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THE PROBLEM OF MIND-BODY INTERACTION
AND THE CAUSAL PRINCIPLE OF DESCARTES’S
THIRD MEDITATION

René Descartes famously argued for the real distinctness of mind (soul) and body as two
substances that have entirely different natures (their essences consist in different fundamental
attributes, thought and extension) and can, in principle, exist separately. This doctrine is well-
known as «substance dualism». However, Descartes acknowledged the actual close causal re-
lationship of mind and body — that certain physical states of the body (brain) cause certain states
of the soul (sensations) and that certain (volitional) states of the soul cause certain physical
processes in the body (some processes in the brain and, with their mediation, behaviour —
movements of parts of the body). In the contemporary philosophy of mind such a view is called
«interactionismy». Many Descartes’s contemporaries and later philosophers considered the in-
teraction between mind and body as a great problem for dualism generally and for Descartes’s
philosophy in particular. Descartes’s responses and explanations on this point did not close the
issue but gave rise to a number of more specific ones — about the tenability of theses responses,
their coherence and correct interpretation. Such issues were much discussed in the philosophical
literature on Descartes of the last several decades (to list just a small part of important publications
dealing with this topic: [Radner 1971; 1985], [Wilson 1978; 1991], [Loeb 1981], [Richardson
1982; 1985], [Broughton 1986], [Bedau 1986], [O’Neill 1987], [Nadler 1994], [Gorham 2002;
2003], [Schmaltz 2008], [Hoffman 2009], [De Rosa 2013], [Nolan 2015], [Brown 2019], [Chris-
tofidou 2019]). In particular, it is still debated whether the acknowledgement of mind-body
interaction is consistent with the general causal principle(s) formulated in the Third Meditation,
and what is the significance in this context of Descartes’s statements about physical factors
(objects of perception, states of the human brain) as occasions or signs for the mind.

This article analyses the body of English-speaking historico-philosophical writings about
Descartes’s conception of mind-body interaction?® in order to elucidate the main recently
debated issues concerned with the coherence between substance dualism, interactionism, and
the theory of causality formulated in the Third Meditation, and to ascertain the most plausible
ways how Descartes’s relevant statements can be seen to agree. The article belongs to the
genre of analytic history of philosophy, which “is by its nature focused on terms, theses, and

© 1. Cemeriit, 2021

! In Ukrainian philosophical community, there is a growing interest in this branch of Cartesian scholarship,
which manifested itself in the series of recent academic publications ([Bodnarchuk, Sen’ 2014], [Lak-
tionova 2015], [Sepetyi 2017; 2018a; 2018b; 2019], [Khoma 2019]).
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arguments”, “looks for clarity and distinctness in definitions, and validity and soundness in
reasoning” [Nadler 2005: 202], and is primarily engaged with rational reconstructions [Rorty
1984; Beaney 2013; 2019], “the process of identifying the presumably coherent and well-
justified system of philosophical commitments that are inherent to a philosopher’s works”
[Lapointe and Pincock 2017: 3].

1. The inventory of objections

The main objections against Descartes’s conception of mind-body interaction can be di-
vided into two groups:

1)  general objections to the possibility of interaction between physical and non-physical;

2) specific objections that appeal to the alleged contradiction between mind-body in-

teraction and the causal principle(s) formulated in the Third Meditation.

Prima facie, the general objections seem to be supported by Descartes’s statements in The
Principles of Philosophy, where he argues against the dominant Aristotelian-Scholastic theory
that the movements of physical bodies are caused by their substantial forms and real qualities.
The argument is that these forms and qualities are believed to be by their nature something
different from the spatial properties of bodies (including movements), and it is impossible to
understand how the properties of entirely different natures can cause one another. It seems that
if the same reasoning is applied to the interaction between mind and body (which, according
to Descartes, are substances of entirely different natures), then we must deny their interaction.

The objections that appeal to the causal principle(s) formulated in the Third Meditation
are two:

e Descartes is committed to the principle of causal hierarchy, according to which
something that has a lower status of being (has a lower «degree of reality») cannot
cause something that has a higher status of being (has a greater «degree of reality»).
Because bodies (physical reality) have a lower status than minds, a body cannot
cause states of a mind, such as those of sensations and perceptions. (From this point
of view, the causation in the opposite direction, from mind to body — that is, the
powers of volitional mental states to cause motions of the body and thus to control
behaviour — is not problematic.)

e Descartes upheld the containment principle of causality, according to which all
there is in the effect must be contained, «formally or eminently», in the cause. How-
ever, Descartes’s theory that mind and body have entirely different natures makes
it impossible for physical states to contain anything mental and vice versa; hence,
no causation between them is possible.

