The latter alternative would not be the interesting one for 
Nagel, since it is quite compatible with the view that while there 
exist physiological states with respect to the organism as a 
whole, these states need not be conscious states in order to 
accomplish their experimentally observed role. Happily for Nagel, 
however, Jennings is sometimes inclined to argue for the 
consciousness implied by the first alternative in offering such 
statements as: 
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Intelligence is commonly held to consist essentially in the 
modification of behaviour in accordance with experience. If 
an organism reacts in a certain way under certain 
conditions, and continues this reaction no matter how 
disastrous the effects, we say that its behaviour is 
unintelligent. If on the other hand it modifies its behaviour 
in such a way as to make it more adequate, we consider the 
behaviour as in so far intelligent. It is the "correlation of 
experiences and actions" that constitutes, as Hobhouse 
(1901) has put it, "the precise work of intelligence." (LO, 
334) 

Jennings sustains such claims with the observation that it is only 
in the higher organisms that behaviour parallel to that of the 
flagellates may be found, and so it is on the model of these higher 
organisms that the behaviour of the lower organisms ought to be 
understood. 

It is difficult if not impossible to draw a line separating 
the regulatory behaviour of lower organisms from the so- 
called intelligent behaviour of higher ones; the one grades 
insensibly into the other. From the lowest organisms up to 
man behaviour is essentially regulatory in character, and 
what we call intelligence in higher animals is a direct 
outgrowth of the same laws that give behaviour its 
regulatory character in the Protozoa. (LO, 335) 

This speculation about intelligent activity on the part of lower 
organisms is brought about by evidence of such 'regulatory' 
reactions to stimuli where the fallacious theory of tropisms 
would have the organisms reacting in a fixed, even mechanical, 
manner. Not having further recourse to a theory of direct action 
of the stimulus on the organs of locomotion, Jennings speculates 
on the possibility of explaining the activities of the lower 
organisms in terms of intelligence and experience, when the 
observed behaviour could be as effectively explained by 
physiochemical states acting at the level of the organism - not 
just at the level of the organs of propulsion. Indeed, after giving 
rise to some speculation about the conscious states of lower 

176 



organisms within the body of the work, Jennings states in a 
closing section on 'The Question of Consciousness' 

that objective evidence cannot give a demonstration either 
of the existence or of the non-existence of consciousness .... 
( L  0, 335-336) 

Although the attribution of certain states of consciousness may 
be of "practical assistance in foreseeing and controlling" ( L  0, 
337) the behaviour of the organisms under study, the objective 
facts argue neither for nor against the view that the lower 
organisms are in fact conscious. 

As inconclusive as Jenning's speculations on the consciousness 
of lower organisms finally are, the results of the experiments 
performed are quite clear: there is no need to postulate mental 
states in the lower organisms studied in order to explain the 
behaviour observed in the experiments performed. Where 
tropistic explanation fails, the explanation of physiological 
conditions operating at the level of the organism succeeds quite 
nicely. The most that could be concluded of a nature favourable 
to the philosophical position held by Nagel is that the lower 
organisms studied do operate as organisms entire, and not as a 
number of different biological systems acting independently. But 
this hardly assures that the organisms, which may act as unified 
biochemical systems, are, in addition, conscious. 

In sum, it is difficult to see what in the studies of Jennings 
could be taken as a serious philosophical or rhetorical apology for 
the existence of consciousness in those organisms whose 
consciousnesses (if they possess them) manifest themselves to 
the observer only in behaviour and not in language.114 At best, 
Nagel's citation of Jenning's work may be taken as underlining, 
once more, the connexion between consciousness and organic life. 
Otherwise, the question of what sort of behaviour counts as 
showing that a particular organism is conscious must be 
considered, for one reason or another, of so little importance to 

l 4  I don't mean to exclude by this the possibility that some behaviour is language 
(cocking a snook, for instance), nor that language may be considered another, very 
complicated, aspect of behaviour. 
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Nagel's general theme as to be worthy of only the most trifling 
argumentative support. 

4.0.04 Subjective Consciousness 
Without a doubt, Nagel does think that it is at least in some 

sense trifling to try to give an argument for conscious 
experience. In spite of the fact that it might be futile to try to 
get some philosophers of a radically reductionist persuasion to 
agree to the admission of anything like consciousness whatever, 
the existence of such a thing must, to some degree, be taken for 
granted by someone who would defend its existenb in the face of 
reductionist claims. It is in this sense that Timothy Sprigge, in 
his paper 'Final Causes,' rules out certain sceptical claims about 
consciousness: 

I shall offer a hint as to the meaning of the expression 
['consciousness'], without thinking it incumbent upon me to 
establish (for anyone absurd enough to doubt it) that there 
actually are such phases of existence? 15 

However, the prima facie nature of the claim in favour of 
consciousness is normally sustained in a vaguely Cartesian 
manner insofar as the consciousness taken for granted is the 
human one with which one is supposed to be acquainted, notably 
while engaging in any sort of philosophical discourse whatever. 
The puzzling thing about Nagel's open-handed postulation of 
conscious experience as "a widespread phenomenon" (B, 436) is 
just that he is not limiting himself to the first-person 
postulation of consciousness, nor even to the postulation of 
consciousness in organisms anatomically similar to man. Yet at 
the same time, he either offers extremely lax behavioural 
criteria for the attribution of consciousness (such as in the 
Jennings citation in The View From Nowhere), or he discards the 
possibility of arriving at such criteria for the attribution of 
consciousness at all: 

115 'Final Causes,' p. 167. 
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It is not analyzable in terms of any explanatory system of 
functional states, or intentional states, since these could 
be ascribed to robots or automata that behaved like people 
though they experienced nothing. It is not analyzable in 
terms of the causal role of experiences in relation to 
typical human behaviour - for similar reasons. (B, 436-7) 

By way of replacement or augmentation of these traditional 
behavioural or  introspective methods of arguing for 
consciousness, Nagel offers the criterion: 

... an organism has conscious mental states if and only if 
there is something that it is like to b e  that organism - 
something it is like for the organism. (B, 436)116 

He adds that this may be called "the subjective character of 
experience." (B, 436) At first glance, this subjective character of 
experience is linked with the 'phenomenological qualities'l17 of 
experience in that it is normally these phenomenal qualities, 
along with some subjective view, which pose the greatest 
problems for reductive physicalist accounts of the universe 
which otherwise offer no account of what it is like. However, 
there is a sense in which these three terms of what-is-it- 
likeness (if the abomination of the language may be permitted), 
subjective character, and the phenomenal qualities of experience 
do not coincide. For example, a phenomenal quality such as pain 
is undoubtedly subjective in the sense that it is felt by subjects, 
and does not have an objective existence in the same way as the 
space-times of astronomers do. Yet the phenomenal quality of 
pain is not subjective in the sense that the talk about pain is 
understood by a sympathetic community of speakers. Following 
Wittgenstein, Nagel allows this point in The View From Nowhere. 
He writes: 

116 The 'Final Causes' paper of Timothy Sprigge offers the same criteria for the 
attribution of consciousness on p. 167. 
1 17 Nagel often uses the term 'phenomenological quality' where he should use 
'phenomenal quality.' Rather than follow his error, I shall use 'phenomenal quality' 
where Nagel would mistakenly use 'phenomenological quality.' 
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Like all other concepts, mental concepts have their own 
form of objectivity which permits them to be applied in the 
same sense by different persons, in different situations, to 
different subjects. Mental phenomena belong to the world, 
and a given mental subject or mental state can be identified 
from different positions in the world. They are located, 
despite their subjectivity, in the objective order. ( W N ,  32) 

Presumably, this would mean that, just as certain points of view 
can be represented in the paradigmatically objective order of 
space, the objective order of mental concepts retains some 
rapport with the properly subjective mentality which is exhibited 
by phenomenal qualities. 

It is by no means easy to keep track of the senses in which 
'subjective' and 'objective' are being used when such phrases as 
'subjectivities within an objective order' start to be admitted. 
Are the subjectivities really to be understood along the lines of 
the 'points of view' which Nagel stresses throughout his work? 
For example, any series of objects occupying a uniform spatial 
order may be represented from the 'point of view' of any one of 
the objects in that series, just as one might represent, given a 
good planetarium, the juxtaposition of celestial bodies as they 
would have appeared to a spectator in the southern hemisphere on 
the nights proceeding the birthday of Jesus Christ. In this case, 
the spatio-temporal point of view is a full-blown objective point 
in the objective spatial order. Of course, it might be argued that 
there is or must be a further something that does the observing 
from that point of view, but in this case, qua a further something, 
the entity taking the view from the point is not a part of the 
objective order at issue. This distinction holds even if there is 
operative the rather flexible notion of what constitutes the 
subjective and the objective orders at issue: 

one should pursue the kind of objectivity appropriate to the 
subject one is trying to understand, and even the right kind 
of objectivity may not exhaust the subject completely. 
(VFN, 27) 
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So why introduce such fundamentally woolly notions as 
'subjectivities located in an objective order' to deal with 
subjectivities that can no more be placed in an objective order 
than the thing doing the viewing can be placed in the objective 
order of the view-point? 

