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GILBERRT RYLE ON DESCARTES MYTH
» ' Desh Raj Sirswal'

The aim of this paper is to critically examine the Ryle’s
*conception of “Descartes Myth”. Ryle has two objectives in his
book The Concept of Mind: (i) to refute a current philosophical
theory about mind. (ii) to substitute at least in blue print, a
satisfactory alternative. This paper gives a descriptive analysis
of what Ryle calls Descartes-Myth and arguments for it.
Conclusion of this paper drawn as he does not succeed in -
dispelling the myth but only substitutes a peculiar logical
monism for Descartes’ Myth.
istroduction: :
One of the things, which those who take up the study of philosophy hope to
have speedily solved the problem about soul or the mind. Non-philosophers particularly,
who are not acquainted with the folkways of academic philosophy often assume that
philosopher must occasionally achieve results, like other disciplines do. Having read
about Ryle’s famous doctrine known as category-mistake, they just jump on the conclusion
that Ryle must have exposed, and definitively identified, and proved why the “category-
mistake” is a kind of mistake. This confusion of logical categories may be seen in other
theories of the relation between mind and matter. For example, the idealist theory of mind

makes a basic category-mistake by attempting to reduce physical reality to the same -

status as mental reality, while the materialist theory of mind makes a basic category-
mistake by attempting to reduce mental reality to the same status as physical reality. We
will discuss here Ryle’s views in details.

Ryle’s Views on Descartes® Myth: _ ,

Ryle’s book The Concept of Mind (1949) is a prolonged attack on Cartesian
dualism which Ryle mockingly labels it “the official doctrine” or “the dogma of ghost in
the machine.” In his book Ryle has two objectives:

(i) to refute a current philosophical theory about mind.
(ii) to substitute at least in blue print, a satisfactory alternative.!

Ryle says that his interest lies in drawing in the ‘logical geography’ of mental-
conduct concepts, not in the construction of a theory involving such concepts. In his
own words, “The philosophical arguments which continued this book are intended not
to increase what we know about minds, but to rectify the logical geography of the
knowledge which we already possess.” 2Again he said, “...my plea that I aim at doing

nothing more than rectify the logic of mental-conduct concepts will probably be

disallowed as mere subterfuge.” o .
Ryle makes clear in the introduction itself to his book that his analysis of the
concept of mind is intended as a demonstration of the proper task of philosopher. As he
sces it, philosophers have always concerned themselves with the subject (like right and
wrong, mind and body & freedom and truth) which are also the topics much of our
ordinary discourse as we go about the business of living in human society. Most
people have no problems making sense with the concept mentioned; but for a
philosopher, it takes special care and skill to make sense about these concepts. This
later use, reflective use of language, the talk about talk(thinking about thinking), is
philosophy. It can be done more or less well with more or less awareness of exactly what
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sort of thing one is doing. In Ryle’s own words, “Many people can talk sense with
concept, but cannot talk sense about them; they know by practice how to operate with

which their parish lies,”s

Ryle discusses the category-mistake in chapter-1 entitled “Descartes’ Myth”,
What is a myth? Describing it Ryle says, “It is the presentation of facts belonging to
~ one category, in the idioms appropriate to another. To explode a myth is accordingly not
to deny the facts but to re-allocate them, and this js what I am trying to do,”

He starts his argument with description of the myth of “the dogma of the ghost
in the machine” or “the official doctrine.” Ryle wants to show that Descartes had
created a myth which divided the world into mental and physical substances, inner and
outer; a two worlds story. Every human being is a combination of both substances. He
has a body extended spatially and subject to the laws of mechanics and mind or soul an
un-extended, invisible, operating accessible only to its own introspection. After

existence, or jt may have the status of mental existence.””
According to Ryle, this dualism is a product of language distortion, which led
to “Descartes’ myth”. He argues that the Cartesian is guilty of a serious category-

residence, the students and the lecturers. But the visitor would be mistaken in thinking
there was some separate ‘object’ which was called ‘university’, Ryle gives us another
example: “A foreigner watching his first game of cricket learns what are the functions of
the bowlers, the batsmen, the fielders ,the umpire and the scores. He then says that but
there is no one left on the field to contribute the famous element team-spirit’. Ryle says

Albert Hofstadter says, “He (Ryle) is convinced that the dualism of the Cartesian
sort, of which he confesses himselfa quantum victim, is a big mistake, A person’s mind
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is not an entity but the manner, style, or way he behaves. It is not another person behind
the fagade of conduct, another world beyond the ordinary world, another set of
operations shadowing those of ordinary life, or a special instrument with which certain
things are done. It is a matter of a person’s tendencies and abilities to do certain sort of
things, of the ways in which he does such things. Ryle never wearing of making this
point, which is the central point of the book.™®

Ryle makes a mistake of supposing that dualism is, by its very nature, primarily
interesting in giving a descriptive differentiation of intelligent and analogous behaviour
from their opposition. And, so he misread, the intention of Descartes’ theory of mind.