2. Neutralizing the general objections

From Descartes’s times to ours, the view that physical processes cannot be causally affected
by something non-physical was, and remains, very influential. However, Descartes and a num-
ber of later philosophers (see, for example, [Beloff 1994: 516-517], [Popper, 1953: 107], [Pop-
per, 1974: 255], [Chalmers 1996: 170]) explained that there is not much force in that objection.
In recent Cartesian scholarship, Robert Richardson argued forcefully and at length that the
problem of mind-body interaction is not so difficult for Descartes’s philosophy as is usually
believed, and it is solved in the same way in which contemporary science solves the problem
of fundamental physical interactions — by acknowledging the existence of fundamental causal
laws of nature as a fundamental fact about reality that does not require further explanation and
cannot be explained. This solution is suggested both by the contemporary scientific treatment
of causality and by a number of Descartes’s statements [Richardson 1982].
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So, in a letter to Arnauld (July 29, 1648), Descartes wrote that the mind’s capability to
move the body «is one of those self-evident things which we only make obscure when we try
to explain them in terms of other things» (AT V, 222: 15-20 / CSMK, 358).2 In a letter to
Clerselier (January 12, 1646), Descartes characterized the principle to which his opponents
appeal, «that if the soul and the body are two substances of diverse nature, that prevents them
from being capable of acting on one another», as «a false supposition that can by no manner of
means be proved» (AT 1X-2, 213/ HR 11, 132). Even more telling was Descartes’s reply (May
21, 1643) to Princess Elizabeth’s objection against the interaction of non-physical mind and
physical body. The objection was based on the theory of causality as push,® and Descartes
explained that it commits the mistake of applying one of the primitive notions (the notions that
«are as it were the patterns on the basis of which we form all our other conceptions»), that of
extension, outside its proper domain:

«we go wrong if we ... try to use our imagination ... to conceive the way
in which the soul moves the body by conceiving the way in which one body
is moved by another» (AT Ill, 666: 2-15 / CSMK, 218).

So Richardson’s conclusion is that for Descartes, physical and psychophysical interac-
tions «are two fundamental and irreducible forms of causal interaction», and because the
fundamental and irreducible cannot be explained in terms of something else, «there can be
no sense given to the question of how mind acts on body» [Richardson 1982: 26].

I think that these explanations provide good reasons to reject the view that mind-body
interaction is a difficult problem for Cartesian dualism merely because it holds that mind and
body are substances with entirely different natures.

3. The treatment of the possibility of interaction between things of different natures
in The Principles of Philosophy

In The Principles, Descartes makes a statement that can be taken for the denial of the
possibility of causation between things of different natures.* The statement relates to sub-
stantial forms and real qualities, which in the Aristotelian-Scholastic tradition were taken to
be active principles in bodies (along with passive matter) that cause their motions. Descartes
was an opponent of this view; he argued that the motions of things should be explained in
terms of causes of the same kind (modes of the attribute of extension), and that substantial

2 Here and forthwith, references to the texts of Descartes and his correspondents are made to the classical
French/Latin edition by Adam and Tannery [Descartes 1996], abbreviated as AT, and the English edi-
tions: Volumes | and Il of The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, transl. by J. Cottingham, R.
Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch [Descartes 1985], abbreviated as CSM; Volume 111 of The Philosophical
Writings of Descartes, transl. by J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, D. Murdoch, and A. Kenny [Descartes
1991], abbreviated as CSMK; The Philosophical Works of Descartes, transl. by E. Haldane and G. R.
T. Ross [Descartes 1931], abbreviated as HR; The Correspondence Between Princess Elisabeth and
René Descartes, ed. and trans. by L. Shapiro [Elisabeth and Descartes 2007], abbreviated as LS. The
abbreviation is followed by a blank, the volume (if any, in Roman numerals), a comma, and the page
number. For AT, this is followed by a colon and the numbers of the rows.

3 Elizabeth wrote that «it seems that all determination of movement happens through the impulsion of the
thing moved, by the manner in which it is pushed by that which moves it, or else by the particular
qualities and shape of the surface of the latter» (AT Ill, 661: 11-15/ LS, 62).

4 Daisie Radner adduces this statement in support of her view that Descartes held the principle of the preexistence
(containment) in the cause of all that is in the effect (see section 4 for details) [Radner 1971: 167]. However,
it is obvious that in the statement itself, this principle is not formulated, and the statement can support the
principle only indirectly, if it asserts the impossibility of the interaction between things with different natures,
and if the reason for this assertion is the preexistence principle. In this section, we check the first of these ifs.
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forms and real qualities are fictions that correspond to nothing really existent. Descartes ex-
plained this as follows:

«we understand {French concevoir} very well how the different size, shape
and motion of the particles of one body can produce various local motions in
another body. But there is no way of understanding {French entendre} how
these same attributes (size, shape and motion) can produce something else
whose nature is quite different from their own — like the substantial forms and real
qualities which many <philosophers> suppose to inhere in things; and we cannot
understand how these qualities or forms could have the power subsequently to
produce local motions in other bodies.» (AT 1X-2, 317 / CSM |, 285)

So, according to Descartes, because substantial forms and real qualities are taken to be
something of entirely different nature than such properties as size, form, and motion, we cannot
understand how the former can cause the latter. If so, then Descartes would have to admit the
same for the states of soul and body, and deny their capacity to act one upon another!