At least part of the difficulty is that Nagel uses the term 
'subjective' with equivocation . Sometimes he refers to 
subjectivity in its philosophically proper sense which is opposed 
to objectivity. Other times, he seems more concerned to use 
'subjective' as a designation for the set of phenomena like pain, 
pleasure, &c. which are usually opposed to the objective qualities 
of extension, mass, &c., whether or not there is a kind of 
W i ttg en ste i n i an objectivity to these p he no menal qual it ies . 

4.0.0 5 
This terminological difficulty to one side, Nagel expresses his 

desire to have what-is-it-likeness considered as something 
beyond anything captured in an objective order: 

The Attribution of Conscious Subjective Life 

... every subjective phenomenon is essentially connected 
with a single point of view, and it seems inevitable that an 
objective, physical theory will abandon that point of view. 
(B, 437) 

Leaving aside the word 'physical' for the moment, it is Nagel's 
contention that the subjective phenomena which may be captured 
in an objective order of the kind noted by Wittgenstein and 
commonly found in talk about mental states, fail to exhaust that 
single point of view which is of crucial interest in speaking of 
what it is like. As the quoted phrase explains, the objective 
order must abandon the subjective point just because it is an 
objective order, and so cannot encompass a single point of view 
which cannot be seen from any other point of view but its own. 

To make the subtleties of this traditional metaphysical puzzle 
more clear, Nagel makes brief reference to the terminology of 
Sa r t re l l *  before having recourse to the titular example of the 

' 8  The pour-soi and the en-soi. (B, 437) 
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paper: the experience of bats. He hopes that the example will aid 
in illustrating "the connection between subjectivity and a point 
of view," (B, 437-438) but the example actually begins rather far 
along insofar as it is assumed that "all believe that bats have 
experience." (B, 438) A Jamesian analysis might make something 
of this 'belief' or "faith" (B, 438) in the fact that bats have 
experience, but the more important issue for the present 
discussion is the fact that Nagel thinks that this faith is 
sustained, at least to some extent, by the phylogenic similarities 
of bats to humans. Nagel notes these similarities in spite of 
calling, a few lines later, an excited bat "a fundamentally alien 
form of life." (B, 438) 

Such apparently contradictory phrases must be attributed to 
Nagel's imprecise and overly-familiar style, which is sustained in 
the brief description he gives of our phylogenic cousins' manner 
of perceiving the world. 

Their brains are designed to correlate the outgoing impulses 
[of their sonar] with the subsequent echoes, and the 
information thus acquired enables bats to make precise 
discriminations of distance, size, shape, motion, and 
texture comparable to those we make by vision. (6, 438) 

It is somewhat remarkable that the word 'designed' is used by 
Nagel to describe a biological organism, but leaving that solecism 
aside, it is worth remarking that Nagel is again rather ahead of 
himself in holding that the spatial distinctions made by the bat 
are in any sense comparable to those we make in vision. What can 
be observed on the part of bats is a general facility in avoiding 
flying full force into objects, success in catching flying insects, 
&c., just as most humans walk without running into things, can 
find their breakfasts on the table, &c. To argue on the basis of 
this that bats are able to make 'precise spatial discriminations 
comparable to those we make by vision' is to fall into a similar 
sort of error as Jennings who, in observing infusoria react 
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negatively to low levels of a certain stimuli, suggested that they 

Very little in the behaviour of bats shows that they have 
anything like even the primitive notion of felt space possessed 
by, say, an African bushman, never mind the much more 
mathematical notion of uniform, transposable space possessed by 
the average, map-reading twentieth-century European. My own 
experiences with bats indicates that their 'vision' is, in some 
respects, quite imprecise, and not terribly like our own. For 
example, it is possible in some areas to attract a certain type of 
bat at dusk by waving very quickly in the air a tree-branch. It is 
said that this gives the bats the impression of a swarming group 
of insects since they swoop and dive toward the branch as they 
might if it were a swarming group of insects. If it is true that 
the bats mistake the waving branch for a group of insects, it 
shows that bats make perceptual mistakes of a kind quite 

might be prudently reacting to worse things to come. 119 

different from those humans are given to make in similar 
situations. This militates against such certitude as to what it 
may be that bats do experience. 

But apart from the qualitative question which, after all, may be 
disputed even after it has been successfully argued that there is 
something that it is like to be a bat, caution must be exercised in 
even the opening attribution of experience or "inner life" (B, 438) 
because of the possibility of importing with that attribution 
rather more than may be warranted by what is actually occurring. 
For example, how would one make sense of an 'inner life' given a 
spatial view on the part of the bat which did not make such a 
clear cut distinction between inner and outer as might our 
Cartesian-influenced spatial view? 

Nagel addresses this same problem in a curiously inverted way. 
He postulates an exotic inner life of the bat which one can never 
get around to imagining just because the imagination, according 
to Nagel, finds its material in already constrained personal 
(human) experience. 

1 19 See pp. 332-333 of The Behaviour of the Lower Organisms. 
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... I want to know what it is like for a bat to be a bat. Yet if 
I try to imagine this, I am restricted to the resources of my 
own mind, and those resources are inadequate to the task. 
(B, 439) 

Even given such an exotic bat inner life, it is too much to 
conclude that the resources of the human intellect are inadequate 
to the task: there does not seem to be any good reason the 
imagination should not strike, by some happy (or unhappy) 
accident, on envisioning quite justly what it is that a bat 
experiences. And, of course, the fact that even a confused 
philosophical discussion can take place on the subject of a bat's 
experiences would show that there is at least something to be 
said for what it is like for another being to be that being. 

Nagel would have these extrapolative attempts to understand 
what it is like considered as no more than incompletable 
'schematic conceptions.' (B, 439) 

Thus we describe bat sonar as a form of three-dimensional 
forward perception; we believe that bats feel some versions 
of pain, fear, hunger, and lust, and that they have other, 
more familiar types of perception besides sonar. (B, 439) 

The schematism of these extrapolative attempts is most evident 
in the attempt to attribute to the organism in question some sort 
of  perceptual awareness. Because the objects which constitute 
the world which the organism (as well as its observers) is held to 
perceive are spatially extended, the minimum condition of 
perceiving this world would be the perception of these pure, 
extended forms in some sense or other. And the basic ascription 
of the ability to perceive, and the manner of perception, would be 
in turn supported by the organism's evident "structure and 
behaviour." (6, 439) Of course, even this type of schematism is 
prone to the sort of error committed by Jennings - that of 
attributing a far more sophisticated spatial awareness to the 
organism than is warranted by the experimental evidence - but it 
is difficult to see how such a schematism would function at all in 
the case of states like pain, fear, hunger, and lust, which have 
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even more tenuous links with an organism's structure and 
behaviour. No possible comportment shows a schematic 
connexion with pain, fear, hunger, or lust in the way that certain 
spatial comportments (like the avoidance of obstacles) might be 
held to show spatial awareness. The cry is not always that of 
pain, nor is the tear always of sadness, &c. There are parallel 
difficulties with the arguments that might be made from 
'structural' features to the feelings of the organism: Does the 
ability to grimace show a capacity for pain? Does the inability to 
grimace show an incapacity? 

Perhaps mindful of the great practical problems involved in the 
task of giving an answer to the question 'what is it like?' Nagel 
passes over the difficulties of knowing the qualitative character 
of an organism's experience to argue that the "specific subjective 
character" (B, 439) would be present even in the hypothetical 
case of conscious forms of life from distant corners of the 
universe. Such organisms might have experiences of a kind that 
are not "describable even in the most general experiential terms 
available to us." (B,440) That is, the precise subjective character 
of experience of another organism is something that might be 
believed in even though it might be impossible to conceive of the 
exact nature and quality of that experience. To conclude 
otherwise, thinks Nagel, would be to commit the same error that 
intelligent bats or intelligent extra-terrestrial beings might if 
they were to conclude that there is nothing precise that it is like 
to be a human being just because they had not the ability to form 
a conception of what it is like. 

... to deny the reality or logical significance of what we can 
never describe or understand is the crudest form of 
congnitive dissonance. (6, 440-441) 

This problem-case or thought-experiment based argumentation 
for holding that there is a legitimate question of 'what is it like?' 
to be asked even in those cases where, for one reason or another, 
an adequate idea of the qualitative character of that experience 
cannot be formed plays on a curious kind of argumentation. On the 
one hand, it is stated, as a part of the problem, that the strange 
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intelligent beast from another planet to whom consciousness 
would be denied on the basis of the unintelligibility of the 
ascription is, after all, a form of "conscious life." (B, 439) Just 
as in the case where the strange form of intelligent life (whether 
it be the science-fictional bat or the intelligent alien) is posing 
the question of what is it like to be a human, there is 
consciousness specified to be on both sides of the question, 
although the two might not be at all describable in similar terms. 

