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Cultural Democracy Now

Positioning cultural democracy in a historical context and in a context of adjacent movements such as the creative commons, open source movement, and maker movement, this book goes back to first principles and asks what personhood means in the twenty-first century, what cultural democracy means, why we should want it, and how we can work towards it.

In this new book, the author provides a timely untangling of the various historical meanings of the term and explores the various ways in which it has been co-opted, suggesting that it has a strength that we should open up to examination with a view to reinvigorating it. Just as importantly, the book situates cultural democracy within the wider framework of progressive political and social movements, and of the impact of new digital information and communication technologies. To those unfamiliar with the term, it introduces cultural democracy through related concepts such as digital cultural politics, participatory democracy, and digital citizenship.

Providing a much-needed theoretical take on the growing interest in cultural democracy, this book will be essential reading for students and scholars interested in the arts as well as practitioners and policy makers. It combines theory and practice with a view to inciting both thought and action.

Owen Kelly writes and researches as Principal Lecturer Emeritus in online media at Arcada, a university of applied science, in Helsinki. He has worked as a community artist, a cultural consultant, a soundscaper, and a multimedia programmer. He is the author of Community, Art and the State, Digital Creativity, and Ambient Learning and Self Authorship, and has an ongoing interest in developing convivial tools that assist in the struggle for cultural democracy.
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The freedom we want, for ourselves and for others, is not an absolute metaphysical, abstract freedom which in practice is inevitably translated into the oppression of the weak; but it is real freedom, possible freedom, which is the conscious community of interests, voluntary solidarity.
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Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/9781003199137-1

I first heard discussions about the idea of cultural democracy when I worked as a community artist in Brixton, in South London, in the 1980s, with Mediumwave. Some but not all community artists across Britain adopted the term as a way of describing an overall direction for the work we did; as the name of the particular kind of social transformation that we sought. Cultural democracy then became a key part of the arguments in Community, Art & The State,1 the book that I wrote about the British community art movement and its ambitions. It also became the principle that informed a manifesto, Another Standard: Culture & Democracy,2 and a conference in Sheffield in 1986 that followed its publication.

My belief in the idea has continued both practically and theoretically. In the past three years, Sophie Hope and I have produced more than one hundred episodes of a podcast called Meanwhile in an Abandoned Warehouse, which we have subtitled “conversations about cultural democracy and the commons”.3 We have spoken to people from all five continents about how these ideas impinge on their working practices, or don’t. We have discussed how ideas of cultural democracy have resonated in some place but not in others, where parallel practices and principles have sometimes grown up instead. We have looked at the ways in which the internet and social media have made many of the dreams of community artists in the 1980s come true at some levels, while offering outcomes that have proved the precise opposite of what we might reasonably have expected.

Cultural democracy, in the sense that we have used the term, carries a much larger meaning than “public art” or “socially concerned art”, or indeed any kind of “art”; although it undoubtedly includes examples of all these. Culture, in Raymond Williams’ words, “is one of the two or three most complex words in the English language”. Its complexity, he indicates, “is not finally in the word but in the problems which its variations of use significantly indicate”.4 Facebook, Netflix, Reddit, TikTok, and YouTube form important elements of the cultural landscape through which we walk. They affect most of us at least as deeply as any community arts project in which we might participate. Any exploration of cultural democracy must therefore address these global phenomena, and the inequity of our relationships to them, much more than it inquires into the funding mechanisms by which artists with socially based practices do or do not receive income.

Cultural democracy, if it means anything, must provide us with a lens through which to view the culture we find ourselves consuming and (sometimes) producing, and the mechanisms that have grown up to facilitate that production and consumption. From this perspective the cultural policies of behemoths like HBO and Spotify have more force on most of our lives than the cultural policies of, for example, the Australia Council for the Arts, the Arts Council of England, or Taike, the Arts Promotion Centre in Finland; and I shall therefore consider these relationships at least as important as the consequences of public policy.

