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CARTESIAN DUALISM: A UMITED VISION? 
SOME OBJECTIONS AND REPLIES 

ZURAYA MONROY-NASR 

Introduction 

In the Discourse1 Part V, Descartes gives some empirical reasons 
against the possibility of explaining thought and language2 in mechanistic 
terms. In the light of the development of neuroscience, these arguments 
have led to some contempo ra ry interpre tations of Ca rtesian dualism 
which suggest that it was motivated by limitations in Descartes' 
mechanistic conceptio n of physics. Some recent scholars mainta in that 
Descartes was not able to see how the brain or the nervous system could 
gene rate all the complex responses necessary for the production of 
tho ught and language. As a consequence, Descartes remained a dualist.3 

I disagree with this interpretation and I maintain that Descartes 
adopted dua lism for a very different reason; namely to lay the 

1 The editions of Descartes' works used are: Oeuvres Philosopbiques, selectio n 
presentation and notes by Ferdinand Alquie [A) (Paris: Garnier, 1963-1973), following 
the standard notation from Adam and Tannery [AT]; 7be Philosophical Writings of 
Descartes, translated by j ohn Couingham, Robert Stoothoff and Dugald Murdoch 
[CSM) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); with A. Kenny's 
correspo nde nce anthology incorporated ICSM-K) (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), Vol. II I. 

2 For Descartes language is an expression of thought; through it we declare our 
thoughts to others [AT VI 56; CSM I 140). 

3 Cf. j ohn Cottingham, 'Cartesian Dualism: Theo logy, Metaphysics, and Science' , 
in Cottingham (ed .) 7be Cambridge Companion to Descartes (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 242-53; cf. too Paul M. Churchland, Matter and 
Consciousness: A Contemporary Introduction to the of Mind (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1988), 8-10. 
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foundations of his physical science.4 In my view, Descartes' mechanistic 
conception presupposes his dualism.5 On the one hand, his geometric 
conception of an essentially extended world, whose properties are 
figure, size and motion, is based on the clear distinction between body 
and mind. The mathematical order and measure, the quantitative and 
mechanistic physical explanation had to be separated from the qualities 
of the soul, indescribable in geometrical terms. On the other hand, if 
Descartes were to extend mechanist explanation to mental operations, 
that would destroy the metaphysical and epistemic foundations of 
mechanist explanation as he conceived it. A mechanist reductio n of the 
mental realm would make it impossible to found the truth and certainty 
of knowledge in Descartes' terms. Only as an incorpo real substance, can 
the mind play its basic epistemic role concerning the true knowledge of 
the physical world, as Descartes intends to show through the cogito in 
the Meditations. 

In this paper I will analize Descartes' arguments for dualism, as well as 
some of the. relevant objections presented by some of his 
contemporaries. Most of these objections against Cartesian dualism are 
seen as quite plausible. But Descartes thought that the objections to his 
dualism were the result of basic misunderstandings. The review of some 
of Descartes' replies will allow us to reach a better understanding of his 
dualist doctrine and, against the claims of some inte rpreters, of the no n-

1 I refer to 'science' or 'scientific' in the context of the emerging modern science 
in the seventeenth century. Some authors prefer the terms 'Natu ral Philosophy' or 
'Philosophy of Nature' lcf. S.V. Keeling, Descartes (Lo ndon: Oxford University Press , 
1968), 131-32, cf. too Laura Benitez, 'Estudio lntroducLOrio', in R. Descartes, El Mundo 
o Tratado de Ia Luz (Mexico: IIF-UNAM, 1986), 10]; also 'Mechanical Philosophy' 

A 

[philosopbie mecanique], cf. Bernard Baertschi , Les Rapports de I'Ame et drt Corps 
(Paris: J. Vrin, 1992), 47. 

s Cartesian metaphysical dualism makes knowledge of the physical world possible 
in two ways: epistemologically, the incorporeality of the mind is required to establish 
the certainty and truth of knowledge; on an onto logical level , the substantia l 
distinction is required for the conception of the object of Cartesian physics, a matter 
whose essence is extension. But Cartesian dualism finds its limits in human nature. 
The o ntological separation of the corporeal and mental domains is a general 
doctrine about the universe. In order to maintain his dualism intact, Descan es 
establishes the relation between the human mind and body through the primitive 
(and polemic) notio n of union lcf. Zuraya Mo nroy-Nasr. 'Rene Descartes: Sincronia y 
Coherencia del Oualismo y Ia Uni6n Mente-Cuerpo ', Revista Latinoamericana de 
Ftlosofia , XXIV, 1 (May 1998), 5-21]. 
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empirical nature of the evidence Desca rtes had to establish the 
incorporeality of the mind. 