One difficulty is that the problem-cases are constructed in 
such a way as to violate what some might take to be essential 
conditions governing the meaningful use of the language. What 
would a conscious life, an understanding of which was 
permanently denied to us by the limits of our nature, be? Why 
should it be called a 'conscious life' and not, say, a root 
vegetable, seeing as there is such a complete lack of 
understanding of what is being covered by the word 
'consciousness' in the situation? 

Nagel has at least two lines of response to this kind of 
questioning of the problem-cases. First, he continually hedges as 
to what extent the particular subjective character of the 
organism in question remains beyond comprehension. 
Extrapolation from the first person case "must be incompletable" 
(B, 439) specifies Nagel, but this does not stand in the way of a 
'general ascription of types of mental states.' (B, 439) That is to 
say, what it is like to be that organism does not remain so far 
beyond comprehension that it is not at least suspected that the 
question will be answered by a description of some mental state 
or other, and not a description of, as i have suggested, a root 
vegetable. But in this case one does have a description or 
understanding, however rough, of what it is like to be that 
conscious organism. So why play both sides of the field by 
calling the organism conscious and yet suggesting that it may, 
nevertheless, elude description "even in the most general 
experiential terms available to us?" (B, 440) 

The hedging in which Nagel engages suggests that all kinds of 
qualitative changes of experience may take place in at least 
tracts of the organism's experience, just as long as these tracts 
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remain somehow connected to more familiar tracts of experience 
resembling, perhaps, human perception or appetite. By retaining 
such a connexion, these tracts will qualify as parts of the 
organism's conscious experience, though they may remain entirely 
incomprehensible by extrapolative attempts at understanding 
founded on first-person experience. But even here, it would not 
be true to say that the so-called 'entirely indescribable' tracts of 
experience are entirely indescribable since they must at least fit 
into a temporal schema, and maybe even a spatial schema, to be 
considered in any sense adjoined to the tracts of experience 
which are recognizably conscious experience. Falling under either 
schema would render that experience at least describable. 
Otherwise, if the criteria whereby a very strange organism may 
be said to have conscious, but indescribable, experience do not 
depend on some connexion with recognizably conscious behaviour, 
any attribution of consciousness would have to depend on 
recognizable behavioural criteria i f  the opening attribution of 
consciousness is not to be entirely arbitrary. The saving 
imprecision of which Nagel makes use preserves an ambiguity 
between whether the experience had by the other-worldly 
creature remains recognizably conscious (although its precise 
character may be indescribable), and whether the specific 
subjective character of the organism is something that deeply 
can 'never be described or understood.' 

The second line of response to questioning of the problem-cases 
is given in The View From Nowhere, rather than in the short bat 
paper. Here Nagel simply denies the Wittgensteinian sort of 
objections attached to any attempt to transpose a language 
formed "within the boundaries set by our human form of  life" 
(VFN, 106) to situations where the correct use of the language is 
"in principle beyond the possibility of human confirmation or 
agreement." (VFN,  107) His denial is based largely on what he 
calls the 'psychological impossibility' ( V F N ,  107) of believing 
Wittgenstein's view, and it is perhaps appropriate that here, as in 
the discussion in 'What Is It Like to Be a Bat?' concerning facts 
whose exact nature cannot possibly be conceived, the level of 
philosophical discussion descends to what may or may not be 
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found felicitous to believe. In the absence of any conceivable 
reasons for or against, there is nothing left but faith. 

Before leaving these exotic problem-case arguments, it is 
worth noting the extent to which they are in discord with the 
empirical considerations involved in the question which forms 
the paper's title. In introducing the question, Nagel suggested 
that the intuition to the effect that bats have experiences is 
supported by certain phylogenic similarities which bats share 
with humans and perhaps other species which people are 
generally more willing to admit are conscious subjects. 
Conversely, the just reticence in attributing consciousness to 
oddities that are difficult to describe or understand is called by 
Nagel (presumably uncomplimentarily) 'a crude form of cognitive 
dissonance'. It seems Nagel makes use of an intuition to launch 
the theme of his paper, but later chastises that same intuition as 
being crude for balking at attributing consciousness where he 
would now have it. In addition, throughout the exposition of the 
example of the strangely conscious extra-terrestrials, a style of 
exposition more corresponding to rhetoric than philosophy is used 
in the sense that Nagel speaks of entities "whose exact nature we 
cannot possibly conceive" (B, 440) as being 'facts' or 'realities' 
which have a "logical significance." (B, 440) It is at least 
contestable that something that can never be understood or 
described could properly be called a 'fact' having a 'logical 
significance,' but even if these prodigies are allowed, a view 
which disallowed them is not so crude as to have been 
unappealing to Descartes. Crude as it might be to deny that 

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy, (Hamlet Lv.166) 

it is as crude to begin to talk about these unknowns. 

4.0.0 6 
After expounding at slightly greater length his faith in 

"humanly inaccessible facts," (B, 441) Nagel turns again to the 
terrestrial difficulties of  understanding such ascriptions from 

Understanding the Subjective View 
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the first person point of view. Even in the case of accurate 
ascriptions of phenomenal facts120 to some organisms 
sufficiently similar to the ascribing organism, Nagel holds that 
these ascriptions must be understood as first-person, and not 
just third person, ascriptions if the question of what is it like to 
be that organism is to be answered.121 A similar sort of problem 
may even arise in the intra-organism case of trying to understand 
one's own experience at a later date or a different time. In both 
cases, suggests Nagel, the problem is one of understanding 
"another point of view," (B, 442) and is more difficult to perform 
successfully "the more different from oneself the other 
experiencer is." (B, 442) 

The problem is, in a very great sense, more difficult than Nagel 
here represents it. Indeed there is, on the one hand, the difficulty 
of approaching the point of view of another organism in objective 
terms (be they phenomenological or otherwise), yet there is also 
at least some sense in which the point of view of the 
experiencing organism or earlier self must elude the 
understanding of the enquiring organism if it is to preserve its 
identity as a separate point of view. In Nagel's words, the 
extrapolation from the case of the self must remain 
incompletable, for if it were completable, there would be nothing 
beyond a certain set of objectively ascribable facts about what it 
was like to be that organism. The "facts of experience - facts 
about what it is like for  the experiencing organism" (B, 442) 
cannot be completely observed and understood from the multitude 
of points of view implied by an exhaustive objective account 
without loosing track of the particular subjective view which is 
of primary interest in any such account of an organism's 
conscious life. Accordingly, given that there are such unique 
points of view, accounts of which are to be given in response to 

120 The so-called objective subjective facts of the earlier going. 
In considering some of these subtleties in another paper, Nagel goes so far as to 

write: "But I shall speak about the subject in the first person, in the Cartesian style 
which is intended to be understood by others as applying in the first person to 
themselves. It will help if you substitute yourself for me in thinking about the 
problem." 'The Objective Self,' in Knowledge and Mind, edited by Car1 Ginet and 
Sydney Shoemaker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 21 2. Page 
references preceded by the abbreviation 'OS refer to this work. 
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the question 'what is it like?' the effort to understand and 
describe these view-points must obviously give some sort of 
objective account of what it is like. Yet at the same time, such 
an account must take cognizance of the fact that the subjective 
view under question cannot be completely exhausted by the 
objective method used to understand it. 

To preserve this difference in points of view, but at the same 
time to allow some sort of understanding of the separate point of 
view under question, Nagel suggests that the imagination be 
employed. Being "remarkably flexible," (6,  442n) the imagination 
is supposed to allow a rough or partial notion of what it is like to 
be a different organism by allowing at least a rough or partial 
conception of the foreign point of view to be formed. As with the 
"schematic conception of what it is like" (B, 439) earlier treated, 
it must be understood that the schema itself cannot be used to 
form a very precise idea of the specific subjective character in 
question, since the schema itself, by virtue of being the tool by 
which the inter-subjective gap is bridged, is necessarily 
objective, whereas the point of view of which a conception is to 
be formed is, of course, subjective. Even the characterization of 
the target point of view is somewhat misleading, since, as a 
'point of view,' it is presumably something that could be 
exhaustively represented in a uniform, objective spatial schema, 
without further trouble over a specific subjective character over 
and above the objective schema that specifies a specific point as 
on a Cartesian grid. 