Many books already exist which consider cultural policies, and the activities of those working within those policies. In 2005 James Bau Graves published Cultural Democracy: The Arts, Community and the Public Purpose5 which points out the ways in which cultural production has become increasingly mediated by corporations and high-profile donors, and posits a community-based alternative. In 2007 INCITE! brought together a number of (mainly) female Black and indigenous activists and published The Revolution Will Not Be Funded,6 which celebrates cultural activism and makes a set of strong arguments about the contradictions between grant aid and community building. Culture & Democracy: The Right to Make Art, edited by Alison Jeffers and Geri Moriaty and published in 2017,7 offers a thorough set of well-considered perspectives on the British community arts movement from the 1980s to today. François Matarasso’s A Restless Art,8 published in 2019, provides a wide range of international examples of community and participatory art, while making solid arguments in favour of their existence and continuation. I do not see any purpose in attempting to rewrite any of these books nor any reason to simply add to the other high quality work that already exists in these areas. Rather I want to address something that I consider missing from much of this discussion: I want to pin down a clear meaning for the phrase “cultural democracy” and then render it useful.


Who Is this For?

I intend this book for three overlapping communities of readers. First, I hope that it reaches practitioners: not just those currently working in socially-based arts, but also those in the open source movement, in the makers movement, and especially those working to establish many varieties of vibrant commons. I hope that these practitioners find something here that will enrich their practice by drawing connections between the activities that they personally engage with and those of other like-minded people. I intend to draw links and connections that may not always seem obvious, but will I think prove both fruitful and powerful. Second, I hope that this book reaches students and lecturers involved in cultural studies in its widest sense. For them this book might serve as a brief history lesson, provide a context for the current cultural landscape, and offer a primer for possible futures. Finally, I hope this book connects with wider communities of readers who feel concerned about the direction the current world seems to have taken, and the future which it seems to have in mind for us, and who want some ideas that might help link culture, economics, and politics in a way that provides a language we can use to improve the present and change the direction of the future.

The book has three sections that together form a single narrative.


Part I: Autonomous Vehicles

The main argument of the book begins from the observation that, in order to understand what we might mean by cultural democracy, we need to understand what we mean by culture. To understand what we might mean by culture we need to understand what we mean by community. To understand what we mean by community we need to understand what we mean by people. To understand what we mean by people we need first to understand “what it is like to be” us. Only then can we build upon solid ground. We need to do this because, as we will see, common-sense beliefs can lead us astray when they suggest that people exist as individuals who form social contracts with each other that seem, to some degree, optional. Evidence from the last 60 years of research shows that, far from opting into our communities, we grow into personhood as members of groups, and that we develop our sense of self from within those communities.

We begin this argument with an overview of the mind/body conundrum posed by Rene Descartes in his Discourse on the Method, and other works, in the first half of the seventeenth century. We do this to bring into focus a clear starting point for addressing the question of “what it is like to be” a person, and to understand the extent to which Western thought has spent 300 years chasing shadows. We move forward from this to look at consciousness research and the growing belief that our personhood has no intrinsic nature but rather seems always situated and contextual, and that our consciousness, as we usually think of it, acts as a benign illusion that exists to help us simplify our interactions with others. Finally, we examine meme theory in order to establish the intrinsically social nature of personhood and its function as a bundle of learned habits, so that we can relate this to the idea of dividuality developed by the anthropologist McKim Marriott in his work on the Indian subcontinent.9

From these discussions it will become clear that the images we usually carry around in our heads about ourselves and our relationships to others do not withstand scrutiny. We operate under a severe misapprehension, and this confusion has not arisen naturally. We misunderstand our own natures because we receive lengthy training in how to do this; not just in formal education but more importantly in increasing numbers of informal arenas: in everything from the growth of users trained to generate their own content and then pay for it, to the creation of the internalised and infinite markets of limbic capitalism. The historian David Courtwright has described this as


a technologically advanced but socially regressive business system in which global industries, often with the help of complicit governments and criminal organisations, encourage excessive consumption and addiction. They do so by targeting the limbic system, the part of the brain responsible for feeling.10


This works because some people have already begun to weaponise aspects of our consciousness which the rest of us do not yet even accept as real. We do not have a consciousness that acts like a driver controlling our body. If we want that kind of metaphor, we would do better to think of ourselves as autonomous vehicles that can summon up rational planning and thinking if, and only if, it appears useful.