However, this conclusion is arguably mistaken, because our inability to understand
something does not entail its nonexistence, and Descartes did not hold as a general principle
the view that nothing exists beyond our capacity of understanding. (After all, he believed in
the existence of God, whose properties are, at least to a large extent, beyond this capacity.)
In particular, in the case of substantial forms and real qualities, Descartes did not infer that
substantial forms and real qualities do not exist or cannot causally interact with the spatial
properties of bodies directly from our failure to understand how this interaction can be ef-
fectuated. Although he eventually rejected the existence of substantial forms and real quali-
ties, his reasons for this were more complicated. Descartes argued that there are no rational
grounds for assuming the existence of substantial forms and real qualities, and therefore it is
unreasonable to believe in their existence (although it is impossible to prove their non-exist-
ence). On the one hand, they are not something directly or experientially known (neither
something manifest by the natural light of reason, nor something revealed in experience);
the concepts of substantial forms and real qualities are theoretical constructs that were intro-
duced by Aristotle and adopted by scholastics for the purpose of explaining the behaviour of
things. On the other hand, Descartes argued that in fact they did not perform the explanatory
function for which they were introduced — at least, insofar as we have another, much better
and understandable explanation in terms of spatial properties. (This is the context to which
the quoted fragment belongs.) If so, then the ideas of substantial forms and real qualities are
entirely superfluous. This approach to the problem of substantial forms is succinctly and
clearly formulated in Descartes’s letter to Regius (January, 1642):

«... up to now we have certainly not rejected them absolutely; we merely
claim that we do not need them in order to explain the causes of natural things. ...
Now in such matters, saying that one does not wish to make use of these entities
is almost the same as saying one will not accept them; indeed, they are accepted
by others only because they are thought necessary to explain the causes of
natural effects. So we will be ready enough to confess that we do wholly reject
them. ... They were introduced by philosophers solely to account for the proper
actions of natural things ... But no natural action at all can be explained by these
substantial forms ... So these forms are not to be introduced to explain the causes
of natural actions.» (AT III, 500: 9-20, 506: 5-15 / CSMK, 207, 208-209)
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In the case of body and soul, the situation, on Descartes’s view, is quite different, because
the existence of bodily and mental states and their interaction are perfectly obvious and indu-
bitable, and Descartes’s arguments (especially, in Meditations) had proven that they belong to
substances with entirely different natures, mind (soul, res cogitans) and body (res extensa).
Accordingly, the mind (soul) and its mental states are not theoretical constructs that have been
introduced for certain explanatory purposes and should be abandoned if other, better explana-
tory means are invented. They are «the hard data» that should be acknowledged; they cannot
be declared non-existent. Likewise, on Descartes’s view, it is an undeniable obvious fact that
sensations and perceptions (which are states of the soul) are caused by certain states of the
body, and that volitions (which are states of the soul) can cause certain movements of the body
(behaviour). Descartes believed that the Aristotelian-Scholastic concepts of substantial forms and
real qualities are products of the mistaken attribution to other things of what pertains only to the
human soul in its relation to the human body (AT VII, 441: 23-443: 4/ CSM |l, 297-298; AT llI,
667: 4-668: 4 / CSMK, 219), and in this sense, one can speak of soul (mind) as the only true
substantial form (letter to Regius, January, 1642 (AT II1, 505: 17-18 / CSMK, 208)).

This explanation can be supplemented with another, based on the distinction (made by
Mark Bedau) of two principally different meanings in which one can speak of the inconceiv-
ability of mind-body interaction:

«(T) It is inconceivable that distinct kinds of substance interact.»
and
«(H) It is inconceivable how distinct kinds of substance interact.»

The inconceivability-that-X involves the judgement that X is impossible. The inconceiv-
ability-how-X means only that our minds are incapable of conceiving the way in which X is
effectuated. Bedau plausibly suggests that Descartes took it to be conceivable (and, moreo-
ver, obvious) that the mind and the body interact, although he took it to be inconceivable
how they interact [Bedau 1986: 485-486].

4. Cartesian interaction and ontological hierarchy

The claim that Descartes was committed to the causal principle according to which some-
thing that has a lower status of being (a smaller «degree of reality») cannot cause something
that has a higher status of being (a «greater degree of reality») is based on his statements in
the Third Meditation:

«Now it is manifest by the natural light that there must be at least as
much <reality> in the efficient and total cause as in the effect of that cause.
For where, I ask, could the effect get its reality from, if not from the cause?
And how could the cause give it to the effect unless it possessed it? It
follows from this both that something cannot arise from nothing, and also
that what is more perfect — that is, contains in itself more reality — cannot
arise from what is less perfect.» (AT VII, 40: 21-41: 1/ CSM 11, 28)

From now on, | will refer to the principle that the cause must have no less reality that the
effect as the Hierarchy Principle.

How is this principle relevant to the interaction of soul and body? Daisy Radner suggests
that Descartes’s views were similar to the views of Saint Augustine, who believed that the soul
has a higher status of being than the body, and therefore the soul can (and does) act upon the
body (and so rules human action) but the body cannot (and so does not) act upon the soul
[Radner 1971: 159-160]. If Descartes also took the soul to be located on a higher level of the
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ontological hierarchy than the body, and given the Hierarchy Principle of causality, he should
hold that bodily states (such as tissue damage or retinal excitation or any physical processes in
the brain) cannot cause mental states of the soul (such as pain or visual perceptions).

