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DESCARTES’ MYTH

(1) THE OFFICIAL DOCTRINE

There is a doctrine about the nature and place of minds which is so
prevalent among theorists and even among laymen that it deserves to be
described as the official theory. Most philosophers, psychologists and
religious teachers subscribe, with minor reservations, to its main articles
and, although they admit certain theoretical difficulties in it, they tend
to assume that these can be overcome without serious modifications
being made to the architecture of the theory. It will be argued here that
the central principles of the doctrine are unsound and conflict with the
whole body of what we know about minds when we are not speculating
about them.

The official doctrine, which hails chiefly from Descartes, is something
like this. With the doubtful exceptions of idiots and infants in arms every
human being has both a body and a mind. Some would prefer to say that
every human being is both a body and a mind. His body and his mind are
ordinarily harnessed together, but after the death of the body his mind
may continue to exist and function.

Human bodies are in space and are subject to the mechanical laws
which govern all other bodies in space. Bodily processes and states can be
inspected by external observers. So a man’s bodily life is as much a public
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affair as are the lives of animals and reptiles and even as the careers of
trees, crystals and planets.

But minds are not in space, nor are their operations subject to mechan-
ical laws. The workings of one mind are not witnessable by other observers;
its career is private. Only I can take direct cognisance of the states and
processes of my own mind. A person therefore lives through two collateral
histories, one consisting of what happens in and to his body, the other
consisting of what happens in and to his mind. The first is public, the
second private. The events in the first history are events in the physical
world, those in the second are events in the mental world.

It has been disputed whether a person does or can directly monitor all
or only some of the episodes of his own private history; but, according
to the official doctrine, of at least some of these episodes he has direct
and unchallengeable cognisance. In consciousness, self-consciousness and
introspection he is directly and authentically apprised of the present states
and operations of his mind. He may have great or small uncertainties
about concurrent and adjacent episodes in the physical world, but he can
have none about at least part of what is momentarily occupying his mind.

It is customary to express this bifurcation of his two lives and of his
two worlds by saying that the things and events which belong to the
physical world, including his own body, are external, while the workings
of his own mind are internal. This antithesis of outer and inner is of
course meant to be construed as a metaphor, since minds, not being in
space, could not be described as being spatially inside anything else, or as
having things going on spatially inside themselves. But relapses from this
good intention are common and theorists are found speculating how
stimuli, the physical sources of which are yards or miles outside a person’s
skin, can generate mental responses inside his skull, or how decisions
framed inside his cranium can set going movements of his extremities.

Even when ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ are construed as metaphors, the problem
how a person’s mind and body influence one another is notoriously
charged with theoretical difficulties. What the mind wills, the legs, arms
and the tongue execute; what affects the ear and the eye has something to
do with what the mind perceives; grimaces and smiles betray the mind’s
moods and bodily castigations lead, it is hoped, to moral improvement.
But the actual transactions between the episodes of the private history
and those of the public history remain mysterious, since by definition
they can belong to neither series. They could not be reported among the
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happenings described in a person’s autobiography of his inner life, but
nor could they be reported among those described in someone else’s
biography of that person’s overt career. They can be inspected neither by
introspection nor by laboratory experiment. They are theoretical shuttle-
cocks which are forever being bandied from the physiologist back to
the psychologist and from the psychologist back to the physiologist.

Underlying this partly metaphorical representation of the bifurcation of
a person’s two lives there is a seemingly more profound and philosophical
assumption. It is assumed that there are two different kinds of existence or
status. What exists or happens may have the status of physical existence, or
it may have the status of mental existence. Somewhat as the faces of coins
are either heads or tails, or somewhat as living creatures are either male or
female, so, it is supposed, some existing is physical existing, other existing
is mental existing. It is a necessary feature of what has physical existence
that it is in space and time; it is a necessary feature of what has mental
existence that it is in time but not in space. What has physical existence
is composed of matter, or else is a function of matter; what has mental
existence consists of consciousness, or else is a function of consciousness.