Part II: Cultural Landscapes

The second section of the book discusses some of the major changes brought about by the tools and technologies that we have developed and the uses to which we have put them. We will examine evidence from many sources and look at how our ideas of self become shaped by the forces of capitalism, and our ideas of community become constrained by our ideas of self. We note the destruction of home economies as creative locations, and the ways in which these have shifted outside popular control and into the hands of corporations, as households have ceased to act as zones of production and have turned almost exclusively into spheres of consumption. The twenty-first century has seen the growth of a new kind of internalised capitalism as the need for physical products has become superseded by the infinite possibilities for profit inherent in digital desires. This too has involved training, as we have found ourselves needing to measure more and more of our daily activities and subject them to self-surveillance. We must recognise that the images we carry around in our heads of “what it is like to be us” no longer correspond with the understanding held by those seeking to manipulate us. We suffer from illusions that we have willingly received without any opportunity to understand their consequences. We have enthusiastically helped to hypnotise ourselves and now we need to observe the cultural landscape and learn how we came to embrace these illusions.

The last 60 years has seen an increasingly rapid switch from analogue to digital with extraordinary economic and social consequences. We note many interlinked trends and we will see how these appeared to meet the demands of community artists in one way, while entirely changing the cultural landscape in another.11 First, miniaturisation has occurred in almost all fields, and especially in the creative fields. Cameras got dramatically smaller as did music recording devices. The Walkman changed the ways in which we listened to music. Second, Alvin Toffler’s prediction of “prosumerism” came to pass as the differences between the functions of production and consumption collapsed into a single mode in many areas. Pop music moved from expensive studios into bedrooms, where lovers of pop music made music for other lovers of pop music. Computer games began as one-person hobbies that grew into one-person companies, that eventually grew into the industry we know today. Despite the games industry’s shift into movie-scale production values, indie computer game development still thrives. The growth of self-publishing offers a similar picture and we can look beyond Shades of Gray to see a much more complex and nuanced shift in production and distribution. During this process we have increasingly moved from owning things to having the right to pay to access services. Among many social consequences, record collections have turned into Spotify playlists and listening to music has become a lone pursuit that involves earbuds, rather than a communal experience involving guitars, record players, or cassette decks.

These developments derived not just from miniaturisation but also from the collapse of the cost of entry into many digital markets due in large part to the infinite copyability of digital artifacts. Again we might note that, in some ways, community artists got exactly what they had asked for. Community groups began to gain ownership of digital printers, video equipment, and access to online discussion groups, and later put up their own websites. The possibility to communicate, and to make a person’s or a group’s message publicly available, began to grow exponentially. However, as the traditional gatekeepers lost much of their influence, new gatekeepers sprang up and the ability for groups to express themselves freely became short-lived. More accurately, the imagined benefits of groups gaining the ability to express themselves publicly became short-lived as the cultural environment changed around them. In a world in which everyone could, in effect, publish anything, new problems arose. How could a published work find an audience? How could a signal make itself seen or heard in a world of apparently infinite noise?


Part III: Making a Difference

If the ways in which we act together have suffered grievously from outside constraints and manipulations, we need to address the question that cultural activists usually try to avoid. When we say “we act together” what do we imagine that we mean by “we”? When we voice our approval of “a government in which the supreme power is vested in the people” what kind of picture do we have of these “people” and their internal workings?

G.D.H. Cole and the guild of socialists now lie largely forgotten but they evolved a set of ideas and programmes for putting their ideas into practice that prefigured those taken up later by community artists and others.12 They offered an analysis that linked production, consumption, and culture in a way that points towards many of the arguments raised later in the century in the name of cultural democracy. These ideas still have a potency that bears examination. From this we shall turn to the growth of limbic capitalism under the guise of the quantified self and similar movements, which occurred as the cloud grew and increasing amounts of private data got stored online. The differences between public and private began to blur. Questions about who owns whose data began to seem important, and nation states (who, pundits promised us, would never manage to control access to the internet) began to control access to the internet. This all stands in relationship to questions of fake news, disinformation, and conspiracy theory. As we will see, these elements have always existed in one form or another but the ease of dissemination and the sheer volume of them made possible by the web as it currently exists means that our ability to distinguish the fake from the real has become seriously imperilled. Social media has developed from an interesting way of keeping up with old friends into a cultural system that seeks to impose a particular (and profitable) view of “what it means to be us” on its users. The system of social media has become a more centralised system than twentieth-century mass media ever managed to become: both in terms of the quasi-monopoly a small group of large corporations have attained, and in their ability to propagate points of view under the cover of algorithmic platform neutrality. We may have wished for the ability to publish and distribute our thoughts, but we never asked for this. A growing amount of research suggests that social media usage really does affect the ways we think and the ways that we think we think. Professions like “social influencer” change the ways in which we count success, and the range of acts we imagine possible. They also change the way we live, quite literally, by offering rewards to those who choose to perform their lives rather than live them.