I examine Descartes' reply to Caten1s and compare the Ca rtesian 
theory of distinction with some Medieval conceptions, in order to show 
w hy the distinction between thought and matter cannot be a formal one. 
Descartes' substantial dualism implies a real distinction be tween 
complete entities, supported by the notions of mutual separability and 
independent existence. But Arnauld objects that Descartes has no t 
demonstrated that the mind can be conceived as a complete thing and, 
therefore, exist apart from the body. Descartes' reply clarifies his no tion 
of comple te knowledge, diffe rent from Arnauld's notion of comple te 
and perfect knowledge. Also, I will examine Descartes' conception on 
the nature of substances, and the relationship between substances and 
the ir attributes, by which Descartes intends to show the inadequacy of 
Arnauld's analogies when applied to really distinct things such as thought 
and matte r. Caterus and Arnauld respectively argued in favor of a formal 
distinction o r a distinction of reason between mind and body. If 
Desca rtes had renounced the conception of the rea l distinction between 
thought and matte r, he could have achieved what Cottingham calls 
Descartes' general reductionist program.6 Instead, Descartes did no t 
make any concession on this matte r and I will argue that this 
intransigence is anchored in the metaphysical foundations of his physical 
science. Descartes' arguments and replies to his objectors are evide nce 
against Cottingham's interpretation of Cartesian dualism, as motivated by 
certa in empirical limits to the extension of his mechanical conception o f 
the world to mental phenomena. 

Descartes' 'Archimedean' point 

According to ]. Cottingham, "By 'Cartesian dualism' is meant the 
thesis that man is a compound of two distinct substances -res cogitans, 
unextended thinking substance, or mind , and res extensa, extended 
corporeal substance, or body" .7 Cottingham's definition can be 
misleading. It suggests that Descartes' dualistic conception is intended to 
explain human nature. But Descartes' ontological separation of the 

6 J. Cottingham, 'Cartesian Dualism ... ·, 251. 
7 j ohn Cottingham, Descartes (Oxford: Blackwell , 1986), 119. 
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mental and the physical realms does not concern humans exclus ively. It 
is a general doctrine about the constituent substa nces of the universe. 

Descartes' dualistic doctrine certainly has impo rtant and problematic 
consequences fo r the conception of human beings. As a matter of fact, it 
is not through the doctrine of dualism that Descartes tried to explain the 
human compound. In order to give an account of humans, Descartes 
appealed to the primitive notion of the union between mind and body.8 

Dualism was developed in the course of Descartes' various works. 
But a basic conception persisted fro m the Rules to the Passions.9 Fro m 
his early to his late works, we find the unwavering convictio n that 
thought and matter are essentially and actually different. Neve rtheless, to 
examine Descartes' arguments fo r dualism I will refer mainly to one o f 
his most illuminating works, the Meditations, with its Objections and 
Replies. Descartes' foundationalist project -which seeks to justify the 
cognitive operations of the mind and to establish its legitimacy- is argued 
and d iscussed in these works. 

Going through Descartes' arguments we find that in the First 
Meditation the author doubts the existence of aU things, especially those 
that are material. The do ubt is radicalized in the Second Meditation to 
the extreme of supposing that even if there is a powerful and malicious 
deceiver, the only thing that the self ca nnot deny is its own existence. 
The self is a thinking thing and this is perceived clearly and distinctly. 
This perception does not depend o n the conceptio n of body. 

To understand the strategy followed by Descartes, it is impo rtant to 
remember that he was deeply concerned with the problem o f 
knowledge. He was interested not only in philosophical o r metaphysical 
knowledge; his preoccupation was related to the possibility of reaching 
a true and certain knowledge of the natural world . The p roblem of how 
we can truly know the external world -an epistemological pro blem 
important fo r the develo pment of Cartesian physics- was a constant 
theme throughout his works, and the Meditations show his s tro ng 
commitment to understanding this matter. In the first lines of the First 

ll Cf. Rule XII [AT X 411 , 415-416; CSM 1 39-40, 42-43]; Sixth Medilalion [AT IX 64, 
68; CSM 11 56, 59]; Principles, IV § 189 [AT IX-2 31 0; CSM I 279-280) and Passions, art. 
30ff. [AT XI 351; CSM I 3391. 

