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RECENSIONS ET COMPTES RENDUS

philosophie

Richard Swinburne, Are We Bodies or Souls? Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
2019, 14,2 × 21,8 cm, 208 p., ISBN 978-0-198-83149-5.

Richard Swinburne’s recent book, Are We Bodies or Souls? defends the author’s 
response to his titular question: that human beings are not merely physical beings, 
but composites of soul and body. In this book, Swinburne presents a rigorous and 
precise defense of Cartesian substance dualism, taking a rather surprising position 
for our contemporary age (where, as the author himself notes early on, textbooks on 
the philosophy of mind tend to begin with a quick refutation of his argument) (p. 9). 
While physicalism and even property dualism remain fairly standard understand-
ings of the  mind and its relation to the body, Cartesian  substance dualism seems 
anachronistic. Therefore, Swinburne must make an especially committed effort to 
defend his understanding of the mind, what it is, and how it connects/links/interacts 
with the body. 

Over the course of this short book, Swinburne makes use of precisely  articu-
lated definitions and thought experiments,  in order to make his case. Whether he 
succeeds  or not is another question, though my own thesis research (for which 
philosophy of mind was the primary topic) allows me to respond more decisively 
than I would otherwise be able to. In short, I will agree that Swinburne effectively 
argues that the mind is our primary component. However, I would also say that the 
very same argument could be used to defend a form of idealism, rather than dualism 
(indeed, I am not sure that dualism is the only conclusion a reader could arrive at, 
given Swinburne’s reasons and arguments). 

Swinburne begins his book with a precise definition of the form of dualism he 
intends to defend, distinguishing it from both physicalist and property dualist under-
standings of the mind, and its distinction from the body. He also notes the distinction 
between personhood and existence as a human being, noting that without bodies, 
our minds might logically continue to exist, even if no longer in “human” form (for 
our humanity is dependent on an embodied existence). Swinburne concludes that 
we are, essentially, nonphysical persons, but we can interact with the bodies we are 
joined to as human beings.

Swinburne uses the question of personal identity to explore the implications and 
definitions which help him understand his position/point of view. This also allows 
him to demonstrate his understanding through the use of imaginative, hypothetical 
thought experiments. For example, Swinburne is both able to argue against physical-
ism and demonstrate the independent existence of the soul by asking us to imagine 
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a hypothetical brain transplant (suppose the left hemisphere of some person is put 
into the skull of another person, whose own left hemisphere is then been placed in 
the first person’s, essentially making two new hole brains by switching half of each) 
(pp. 54-55). The fact that we cannot say who the original person is, when we consider 
each of these two human beings (for example: is it the person with the left half, in 
either case, since that is the location of the language center, Broca’s area?) Logically, 
the two people with the switched halves of the same two brains cannot both be the 
same person. Therefore, there must be more to a person than the body. This compels 
Swinburne to reject the physicalist position as ineffective/insufficient to account for 
our individual, subjective existence. 

To briefly describe the contents of each chapter: Swinburne spends Chapter 2 of 
his book discussing philosophical terms which will be put to use in later chapters. 
Among them are what he calls “mental” and “physical events” (to be discussed in 
further detail shortly). Swinburne’s discussion of theories of personal identity then 
follows in Chapter 3, where we see physicalist, property dualist, and substance dualist 
theories of the mind explained and discussed. Here, Swinburne uses logic to show 
why only one of these theories is (according to his understanding) coherent. He also 
tests explanations of identity: whether the continuity of bodily matter, memory, or 
the persistence of thought can account for the persistence of one’s individual identity 
through time. It is Swinburne’s conclusion that the simplest theory of identity, that 
of the mind as a mental substance characterized by its ability to think, is the only 
satisfactory theory of mind. 

Swinburne’s conclusion in Chapter 3 leads to Chapter 4 and 5’s extensive discus-
sion of the nature of the soul, and Swinburne’s argument that it is this non-physical 
part of each of us that makes us who we are. The importance of the body is an 
important related question, and so it is discussed as well (could we exist as disem-
bodied souls?). It is worth noting that, like Descartes, Swinburne is only willing to 
argue that this is “logically possible”; we could argue for its possibility, given that it 
is our subjective experience that gives us any knowledge we have, about anything at 
all (our knowledge of bodies and brains is always secondary). 