We can try two ways of neutralizing this objection.

First, it can be pointed out that Descartes never stated that the soul has a higher degree
of reality than the body. In the context in which Descartes stated the Hierarchy Principle (the
Third Meditation), he explicitly distinguished only three levels of reality: 1) the infinite sub-
stance, that is, God, has the greatest degree of reality; 2) finite substances, that is, souls and
bodies, have a degree of reality lower than that of God; 3) modes of finite substances have
an even lower degree of reality (AT VII, 40: 12-20 / CSM 11, 28). Tad Schmaltz calls this
«the simple ontological hierarchy» [Schmaltz 2008: 53]. If souls and bodies are on the same
(second) level of the hierarchy, then the Hierarchy Principle does not prohibit the causal
influence of a body on a soul.

However, there is an indirect textual evidence that Descartes’s view was that the soul is
higher in the ontological hierarchy than the body. In the Six Meditation, Descartes considers
the possible origins of my ideas of bodies (bodies’ existence not established as yet): these
ideas may be produced either by the bodies themselves, or by God, or by «some creature
more noble than a body in which case it will contain eminently whatever is to be found in
the ideas» (AT VII, 79: 18-22 / CSM 11, 55). It seems that in Descartes’s philosophy, eminent
containment presupposes a higher level of the ontological hierarchy, and in this statement
«more noble» is connected with eminent containment, and hence with a higher level of the
ontological hierarchy. In much later text, a letter to Princess Elizabeth, Descartes wrote that
the soul «is much nobler than the body» (AT IV, 292: 6-7 / CSMK, 265). If we connect all
this together, it seems that we should conclude that for Descartes, since the soul is nobler
than the body, it stands on a higher level of the ontological hierarchy. However, perhaps this
indirect evidence is to be discounted, taking into account different contexts of the two state-
ments and a considerable passage of time between Meditations (completed by April 1640)
and the letter (September 1645).

It may seem that even if the soul stands on a higher level of the ontological hierarchy
than the body, Descartes made explanation that reconciles this with the body-to-mind cau-
sality. Namely, Descartes stated the following two theses:

1) the cause can contain «formally or eminently» what the effect contains «objectively»,
where the adverb «formally» means what we would call the real existence of a thing, and the
adverb «objectively» means the mental representation of a thing, its «containment in an idea»®;

and

2) «The nature of an idea is such that of itself it requires no formal reality except what it
derives from my thought, of which it is a mode» (AT VII, 41: 17-20 / CSM 11, 28).

5 In Descartes’s philosophy, the term «objective reality» has an entirely different meaning from that typical
for its present-day use. What we now usually mean by «objective reality» is Descartes’s «formal real-
ity». The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy explains Descartes’s meanings as follows:

«The formal reality of a thing is the kind of reality the thing possesses in virtue of its
being an actual or an existent thing (AT VIl 41-42, 102—4; CSM 1l 28-29, 74-5). ... The
objective reality of a thing is the kind of reality a thing possesses in virtue of its being a
representation of something (ibid.). ... Descartes says that ideas possess objective reality
by their very nature. Equally importantly, ideas are the only items in his ontology that
possess both formal and objective reality (AT VII 42; CSM 11 29).» [Smith 2017]

Descartes himself defined «objective reality of an idea» as «the being of the thing which is represented by
an idea, insofar as this exists in the idea» (AT VII, 161: 4-7; CSM II, 113).
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Taken together, these two theses entail that bodies can cause some features of the soul’s
states, viz., their representational content, even if the soul has a higher ontological status
(which is a matter of its «formal reality»).

However, there arises a serious problem if we consider the causation of sensuous and
perceptual mental states not by the things (bodies) that are represented in these states (the
tree that | see, for example) but by the brain states that are the direct physical causes of these
mental sates. These brain states are not represented («objectively contained») in the sensa-
tions and perceptions they cause. If so, the brain states contain, formally or eminently, noth-
ing of sensations and perceptions (even what exists it the latter «objectively»); hence, brain
states cannot cause sensations and perceptions.

Probably, a more promising way to reconcile the Hierarchy Principle with mind-body
interaction can begin with pointing out that although the Principle says that in the efficient
and total cause there must be at least as much reality as in the effect, it does not prohibit
other causes (incomplete, or not qualifying as «efficient», in Descartes’s vocabulary) that
have less reality. Descartes has repeatedly expressed the view that some motions in the brain
serve as natural «signs» or «occasions» for the soul to form or conceive sensuous (percep-
tual) ideas (AT XI, 4: 3-17 / CSM |, 81; AT XI, 144: 3-4,9-13/ CSM |, 103; AT XI, 149:
9-10/ HR, 46; AT VIII-2, 359: 1-5, 12-15 / CSM 304). Such statements suggest that Des-
cartes believed that the soul itself was the efficient cause of its feelings and perceptions.
However, in a certain pretty clear sense, the bodily (brain) states are also causes: without
them, the soul would not have the corresponding sensuous (perceptual) states. Margaret Wil-
son drew attention to the fact that in a number of other statements Descartes describes the
relations of soul and body involved in sensations and perceptions in expressly causal terms:
brain states affect (Latin afficiere) soul (AT VIII-I, 316: 6-8; AT VII, 87: 10, 20-21), make
(French faire) soul to have a sensation (AT XI, 144: 27-28; AT XI, 145: 26)), evoke (Latin
inferre) (AT VII, 87: 23), excite (French excite) (AT 1V, 326: 23)), produce (Latin pro-
ducendi) (AT VII, 79: 11), cause (French causer, Latin efficiendi) (AT VI, 334: 20-25; AT
111, 665: 24; AT VII, 79: 11) sensations in the soul [Wilson 1991: 295-296]. The bodily states
that cause, or on the occasion of which the soul forms, the corresponding mental states are
part of the total cause of these mental states (together with the capacity of the soul to generate
such states on an appropriate occasion).®