There is thus a polar opposition between mind and matter, an oppos-
ition which is often brought out as follows. Material objects are situated
in a common field, known as ‘space’, and what happens to one body in
one part of space is mechanically connected with what happens to other
bodies in other parts of space. But mental happenings occur in insulated
fields, known as ‘minds’, and there is, apart maybe from telepathy, no
direct causal connection between what happens in one mind and what
happens in another. Only through the medium of the public physical
world can the mind of one person make a difference to the mind of
another. The mind is its own place and in his inner life each of us lives
the life of a ghostly Robinson Crusoe. People can see, hear and jolt one
another’s bodies, but they are irremediably blind and deaf to the workings
of one another’s minds and inoperative upon them.

What sort of knowledge can be secured of the workings of a mind? On
the one side, according to the official theory, a person has direct know-
ledge of the best imaginable kind of the workings of his own mind. Mental
states and processes are (or are normally) conscious states and processes,
and the consciousness which irradiates them can engender no illusions
and leaves the door open for no doubts. A person’s present thinkings,
feelings and willings, his perceivings, rememberings and imaginings are
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intrinsically ‘phosphorescent’; their existence and their nature are inevit-
ably betrayed to their owner. The inner life is a stream of consciousness
of such a sort that it would be absurd to suggest that the mind whose life
is that stream might be unaware of what is passing down it.

True, the evidence adduced recently by Freud seems to show that there
exist channels tributary to this stream, which run hidden from their
owner. People are actuated by impulses the existence of which they vigor-
ously disavow; some of their thoughts differ from the thoughts which
they acknowledge; and some of the actions which they think they will to
perform they do not really will. They are thoroughly gulled by some of
their own hypocrisies and they successfully ignore facts about their mental
lives which on the official theory ought to be patent to them. Holders
of the official theory tend, however, to maintain that anyhow in normal
circumstances a person must be directly and authentically seized of the
present state and workings of his own mind.

Besides being currently supplied with these alleged immediate data of
consciousness, a person is also generally supposed to be able to exercise
from time to time a special kind of perception, namely inner perception,
or introspection. He can take a (non-optical) ‘look’ at what is passing in
his mind. Not only can he view and scrutinize a flower through his sense
of sight and listen to and discriminate the notes of a bell through his sense
of hearing; he can also reflectively or introspectively watch, without any
bodily organ of sense, the current episodes of his inner life. This self-
observation is also commonly supposed to be immune from illusion,
confusion or doubt. A mind’s reports of its own affairs have a certainty
superior to the best that is possessed by its reports of matters in the
physical world. Sense-perceptions can, but consciousness and introspec-
tion cannot, be mistaken or confused.

On the other side, one person has no direct access of any sort to the
events of the inner life of another. He cannot do better than make prob-
lematic inferences from the observed behaviour of the other person’s
body to the states of mind which, by analogy from his own conduct, he
supposes to be signalised by that behaviour. Direct access to the workings
of a mind is the privilege of that mind itself; in default of such privileged
access, the workings of one mind are inevitably occult to everyone else.
For the supposed arguments from bodily movements similar to their own
to mental workings similar to their own would lack any possibility of
observational corroboration. Not unnaturally, therefore, an adherent of
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the official theory finds it difficult to resist this consequence of his prem-
isses, that he has no good reason to believe that there do exist minds
other than his own. Even if he prefers to believe that to other human
bodies there are harnessed minds not unlike his own, he cannot claim to
be able to discover their individual characteristics, or the particular things
that they undergo and do. Absolute solitude is on this showing the
ineluctable destiny of the soul. Only our bodies can meet.

