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Descartes on Mind-Body 
Interaction: What's the Problem? 

M A R L E E N  R O Z E M O N D  

1 .  I N T R O D U C T I O N  

FOR DESCARTES the mind  is radically different  f rom the b o d y - - i t  is an incorpo-  
real, thinking thing. One  of  the most  f requent ly  raised questions about  this 
view is: how can mind  and body  interact  if they differ in this way? This 
quest ion has t roubled n u m e r o u s  phi losophers ,  and Descartes himself  ad- 
dressed it on several occasions. Many have charged  that  his dualism is incom- 
patible with mind-body  interaction. Bernard  Williams has used the phrase  "the 
'Scandal '  o f  Cartesian Interact ionism.  "~ In  a more  modera te  vein, I will follow 
R. C. Richardson and  speak of  the He te rogene i ty  P rob lem3  

This p rob lem is often treated as if it was new with Descartes 's dualism 
because his view that the mind  is incorporea l  is usually app roached  as if new. 
But  the incorporei ty  of  the mind  or  the soul was surely no t  a novelty intro- 
duced  by Descartes. In  the history of  Western  ph i losophy  it is at least as old as 
P l a t o - - a  fact often ignored  in discussions of  Descartes 's dualism. More directly 
relevant to Descartes, the incorpore i ty  of  the mind  was generally accepted by 
the Aristotelian scholastics, a l though their concept ions  o f  mind  and  body  were 
also different  in impor tan t  ways. And,  what  is particularly interest ing for  my 
purposes  here,  the scholastics saw serious obstacles to mind-body  interaction. 

In  this paper  I will focus on only one direction of  interaction, the action of  
body on mind,  which Descartes discusses most  f requent ly  in relation to sensa- 
tion. I will focus in this paper  on sensation. In  discussions of  the He te rogene i ty  
Prob lem in Descartes it is usually assumed that there is jus t  one  question, 
which concerns  interaction in bo th  directions.3 But  we shall see that  both  

1Descartes (New York: Penguin, 1978), 287. 
2 "The 'Scandal' of Cartesian Interacnonism," Mznd 92 (1982): 2o-37. To be precise, Richard- 

son speaks of "the problem of heterogeneity." 
3 One exception is Daniel Garber, Descartes's Metaphysical Physzcs (University of Chicago Press, 

1992), 73-75. Garber argues that at least late in his life, Descartes thought that the mind but not 

[4s5] 
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D e s c a r t e s  a n d  the  scho las t i c s  t r e a t e d  the  two d i r e c t i o n s  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  in  ve ry  
d i f f e r e n t  ways.  N e v e r t h e l e s s  f o r  t he  sake  o f  b r e v i t y  I will  s o m e t i m e s  s p e a k  o f  
m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  w h e r e  o n l y  t he  ac t i on  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d  is a t  s take.  

A q u e s t i o n  we  m u s t  ask  o u r s e l v e s  is: w h a t  exac t ly  is t he  p r o b l e m  wi th  m i n d -  
b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  fo r  t he  v iew t h a t  t he  m i n d  is i n c o r p o r e a l ?  T h e  f irst  p u r p o s e  o f  
th is  p a p e r  is to e x a m i n e  w h a t  D e s c a r t e s  a n d  the  scho las t i c s  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  this  
q u e s t i o n .  I will a r g u e  t h a t  n e i t h e r  saw the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m ,  t he  b r u t e  fact  
t h a t  m i n d  a n d  b o d y  a re  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  as a s o u r c e  o f  t r o u b l e .  T h e  scholas -  
t ics t h o u g h t  t h a t  t h e r e  is a v e r y  spec i f ic  p r o b l e m  t h a t  a f fec ts  t he  ac t i on  o f  b o d y  
o n  m i n d ,  b u t  n o t  t he  a c t i o n  o f  m i n d  on  body .  M a t t e r s  a r e  m o r e  c o m p l i c a t e d  in  
Desca r t e s .  H e  o f f e r e d  s o m e  r a t h e r  d i smiss ive  r e m a r k s  a b o u t  t he  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  
P r o b l e m ,  b u t  o n  the  o t h e r  h a n d ,  his  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  have  
s u g g e s t e d  to i n t e r p r e t e r s  t h a t  h e  d i d  w o r r y  a b o u t  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  
T h u s  h e  r e f e r r e d  to b o d i l y  s ta tes  as occasions for s e n s a t i o n ,  a n d  h e  s p o k e  o f  b r a i n  
s t a tes  g iv ing  signs to t he  m i n d  to f o r m  ideas .  T h e  a p p a r e n t  t e n s i o n s  g e n e r a t e  a 
c o n f u s i n g  p i c t u r e .  I will  c o n t e n d  t ha t  th is  c o n f u s i o n  can  be  c l e a r e d  u p  i f  we 
r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  D e s c a r t e s ' s  ta lk  o f  occas ions  a n d  s igns  in his  a c c o u n t s  o f  s ensa t i on  
is n o t  a t  all  m o t i v a t e d  by  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  wi th  t he  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m ,  or ,  
i n d e e d ,  a n y  k i n d  o f  p r o b l e m  t h a t  ar ises  f r o m  the  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  m i n d  as 
t h i n k i n g  a n d  b o d y  as e x t e n d e d .  D e s c a r t e s  was c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  
p r o b l e m .  

A l t h o u g h  Desca r t e s  a n d  the  scholast ics  w e r e  p r e o c c u p i e d  w i th  d i f f e r e n t  p rob -  
l ems ,  we  will  see t ha t  t h e r e  is o v e r l a p  b e t w e e n  the  so lu t ions  they  of fer .  I wil l  focus  
o n  Desca r t e s  a n d  a r g u e  t ha t  he  of fe rs  a c o m p l e x  m o d e l  o f  c a u s a t i o n  to exp la in  
t he  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  ideas  in the  m i n d  in r e s p o n s e  to t he  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  b r a i n  states. 
O n  this m o d e l  t he  b r a i n  s ta te  does  f u n c t i o n  as a cause ,  b u t  the  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  an  
o c c u r r e n c e  o f  t he  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  i dea  i nc ludes  a subs t an t i a l  causa l  ro le  fo r  the  
m i n d .  I will  a r g u e  tha t  p r o p e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  this  m o d e l  r e m o v e s  s o m e  o f  the  
t ens ions  tha t  s e e m  to p l a g u e  Desca r t e s ' s  a c c o u n t  o f  sensa t ion .  

B e f o r e  we s tar t ,  i t  is h e l p f u l  to r e m i n d  o u r s e l v e s  t h a t  D e s c a r t e s ' s  c o n c e p -  
t i on  o f  c a u s a t i o n  is p r e - H u m e a n :  fo r  h i m  t h e r e  a r e  g e n u i n e  causa l  p o w e r s  a n d  
c a u s a t i o n  is n o t  m e r e l y  a m a t t e r  o f  r e g u l a r i t i e s  o r  laws c o n s t r u e d  as co r re l a -  
t ions .  T h e  p r o b l e m s  wi th  i n t e r a c t i o n  I d iscuss  p r e s u p p o s e  this  p r e - H u m e a n  
c o n c e p t i o n  o f  causa t ion .4  

the body has causal powers and so there is interaction m one direction but not the other. See also 
n. 39 below. 

4On the view that causation just is a matter of correlations or laws construed as regularities 
different problems arise for mind-body interaction, in parucular problems that derive from conser- 
vation laws. Descartes's law of the conservation of motion has often been cited as inconsistent with 
mind-body interaction. These questions will not be the subject of this paper. Besides, they tend to 
concern the action of mind on body. 
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2 .  A C T I O N  OF BODY ON M I N D :  T H E  S C H O L A S T I C S  

F o r  t h e  A r i s t o t e l i a n  s c h o l a s t i c s  t h e  s o u l  w a s  t h e  f o r m  o f  t h e  b o d y ,  a n d  i n  t h i s  
r e g a r d  t h e y  d i f f e r e d  s h a r p l y  f r o m  D e s c a r t e s . 5  I n d e e d ,  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  
t h e m  o n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  s o u l ,  b o d y  a n d  h u m a n  b e i n g  a r e  v e r y  d e e p .  B u t  
w h a t  is i n t e r e s t i n g  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h i s  p a p e r  is s o m e t h i n g  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  
s c h o l a s t i c s  h a d  i n  c o m m o n  w i t h  D e s c a r t e s .  F o r  t h e y  g e n e r a l l y  r e g a r d e d  t h e  
s o u l  as  a n  i n c o r p o r e a l  e n t i t y  t h a t  c a n  e x i s t  w i t h o u t  t h e  b o d y ,  a s p i r i t u a l  s u b -  
s t a n c e .  6 S c h o l a s t i c s  l i ke  A q u i n a s  h e l d  t h a t  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c t s  b e l o n g  to  t h e  s o u l  
a l o n e  a n d  d o  n o t  t a k e  p l a c e  i n  t h e  b o d y  a n d  t h e y  d e f e n d e d  t h e  i n c o r p o r e i t y  
a n d  s e p a r a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  s o u l  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t . 7  I n  
A q u i n a s '  w o r d s :  

T h e  in te l l ec tua l  p r i n c i p l e  w h i c h  is ca l led  t he  m i n d  or  in te l l ec t  ha s  a n  o p e r a t i o n  t h r o u g h  
i tself  [per se] in  w h i c h  the  b o d y  does  n o t  pa r t i c ipa te .  N o t h i n g ,  howeve r ,  c an  o p e r a t e  

5But for the view that  Descartes also regarded the soul as the form of the body see Paul 
Hoffman,  "The Unity of Descartes's Man," PhzlosophicalRevzew 95 (1986): 339-37  ~ I argue against 
Hoffman's interpretat ion in chapter 5 of my Descartes's Dualism (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1998 ). 

6Albeit an incomplete one, an important  qualification in view of questions about  the unity of 
the h u m a n  being. See the discussions ment ioned in the previous footnote. For statements of the 
incorporeity of the human  soul see Aquinas ST 1.75.2, Quaestzones de aroma 2, Eustachius, SP III, 
413-414;  Coimbra Commentators,  De anima 2, 1, 1, 6 and 2, 1, 2, 2 and De aroma separata, Disp. I 
Art. 3. Su~irez DA I, IX. Medieval Aristotelians attr ibuted the idea that intellection is not  an 
operation of the body to Aristotle. Relevant texts are Aristotle's De Aroma III, 4, 429 a 18-28, 5, 
43oa lO-25. Of course, the incorporeity of the soul was used to support  its immortality. See 
Smirez, DA I, X; Eustachius SP II 413-4,  Coimbra Commentators,  De animaseparata, Disp. I Art. 3. 
Aquinas argues that the soul is incorruptible (ST x.75, 6). 

For references to scholastic sources I use the following abbreviations: 
DA: Francisco Sufirez, De anima, Opera omma, vol. 3 (Paris: Viv6s, 1856, 26 vols.), referred to by 
book, chapter, section. 
DM: Francisco Su~irez, Disputationes metaphyszcae, Opera omnia vols. 25-26  , referred to by disputa- 
tion, section and article. 
SP: Eustachius of St. Paul, Summa ph*losoph,ca quadnpart,ta (Paris: Carolus Chastellain, 16o 9, in 4 
vols.), referred to by part  and page number .  
ST: Thomas Aquinas, Summa theolog~ae (Blackfriars and New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964- ) I have 
used the standard practice of referring to part, question, article, and where appropriate,  the 
number  of an objection or a reply. 
Finally, I refer to De an,ma and De aroma separata by the Coimbra Commentators,  both in Com- 
mentariz Colleg~i Conimbncenszs in tres hbros de Anima Anstotehs Stagintae (Lyons: Horatius Cardon, 
16o4). 

VThe scholastics disagreed among themselves on scores of issues, and among them is the 
nature of the intellectual soul. According to the scholastics I will be discussing, and I will focus on 
Aquinas and Su~irez, intellectual activity is jus t  one among many manifestations of life of which 
one single human  soul is the principle. This soul is the one substantial form a h u m a n  being has 
and it is also the principle of nutritive and sensory operations. But  others thought  there was a real 
distinction between the intellectual soul and other  substantial forms to be found in the human  
being, which forms (such as a sensitive and nutritive soul) accounted for non-intellectual activities. 
For discussion, see Marilyn Adams, Wzlliam Ockham (University of Notre Dame Press, 1987), ch. 15. 
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through itself unless it subsists through itself; for activity only belongs to a being in act, 
and  hence something operates  in the same way in which it is. For  this reason we do not  
say that  heat  heats, but  that something hot  heats. Consequently,  the human  soul, which 
is called intellect or mind,  is something incorporea l  and subsisting. (ST i. 75.5) 

I n t e l l e c t u a l  ac t iv i ty  o n  the  scholas t ic  c o n c e p t i o n  is m u c h  l ike C a r t e s i a n  t h o u g h t  
in  th is  s ense :  e a c h  b e l o n g s  to t h e  m i n d  a l o n e .  T h i s  view gave  r ise  fo r  t h e m  to a 
p r o b l e m  a b o u t  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n .  B u t  t h e  A r i s t o t e l i a n  scho las t i c s  d i f f e r e d  
f r o m  D e s c a r t e s  in  t h a t  t h e y  b e l i e v e d  t ha t  o n l y  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s ta tes  a n d  v o l i t i o n  
b e l o n g  to j u s t  t he  sou l  o r  m i n d .  T h e y  h e l d  t h a t  all  o t h e r  t y p e s  o f  t h o u g h t s  in  
D e s c a r t e s ' s  sense ,  such  as s ensa t ions ,  o c c u r  in  t he  b o d y ,  a l b e i t  t he  e n s o u l e d  
b o d y ,  o r  b o d y - s o u l  c o m p o s i t e ,  s So fo r  t h e m  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  p r o b l e m  a rose  in a 
d i f f e r e n t  p l ace .  F o r  Desca r t e s ,  a c t i on  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d  h a p p e n s  in s e n s a t i o n ,  
i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  the  pas s ions ,  all  o f  w h i c h  fo r  h i m  are ,  o r  involve ,  m o d e s  o f  t he  
m i n d  w h i c h  in  s o m e  way  o c c u r  as a r e s u l t  o f  s ta tes  o f  t he  b o d y .  B u t  w i th in  
A r i s t o t e t i a n  s cho l a s t i c i sm  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d  c o n c e r n s  the  
causa l  ro le  o f  t h e  b o d y  in t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s ta tes .  

H e r e ' s  h o w  t h e y  saw t h e  p r o b l e m .  T h e  scholas t ics  w e r e  empi r i c i s t s ,  a n d  
f o r  t h e m  the  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  c o n t a i n e d  in i n t e l l e c t u a l  acts,  w h i c h  t h e y  ca l l ed  
i n t e l l i g ib l e  spec ies ,  a r e  d e r i v e d  f r o m  sense  e x p e r i e n c e  in  r o u g h l y  the  fo l low-  
i n g  m a n n e r .  T h e  ob jec t s  o f  sense  p e r c e p t i o n  p r o d u c e  s ens ib l e  spec ies  in  t he  
m e d i u m ,  u s u a l l y  the  air ,  w h i c h  in  t u r n  p r o d u c e  sens ib le  spec i e s  in t he  sens-  
i n g  b o d y .  T h e s e  sens ib l e  spec i e s  a re  s t o r e d  in t he  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  w h e r e  t h e y  
a r e  ca l l ed  p h a n t a s m s .  T h e  p h a n t a s m s  p l a y  an  i m m e d i a t e  ro l e  in the  p r o d u c -  
t ion  o f  i n t e l l i g ib l e  spec ies  a n d  this is w h e r e  t he  p r o b l e m  ar ises .  T h e  scho las -  
tics w e r e  t r o u b l e d  by  the  q u e s t i o n  h o w  the  p h a n t a s m s  fulf i l l  th is  ro le .  T h e r e  
is t he  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  q u e s t i o n  h o w  a c o n c e p t i o n  o f  say, bov in i ty ,  is ab-  
s t r a c t e d  f r o m  p a r t i c u l a r  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  cows. B u t  w h a t  c o n c e r n s  us  
h e r e  is t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  p r o b l e m  t h e y  saw, w h i c h  A q u i n a s  f o r m u l a t e d  as 
fo l lows:  

Aristotle claimed that the intellect has an operat ion in which the body does not  commu- 
nicate. But nothing corporeal  can make an impression on an incorporeal  thing. And  
therefore in order  to cause an intellectual operat ion,  according to Aristotle,  an impres- 

SSee Aquinas, ST la, 77.8, Coimbra Commentators, De anima separata, Disp. III Art. I, 545. 
Sufirez, De aroma VI, III, 3, Eustachius SP III, 286-287. Aquinas also mentions the will as an 
operation of just the mind or soul. Much of what I will say about the intellect is also true of the will, 
but the discussions both in scholasticism and in Descartes focus on the intellect. 

Unlike the scholastics just mentioned, Ockham held that the sensitive soul alone is the subject 
of sense-perception. Cf. Reportat~o IV qu. 9, (Opera Theolog~ca, Francis E. Kelley and Girard I. 
Etzkorn, eds. [ St. Bonaventure, NY: St. Bonaventure University, ]982], vol. VII, 162.) But for 
him the sensitive soul is really distinct from the intellectual soul. For discussion of the question of 
the subject of intellect and sense perception in Descartes and the scholastics see also my Descartes's 
Duahsm, ch. z, 5, and 6. 
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sion of  sensible bodies is not  enough,  but  something more  noble is required,  because 
what  acts is more  noble than what  is passive, as he himself  says. (Aquinas, ST I. 84.6 ) 

So the  p r o b l e m  is t h a t  the  c o r p o r e a l  c a n n o t  ac t  o n  t h e  i n c o r p o r e a l ,  a n d  t h e  
r e a s o n  is t h a t  t he  l o w e r  c a n n o t  ac t  o n  the  h i g h e r ,  a n d  t h a t  the  c o r p o r e a l  is 
i n f e r i o r  to t he  i n c o r p o r e a l .  Spec i f ica l ly ,  t h e  scho las t i c s  saw p r o b l e m s  f o r  t h e  
i d e a  t h a t  c o r p o r e a l  p h a n t a s m s  p r o d u c e  i n c o r p o r e a l  s ta tes  b y  e x e r c i s i n g  efficient 
causality o n  t h e  i n c o r p o r e a l  m i n d .  O b v i o u s l y ,  t h i s  h i e r a r c h i c a l  p r o b l e m  d o e s  n o t  
a r i se  fo r  the  r e v e r s e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  t he  a c t i o n  o f  m i n d  o n  b o d y ,  a n d  so 
i t  is c l e a r  t h a t  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  was  a d i f f e r e n t  m a t t e r  f o r  t h e  scho las t i c s  
d e p e n d i n g  o n  w h i c h  d i r e c t i o n  was a t  s take.  I n  a sense  this  is a m o r e  spec i f ic  
v e r s i o n  o f  t he  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m ,  b u t  I will  r e s e r v e  t h a t  t e r m  fo r  the  i d e a  
t h a t  t he  b r u t e  fac t  t h a t  m i n d  a n d  b o d y  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s  o f  s u b s t a n c e s - - a s  
o p p o s e d  to s o m e  speci f ic  f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e - - c o n s t i t u t e s  an  obs t ac l e  to 
i n t e r a c t i o n .  