Cultural democracy, as advocated by community artists in the 1980s, demanded citizen ownership of the means of cultural production. The current cultural landscape has bewitched us into swapping our citizenship for continuous participation in a reality show. Recognising that we cannot go back, because nothing ever gets uninvented, we need to ask ourselves how we can go forward. We discuss complementary but different approaches to this in the final section of the book. The community arts movement did not grow in a vacuum. It both reflected and influenced other movements of the time. It formed part of a more general wave of cultural activism that stretches from the 1960s to today. A concern that global corporations should not have the right to control public discourse or to take the means of public discourse into private control formed a central part of this. The commons movement has existed in its modern form since the Rochdale Pioneers began their consumer cooperative in 1844 by establishing a shop at 31 Toad Lane that still exists today as a museum. Commoning, in the sense it has existed since the middle ages, has continued to exist under constant pressure across Europe, and many other places in the world. We look at the ways that this has managed to grow within modern capitalism and note the movement to transition to the commons. The advent of Creative Commons greatly enlarged the discussion around the commons and demonstrated its use and potential vitality in the cultural and creative spheres and other areas concentrated around intangible goods. We look at how the creative commons movement has developed and the successes it has achieving ranging from Cory Doctorow’s publishing activities to the establishment of music companies like Jamendo. Alongside Creative Commons the open software movement has established successful models for the communal creation and distribution of software from operating systems to office suites to games and applications. The creators of standards such as markdown also placed them in the public domain or made them subject to a variety of alternative licensing systems approved by the Free Software Foundation or the Open Source Initiative.

While Creative Commons offered an alternative to mainstream copyright laws, some creators chose to simply fight their battles head-on. Copyright infringement has played a part in this movement, as artists have tested the limits of fair use to parody corporate logos and mascots. This has happened at least since the Air Pirates ended up in a lawsuit with Disney in 1971 while arguments about when the law might consider brand names and logos to have entered public discourse have become endless. Sometimes these clashes have seemed deliberate, but sometimes they came from the use of technology for which no laws yet existed. In the world of popular music U2 sued Negativland and The Rolling Stones (or rather their publishers) sued The Verve over questions of sampling; effectively over the extent to which existing pieces of music may act as the building blocks for new pieces of music. Sampling caused havoc until it became regularised, and the process of regularisation turned entirely upon the movement of money from one corporation to another. It had nothing to do with creativity, nor the ability of citizens to express themselves. During this period so-called piracy became rife, and various digital locking systems – euphemistically referred to as digital rights management – came and went as quickly as hackers broke them.

The maker movement grew alongside the open source movement. Whereas the open source movement concerned itself with software, the maker movement concerned itself with hardware, making use of tools such as 3D printing, and the development of tiny, easy to manipulate computers such as Arduino or Raspberry Pi. This kind of activity looks towards developing shared knowledge of the systems we use in our everyday lives and offers us the chance to come to understand them enough to use them to create our own tools. In many ways this picks up the work of the original community arts movement and makes it directly relevant to the current cultural landscape. This cultural landscape offers itself to us as the only choice we have but we can easily demonstrate the fallacy behind this argument. We will therefore conclude the book with a practical look at how we can take the core ideas of cultural democracy – the idea that we should have citizen ownership of, and equal access to, the means of cultural production – and make them an active force in the world.