As a necessary corollary of this general scheme there is implicitly pre-
scribed a special way of construing our ordinary concepts of mental
powers and operations. The verbs, nouns and adjectives, with which in
ordinary life we describe the wits, characters and higher-grade perform-
ances of the people with whom we have do, are required to be construed
as signifying special episodes in their secret histories, or else as signifying
tendencies for such episodes to occur. When someone is described as
knowing, believing or guessing something, as hoping, dreading, intend-
ing or shirking something, as designing this or being amused at that, these
verbs are supposed to denote the occurrence of specific modifications in
his (to us) occult stream of consciousness. Only his own privileged access
to this stream in direct awareness and introspection could provide authen-
tic testimony that these mental-conduct verbs were correctly or incorrectly
applied. The onlooker, be he teacher, critic, biographer or friend, can never
assure himself that his comments have any vestige of truth. Yet it was just
because we do in fact all know how to make such comments, make them
with general correctness and correct them when they turn out to be
confused or mistaken, that philosophers found it necessary to construct
their theories of the nature and place of minds. Finding mental-conduct
concepts being regularly and effectively used, they properly sought to
fix their logical geography. But the logical geography officially recom-
mended would entail that there could be no regular or effective use of
these mental-conduct concepts in our descriptions of, and prescriptions
for, other people’s minds.

(2) THE ABSURDITY OF THE OFFICIAL DOCTRINE

Such in outline is the official theory. I shall often speak of it, with deliber-
ate abusiveness, as ‘the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine’. I hope to
prove that it is entirely false, and false not in detail but in principle. It is not
merely an assemblage of particular mistakes. It is one big mistake and a
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mistake of a special kind. It is, namely, a category-mistake. It represents
the facts of mental life as if they belonged to one logical type or category
(or range of types or categories), when they actually belong to another.
The dogma is therefore a philosopher’s myth. In attempting to explode the
myth I shall probably be taken to be denying well-known facts about
the mental life of human beings, and my plea that I aim at doing nothing
more than rectify the logic of mental-conduct concepts will probably be
disallowed as mere subterfuge.

I must first indicate what is meant by the phrase ‘Category-mistake’.
This I do in a series of illustrations.

A foreigner visiting Oxford or Cambridge for the first time is shown
a number of colleges, libraries, playing fields, museums, scientific depart-
ments and administrative offices. He then asks ‘But where is the University?
I have seen where the members of the Colleges live, where the Registrar
works, where the scientists experiment and the rest. But I have not yet seen
the University in which reside and work the members of your University.’
It has then to be explained to him that the University is not another
collateral institution, some ulterior counterpart to the colleges, laborator-
ies and offices which he has seen. The University is just the way in which
all that he has already seen is organized. When they are seen and when
their co-ordination is understood, the University has been seen. His mis-
take lay in his innocent assumption that it was correct to speak of Christ
Church, the Bodleian Library, the Ashmolean Museum and the University,
to speak, that is, as if ‘the University’ stood for an extra member of the
class of which these other units are members. He was mistakenly alloca-
ting the University to the same category as that to which the other institu-
tions belong.

The same mistake would be made by a child witnessing the march-past
of a division, who, having had pointed out to him such and such bat-
talions, batteries, squadrons, etc., asked when the division was going to
appear. He would be supposing that a division was a counterpart to the
units already seen, partly similar to them and partly unlike them. He
would be shown his mistake by being told that in watching the battalions,
batteries and squadrons marching past he had been watching the division
marching past. The march-past was not a parade of battalions, batteries,
squadrons and a division; it was a parade of the battalions, batteries and
squadrons of a division.

One more illustration. A foreigner watching his first game of cricket
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learns what are the functions of the bowlers, the batsmen, the fielders, the
umpires and the scorers. He then says ‘But there is no one left on the field
to contribute the famous element of team-spirit. I see who does the bowl-
ing, the batting and the wicket-keeping; but I do not see whose role it is
to exercise esprit de corps.’ Once more, it would have to be explained that
he was looking for the wrong type of thing. Team-spirit is not another
cricketing-operation supplementary to all of the other special tasks. It is,
roughly, the keenness with which each of the special tasks is performed,
and performing a task keenly is not performing two tasks. Certainly exhib-
iting team-spirit is not the same thing as bowling or catching, but nor is
it a third thing such that we can say that the bowler first bowls and then
exhibits team-spirit or that a fielder is at a given moment either catching
or displaying esprit de corps.