D i scus s ion  o f  th is  i ssue  was  r o u t i n e  a m o n g  t h e  scho las t i c s .  I will f o c u s  on  
A q u i n a s  a n d  Su~irez w h o  o f f e r e d  d i f f e r e n t  a c c o u n t s  t h a t  a r e  o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  
i n t e r e s t  in  r e l a t i o n  to  Descar tes .9  T o  solve t he  p r o b l e m ,  A q u i n a s  r e l i e s  o n  a 
d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  two i n t e l l e c t u a l  facul t ies .  T h e  f i rs t  is t h e  pass ive  in te l l ec t ,  
w h i c h  is the  f a cu l t y  t h a t  p e r f o r m s  the  act  o f  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  T h e  s e c o n d  o n e  
we n e e d  to solve t he  p r o b l e m  a t  h a n d :  t h e  a g e n t  in t e l l ec t ,  w h i c h  " m a k e s  
p h a n t a s m s  a c c e p t e d  f r o m  t h e  s ense s  a c t u a l l y  in t e l l i g ib l e  b y  s o m e  k i n d  o f  ab-  
s t r a c t i o n . "  T h e  a g e n t  i n t e l l e c t  f o r m s  i n t e l l i g i b l e  spec ies  a n d  i m p r i n t s  t h e m  o n  
the  pass ive  in t e l l ec t .  So A q u i n a s '  s o l u t i o n  is to  g ive  the  i n t e l l e c t  i t s e l f  a s u b s t a n -  
t ia l  r o l e  in t he  f o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n t e l l i g ib l e  spec ies .  T h i s  a p p e a l  to t he  a g e n t  
i n t e l l e c t  was  s t a n d a r d  in  scho las t i c  a c c o u n t s  o f  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  in te l l ig i -  
b le  s p e c i e s ?  ~ H o w  exac t l y  t h e  ac t iv i ty  o f  t he  a g e n t  i n t e l l e c t  s h o u l d  be  u n d e r -  
s t o o d  is a c o m p l e x  m a t t e r  w h i c h  I wil l  n o t  be  ab l e  to  e x p l o r e  h e r e .  M o s t  
i m p o r t a n t  fo r  o u r  p u r p o s e s  is t h a t  th is  is n o t  t h e  w h o l e  s to ry .  I t  l e f t  o p e n  t h e  
p r e c i s e  ro l e  o f  t h e  p h a n t a s m  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t he  i n t e l l i g i b l e  species ,  a n d  
o n  t ha t  i ssue  t h e  scholas t ics  o f f e r e d  a v a r i e t y  o f  views.  

9Aquinas' discussion is clearly relevant to Descartes as his writings were central to the teaching 
of the Jesuits who educated him. Su~irez was enormously influential m the seventeenth century. I 
occasionally refer to Eustachius of St Paul and the Coimbra Commentators. Descartes considered 
writing a commentary on Eustachius' Summa phdosoph*ca quadrtpartita and the commentaries on 
Aristotle by the Coimbrians were widely used in Jesuit education in the early seventeenth century. 

'~ ST 1.84.6, Coimbra Commentators, De anima III.V.I.II 372. Su~irez, De anima 
IV.II. l -  4. Eustachius SPIII  431-432. 

Aquinas first discusses Plat•'s view of the action of body on mind. The account he gives of this 
view is very interesting because of the similarity to Descartes's views. Much of what Aquinas says 
about Plato is also part of his own view. But in addition he writes that for Plato the problem of 
corporeal action on the mind arises for sensation, and that by changes in the body "the soul is in 
some manner excited to form specms of sensible things in itself." 
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A c c o r d i n g  to Aqu inas ,  "It  c a n n o t  be  said tha t  sensible cogn i t i on  is the  total 
and  pe r f ec t  cause o f  in te l lectual  cogn i t ion ,  b u t  r a t h e r  tha t  it is the  ma t t e r  o f  
the  cause.  ''1' H e  does  n o t  expla in  w h a t  he  m e a n s  by the "total a n d  pe r fec t  
cause,"  bu t  no  d o u b t  he  m e a n t  tha t  the  sensible cogn i t i on  is n o t  the ent ire  
cause.  W h a t  is m o r e  i m p o r t a n t ,  he  does  n o t  exp la in  w h a t  he  m e a n s  by the 
"ma t t e r  o f  the  cause ."  Th i s  la t ter  p h r a s e  does  n o t  s eem to m e a n  fo r  h i m  that  
the  p h a n t a s m  is the  mate r ia l  cause.  H e  makes  the  same  claim in D e  veritate, ~ 

b u t  in tha t  w o r k  he  expla ins  his pos i t ion  in m o r e  detail.  I n  qu.  l o . 6  ad  7 he  
writes tha t  the p h a n t a s m  a n d  the  a g e n t  intel lect  are  b o t h  causes o f  intel lectual  
k n o w l e d g e  tha t  each  a c c o u n t  fo r  a d i f f e ren t  aspec t  o f  the intell igible species. 
T h e  p h a n t a s m  d e t e r m i n e s  the  c o n t e n t  o f  the  intell igible species, while the  
a g e n t  intel lect  m a k e s  the  p h a n t a s m  actual ly  intelligible. A q u i n a s  f u r t h e r  speci- 
fies t ha t  the a g e n t  intel lect  is the pr inc ipa l  a n d  first cause,  a n d  tha t  the  p h a n -  
tasms are  s e c o n d a r y  a n d  i n s t r u m e n t a l  causes.  V a r i o u s  ques t ions  a n d  p r o b l e m s  
can  be  ra ised fo r  A q u i n a s '  a ccoun t ,  b u t  mos t ly  they  n e e d  n o t  c o n c e r n  us here .  
T h e  same  a c c o u n t  can be f o u n d  m u c h  later  in the  C o i m b r a  C o m m e n t a r y  on De 

an ima;  indeed ,  they  r e f e r  to A q u i n a s '  a c c o u n t  in D e  ver i ta te  w h e n  s u p p o r t i n g  
the i r  pos i t ion .  I n  par t icu lar ,  they  assign the same  two causal  roles  to the  p h a n -  
tasm a n d  the a g e n t  intellect.13 

Su~irez states the  issue qui te  neat ly.  T h e  ro le  o f  the  p h a n t a s m ,  he  explains,  
lies in the  fact  tha t  it needs  to d e t e r m i n e  the  a g e n t  intel lect  to p r o d u c e  one  
pa r t i cu l a r  intell igible species r a t h e r  t h a n  a n o t h e r .  Su~rez  uses l a n g u a g e  tha t  
we f ind  again  in Descar tes ,  a n d  descr ibes  the  p h a n t a s m  as " the occasion that  

excites [the intellect],  o r  tha t  exempli f ies ,  or  tha t  is e levated  to the  h ighes t  level, 
as i n s t r u m e n t  t h r o u g h  the spir i tual  l ight  o f  the same  soul"  (emphasis  added) . ,4  
Bu t  he  rejects the  idea  tha t  the  p h a n t a s m  is an  eff icient  cause,  or,  fo r  tha t  
ma t t e r ,  a fo rmal ,  mater ia l ,  o r  final cause. '5  As was c o m m o n  a m o n g  phi loso-  
p h e r s  w h o  never the less  o f f e r ed  d i f f e r en t  accoun t s ,  Su~irez quo te s  with ap-  
p rova l  A q u i n a s '  c la im tha t  the  p h a n t a s m  is "in s o m e  m a n n e r  the  m a t t e r  o f  the 
cause ."  T h e n  he  adop t s  the  fo l lowing  o p i n i o n  as m o r e  p r o b a b l e  than  o the r  
accoun t s :  the  p h a n t a s m  is "as it were  the m a t t e r  o r  w h a t  excites the  soul  or  an  

1, ST I. 84.6. 
12Qu. 18.8 ad 3. 
13Their discussion is very long. But see in particular De aroma III.V.I.I 37 t, and III.V VI.II 

4o7 �9 
14The term occaszo, which Sufirez employs here, was much used by the scholasucs. For exten- 

sive discussion see Rainer Specht, Commercium mentzs et corporis (Stu ttgart-Bad Cannstatt. Friedrich 
Frommann Verlag, 1966 ). 

15Smirez rejects the idea that the phantasm can function as efficient cause on the usual 
ground that the lower can't act on the higher. The solution proposed by the Colmbra Commenta- 
tors he finds unacceptable. See DA IV.II 9. 
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e x e m p l a r . "  T h e s e  r e m a r k s  a r e  n o t  v e r y  c l ea r  a n d  fu l l  o f  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  ("as i t  
w e r e , "  "in s o m e  m a n n e r " ) .  B u t  t h e r e  is m o r e :  

The  aforesaid de te rmina t ion  does not  come about  by way of  any influx of  the phan-  
tasm itself, but  by providing mat ter  and  as it were an exemplar  to the agent  intellect in 
virtue of  the union that they both have in the same soul . . . .  For  it must  be noted  that 
the phantasm and the intellect of  a h u m a n  being are rooted in one and the same soul. 
Whence  it happens  that they have a wonderfu l  o rder ing  and ha rm ony  [mirum ordinem et 
consonantiam] in their  operat ion,  so that  (as will become clear below) in virtue of  the very 
fact that  the intellect operates,  the imaginat ion also senses. (De anima IV.II.  x 2) 

So Sufirez a sc r ibe s  t he  ro l e  o f  t he  i m a g i n a t i o n  to  t he  fac t  t h a t  i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  
in t e l l ec t  a r e  f acu l t i e s  o f  t h e  s a m e  soul .  T h i s  e x p l a i n s ,  h e  th inks ,  t h a t  t h e y  
o p e r a t e  in  h a r m o n y .  16 T h e  c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  p h a n t a s m  a n d  in t e l l i g ib l e  spe -  
cies is n o t  t he  o n l y  p r o b l e m  fo r  w h i c h  h e  o f fe r s  this  s o l u t i o n :  h e  uses  t h e  s a m e  
m o d e l  f o r  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  spec i e s  in t h e  e x t e r n a l  a n d  i n t e r n a l  
senses  a n d  fo r  t he  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  an  a p p e t i t i v e  act ,  a des i r e ,  a n d  a 
c o g n i t i o n  o f  t he  o b j e c t  o f  desire.17 W h e n  h e  a d d r e s s e s  th is  las t  i ssue  the  m o d e l  
b e c o m e s  c l ea re r .  T h e  a p p e t i t e  p r e s u p p o s e s  t h e  c o g n i t i o n ,  h e  wr i tes ;  w i t h o u t  it, 
the  a p p e t i t i v e  ac t  c a n n o t  occur .  B u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  the appetitive power is the entire 
cause of  its act. H e  c la ims  t h a t  t he  ac t  o f  o n e  v i ta l  p o w e r  d o e s  n o t  c o n t r i b u t e  
e f f i c i en t  causa l i t y  to t h e  ac t  o f  a n o t h e r  vi ta l  p o w e r .  

H o w  s h o u l d  th is  e x p l a n a t i o n  in  t e r m s  o f  h a r m o n y  b e t w e e n  t h e  f acu l t i e s  b e  
u n d e r s t o o d ,  a n d  h o w  d o e s  i t  c o m e  a b o u t ?  I n  the  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  the  h a r m o n y  
b e t w e e n  f acu l t i e s  in De anima Su~irez d o e s  n o t  p r o v i d e  a n  a n s w e r  to t h e s e  
ques t ions .  B u t  he  d o e s  say  m o r e  in  t h e  Disputationes metaphysicae. H e  is n o w  
c o n c e r n e d  n o t  j u s t  w i th  t he  c o o p e r a t i o n  o f  facu l t ies ,  b u t  a lso  w i th  t he  fac t  t h a t  
t he  facu l t i e s  s o m e t i m e s  i m p e d e  e a c h  o t h e r ;  h e  m e n t i o n s  t he  e x a m p l e  o f  s o m e -  
o n e  w h o  is l o o k i n g  a t  s o m e t h i n g ,  a n d  fai ls  to  h e a r  s o m e o n e  e lse  s p e a k i n g .  T h e  
c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  vi ta l  f acu l t i e s ,  h e  a r g u e s ,  m u s t  b e  e x p l a i n e d  by  t h e  sou l  
i t se l f  c o n t r i b u t i n g  e f f i c i en t  causa l i ty  to  t h e i r  o p e r a t i o n .  I f  e a c h  f a c u l t y  o p e r -  
a t e d  e n t i r e l y  o n  its own,  t h e  f ac t  t ha t  t h e y  c o o p e r a t e  o r  i m p e d e  each  o t h e r  
w o u l d  be  i n e x p l i c a b l e ?  s T h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  two facu l t i e s  r e q u i r e s  " tha t  t h e r e  is 
s o m e  c o m m o n  p r i n c i p l e  ac tua l l y  u s i n g  t h o s e  two facu l t i e s ,  a n d  o r d e r i n g  the  
ac t  o f  t he  o n e  to  the  act  o f  t h e  o t h e r  f r o m  a n a t u r a l  i n c l i n a t i o n  o r  s y m p a t h y . ' 1 9  

A l t h o u g h  Su~rez  ci tes  A q u i n a s  f o r  s u p p o r t ,  h is  o w n  p o s i t i o n  is c l ea r ly  
s ign i f i can t ly  d i f f e r e n t .  A q u i n a s  d o e s  a c c e p t  t he  p h a n t a s m  as a cause  o f  t he  

16 The Coimbra Commentators (De aroma III. 8.8.~, 454) and Eustachius (SPIII 44 o) speak of a 
natural connection between intellect and imagination while the soul is in the body. 

17 DA III. 9. lo, V.3.6. 
,SDM XVIII.V. 3. 
~gDM XVIII.V. 2. 
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i n t e l l i g i b l e  spec ies .  H e  m e r e l y  w r i t e s  t h a t  t h e  p h a n t a s m  is n o t  t h e  e n t i r e  
c a u s e ?  ~ B u t  f o r  S u ~ r e z  t h e  p h a n t a s m  is n o t  a c a u s e  o f  t h e  i n t e l l i g i b l e  s p e c i e s  a t  
al l .  T h i s  is c l e a r  f r o m  s e v e r a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  F i r s t ,  w h e n  h e  e x p l a i n s  t h e  m o d e l  
o f  h a r m o n y  in  r e l a t i o n  to  t h e  c o o p e r a t i o n  b e t w e e n  a p p e t i t e  a n d  c o g n i t i o n ,  h e  
m a k e s  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  ' r e c e i v i n g '  f a c u l t y ,  t h e  a p p e t i t e ,  is t h e  e n t i r e  c a u s e  o f  its 
act .  S e c o n d ,  h e  e x p l a i n s  t h e  h a r m o n y  i t s e l f  b y  r e f e r r i n g  to  the soul as e f f i c i e n t  
c a u s e .  F i n a l l y ,  h e  d e n i e s  t h a t  t h e r e  is " a n y  i n f l u x  o f  t h e  p h a n t a s m  i t s e l f . "  B u t  
in  t h e  Disputationes metaphysicae h e  w r i t e s  t h a t  c a u s a t i o n  is " n o t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  
t h a t  i n f l u x ,  o r  [seu] c o n c o u r s e  by w h i c h  e a c h  c a u s e  in  its k i n d  a c t u a l l y  f lows  
i n t o  b e i n g  in  t h e  e f f ec t . ' 21  A n d  in  De anima h e  e l i m i n a t e d  e v e r y  o n e  o f  t h e  f o u r  
t y p e s  o f  A r i s t o t e l i a n  c a u s e s  as an  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  p h a n t a s m .  

Su~irez '  a c c o u n t  is v e r y  i n t r i g u i n g  a n d  c e r t a i n l y  w o r t h  m o r e  e x a m i n a t i o n  
t h a n  I c a n  p r o v i d e  h e r e .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  in  v i r t u e  o f  h is  a p p e a l  to  t h e  s o u l  i t s e l f  as 
a c a u s e  t h a t  c o o r d i n a t e s  t h e  ac t i v i t y  o f  v a r i o u s  f a c u l t i e s  i t  is e v o c a t i v e  o f  l a t e r  
a p p e a l s  to t h e  u n i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  22 B u t  w h i l e  S u ~ r e z '  s o l u t i o n  is r e m a r k -  
ab le ,  i t  is c l e a r l y  n o t  a v a i l a b l e  to  D e s c a r t e s ,  w h o s e  d u a l i s m  e n t a i l s  t h a t  h e  n e e d s  
to  e x p l a i n  t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  o f  m o d e s  o f  t w o  e n t i r e l y  d i s t i n c t  en t i t i e s :  m o d e s  o f  
b o d y  a n d  m o d e s  o f  m i n d .  T h e r e  is n o  s e n s e  in  w h i c h  t h e  r e l e v a n t  se ts  o f  e v e n t s  
b e l o n g  to  f a c u l t i e s  o f  a s i n g l e  sou l ,  a n d  so D e s c a r t e s  c a n n o t  a d o p t  Su~irez'  
s o l u t i o n  i n  t e r m s  o f  o n e  e n t i t y ,  t h e  sou l ,  u n d e r l y i n g  t w o  t y p e s  o f  activity.~3 
N e v e r t h e l e s s  w e  wi l l  s ee  t h a t  t h e r e  is a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  s i m i l a r i t y  b e t w e e n  t h e  
a c c o u n t s  o f f e r e d  by  D e s c a r t e s  a n d  Su~irez in  r e g a r d  to  t h e  c a u s a l  r o l e  o f  t h e  
m i n d .  

T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  Su~irez '  a c c o u n t  a n d  t h e  o n e  o f f e r e d  by  A q u i n a s - -  

~oST I 84.6. 
~ DM XII.II.I 3. Similarly, Eustachius writes that the formal definition (ratio) of cause "is 

placed in a real mfluxofthe cause into the effect: so that to cause an effect is nothing other than to 
really flow into this effect by communicating being to it." (SPIII 5 ~, emphasis added). Both are 
speaking of causation in general in these passages, not just about efficient causation But see n. ~5 
below on Eustachius, 

,2it is also interesting to note the similarity between Su~trez' account of the relationship 
between imagination and intellect on one hand, and Leibniz' account of mind-body interaction on 
the other hand. Both appeal to notions like harmony and concomitance Leibniz also demes causal 
interaction and appeals to a nouon of concomitance or harmony. But there are also some impor- 
tant differences, and I do not wish to suggest that Leibnlz' notion of pre-established harmony 
derives from Su~irez. For a discussion of the origin of this notion in Leibmz, see Donald Ruther- 
ford, Le~bmz and the Ratwnal Order of Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) 36-4 ~ 
In correspondence Rutherford has suggested that the similarity between Su~trez and Leibniz is 
more likely due to harmony models being fairly widely available. 