It is also worthwhile to consider the explanation advanced by Stephen Nadler, who ar-
gued that in Descartes’s philosophy, as well as in works of some of his important followers,
two distinct models of causality co-exist and play important roles: along with the model of
efficient causality, which was «standard» for that time, there was another, «non-standard»
model, of «occasional causality» (it is important not to confuse it with occasionalism). Later,
this model (to a large extent, due to David Hume’s arguments) entirely supplanted the model
of efficient causality [Nadler 1994]. On Nadler’s construal, Descartes’s causal statements in

& Wilson also explains that Descartes described brain states as occasions or signs for the soul not because
he thought that their causal efficacy is problematic, but in order to «establish the point, essential to his
mechanistic approach to physical phenomena, that the state of the brain that leads up to perceptual
experience need not “resemble” the perceptual experience itself», that in a sense, «it is an entirely
arbitrary matter which brain state is connected to which sensory idea» [Wilson 1991: 296] (just as
linguistic signs need not be in any way similar either to what they signify or to the thoughts they evoke;
for example, the typed word «table» is not like a table; neither is it similar to the mental state of thinking
about a table; the meaning of a word is just an arbitrary human institution).
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the Third Meditation pertain to efficient causality, whereas his view that soul and body caus-
ally interact implies occasional causality.

5. Cartesian interaction and the Containment Principle

Dasie Radner ([Radner 1971; 1985]), Janett Broughton [Broughton 1986], and Jeffrey
Gorham ([Gorham 2002; 2003]) argue that Descartes held even more restrictive causal prin-
ciple — that the cause must contain all there is in the effect. Let us designate this as the Con-
tainment Principle. The claim that Descartes held this principle is supported by some of his
explanations in the Third Meditation, as well as in the Response to the Second Objections:

«A stone, for example, which previously did not exist, cannot begin to exist
unless it is produced by something which contains, either formally or eminently
everything to be found in the stone ...» (AT VII, 41: 4-8 / CSM 11, 28)

«The fact that “there is nothing in the effect which was not previously
present in the cause, either in a similar or in a higher form” is a primary notion
which is as clear as any that we have; it is just the same as the common notion
“Nothing comes from nothing.” For if we admit that there is something in the
effect that was not previously present in the cause, we shall also have to admit that
this something was produced by nothing.» (AT VII, 135: 11-16 / CSM Il, 97)

However, Descartes’s view that mind and body have entirely different natures seems to
entail that bodily causes cannot contain anything of mental effects and vice versa. Therefore,
mind-body interaction should be impossible.

There are several ways how this apparent incoherence can be merely apparent rather than
genuine.

1) A number of Cartesian scholars (see, for example, [Loeb 1981], [Bedau 1986], [De
Rosa 2013]) defend the view that Descartes, in statements that read like the Containment
Principle, did really mean only the Hierarchy Principle.” This view is supported by two im-
portant considerations.

First, it seems that Descartes himself did not distinguish between the Hierarchy Principle
and the Containment Principle. He writes as if he means one principle (let us designate it as
«the Principle»), sometimes describing it so that it reads like the Hierarchy Principle, and
sometimes — so that it reads like the Containment Principle. One kind of description some-
times directly follows another; for example, the fragment about a stone (quoted above),
which looks involving the Containment Principle, is followed by the explanation that looks
involving only the Hierarchy Principle:

«similarly, heat cannot be produced in an object which was not previously hot,
except by something of at least the same order <degree or kind> of perfection as
heat, and so on. But it is also true that the idea of heat, or of a stone, cannot exist
in me unless it is put there by some cause which contains at least as much reality
as | conceive to be in the heat or in the stone.» (AT VII, 41: 8-14/ CSM II, 28)

Second, for those purposes for which Descartes used the Principle, it is enough that it
were the Hierarchy Principle. A stronger principle (the Containment Principle) is not needed.
So, whether Descartes held it or not, he need not be committed to it. Nothing in Descartes

" As Bedau points out, in the largest part of the secondary literature this view is accepted even without
discussing the alternative defended by Radner, Broughton, and Gorham [Bedau 1986: 498].
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philosophical system hangs on the Containment Principle, whereas very much (Descartes’s
proof of God’s existence) hangs on the Hierarchy Principle.

On the other hand, Descartes’s statements above seem to be pretty clear and unequivocal
in saying that the cause must contains (formally or eminently) everything to be found in the
effect (that «there is nothing in the effect which was not previously present in the cause»).
So the literal reading supports the construal defended by Radner, Broughton, and Gorham.

