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It is easy to see why Spinoza's contemporaries thought him an atheist.  He denied the existence of anything that anyone within 

the religious community would then have been tempted to call a god.  Now he is mainly read as holding, not that no god exists, 

but that God is coextensive with Nature.  God is everything, he wrote, and everything is God.  Indeed, on at least one occasion 

he treated "God" as just another name for Nature.  So Spinoza's God is not an intelligence who stands outside everything and 

who, through the force of his will, has created the universe and the physical laws that govern it.  His God just is the complete set of 

physical laws considered under a different aspect. 
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The most important part of the ‘postulates of empirical thought’ is a brief section headed ‘Refutation of 

idealism’.  Kant has in view a twofold target: the problematic idealism of Descartes (‘I exist’ is the only 

indubitable empirical assertion), and the dogmatic idealism of Berkeley ( the external word is illusory). 

Common to both of these is the thesis that the inner is better known than the outer, and that outer substances need 

to be inferred from inner experiences.

Kant’s argument against these assumptions goes as follows.  I am aware of changing mental states, and 

thus I am conscious of my existence in time: that is, as having experiences first at one time and then at another. 

But, as has just been argued, the perception of change involves the perception of something permanent.  But this 

something permanent is not myself; the unifying subject of my experience is not itself an object of experience. 

Hence, only if I have outer experience is it possible for me to make judgements about the past.
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The central role which theological concerns regarding the immortality of the soul play in these discussions of 

substance dualism is obvious.  This is equally true for Descartes.  The locus classicus in which he 

distinguishes between the soul and the body as distinct substances namely his Meditations on First Philosophy

appeared in 1641 with a dedication to ‘the Dean and Doctors of the sacred Faculty of Theology in Paris’.  In 

the subtitle of the first edition of this work, Descartes claimed not only to demonstrate ‘the existence of God’ but 

also ‘the immortality of the soul’.  While this claim was omitted from the subtitle of the second edition of 1642, 

Descartes added a Synopsis in which he still claimed to have shown that ‘the decay of the body does not imply 

the destruction of the mind’.

The novel feature of Descartes’ distinction of the substance of the soul from that of the body was his claim 

that the soul is a thinking or a conscious substance, while the body is an extended substance.  We shall see that 

the claim that thought characterizes the soul was also central for his discussion of function dualism. However, it 

is interesting to note that, when two of the first critics of the Meditations pointed out to Descartes that his 

identification of the soul as a thinking substance is not sufficient to establish the continuance of the soul after 

death, he fell back on to a traditional method of distinguishing the two substances.

These critics had argued that there is nothing to guarantee that thinking, however distinct from the body, 

continues to exist when the body is destroyed.  Descartes’ response was to appeal to the essential property of 

the soul which Bacon had employed, namely its simplicity.  In his Synopsis, Descartes replied that:

we cannot understand a body except as being divisible, while by contrast we cannot understand a mind except as being 

indivisible.  For we cannot conceive of half a mind, while we can conceive of half of a body, however small; and this 

leads us to recognize that the natures of mind and body are not only different, but in some way opposite.

He went on to argue that the human body can cease to exist ‘merely as a result of the change in the shape of 

some of its parts’.  On the other hand, because of its simplicity, the mind does not change when its accidents 

(i.e. its thoughts) change: it is ‘immortal by its very nature’.  Thus, by stipulating that the soul is simple and 

indivisible, Descartes sought to guarantee its indestructibility.
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