2~ It is relevant in this context that on Descartes's view it is not the case that the soul is the form 
of the body. As I mentioned before (see n. 5), some have argued that for Descartes the soul is the 
form of the body. But even if this interpretation were right, the sense m which the soul could be 
the form of the body for Descartes clearly does not include the idea that the soul is the principle of 
faculties of the body since for him the body isjust a machine. 
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as well  as the  C o i m b r a  c o m m e n t a t o r s - - i s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  ve ry  i n t e r e s t i n g  a n d  
i m p o r t a n t .  Os tens ib ly ,  b o t h  a c c o u n t s  address  the  p r o b l e m  tha t  the  lower  c a n ' t  
act  o n  the  h ighe r .  Su~irez c o m p l e t e l y  rejects  the  i dea  tha t  the  p h a n t a s m  acts o n  
the in te l l ec t  as a n  ef f ic ient  cause:  for  h i m  the m i n d  is j u s t  n o t  the  sor t  o f  t h i n g  
tha t  can  be  ac ted  u p o n  by the  body .  Fo r  A q u i n a s  a n d  the  C o i m b r a  C o m m e n t a -  
tors, however ,  the  p h a n t a s m  is a pa r t i a l  cause  a n d  the  C o i m b r a  C o m m e n t a t o r s  
expl ic i t ly  call it an  eff ic ient  cause.  B u t  n o t e  tha t  in  effect,  this  d i f f e r e n c e  in  
the i r  so lu t ions  sugges t  d i f f e r e n t  problems, or  at  least,  d i f f e r e n t  ve r s ions  of  the  
p r o b l e m .  O n e  p r o b l e m  is tha t  a c o r p o r e a l  en t i t y  c a n n o t  act  o n  an  i n c o r p o r e a l  
en t i ty :  this p r o b l e m  c o n c e r n s  the  d i f f e r ence  b e t w e e n  the  cause a n d  the  en t i t y  
ac ted  u p o n ,  the patient. T h e  o t h e r  w o r r y  is tha t  the  p h a n t a s m ,  b e i n g  a c o rpo re a l  
ent i ty ,  does not have what it takes to produce an intelligible spec ies- -which  is a p r o b l e m  
a b o u t  the  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  the  cause a n d  the effect. 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y  e n o u g h ,  A q u i n a s  m e n t i o n s  bo th .  W h e n  d i scuss ing  the  role  of  
the  p h a n t a s m  in  the  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  i n t e l l ec tua l  k n o w l e d g e  in  the  Summa, o n e  of  
the  ob jec t ions  to such  a role  is this:  

Augustine said, we must  not  think that any body can act on a spirit, as if the spirit was 
subject like matter to the acting body: for what acts is in every way more excellent than 
that on which it acts. Hence he concludes that the body does not  produce the image in 
the spirit, but  that the spirit itself makes it in itself. 

The next one is: 

Moreover, the effect does not  go beyond the power of its cause. But intellectual cogni- 
tion goes beyond sensible things: for we unders tand  things that cannot  be perceived by 
the senses.24 

N o w  in  his t r e a t m e n t  of  the  p r o b l e m  at h a n d ,  for  i n s t a n c e  in  the  b o d y  of  this  
q u e s t i o n  in  the Summa, A q u i n a s  focuses  o n  the  first  o f  these  p r o b l e m s .  B u t  in  
effect  his s o l u t i o n  addresses  the  w o r r y  tha t  the  p h a n t a s m  is n o t  e n o u g h  to 
p r o d u c e  the  in t e l l ig ib le  species. O n  the  view he  p r o p o s e s  the  p h a n t a s m  is a 
cause  (the s e c o n d a r y  a n d  i n s t r u m e n t a l  cause) b u t  n o t  the  c o m p l e t e  cause.~5 

24 See also the formulation of the problem by the Coimbra Commentators. They write that the 
phantasm cannot produce intelligible species because these species are more perfect and the effect 
cannot be more noble than the cause (De anzma III V I I, 371). 

25 An account different from both Aquinas' and Sufirez' can be found m Eustachlus of St Paul. 
He writes that the most probable view is that the phantasm is a material cause because "corporeal 
things cannot attain efficiently to the production of a spiritual thing, but can only relate 
disposltively to their production" (SPIII 43~-433). For Eustachius that means in fact that strictly 
speaking, the phantasm is not a real cause of the intelligible species. For he also writes that in the 
strict sense only an efficient principle is a cause (Causa vero stricte accipiturpro solo efficientepnncipio, 
SPIII 51). 

Eustachius' view is puzzhng, since on the standard Aristotelian view, the material cause is an 
internal principle constitutive of the effect, such as a composite substance, or that in which the 
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So t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  o f  t he se  two p r o b l e m s  is s i g n i f i c a n t  as t h e y  r e q u i r e  
d i f f e r e n t  so lu t ions .  W e  sha l l  see ,  f u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h a t  the  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
these  two types  o f  i ssues  is q u i t e  u se fu l  fo r  m a k i n g  sense  o f  D e s c a r t e s ' s  
a c c o u n t  o f  s e n s a t i o n .  

W h a t  h a v e  we l e a r n e d  f r o m  this  d i s cus s ion  o f  scho las t i c  t r e a t m e n t s  o f  
a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d ?  In  the  f i rs t  p l ace ,  we have  s een  t ha t  fo r  t he  scholas t ics  
also t h e  m i n d  was i n c o r p o r e a l ,  a n d  t ha t  the  a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d  was a 
p r o b l e m :  th is  d i f f i cu l t y  was n o t  n e w  wi th  D e s c a r t e s ' s  dua l i sm .  B u t  u n l i k e  m a n y  
o f  D e s c a r t e s ' s  cr i t ics ,  t h e y  d i d  n o t  say  the  p r o b l e m  ar ises  s i m p l y  b e c a u s e  o f  the  
g e n e r a l  d i f f e r e n c e  in  n a t u r e  b e t w e e n  m i n d  a n d  b o d y .  T h e y  p r o v i d e d  a specif ic  
r e a s o n  g r o u n d e d  in t h o s e  n a t u r e s :  b o d y  is i n f e r i o r  to  m i n d  a n d  the  l o w e r  can ' t  
act  on  the  h i g h e r .  W e  also saw t h a t  t he  p r o b l e m  takes  two d i f f e r e n t  f o r m s ,  one  
o f  w h i c h  c o n c e r n s  t he  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t ,  t he  o t h e r  t he  n a t u r e  o f  t he  effect .  
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  as we sha l l  see,  t he  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e i r  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t he  p r o b l e m  
invo lves  i n t e r e s t i n g  s imi la r i t i e s  w i th  t h a t  o f  Desca r t e s .  T h e i r  s o l u t i o n s  invo lved  
in the  first  p l a c e  t he  v iew t h a t  a f acu l ty  o f  the  m i n d ,  the  a g e n t  in te l lec t ,  
c o n t r i b u t e s  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  to t he  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t he  i n t e l l i g i b l e  spec ies .  B u t  tha t  
still  l eaves  t he  scholas t ics  wi th  t he  q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  ro l e  o f  the  b o d y ,  in  t he i r  
case,  the  c o r p o r e a l  p h a n t a s m .  O n  A q u i n a s '  v iew the  p h a n t a s m  is a p a r t i a l  
e f f i c i en t  cause  o f  t he  i n t e l l i g ib l e  spec ies :  it  is r e s p o n s i b l e  fo r  its c o n t e n t  
w h e r e a s  the  a g e n t  i n t e l l e c t  is r e s p o n s i b l e  fo r  its in te l l ig ib i l i ty .  B u t  Su~irez does  
n o t  r e g a r d  the  p h a n t a s m  as a c a u s e  o f  the  i n t e l l i g i b l e  spec ies  at  all. 

3. DESCARTES: WHAT'S  THE PROBLEM? 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y  e n o u g h ,  t he  h i e r a r c h i c a l  p r o b l e m  t h a t  k e p t  the  scholas t ics  busy  
n e v e r  a r i ses  in t he  v a r i o u s  e x c h a n g e s  b e t w e e n  D e s c a r t e s  a n d  his  c o n t e m p o r a r -  
ies. B u t  s eve ra l  o f  his  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  a n d  m a n y  l a t e r  r e a d e r s  have  r a i s ed  the  
H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m ,  a n d  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  t he  b r u t e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  
m i n d  a n d  b o d y  c r e a t e s  a s e r i ous  o b s t a c l e  fo r  t h e i r  i n t e r a c t i o n .  A n d  the  d i scus-  
s ion  has  c o v e r e d  C a r t e s i a n  f o r m s  o f  b o t h  p r o b l e m s  we saw in t he  scholas t ic  
c o n t e x t .  T h a t  is to say, s o m e t i m e s  the  q u e s t i o n  is h o w  o n e  s u b s t a n c e  can  act  on  
a n o t h e r  o n e  i f  t h e y  a r e  so d i f f e r e n t  in n a t u r e .  A t  o t h e r  t imes  the  q u e s t i o n  is 
r a i s e d  w h e t h e r  t he  ef fec t ,  a m o d e  o f  t he  m i n d ,  c o u l d  be  p r o d u c e d  by  s o m e -  
t h i n g  c o r p o r e a l  g i v e n  the  r a d i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e  in n a t u r e .  ~6 T h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  be-  

effect, a form, inheres. For thxs objection, see Sufirez DA IV.II lo. (Su~irez does not menUon 
Eustachms, but refers to "Thomists.") 

~6 Some scholars have raised this second question in connection with Descartes's causal princi- 
ples. They have argued that his view that the cause must contain at least as much reality as the 
effect poses problems for interaction. Much hangs on whether one takes Descartes to hold that the 
cause must resemble the effect. If he does, there would seem to be a problem for the body 
producing modes of the mind. For the view that Descartes's causal principles do pose problems, 
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t w e e n  these  two types  o f  p r o b l e m s  is n e v e r  n o t i c e d ,  b u t  we will see tha t  it  h e lp s  
us  u n d e r s t a n d  Descar tes ' s  a c c o u n t  o f  the  ac t ion  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d .  

W h a t  d id  Descar tes  h i m s e l f  have  to say a b o u t  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m ?  
W h e n  c o n f r o n t e d  wi th  the  p r o b l e m  by his c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  he  does  n o t  s eem 
pa r t i cu l a r l y  w o r r i e d  a b o u t  it. Descar tes  ce r t a in ly  n e v e r  re jects  the  possibi l i ty  of  
such  i n t e r a c t i o n ? 7  I n d e e d ,  in  a l e t t e r  to C le r se l i e r  he  f a m o u s l y  d e n i e s  tha t  
i n t e r a c t i o n  is a p r o b l e m :  

I will tell you that the whole difficulty that they [objections regarding mind-body 
interaction] contain proceeds from a supposition that is false and that cannot  be 
proved, namely that if body and soul are two substances with different natures, that 
prevents them from being able to act on one another. (Letter to Clerselier, J anua ry  12, 
1646, AT IX-1 213, CSM II 275- See also AT VII 39 o, CSM II 266-267) 

V a r i o u s  o f  Descar tes ' s  r e m a r k s  s t rong ly  sugges t  t ha t  he  t h o u g h t  m i n d - b o d y  
i n t e r a c t i o n  n e e d s  n o  e x p l a n a t i o n  or  even  tha t  it is n o t  poss ib le  to p rov ide  one .  
I n  le t ters  b o t h  to E l i zabe th  a n d  A r n a u l d  he  c la ims  tha t  it  is obv ious  tha t  t he r e  
is i n t e r ac t i on .  2s A n d  to E l i zabe th  he  writes tha t  

�9 the things that pertain to the un ion  of soul and body are only known obscurely by 
the unders tanding alone, or even by the unders tanding  assisted by the imagination; but  
they are known very clearly by the senses. Tha t  is why those who never philosophize 
and use only their senses have no doubt  that the soul moves the body and the body acts 
on the soul. (AT III  691-692,  CSM III  227) 

G i v e n  tha t  Descar tes  t h o u g h t  t ha t  i n t e r a c t i o n  is s e n s e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  k n o w n  by  
t h e  in te l lect ,  it is n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t ha t  his r e s p o n s e s  to his c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  do  n o t  
c o n t a i n  an  expl ic i t  ph i l o soph i ca l  a c c o u n t  of  i n t e r a c t i o n .  His  pos i t i on  is i n  
p r i n c i p l e  c o h e r e n t :  su re ly  it s eems  poss ib le  t ha t  some  th ings  are  s imp ly  n o t  

see Daisie Radner, "Descartes' Notion of the Union of Mind and Body," Journal of the H,story of 
Philosophy 9 (1971): 159-17~ especially 161, and also her "Is There a Problem of Cartesian 
Interaction?" and "Rejoinder to Professors Richardson and Loeb," Journal oftheH, story of Phdosophy 
93 (1985): 35-49, 239-236.Janet Broughton argues that Descartes holds that the body can't act 
on the mind in "Adequate Causes and Natural Change in Descartes's Pbtiosophy," m Alan 
Donagan, Anthony N. Perovich Jr., and Michael V. Wedin, eds., Human Nature and Natural Knowl- 
edge: Essays Presented to Marjorie Grene on the Occaszon of Her Seventy-Fifth Bzrthday (Dordrecht: Reidel, 
1986), 1 o 7-127. On the other hand, Eileen O'Neill argues that Descartes's causal principles pose 
no problems for mind-body interaction in "Mind-Body Interaction and Metaphysical Consistency: 
A Defense of Descartes," Journal of the H*story ofPhzlosophy 25 (1987): 227-945. Margaret Wilson 
sides with O'Neill�9 See her "Descartes on the Origin of Sensation," Philosophical Topics 19 (1991): 
993-393. For this view see also Tad Schmaltz, "Sensation, Occasionalism, and Descartes' Causal 
Principles," in Philip D. Cummins and Guenther Zoeller, eds., Minds, Ideas and Objects: Essays on the 
Theory of Representation mModernPh*losophy (Ridgeview Publishing Company, 1992), 38-55 �9 I myself 
am in the camp that thinks that Descartes's causal principles do not pose a problem for mind-body 
interaction and I will not discuss these principles. 

~v Contrary to, for instance, S.V. Keeling, Descartes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968). 
~SAT I2I 692, CSM I2I 227; AT V ~22, CSM III 358. 
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a c c e s s i b l e  t o  t h e  h u m a n  i n t e l l e c t .  A n d  g e n e r a l l y  h i s  c r i t i c s  fa i l  t o  e x p l a i n  w h a t  
e x a c t l y  t h e  o b s t a c l e  to  i n t e r a c t i o n  is s u p p o s e d  t o  b e .  St i l l ,  D e s c a r t e s ' s  p o s i t i o n  is 
f r u s t r a t i n g  f r o m  a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p o i n t  o f  v i e w ,  a n d ,  as  E l i z a b e t h  c o m m e n t e d ,  i t  
s e e m s  m o s t  p l a u s i b l e  t h a t  w e  k n o w  b y  m e a n s  o f  t h e  s e n s e s  t h a t  m i n d  a n d  b o d y  
i n t e r a c t ,  b u t  l ess  so  t h a t  w e  k n o w  h o w  t h i s  h a p p e n s - - e s p e c i a l l y  o n  D e s c a r t e s ' s  
v i e w  t h a t  i n t e r a c t i o n  t a k e s  p l a c e  a t  t h e  p i n e a l  g l a n d . 2 9  B u t  f o r  p r e s e n t  p u r -  
p o s e s  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  f e a t u r e s  o f  D e s c a r t e s ' s  r e s p o n s e s  a r e  t h a t  t h e y  c o n -  
t a i n  n o  t r a c e  o f  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  w a s  i m p o s s i b l e ,  a n d  t h a t  
s e v e r a l  o f  h i s  r e m a r k s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  h e  r e g a r d e d  s u c h  i n t e r a c t i o n  as  r e l a t i v e l y  
u n p r o b l e m a t i c .  

D e s c a r t e s  d o e s  s o m e t i m e s  i n v o k e  a c o m p a r i s o n  w i t h  h e a v i n e s s  to  i l l u m i -  
n a t e  h o w  i n t e r a c t i o n  w o r k s .  T h i s  c o m p a r i s o n  is m e a n t  to  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  p u z -  
z l i n g  i d e a  t h a t  t h e  s o u l  is w h o l e  i n  t h e  w h o l e  b o d y  a n d  w h o l e  i n  i t s  p a r t s - - w h a t  
H e n r y  M o r e  c a l l e d  h o l e n m e r i s m . 3 o  B u t  h e  a p p l i e s  t h i s  a n a l o g y  on l y  to  a c t i o n  o f  
m i n d  o n  b o d y ,  n e v e r  to  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d .  I n d e e d ,  i t  is h a r d  to  s e e  
h o w  t h e  a n a l o g y  w o u l d  a p p l y  to  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d .  D e s c a r t e s  p r o -  
p o s e s  t h a t  w e  t h i n k  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  m i n d  o n  b o d y  as  w e  t h i n k  o f  h e a v i n e s s  
i m p e l l i n g  a b o d y  t o w a r d s  t h e  e a r t h .  B u t  u s i n g  t h e  a n a l o g y  f o r  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  
b o d y  o n  m i n d  w o u l d  i n v o l v e  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  a b o d y  a c t i n g  o n  i t s  h e a v i n e s s  i n  
s o m e  way ,  w h i c h  m a k e s  l i t t l e  sense .31  

~0Ehzabeth's letter to Descartes of July 1, 1643, AT IV I. The absence of a real account of 
mind-body interaction leaves Descartes with an unanswered question, but it does not follow that 
such interaction is impossible: that stronger claim would require an argument.  Interpreters dis- 
agree about the question how satisfying Descartes's responses to the Heterogeneity Problem are. 
For a positive assessment, see Richardson, "The 'Scandal' of Cartesian Interactionism," and also 
Louis E. Loeb, From Descartes to Hume (Ithaca: Cornel] University Press, 1981 ), 134-156. Wilson is 
more critical ("Descartes on the Origin of Sensation," 31 z-313).  See also the references in n. 26 
above. 

~~ Replies, AT VII 44~-442, CSM II ~97-298, and in letters to Elizabeth, May ~ ,  ~643 
AT I][I 667-8,  CSM III 219, and Arnauld,  July 29, 1648, AT V 222-223, CSM III 358. 

3, This asymmetry does not necessarily pertain to what the analogy with heaviness is meant  to 
illustrate: the idea that the mind is whole in the whole body, whole in each of its parts. Conceivably 
one could detach holenmerlsm from the analogy and apply it to both direcuons of interaction. But 
this Descartes does not do. 

There  are other indxcations that Descartes treated voluntary action and sensation differently. 
Sensation, but  not voluntary action is supposed to be an indication of a close and intzmate union of 
mind and body. Thus in the Dtscourse he writes: " . . .  it does not suffice that the [rational soul] is 
lodged in the human  body as a pilot in his ship, unless perhaps zn order to move its hmbs, but it must be 
jo ined and united to it more closely m order to have, in addmon,  sensations and appetites like 
ours, and thus compose a real man" (AT VI 59, CSM I 141, emphasis added). 