Ryle gives the cause of why people do these mistakes, “The theoretically
interesting category-mistakes are those made by people who are perfectly competent to
apply concepts, at least in the situations with which they are familiar, but are still liable
in their abstract thinking to allocate those concepts to logical types to which they do
not belong.”"

About the origin of the category mistake Ryle accounts the intellectual origin
of the dualistic “category-mistake”. Ryle says that, Descartes mistook the logic of his
problem: “Instead of asking by what criteria intelligent behaviour is actually distinguished
from non-intelligent behaviour, he asked, ‘Given that the principle of mechanical causation
does not tell us the difference what other causal principle will tell it us ' He realized that
the problem was not one of mechanics and assumed that it must therefore be one of
some counterpart of mechanics. Not unnaturally psychology is often cast for just this
role.”"?

And behind this mistake the author informs us, was Descartes anxiety, about
the status of human nature. Accepting the approach to nature of seventeenth-century
mechanism, Descartes yet wanted to save from it the religious and moral life of man. He,
therefore, supposed that the difference between intelligent and unintelligent human
behaviour lay in their causation, not in their overt characteristics.

According to Ryle, “It will also follow that both Idealism and Materialism are
answers to an improper question. The ‘reduction’ of the material world to mental and
processes, as well as the ‘reduction’ of mental states and processes to physical states
and processes, presuppose the legitimacy of the disjunction ‘Either there exist minds or
there exist bodies (but not both) ... Either she bought a left-hand and right-hand glove
or she bought a pair of glove (but not both).”* It occurs immediately to anyone that
dualism is much older than Descartes’ going back a good way. It occurs to Ryle too, so
5e adds an historical note. '

Albert Hofstadter says, “Professor Ryle’ s contention is not merely historical.
He is trying to tell us that there is something wrong with the mentalistic concept of
mind. There may very well be. But it is not that in using it we are compelled to, commit
2 category-mistake. We would be committing such a mistake if we thought we were
giving a descriptive differentiation of intelligent from non-intelligent behavior by means
of it. But if we do not think this, we have not done what the author says we have and so
fr there is no mistake.™

Brain Cooney says, “Ryle’s verificationism leads to a Philosophical
>ehaviourism, a denial that there is mind or domain of mental events distinct from the
sehavior which it causes. Because his behaviorism follows from his analysis of the
soncept of mind (i.e. the “logic” of “mind™), itis often called philosophical behaviorism.”"*

Ryle’s positive thesis, which assigns mentalist talk to what regards as the
carrect category of the mind is the talk about the way in which we behave. In describing




84 KURJ: XLI (2007), Part-II

the working of a mind, he tells us, “In opposition to this entire dogma, I am arguing that
in describing the working of a person’s mind we are not describing a second set of
shadowy operations. We are describing certain phases of his one carrier; namely we are
* describing the ways in which parts of his conduct are managed.”' Ryle examines that
_ the logic of mind is not factual but a logical mistake. So, whereas Aristotle tries in the De
- Anima and John Dewey tried to offer the foundation of Social Psychology in Human
- Nature and Conduct. In The Concept of Mind, Ryle tries to give us rather a philosophy

of mind in the sense of a logical analysis of talk about mind, and indeed not so much of

scientific as of common-sense talk. :

Critical Analysis: _

. The Concept of Mind is a second-order commentary on first-order talk about
minds. As such, it makes no assertion whatever as to the existence or non-existence of
mind. Ryle asserts only that any talk about mind proceeds in certain ways; he asserts
that expressions involving mental conduct concepts have logical characteristics worthy
of examination.” o

Al the rest of our world is a matter of belief. It is-important to look into the
grounds of belief, to discover when they were sounds and when they were otherwise,
_Descartes distinguished between what was present to consciousness (he explains that
by cogitation he means what we call consciousness) and what was not. There could
hardly have been at that period a more fitting introduction to modern philosophy than
just this side of his work. The given is of necessity, as he tells us in his own way, the
base of operation for any philosophy that would trace out the justification for our
beliefs. A philosophy that does not distinguish between its base and what it can reach
i.e. the sure facts with which it sets out and the conclusions they justify is logically -
lost.!® ' : '
What Ryle has succeeded in doing is to reduce the empire of the mind over a
“considerable area. This is an important achievement, and one that is brilliantly affected,
but it does not fulfill. Ryle’s protested intention of entirely exorcizing of the ghost or
that it has been curtained, but it still walks, and some of us are still haunted by it.'”?Ryle’s
says , “Minds are not merely ghosts hamnessed to machines, they are themselves just
spectral machines. Though the human body is an-engine, it is not quite an ordinary
engine, since some of its workings are governed by another engine inside it-this interior
‘governor-engine being one of a very special sort. It is invisible, inaudible and it has no
- size or weight.”? .