Swinburne’s argument takes an abrupt turn in Chapter 6, in which he acknowl-
edges a relationship between brain states and mental states, but holds to the idea 
that mental states are indeed prior (for even brain states may rely on memories 
or react to past experiences). Here Swinburne makes reference to the experiments 
of scientist Benjamin Libet, whose work I reviewed while writing my thesis (also, 
again, on the mind-body problem); Libet argued, through data collected through 
experimentation, that brain states, rather than conscious decisions/states, cause our 
actions (an impulse arises, and we must then decide to act on it; the argument here 
is that brain states give rise to our thoughts and decisions). As Swinburne argues that 
mental events have a causal role in brain events, he naturally rejects Libet’s findings; 
he claims Libet’s conclusion to be unjustified, as we could also say an earlier brain 
event may give rise to an intention, which then leads to another brain event, which 
causes the movement (p. 134).1

1. The fact that Libet’s experiments also depend on subject testimony for their data, rather 
than objective observation, also makes Swinburne skeptical of their validity. 
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Chapter 7 is also especially interesting, in light of my interest in evolution and 
how human nature (and our ability to contemplate the cosmos, compose music, and 
do philosophy) emerged through its processes. In this chapter, Swinburne argues 
that it is indeed reasonable to imagine that the soul emerged (or perhaps it is better 
to say, was actualized) as a result of evolutionary processes, and the development 
of the vertebrate brain (Swinburne thinks it is reasonable to assume that not only 
humans, but also most mammals and, indeed, other vertebrates) all possess some 
degree or kind of soul. The fact that physical stimuli (the senses) affect the brain, 
and in turn affect the mind, is also acknowledged, though Swinburne makes it clear 
that the soul of any living thing (human, orangutan, or lizard) exists as a separate 
substance, independent of the body, and so cannot be reduced to its processes, and 
does not necessarily depend on it for existence (p. 167). 

One useful idea which Swinburne introduces early on (pp. 22, 26-27) is the dis-
tinction between mental and physical events, which he describes as being “private” 
and “public,” respectively: private mental events have a unique, first-person aspect 
which each of us is privy to, and the strength of Swinburne’s dualism depends on 
this fact. For while physicalist theories argue that the neurons  of our brains hold 
the key to our minds and identities, Swinburne, by way of Descartes, argues that 
human beings cannot be purely physical, as each of us has unique access to our 
own subjective experiences, thus making them “private mental events,” rather than 
public, “physical events” (p. 29). An example which Swinburne uses several times 
throughout the book is of looking at a tree outside the window: the tree’s presence, 
the movement of its branches in the wind, etc. are public, physical events which any 
observer close enough can witness and perceive. Meanwhile, my own experience 
of seeing the tree (my observation of it) would be a private “mental event,” which I 
alone have privileged access to (someone else’s observation of the same tree would 
be different, due to position, etc.) (p. 30).

Swinburne concludes from this that we are fundamentally and essentially mental 
realities (he uses the term “mental substances” to describe us), an idea that follows 
from Thomas Nagel’s idea that “there is something it is like to be” a mind (and that 
this “something it is like” is not a physical object or structure, but a subjective experi-
ence2. A memorable observation from Bertrand Russell, which I read long ago, has 
helped to clarify Swinburne’s argument (as well as Descartes’) in a memorable, imagi-
native illustration that quickly came to my mind, while reading Swinburne’s book: 

The usual view would be that by psychology we acquire knowledge of our “minds,” 
but that the only way to acquire knowledge of our brains is to have them examined 
by a physiologist, usually after we are dead, which seems somewhat unsatisfactory. I 
should say that what the physiologist sees when he looks at a brain is part of his own 
brain, not part of the brain he is examining.3

2. Thomas Nagel, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” in Ned Block, Owen J. Flanagan and 
Guven Güzeldere (eds.), The Nature of Consciousness: Philosophical Debates, Cambridge MA: 
Bradford/MIT Press, 1997. Article originally published in 1974.