These problems of uniform, schematic methods of forming a 
conception of what it is like aside, it will be worth examining 
how the preferred method of imagination is to solve these same 
problems. At the outset, the prospects certainly look dim. Like 
'point of  view,' 'imagination' has visual connotations, and with 
them, the connotation of a uniform spatial order which does not 
allow any sort of subjectivity to be preserved. Fortunately, 
despite its etymology, Nagel casts the word 'imagination' in a 
rather less visual role. He says that "our own experience provides 
the basic material for our imagination" (6,  439) which of course 
does not restrict the imagination to trading in images, although it 
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would seem to limit its effectiveness in helping to form a 
conception of what it is like to be an organism that is very 
different from oneself. In The View From Nowhere, Nagel states 
that: 

A being of total imaginative flexibility could project 
himself directly into every possible subjective point of 
view, and would not need such an objective method to think 
about the full range of possible inner lives. (VFN, 17) 

This would suggest that an imagination that was not constrained 
by the course of previous experience could envision what it was 
like to be a bat, or any other exotic creature, but that as things 
stand, the ordinary human imagination may perhaps be able to 
form only a "rough or partial" (B, 442n) conception of what it is 
like to be that other organism. 

Even if the imagination does, in this way, fall short of allowing 
an accurate conception of the subjective character of experience 
to be formed, this need not mean that a conception of what it is 
like to be another organism remains forever beyond conception. 
In The View From Nowhere, and rather more imprecisely in the 
bat paper, Nagel suggests another method of coming to form a 
conception of the subjective character of experience of another 
organism from objective facts known by the ascribing organism. 
The question is of such importance because of its direct bearing 
on the mind-body problem: 

For if the facts of experience - facts about what it is like 
for the experiencing organism - are accessible only from 
one point of view, then it is a mystery how the true 
character of experiences could be revealed in the physical 
operation of that organism. The latter is a domain of 
objective facts par excellence - the kind that can be 
observed and understood from many points of view and by 
individuals with differing perceptual systems. (B, 442) 

Taking his cue from this parallel nature of the problems, Nagel 
suggests that the difficulty is rather like that of  a Martian 
scientist being quite able to understand the physical phenomena 
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associated with "the human concepts of rainbow, lightning, or 
cloud" (B, 443) without being able to understand the phenomenal 
qualities which humans use to 'pick out' (B, 443) the objective 
phenomena. The point is that the phenomenally-based human 
concepts are used "to refer to things beyond themselves" (B, 444) 
without the objectivity of the things so referred to being 
contaminated by the subjectivity of the views doing the referring. 

Members of radically different species may both understand 
the same physical events in objective terms, and this does 
not require that they understand the phenomenal forms in 
which those events appear to the senses of members of the 
other species. (B, 445) 

Subjective terms thus being used to identify objective phenomena 
without the subjective properties being mapped onto the 
objective things, why should a similar sort of operation not be 
possible in using objective things to identify the inner subjective 
terms in those cases where a conception of what it is like is to 
be formed? 

To represent an experience from outside by imagining it 
subjectively is the analogue of representing an objective 
spatial configuration by imagining it visually. One uses 
ordinary appearance as a medium. What is represented need 
not resemble the representation in all respects. (VFN, 21) 

However, against the promise that Nagel evidently thinks that 
such a scheme of detached representation shows, it will be 
noticed that the subjective representation of the objective term 
does present the objective term in at least some respects, even if 
these be only vague spatial or temporal identities. Other aspects 
in which the objective phenomena subjectively present 
themselves may also be of importance. For example, in the case 
of the Martian going about trying to understand the physical 
correlates to the human concept of rainbow, to be taken into 
account would be the fact that anything that might be called a 
rainbow must be a limited spectral array of visible light, of an 
intensity sufficient to be seen by human observers, since not just 
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any section whatever of the electromagnetic spectrum qualifies 
as a rainbow. Indeed, there may be other, more precise 
limitations on what counts as an objective manifestation of a 
rainbow that are imposed by the nature of the human perceptual 
apparatus. Furthermore, there are other objective manifestations 
which fall under the human concept of 'rainbow' despite the fact 
that they bear only a limited resemblance to the paradigmatic arc 
in the sky. Objects coloured in red, orange, yellow, green, blue, 
indigo, and violet are also called 'rainbow' - such as the rainbow 
jersey of the world cycling champion. And this way of dividing a 
continuous visible spectrum into seven colours and then calling 
things which have those colours (and maybe not even in the 
correct order) 'rainbow' depends on no objective facts about the 
spectrum itself, but rather on some peculiarly accidental human 
facts about the way colours got named. Of course, it might be 
contested whether or not a Martian scientist (rather than, for 
example, an anthropologist) must concern himself with all the 
objective correlates of the human concept of rainbow taken in a 
wider sense, but the fact remains that what objective phenomena 
are picked out by human concepts are dependent on the human 
perceptual apparatus and the subjective view that they make 
possible. Accordingly, any attempt to go the other way, from the 
objective terms to the particular subjective character, cannot 
have left behind, as Nagel suggests, the species-specific view- 
point, since it is this view-point which is already influential in 
constituting any possible objective view. 

4.0.0 7 
Confusion on this all-important inter-relation between 

subjective and objective leads Nagel to think about the inner, 
subjective character of experience and objective facts as being 
much more independent of each other than they actually are. He 
writes that it is mistaken to conclude that physicalism is 
actually false, since the problem is more like that of not knowing 
how it could possibly be true - how it could be that the inner 
subjective character of experience is related to the objective 
facts in terms of which the physicalist analysis would 

Interrelation of Subjective & Objective 

193 



presumably be conducted. Of course, the crux of the problem 
resides in the word 'is' as it would be used to state the terms of 
identity between the subjective mental events, and the objective 
brain facts in terms of which a physicalist account might be 
given. How it is that the 'referential path' (B, 447) of a 
subjective mental event could lead to a radically different 
objective physical fact is as puzzling for Nagel as the question of 
how it is that the same objective terms appear in different 
phenomenal guises to different species: 

We may not have even a rough idea of how the two 
referential paths could converge, or what kind of things 
they might converge on, and a theoretical framework may 
have to be supplied to enable us to understand this. Without 
the framework, an air of mysticism surrounds the 
identification. (B, 447) 

Indulging in a little bit of mystification himself, Nagel compares 
the eventual identification of subjective mental states with 
objective physical terms to the modern scientific equation of 
matter with energy, had this latter statement first been "uttered 
by a pre-Socratic philosopher." (B, 447) Nagel's point is that in 
the two cases, because of a lack of theoretical background, it is 
very difficult to form any sort of conception of how the equation 
might be true. It is rather as though there were two distinct 
things - matter and energy - with no middle ground whereon they 
might be united according to the hypothesis proposed by the 
avant-garde pre-Socratic. Presumably, a modern with the right 
sort of  theoretical background would see how the two disparate 
entities could be united, but the pre-Socratic, with his 
rudimentary understanding of modern physics, is in the same 
position as the contemporary who now knows of two distinct 
things - the mental and the physical - which he might hope to see 
united, but sees not how. 

The analogy is mystifying insofar as it makes use of a 
comparison with something that is at least as complicated as 
that which it is to aid in explaining. Furthermore, it is not at all 
clear that there ever was in the history of physics a concept of 
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matter or energy which could correspond to the philosophical 
conceptions of the mental and the physical. Both matter and 
energy are theoretical concepts whose characters are defined in 
part by the role played in relation to other parts of physical 
theory. For example, matter is defined as that which has mass 
and occupies space, and mass is in turn defined by its role in 
gravitational theory, and so on. It might even be said that the 
pre-Socratic who did understand matter and energy 9ua matter 
and energy could not fail to see how the referential paths of the 
two apparently distinct things must converge in one. Of course, 
this poses the problem of explaining how a necessary connexion 
"nevertheless appears contingent," (B, 446n) but leaving that 
question aside for the moment, it is important to remark on the 
way in which the philosophical concepts of the objective physical 
world, and particularly subjective mental events, are not similar 
to the concepts from physics. 

Taking the mental first, it will be noticed that it is 
paradigmatically the sort of thing that has only the one face to 
present to the experiencing organism. There is no 'around the 
back' or other side to be seen from different view-points. If 
there was, that supposedly subjective mental event would be an 
objective one, if only in the 

sense in which phenomenological facts are perfectly 
objective: one person can know or say of another what the 
quality of the other's experience is. (B, 442) 

Being single faceted, it is impossible that the peculiar subjective 
character of experience should come to be considered objective in 
the way that matter, with its multitude of theoretical roles and 
manifestations, comes to be considered the same with energy and 
all its various theoretical commitments. The moment that it can 
be 'seen' from more than a single point of view, the particular 
subjective character of experience ceases to be subjective in the 
sense that is important to answer the question of 'what is it 
l ike?' 