If we were dualist then we would say that we did not introduce mental
occurrences, faculties and so on in order to distinguish between intelligent and non-
intelligent, purposive and non-purposive behavior. We would say that we are supposing
that there is an incorporeal entity or a principle, which we call the ‘mind’ or ‘soul’
because we do not see how one can explain the distinction in any other way. This, in
fact, is exactly what is done by a real dualist like McDougall in, his book Body and
Mind, ; :

After reading about some negative responses I want to add somethin g. It will
help us to understand Ryle’s fallacy. Let me explain the term ghost. Ryle has misused
this word. A ghost is something that appears, however nebulous it may be and however
likely to evoke the exclamation, “Whence and what art thou, questionable shape?”
another name for it is an apparition. Consciousness does not appear. It is not an object.
The oﬁly way to know it as similarly the experience of another. Then a question arises:
If it does not appear, then why do you think that it exists? There is no problem with

o
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«egard to the existence of the mind. Descartes pictures out that each of us is essentially
a thinking being. Iam a thinking thing, and so are you. It may be an illusion that you
nave a body, but it cannot be an illusion that you are¢ a thinking thing and that is what
1 mind is. Hence, each of us knows that at least one mind exists-our own. Further,
whenever you think you exist, you must exist.

A ghost, as we know it in folklore and literature is a nebulous body, not mind.
I'he field of appearance is by its nature is invisible, imperceptible, to other fields. One
ficld could not possibly perceive another except by including it, would not be another
ficld. MacDonald says, “... ‘mental states are totally inaccessible and incommunicable
to others. Only ‘evidence for’ them can be public. In short, common terms occur the
dualist theory but in contexts which deprive them of their normal significance. They add
“pointless” analogies and pictures to the category-mistakes’ in the theory.”

David Hume was correct in saying that we cannot discover the existence of our
minds by extro-spection of introspection. But that should be no surprise. The mind is
always the looker, never that which is looked at; it is always the subject that is looking.
It is never the object of direct awareness; it always transcends the objectitis considering.
We become aware of the minds existence by realizing that it must be there in order to
carry on and unify the various activities that goon in our non-public life, subjective life;
thinking, dreaming, imagining, willing etc. It is then, by means of our awareness ofthe -
subjective dimension of our lives that we realize the necessity of something which
provides the unity and continuity of that aspect of our live. This is some times called
“the transcendental argument for existence of the mind” we cannot see gravity or the
dreams of other people, but it is reasonable to infer their existence from what we dosee
and experience. Similarly, from what we experience it is mind.2 Hence, the behaviourist
account of intelligence is, inadequate. We need the concept of mind in addition to
behaviorism in order to say what we mean when we say that a person is intelligent.

Ryle’s solution is more radical. Dualism isnota factual mistake to be corrected
by monism, trinitism, or fort oneism. It is not due to poor observation or bad calculation.
It commits what Ryle calls “category-mistake”, 2 confusion of logical types, a major
solecism. Philosophers have not discovered the mysterious, where common sense knows
none. They have merely tried “to represent the facts of mental life as if they belonged to
one logical type or category, when they actually belong t0 another.”® The result is
metaphysical paradox which some call, non-sense. Ryle does not succeed in dispelling
the myth but only substitutes a peculiar logical monism for Descartes’ myth.
Conclusion: :

Ryle argues that there is no ghostly, invisible entity called ‘the mind’ inside a
mechanical apparatus called ‘the body’. The workings of the mind are not an independent
mechanism which governs the workings of the body. The workings of the mind are not
distinct from the actions of the body, but are conceptualized as a way of explaining the
action of the body. Ryle offers a positive account of mind in what he calls theory of
philosophical behaviourism. According to this theory mind is nothing but a set of
behaviour which manifests the so-called mental activities like thinking, imagining, and
believing, willing etc. mental sorts of dispositions. Thinking, for example, is the activity
of doing various things such as holding one’s head, scratching one’s hair and so on.
Such manifestations of behaviour make for the mental activity called thinking. Thinking
s not an occult process at all. It is public behaviour. As a metatheory of the mind,
philosophical behaviourism thus does not deny the reality of mind but in fact pleads for
safeguarding it against the reductivist efforts made by metaphysical thinkers.It is the
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time to consider some new dimensions of Ryle’s philosophy, which have relevance in

the contemporary in the contemporary world of thoughts,
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