These illustrations of category-mistakes have a common feature which
must be noticed. The mistakes were made by people who did not know
how to wield the concepts University, division and team-spirit. Their puzzles
arose from inability to use certain items in the English vocabulary.

The theoretically interesting category-mistakes are those made by people
who are perfectly competent to apply concepts, at least in the situations
with which they are familiar, but are still liable in their abstract thinking
to allocate those concepts to logical types to which they do not belong.
An instance of a mistake of this sort would be the following story. A
student of politics has learned the main differences between the British,
the French and the American Constitutions, and has learned also the
differences and connections between the Cabinet, Parliament, the various
Ministries, the Judicature and the Church of England. But he still becomes
embarrassed when asked questions about the connections between the
Church of England, the Home Office and the British Constitution. For
while the Church and the Home Office are institutions, the British
Constitution is not another institution in the same sense of that noun.
So inter-institutional relations which can be asserted or denied to hold
between the Church and the Home Office cannot be asserted or denied
to hold between either of them and the British Constitution. ‘The British
Constitution’ is not a term of the same logical type as ‘the Home Office’
and ‘the Church of England’. In a partially similar way, John Doe may be
a relative, a friend, an enemy or a stranger to Richard Roe; but he cannot
be any of these things to the Average Taxpayer. He knows how to talk
sense in certain sorts of discussions about the Average Taxpayer, but he is
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baffled to say why he could not come across him in the street as he can
come across Richard Roe.

It is pertinent to our main subject to notice that, so long as the student
of politics continues to think of the British Constitution as a counterpart
to the other institutions, he will tend to describe it as a mysteriously occult
institution; and so long as John Doe continues to think of the Average
Taxpayer as a fellow-citizen, he will tend to think of him as an elusive
insubstantial man, a ghost who is everywhere yet nowhere.

My destructive purpose is to show that a family of radical category-
mistakes is the source of the double-life theory. The representation of a
person as a ghost mysteriously ensconced in a machine derives from this
argument. Because, as is true, a person’s thinking, feeling and purposive
doing cannot be described solely in the idioms of physics, chemistry and
physiology, therefore they must be described in counterpart idioms. As
the human body is a complex organised unit, so the human mind must
be another complex organised unit, though one made of a different sort
of stuff and with a different sort of structure. Or, again, as the human
body, like any other parcel of matter, is a field of causes and effects, so the
mind must be another field of causes and effects, though not (Heaven be
praised) mechanical causes and effects.

(3) THE ORIGIN OF THE CATEGORY-MISTAKE

One of the chief intellectual origins of what I have yet to prove to be the
Cartesian category-mistake seems to be this. When Galileo showed that his
methods of scientific discovery were competent to provide a mechanical
theory which should cover every occupant of space, Descartes found in
himself two conflicting motives. As a man of scientific genius he could
not but endorse the claims of mechanics, yet as a religious and moral man
he could not accept, as Hobbes accepted, the discouraging rider to those
claims, namely that human nature differs only in degree of complexity
from clockwork. The mental could not be just a variety of the mechanical.

He and subsequent philosophers naturally but erroneously availed
themselves of the following escape-route. Since mental-conduct words are
not to be construed as signifying the occurrence of mechanical processes,
they must be construed as signifying the occurrence of non-mechanical
processes; since mechanical laws explain movements in space as the
effects of other movements in space, other laws must explain some of the
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practices are not learned until the pupil’s responses to his cues are auto-
matic, until he can ‘do them in his sleep’, as it is revealingly put. Training,
on the other hand, though it embodies plenty of sheer drill, does not
consist of drill. It involves the stimulation by criticism and example of the
pupil’s own judgment. He learns how to do things thinking what he is
doing, so that every operation performed is itself a new lesson to him how
to perform better. The soldier who was merely drilled to slope arms cor-
rectly has to be trained to be proficient in marksmanship and map-reading.
Drill dispenses with intelligence, training develops it. We do not expect
the soldier to be able to read maps ‘in his sleep’.