And in the letter to More of Aprd 15, 1649, he writes "Although I think that no mode of 
acting belongs univocally to both God and creatures, I think that I find m my mind no idea that 
represents the way in which God or an angel can move matter  that is different from the idea that 
shows me the way in which I am conscious that I can move my body by means of  my thought"  (AT 
V 347, CSM III 375). So Descartes claims he understands the action of all three types of incorpo- 
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In  d i scuss ions  o f  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  p h i l o s o -  
p h e r s  usua l ly  a s s u m e  tha t  the  r ad ica l  d i f f e r e n c e  in n a t u r e  b e t w e e n  m i n d  a n d  
b o d y  in D e s c a r t e s  resul t s  in j u s t  o n e  p r o b l e m  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n .  B u t  in t he  s e v e n -  
t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  the  q u e s t i o n  h o w  a sp i r i tua l  s u b s t a n c e  acts on  a b o d y  was 
t r e a t ed  qu i t e  d i f f e r e n t l y  f r o m  the  q u e s t i o n  h o w  a b o d y  c o u l d  act  on  a sp i r i tua l  
subs tance .  W e  a l r eady  saw t h a t  this is the  case f o r  the  A r i s t o t e l i a n  scholast ics .  
Pa r t i cu la r ly  i n t e r e s t i n g  in r e l a t i o n  to D e s c a r t e s ' s  use  o f  h o l e n m e r i s m  is t ha t  
h o l e n m e r i s m  was u s e d  in a c c o u n t s  o f  ac t i on  o f  a sp i r i tua l  s u b s t a n c e  o n  the  
phys ica l  wor ld ,  spec i f ica l ly  in the  case o f  God .  O n  a d i f f e r e n t  m o d e l  G o d  is 
p r e s e n t  w h e r e  he  acts in the  phys ica l  w o r l d  s i m p l y  in v i r t u e  o f  a p r e s e n c e  o f  
p o w e r .  T h i s  m o d e l  d i f fe r s  f r o m  h o l e n m e r i s m  in tha t  t h e r e  is no  sense  in w h i c h  
G o d ' s  s u b s t a n c e  is p r e s e n t  w h e r e  he  acts. I n  l e t t e r s  to M o r e  la te  in his  l ife 
Desca r t e s  uses  this s e c o n d  m o d e l  f o r  the  a c t i o n  o f  m i n d  on  body ,  thus  e a r n i n g  
f r o m  M o r e  the  label  " T h e  P r i n c e  o f  Nullibilists."32 M e r e  e x t e n s i o n  o f  p o w e r  
was r e j e c t e d  by s o m e  on  t h e  g r o u n d  t h a t  i t  p r e s e n t s  a sp i r i t ua l  s u b s t a n c e  as 
ac t i ng  s o m e w h e r e  w h e r e  it is no t ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  i m p l y  ac t i on  at a distance.33 In  
the  c o n t e x t  o f  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  h u m a n  be ings ,  h o l e n m e r i s m  was f r e q u e n t l y  
u s e d  in scho las t i c i sm to d e s c r i b e  the  u n i o n  o f  soul  a n d  body ,  b u t  to m y  k n o w l -  
e d g e  it was n e v e r  u s e d  to de sc r ibe  t he i r  in terac t ion .~4 

So m u c h  o f  w h a t  Desca r t e s  says sugges t s  t h a t  he  is n o t  v e r y  c o n c e r n e d  
a b o u t  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n .  W h e n  we e x a m i n e  his a c c o u n t s  o f  a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  
on  m i n d  in sensa t ion ,  h o w e v e r ,  the  l a n g u a g e  he  uses  w o u l d  s e e m  to s u g g e s t  
t h a t  t h ings  a re  n o t  so s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d .  F o r  i n s t ance ,  o f t e n  in s t ead  o f  w r i t i n g  
tha t  bod i ly  states c a u s e  ideas  in t he  m i n d  he  d e s c r i b e s  such  states as t he  o c c a s i o n  

on  w h i c h  ideas  are  f o r m e d  by the  m i n d .  Also  he  f r e q u e n t l y  speaks  as i f  the  
b o d y  gives a s ign to the  m i n d  to f o r m  an  idea .  T h e s e  m o d e l s  m i g h t  s u g g e s t  

real substance on body in the same way This is significant since he wanted to distinguish the union 
of the mind with the body from the relation of angels to bodies to which they are united (Letter to 
Regius of January 1643 , AT IlI 493, CSM III 2o6). So he clearly cannot use the action of mind on 
body to defend a special, intimate union between them. 

I used to think that these passages indicate that Descartes specifically treats the acuon of body 
on mind differently from the action of mind on body. But one can't be sure. The reason is that I 
think the difference in treatment between sensauon and voluntary action might lie in Descartes's 
view that the quahty of sensory states is due to the intimate union with the body, as opposed to the 
fact that their occurrence is caused by the body (for this distincuon see my Descartes'sDuahsm, ch. 6). 
So the asymmetry indicated by these passages need not have anything to do with interaction, the 
causation of the occurrence of states in one substance by states in another one. 

32 Edward Grant, Much Ado about Nothzng (Cambridge: Cambridge Umversity Press 1981,) 399, 
n. 238. Grant discusses these models of the presence of God and mind in the physical world in 
various philosophers (see 923-928, 35 ~ n. 127). Whereas Descartes's talk of extension of power 
instantiates a different model from his talk of holenmerism, it is possible that he conflated the two. 

33 Much Ado about Nothing, 146, 153ff., 953-254. 
34For a particularly clear example see Aquinas, ST 1 76.8. 
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t h a t  D e s c a r t e s  d i d ,  a f t e r  all ,  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  t h e  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  A t  t h e  
s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e y  d o  n o t  s e e m  to  c o n s t i t u t e  a n  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  union  o f  m i n d  a n d  
b o d y ,  a n  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  w h i c h  is h e l p f u l  in  v i e w  o f  t h e i r  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  as D e s -  
c a r t e s  w r o t e  to  C le r se l i e r . a5  A n d  t h e y  c e r t a i n l y  d o n ' t  s e e m  to  h a v e  a n y t h i n g  to  
d o  w i t h  t h e  h e a v i n e s s  a n a l o g y  h e  o f f e r e d  to  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  u n i o n .  So  w h a t  is 
t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  D e s c a r t e s  o f f e r i n g  t h e s e  m o d e l s ?  

I n t e r p r e t e r s  h a v e  o f t e n  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  D e s c a r t e s  w a s  w o r r i e d  a b o u t  t h e  
H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m  a f t e r  all ,  in  s p i t e  o f  h i s  v a r i o u s  e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  u n c o n -  
c e r n .  S o m e  h a v e  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  h e  w a s  an  o c c a s i o n a l i s t  o n  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  
H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m . 3 6  S t e v e n  N a d l e r  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  p r o b l e m  m o t i v a t e s  
D e s c a r t e s  to  a d o p t  w h a t  h e  cal ls  " o c c a s i o n a l  c a u s a t i o n "  f o r  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  
o n  m i n d . a 7  N o t i n g  t h e  c o m p l e x i t y  o f  D e s c a r t e s ' s  r e m a r k s  o n  s e n s a t i o n  M a r g a -  
r e t  W i l s o n  h a s  a r g u e d  t h a t  h e  is i n c o n s i s t e n t  in  v a r i o u s  w a y s  o n  i n t e r a c t i o n . a S  
I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  s h e  c o n t r a s t s  h i s  c l a i m  to  E l i z a b e t h  t h a t  u n i o n  a n d  i n t e r a c t i o n  
a r e  s i m p l y  s e n s e d  in  e v e r y d a y  l i fe  w i t h  t h e  c o m p l e x  m o d e l s  h e  o f f e r s  e l se-  
w h e r e .  D a n i e l  G a r b e r  t a k e s  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  a p p r o a c h .  H e  n o t e s  t h e  u s e  o f  " o n  
t h e  o c c a s i o n  o f "  i n  t h e  a r g u m e n t  f o r  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  b o d y  in  t h e  F r e n c h  
Principles  I I .  1. B u t  h e  p r o p o s e s  t h a t  t h i s  e x p r e s s i o n  i n d i c a t e s  an  u n w i l l i n g n e s s  
in  D e s c a r t e s  to  s ee  a b o d i l y  s ta te  as a c a u s e  o f  a n  i d e a  b e c a u s e  D e s c a r t e s  d o e s  
n o t  t h i n k - - a t  t h a t  p o i n t  in  h i s  l i f e - - t h a t  b o d i e s  h a v e  c a u s a l  p o w e r s . a 9  

35 Letter to Clerselier, January 12, t646, AT IXA 213, CSM II 275. He makes this point in the 
same breath as his famous dtsmissive comment on objections to mind-body interaction quoted 
above (l 2). The remark would seem to be in tension also with his comments to Elizabeth, quoted 
above, that the union is a primitive notion and that union and interaction are sensed rather than 
understood. But perhaps the explanation would consist in the use of the analogy with heaviness. 

36 See, for instance,John W. Yolton, Perceptual Acquaintance from Descartes to Reid (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 22. For arguments against the view that Descartes was an 
occasionalist see Henri Gouhier, La vocation de Malebranche (Paris. VrIn, 1926), 83-88; Jean 
Laporte, Le rationalisme de Descartes (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, t95o), ~25-226. For 
more references see Steven Nadler, "Descartes and Occasional Causation," Britzsh Journal for the 
H~story ofPhdosophy ~ (x994): 35-54, esp. 46-47 n.27. 

37 "Descartes and Occasional Causation," 49. Nadler writes that Descartes adopts occasional 
causation in view of the "radical substantial dissimilarity between body and mind in Descartes' 
duahsm." In their recent book Descartes' Duahsm ([London : Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1996], 
138-162). Gordon Baker and Katherine J. Morris also assume Descartes's talk of bodily states as 
occasions for sensory ideas is due to the Heterogeneity Problem. Like Nadler, they use the notion 
of "occasional causation." 

38 "Descartes on the Origin of Sensation," especially 3 ~ 1-3o6, 31 ~. 
39 Descartes's Metaphysical Physics (University of Chicago Press, t992), 73-75 Garber suggests 

that there is a development over time in regard to Descartes's willingness to use causal language to 
describe the role of the body in the production of ideas. He believes that Descartes developed 
reservations about bodies having causal efficacy at all. On his view, there is a tendency in the 
Prinaples, especially the French version, to avoid such language. The Latin version, and especially 
the Medttatzons, he argues, sound more causal. 

But Descartes's use of the phrase "occasion" could not indicate a change of view as described 
by Garber. Descartes frequently uses the expression "occasion" to describe the role of the body in 
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I wi l l  a r g u e ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  D e s c a r t e s  o f f e r s  t h e s e  m o d e l s  to  a d d r e s s  a 
p r o b l e m  t h a t  is v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  b o t h  t h e  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m  a n d  t h e  
i s s u e  t h a t  i n t e r e s t s  G a r b e r . 4 o  R e c o g n i t i o n  o f  D e s c a r t e s ' s  c o n c e r n  f o r  t h a t  p r o b -  
l e m  a n d  a p r o p e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  m o d e l s  h e  o f f e r s  to  s o l v e  it,  r e m o v e ,  I 
b e l i e v e ,  m u c h  o f  t h e  t e n s i o n  t h a t  s e e m s  to  p l a g u e  h i s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  s e n s a t i o n .  
I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w e  wil l  b e  a b l e  to  l e a v e  b e h i n d  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  t h a t  D e s c a r t e s  
o f f e r s  c o m p l i c a t e d  m o d e l s  to  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m  i n  s p i t e  o f  
h i s  n u m e r o u s  r e m a r k s  t o  t h e  e f f e c t  t h a t  i n t e r a c t i o n  is n o t  a p r o b l e m  o r  t h a t  
i n t e r a c t i o n  c o u l d  s i m p l y  b e  s e n s e d .  

O n e  p a s s a g e  w h e r e  D e s c a r t e s  a d d r e s s e s  t h e  p r o b l e m  i n  q u e s t i o n  q u i t e  
c l e a r l y  is i n  t h e  C o m m e n t s  o n  a C e r t a i n  B r o a d s h e e t :  

� 9  a n y o n e  w h o  pays  p r o p e r  a t t e n t i o n  m u s t  be l i eve  t h a t  h o w e v e r  f a r  o u r  senses  e x t e n d  
a n d  w h a t e v e r  it is exact ly  t h a t  can  r e a c h  o u r  facu l ty  o f  t h o u g h t  f r o m  t h e m ,  i t  is n e v e r  
the  case t h a t  t he  ideas  o f  t h ings  as we f o r m  t h e m  in o u r  t h o u g h t ,  a re  e x h i b i t e d  to us  by  
t h e m  [the senses] .  T h e r e f o r e  t h e r e  is n o t h i n g  in o u r  ideas  w h i c h  is n o t  i n n a t e  in  t he  
m i n d  or  facu l ty  o f  t h i n k i n g ,  e x c e p t  on ly  fo r  t he  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  t h a t  c o n c e r n  e x p e r i e n c e .  
Fo r  th is  r e a s o n  we j u d g e  t h a t  c e r t a i n  ideas  t h a t  we n o w  have  p r e s e n t  in  o u r  t h o u g h t  a re  
r e f e r r e d  to c e r t a i n  t h ings  p l a c e d  ou t s ide  us. W e  d o  n o t  do  so b e c a u s e  t hose  t h i n g s  s en t  
the  ideas  t h e m s e l v e s  to  o u r  m i n d  t h r o u g h  t he  o r g a n s  o f  t h e  senses ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  t hey  
s en t  s o m e t h i n g ,  w h i c h  gave occas ion  to o u r  m i n d  to f o r m  these  ideas  by  m e a n s  o f  a 
facu l ty  i n n a t e  to it a t  this  t ime  r a t h e r  t h a n  a n o t h e r  t ime.  N o t h i n g  a r r i v e d  at  o u r  m i n d  
f r o m  e x t e r n a l  objec ts  t h r o u g h  the  o r g a n s  o f  s ense  e x c e p t  fo r  c e r t a i n  c o r p o r e a l  m o t i o n s ,  
as o u r  a u t h o r  h i m s e l f  a f f i rms  in  ar t ic le  19 o n  the  basis  o f  m y  pr inc ip les .  B u t  n o t  e v e n  
those  m o t i o n s  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  the  s h a p e s  t h a t  ar ise  f r o m  t h e m  are  c o n c e i v e d  by  us  as 
they  c o m e  to be  in  the  o r g a n s  o f  the  senses ,  as I h a v e  e x p l a i n e d  at  l e n g t h  in the  Optics. 
H e n c e  it  fol lows t h a t  the  ideas  t h e m s e l v e s  o f  m o t i o n s  a n d  s h a p e s  a re  i n n a t e  to us. A n d  
it  m u s t  b e  e v e n  m o r e  the  case t ha t  the  ideas  o f  pa in ,  colors ,  s o u n d s  a n d  the  l ike a re  
i n n a t e ,  so t h a t  o u r  m i n d  can  d isp lay  t h e m  to i t se l f  o n  t he  occas ion  o f  c e r t a i n  c o r p o r e a l  
mo t ions .  F o r  t hey  have  n o  s imi la r i ty  wi th  c o r p o r e a l  m o t i o n s .  (AT V I I I - 2 ,  3 5 8 - 3 5 9 ,  
CSM I 3o4)  

So  i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e  D e s c a r t e s  a r g u e s  t h a t  o u r  i d e a s  o f  s e n s e  a r e  n o t  s e n t  i n t o  t h e  
m i n d .  I n s t e a d  al l  s u c h  i d e a s ,  w h e t h e r  o f  s e n s i b l e  o r  m e c h a n i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s ,  a r e  

the production of sensations much earlier in his life, for instance in The Treatise on Man  (AT XI 144, 
149, a51, 158). In addition, in the French version of the Princzples itself we do still find causal 
language. For instance, in Part  IV art. 197 of the French  version Descartes speaks of a movement  
that causes an idea of pain in us, and in art. 198 he writes that  the nerves cause sensations in the 
mind. Both are texts where the relationship between motions and ideas is very much in focus, and 
so one would expect Descartes to be careful. 

4~ his extensive survey of occurrences of the term "occasio" in Descartes, Specht reports a 
total of 299 occurrences of which only 19 concern the mind-body relauon. See his Commercmm 
mentzs et corpons, 43, n. 53. This observation suggests that  the problem the term "occasio"is meant  to 
address is not  restricted to the context of the action of mind on body. Nevertheless I will confine 
myself to that  context_ I take it that in the other  contexts problems with the same structure are at 
stake: roughly, a dissimilarity between apparent  cause and effect that  requires a more complex 
causal model. 
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i n n a t e  a n d  m o t i o n s  in  t h e  b r a i n  "give o c c a s i o n  to t he  m i n d "  to f o r m  t h e  ideas  
in  q u e s t i o n .  B u t  t he  d i f f i cu l ty  t ha t  c o n c e r n s  Desca r t e s  h e r e  is c lea r ly  n o t  the  
H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m :  i t  c l ea r ly  d o e s  n o t  a r i se  f r o m  the  e s sen t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  
b e t w e e n  m i n d  a n d  b o d y  t h e m s e l v e s .  H e  n e v e r  r e f e r s  to th is  d i f f e r e n c e  in  this  
p a s s a g e .  I n s t e a d  h e  ta lks  a b o u t  t he  d i s s i m i l a r i t y  b e t w e e n  m o t i o n s  in t h e  b o d y  
a n d  t h e  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  i d e a s  in the  m i n d .  I d e a s  o f  p a i n ,  co lo rs ,  s o u n d  a n d  the  
l ike,  d o  n o t  r e s e m b l e  t hese  m o t i o n s  at all, h e  a r g u e s ;  a n d  even  m o t i o n s  a n d  
s h a p e s  a r e  c o n c e i v e d  d i f f e r e n t l y  f r o m  the  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  m o t i o n s  a n d  shapes  
in  t he  b r a in .  F o r  i n s t ance ,  as he  wr i t e s  in  t he  Optics, i d e a s  o f  c i rc les  o c c u r  in  
r e s p o n s e  to oval  s h a p e s  in  t he  body.a1 

N o w  o n e  m i g h t  t h i n k  t h a t  this  d i s s i m i l a r i t y  is r e a l l y  d u e  to t he  e s sen t i a l  
d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  m i n d  a n d  body ,  a n d  so t ha t  t he  c o n c e r n  he  d o e s  b r i n g  u p  
r e d u c e s  to the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  B u t  D e s c a r t e s  is c l ea r ly  n o t  w o r r i e d  
a b o u t  t he  fac t  t ha t  t he  causes  a r e  m o t i o n s  a n d  s h a p e s ,  c o r p o r e a l  m o d e s ,  a n d  
the  ef fec ts  ideas ,  m e n t a l  s tates .  A l t h o u g h  he  s p e a k s  o f  t he  d i s s i m i l a r i t y  be-  
t w e e n  ideas a n d  the  b o d i l y  s ta tes  t ha t  cause  t h e m ,  he  is n o t  c o n c e r n e d  w i th  the  
fac t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  ideas .  R a t h e r  h e  is c o n c e r n e d  w i th  t he  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  
c o n t e n t  o f  s e n s o r y  ideas :  such  i d e a s  a p p e a r  to r e p r e s e n t  t h i n g s  t h a t  d o  n o t  
r e s e m b l e  t h e i r  b o d i l y  causes.42 

I n s o f a r  as D e s c a r t e s  is c o n c e r n e d  w i th  i deas  o f  s e n s i b l e  qua l i t i e s  (colors,  
sounds )  a n d  i d e a s  i n v o l v e d  in i n t e r n a l  s e n s a t i o n s  (pains ,  t ickles) o n e  m i g h t  
t h i n k  t h a t  the  issue  at  h a n d  r e d u c e s  to t he  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m  g i v e n  his 
m e c h a n i s t i c  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  body .  T h a t  is, o n e  m i g h t  th ink ,  the  p r o b l e m  ar ises  
n o t  so m u c h  f r o m  the  m i n d  b e i n g  a t h i n k i n g  th ing ,  b u t  f r o m  D e s c a r t e s ' s  v iew 
t h a t  b o d y  o n l y  has  m e c h a n i s t i c  m o d e s ,  a n d  fo r  this  r e a s o n  h e  r e g a r d s  i d e a s  o f  
a n y t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  m e c h a n i s t i c  m o d e s  as i nna t e .  B u t  th is  c a n ' t  be  w h a t  Des-  
ca r t es  has  in  m i n d ,  b e c a u s e  h e  also c l a ims  t ha t  i deas  o f  m e c h a n i s t i c  qua l i t i e s  
m u s t  be  i nna t e .  Fo r ,  h e  a r g u e s ,  t he  m o t i o n s  a n d  s h a p e s  as t hey  ex is t  in  o u r  
b o d y  a re  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  h o w  we c o n c e i v e  o f  t h e m .  A n d  this  a r g u m e n t  shows 
t h a t  t he  m i n d  b e i n g  a t h i n k i n g  t h i n g  a n d  t h e  b o d y  b e i n g  a m e c h a n i s t i c  t h i n g  is 
n o t  in t he  leas t  the  s o u r c e  o f  his  wor ry .  R a t h e r  th is  a r g u m e n t  sugges t s  t h a t  i f  
t he  m o t i o n s  in the  b o d y  r e s e m b l e d  the  i d e a s  t hey  b r i n g  a b o u t - - i n  the  sense  in 

4~AT VI 141, CSM I 179. It Is hard to imagine how Descartes could have evidence for an 
example like this one. But his claims make more sense when one takes into consideration that he is 
concerned to deny about the entire process of sense perception, starting with the objects we 
perceive, that it ~s a matter of similarity being transmitted. I turn to this point briefly below. 