2) If Descartes really held the Containment Principle, can this be reconciled with mind-
body interaction?

Robert Richardson suggests that this can be done on the basis of Descartes’s explanations
in the Third Meditation that involve a distinction between formal reality and objective real-
ity, and assert that the cause can contain formally or eminently what the effect contains ob-
jectively: «it is clear that Descartes does not require that the mode of existence be the same»
[Richardson 1985: 223-224].

Descartes believed — and grounded on this his proof of God’s existence in the Third Med-
itation — that because we have some idea, what is contained in that idea «objectively» (that is,
what the idea represents) must exist in its complete efficient cause «formally or eminently»:

«... The nature of an idea is such that of itself it requires no formal reality
except what it derives from my thought, of which it is a mode. But in order for
a given idea to contain such and such objective reality, it must surely derive it
from some cause which contains at least as much formal reality as there is
objective reality in the idea. For if we suppose that an idea contains something
which was not in its cause, it must have got this from nothing; yet the mode of
being by which a thing exists objectively <or representatively> in the intellect
by way of an idea, imperfect though it may be, is certainly not nothing, and so
it cannot come from nothing.» (AT VII, 41: 17-29 / CSM 11, 28-29)

With respect to sensations and perceptions, this can mean that physical states and pro-
cesses can contribute to their causation, so that sensations and perceptions can represent
(contain «objectively») these states and processes. For example, a sensation of pain may
represent some kind of bodily injury, a visual perception may represent a thing located in the
field of my vision, and so on. In these cases, these physical states or things exist «formally»
in the world of extended things and «objectively» in my sensations and perceptions. How-
ever, it is clear that physical states on their own are insufficient to produce the corresponding
sensations or perceptions; in order for the latter to arise, there has to be the mind in which
they arise, and their formal reality (which may consist in their specific subjective character,
how it feels) is due to the capacities (dispositions) of the mind.

This allows to answer Radner’s objection that 1) even if the physical states of the body
(brain) are not the complete cause of the sensory-perceptual states of the associated mind,
the Containment Principle requires that they contain at least something of the «stuff» of those
sensuous (perceptual) states of the mind, and 2) this is impossible if, as Descartes holds,
mind and body have entirely different natures (extended bodies and their movements contain
nothing of thinking) [Radner 1985: 43]. The answer can be as follows. Because Descartes
considered sensations and perceptions as modes of thinking, we can say about their nature
the same thing that Descartes said about the nature of an idea: it «requires no formal reality
except what it derives from my thought, of which it is a mode» (AT VII, 41: 17-20 / CSM
11, 28). So all that sensuous and perceptual mental states receive from physical bodies and
their motions is objective (representative) reality: whatever sensations (perceptions) contain
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objectively (insofar as they represent certain states of affairs in physical reality), physical
reality contains formally.

However, there are two problems with this interpretation.

First, we know, and Descartes knew, that the direct physical causes of sensuous (percep-
tual) mental states are not the physical bodies (or states, or processes) that these sensations
(perceptions) represent but some physical processes in the brain, which are not even known
to the mind. So the question arises: how can these physical brain states cause sensations and
perceptions, given that they do not formally or eminently contain what is objectively con-
tained in the sensations (perceptions)?

Second, how causation in the opposite direction (from volitional mental states to physical
processes in the brain and the corresponding behaviour) is possible? Can it be that Descartes’s
theory of causality allowed «the conversion of reality» not only from the formal to the objective
(body-to-mind causality) but also from the objective to the formal (mind-to-body causality)?
There is no textual evidence for this. Descartes’s statement was that the cause must contain
formally or eminently all there is in its effect; there is no provision for the possibility that the
cause contains neither formally nor eminently but objectively all there is in its effect.

Also, on Descartes’ view, objective containment is not eminent containment; on the con-
trary, he is ready to admit that the «objective reality» of a thing is less perfect than its «formal
reality»: «the mode of being by which a thing exists objectively <or representatively> in the
intellect by way of an idea, imperfect though it may be, is certainly not nothing» (AT VII,
41: 26-29 / CSM 11, 29). That the objective reality of a thing is less perfect than its formal
reality is important for Descartes’s proof of God’s existence: the proof moves from an effect,
which is the objective reality of God in my mind, to its cause, which is the formal reality of
God, that is, God Himself.

Besides, even if «the conversion of reality» from formal to objective were allowable, there
would be a problem of the kind we pointed out three paragraphs above («First, ...») for the
opposite causal direction. We know, and Descartes knew, that volitional mental states cause
the physical states (or events) they represent — certain behaviour and its results — not directly
but through the mediation of physical states and processes (primarily, in the brain) they do not
represent. The volitional states directly cause some physical brain states, although they do not
represent (contain «objectively») these states. (Such brain states normally are not even known
to the mind.) Nor do they contain these states formally or eminently.

The more promising ways to reconcile the Containment Principle with mind-body inter-
action involve the acknowledgement that the content of our ideas about the physical world
is not communicated by physical causes but derives from some other sources, whereas the
relevant physical processes in the brain serve as an occasion or sign. As for the sources of
the content of our sensations and perceptions, there are two direct candidates.