There is a further important difference between habits and intelligent
capacities, to bring out which it is necessary to say a few words about the
logic of dispositional concepts in general.

When we describe glass as brittle, or sugar as soluble, we are using
dispositional concepts, the logical force of which is this. The brittleness of
glass does not consist in the fact that it is at a given moment actually being
shivered. It may be brittle without ever being shivered. To say that it is
brittle is to say that if it ever is, or ever had been, struck or strained, it
would fly, or have flown, into fragments. To say that sugar is soluble is to
say that it would dissolve, or would have dissolved, if immersed in water.

A statement ascribing a dispositional property to a thing has much,
though not everything, in common with a statement subsuming the thing
under a law. To possess a dispositional property is not to be in a particular
state, or to undergo a particular change; it is to be bound or liable to be
in a particular state, or to undergo a particular change, when a particular
condition is realised. The same is true about specifically human dis-
positions such as qualities of character. My being an habitual smoker does
not entail that I am at this or that moment smoking; it is my permanent
proneness to smoke when I am not eating, sleeping, lecturing or attending
funerals, and have not quite recently been smoking.

In discussing dispositions it is initially helpful to fasten on the simplest
models, such as the brittleness of glass or the smoking habit of a man. For
in describing these dispositions it is easy to unpack the hypothetical prop-
osition implicitly conveyed in the ascription of the dispositional proper-
ties. To be brittle is just to be bound or likely to fly into fragments in such
and such conditions; to be a smoker is just to be bound or likely to fill,
light and draw on a pipe in such and such conditions. These are simple,
single-track dispositions, the actualisations of which are nearly uniform.
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But the practice of considering such simple models of dispositions,
though initially helpful, leads at a later stage to erroneous assumptions.
There are many dispositions the actualisations of which can take a wide
and perhaps unlimited variety of shapes; many disposition-concepts are
determinable concepts. When an object is described as hard, we do not
mean only that it would resist deformation; we mean also that it would,
for example, give out a sharp sound if struck, that it would cause us pain if
we came into sharp contact with it, that resilient objects would bounce off

it, and so on indefinitely. If we wished to unpack all that is conveyed in
describing an animal as gregarious, we should similarly have to produce
an infinite series of different hypothetical propositions.

Now the higher-grade dispositions of people with which this inquiry
is largely concerned are, in general, not single-track dispositions, but
dispositions the exercises of which are indefinitely-heterogeneous. When
Jane Austen wished to show the specific kind of pride which characterised
the heroine of ‘Pride and Prejudice’, she had to represent her actions,
words, thoughts and feelings in a thousand different situations. There is
no one standard type of action or reaction such that Jane Austen could say
‘My heroine’s kind of pride was just the tendency to do this, whenever a
situation of that sort arose’.

Epistemologists, among others, often fall into the trap of expecting
dispositions to have uniform exercises. For instance, when they recognise
that the verbs ‘know’ and ‘believe’ are ordinarily used dispositionally, they
assume that there must therefore exist one-pattern intellectual processes in
which these cognitive dispositions are actualised. Flouting the testimony
of experience, they postulate that, for example, a man who believes that
the earth is round must from time to time be going through some unique
proceeding of cognising, ‘judging’, or internally re-asserting, with a feel-
ing of confidence, ‘The earth is round’. In fact, of course, people do not
harp on statements in this way, and even if they did do so and even if we
knew that they did, we still should not be satisfied that they believed that
the earth was round, unless we also found them inferring, imagining,
saying and doing a great number of other things as well. If we found them
inferring, imagining, saying and doing these other things, we should be
satisfied that they believed the earth to be round, even if we had the best
reasons for thinking that they never internally harped on the original state-
ment at all. However often and stoutly a skater avers to us or to himself,
that the ice will bear, he shows that he has his qualms, if he keeps to the
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edge of the pond, calls his children away from the middle, keeps his
eye on the life-belts or continually speculates what would happen, if
the ice broke.