Conclusions

By the end of the book we will have taken a journey covering many different disciplines but we will have needed that information to understand why we cannot move forward unless we understand ourselves in two related ways. We need to have a clear idea of how we interact with the world, and we need to have a clear idea of “what it is like to be” us. If these understandings turn out to rest upon discredited myths from the past, we will not have the vision and the tools that we need to counter the weapons of quantified limbic capitalism, and the increasing pressures from the kind of online communities that serve to keep us isolated together. As we will see, this will mean learning lessons from many others, and it will mean situating ourselves within larger cultural currents. Cultural democracy needs to stand for a resurgent cultural politics that recognises that all politics, at its heart, arises from and pours back into the cultural. How we think we work, as “dividuals”, as members of friendship groups, as participants in wider networks, affects how we think we can devise communal strategies. These strategies will need not just to fight against but also to fight for; not just to move away from, but also to move towards.

I hope that by the time you have finished this book you will believe that not only does this seem possible, it seems utterly necessary. If we shall ever stand a chance of tackling the wider and deeper problems we face (of gender and race inequality, of wealth disparity, of climate change and the violent destruction of the planet) then we will need to stand together. Cultural democracy, underpinned by a clear-sighted knowledge of “what it is like to be” us, free from superstition and outdated clichés, can provide a keystone to help us do this.
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Part IAutonomous Vehicles




1The Mind and the Body1

DOI: 10.4324/9781003199137-2

In the first part of this book I want to address the question of “what it is like to be” a person. Practical and theoretical research over the past 60 years has shown that a lot of what we think we know about ourselves lacks coherence and that the resulting confusions and contradictions have caused problems across a wide range of areas. I use this formulation – “what it is like to be” you or me – as a way of referring back to a landmark paper published in 1974 by the American philosopher Thomas Nagel, entitled ‘What is it like to be a bat?’ This paper begins by arguing that “consciousness is what makes the mind-body problem really intractable. Perhaps that is why current discussions of the problem give it little attention or get it obviously wrong”.2 The philosophers Kathleen Akins3 and Daniel Dennett4 have both argued strongly against Nagel’s argument, claiming that he has got it wrong; and both of their ideas will play an important part in my argument, Dennett’s more explicitly. I have chosen to use Nagel’s formulation throughout the book because the question of “what it is like to be” a person sits at the heart of the reasons I believe that cultural democracy has an important role to play in the early twenty-first century.


Initial Assumptions

To understand why I believe this, we might start by going back to the Spring of 1845 when Karl Marx wrote


The question whether objective truth can be attributed to human thinking is not a question of theory, but a practical question. In practice man must prove the truth, that is, the reality and power, the this-sidedness of his thinking. The dispute over the reality or non-reality of thinking which is isolated from practice is a purely scholastic question.

It is the kind of understanding of one’s situation that a group or individual needs in order to change that situation; and it is thus among other things a new self-understanding.5


Like all discussions, this statement builds upon a set of assumptions, many of which we only see in retrospect. From a distance of almost 180 years we can easily notice, in a way that Marx could presumably not, his use of the phrase “his thinking” when he has in mind the thinking of all human beings. Less immediately obvious but also available for observation: Marx appears to find the terms “human thinking” and “group or individual” completely unproblematic.

One hundred and seventy years ago people in what we traditionally refer to as “the West” used to think of people (the “group or individual”) as the building blocks of society; as the fundamental particles of our social universe. However, over the past century, this narrative has begun to persuade a decreasing number of people. Just as physicists discovered that atoms did not form indivisible building blocks but themselves contained sub-particles, so sociologists have discovered that “the individual” may not have the solidity that we thought, and that we may need to rethink our views on what it means to talk about “a group or individual”.

In the last ten years stories have begun to appear about the allegedly addictive nature of social media, and the ways in which the designers of apps and websites have deliberately created interfaces that entice people in ways that they cannot resist. Journalists have muttered darkly about dopamine hits and written articles and books about how to embark upon a digital detox.6 Academic research has also supported these ideas.7 In 2017, Chamath Palihapitiya, who joined Facebook less than a year after it started and worked as vice president for user growth until 2011, told a seminar at the Stanford Graduate School of Business that he felt “tremendous guilt” over his involvement in exploiting consumer behaviour there. “The short-term, dopamine-driven feedback loops that we have created are destroying how society works”.8

What, if any, relevance does this have for a discussion about cultural democracy? Simply this: we cannot believe the news that people have become literally addicted to social media while still maintaining a simplistic view of the responsibility that people allegedly have for their own actions. Some crucial parts of our thinking will have to change and we need to find out what. This goes straight to the heart of any attempt to make sense of cultural democracy and to understand its importance. We need to focus our discussion, then, by directly addressing the question of what we mean by a person; what we mean by personhood.

