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T THE BEGINNING of this book I suggested that feelings are a
Apowerful influence on reason, that the brain systems required
by the former are enmeshed in those needed by the latter, and that
such specific systems are interwoven with those which regulate
the body.

The facts I have presented generally support these hypotheses,
but these are hypotheses nonetheless, offered in the hope that they
may attract further investigation and be subject to revision as new
findings appear. Feelings do seem to depend on a dedicated multi-
component system that is indissociable from biological regulation.
Reason does seem to depend on specific brain systems, some of
which happen to process feelings. Thus there may be a connecting
trail, in anatomical and functional terms, from reason to feelings to
body. It is as if we are possessed by a passion for reason, a drive that
originates in the brain core, permeates other levels of the nervous
system, and emerges as either feelings or nonconscious biases to
guide decision making. Reason, from the practical to the theoretical,
is probably constructed on this inherent drive by a process which
resembles the mastering of a skill or craft. Remove the drive, and you
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found in the attempt to explain bruised feelings or irrational behav-
ior by appealing to surface social causes or the action of neu-
rotransmitters, two explanations that pervade the social discourse as
presented in the visual and printed media; and in the attempt to
correct personal and social problems with medical and nonmedical
drugs. It is precisely this lack of understanding of the nature of
feelings and reason (one of the hallmarks of the “culture of com-
plaint™) that is cause for alarm.

The idea of the human organism outlined in this book, and the
relation between feelings and reason that emerges from the findings
discussed here, do suggest, however, that the strengthening of ra-
tionality probably requires that greater consideration be given to the
vulnerability of the world within.

On a practical note, the role outlined for feelings in the making of
rationality has implications for some issues currently facing our
society, education and violence among them. This is not the place to
do justice to these issues but let me comment that educational
systems might benefit from emphasizing unequivocal connections
between current feelings and predicted future outcomes, and that
children’s overexposure to violence, in real life, newscasts, or
through audiovisual fiction, downgrades the value of emotions and
feelings in the acquisition and deployment of adaptive social behav-
ior. The fact that so much vicarious violence is presented without a
moral framework only compounds its desensitizing action.

DESCARTES ERROR

It would not have been possible to present my side of this conversa-
tion without invoking Descartes as an emblem for a collection of
ideas on body, brain, and mind that in one way or another remain
influential in Western sciences and humanities. My concern, as you
have seen, is for both the dualist notion with which Descartes split
the mind from brain and body (in its extreme version, it holds less
sway) and for the modern variants of this notion: the idea, for
instance, that mind and brain are related, but only in the sense that
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the mind is the software program run in a piece of computer hard-
ware called brain; or that brain and body are related, but only in the
sense that the former cannot survive without the life support of
the latter.

What, then, was Descartes’ error? Or better still, which error of
Descartes’ do I mean to single out, unkindly and ungratefully? One
might begin with a complaint, and reproach him for having per-
suaded biologists to adopt, to this day, clockwork mechanics as a
model for life processes. But perhaps that would not be quite fair and
so one might continue with “I think therefore I am.” The statement,
perhaps the most famous in the history of philosophy, appears firstin
the fourth section of the Discourse on the Method (1637), in French
(“Je pense donc je suis"); and then in the first part of the Principles of
Philosophy (1644), in Latin ("Cogito ergo sum”).3 Taken literally, the
statement illustrates precisely the opposite of what I believe to be
true about the origins of mind and about the relation between mind
and body. It suggests that thinking, and awareness of thinking, are
the real substrates of being. And since we know that Descartes
imagined thinking as an activity quite separate from the body, it does
celebrate the separation of mind, the “thinking thing” (res cogitans),
from the nonthinking body, that which has extension and mechan-
ical parts (res extensa).

Yet long before the dawn of humanity, beings were beings. At some
point in evolution, an elementary consciousness began. With that
elementary consciousness came a simple mind; with greater com-
plexity of mind came the possibility of thinking and, even later, of
using language to communicate and organize thinking better. For us
then, in the beginning it was being, and only later was it thinking.
And for us now, as we come into the world and develop, we still begin
with being, and only later do we think. We are, and then we think,
and we think only inasmuch as we are, since thinking is indeed
caused by the structures and operations of being.

When we put Descartes’ statement back where it belongs, we
might wonder for a moment whether it might mean something
different from what it has come to stand for. Might one read it
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instead as an acknowledgment of the superiority of conscious feeling
and reasoning, without any firm commitment as to their origin,
substance, or permanence? Might the statement also have served
the clever purpose of accommodating religious pressures of which
Descartes was keenly aware? The latter is a possibility, but there is no
way of finding out for sure. (The inscription Descartes chose for his
tombstone was a quote that he apparently used frequently: “Bene qui
latuit, bene vixit,” from Ovid's Tristia 3.4.25. Translation: “He who
hid well, lived well.” A cryptic disclaimer of dualism, perhaps?) As for
the former, on balance, I suspect Descartes also meant precisely
what he wrote. As the famous words first appear, Descartes is rejoic-
ing with the discovery of a proposition so undeniably true that no
amount of skepticism will shake it:

. and remarking that this truth “I think, therefore I am” was
so certain and so assured that all the most extravagant supposi-
tions brought forward by the sceptics were incapable of shaking
it, | came to the conclusion that  would receive it without scruple
as the first principle of the Philosophy for which I was seeking.4

Here Descartes was after a logical foundation for his philosophy, and
the statement was not unlike Augustine's “Fallor ergo sum” (I am
deceived therefore I am).5 But just a few lines below, Descartes
clarifies the statement unequivocally:

From that I knew that I was a substance, the whole essence or
nature of which is to think, and that for its existence there is no
need of any place, nor does it depend on any material thing; so
that this “me,” that is to say, the soul by which I am what I am, is
entirely distinct from body, and is even more easy to know than
is the latter; and even if body were not, the soul would not cease
to be what it is.®

This is Descartes’ error: the abyssal separation between body and
mind, between the sizable, dimensioned, mechanically operated,
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infinitely divisible body stuff, on the one hand, and the unsizable,
undimensioned, un-pushpullable, nondivisible mind stuff; the sug-
gestion that reasoning, and moral judgment, and the suffering that
comes from physical pain or emotional upheaval might exist sepa-
rately from the body. Specifically: the separation of the most refined
operations of mind from the structure and operation of a biological

organism.

Now, some may ask, why quibble with Descartes rather than with
Plato, whose views on body and mind were far more exasperating, as
can be discovered in the Phaedo? Why bother with this particular
error of Descartes’ After all, some of his other errors sound more
spectacularly wrong than this one. He believed that heat made the
blood circulate, and that tiny, ever so fine particles of the blood
distilled themselves into “animal spirits,” which could then move
muscles. Why not take him to task for either of those notions? The
reason is simple: We have known for a long time that he was wrong
on those particular points, and the questions of how and why the
blood circulates have been answered to our complete satisfaction.
That is not the case when we consider questions of mind, brain, and
body, concerning which Descartes’ error remains influential. For
many, Descartes’ views are regarded as self-evident and in no need of
reexamination.

The Cartesian idea of a disembodied mind may well have been the
source, by the middle of the twentieth century, for the metaphor of
mind as software program. In fact, if mind can be separated from
body, perhaps one can try to understand it without any appeal to
neurobiology, without any need to be influenced by knowledge of
neuroanatomy, neurophysiology, and neurochemistry. Interestingly
and paradoxically, many cognitive scientists who believe they can
investigate the mind without recourse to neurobiology would not
consider themselves dualists.

There may be some Cartesian disembodiment also behind the
thinking of neuroscientists who insist that the mind can be fully
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explained solely in terms of brain events, leaving by the wayside the
rest of the organism and the surrounding physical and social envi-
ronment—and also leaving out the fact that part of the environment
is itself a product of the organism’s preceding actions. I resist the
restriction, not because the mind is not directly related to brain
activity, since it obviously is, but rather because the restrictive for-
mulation is unnecessarily incomplete, and humanly unsatisfactory.
To say that mind comes from brain is indisputable, but I prefer to
qualify the statement and consider the reasons why the brain’s
neurons behave in such a thoughtful manner. For the latter is, so far
as | can see, the critical issue.

The idea of a disembodied mind also seems to have shaped the
peculiar way in which Western medicine approaches the study and
treatment of diseases (see the postscriptum). The Cartesian split
pervades both research and practice. As a result, the psychological
consequences of diseases of the body proper, the so-called real
diseases, are usually disregarded and only considered on second
thought. Even more neglected are the reverse, the body-proper
effects of psychological conflict. How intriguing to think that Des-
cartes did contribute to modifying the course of medicine, did help it
veer from the organismic, mind-in-the-body approach, which pre-
vailed from Hippocrates to the Renaissance. How annoyed Aristotle
would have been with Descartes, had he known.

Versions of Descartes’ error obscure the roots of the human mind
in a biologically complex but fragile, finite, and unique organism;
they obscure the tragedy implicit in the knowledge of that fragility,
finiteness, and uniqueness. And where humans fail to see the inher-
ent tragedy of conscious existence, they feel far less called upon to do
something about minimizing it, and may have less respect for the
value of life.

The facts I have presented about feelings and reason, along with
others I have discussed about the interconnection between brain
and body proper, support the most general idea with which I intro-
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duced the book: that the comprehensive understanding of the hu-
man mind requires an organismic perspective; that not only must the
mind move from a nonphysical cogitum to the realm of biological
tissue, but it must also be related to a whole organism possessed of
integrated body proper and brain and fully interactive with a physical
and social environment.

The truly embodied mind I envision, however, does not relinquish
its most refined levels of operation, those constituting its soul and
spirit. From my perspective, it is just that soul and spirit, with all
their dignity and human scale, are now complex and unique states of
an organism. Perhaps the most indispensable thing we can do as
human beings, every day of our lives, is remind ourselves and others
of our complexity, fragility, finiteness, and uniqueness. And this is of
course the difficult job, is it not: to move the spirit from its nowhere
pedestal to a somewhere place, while preserving its dignity and
importance; to recognize its humble origin and vulnerability, yet still
call upon its guidance. A difficult and indispensable job indeed, but
one without which we will be far better off leaving Descartes’ Error

uncorrected.