(8) THE EXERCISE OF INTELLIGENCE

In judging that someone’s performance is or is not intelligent, we have, as
has been said, in a certain manner to look beyond the performance itself.
For there is no particular overt or inner performance which could not
have been accidentally or ‘mechanically’ executed by an idiot, a sleep-
walker, a man in panic, absence of mind or delirium or even, sometimes,
by a parrot. But in looking beyond the performance itself, we are not
trying to pry into some hidden counterpart performance enacted on the
supposed secret stage of the agent’s inner life. We are considering his
abilities and propensities of which this performance was an actualisation.
Our inquiry is not into causes (and a fortiori not into occult causes), but
into capacities, skills, habits, liabilities and bents. We observe, for example,
a soldier scoring a bull’s eye. Was it luck or was it skill? If he has the
skill, then he can get on or near the bull’s eye again, even if the wind
strengthens, the range alters and the target moves. Or if his second shot is
an outer, his third, fourth and fifth shots will probably creep nearer and
nearer to the bull’s eye. He generally checks his breathing before pulling
the trigger, as he did on this occasion; he is ready to advise his neighbour
what allowances to make for refraction, wind, etc. Marksmanship is a
complex of skills, and the question whether he hit the bull’s eye by luck or
from good marksmanship is the question whether or not he has the skills,
and if he has, whether he used them by making his shot with care, self-
control, attention to the conditions and thought of his instructions.

To decide whether his bull’s eye was a fluke or a good shot, we need
and he himself might need to take into account more than this one
success. Namely, we should take into account his subsequent shots, his
past record, his explanations or excuses, the advice he gave to his neigh-
bour and a host of other clues of various sorts. There is no one signal of a
man’s knowing how to shoot, but a modest assemblage of heterogeneous
performances generally suffices to establish beyond reasonable doubt
whether he knows how to shoot or not. Only then, if at all, can it be
decided whether he hit the bull’s eye because he was lucky, or whether he
hit it because he was marksman enough to succeed when he tried.
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A drunkard at the chessboard makes the one move which upsets his
opponent’s plan of campaign. The spectators are satisfied that this was due
not to cleverness but to luck, if they are satisfied that most of his moves
made in this state break the rules of chess, or have no tactical connection
with the position of the game, that he would not be likely to repeat this
move if the tactical situation were to recur, that he would not applaud such
a move if made by another player in a similar situation, that he could not
explain why he had done it or even describe the threat under which his
King had been.

Their problem is not one of the occurrence or non-occurrence of
ghostly processes, but one of the truth or falsehood of certain ‘could’ and
‘would’ propositions and certain other particular applications of them.
For, roughly, the mind is not the topic of sets of untestable categorical
propositions, but the topic of sets of testable hypothetical and semi-
hypothetical propositions. The difference between a normal person and an
idiot is not that the normal person is really two persons while the idiot is
only one, but that the normal person can do a lot of things which the idiot
cannot do; and ‘can’ and ‘cannot’ are not occurrence words but modal
words. Of course, in describing the moves actually made by the drunk and
the sober players, or the noises actually uttered by the idiotic and the sane
men, we have to use not only ‘could’ and ‘would’ expressions, but also
‘did’ and ‘did not’ expressions. The drunkard’s move was made recklessly
and the sane man was minding what he was saying. In Chapter Five I shall try
to show that the crucial differences between such occurrence reports as
‘he did it recklessly’ and ‘he did it on purpose’ have to be elucidated not as
differences between simple and composite occurrence reports, but in
quite another way.

Knowing how, then, is a disposition, but not a single-track disposition
like a reflex or a habit. Its exercises are observances of rules or canons or
the applications of criteria, but they are not tandem operations of theor-
etically avowing maxims and then putting them into practice. Further, its
exercises can be overt or covert, deeds performed or deeds imagined,
words spoken aloud or words heard in one’s head, pictures painted on
canvas or pictures in the mind’s eye. Or they can be amalgamations of
the two.

These points may be jointly illustrated by describing what happens
when a person argues intelligently. There is a special point in selecting this
example, since so much has been made of the rationality of man; and part,
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