9 Cf. Rule XII [AT X 415; CSM I 42]; T·reatise on Man (AT XI 119; CSM I 991 
Discourse [AT VI 32); CSM I 27]; Principles, [AT IX-2 27-28; CSM I 195] a nd 
Passions. lA T Xl 351; CSM I 3391. 
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Meditation, Descartes rejects the false opinions and poorly founded 
principles received since childhood and states his epistemological 
object1ve: 'to demoHsh everything ·Completely and start again right from 
the foundations if I wanted to establish anything at all in the sciences that 
was stable and likely to last' [AT IX 13; CSM II 17]. 

In the Rules Descartes followed a methodological approach, to show 
how to direct the mind to soHd and true judgments. But in the 
Meditations he develops a different strategy. The only way that 
Descartes found to formulate his crite rio n of truth, ' ... whatever I 
perceive very clearly and distinctly is true' [AT IX 27; CSM II 24], was 
through the cogito. The metaphysical approach sets the foundatio ns for 
justifying the possibility of true judgments. Descartes' criterion of truth 
allows him to argue that we can use our senses, backed by intellect, to 
obtain knowledge of the external world and, therefore, to make 
progress in natural science (cf. AT IX-2 57-58; CSM I 217-218]. 

Descartes does not deal with the mental operations involved in the 
process of knowledge from a psychologica1l perspective . His main 
interest, while examining the faculties of the mif1ld, was to provide an 
epistemological foundation, and this can be observed especially in the 
Meditations. ln this sense, Descartes believed that the cognitive powers 
of human reason had to be justified and legitimized before accepting 
anything as knowledge. 

Descartes adopted the methodological and general doubt as the 
stra tegy that might lead him to the first philosophical certainty or first 
principle . He argued that one cannot be certain of possessing any of the 
attributes that belong to a body. But, even under the extreme 
circumstance of being intentionally deceived, one can be certain that 
thought is inseparable from oneself. The cogito cannot be affected by 
doubt or by uncertainty. 

While presenting his objections to the Meditations, Gassendi tells 
Descartes that he finds unnecessary all the doubts and the 'elaborate 
pretense of deception' that allowed him to affirm that the proposition '1 
anz, 1 exisf is true whenever it is conceived by his mind. This 
proposition could be inferred from any action , says Gassendi, 'since it is 
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known by the natural light that whatever acts exists' [A II 708; AT VII 
258-259; CSM II 180]. 10 

Gassendi assumes that any action o r moveme nt o f the body would 
serve the same purpose. But, fo r Descartes this is no t simply a matte r of 
the logical structure o f the sente nce. 11 'I am walking, therefore I exist' 
can only be accepted w ith certitude if we are referring to the aware ness 
of walking (i.e. if we say 'I think I am walking, therefo re I exist'). 
Gassendi 's example is a correct deductio n, but it cannot be a proof 
because the truth value of its premise is unknown and, mo reove r, it is 
impossible to know it. 

Gassendi was not the first o ne to raise this kind of o bjectio n . In 1638, 
Po llo t wrote to Descartes (thro ugh Re ne ri) that the pro positio n ']e 
pense done je suis' contained no mo re certainty than the p ropositio n 
'je respire done je suis '. Descartes the n answered: 

Whe n someone says 'I am breathing, therefore I exist', if he wants to 
prove he exists from the fact that there cannot be breathing without 
existence, he proves nothing, because he would have to prove firs t that 
it is true that he is breathing, which is impossib le unless he has also 
proved that he exists. But if he wants to prove his existence fro m the 
feeling o r the belief he has that he is breath ing, so that he judges tha t 
even if the opinion were untrue he could no t have it if he did not exist, 
then his proof is sou nd [A II 53; AT II 37-38; CSM-K III 98]. 

Descartes' a nswer turns the argument into a good p roof and clearly 
shows that the proble m is not the logical structure o f the propos itio n , 
but to be sure of the truth of the prem ise. And the o nly certainty when 
affirming 'I walk' o r 'I hreath ', as he to ld firs t to Po lle t and later to 
Gassendi, is the awareness o r the consciousness o f the actio n. 

The metaphysical certitude can o nly be derived fro m the 
conscio usness of an action and, in his re ply to Gassendi Desca rtes 
stresses the importance of this kind of certainty [A II 792-793; AT VII 
352; CSM II 244). In o rder to achieve it, part o f Descartes' s trategy is to 

10 
AT does not have the version in French of rhe Fifth Set of Ohjeclions and 

Replies. The edition that F. Alquie prepared includes it without the AT pagination. I 
will refer then to the volume (II) and pages of Alquie's edition lA}; AT VII (Latin) <Ind 
CSM. 

