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       In class we discussed Descartes view that the first thing one can know is his or her own existence.  

But the self (that Descartes claims to know exists) is not his body, which might not really exist at all.  

Instead, what Descartes knows to exist is his own mind.  Descartes seems to regard the mind as a single 

entity which can exist independent of the existence of anything else.  Also, Descartes viewed the 

relationship between the mind and the body as analogous to a pilot and his ship.  On this view, the body 

is a complex machine that the mind controls. 

       Today, many would argue that the existence of the mind is dependent on the existence of the body.  

More specifically, according to the Mind-Brain Identity Theory, the mind is nothing other than brain 

activity, and the brain is clearly a part of the body.  The body is dependent on the existence of many 

things in order to continue existing as a living organism.  Without air to breath, the body would quickly 

expire, and the brain (and perhaps the mind) would cease to function.  Without water to drink, the body 

would not survive for more than a few days.  Without food to eat (in the form of other living organisms) 

the body would not survive for more than a few weeks.   

       Those other organisms, upon which the body depends, are themselves dependent on an entire 

habitat to support them, without which they would not survive.  The various habitats exist in a mutually 

supportive system of living things called an ecosystem.  Collectively, all of the Earth’s ecosystems make 

up the biosphere.  Understanding the complex relationships that make up an ecosystem requires a 

deeper approach that is afforded by a mechanistic view of reality.  In an ecosystem, the whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts. 

        The biosphere is dependent on the Earth, which supports it with the inorganic nutrients it needs, by 

providing a foundation upon which the biosphere can develop, and by generating the gravity to hold it 

all together.  The biosphere also depends on the Sun to provide the energy most of life on the Earth 

depends on for its continued existence. 

       The existence of the Sun depends on the matter out of which it formed; the remains of earlier stars 

that ended their existence in titanic explosions which provided the material out of which the Sun, the 

Earth, and all the living things on the Earth are made.  Those earlier stars depended on the formation of 

the first stars, which depended on the formation of the original hydrogen atoms that formed out of the 

primal universe after the big bang.  Ultimately, everything that exists today only exists because of that 

big bang nearly 14 billion years ago. 
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       As well as the physical dependence our bodies have on the surrounding physical universe, our minds 

form only by being surrounded by other psychological and social influences.  Psychologist today realize 

that a human being raised in isolation, with only its physical need met, would never become a person.  

Personhood requires a social environment.  In part, one can only develop self-consciousness by being 

able to see oneself through the eyes of others.  Thus, one’s social identity is dependent on being 

supported by a family.  Each family can is dependent on the support of a surrounding community, which 

needs to be supported by a culture.  This surrounding environment helps shape one’s character or 

personality.   

       Descartes’ idea that a single mind could exist as an isolated single entity is called into question by all 

of these dependencies.  For this lesson plan, each of you will have to reflect on Descartes’ view of the 

self in the light of these contemporary ideas.   

Step One: Read the following source material contrasting the mechanical (ecological 

management/economism) approach with the ecological (sustainable) approach to nature. 

http://www.earthethicsinstitute.org/Resources/SustEd_EcoView_MechanisticView_Management.pdf 

Key Characteristic of Education for Sustainable Development and Christopher Uhl Two World  

Step Two: After reviewing Descartes’ view of the self, as evidenced by the reading in Descartes’ 

Meditations, identify aspects of Descartes’ view that reflect the mechanistic approach to nature. 

Step Three: Using both the resources provided above and your own research, formulate a view of the 

self that reflects the ecological/sustainable approach to nature. 

Step Four: Reflect on the two view of the self.  Write a (minimum) one page paper briefly considering 

the following topics: 

a) Contrast the two views of the self.  Which view do you believe is more realistic?   

b) Reflect on your own lifestyle.  What aspects of it reflect the mechanistic approach and what aspects 

of it reflect the sustainable approach to nature?   

c) Are there changes that you could make in your lifestyle that would better foster sustainability?  What 

changes might you make?   

d) Reflect on the lifestyles seen as successful and valuable in our culture (for example, on television or 

other mass media).  What aspects of that lifestyle are mechanistic and what aspects are sustainable? 

e)  What changes would you like to see in the lifestyles seen as valuable in our culture?  Why are those 

changes important?  Justify your view. 

 
 MDC Learning Outcomes:  

http://www.earthethicsinstitute.org/Resources/SustEd_EcoView_MechanisticView_Management.pdf
http://www.earthethicsinstitute.org/Resources/SustEd_KeyCharacteristicsESD_Uhl_TwoViews.pdf
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GE Outcome #1:  Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills.  
GE Outcome #3:  Solve problems using critical and creative thinking and scientific reasoning.  
GE Outcome #7:  Demonstrate knowledge of ethical thinking and its application to issues in 

society.  
GE Outcome #10:  Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans on 

the environment.  
 