1) On Malebranche’s theory of occasionalism, the direct cause of all our sensations, per-
ceptions, etc. is God; He produces in human minds all sensations and perceptions on occa-
sions of specific physical events (instantiations of specific brain states).

2) Descartes’s own view (supported by many his statements) seems to be that the content
of our sensations and perceptions (the way they represent the physical world) is to be ac-
counted in terms of the «innate ideas» of human minds, which are sort of actualized on the
relevant physical occasions. The most direct Descartes’s statement to this point is found in
his «Comments on a Certain Broadsheet» (1648). There, Descartes directly says that the
ideas of movements, forms, and colours, sounds, etc. are innate (AT VIII-2, 359: 11-14 /
CSM 1, 304). As for more specific ideas that represent concrete physical objects and events
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on the relevant occasions, it is clear that they are some modifications and combinations of
those basic innate ideas. So, the relevant states of the brain serve as occasions or natural
signs for the mind to actualize the corresponding modifications and combinations of its own
innate ideas, or «give the mind occasion to form these ideas by means of the faculty innate
to it» (AT VIII-2, 359: 1-5/ CSM |, 304).8

It seems natural to see this, as Stephen Nadler proposes, in terms of the model of occa-
sional causality [Nadler 1994: 45-47]: the relevant physical states of the brain are occasional
rather than efficient causes of sensations and perceptions. Alternatively, they can be consid-
ered as efficient but incomplete causes — parts of the total efficient cause, which includes
also other components, such as the mind’s own properties and dispositions, the psychophys-
ical laws of interaction (the Natural Institution, in terms of [Wilson 1978]), the substantial
union of an individual mind with an individual body. (Besides, eventually the complete ef-
ficient cause is God, who contains eminently all His creation.)

The point about incomplete causes works as well in the causal direction from mind to
body (whereas the model of occasional causality seems inapplicable for this direction). The
efficient complete cause includes (1) volitional mental states, (2) the capacity of bodies, in-
cluding minute particles in the brain («animal spirits»), to move, and (3) the laws of nature
that connect (1) and (2). Given (1), (2), and (3), the effect (motions) follows from the com-
plete cause, and so is contained in it.

Another way to deal with causation in the mind-to-body direction is to suppose that on
Descartes’s view, human souls eminently contain all there is in physical motions of bodies.
This may look out of line with the Cartesian doctrine that souls and bodies have entirely
different nature; however, it is not clear whether there is a real conflict, because it is generally
very unclear what Descartes’s notion of eminent containment involves. What is clear is that
for Descartes, God eminently contains all His creation; however, it seems that God’s nature
is entirely different from the nature of physical reality. If so, then the difference of natures
of A and B does not entail the impossibility that A eminently contains modes of B.

In recent debates, Cartesian scholars made several points about Descartes’s notion of
eminent containment ([O’Neill 1987], [Schmaltz 2008: 67-71]) that are relevant to our dis-
cussion. First, for A to eminently contain B, or modes of B, A should stand higher than B in
the ontological hierarchy. With soul and body, this requirement is likely to be satisfied, given
Descartes’s statement in the letter to Elisabeth that the soul «is much nobler than the body»
(AT 1V, 292: 6-7 / CSMK, 265). Second, in the case of God, His eminent containment of all
His creation can consist merely in His power to produce it. However, the case with souls and
bodily motions seems to be different: human souls generally have no power to produce at
will bodies and bodily motions, except in cases of human behaviour. So, for souls to contain
eminently bodily motions, the requirement for eminent containment should be weaker than
having powers to produce bodily motions at will. One relevant suggestion, made by Tad

8 Nevertheless, the faculty of mind to form such ideas on the relevant occasions is a passive faculty, in the
sense that «it presupposes no intellectual act on my part, and the ideas in question are produced without
my cooperation and often even against my will» (AT VI, 79: 12-14 / CSM |1, 55). Descartes held this
view in the Meditations, and he held it in his last book, The Passions of the Soul; so it is unlikely that
he did not held it in between, when writing Comments. Admittedly, there seems to be some change
between the Meditations and the Comments: in the Meditations, Descartes described the faculty at issue
as «a faculty for receiving and recognizing the ideas of sensible objects» (AT VII, 79: 7-9/ CSM I,
55); this description is in tension with the statements in the Comments.
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Schmaltz [Schmaltz 2008: 67-71], is that for Descartes, the requirement for eminent con-
tainment is that A should have power to produce at least the objective reality of B. If this is
the case, then the soul’s power to conceive at will of physical motions, plus its higher place in
the ontological hierarchy is enough for the soul to eminently contain physical motions. It may
seem that Schmaltz’s suggestion makes eminent containment, which is higher than formal con-
tainment, too close to objective containment, which is lower than formal containment; how-
ever, the difference between the power to produce the objective reality of a thing and the ob-
jective reality of a thing may be sufficient to account for the hierarchical difference.