The philosophical concept of the objective or the physical is a 
good deal more open. The term 'physical' is itself somewhat 
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dated in the age of electrochemistry, particle physics, and 
relativistic mechanics, so the most up-to-date philosophers, such 
as Nagel, allow that any notion of inert physical matter must be 
broadened to include electric and magnetic fields,l** and some of 
the other sophistications that the idea of inert physical matter 
has undergone since the middle ages. Of course, this is far from 
admitting that bodies might move in straight lines from 
"stubbornness,"123 but it at least suggests that philosophers 
should not be so quick in concluding on grounds of qualitative 
dissimilarity that the mental could not be physical. The sciences 
have made such prodigious advancements in often unforeseen 
directions that it would be foolish, opines Nagel,l24 to discard 
the possibility of fundamental discoveries forcing changes in the 
way that the physical is thought about. Such changes could bring 
about the development of a theory which did succeed in uniting 
the mental and the physical on some "detached objective" (VFN, 
53) middle ground. In this sense, the philosophical notion of the 
physical does show the same sort of variety of theoretical facets 
or commitments which would allow it, like the physical concepts 
of matter or energy, to be refined and developed in unforeseen 
ways, while still retaining some connexion with what is now 
called physical. This possibility of changing in some aspects, 
while remaining the same in others125 would itself make possible 
the connexion between the two terms, ancient and modern, on 
either side of the word 'is.' A case could be made out for both the 

122 As Nagel allows on p. 183 of Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1979): "New properties are counted as physical if they are 
discovered by explanatory inference from those already in the class. This repeated 
process starts from a base of familiar, observable spatio-temporal phenomena and 
proceeds to take in mass, force, kinetic energy, charge, valence, gravitational and 
electromagnetic fields, quantum states, anti-particles, strangeness, charm, and 
whatever physics will bring us next." See also p. 52 of The View From Nowhere. 
123 As might hold the "mentalistic version of Newtonian mechanics" considered by 
Nagel on p. 238 of 'Freud's Anthropomorphism' in Philosophical Essays on Freud, 
edited by R. Wollheim and J. Hopkins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982). 
124 On p. 53 of The View From Nowhere, and in footnote fifteen of 'What Is It Like to 
Be a Bat?' 
125 Or the equation of the concept of the physical of "centuries" (VFN, 51) hence 
with that of today might even take place by way of a Wittgensteinian family 
resemblance between the two concepts. 
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contingency and the necessity of the relation by certain aspects 
of what is called 'physical' staying the same and other aspects of 
that same thing changing radically. 

However the philosophical concept of physical may be capable 
in the abstract of following matter and energy in undergoing such 
a metamorphosis, it is vain to wish that the metamorphosis could 
carry the physical as far as changing into the peculiar subjective 
character of experience, since "every subjective phenomenon is 
essentially connected with a single point of view." (B, 437) The 
notion of physical may develop in the unpredictable ways 
mentioned by Nagel,l*6 stranger than the seven flavours of 
quarks, but in the last analysis, what is physical must be 
objective in the sense of being accessible from a number of 
points of view - and this the peculiar subjective character of 
experience can never be. Indeed, as Nagel admits, there is already 
an objective theory of phenomenal or mental facts: "one person 
can know or say of another what the quality of the other's 
experience is." (a, 442) Yet this does not touch the 
quintessentially subjective character of experience, as this is 
fully comprehensible only from one point of view: "After all, what 
would be left of what it was like to be a bat if one removed the 
viewpoint of the bat?" (B, 443) This returns the discussion to the 
problem of giving a physicalist account of the peculiar subjective 
character of experience, with the added difficulty that any such 
account is in danger of destroying the very subjective character 
for which it is to give an account by virtue of being a successful 
objective account. 

Nevertheless, persists Nagel, "we may have evidence for the 
truth of something we cannot really understand." (B, 447-448) 
The illustration offered of this maxim is that of a larva being 
shut in a sterile, enclosed space by someone knowing nothing of 
insect metamorphoses. Upon discovering the imago sometime 
later in the same place, the spectator would be apprised that 
what was once the larva had become the imago, "without having 
any idea in what sense this might be so." (B, 448) By way of 

~~ ~ ~ 

126 In particular, on pp. 51-53 of The View From Nowhere. 
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offering plausible alternatives, Nagel suggests that the larva 
could have contained a winged parasite which fed on its host to 
become the fully grown imago, but this suggestion would hardly 
yield an example showing the truth of something that cannot 
really be understood, since it would not technically be true to say 
that the larva had become the imago. 

The finer points of the illustration aside, it is easy to see how, 
once again, the illustration is not appropriate to the problem at 
issue. In the etymological example, there is a spatial connexion 
between the successive life-states of the insect which gives rise 
to the belief that it is the same organism in both cases, despite 
its radically changed appearance. However, it is just this sort of 
schema which is absent in the problem of deciding what it is like 
to be a bat. Certainly such schema may be used to form a general 
idea of the type of experience the bat has, (B, 439) but these 
experiences are also supposed to "have in each case a specific 
subjective character, which it is beyond our ability to conceive." 
(B, 439) Any schematic method of understanding what it is like 
will fail to touch on this specific subjective character of 
experience just because the schematic method is exactly the kind 
of method of understanding which is supposed to traverse the 
subjectivity of the bat and the spectator both. Being so 
objective, it misses the essential point of what it is like for the 
bat after all its abilities at avoiding objects with echolocation, 
hanging upside down in trees, &c. have been described. The 
analogy with the problem of insect metamorphoses makes it look 
as though a spatial schema would extend as far as the specific 
subjective character of the bat's experience, and that this 
subjective experience, once so located, would show further 
qualities in the same manner as the imago shows other properties 
in addition to sharing the same space as the larva. By contrast, 
any even general idea of what it is like to be a bat comes from 
the schematic method of understanding, and this is manifestly 
inadequate to giving an idea of the particular subjective 
character of experience beyond the objective, schematic method 
of understanding that experience. Without, however, the idea of 
such a subjective core of experience beyond the objective 
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attempts at understanding that point of view, there ceases to be 
any problem of what it is like. 

4.0.08 
Faced with this very bleak outlook on giving any sort of 

objective description at all of the particular subjective character 
of experience, Nagel falls back on calling for a better 
understanding of the objectivity of subjective facts he earlier (6, 
442) admitted without much ado: 

Objective Paths to Subjective Knowledge 

We cannot genuinely understand the hypothesis that their 
nature is captured in a physical description unless we 
understand the more fundamental idea that they have an 
objective nature (or that objective processes can have a 
subjective nature). (B, 448) 

At present, Nagel thinks that the best attempt that can be made 
to bridge this gap between objective understanding and 
subjective experience is that made by the imagination when it 
attempts to take up the point of view of the experiential subject. 
Again, the lure of the imagination is that it seems capable of 
providing the necessary but contingent link between the 
particular subjective character of experience and the objective 
account in terms of which it would be understood. On the face of 
it, the imagination does seem capable of such wonders, since it is 
said of people who have a certain aptitude for correctly 
envisioning things with which they are not acquainted that they 
have good imaginations (showing the side of necessity), while 
such visions are also often dismissed as just imagination 
(showing contingency). Here, as before, however, it is not just a 
question of giving an happy description of something that is very 
difficult or impossible to know directly, it is a matter of having 
any idea at all of that with which the description offered by the 
imagination is to be in accord. Nagel's very fine distinction 
between perceptual and sympathetic imagination, (B, 439n) 
offered as a way of accounting for a contingent, yet necessary, 
relationship between the subjective character of experience and a 
successful objective account of that point of view, fails to 
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escape the persistent difficulty. Either in the act of putting 
oneself in a conscious state resembling the state one would be in 
if one perceived the object that is being perceptually imagined, or 
in the act of putting oneself in a conscious state resembling the 
mental event or state itself which is to be sympathetically 
imagined, a connexion of some kind between the two associated 
states must be already made for there to be in any sense an 
objective account of the subjective. But then the imagination 
fails to touch upon what was the peculiar subjective character of 
experience, since this is what is supposed to be beyond any 
objective characterization to that point reached. Now it might be 
that someone like Nagel would hold that it is the very nature of 
this association between sympathetically imagined subjective 
mental states and perceptually imagined brain states that must 
remain mysterious if the relationship is to preserve its 
contingency and its necessity. But this would simply allow the 
imagination to wander freely until such time as an idea of what it 
is like was provided by some other means. 