42 One might find it odd that Descartes speaks of the lack of similarity between zdeas and 
their bodily causes. But the resemblance at issue is of the kind that pertains to a representation 
and that which ~s represented: it's the sort of resemblance we speak of m regard to a picture and 
what's depicted. Also it is relevant that for Descartes when one thinks of an object, that object 
"exists objectively in the intellect by way of the idea" (AT VII 41, CSM II ~9), m particular, if 
this means for Descartes that the idea just zs the object existing in the mind objectively. 
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wh ich  an  idea  of  an  oval r e s e m b l e s  a n  oval s ha pe  in  the phys ica l  w o r l d - - t h e  
p r o b l e m  at  h a n d  w o u l d  n o t  arise.  

So the  r e a s o n  why  Descar tes  t h inks  tha t  ideas  of  sense  do  n o t  s imp ly  c o m e  
f r o m  bod ies  has  n o t h i n g  to do wi th  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  I will call the 
p r o b l e m  tha t  does  c o n c e r n  h i m  the  Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m .  I t  has  s o m e t i m e s  
b e e n  n o t e d  (for i n s t ance  by M a r g a r e t  W i l s o n  a n d  T a d  Schmaltz)  t ha t  this  
p r o b l e m  is at  stake r a t h e r  t h a n  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m  in  this p a r t i c u l a r  
passage  f r o m  the  Comments.43 B u t  the  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  the  Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m  
in  Descar tes ' s  t h o u g h t  has b e e n  ser ious ly  u n d e r e s t i m a t e d .  I n d e e d ,  his c o n c e r n  
wi th  this p r o b l e m  is c ruc ia l  fo r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  m u c h  of  w h a t  he  says a b o u t  
s ensa t ion :  it is w h a t  exp la ins  his r e f e r e n c e  to b r a i n  states as s igns  a n d  occas ions  
for  s e n s a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  the H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  Fa i lu re  to see this is 
w h a t  leads  to the  i m p r e s s i o n  tha t  Descar tes  is i n c o n s i s t e n t  in  d e s c r i b i n g  m i n d -  
b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  as u n p r o b l e m a t i c  or  s imp ly  s e n s e d  whi le  o f f e r i ng  r a t h e r  com-  
p lex  analyses  o f  the  ac t ion  of  b o d y  o n  m i n d .  

Descar tes ' s  a t t i tude  towards  the  Diss imi la r i ty  P r o b l e m  is ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  
f r o m  his a t t i t ude  towards  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m ,  which ,  we saw, he  s om e -  
t imes  dismisses.  Besides,  he  discusses  the  l a t t e r  p r o b l e m  on ly  in  r e s p o n s e  to 
q u e s t i o n s  f r o m  his c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .  T h e  Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m ,  o n  the  o t h e r  
h a n d ,  he  c lear ly  r e g a r d e d  as ve ry  i m p o r t a n t .  H e  b r o a c h e d  it h i m s e l f  f re-  
q u e n t l y ,  n o t  on ly  in  the  r a t h e r  late Comments, b u t  in  several  o f  his  works  
t h r o u g h o u t  the  163os a n d  a64os. I t  is at  issue in  the  first c h a p t e r  o f  The World, 
which  is e n t i t l e d  "Of  the d i f f e r ence  b e t w e e n  o u r  s ensa t i ons  a n d  the  t h i n g s  t ha t  
cause t h e m . "  I n  this c h a p t e r  he  offers  the  s ign  m o d e l  c lear ly  in  r e s p o n s e  to the  
Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m .  H e  is m u c h  c o n c e r n e d  wi th  this p r o b l e m  in  the  Optics, 
a n d  it is a d d r e s s e d  in  the  Sixth M e d i t a t i o n  as well  as the  Principles.44 T h e r e  are  

43Wilson, "Descartes on the Origin of Sensation," 304, and Schmaltz, "Descartes on Innate 
Ideas, Sensation, and Scholasticism: the Response to Regius," in M.A. Stuart, ed., Oxford Stud,es *n 
the History of Philosophy, vol. II (Oxford University Press, 1996), n. 93, Wilson also discusses the issue 
of resemblance in regard to sensauon in "Descartes on Sense and 'Resemblance'," in John 
Cott]ngham, ed., Reason, Will and Sensatmn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 2o9-228. 

For some ideas Descartes claims there is no resemblance at all, in particular, ideas of sensible 
qualities and sensations like pain. For others there is merely a limit to the resemblance, namely in 
the case of ideas of mechanistic qualities. I mean the Dissimilarity Problem to cover both: the 
problem is to explain the occurrence of sensory ideas given the difference between their represen- 
tational contents and the relevant bodily states. 

44SeeAT XI 3-6, ATVI 85 , a12-x14, 13o-131,CSMI 8a-82, 153-154, x65-166, 167-168; 
AT VII 87-88, CSM II 6o-61, and Pmnciples IV x97-198. I will be concerned with Descartes's 
position that there is dissimilarity between brain states and ideas we have in sense perception. But 
sometimes he argues that the things we perceive, rather than the motions in the brain, need not 
resemble our sensations of them. The two claims are part of his general view that sense perception 
is not a matter of species, which are likenesses, being conveyed from the object of perception to 
the mind. 
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m a n y  texts w h e r e  he  p r e s e n t s  the  bod i ly  state as a n  occas ion  or  a s ign for  the 
m i n d  to have  a s e n s a t i o n  a n d  whe re  the Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m  is clearly wha t  is 
at stake. A n d  so it is far  m o r e  p l aus ib l e  tha t  it mot iva tes  Descar tes ' s  use  of  these 
m o d e l s  r a t h e r  t h a n  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  

W h y  is Descar tes  c o n c e r n e d  wi th  the Diss imi la r i ty  P r o b l e m ?  A p r i m e  ta rge t  
o f  Descar tes ' s  d e n i a l  o f  r e s e m b l a n c e  b e t w e e n  s e n s o r y  ideas  a n d  c o r p o r e a l  states 
is the  scholastic Ar i s to t e l i an  v iew of  sense p e r c e p t i o n .  O n  tha t  view, s enso ry  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ,  the  sens ib le  'species, '  such as o f  colors,  r e s e m b l e  the  qual i t ies  o f  
bodies .  Descar tes  m e n t i o n s  the  Ar i s to t e l i an  t h e o r y  o f  sense  p e r c e p t i o n ,  which  is 
s o m e t i m e s  r e f e r r e d  to as the  species  theory ,  o n  va r ious  occasions.45 As he sees it, 
o n  this  view sense  p e r c e p t i o n  comes  a b o u t  as a resu l t  o f  phys ica l  objec ts  s e n d i n g  
images ,  l ikenesses  of  t h e m s e l v e s - - t h e  sens ib le  ' s p e c i e s ' - - t o  the  p e r c e i v i n g  sub-  
ject .  My p e r c e i v i n g  a r ed  vase, for  ins t ance ,  is the  resu l t  o f  such  species  b e i n g  
s en t  to m y  eyes. I n  v is ion,  a n d  o t h e r  fo rms  of  sense p e r c e p t i o n ,  the  r e p r e s e n t a -  
t ion  in  me  o f  a n  ob jec t  pe rce ived  r e s e m b l e s  the  object .  Descar tes ' s  r e p r e s e n t a -  
t ion  of  the  species  theo ry  is n o t  accu ra t e  in  va r i ous  ways, b u t  m a n y  of  the  details  
o f  this  t h e o r y  are  n o t  i m p o r t a n t  for  o u r  purposes .46 W h a t  is i m p o r t a n t  is the  fact 
t h a t  the t h e o r y  rel ies  o n  the  idea  tha t  the  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  c o n t e n t  o f  o u r  sen-  
sory r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  is e x p l a i n e d  by the  r e s e m b l a n c e  wi th  the  bod ies  tha t  cause 
t h e m .  O n  this theory,  a s ensa t i on  of  s o m e t h i n g  r e d  is caused  by a r e d  object  
p r o d u c i n g  a r ed  image  in  the  s e n s i n g  subject :  r e d n e s s  c om e s  to exist  in  the 
s enso ry  o r g a n ,  a lbe i t  " immater ia l ly . '47  T h i s  is a view Descar tes  has  to reject ,  
because  he bel ieves  tha t  bod ies  o n l y  have m e c h a n i s t i c  quali t ies:  so n e i t h e r  in  the 
vase n o r  in  m y  eyes can  a n y  r e d n e s s  be f o u n d ,  be  it ma t e r i a l  or  " immate r ia l . "  
Ra the r ,  o n  his view, m o t i o n  o f  m a t t e r  tha t  r e a c he s  the b r a i n  causes  o u r  sensa-  
t ion  as of  s o m e t h i n g  r ed  in  the  m i n d .  

I n s o f a r  as this p r o b l e m  a b o u t  sens ib le  qua l i t i es  is Descar tes ' s  c o n c e r n ,  the 

45See OpticsAT VI 85, 1 lz, x34, 137, CSM I 153-154, 165, 169, 17o; Sixth Replies, AT VII 
437, CSM II 995. 

4~For instance, Descartes to the contrary, the Anstotehans dJd not believe that a single entity 
was transmitted from the object of perception to the subject. For discussion of the discrepancy 
between the species theory and Descartes's representation of it see Tad Schmaltz "Descartes on 
Innate Ideas, Sensation, and scholasticism: the Response to Regius." For an illuminating discus- 
sion of relevant features of scholastic theories of qualities and sense perception see Maier, "Die 
Mechanislerung des Weltbilds im 17- Jahrhundert," Zwa Untersuchungen zur nachscholastzschen 
Phzlosoph~e: D~e Mechanis~erung des Welttntds ~m 17. Jahrhundert, Kant's Qualitatskategomen (Rome: 
Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1968), 16-e6. Not all Aristotelians believed in the species theory. 
Most famously, Ockham rejected it ("Die Mechanisierung.. ," ~o.) As Maier points out, how- 
ever, unlike the mechanists, Ockham did not banish sensible qualitxes from the physical world. 

47See, for instance, Aquinas, ST I 78.3, and his commentary on Aristotle's De aroma (In 
Amstotehs hbrum de aroma commentanum, Angeli M. Pirotta, ed. [Turin: Marietti, 1948], Bk II n. 418). 
For discussion of this issue m Aquinas, see Paul Hoffrnan, "St. Thomas Aquinas on the Halfway 
State of Sensible Being," Ph21osophical Revzew 99 099o) : 73-92. 
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Dissimilarity Problem does have a connec t ion  with the essential difference 
between mind  and body, a l though it arises no t  f rom the mere  fact that  body  
and mind  are different  types o f  substances. It  arises f rom Descartes's mechanis-  
tic concept ion of  body. He thinks bodies don ' t  have sensible qualities, only 
mechanist ic ones, and he reduces sensible qualities to sensations in the mind. 
By contrast, for the scholastics this p rob lem did no t  arise, because they did no t  
hold a mechanistic concept ion of  body. 

Al though  it is tempt ing  to focus on this d i sagreement  with the scholastics, it 
is clearly not  Descartes's only concern  in labeling sensory ideas "innate" and  for 
speaking of  brain states as occasions and  signs in relation to the cor responding  
ideas. For, as we saw, he also denies resemblance between ideas of  mechanist ic  
qualities and the motions  in the brain which are p r e sumed  to cause them. An 
oval brain image can be the occasion for  a sensation o f  someth ing  round.  As I 
poin ted  out, this p rob lem clearly has no th ing  to do with Descartes's mechanis-  
tic concept ion of  body. Rather  it arises f rom his views about  the physiology of  
sense percept ion,  which he discusses at length  in the Optics. But  with regard  to 
both sensible and mechanistic qualities, Descartes's concern  is to reject an idea 
he regards as fundamenta l  to the Aristotelian theory  o f  sense percept ion;  the 
idea that  percept ion  comes about  by way of  likenesses being transmit ted to the 
sensing subject by the object o f  percept ion.  T h a t  picture,  Descartes believes, is 
fundamenta l ly  incorrect.  For  instance, the Four th  Discourse of  the Optics is 
devoted to refut ing that  picture. Somet imes  Descartes focuses on the dissimi- 
larity between the object of  percept ion and our  ideas, sometimes on the dissimi- 
larity between the brain state, the last physical stage of  sense percept ion,  and 
the idea. But  he is concerned  to deny  about  the whole process that  it is based 
on a resemblance being transmitted. 

Tha t  leaves us with one final question about  the Dissimilarity Problem:  why 
does Descartes worry about  this problem,  given that he is not  worr ied about  the 
Hete rogene i ty  Problem? A r e n ' t  they bo th  problems about  dissimilarity? 

At this point  the distinction between the two types o f  p rob lems  for  inter- 
action is helpful:  one conce rned  the difference between cause and  patient,  
the o ther  between the cause and the effect.4s Descartes makes quite clear that  
he thinks that  there is no problem with one substance acting on ano the r  
substance that is different  in n a t u r e - - t h i s  is the version of  the He te rogene i ty  

4SThe distinction between the two problems concerns the d~stinction between the patient and 
the effect, m Descartes the mind and the mode that is produced in the mind, and for the 
scholastics between the incorporeal mind and the intelligible species. But there is a corresponding 
dlsunction between the agent and (in Descartes) its mode that functions as cause. This distinction 
is not always particularly important. But it is important for Descartes's Dissimilarity Problem 
where it concerns the correlation between a particular type of brain state (in Descartes's own 
example an oval shape) and an idea of a mechanistic quahty it produces (the idea of a circle). 
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P r o b l e m  tha t  c o n c e r n s  the  d i f f e rence  be tween  cause a n d  pat ient ,  b o d y  and  
m i n d .  T h e  Dissimilari ty P r o b l e m  is m o r e  like the s econd  vers ion  o f  the  He t -  
e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m :  in b o t h  cases the  ef fec t  r a t h e r  t h a n  the pa t i en t  is the 
source  o f  the  p r o b l e m .  So w h y  is it t ha t  Descar tes  is n o t  wor r i ed  a b o u t  
the  effect  b e i n g  an  idea,  b u t  is wor r i ed  a b o u t  the  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  c o n t e n t  o f  
the  idea? 

First, I t h ink  we can  see a g o o d  reason  w h y  s o m e o n e  w h o  does  n o t  object  to 
i n t e r ac t i on  be tween  d i f f e r e n t  types  o f  subs t ances  w o u l d  also n o t  be c o n c e r n e d  
with the  s e c o n d  vers ion  o f  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m ,  tha t  is, the  p r o d u c t i o n  
o f  a m e n t a l  i tem by the  b o d y  or  a m o d e  o f  the  body.  Fo r  cons ide r  the fo l lowing  
p r inc ip le :  the  ef fec t  p r o d u c e d  d e p e n d s  n o t  on ly  on  the  n a t u r e  o f  the  cause  bu t  
also on  the  n a t u r e  o f  the  pat ient .  Th i s  is qui te  an  intui t ive pr inc ip le ,  bu t  
genera l ly  i g n o r e d  in d iscuss ions  o f  i n t e r ac t i on  in Descartes .  Cons ide r  a s imple  
example .  A bil l iard ball hits a n o t h e r  bi l l iard ball, and  as a resul t  the  s e c o n d  ball 
moves .  N e x t  the  first ball m o v e s  in the  same  way b u t  n o w  it hits a soft  pillow; 
the  pi l low does  n o t  move .  T h e  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  the d i f f e rence  in effects lies in 
the  d i f fe rences  be tween  the  s e c o n d  ball a n d  the  pillow, the  pat ients .  Sure ly  we 
implici t ly  re ly  o n  s o m e t h i n g  like this p r inc ip le  qui te  c o m m o n l y .  Aqu inas  explic-  
itly a p p e a l e d  to such a p r inc ip le  in exp la in ing  Aris tot le ' s  idea  tha t  in sensa t ion  
the sense o r g a n s  receive the  f o r m s  "wi thou t  ma t t e r . "  H e  wro t e  tha t  pa t ien ts  
receive f o r m s  f r o m  agen t s  in d i f f e r e n t  ways;  "For  w h a t e v e r  is r ece ived  in 
a n o t h e r  th ing  is rece ived  a c c o r d i n g  to the  m o d e  o f  the  rec ip ient . '49  

T h e  p r inc ip le  tha t  the  pa t i en t  is p a r t  o f  the  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  an  effect  is an 
i m p o r t a n t  one ,  a n d  it can  he lp  expla in  an  o therwise  r a t h e r  puzz l ing  passage  in 
Descar tes .  At  Pr inc ip l e s  IV  198 Descar tes  rejects  sensible quali t ies  a n d  subs tan-  
tial f o r m s  on  the  g r o u n d  tha t  in t e rac t ion  be tween  t h e m  a n d  mechan i s t i c  quali-  
ties is n o t  intell igible:  the  reason  he  gives is tha t  they  are  en t i re ly  d i f fe ren t :  

We understand very well in what way the various local motions of  one body are brought  
about [excitentur] by the different size, shape and motion of  the particles of  another 
body; we can not at all understand,  however, in what way those very same things 
(namely size, shape and motion) can produce something else, that is entirely different 
from them in nature, as are those substantial forms and real qualities, which many 
suppose to be in things; nor  in what way those qualities or forms then have the power 
to excite [exatandi] local motions in other bodies. 