Usually, discussions about culture, democracy, economics, or politics begin with the assumption that when we talk about “people” we know what we mean, and that we all mean approximately the same thing. When a politician says that “the people will not support terrorism” we tend to debate the meaning of terrorism ignoring any ambiguities or complications that might lie within the term “people”. However, in the 60 years philosophers and psychologists, joined later by neuroscientists, have uncovered much about the nature of personhood. A lot of this new knowledge, however, has remained tucked away in academic journals, despite the fact that it holds profound importance for many areas of creative and community activity.

We need therefore to begin our inquiry by looking closely at what we mean when we refer to “a person”. To do this we need to go back and look at where our current ideas came from. They came from many different sources but for our purposes, we can find the foundation that we need by looking briefly at the work of Rene Descartes, the effects it had on his contemporaries, and the lingering effects it has had on the last 350 years of European thought.


Rene Descartes

Rene Descartes lived from 31 March 1596 to 11 February 1650, and spent much of his life in Holland. He worked as a philosopher, mathematician, and scientist and (among other things) invented analytic geometry, which linked the previously separate fields of geometry and algebra. His work appears


synonymous with the birth of the modern age. The “new philosophers”, as he and his followers were called in the seventeenth century, inaugurated a fundamental shift in scientific thinking, the effects of which are still with us today. Indeed, Rene Descartes was one of the principal architects of the very notion of “scientific thinking” as we now understand it.9


In 1644 Rene Descartes published Principles of Philosophy, in which he proposed that a person consists of a “thinking, non-extended thing” housed in a body that operates as “simply an extended non-thinking thing”. He argued that the mind and body exist separately and communicate through the pineal gland. Today, although nobody takes this literally, many people continue to assume that we should think of the mind and body as separate “things” that somehow manage to communicate.10 They continue to act as though the mind behaves like a driver, using the body as its vehicle. However, current research suggests that our feeling that we possess some kind of Central Scrutinizer acting as the driver of an unconscious body has no basis whatsoever in reality. It offers us nothing more than a benign illusion.


Dualism

Descartes wanted to create a scientific method that relied on the least amount of assumptions possible. He wanted to move past the fanciful complications of medieval experiments. In Principles of Philosophy [Part 4, article 187] he stated that


I have deduced the causes – which I believe to be quite evident – to these and many other phenomena from principles which are known to all and admitted by all, namely the shape, size, position and motion of particles of matter. And anyone who considers all this will readily be convinced that there are no powers in stones and plants that are so mysterious, and no marvels attributed to “sympathetic” and “antipathetic” influences that are so astonishing, that they cannot be explained in this way.


Descartes’ success in promoting this belief played a major role in instigating the “fundamental shift in scientific thinking” that John Cottingham alluded to in the quotation above. Unfortunately, Descartes himself weighed down his thinking with his own religious faith. The quotation above from Principles of Philosophy continues


In short, there is nothing in the whole of nature, nothing, that is, which should be referred to purely corporeal causes, i.e. those devoid of thought and mind, which is incapable of being explained on the basis of these self-same principles.


Here Descartes declared implicitly that the world consisted of two kinds of elements. Because of his deeply-held beliefs, he found it necessary to postulate the existence of two entirely different kinds of matter: res extens (the one “known to all and admitted by all”) and res cogitans (which he invented out of thin air to fill a hole in his theory). Res extens – extended substance – contains everything that we would today call “matter”. However, Descartes believed that the mind had very different properties and consisted of res cogitans – thinking substance. For Descartes res extens stood apart from the physical world as we know it and came from God: the quantitative methods of science could neither analyse nor explain it.