As a matter of speculation, Nagel proposes, toward the end of 
the bat paper, developing an objective phenomenology as a 
possible substitute for imaginative and empathetic methods of 
trying to find out what it is like: 

Though presumably it would not capture everything, its goal 
would be to describe, at least in part, the subjective 
character of experience in a form comprehensible to beings 
incapable of having those experiences. (B, 449) 

Such a phenomenology would not make use of "the loose 
intermodal analogies" (B, 449) which synaesthete composers such 
as Debussy and Messiaen have found so influential. It would be of 
little use to tell someone who was blind from birth that "red is 
like the sound of a trumpet," (B, 449) thinks Nagel. Instead, a 
phenomenology more successful in giving an objective description 
of what it is like might concentrate on the "structural features of 
perception." (B, 449) 

Despite the somewhat sanguine claims that have been made for 
the efficacy of various structural methods of understanding 
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things that supposedly lie outside an objective mode of 
understanding, structuralism is simply another objective mode of 
understanding, employing, as the name would imply, a geometrical 
manner of proceeding. The idea is to recognize a framework in 
which certain familiar 'events transpire, and then to use that 
framework to extrapolate to the unknown phenomena that would 
be understood, in the hope that these unknown phenomena share at 
least the same structure as the known phenomena, however much 
they may differ in detail. C. Levi-Strauss has been perhaps the 
most successful modern practitioner of and apologist for this 
method, as he has made use of it in the field of anthropology. 
Similar to the bat problem, the problem faced by LtSvi-Strauss 
was that of giving an account of such unknowns as the savage 
mind without importing into that account the different manners 
of thinking employed by the anthropologist in understanding the 
primitive thought itself. 

Evaluating the success of such applications of structural 
methods of understanding is plainly beyond the scope of this 
chapter. It will suffice to notice that the method begins with a 
leap of faith in thinking that the objective frame within which 
the known phenomena transpire will be the same with that in 
which the unknown phenomena transpire. Often,127 this leap of 
faith is sustained by the rather more sceptical stance that the 
so-called unknown phenomena must be thought of as transpiring 
in the same objective frame as the known phenomena, or else they 
cannot be understood at all. The best that can be hoped for is to 
be as careful as possible in using no more than the bare objective 
framework to understand the unknown phenomena, and to be as 
clear as possible about the sort of objective framework that is 
being used to understand the otherwise unknown phenomena. 
Structuralism is not unlike a warmed-over Cartesianism. 

From what has been said so far about structuralism, it will be 
apparent that such a method would be of no use in coming to 
understand the particular subjective point of view of the bat. 
Structuralisms attempt to trade as much as possible in well- 

127 See, for example, C. Levi-Strauss, La voie des masques (Geneva: A. Skira, 
1975) .  
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understood objective facts. It is by means of such objective 
facts that structuralisms essay to give an account of the 
unknown phenomena in the terms which are most likely to be 
common between the known and the unknown phenomena which 
the structural method is being used to try to understand. The 
peculiar subjective character of a bat is hardly that which is 
most likely to be shared between the bat and those who would 
understand its point of view. Indeed, it appears that the 
subjective character of the bat's experience, 9ua subjective, 
would lie outside any possible attempt at being understood along 
structuralist lines at all. 

Even less promise is shown by the idea of a structural 
phenomenology being used to get even a vague idea of what it is 
like to be a bat. Of all the things that it is possible to know 
about another organism, the way in which the world appears to 
that organism is likely to be among the things most specific to 
that individual and the least susceptible of being comprehended 
by others even of the same species. Examples are legion showing 
how difficult it is to know with any exactitude the peculiar 
subjective life of another human being, even though there is 
commonly a shared vocabulary of fairly sophisticated mental 
terms, and the observer and observed often share the same 
cultural context. How much more difficult it would be to come 
out with anything more than wild imaginative speculation in 
using an objective phenomenology to consider the structural 
features of perception across the barriers of species and 
language that separate bat and man! 

Contrary to the 'speculative proposal' which Nagel advances 
toward the end of 'What Is It Like to Be a Bat?' it would be much 
better to follow the structural method that Nagel himself 
actually employs in posing the question of 'what is it like?' It is 
on the basis of the similarities in the structure of the organisms 
man and bat that Nagel thinks the belief that bats have experience 
is supported. And "the essence of the belief that bats have 
experience is that there is something that it is like to be a bat." 
(B, 438) Furthermore, whatever success Nagel has in describing 
what qualitative properties these supposed experiences might 
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have is based upon that which is known about the structure of the 
bat's echolocating perceptual apparatus, its comportment within 
the structure of three-dimensional space, &c. In no case is the 
argument for the particular subjective character of the bat's 
experience founded upon a similarity with the phenomenal 
characteristics of human experience, nor upon any sort of 
speculation about the phenomenal characteristics of the bat's 
experience, other than it is that which perceives or senses the 
structures mentioned in the objective analysis of  the bat's 
constitution and environment. Accordingly, the sort of 
structuralism which would seem appropriate to a greater 
understanding of the particular subjective character of the bat's 
experience is a structuralism which deals with the objects that 
are thought to be perceived, and not a mysterious structuralism 
which deals with the possible structures of the experience of 
those objects. The simple evening experiment showing the bat's 
attraction to a rapidly-waved branch gives a far greater 
understanding of a bat's perceptual life than could any sort of 
detached specu 10-imag inative consideration of  the pecu I iar 
subjective character of that animal's experience. 

Now, it might be argued that although the qualitative aspects of 
the peculiar subjective character of experience might be better 
studied by an empirical investigation than a speculative one, the 
question of the peculiar subjective character of experience, in 
the sense of whether the organism should be thought to have one 
at all, is clearly a question for a speculative, philosophical 
inquiry. The empirical style of investigation, with its heavy 
reliance on simple behavioural analyses could be said, if anything, 
to erode the tendency to believe that there is a particular 
subjective character to the bat's experience at all. However, this 
argument ignores the fact that it is again objective empirical 
facts about the bat's being a living organism, about its 
physiological structures, about its comportment, &c., which 
sustain the belief that there is a subjective character to be 
discussed at all. Of course, it is certainly possible to discuss 
this belief alone, in isolation from its empirical motivations, but 
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such discussions of articles of faith, independent of their 
grounds, are the province of a discipline other than philosophy. 

The profitable discussion of the subjective character of 
experience being, then, restricted to the objective qualities of 
the system at issue, the most useful lessons that may be taken 
from the philosophy of Nagel concern which objective qualities of 
the system at issue are thought sufficient to motivate a belief 
that the system is conscious or has a peculiar subjective 
character of experience, and whether or not the particular 
qualities of the belief so motivated are justified on the basis of 
the objective grounds. As has been mentioned, Nagel holds in 
'What Is It Like to Be a Bat?' that the justified ascription of a 
particular subjective character of experience to a system is not 
made on behavioural grounds since there could be "robots or 
automata that behaved like people though they experienced 
nothing." (B, 436) To this is added the footnote: 

Perhaps there could not actually be such robots. Perhaps 
anything complex enough to behave like a person would have 
experiences. (B, 436n) 

The implication is that in whatever material the system in 
question may be realized, the paradigm of experiencing systems 
is the human organism and, of course, its mammalian relatives. 
Indeed, in a later paper, 'The Objective Self,' Nagel seems willing 
to go further in the direction of restricting the set of systems 
which have experiencing selves to the set of living organisms, by 
specifying that 

the machine cannot express the philosophical thought "I am 
lsabel the cash machine" even if it says those words on its 
screen, because it is not a self.128 

This is held to be the case in spite of Nagel's attributing 
experiencing selves to cats,1*9 bats, and rats,130 where these 

l 2 8  'The Objective Self,' p. 218n. 
129 See p. 129 of The View From Nowhere. 
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animals are manifestly less adept at performing the 'thoughtful' 
tasks of playing chess or solving mathematical problems than 
today's computers. So although Nagel does not seem to want to 
rest the question of whether a system experiences or not on 
strictly behavioural criteria, nor on criteria concerning the 
material out of which the system is fashioned (he also speaks of 
alien life forms, which, for all that is known, may be silicon, and 
not carbon, based), he is quite consistent about holding that the 
problem of what it is like is confined to living organisms. 

4.0.09 Life & Consciousness 
Talk of life and organisms is to be found throughout the work of 

Nagel, and may be considered, along with the problems of the 
experiencing self, one of his major themes. The interplay 
between subjective and objective is continually linked with life 
and its meaning by such statements as: "The push to objectivity is 
after all a part of the framework of human life." (VFN,  126) And 
it is by means of the general concepts of experience and mind 
that "forms of conscious life whose external signs we cannot 
confidently identify" (VFN, 24) may be speculated about. It is no 
surprise, then, that the question of what the peculiar subjective 
character of the self is, in opposition to the objective facts about 
the world, is often assimilated to what Nagel takes to be the 
specificity of this lived life. He comes close in The View From 
N o w h e r e  to identifying personal existence with the lived life in 
the phrase: 

My own existence looms large at the centre of my 
prereflective world picture, since this life is the source 
and avenue for my understanding of everything else, (VFN, 
21 2) 

- a more guarded statement than that published seven years 
before in Mortal Questions: 

130 See Mortal Quesrions, p. 189. Subsequent references to this text will be 
preceded by the abbreviation 'MQ.' 
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The pursuit of what seems impersonally best may be an 
important aspect of individual life, but its place in that life 
must be determined from a personal standpoint, because 
life is always the life of a particular person, and cannot be 
lived sub specie aeternitatis. (MQ, 205) 

The thought that it is an individual's life which remains the 
closest objective manifestation to his particular subjective 
identity remains prevalent in The View From Nowhere. Indeed, to 
explain the contingency of his existence, Nagel recites in T h e  
View From Nowhere the biological creation-myth: 

My existence depends on the birth of a particular organism 
that could have developed only from a particular sperm and 
egg, which in turn could have been produced only by the 
particular organisms that produced them, and so forth. 
(VFN, 211) 

The point is to show just how absurdly contingent a fact it is 
that one finds oneself living, out of all the different possible 
organisms that might have arisen from different combinations of 
sperm and egg. 