H e  adds  tha t  we d o  see tha t  m o t i o n s  in the  b o d y  resul t  in dissimilar  sensa t ions  
in the  mind .  I n d e e d ,  in the  p r e c e d i n g  art icle he  had  c l a imed  that  "ou r  m i n d  is 
o f  such  a n a t u r e  tha t  f r o m  the  fact  a lone  tha t  cer ta in  m o t i o n s  c o m e  to be in the 

49In Anstotehs hbrum de aroma commentanum, Bk II n. 55 2. Steven Nadler tells me that later 
Cartesians, especially La Forge, explicitly use such a principle. I have not yet been able to explore 
his suggestion. 
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body,  it can be impe l l ed  to any  thought ,  wi thout  r e fe r r ing  to an image  of  those  
mot ions . "  

At  first sight, article x98 seems inconsistent:  in the same b r ea th  Descar tes  
allows and  disallows tha t  effects are p r o d u c e d  by radically d i f fe ren t  causes. His  
defense  o f  the in te rac t ion  be tween  bra in  mot ions  and  sensat ions does  no t  
help:  he s imply says that  we find tha t  in sensat ion ideas are p r o d u c e d  in the 
m i n d  by physical states that  do no t  at all r e semble  them.  But  this observa t ion  
surely raises quest ions abou t  his c laim that  we canno t  u n d e r s t a n d  how mecha -  
nistic qualities can in terac t  with sensible qualities and  substantial  forms .  W h y  
should  intelligibility p rob l ems  rule  out  that kind of  interact ion,  whereas  such 
p r o b l e m s  clearly mus t  also arise for  m i n d - b o d y  interact ion? 

We can make  sense of  Descar tes ' s  reasoning,  however ,  if  he  is a s suming  
that  the possibility o f  bodily states causing ideas can be exp la ined  in v i r tue  of  
the d i f fe rence  be tween  m i n d  and  body,  and  the view tha t  the pa t i en t  de ter -  
mines  in pa r t  the na tu re  o f  the effect.  Th is  is wha t  expla ins  that  the  effect  is an 
idea. But  this type o f  exp lana t ion  c a n n o t  accoun t  for  in te rac t ion  be tween  real  
qualities and  substantial  fo rms  on  one  hand,  and  mechanis t ic  qualities on the 
o the r  hand :  they are all entit ies that  are all s upposed  to exist  within the 
physical  world.5o 

Appl ica t ion o f  the pr inciple  to the case o f  the action of  body  on m i n d  can 
also he lp  us see why Descartes did  no t  wor ry  abou t  the effect  p r o d u c e d  in 
sensat ion be ing  an idea bu t  d id  wor ry  abou t  the Dissimilarity P rob l em,  the 
quest ion why an idea with a par t icu la r  con ten t  is p roduced .  T h e  pa t i en t  is a 
mind ,  and  this explains  why the effect  p r o d u c e d  by the bodily state is no t  a 
mechanis t ic  mode ,  bu t  an idea. T h a t  is because  the m i n d  is a th inking  thing.  So 
m u c h  for  the H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P rob l em.  Bu t  now wha t  still puzzles Descar tes  is 
that  a shape  or m o t i on  in the bra in  causes an idea of, say, red. O r  an oval shape  
causes an idea o f  round .  This  does  no t  h a p p e n  s imply  as a resul t  o f  the m i n d  
be ing  a th inking thing; it requi res  m o r e  explana t ion .  Descartes  h imse l f  speaks 
of  a lack of  similarity be tween  bodi ly  state and  idea, bu t  wha t  is at the bo t t om 
o f  the p r o b l e m  is tha t  the dissimilarity strikes h im  as arbitrary. 

T o  see this point ,  it is useful  to no te  that  in o rd ina ry  mechan ica l  in terac-  
tions there  is quite c o m m o n l y  a lack of  r e semblance  as well. Cons ide r  the effect  
o f  press ing a cyl inder  on a piece o f  clay at an angle.  T h e  resul t  is an oval 
impress ion.  In  this case the result  does  no t  seem arbi t rary ,  since we can explain  
it in te rms  of  the shape  o f  the cylinder,  the clay and  the angle  o f  the in terac-  
tion. In  the case of  sense pe rcep t ion ,  however ,  the fact  that  the m i n d  is a 

5~ alternative solutions to the problem posed by Prtnczples IV 198 see O'Neill "Mind-Body 
Interaction and Metaphysical Consistency: A Defense of Descartes," 243-245, and Schmaltz, 
"Sensation, Occasionalism, and Descartes' Causal Principles," 42. 
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t h i n k i n g  t h ing  c a n n o t  a c c o u n t  for  the  c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  a p a r t i c u l a r  type of  
b r a i n  state a n d  the  p a r t i c u l a r  type of  idea  t ha t  it  seems to p r o d u c e .  T h a t  is 
Descar tes ' s  worry .  

4. DESCARTES'S SOLUTION 

T o  a p p r o a c h  Descar tes ' s  s o l u t i o n  to the  Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m  we n e e d  to 
d i s t i n g u i s h  two ques t ions .  T h e  first o n e  is the h e a r t  o f  the  p r o b l e m :  g iven  the 
d i s s imi la r i ty  b e t w e e n  sensory  ideas  a n d  states o f  the  b r a i n  tha t  s eem to cause 
t h e m ,  w h a t  is the  o r ig in  of  the  ideas  in  ques t i on?  T h e  s econd  q u e s t i o n  is: j u s t  
how s h o u l d  we u n d e r s t a n d  the  role  of  the b o d y  in  the  o c c u r r e n c e  of  sensory  
ideas?  

I n  the  Comments Descar tes  answers  the  first  q u e s t i o n  by say ing  tha t  sensory  
ideas  are i n n a t e  in  the  m i n d :  o u r  m i n d  has  a n  i n n a t e  d i spos i t i on  to fo rm 
s e n s o r y  ideas o n  the occas ion  of  a m o t i o n  in  the  b ra in .  I t  is t e m p t i n g  to t h i n k  
t ha t  Descar tes  p r o p o s e s  an  occas ional i s t  view of  the  ac t ion  of  b o d y  o n  m i n d  in  
this passage.  B u t  as S teven  N a d l e r  has p o i n t e d  out ,  the re  is a c ruc ia l  d i f fe rence  
b e t w e e n  occas iona l i sm a n d  the  view Descar tes  h e r e  p roposes .  F o r  Descartes  
does  n o t  desc r ibe  God b u t  the mind as the  a g e n t  who  acts o n  the  occas ion  of  
even t s  in  the  body.5~ A n d  r i g h t  af ter  the  passage  a b o u t  i n n a t e n e s s  in  the 
Comments, Descar tes  d i s t i ngu i she s  b e t w e e n  a p r i m a r y  a n d  p r o x i m a t e  cause, 
a n d  a s e c o n d a r y  a n d  r e m o t e  cause,  w h e r e  the  la t ter  "gives occas ion  to the 
p r i m a r y  cause to p r o d u c e  its effect  at o n e  t i m e  r a t h e r  t h a n  another."5~ So 
Descar tes ' s  view is t ha t  the  m i n d  is the o r ig in  of  the  idea  a n d  it is its cause. T h a t  
is, the  fact t ha t  we have  a n  idea  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  type,  with a p a r t i c u l a r  r e p r e s e n -  
t a t i ona l  c o n t e n t ,  o n  a p a r t i c u l a r  occas ion  is e x p l a i n e d  by  the  m i n d ' s  i n n a t e  
d i spos i t ion  to p r o d u c e  ideas u n d e r  ce r t a in  circumstances.53 

O n e  m i g h t  well  be  very  s u r p r i s e d  tha t  Descar tes  descr ibes  s enso ry  ideas as 
i n n a t e .  D i d n ' t  he  d i s t i ngu i sh  t h e m  f r o m  i n n a t e  ideas a n d  f ict i t ious ones  in  the 

~' See hxs "Descartes and Occasional Causation." I think Nadler's analysis is basically right, 
although he sees the Heterogeneity Problem, not the Dissimilarity Problem as the problem Des- 
cartes is addressing. 

52AT VIII-2 360, CSM I 305 . 
53Broughton and Wilson foresee a causal role for the mind in producing sensory ideas. They 

envisage that the specifically mental nature of ideas xs explained by the mind being part of the 
(efficient) cause of the idea. (See Wilson, "Descartes on the Origin of Sensation," 3oo; and Brough- 
ton, "Adequate Causes and Natural Change in Descartes' Philosophy," ll2.) But in my view 
Descartes presents the mind as the cause not of the mental nature, but of the content of the 
sensory Idea. 

As I explained above, the mind does play a role in explaining the mental nature of ideas, 
but I don't think this role should be understood m terms of efficient causation. Speaking with 
the Aristotelians, the recipient of an activity functions rather as the matter, the material cause, 
of the resulting state. By being that m which the resulting mode inheres it determines m part 
the nature of that mode. 
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T h i r d  M e d i t a t i o n ? 5 4  I n n a t e n e s s  d e s e r v e s  m o r e  d i s c u s s i o n  t h a n  I c a n  p r o v i d e  
h e r e ,  b u t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  o b s e r v a t i o n s  s h o u l d  h e l p .  F i r s t ,  i t  is c r u c i a l  to  n o t e  t h a t  
in  t h e  T h i r d  M e d i t a t i o n  D e s c a r t e s  p r e s e n t s  t h e  t r i p a r t i t e  d i s t i n c t i o n  a m o n g  
i d e a s  as p r o v i s i o n a l .  H e  a d d s :  " P e r h a p s  I c a n  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  al l  a d v e n t i -  
t i ous ,  o r  a l l  i n n a t e ,  o r  al l  f i c t i t i ous ;  f o r  I h a v e  n o t  y e t  c l e a r l y  p e r c e i v e d  t h e i r  
t r u e  o r ig in . "55  

S e c o n d l y ,  t h e  Comments is q u i t e  a l a t e  w o r k  a n d  so  o n e  m i g h t  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  
i n n a t e n e s s  o f  s e n s o r y  i d e a s  f e a t u r e s  o n l y  in  D e s c a r t e s ' s  l a t e r  t h o u g h t .  B u t  h e  
a lso  d e s c r i b e s  s e n s o r y  i d e a s  as i n n a t e  a r o u n d  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  Meditations, in  a 
l e t t e r  to  M e r s e n n e  o f  1641:  "I h o l d  t h a t  a l l  t h o s e  i d e a s  t h a t  d o  n o t  i n v o l v e  a n y  
a f f i r m a t i o n  o r  d e n i a l  a r e  i n n a t e  in  us ;  f o r  t h e  o r g a n s  o f  t h e  s e n s e s  d o  n o t  b r i n g  
us  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  is l ike  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  a w a k e n s  in  us  o n  t h e i r  o c c a s i o n ,  a n d  t h u s  
th is  i d e a  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  in  u s  p r e v i o u s l y . ' 5 6  Still ,  t h e  e x p l i c i t  c l a i m  t h a t  s e n -  
s o r y  i d e a s  a r e  i n n a t e  is u n u s u a l  in  D e s c a r t e s ' s  w r i t i n g s .  B u t  t h e r e  a r e  n u m e r -  
o u s  t ex t s  t h a t  in  d i f f e r e n t  t e r m s  a l so  s u p p o r t  t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l  i d e a  t h a t  f o r  
h i m  t h e  m i n d  i t s e l f  is t h e i r  s o u r c e  in  t h e  s e n s e  o f  b e i n g  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e i r  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  c o n t e n t .  C r u c i a l  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  Comments 
o c c u r  r e p e a t e d l y  in  e a r l i e r  w r i t i n g s .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  D e s c a r t e s  w r i t e s  in  t h e  Trea- 
tise on M a n  t h a t  t h e  b r a i n  m o v e m e n t  is t h e  " c a u s e  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  the mind will 
conceive the general idea of  hunger."57 A n d  as I p o i n t e d  o u t  e a r l i e r ,  D e s c a r t e s  
f r e q u e n t l y  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  s e n s o r y  i d e a  b y  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  s t a t e  
in  t h e  b r a i n  gives the mind occasion to  h a v e  a s e n s a t i o n .  H e  d o e s  so w i t h  p a r t i c u -  
l a r  f r e q u e n c y  in  t h e  Treatise on Man.5S A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  h e  w r i t e s  t h a t  t h e  b r a i n  
s t a t e s  m a k e  t h e  m i n d  h a v e  a s ensa t i on .59  A n d  in  s e v e r a l  t e x t s  h e  p r e s e n t s  a s i g n  

54AT VII 37-38, CSM II 26. 
55 It is worth noting that there are really two different types of innateness at stake in Descartes. 

When he writes in the Comments that all ideas of sense are innate the question at stake is whether 
the ideas we have in sense perception come into the mind from the external world. But once that 
question has been settled, there is a further one: is it the case that all the ideas we have, including 
for instance, the ideas of God or mathematics, derive from the ideas we have m sense perception? 
It is this second question that was debated between the rationalists and the empiricists, and that we 
usually have in mind when we consider Descartes's innatism. The first question has received much 
less attention. 

56AT III 4x8, CSM III 187. That is to say, no doubt, the content of szmple ideas of sense. 
Complex ideas must come about because the mind is prompted by brain motions to form several 
simple ideas at once. For a good discussion of this and related issues, see Gueroult, Descartes" 
Phzlosophy Interpreted Accord,ng to the Order of Reasons, 2 vols., Roger Ariew, trans., (Minneapolis: 
Umverslty of Minnesota Press, 1984-1985), II 78-79 . 

57AT XI a63, emphasis added. See also AT XI 149 and 151. 
5SSee especially AT XI 144-149 , x51, 158, CSM I lO~-1o 3. See also the Optws, where Des- 

cartes compares sense perception to the perception a blind man has by way of his stick. The 
movement of the stick "gives occasion to the mind to s e n s e . . . "  (AT VI 114, CSM I x66). And in 
the French version of Pnnciples II. t. 

59AT XI 4, 144-147, VI 13~ 131, CSM I 8x, lo~-1o  3, 167-168. 
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m o d e l  o f  t he  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  the  b r a i n  m o t i o n  a n d  t h e  s e n s o r y  idea :  the  
m i n d  ge t s  a s ign  f r o m  the  b o d y  in r e s p o n s e  to w h i c h  i t  f o r m s  the  s e n s o r y  
idea .  6~ So t h e  m i n d  is t h e  o r i g i n  o f  t he  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  c o n t e n t s  o f  s e n s o r y  
ideas .  I n  r e s p o n s e  to b o d i l y  s ta tes  i t  e x e r c i s e s  its i n n a t e  c a p a c i t y  to f o r m  p a r t i c u -  
l a r  t y p e s  o f  ideas .  

B u t  w h a t  a b o u t  t he  s e c o n d  q u e s t i o n :  e x a c t l y  w h a t  r o l e  d o e s  Desca r t e s  
a s s ign  to t h e  b o d y ?  I n  the  Comments D e s c a r t e s  wr i t es :  

There fo re  there is nothing in our  ideas which was not  innate in the mind or faculty of  
thinking, except  for the circumstances that concern experience.  For  this reason we 
judge  that  certain ideas that we now have present  in our  thought  are referred to certain 
things p laced outside us. We do not  do so because those things have sent the ideas 
themselves to our  mind  through  the organs of  the senses, but  because they sent some- 
thing, which gave occasion to our  mind to form these ideas by means of  a faculty innate 
to it at this time rather  than another  time. (AT V I I I - 2 , 3 5 8 - 3 5 9 ,  CSM I 304) 

So t h e  ro l e  o f  t he  b o d y  is to e x p l a i n  t he  occurrence o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  s e n s o r y  i d e a  at  
a p a r t i c u l a r  t ime .  I t  e x p l a i n s  w h y  the  m i n d ' s  d i s p o s i t i o n  to f o r m  a p a r t i c u l a r  
t ype  o f  s e n s o r y  i d e a  is a c t i v a t e d  at  o n e  t i m e  r a t h e r  t h a n  a n o t h e r .  B u t  j u s t  h o w  
d o e s  i t  d o  so? Is t he  b o d y  a cause? T h i s  q u e s t i o n  a c q u i r e s  u r g e n c y  f r o m  the  fac t  
t h a t  D e s c a r t e s  s e e m s  to p r e s e n t  t he  m i n d  as t h e  e n t i r e  cause  o f  the  idea .  T h e  
b o d y  m e r e l y  t r i g g e r s  t he  m i n d ' s  act ivi ty.  

A t  this  p o i n t  we can  see c o n s i d e r a b l e  s i m i l a r i t y  to t h e  t r e a t m e n t  o f  the  
a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d  in  t h e  scholas t ics .  T h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e  t r o u b l e  f o r  t he  
scholas t ics  l ies in  t he  h i e r a r c h y  b e t w e e n  b o d y  a n d  m i n d ,  a n d  it a r i ses  fo r  the  
p r o d u c t i o n  o f  w h a t  D e s c a r t e s  w o u l d  call  p u r e l y  i n t e l l e c t u a l  ideas .  T h e  scho las -  
tics, l ike  Desca r t e s ,  gave  a s u b s t a n t i a l  r o l e  to  t he  m i n d  in  p r o d u c i n g  a m e n t a l  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  in  r e s p o n s e  to b o d i l y  s tates .  A n d  t h e y  a lso  f a c e d  the  q u e s t i o n  
w h a t  ro l e  t he  b o d y ,  in t h e i r  case  the  p h a n t a s m ,  p lays  in p r o d u c i n g  a r e p r e s e n -  
t a t i on  in  t h e  m i n d .  

N o w  s o m e  i n t e r p r e t e r s  have  a r g u e d  t ha t  f o r  Desca r t e s  t h e  b r a i n  m o t i o n  is 
n o t  a cause .  S o m e t i m e s  t h e y  have  d o n e  so i n s p i r e d  by  his  f r e q u e n t  use  o f  the  
t e r m  'occas ion '  f o r  t he  ro l e  o f  the  b o d i l y  s ta te ,  s o m e t i m e s  on  the  basis  o f  his 
s p e a k i n g  o f  t he  b o d y  as e x h i b i t i n g  s o m e t h i n g  to  t he  m i n d ,  a n d  g i v i n g  the  m i n d  
signs f o r  h a v i n g  s e n s a t i o n s . J o h n  Yol ton  c l a ims  tha t  th is  s ign  m o d e l  cons t i t u t e s  
an  a l t e r n a t i v e  to t he  v iew tha t  t he  b r a i n  m o t i o n s  a r e  causes .  6~ N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  
D e s c a r t e s  f r e q u e n t l y  uses  causa l  l a n g u a g e  to d e s c r i b e  t he  ro l e  o f  b r a i n  m o -  
t ions .  So o t h e r s  have  c o n c l u d e d  tha t  he  was n o t  c o n s i s t e n t  o n  the  issue,  o r  t ha t  
his  v iews c h a n g e d  ove r  t ime .  6~ W h a t  v iew s h o u l d  we take? 