Finally, it is worth remarking that Descartes himself did not bother at all about explaining
how mind-body interaction is consistent with the causal principle he formulated in the Third
Meditation. | conjecture that his reason for this was that eventually, the total and efficient
cause of everything is God, who is omnipotent and surely has it in His power to arrange
things so that some events in the world of res extensa evoked some sensuous and perceptual
states of some res cogita, and that volitional states of res cogita evoked some movements of
some res extensa. The details of this arrangement can be beyond our comprehension, but the
fact that there is such an arrangement is perfectly clear.
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The problem of mind-body interaction and the causal principle of Descartes’s Third Meditation

Dmytro Sepetyi
The problem of mind-body interaction and the causal principle of Descartes’s
Third Meditation

The article analyses recent English publications in Cartesian studies that deal with two prob-
lems: (1) the problem of the intrinsic coherence of Descartes’s doctrine of the real distinction
and interaction between mind and body and (2) the problem of the consistency of this doctrine
with the causal principle formulated in the Third Meditation. The principle at issue is alterna-
tively interpreted by different Cartesian scholars either as the Hierarchy Principle, that the cause
should be at least as perfect as its effects, or the Containment Principle, that the cause should
contain all there is in its effects. The author argues that Descartes’s claim (in his argument
against the scholastic doctrine of substantial forms) that it is inconceivable how things of differ-
ent natures can interact does not conflict with the acknowledgement of interaction between
things of different natures in the case of soul and body. The case is made that Cartesian mind-
body interaction can agree with both the Hierarchy Principle and the Containment Principle,
because the Principle is about total and efficient cause, whereas in the interaction, mental and
brain states are only partial (and plausibly, in the case of brains states, occasional) causes. In
particular, in the case of the causality in the brain-to-mind direction, the mind is conditioned by
brain states to form the corresponding specific ideas on the basis of its innate general ideas of
movements, forms, colours, etc. Eventually, for Descartes, the most natural way to deal with
worries about the possibility of mind-brain interaction is to rely on God’s omnipotence, which
certainly enables Him to arrange for such interaction.

JImumpo Cenemuii

IIpodsema ncuxogizmyHoi B3aemoaii Ta kay3aabHuii npunuun Tperboi
Menuranii lexapra

V crarTi, Ha MaTepiaji aHMIOMOBHHX JI€KapTO3HABUMX JOCIiVKEHb, 00rOBOPIOIOTHCS JIBI IIPO-
6aemu: (1) npobiema BHYTPINIHBOI HECYTIEpewIMBOCTI BueHHs JlekapTa po peaibHy BigMIHHICTb
1 B3aeEMOIir0 yMa i Tia Ta (2) mpo0biieMa y3roKEeHOCTI ILOTO BUCHHS 31 chopMyinboBaHIM y Tpe-
Tilt Meuranii kay3aJbHUM NPUHIMNIOM. 3a3Ha4eHUH NPUHIMI TIYMAUUThCS PI3HUMH JIeKapTO3-
HaBsIMK a0o0 sk [punmmm lepapxii, 3rigHO 3 SKUM NpHYrHA Ma€ OyTH HE MEHII JTOCKOHAJIOK,
aHbK 11 Hacmigky, abo sk [IpuHrmn BMimeHHs, 3rigHO 3 SKUM NPUYUHA Ma€ MICTUTH B co0i BCe,
1110 MICTHTBCA B 11 HacIiIKax. ABTOpP JOBOJUTH, 1110 JlekapToBa amnesitis (B apryMeHTi IPOTH CXO-
JIACTHYHOTO BYCHHS NPO CyOCTaHMiitHI Gpopmu) 10 HE30aTHEHHOCTI TOTO, SIK pedi pi3HOi pUpoaAn
MOXXYTb B3a€MOZISITH, HE CYIEPEUNTh BU3HAHHIO B3a€MOJIIT MK pe4aMu pi3HOI IPUPOAHN y BHIIa-
Ky aymi i tima. O6rpyrroBaHo, mo i [puamun lepapxii, i [Tpuain BMimenHst MOXyTh y3ro-
JUKYBATHCS 3 BU3HAHHAM B3a€MOIIl MDK YMOM 1 TiTOM, OCKUTbKH [IpuHIMI cTOCYeThCS MOBHOT
JIi€BOT MPIYHMHM, TOAI SIK y B3a€EMOJIIT, MEHTAJIbHI CTaHH Ta (i3MYHI CTAaHU MO3KY € JIUILE YaCTKO-
BUMH MPUYMHAMH. 30KpeMa, OCKIJIBKU HIEThCS PO CIPUIWHEHHS B HANPSIMKY Bi Tima 10 yma,
YM IIiJ] BIUTUBOM CTaHIB MO3Ky (hopMye BiANOBIIHI crienuiuHi el Ha OCHOBI BPOJDKEHHX 3ara-
JBHHX i1ell pyXiB, ()OpM, KOJIbOPIB TOLIO. 3PEIITOI0, Y IMUTAHHI PO MOXIIMBICTh NCUX0(i3NIHOT
B3aeMozil 1yt JlexkapTa MpUPOAHO MOKJIAAATHCS Ha BCEMOTYTHICTh bora, sikuil HalleBHO CIIpoMo-
JKHHH 3p0OHTH TaK, 00 YM i Tino (MO30K) JIFOJMHH B3a€MOISLIH.
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