The immediate difficulty with too close an identification of 
life and subjectivity is that the same life, unlike the innermost 
subjective self, is often the same between two or more 
individuals. The sperm and egg which are united in reproduction 
must both be living, and their union does not result in the death of 
both and the rebirth of the zygote, but in the continuation of the 
lives of the reproducing organisms; It is not by hazard that 
biological definitions include the ability to reproduce as a part of 
the definition of life. Accordingly, considered strictly with 
respect to living organisms, Nagel's statement: "The attitude 
toward one's own life is inevitably dominated by the fact that it, 
unlike all those others, is one's own" (VFN,  221) is false to the 
extent that there are other lives which are also, at least partly, 
one's own. From time to time, this fact is more clearly 
recognized as when, for example, Nagel calls for an expression of 
identity which is subjective, and "not merely biological," ( V F N ,  
38) or when he remarks that life (in the sense of the meaning of 
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life) is not a question of "mere organic survival." ( M Q ,  2) 
However, having abandoned, by necessity or choice, life as the 
objective correlative of the belief in a particular subjective 
character of experience, what is to correspond in the objective 
order to the belief in the subjective core? What is this 
something that Nagel feels "must be there in advance, with the 
potential of being affected with mental manifestations" (VFN, 30) 
if it is not the life which otherwise comes the closest to being 
the thing in nature which corresponds to the belief in the peculiar 
subjective character of the self? 

With all the talk in 'What Is It Like to Be a Bat?' and The View 
From Nowhere about the importance of belief and imagination, it 
comes as little surprise that the core of the self is finally taken 
to be an unknowable, lying ''at the centre of the blind spot" (VFN, 
128) and corresponding to the subject viewing the objective 
world. Everything cannot be comprehended about the viewer 
himself, since that would involve the impossibility of a view 
'which left nothing behind the lens.' (VFN, 127) But the unknown 
self does finally manage to define itself as 'the point of view 
from which the world is observed and acted upon:' (OS, 213) 

The incomplete view of ourselves in the world includes a 
large blind spot, behind our eyes, so to speak, that hides 
something we cannot take into account in acting, because it 
is what acts. (VFN, 127) 

If the idea of a single person is finally left to define itself as ''a 
single subject of experience and action," (MQ, 147) a philosophy 
which leads to a call for a study of the subject must be dismissed 
as the most empty of all for showing what there is to the 
particular subjective character of experience. Indeed, action and 
experience, which are the best mentors of what the self is like, 
according to Nagel, teach that the belief in a particular 
subjective character of experience is itself of doubtful pedigree: 
biology teaches that one's life is continuous with that of one's 
parents and one's children; anthropology teaches that one's 
beliefs are the same with those of one's community; and history 
teaches (especially in philosophy) that these ideas all change 

207 



with the actions of men in arts, economics, and technology. The 
action of humans - life - is meaning. What it is like is to be 
found by striving for the greatest possible understanding of that 
perspective, and not by leaving the "merely human perspective 
further and further behind." (VFN, 6) 

Unbound by the sceptical or methodological limitations which 
kept Descartes, Hume, and James from embarking upon 
discussions of a subjective mind so wholly divorced from 
objective manifestation, Nagel's characterization of the mental 
falls prey to the danger forwarned by Montaigne. Imaginative 
speculation about other subjective lives provides no 'ordered and 
measured' characterization of the mental, and indeed it is not 
even the method that is used by Nagel himself to provoke 
discussion about the conscious lives of bats. Organic life and 
phylogenic similarity to experiencing organisms are rather the 
criteria for assigning mentality to which Nagel, in practice, 
adheres. On the questions of what sort of phylogenic similarity 
to what sort of experiencing organisms is necessary to support 
the belief or faith in a mental life, "What Is It Like to Be a Bat' is 
inconclusive. But in a branch of philosophy whose appeals to 
activity tend to provide more eloquent descriptions than words, 
Nagel's frequent invocation of organic life in describing the 
mental ought to be taken as indicative of a profitable line of 
inquiry . 
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It is evident that a certain tension between the precise 
characterization of what mind is and what it is not is 
ineliminable from at least those philosophical characterizations 
of mind or consciousness considered in the preceding four 
chapters. On the one hand, there are a great many instances in 
which the mind, reason, or understanding is characterized as 
something apart from or beyond the physical or objective terms 
with which the theory mainly deals. In Descartes' Rules,  for 
example, it is the intellect which manipulates the terms of the 
rules without being considered to be one of those terms.131 
Similarly, in the Discours, the mind or reason is held to be that 
which takes up and practices the moral of the fable without being 
connected with it in such a way as to be led by the fable32 The 
Meditations, in their turn, make use of the same metaphor and 
technique of the Rules in having the mind assimilated to a light 
which illuminates the extended terms without being one of 
t h e m 3 3  A similar case may be made out for the understanding in 
Hume's first Enquiry: the understanding manipulates the 
associable according to principles of resemblance, contiguity, and 
cause and effect, without itself being an associable element.134 
James too, although he puts forth an abundance of different 
characterizations of mind, makes extensive use of a definition 
which classifies phenomena as mental when they cannot be 
explained in reflex mechanical terms.135 And Nagel, perhaps most 
clearly, holds that the peculiar subjective character of conscious 
experience eludes any description in objective terms.136 Even 
Jennings is led to speculate on the mental lives of lower 
organisms at the point at which the mechanical, tropistic 

See above p. 24. 
32 See above p. 42ff. 

133 See above p. 63ff. 
134 See above p. 98. 
135 See above p. 137. 
36 See above p. 181. 
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explanation of their behaviours breaks down.137 Indeed, it would 
seem that the very philosophical idea of mind arose as an idea of 
a vital principle which could explain the life and activities of 
certain organisms over and beyond those animal motions which 
came to be explicable in a mechanical, objective fashion.138 Such 
negative definition of mind with respect to the physical or 
objective terms with which the philosophical theory is usually 
concerned allows mind to perform the role of animating or 
connecting the material terms - a role which it could not perform 
if it were to be considered simply as another static material 
term beside the others. 

On the other hand, loosely allied with this tide of negative 
characterizations concerning what mind is not, is a series of 
positive characterizations which attempt to specify what mind 
is. Generally, these simply make a positive virtue of acting or 
living in the manner suggested by the negative description, in 
order to give a characterization of mind with enough flexibility 
to allow mind to fulfil its connective or animating role without 
the characterization being so flexible as to thereby admit occult 
or unknown properties as mental. Thus, in the Rules, the mind is 
that which successfully directs itself according to the rules1 3 9  

without following them, while according to the Discours the mind 
is that which takes up and practices the fable.140 In the 
Meditations, it is mind which sees itself in meditating on its own 
nature as a thinking or meditating thing.141 Hume has mind 
understanding its own nature in taking account of the succession 
of the associable,l4* James suggests that mind is that which 
proposes for itself the ends that cannot be accounted for 
according to a mechanical theory,143 and Nagel finally has 
consciousness trying to understand its own nature in the 

137 See above p. 174ff. 
138 See above p. 1 ~ .  
139 See above p. 21. 
140 See above p. 41ff. 
141 See above, for example, p. 49. 
142 See above, for example, p. 98ff. 
143 See above, for example, p. 140. 

2 1 0  



exclusively subjective terms which are constitutive of that 
nature .I 44 

The success of each theory in giving a workable philosophical 
characterization of mind is related to the accuracy with which 
each positively describes its own active characterization of 
mind. Nagel's theory of mind or consciousness is undoubtedly the 
least successful, since it finishes by suggesting that it is 
through a specialized imaginative effort that knowledge of, or 
belief in, the particular subjective character of consciousness is 
obtained, whereas it is actually objective considerations such as 
phylogenic similarity, organic life, and the like that give the idea 
that there is a peculiar subjective character of experience to be 
discussed by the theory at all. Descartes' three attempts to have 
mind characterize its own activity are rhetorically much more 
sophisticated, especially the culminating Meditations, which 
seem to take cognizance of this reflexive quality of theories of 
mind in having mind, which reveals itself in illuminating the 
subject matter it contemplates, contemplating itself in 
meditative activity. Although bound to be popular among 
contemplative philosophers, the Meditations' theory of mind 
suffers to the extent that it misrepresents the ongoing activity 
of meditation as something that can be brought wholly present to 
the meditating mind. With James the reflexive theme becomes 
even more pronounced, as consciousness is taken to fight for the 
ends it itself proposes, and the passing thought becomes itself 
the thinker. Only James' (admittedly half-hearted) insistence 
that consciousness experiences itself as in flux interferes with 
his otherwise accurate characterization of mind in hypothetical 
terms. The least dogmatic and most reflexive is, of course, 
Hume, with his insistence that the understanding comes to know 
its own character or nature through an examination of nature. His 
theory's downfall is its being somewhat too insistent that nature 
manifests itself in discrete terms. 