6~ VII 88, CSM II 6o, The World, ch 1. 
6a Yolton, Perceptual Acquazntance from Descartes to Reid, 18, 3 o. 
62 See the references in n. 26 and 39. I am not convinced by Garber's v~ew that at least m the 

later years Descartes thought that all the motion in bodies is caused by God (Descartes'Metaphyszcal 
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We  h a v e  p r i m a f a c i e  r e a s o n  to t h i n k  Desca r t e s  d id  r e g a r d  t h e  b r a i n  m o t i o n  
as a cause  g iven  his f r e q u e n t  use  o f  causa l  l a n g u a g e  a n d  espec ia l ly  g i v e n  his 
c lear  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  w h e n  asked  a b o u t  the  H e t e r o -  
g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  M o r e o v e r  t he  texts  w h e r e  causal  l a n g u a g e  o c c u r s  include o n e s  
w h e r e  o n e  m i g h t  t h ink  he  is o f f e r i n g  an a l t e r n a t i v e  v iew,  s u c h  as passages  
w h e r e  he  o f fe r s  the  s ign m o d e l  o r  w h e r e  he  also calls the  b r a in  state an  
'occas ion '  f o r  the  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  sensa t ion .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  in the  Sixth  M e d i t a -  
t ion  D e s c a r t e s  speaks  o f  a b r a i n  state g iv ing  a s igna l  to t he  m i n d  fo r  s ens ing  
s o m e t h i n g ,  b u t  e a r l i e r  in this s a m e  M e d i t a t i o n  h e  wr i tes  t ha t  a m o t i o n  in t he  
b r a i n  "is i n s t i t u t e d  by n a t u r e  to affect [afficiat] t he  m i n d  wi th  the  s e n s a t i o n  o f  
pain."63 In  the  i m p o r t a n t  passage  f r o m  the  Comments ,  D e s c a r t e s  r e f e r s  to the  
b ra in  m o t i o n  as an  occas ion .  B u t  i m m e d i a t e l y  a f t e r  t h a t  passage  he  dis t in-  
gu i she s  b e t w e e n  a p r i m a r y  a n d  p r o x i m a t e  cause ,  a n d  a s e c o n d a r y  a n d  r e m o t e  
cause, w h e r e  the  l a t t e r  "gives occas ion  to the  p r i m a r y  cause  to p r o d u c e  its e f fec t  
at o n e  t i m e  r a t h e r  t h a n  another . "64  M u c h  ea r l i e r ,  in t he  Treatise on M a n ,  he  
p r e s e n t s  essen t ia l ly  t he  s a m e  p i c t u r e  a n d  wr i t es  t ha t  t he  b r a in  m o t i o n  "will be  
the cause 0 f t h e  fact  tha t  the  soul ,  b e i n g  u n i t e d  to this  m a c h i n e  [the body] ,  will  
c o n c e i v e  the  g e n e r a l  i dea  o f  h u n g e r . ' 6 5  So h e r e  the  m i n d  is p r e s e n t e d  as the  
s o u r c e  o f  the  i d e a  o f  h u n g e r ,  ye t  the  b r a i n  m o t i o n  f u n c t i o n s  as a cause.  

Desca r t e s ' s  use  o f  causal  l a n g u a g e  c o u l d  p e r h a p s  be  d i s m i s s e d  i f  he  e v e r  
d e n i e d  tha t  t he  b o d y  serves  as a cause  in s e n s a t i o n  (or t ha t  i t  s e r v e d  as a cause  
u n d e r  any  c i r cums tances ) .  A f t e r  all, M a l e b r a n c h e  s p o k e  o f  occas iona l  causes  in 
the  c r e a t e d  w o r l d  b u t  he  a r g u e d  t h a t  t he  c r e a t i o n  has  n o  g e n u i n e  causal  
powers .  B u t  D e s c a r t e s  n e v e r  d o e s  a n y t h i n g  o f  the  sort .  M o r e o v e r ,  we saw t h a t  

Physics, 273-~8o). For this view see also Gary Hatfield, "Force (god) in Descartes' Physics," Studies 
in the History and Philosophy of Science a o (1979). 113- x 4 o. I certainly don't believe that texts that 
concern the action of body on mind can be used to support their position for the reasons just given 
(See n. 38 above). In this paper I am not concerned with the question of the causal powers of 
bodies, but with the distribution of causal roles between body and mind in sensation. If Garber 
and Hatfield are right, then body does not exercise any causation on mind. The causal role which I 
ascribe here to brain motions would instead belong to God. But this change would leave intact my 
treatment of the d~smbution of causal roles between mind and body/God. 

~sAT VII 87-88, CSM II 6o. See also Descartes's reference in this Meditation to an active 
faculty in bodies that corresponds to the passive faculty of sensation in the argument for the 
existence of body (AT VII 79, CSM II 55)- The lack of resemblance is combined with causal claims 
in the Optzcs, AT VI 85, 131, CSM I 153, 167, and in the first chapter of The World. In The Treatise on 
Man Descartes often refers to the brain motion as an occasion for sensation, but also as a cause (AT 
XI 144-149, 151, 158, CSM I lo2-1o3). 

64AT VIII-2 36o, CSM I 3o5 . Focusing on the content of sensory ideas, Janet Broughton 
argues that in the passage in the Comments Descartes presents the mind alone as the cause of such 
ideas. She describe the occurrence of language in the Notes that suggests that the body does cause 
ideas as sloppiness on Descartes's part. See "Adequate Causes and Natural Change in Descartes's 
Philosophy," 118. 

65AT XI 163. 
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he  c l a i m e d  tha t  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  is n o t  p r o b l e m a t i c ,  a n d  he does  so while 
d i s cus s ing  bo th  d i r ec t ions  of  i n t e r ac t i on .  T h i s  su re ly  sugges ts  t ha t  the  bodi ly  
s tate  is a cause.  So Yo l ton  to the  con t ra ry ,  I t h i n k  we s h o u l d  n o t  see the  sign 
m o d e l  as a n  a l t e rna t ive  to causa t ion .  A n d  as M a r g a r e t  W i l s o n  p o i n t s  out,  
g iv ing  a s ign to s o m e o n e  or  s o m e t h i n g  wou ld  r a t h e r  seem to require caus ing  an  
effect  o n  tha t  p e r s o n  or th ing .  66 

Final ly ,  at this  p o i n t  the  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m  en t e r s  i n to  the  p ic ture .  I n  
the  c o m p l e x  causal  m o d e l  Descar tes  offers  to deal  wi th  the  Diss imi la r i ty  Prob-  
l e m  the  q u e s t i o n  o f  the ac t ion  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d  arises w h e n  the  b o d y  acts on  
the  m i n d  to activate its i n n a t e  d ispos i t ions .  A n d  this is w h e r e  Descar tes ' s  re- 
l axed  a t t i t ude  a b o u t  m i n d - b o d y  i n t e r a c t i o n  appl ies .  Whi l e  he  is m u c h  con-  
c e r n e d  to exp l a in  why  a b r a i n  state p r o d u c e s  a particular effect  in  the m i n d ,  he  
sees n o  p r o b l e m  for  the  g e n e r a l  possibi l i ty  of  a bod i ly  state p r o d u c i n g  an  effect 
in  the  m i n d .  

I p r o p o s e  t h e n  that  Descar tes ' s  p u r p o s e  is n o t  to offer  a n  a l t e rna t ive  to 
causa t ion ,  b u t  a m o d e l  o f  c ausa t i on  tha t  is c o m p a t i b l e  wi th  the  lack of  resem-  
b l ance ,  the s e e m i n g l y  a rb i t r a ry  r e l a t i on  b e t w e e n  the  s ensa t i on  a n d  the corre-  
s p o n d i n g  b r a i n  m o t i o n .  Descar tes  offers  the s ign m o d e l  in  r e s p o n s e  to the 
Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m ,  as is qu i t e  clear,  for  i n s t ance ,  in  The World, which  de- 
votes  its first c h a p t e r  to the  Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m .  For  i n s t ance ,  Descartes  
wri tes  t he re  tha t  the  s o u n d  the  m i n d  fo rms  w h e n  s o m e o n e  speaks  does  no t  in  
the  least  r e s e m b l e  its cause,  such  as a m a n  o p e n i n g  his m o u t h ,  m o v i n g  his 
t o n g u e ,  b r e a t h i n g  out .  H e  u rges  tha t  o n e  s h o u l d  n o t  a s sume  tha t  o u r  ideas  of  
sense  r e s e m b l e  the i r  causes,  a n d  he  wri tes  t ha t  words  can  m a k e  us t h i n k  o f  
t h ings  desp i te  t he i r  lack of  r e s e m b l a n c e .  T h e n  he  asks rhe tor ica l ly :  "Why 
cou ld  n o t  n a t u r e  have e s t ab l i shed  some  sign which  wou ld  m a k e  us have the 
s e n s a t i o n  of  l ight ,  even  if  the  s ign c o n t a i n e d  n o t h i n g  in  i tself  wh ich  is s imi lar  to 
this  sensat ion?"67 T h e  same  e x p l a n a t i o n  app l ies  to his r e f e r r i n g  to the  b ra in  
state as an  occas ion.  As is pa r t i cu l a r l y  c lear  in  the  Comments, it is o n  a c c o u n t  of  
the Diss imi lar i ty  P r o b l e m  tha t  Descar tes  p r o p o s e s  tha t  the  b r a i n  m o t i o n  is an  
occas ion  for,  a n d  serves as " the s e c o n d a r y  a n d  r e m o t e "  cause of  the sensory  
idea.  6s T h e  b r a i n  m o t i o n  gets the  m i n d  to exercise its causal i ty  a n d  to p r o d u c e  

66 "Descartes on the Origin of Sensation," 298. 
67AT XI 4, CSM I 81. 
68As Nadler argues. He contends that the brain event is not an efficient cause. On his view, 

the model of efficient causation available in the seventeenth century was an influx model which 
requires substantial likeness between cause and effect. And the motmn of the brain does not result 
in an influx in the mind, neither directly in regard to the idea produced nor as a stimulant to the 
mind's activity. As Nadler sees it, Descartes did not think the brain event was an efficient cause 
because of the dissimilarity between it and the idea in the mind (see "Descartes and Occasional 
Causation," 37-39, 47-49). I am not convinced that he is right, because I don't think Descartes 
accepts the causal likeness principle. And as my mterpretaUon of his account of sensation should 
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the idea. In  sum, the point  o f  the model  is not  to deny  the causality o f  the 
bodily state, but  to in t roduce  a complex  model  that  includes a substantial 
causal role for the mind.  

At this po in t  the reader  may well wonde r  about  the following question: if 
Descartes was bo the red  by the dissimilarity between the brain state and  the 
idea which it is supposed to cause, doesn ' t  the same p rob lem arise for  the 
relationship between the brain state and the mental  activity it is supposed  to 
br ing about? 

But  this quest ion implies an imprope r  under s t and ing  of  the Dissimilarity 
Problem. I t  is not  the case that the p rob lem arises because Descartes assumes 
that cause and  effect must  resemble each other. Rather  it arises because, as a 
result o f  the part icular  types of  dissimilarity of  brain state and idea (with 
respect  to its representat ional  content),  their connect ion  seems arbitrary and  
the brain state by itself can ' t  account  for  the idea. Sometimes a dissimilarity 
between cause and  effect can be accounted  for in terms of  features o f  the 
pat ient  but  the nature  of  the mind  as simply a thinking thing doesn ' t  help. 
This poin t  strikes me as intuitively plausible: it is puzzl ing how a brain state 
can give rise to the cor responding  ideas on the picture of  the correlat ions 
Descartes offers in the C o m m e n t s .  So Descartes invokes a causal power  in the 
mind, an innate capacity to p roduce  a certain idea when  p r o m p t e d  by a certain 
brain state. The  correlat ions between brain states and these innate powers,  
fu r the rmore ,  were established by God, as Descartes makes clear in the Sixth 
Meditation as well as the Trea t i se  on  M a n . 6 9  

Second,  we should not  unders t and  Descartes as p ropos ing  that  the brain 
state p roduces  someth ing  in the mind  which in turn p roduces  an idea. On  that 
picture the brain state would  explain someth ing  in its entirety, which then 
p roduced  the idea. But  on the scenario Descartes proposes  the brain state 
triggers the activity o f  a causal power. The  idea of  a t r iggering cause is that  
such a cause does no t  account  for an effect all by itself but  instead sets in 
mot ion  a preexisting causal mechanism.  A tr iggering cause also does no t  by 
itself explain the activity o f  that  mechan i sm because the mechan i sm itself 
contributes causal power:  that 's  the point  of  speaking of  a t r iggering cause. 
And  for this reason the Dissimilarity Problem does no t  arise anew. 

But  now one might  wonde r  about  a different  quest ion:  why did Descartes 
find it necessary to appeal  to a causal power,  a faculty or  disposition in the 
mind? W h y  didn ' t  he simply say that there  is an association, established by 
God, between brain states and ideas, as one might  think he is doing in the 

make clear, I do not think he works with an influx model of causation there. For relevant 
discussion of causal models, see also Specht, Commeraura ment,s et corporis. But more needs to be said 
on this issue. 

%AT VII 87-88, CSM II 60; AT XI 143-144, CSM I lOZ-lo 3. 
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Treat i se  on  M a n  a n d  in  t h e  S i x t h  M e d i t a t i o n ?  T h e  p r o b l e m  w i t h  t h i s  a l t e r n a t i v e  
is t h a t  D e s c a r t e s  w a s  c o m m i t t e d  to  g e n u i n e  c a u s a l  p o w e r s - - w i t h i n  t h e  c r e a t e d  
w o r l d  as  w e l l  as in  G o d - - a n d  so h e  c o u l d  n o t  b e  c o n t e n t  w i t h  a s i m p l e  a s so c i a -  
t i o n .  H e  w a n t e d  a g e n u i n e  c a u s a l  e x p l a n a t i o n  in  t e r m s  o f  c a u s a l  p o w e r s  f o r  t h e  
s e e m i n g l y  a r b i t r a r y  c o r r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  s e n s o r y  i d e a s  a n d  t h e  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  
b o d i l y  s t a t e s .  A b r a i n  s t a t e  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  t h e  c a u s a l  p o w e r  t o  e x p l a i n  t b e  

o c c u r r e n c e  o f  a c o r r e s p o n d i n g  i d e a ,  a n d  so i t  c a n ' t  b e  t h e  e n t i r e  c a u s e .  A 
f u r t h e r  c a u s a l  p o w e r  m u s t  b e  i n  p l ay .  A m e r e  a s s o c i a t i o n  w o u l d  l e a v e  t h e  
o c c u r r e n c e  o f  t h e  i d e a  u n e x p l a i n e d . 7 o  

5" C O N T E M P L A T I N G  THE BRAIN 

So D e s c a r t e s  h o l d s  t h a t  t h e  b r a i n  s t a t e  p l a y s  a c a u s a l  r o l e  i n  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  
o f  s e n s o r y  i d e a s  by  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e i r  o c c u r r e n c e ,  b u t  t h e  m i n d  is t h e  s o u r c e  o f  

7~ problem for Descartes, but not specifically for my interpretation, arises from his argu- 
ment  for the existence of bodies in the Sixth Meditation and Principles II. 1. That argument seems 
to suggest that ideas literally come from bodies, not that bodies merely serve as occasions for the 
mind to produce ideas as the Comments suggest. Wilson notes this problem ("Descartes on the 
Origin of Sensation," e97, 305, and n. 17). I am not convinced, however, that the argument, when 
properly understood, has this implication. I cannot address this problem in sufficient depth here, 
but I hope the following considerations are helpful. One source of the impression that the 
argument does imply that ideas really come from bodies, derives from Descartes's speaking of 
ideas being sent [emitti, emitterentur], by bodies to the mind. Wilson offers a solution herself, 
suggesting that Descartes may be expressing himself loosely here; he may be "expressing in 
misleading terms the notion that bodily motions do play the role of exatlng our minds to form 
these sensory ideas." This solution strikes me as quite plausible. Indeed, in a similar vein, m the 
Comments Descartes speaks of what "reaches [pervenire] our faculty of thinking" and then occasions 
the formation of ideas in the mind (AT VIII-2 358, CSM I 304). 

Another important source of the impression that the argument requires that ideas are sent 
into the mind is Descartes's appeal in the Med*tatzons to the different levels of reality, which 
suggests that he is relying on the causal principle that the cause must contain at least as much 
reahty as the effect. But Descartes does not mention that principle m the argument, and reference 
to the levels of reality has disappeared in the Pmnaples Rather the argument seems to rely on God's 
non-deceptiveness, which really makes the causal principles superfluous. For discussion of thts 
point, see Gueroult, Descartes according to the Order of Reasons II, 66-69. Gueroult argues, and I agree, 
that the levels of reality can't do any real work in the argument: they result in the conclusion that 
the level of  reality of the cause of  sensory ideas must be at least as high as that of bodies, but that is 
not a real restriction on this cause simply because this level of reality is so low. This is an important 
difference with the argument for God's existence in the Third Meditation. 

Wilson also sees a problem in that in the Comments Descartes "does not deal with the issue of 
involuntariness at all" ("The Origin of Sensauon," 305). This is a problem because the argument 
for the existence of body relies on the involuntary nature of sensation. I am not sure what she has 
in mind. Descartes makes quite clear in the Comments that the occurrence of sensation at one time 
rather than another is caused by bodies, and that this is why we refer them to external objects (AT 
VIII 358-359, CSM I 304). This seems to imply a clear reference to the independence from our 
will. The Comments would be consistent with the argument for the existence of body if that 
argument relies on the idea that the occurrence, albeit not the content, of sensory ideas must be 
caused by bodies because involuntary. Their involuntary nature strongly suggests to us that they 
are caused by bodies, and if not, God would be a deceiver. 
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t he i r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  c o n t e n t .  T h a t  is the  p o i n t  o f  the  s ign  mode l .  B u t  the  
s ign m o d e l  g e n e r a t e s  awkward  p r o b l e m s .  F o r  this m o d e l  sugges ts  t ha t  the  
m i n d  apprehends images  in  the b r a i n ,  in  r e s p o n s e  to wh ich  it t h e n  f o r m s  
ideas. T h i s  su re ly  seems  like a ve ry  s t r a n g e  view in  its own  r ight .  B u t  in  
a d d i t i o n  it conf l ic ts  wi th  Descar tes ' s  c o m m i t m e n t  to the  v iew tha t  we are  
aware  of  all o u r  m e n t a l  states: we ce r t a in ly  do  n o t  s eem to be aware  o f  
p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  o u r  b r a i n  states. W i l s o n  p o i n t s  o u t  the  p r o b l e m a t i c  n a t u r e  o f  
the s ign m o d e l ,  a n d  she a rgues  tha t  it resu l t s  in  se r ious  i ncons i s t enc i e s  in  
Descar tes ' s  a c c o u n t  of  sensa t ion .7 '  T h e  cruc ia l  q u e s t i o n  is now:  d id  Descar tes  
m e a n  to accep t  the  a p p a r e n t  i m p l i c a t i o n  tha t  the  m i n d  cons ide r s  s o m e t h i n g  
in  the  b r a i n ?  