Descartes did not invent the idea of a split between the mind (or spirit or soul) and the body. The English theologian Don Cuppitt has pointed out that


St Paul says that “whilst we are at home in the body, we are absent from the Lord”. Just in case we haven’t grasped the point, he adds that he would much prefer “to be absent from the body, and present with the Lord”. Home is elsewhere and the body is what keeps us away from it. The body cuts us off from the Real.11


The dual nature of reality that Descartes posited therefore both arose from, and folded neatly back into, his belief in an external God. However it also aligned with Plato’s belief that the physical world, far from being all that exists, should not even be viewed as the most important part of all that exists. Like Plato, Descartes argued that our soul, the most important part of reality, the part God loved best, made human beings different from all other animals and yet, because of its divine nature, it would lay forever beyond human understanding.

In 1637, in his Discourse on the Method, Descartes described a series of thought experiments that had led him to declare that “cogito ergo sum” (“I think therefore I am”). He became convinced that minds differed in kind from anything else, and also that minds could, in principle, exist without bodies. He wrote that


I saw that while I could pretend that I had no body, and that there was no world and no place for me to be in, I could not for all that pretend that I did not exist. I saw on the contrary that from the mere fact that I thought of doubting the truth of other things, it followed quite evidently and certainly that I existed; yet if I had but ceased to think, even if everything else I had ever imagined were true, this would have left me no reason whatever to believe I existed. From this I recognised that I was a substance whose whole essence or nature is solely to think, and which does not require any place, or depend upon any material thing, in order to exist.12


This led almost immediately to a series of questions that Descartes acknowledged but found unanswerable.


How can we define or describe this second substance? What constitutes it? What form or forms does it take? How do the mind and body join or link? How does the non-physical mind exert any effect on the physical body? How do our physical sense organs pass information to our non-physical minds to tell them of perceptions that strike our sense organs, events that happen to our bodies, or actions that our bodies initiate?13


Descartes understood that these questions posed potentially fatal problems for his argument, but he never managed to offer any conclusive answers to more than just one of them, and he proved wrong about that one. Although he tried to make clear that he regarded human beings as necessarily comprising a mind and a body in their everyday lives, he continued to believe that “the certainty and truth of all knowledge depends uniquely on my awareness of the true God, to such an extent that I was incapable of perfect knowledge of anything else until I became aware of him”, and he continued to believe that, because God had the divine capacity to separate minds from bodies (since, by definition, God possesses the capability to do anything), then “nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except that I am a thinking thing”.

In the Sixth of The Meditations Descartes concludes that


I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am simply a thinking, non-extended thing, and on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an extended non-thinking thing. And accordingly it is certain that I am really distinct from my body, and can exist without it.


Descartes satisfied himself, then, that people contained within them a duality. They consisted of two separate substances of different kinds, which had different importance in the eyes of God. In effect Descartes does three things. First, he makes a claim that duality resides at the heart of all human experience. Second, he provides scientific clothing for the Platonic dualities at the heart of medieval Christianity so that they can continue alongside the new scientific method. Third, he claims to identify additional dualities which will serve to further confuse future inquiry. Descartes also claimed to have found the existence of a clear split between thought and feeling. In a letter to the French ambassador in Sweden, for example, Descartes makes a careful distinction between “the love that is purely intellectual or rational, and the love which is a passion”. He writes that he regards the latter as “nothing more than a confused thought aroused in the soul by some motion of the nerves”. Descartes claimed that he did not oppose passion per se, and in fact wrote that “pleasures common to body and soul depend entirely on the passions”, but he regarded the chief benefit of wisdom as “teaching us to be masters of our passions and to control them with such skill that the evils which they cause are quite bearable”. For him, and for those who followed him, the human intellect clearly outranks human emotions and, if used properly, provides people with an ability to keep animalistic emotions in check.

In this way Descartes not only divided mind and body; he then explicitly positioned the divinely pleasing mind over the animalistic body. He then claimed to find divisions between thinking and feeling, and logic and passion; in both cases declaring the former as the rightful master of the latter. From this starting point, Descartes ruled some of the most vexing questions about human nature off-limits to the new scientific method. As a result, A.N. Whitehead claimed,


modern philosophy has been ruined. It has oscillated in a complex manner between three extremes. There are the dualists, who accept matter and mind as on equal basis, and the two varieties of monists, those who put mind inside matter, and those who put matter inside mind. But this juggling with abstractions can never overcome the inherent confusion introduced by the ascription of misplaced concreteness to the scientific scheme of the seventeenth century.14
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