All this would indicate that there is a certain vacuousness at 
the heart of any attempt on the part of the mind to take up the 

144 See above, for example, p. 189. 
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Socratic dictum "know thyself." Apparently, what it does it is, or 
at least, it is known by that which it does - its own activity. So 
that any true inquiry into the mind's nature - or as much of it as 
can be known - is bound to return the transparent result of a 
description of the mind's inquiring activity. Furthermore, it 
would seem of no use whatever to attempt to restrict or legislate 
against the mind's having certain ideas, since the mind appears to 
have a character which is utterly plastic with respect to the 
materials that are before it: A mind which considers cloudy and 
confused ideas will as much affirm that its nature is such a 
considering thing as will a Cartesian mind thinking clear and 
distinct things affirm that its nature is to think those sorts of 
things. The only seemingly possible characterization of mind 
beyond those contingent ones founded upon a close examination 
and description of the activities mind performs, or those vague 
ones which leave mind to dispel the vagueness by means of an 
examination of its own activity, are those which remain forever 
vague: 

The 

His 

The poet, 
Admired for his earnest habit of calling 

sun the sun, his mind Puzzle, is made uneasy 
By these solid statues which so obviously doubt 
antimythological myth;l45 

Fortunately, it is not a matter of characterizing mind in its 
plastic abstract that is at issue in the conclusion to this thesis. 
Rather, it is a matter of characterizing mind according to four 
philosophical theories of mind. The philosopher's mind is a good 
deal more limited and better defined than the poet's, being 
usually concerned with a much more circumscribed set of 
activities and topics. Accordingly, it ought to be possible to 
come to some contingent conclusions and criticisms pertaining to 
the philosophical notions of mind discussed in this thesis. 

Because the mind is often seen as a centre of activity, there is 
a tendency to take this active self as being of a different 

145 From 'In Praise of Limestone,' by W. H. Auden in Nones (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1952), pp. 12-13. 
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ontological or epistemological order to the things it acts upon. 
Although there has been a strong and continued reaction against 
the idea that the mind is composed of an altogether different 
substance from those things upon which it acts, the tendency to 
regard the mind as having a privileged point of view on its own 
activities has remained strong enough to constitute an important 
strain in Nagel's thinking, as well as a continued influence on the 
methodology employed in philosophical studies of the mind's 
character. Undoubtedly, this tendency is partly sustained by a 
continued subscription (whether overt or covert) to seventeenth- 
century notions of mathematical truth1 46 whose validity remains 
unquestioned just because it is thought that the conception of 
mind at issue is so evident to itself as to require no historical 
investigation into how that notion was forged. 

The idea of mind as an independent, ahistorical entity whose 
activities are wholly present to and known by itself also results 
in the urge to consider that the best way of evaluating theories of 
the mind's activity and nature is by means of logical criteria such 
as consistency and non-contradiction. The result has been the 
reduction of the diversity of philosophical starting-points to 
vaguely rationalistic manners of considering mind, even though 
the progenitor of the modern philosophical debate on mind - 
Descartes - makes use of at least three different techniques for 
coming to understand mind, and renounces, in defense of the best 
known technique, such disputatious and 'geometrical' methods.' 47 

In a similar fashion, James rejects epistemologies which make 
use of the inward examination of coherence as a viable way of 
coming to know mind, insofar as every human being is 
inco herent.148 Criticism of the isolated, self-contemplative 
manner of understanding mind is taken to its just extreme by 
Hume, who entirely dismisses the mind's static contemplation of 
its ideas as a manner of coming to know its own nature. 

146 Such as that described by Pascal (see footnote thirteen above) and employed by 
Descartes. 

148 See above, for example, p. 134ff. 
47 See above, for example, p. 46ff. 
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As much as taking the mind to be an active unity may lead to 
the pernicious tendencies of considering that unity to be 
comprised of a different substance and to be known in a different 
manner from the objects upon which it acts, the distinctness and 
unity of the mind with respect to those objects ought not to be 
dismissed as irrelevant. Both Nagel and Jamesl49 cite the 
necessity of thinking of the mind as an organic unity apart from 
the objects upon which it acts if there are to be questions about 
the mind at all. The centre of activity must be considered to be 
something apart from the passive elements it manipulates, 
otherwise the discussion simply collapses into a discussion about 
the atomic facts which are not the mind, but which are 
manipulated by the mind. In being denatured by an exhaustive 
objective account, mind certainly is like life or activity: 

Like following life through creatures you dissect, 
You loose it in the moment you detect.150 

However, there is a tendency to take the mere comparison of mind 
with life (which happens to share the same irreducibility to 
objective or non-organic terms) as being in itself illuminating, 
when in point of fact it is the conditions under which mind or 
organic life, beyond simple atomic interaction, is postulated that 
are of interest: Life, like mind, appears to be postulated only 
when a level of complexity of behaviour which is incompatible 
with explication in non-organic (or objective) terms is attained. 
At what point such a level is attained is best discovered not by an 
isolated discussion of the organic term alone, but rather by 
means of a consideration of the types and sophistications of 
objective 'dissections' in conjunction with an account of the 
activities which are thought to elude objective dissection. 

In calling for a more general inquiry into the nature of mind 
according to philosophical theories of mind, the conclusion of 
this thesis differs little from one conclusion of Hume's first 

149 James' citation is considered above on p. 142, and Nagel's on p. 195. 
150 LI. 39-40, Epistle to Richard Temple by Alexander Pope. Wordsworth puts the 
same point more pithily at I. 29 of 'The Tables Turned:' "We murder to dissect." 
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Enquiry: History must take a more important role in the 
discussion of the philosophy of mind if only because, like in the 
dispute concerning free will and necessity,151 the tendency is for 
more str ict ly phi losophical discussions of mind to 
unquestioningly adopt an introspective or rationalistic stance 
without inquiring into the reasons for adopting such a stance in 
the first place. This is not to say that introspective study is 
entirely irrelevant to the philosophical discussion of mind, but 
that its character is coloured by the philosophical theory in 
which it figures and the role which it is to fulfil: Descartes' 
introspection depends heavily on his notions of extension and 
mathematical truth, whereas James' conception of the fluxion of 
the stream of consciousness is as much the result of his 
neurological investigations as i t  is the result of any 
straightforward introspective investigation. It is not by 
unthinkingly adopting the introspective stance that that stance's 
proper use and relevance to philosophical discussion about mind 
may be understood. It is the contention of this thesis that a 
thorough examination of the extra-spect ive elements of 
philosophical theories of mind is necessary to demonstrate the 
extent to which the introspective stance is in fact dependant 
upon conditional facts about the mind's investigative activity for 
the picture of the mind that it provides. Such a demonstration 
requires that theorizing about the nature of mind follow the 
program of this thesis in moving away from the narrow, if not 
dogmatic, method counselled by introspective approaches, toward 
a more general consideration of the contextual elements which 
have conspired to set the very boundaries between the mind's self 
and its exterior. Clarification of these boundaries might well 
allow the mind to return to a profitable introspective 
contemplation of its own geography or structure, but only after 
these boundaries have been clarified and recognized from without 
by means of a survey of the forces at work in defining the mental 
as something apart from the physical. Of paramount importance 
is the clarification and recognition of the reflexive element 

151 Considered above on p. 126ff. 
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present in the mind's consideration of its own nature, and the role 
that the activity of investigation plays in forming the conception 
of mind that the investigation ultimately yields. The themes of 
life and activity in philosophical theories of mind - whether in 
the mind's thinking about its thinking self, or in its being 
conscious of its own stream of consciousness, or in its just 
seeing with it is like - have been here explored. It remains to 
recognize that the broad historical style of investigating the 
objective elements of theories of mind yields a more eloquent 
description of what the life and activity of mind is actually like 
than do narrowly introspective appeals to subjective human 
experience. This is a particularly important consideration in the 
latter quarter of the twentieth century, as computing machines 
reach such a level of sophistication as to be able to perform many 
tasks previously thought to require human mental activity to 
complete, as science comes closer to explaining biological 
systems in inert chemical terms, and as human political, social, 
and cultural lives become increasingly mechanical and uniform. 
The manner in which the active, living mind eludes 
characterization in objective terms comes to be of crucial 
importance. 
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