3. Bertrand Russell, The Analysis of Matter, Torrington CT, Martino Fine Books, 2014, 
p. 320. Book originally published in 1927.
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Here, Russell suggests that the person studying the brain is not directly aware of 
the brain he is studying as a thing in itself, but of its qualia, which exist as his own 
experience in his own mind/his perception. The fact that it is the private mental 
experience of seeing a brain, for example, that gives one knowledge of the brain offers 
us both epistemological and logical reasons to reject materialism, as Swinburne does 
throughout his book, in light of the priority of first-person experience. It is only 
through private, mental events that we are able to know/observe public physical 
events taking place beyond/outside our minds; even our understanding of the brain’s 
connection to the mind comes to us through this prior experience of the mind. 

Swinburne’s distinction between public and private mental events becomes even 
clearer with this example. Consider how the firing of a neuron, even if it has a subjec-
tive, private, mental aspect (the thoughts, sensations, and experiences associated with 
it), remains a public, physical event (so long as I have the sophisticated equipment 
necessary to observe the firing of the neuron). The two are indeed distinct in this 
way, and public events are always mediated through subjective, private mental events 
(I see the brain as an object of experience, but do not experience the brain directly; 
I could observe the neuron firing as an object of experience as well).

Both the brain observed by Bertrand Russell’s physiologist and the tree outside 
Richard Swinburne’s window are objects of experience, which we know through our 
senses and perceive in our minds. Even our own brains are objects of experience; if 
I could somehow see my own brain with a mirror, I would not really be seeing my 
brain; I would see its image reflected in glass, as an object of experience. And because 
experience is always prior, we could argue for dualism as Swinburne does, but we 
could also argue for idealism; perhaps the physical world of public experiences is a 
property of the experiences of our own minds, rather than a reality separate from 
them; after all, colours, tastes, smells, etc., exist in the mind, in our perceptions/
experiences, rather than things in themselves.

The realization that experience is prior to all knowledge, even our distinction 
between “mind,” “brain,” or “body,” affirms Swinburne’s argument that the self is 
the point of origin for all knowledge, and can be imagined independently from our 
bodily knowledge/experience. That said, the importance of the body remains an 
important focus of Swinburne’s writing, for he acknowledges the role evolutionary 
processes played in giving rise to the mind (or soul), even if it may be logically pos-
sible for the mind to exist without the body/continue on after death.

On this topic, Thomas Nagel, who also reviewed Swinburne’s book (2020), points 
out that:

Swinburne has shown that our first-person self-awareness appears to reveal a mental 
reality independent of anything physical; but we can take this appearance at face 
value only if we are confident that the mental has no metaphysically necessary con-
nections with the physical that are concealed from the first-person point of view—
which is precisely the issue.4

4. Thomas Nagel, “Are We Bodies or Souls?,” Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews, 7 April 
2020, para. 31: https://ndpr.nd.edu/reviews/are-we-bodies-or-souls/.
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However, by appealing to experience, we could (again) also argue for a form of ideal-
ism (or a kind of monism based on experience), for our experience is really all we 
have (as Bertrand Russell’s above example demonstrates).

Upon reviewing the book, one thing I found lacking was a discussion of mind-
brain correlations/clear examples in which brain states affect behavior, as I feel that 
the greatest challenge to Swinburne lies in this area; while Swinburne spends a 
great deal of time defining terms and arguing for the logic of his arguments, time 
spent analyzing the findings of more recent and contemporary neuroscience would 
have been appreciated as well. The Libet experiments were indeed mentioned (noted 
above), and Swinburne spends three pages discussing the split-brain experiments 
of Roger Sperry (involving an epilepsy treatment that resulted in the cutting of the 
corpus callosum, which connects the two hemispheres of the brain). Swinburne offers 
a number of implications of the divided brain and his idea of the soul (and he finds a 
way to make each compatible with his own argument), but there are further implica-
tions/related procedures and findings he does not discuss (pp. 148-149). 

One of these comes from psychologist Michael Gazzaniga, and his observation 
that there are many separate modules or systems in the brain, one of which acts as 
a kind of “interpreter” and ascribes a narrative to the objects and events coming in 
through the senses. Either the relationship of this module to the “I” (could this be 
the center of one’s “ego” or consciousness?) and how this might resolve the possible 
dilemma posed by split brains is not discussed; it remains an interesting, missed 
opportunity.5

Finally, another missed opportunity comes as a result of my recent review of 
Stephen Braude’s Dangerous Pursuits6 (2020), which includes chapters on the nature 
of the soul’s possible existence after death (how it might perceive or communicate 
with others, for example), as well as a brief discussion on the evidence for reincarna-
tion (a topic which Braude has written on extensively elsewhere).7 At several points, 
Swinburne takes the time to acknowledge that the soul’s independent existence 
from a particular body is only logically possible; Braude’s work might offer evidence 
which might show that the soul’s existence apart from the body is more than just 
logically possible.