Now in  fact, as Wi l son  p o i n t s  out ,  Descar tes  expl ic i t ly  rejects  the  idea  tha t  
the m i n d  looks at images  in  the b r a i n  w h e n  f o r m i n g  s e ns o ry  ideas.  A n d  it is 
i m p o r t a n t  to n o t e  tha t  Descar tes  does  so o n  a n u m b e r  o f  occasions .  I n  the  
Optics he  wri tes  tha t  we m u s t  n o t  be l ieve  tha t  

. . .  there are other eyes in the brain with which we can perceive [the images in the 
brain] : but  rather that the movements  that compose it acting immediately against our  
soul, since it is uni ted to our  body, are insti tuted by Nature to make it have such 
sensations. (AT VI 13o, CSM I 165) 

Ear l i e r  in  the  Optics he den i e s  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  images  in  the  b r a i n  whi le  
accus ing  o t h e r  p h i l o s o p h e r s ,  n o  d o u b t  the  scholast ics ,  o f  t h i n k i n g  tha t  the  
m i n d  does  e n g a g e  in  such  con templa t ion .72  B u t  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t l y  for  m y  
pu rpose s ,  in  The World Descar tes  impl ies  a d e n i a l  o f  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  the  b r a i n  
when introducing the sign model. I n  c h a p t e r  a o f  The World, he  a rgues  tha t  n a t u r e  
"could  have  es tab l i shed  a ce r t a in  s ign t h a t  m a ke s  us have  the  s e ns a t i on  o f  l igh t  
a l t h o u g h  this s ign has  n o t h i n g  in  it t ha t  r e s e m b l e s  this  sensation."7~ H e  adds  
tha t  words  can  evoke ideas  tha t  do  n o t  r e s e m b l e  t h e m  even  t h o u g h  o f t e n  "we 
do  n o t  pay  a t t e n t i o n  to the  s o u n d  of  the  words ,  o r  the i r  syllables; so t ha t  it  can  
h a p p e n  tha t  a f ter  h a v i n g  h e a r d  a d i scour se  o f  wh ic h  we have  u n d e r s t o o d  the  
m e a n i n g  ve ry  well,  we c a n n o t  say in  w h a t  l a n g u a g e  it  was p r o n o u n c e d . "  By 
ana logy ,  this  d i sc l a imer  suggests  t ha t  the  m i n d  n e e d  n o t  l i teral ly pa y  a t t e n t i o n  
to m o t i o n s  in  the  b r a i n .  A t  Principles IV 197 Desca r t e s  a g a i n  uses  the  c o m p a r i -  

71 "Descartes on the Ongm of Sensation," 3o6-3 lO. 
72 AT VI 1 x 2, CSM I x 65, and see also AT VI 114, C SM I 166. Schmaltz crinclzes Descartes for 

ridiculing the scholastics for thinking that images are contemplated in the brain. The reason for 
Schmaltz' criticism is that, as I have mentioned, for the scholastics sensation did not include a 
mental (or as he says, intellectual) component ("Descartes on Innate Ideas, Sensation, and scholas- 
ticism: the Response to Regius," 14-15, 34). The scholasncs did offer an appropriate target, 
however, insofar as they often wrote of the contemplation of phantasms in the context of intellec- 
tual activity. See for instance Aquinas, ST I 85.1 ad 3 and ad 5. 

7sAT XI 4, CSM I 8a. 
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son  wi th  t h e  way  w o r d s  can  inc i te  t h o u g h t ,  a n d  n o w  h e  of fe rs  a speci f ic  dis-  
c l a i m e r  o f  an  ac t  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by  the  m i n d :  

It  is proved that the na ture  of  our  mind is such that  from the fact alone that certain 
motions occur in the body, it can be impel led  to any thoughts,  which do not  refer  to any 
image of  those motions; and  especially to those confused thoughts  that  are called sense 
percept ions  or  sensations. For  we see that  words, whether  u t t e red  orally or only written 
down, excite any thoughts  and passions in our  minds  . . . .  Perhaps  it will be repl ied that 
writing or  speech excites no imaginations o f  things diverse f rom them in the mind 
immediately,  but  only certain acts of  intellection; and that  on their  occasion the mind 
itself then forms images of  various things in itself. But what  will be said about  the 
sensation of  pain and pleasure? A sword is moved towards our  body, it cuts it: f rom this 
alone pain follows, which is clearly no less di f ferent  from the mot ion of  the sword or of  
the body that  is cut than color, sound, smell or flavor. Therefore ,  since we clearly see 
that  the sensation of  pain is excited in us by the fact alone that certain parts of  our  body 
undergo  local motion by contact  with some other  body, it per tains  to conclude that  our 
mind  is of  such a nature  that  it can also undergo  [pati] affections of  all the o ther  senses 
f rom certain motions. 

So Desca r t e s  h e r e  r e j ec t s  t he  i d e a  t h a t  t he  m i n d  has  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s ta tes  tha t  
i n t e r v e n e  b e t w e e n  b o d i l y  s ta tes  a n d  t h e  s e n s a t i o n s  t h a t  o c c u r  o n  t h e i r  occa-  
s ion.  H e  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  the  b o d i l y  s ta te  a n d  the  sensa -  
t i on  is i m m e d i a t e ,  a n d  so h e  c lea r ly  m e a n s  to c l a im tha t  t h e r e  is n o  i n t e r v e n i n g  
m e n t a l  s ta te  a t  all.  B u t  t h e n  i t  w o u l d  s e e m  t h a t  he  t h i n k s  t h e r e  is n o  m e n t a l  act  
o f  l o o k i n g  a t  t he  b r a i n  s ta te  o r  an  ac t  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  such  a s tate .  

I have  c i t ed  s eve ra l  o f  D e s c a r t e s ' s  r e j e c t i o n s  o f  t he  v iew tha t  t he  m i n d  
c o n t e m p l a t e s  s o m e t h i n g  in  the  b o d y  to i n d i c a t e  h o w  s e r i ous  he  was a b o u t  
r e j e c t i n g  this  view.  A n d  h e  d e n i e s  the  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  t he  b r a i n  wh i l e  exp l ic -  
i t ly  c o n c e r n e d  wi th  t he  s ign  m o d e l .  So D e s c a r t e s  h i m s e l f  c l e a r l y  w i s h e d  to use  
t he  s ign  m o d e l  w i t h o u t  t he  a p p a r e n t  i m p l i c a t i o n  t ha t  t he  m i n d  c o n t e m p l a t e s  
s o m e t h i n g  in the  b r a i n .  N o w  o n e  m i g h t  wel l  o b j e c t  t h a t  l ike  it o r  not ,  the  s ign 
m o d e l  c o m m i t s  Desca r t e s  to c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  b r a i n  s ta tes ,  b e c a u s e  t h a t  is w h a t  
t he  m o d e l  r equ i r e s .  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  we n e e d  to  d r a w  this  c o n c l u s i o n ,  h o w e v e r .  
L e t  m e  e x p l a i n .  

D e s c a r t e s  uses  t h e  s ign  m o d e l  to a c c o m m o d a t e  t he  d i s s i m i l a r i t y  b e t w e e n  
s e n s o r y  i d e a s  a n d  b r a i n  m o t i o n s ,  b e c a u s e  in t he  case  o f  r e s p o n s e s  to signs,  
cause  a n d  e f fec t  a r e  d i s s imi l a r .  I n d e e d ,  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  is in a sense  a r b i t r a r y ,  as 
is o f t e n  n o t e d  a b o u t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  w o r d s  a n d  w h a t  t hey  s t a n d  for ,  
an  e x a m p l e  o f  t he  s ign  m o d e l  we have  s een  Desca r t e s  use .  B u t  I t h i n k  i t  m a k e s  
m o s t  s ense  to see  h i m  as i n t e r e s t e d  in part o f  the  m o d e l ,  a n d  as w i s h i n g  to 
a d o p t  i t  w i t h o u t  a c c e p t i n g  the  i d e a  t ha t  t h e  s ign  is l o o k e d  a t  by  the  m i n d .  His  
p o i n t  is twofo ld .  F i rs t ,  t h e r e  is a d i s s im i l a r i t y  b e t w e e n  c a u s e  a n d  e f fec t  in  the  
case o f  s igns ,  as in  t he  a c t i o n  o f  b o d y  o n  m i n d :  t h e i r  c o n n e c t i o n  s e e m s  a rb i -  
t r a ry ,  a n d  so causa l  i n t e r a c t i o n  is c o m p a t i b l e  wi th  tha t  p h e n o m e n o n  g iven  t ha t  
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signs work as causes. Second, the sign model  int roduces  a solution to the 
p rob lem that the brain state by itself can ' t  account  for the idea because it is a 
complex  model  of  causation that includes a significant causal role for  the 
mind. Now one could object that  the dissimilarity between cause and  effect in 
the sign model  is possible precisely because o f  an intellectual act of  interpreta-  
tion by the mind. But  it is no t  at all obvious to me that one  has to draw this 
conclusion,  and I think that doing so requires an argument.74 

This unde r s t and ing  of  the sign model  goes some way towards solving the 
problems posed by the presence in Descartes o f  what  Margare t  Wilson calls the 
presentat ion model,  the model  according to which the mind  contemplates  
someth ing  in the brain. Descartes seems to offer  this mode l  for  sensation, as 
well as various o ther  mental  activities. I will confine my discussion to sensation. 
Wilson ment ions  Descartes's rejections of  this model ,  but  she is no t  willing to 
conclude that he did not  accept  the view at all. In  particular, she rejects the 
view proposed  by Loeb according  to which Descartes 's  use o f  the sign model  
"is merely  m e t a p h o r i c a l - - a  harmless fa~on de parler."7~ Loeb favors an associa- 
tionist interpretat ion,  according to which there is a "mere brute  conjunction"76 
between physical and mental  states. Wilson points  ou t  that  the presenta t ion 
model  is quite pervasive in Descartes's writ ing and  concludes:  "On balance, it 
seems more  reasonable to believe that Descartes did no t  sharply or consistently 
distinguish a 'literal' associationist view of  the body-mind  relation in sensation 
f rom a 'metaphorical '  presentat ion concept ion ."  

The  associationist model  and  the presentat ion model  are indeed  very differ- 
ent  models,  and if they are both  present  in Descartes there is considerable 
tension in his account  of  sensation. But  in my view there is m u c h  less tension 
for reasons that  derive f rom considerat ions about  the manifestations of  bo th  
models  in Descartes's writings. In  the first place, I don ' t  th ink that Descartes 
accepted the associationist model .  T h e  causal mode l  he  proposes  is more  com- 
plex, in particular because it ascribes a significant causal role to the mind. In  
fact, Wilson seems to agree: she expresses skepticism about  the associationist 
interpretat ion even for passages that  seem to suppor t  it.77 As I no ted  before,  
Descartes would no t  be satisfied by the associationist model ,  because it does 
not  do enough  to explain the occurrence,  o f  say, a sensation of  red  in response 

74Incidentally, at this point the Heterogeneity Problem enters into the situation. Descartes 
offers a complex causal model to deal with the Dissimilarity Problem. Within this model the 
question of the action of body on mind arises when the body acts on the mind to activate its innate 
dispositions. And this is where Descartes's relaxed attitude about mind-body interaction should 
apply. 

75 "Descartes on the Origin of Sensation," 308, and n. 58. 
#Wilson, "The Origin of Sensation," 31o. 
77 "The Origin of Sensation," 311-312,313-314 . 
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to  a b r a i n  s ta te .  D e s c a r t e s  d o e s  n o t  t h i n k  o f  c a u s a t i o n  in  t e r m s  o f  s imp le  
c o r r e l a t i o n s  b u t  g e n u i n e  causa l  power s .  I n  m y  v iew D e s c a r t e s ' s  s e e m i n g l y  
a s s o c i a t i o n i s t  s t a t e m e n t s  s h o u l d  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  as a b b r e v i a t e d  v e r s i o n s  o f  the  
a c c o u n t  o f  s e n s a t i o n  I have  d e v e l o p e d  h e r e .  O n  the  o t h e r  h a n d ,  t h e  p r o b l e m s  
o f  t h e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  m o d e l  in  D e s c a r t e s ' s  a c c o u n t  o f  s e n s a t i o n  s t e m  l a rge ly  
f r o m  his  use  o f  t he  s ign  m o d e l .  I n  m y  view this  m o d e l  is d e f i n i t e l y  n o t  a m e r e  
h a r m l e s s  fa~on de parler. D e s c a r t e s  uses  i t  to e x p l a i n  his  c o m p l e x  v iew o f  the  
p r o d u c t i o n  o f  s e n s a t i o n s  on  w h i c h  the  a r b i t r a r i n e s s  o f  the  c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
b r a i n  s ta te  a n d  i d e a  is e x p l a i n e d  by  the  m i n d  p l a y i n g  a causa l  ro le .  B u t  I have  
a r g u e d  t h a t  th is  m o d e l  d o e s  n o t  c o m m i t  Desca r t e s  to c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  the  
b r a i n .  I n  sum,  a p p e a r a n c e s  o f  b o t h  the  a s soc i a t i on i s t  m o d e l  a n d  o f  the  s ign 
m o d e l  a r e  in t he  e n d  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  o f  the  s a m e  causa l  m o d e l ,  a c c o r d i n g  to 
w h i c h  the  b r a i n  d o e s  act  as a cause ,  b u t  t akes  p a r t  in  a c o m p l e x  causa l  p roces s  
in  w h i c h  the  m i n d  a lso  p l ays  a s u b s t a n t i a l  causa l  ro le .  A n d  so in  t he  e n d  the  
t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  a s soc i a t i on i s t  m o d e l  a n d  the  p r e s e n t a t i o n  m o d e l  is n o t  a 
s e r i ous  p r o b l e m  in D e s c a r t e s ' s  a c c o u n t  o f  s e n s a t i o n .  

T h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  D e s c a r t e s ' s  use  o f  t he  s ign  m o d e l  fo r  s e n s a t i o n  is n o t  
su f f i c ien t ,  h o w e v e r ,  to d e a l  w i th  all  t he  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  he  t h o u g h t  t h a t  the  m i n d  
d i r e c t l y  c o n t e m p l a t e s  s o m e t h i n g  in  the  b r a i n  a n d  t h e  p r o b l e m s  such  e v i d e n c e  
poses .  F o r  the  s u g g e s t i o n  t ha t  t he  m i n d  c o n t e m p l a t e s  t he  b r a i n  d o e s  n o t  on ly  
a p p e a r  w h e n  D e s c a r t e s  d i scusses  sense  p e r c e p t i o n  a n d  the  s ign  m o d e l  is n o t  its 
o n l y  i n s t a n c e  in  his  wr i t ings .  D i f f e r e n t  f o r m s  o f  t he  i d e a  a p p e a r  in his  d iscus-  
s ions  o f  v a r i o u s  o t h e r  m e n t a l  f u n c t i o n s ,  m o s t  n o t a b l y  i m a g i n a t i o n .  I a m  in-  
c l i n e d  to t h i n k  t h a t  in t he  e n d  D e s c a r t e s  d i d  n o t  a c c e p t  t he  i d e a  o r  a t  leas t  tha t  
i t  was n o t  a d e e p  f e a t u r e  o f  his  t h i n k i n g .  B u t  a ful l  t r e a t m e n t  o f  th is  issue is no  
s i m p l e  m a t t e r  a n d  fal ls  wel l  b e y o n d  the  s c o p e  o f  th is  paper .78 

6.  CONCLUSION 

I n t e r p r e t e r s  have  o f t e n  t h o u g h t  t ha t  D e s c a r t e s  o r  a t  l eas t  his  successo r s  the  
occas iona l i s t s  a b a n d o n e d  a causa l  ro l e  fo r  the  b o d y  in s e n s a t i o n  o n  a c c o u n t  o f  
t he  H e t e r o g e n e i t y  P r o b l e m .  R e c e n t l y  s c h o l a r s  have  a r g u e d ,  succes s fu l l y  in m y  
view,  t ha t  b r o a d e r  c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  c a u s a t i o n  w e r e  a t  the  r o o t  o f  the  r e l e v a n t  
v iews in  occas ional i sm.79 B u t  we have  n o w  s e e n  a p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  m i n d - b o d y  
i n t e r a c t i o n  in D e s c a r t e s  as wel l  as s o m e  scholas t ics  t ha t  s h o u l d  f u r t h e r  a l t e r  o u r  

78A full treatment of such passages will be fairly complicated One reason is that Descartes's 
motwes for speaking as if the mind contemplates brain states seem to vary in important ways. In 
particular, m the discussion of imagination m Meditation VI (AT VII 7~-73, CSM II 5o-51), he 
seems to introduce such talk to account for the szmzlanty between mental images of geometrical 
figures and bodily states, whereas the sign model is introduced in view of dzsszmzlarzty between the 
tWO. 

79See Nadler, "Descartes and Occasional Causation,"41 n. 14 for references. 
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unde r s t and ing  of  the t r e a t m e n t  of  sensat ion and  o the r  processes  that  involve 
m i n d - b o d y  in teract ion in this per iod.  

T h e  p r o b l e m  o f  m i n d - b o d y  interact ion is genera l ly  t rea ted  as if  it arose  for  
the first t ime with Descar tes 's  dualism. But  we saw that  scholastic views abou t  
the m i n d  a l ready g e n e r a t e d  this p rob l em,  a l though  there  the p r o b l e m  arose 
for  the p roduc t ion  of  intelligible species, intel lectual  represen ta t ions ,  r a t he r  
than  sensations.  Ne i the r  the scholastics n o r  Descartes  were  c o n c e r n e d  abou t  
the H e t e r o g e n e i t y  Prob lem:  they did not  r ega rd  the s imple  idea that  m i n d  is 
i nco rporea l  and  thus radically d i f ferent  f r o m  body  as an obstacle to their  
interact ion.  T h e  scholastics saw a m o r e  specific p r o b l e m  that  arises specifically 
f r o m  the super ior i ty  of  the incorporea l  ove r  the corporea l .  This  p r o b l e m  
clearly affects only  the action o f  body  on mind ,  but  no t  the act ion o f  mind  on  
body,  and  indeed,  the direct ions o f  in teract ion were  t r ea t ed  di f ferent ly  by 
ph i losophers  in this per iod,  inc luding  Descartes.  Var ious  aspects o f  Descar tes ' s  
accoun t  of  sensat ion migh t  suggest  tha t  he was wor r i ed  abou t  the H e t e r o g e n e -  
ity P rob lem,  despi te  his express ions  to the contrary.  Bu t  I have a r g u e d  that  
these fea tures  o f  his accoun t  are in fact mo t iva t ed  by a d i f fe ren t  p r o b l e m ,  
name ly  the seeming ly  arb i t ra ry  connec t ion  be tween  par t icu lar  types o f  brain  
states and  the c o r r e s p o n d i n g  types o f  ideas in the mind.  

Not  only  were  Descartes and  the scholastics c o n c e r n e d  with quest ions dif- 
f e r en t  f r o m  the H e t e r o g e n e i t y  Prob lem,  the solut ions they  p r o p o s e d  for  thei r  
worr ies  abou t  m i n d - b o d y  in teract ion did no t  genera l ly  consist  in an a b a n d o n -  
m e n t  of  interact ion.  Wher ea s  we saw Su~irez deny  a genu ine  causal role for  the 
body,  var ious  o the r  scholastics and  Descartes  did no t  do so. Ins t ead  wha t  
unif ied the ph i losophers  we discussed is that  they  all p r o p o s e d  complex  causal 
mode ls  that  inc luded  a substantial  causal role for  the mind.  8~ 
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