To sum up, Swinburne’s book provides a compelling discussion of a topic that is 
of special interest to me as a reader. While Swinburne’s presentation of the material 
is very rigorous and thorough in its presentation; the topic itself (and the brief length 
of the book) hold the reader’s interest, especially given that Swinburne does not shy 
away from difficult or challenging questions, and remains determined to defend 
his dualist position (as unpopular as it may be in our time). He takes time to define 
all his terms before putting them to use, and his chapters logically follow after one 
another, as he builds his argument. 

5. Michael Gazzaniga, Who’s in Charge? Free Will and the Science of the Brain, New York 
NY, HarperCollins, 2011, pp. 293-294, 296.

6. Stephen E. Braude, Dangerous Pursuits: Mediumship, Mind, and Music, San Antonio 
TX, Anomalist Books, 2020.

7. See Stephen E. Braude, Immortal Remains: The Evidence for Life after Death, Lanham 
MD, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003. 
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Finally, it should be noted that Swinburne also keeps the book focused; I later 
learned that he converted to Eastern Orthodoxy quite late in life, though his religious 
convictions do not come into play at any point during this book, even while discuss-
ing such topics as the immortality of the soul (indeed, Swinburne keeps a sceptical 
position regarding these matters, and does not consider any claims/evidence for life 
after death, as noted already). 

In short, this book offers a clear and diligent discussion of an interesting topic, 
and is well worth the reader’s time/consideration. It offers an important contribution 
to the literature on philosophy of mind, and has already sparked a number of ques-
tions/comments/concerns in my mind, as the last few paragraphs of this review attest.

Matthew Allen Newland
Adjunct Faculty, Humanities Department
State University of New York at Jefferson

Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky, and Fritz Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy: 
Studies in the History of Natural Philosophy, Religion, and Art, edited by 
Philippe Despoix and Georges Leroux; foreword by Bill Sherman. Montreal 
& Kingston, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2019 (New Edition), 18 × 27,3 cm, 
xxxviii-632 p., ISBN 978-0-7735-5949-3 (cloth)

While making my leisurely way through Saturn and Melancholy during the expansive 
days of the current pandemic, I could not help but think regularly of the Reverend 
Edward Casaubon, the studious mythographer of George Eliot’s Middlemarch. 
Casaubon, undoubtedly modelled by Eliot on the Renaissance philologist, Isaac 
Casaubon, is a pedantic, selfish, elderly clergyman, so taken up with his scholarly 
research that his marriage to the adorable, and much younger, Dorothea Brooke is 
predestined to abject failure. His unfinished, and unfinishable, book, The Key to 
All Mythologies, is intended as a monument to Christian syncretism. Casaubon’s 
wearisome research is as much out of date as his mannerisms. His polyglotism is 
certainly suspect. He may very well have been Eliot’s idealized stand in for “homo 
melancholicus.” She does quote Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), 
with its atrabilious warnings of the serious consequences of “overmuch study,” at the 
beginning of the chapter on the Reverend. Burton’s hilarious Philosophaster is an 
earlier satire on university life (the Oxford of his day) and the excesses of scholarship, 
elements of which found their way into The Anatomy of Melancholy.

Neither the real Isaac, nor the fictional Edward, Casaubon find their way into 
Saturn and Melancholy. Burton, however, is represented, with Plate 112 showing the 
title page to his famous multi-volumed treatise. It is instructive, however, as to the 
serpentine nature of the topic, “in flatu serpentis” our authors would say, of how just 
about everything could be viewed, and almost was, through the lens of “melancholy” 
and its on and off again connection with the celestial “Saturn.” No obscurities are 
too obscure in this gargantuan effort to intertwine art history with philosophy, 
poetry with tragedy, medicine with astral magic, Pythagorean mystical numerology 
with iatromathematics, Aristotle with the Neo-Platonic Ficino, or to unearth tables 
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