11 Cf. Harry G. Fr.mkfurr, Denwns, Dreamers and Madmen The Defense of 
Reason in Descartes s MedltattorJS (Indianapo l is/ New York: The Bohs Merril Co., 
1970)' 95-6; 99fT. 
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show that we can doubt that any corpo real action o r move meht really 
exists, and we ca nno t reach certainty fro m doubtful pro positio ns o r 
actions. But, as the cogito rema ins unaffected by any kind of doubt, 
deceptio n o r denial, Desca rtes is convinced that this is the first 
indubitable principle he was looking fo r. The initial doubts in the First 
Me ditatio n, dismissed by Gassendi as an 'elaborate pretence o f 
deceptio n', make comple te sense unde r the Cartesian strategy fo llowed 
to find a firm and certain po int of departure for true knowledge. 

In the Second Meditatio n Descartes declared that he was looking fo r 
one certain and unshakable thing, just as Archimedes demanded one 
firm and immovable po int to shift the ea rth . At an epistemological level, 
Desca rtes' methodological doubt provided him w ith the first instance o f 
the certainty he required: a thinking self that has no corporeal attribute. 
It is clear that fo r Descartes the presence of corporea l pro pe rties would 
be a source of uncertainty at this foundational point12

. 

Fo r Desca rtes anyone who 'philosophizes in an o rderly way' [AT IX-2 
27-28; CSM 1 195] will reach the first and most certain of all conclus ions: I 

think, therefore I am. The no n-corporeal nature of thought responds to 
his cla im fo r a certa in and true knowledge. The certainty of be ing a 
th ink ing thing and the indubitability de rived fro m the exclusio n of any 
corporea l attrib ute led Desca rtes to the only conclusion consonant w ith 
these cla ims, that the mind and the body are d istinct. 

The Second Meditation sets the ground fo r the central argumentation 
on the issue of dualism that takes place in the Sixth Meditatio n. This 
p ostpo ne me nt is necessary because Desca rtes first had to d e mo nstra te 
God 's existence (Third Medita tio n) and had to prove that a clear and 
d istinct pe rceptio n is true (this happe ns in the Fou rth Meditation and is 
reinfo rced by the d ivine guarantee). 

In the Sixth Medita tion Desca rtes explains the real distinctio n 
be tween substances [AT IX 62; CSM II 54), in a passage that has b een 
called by Margaret D. Wilson the 'Episte mo logica l Argument'. I p resent 
he re the main propositions in the argume nt: 

12 R. Landim, Evidencia e Verdade no Sistema Cartesiano (Sao Paulo: Loyola, 
1992), 48. As R. Landim says "The conditio ns that made it possible to establish the 
truth of 'I am' were asserted by indubitable p ropositio ns . Thus, a ll that is corpo real 
or tha t invo lves the body can not he part of the cond itio ns that make possible the 
assertion of that proposition. Now as it wa.'\ infe rred fro m the propositio n 'I think ', 
the (my) act of tho ught is the only cond ition of the assertio n 'I am"'. 
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1) Whateve r I can conceive clearly and distinctly can be created by 
God as I understand it. 

2) If I can clearly and distinctly conceive one thing apart fro m anothe r, 
I can be certain that the one is different from the othe r (God can set 
them apart) . 

3) I know that I exist and I do not find anything e lse that pertains to my 
essence excepting that I am a thinking thing . 

4) Hence I conclude that my essence consists in being a thinking thing. 

5) I have a clear and distinct idea of myself as a thinking, non-extended 
thing and I have a clear and distinct idea of body as an extended , 
non-thinking thing. 

6) Therefore, it is true that I am really distinct from my body and can 
exist without it. 

The first pro position is basic for the argument and shows why 
Descartes could not conclude the real distinction of substances in the 
Second Meditation. The Third and Fourth Med itations were necessary in 
order to establish the crite rion of truth and the existence of God. Now , 
taking 1) as a principle he can infe r 2). The third propositio n was 
demonstrated in the Second Meditation and 4) is supposed to follow 
from it (supported by the cogito). Though several objectio ns are ra ised 
against 4), 13 it is 5) and 6) that have been found by several critics as the 
most controversia l. 14 

Cartesian Theory of Distinction: Reply to Some Objectio ns 

Descartes' past and present critics have thought that the distinctio n 
between mind and body would not be so problematic if he had no t 
maintained that it was a real distinction. Some impo rtant o bservatio ns 
on the nature of this distinctio n were presented by his conte mpo raries 

13 Cf. Lilli Alanen, 'On Descartes's Argument for Dualism and the D istinction 
between Different Kinds of Beings', inS. Knuuttila and J. Hintikka (eds.), The Logic of 
Being (Dordrechl/Boston/ Lancaster/Tokio: 0 . Reidt, 1986), 233 and no te 24. 

14 Margaret Wilson, Descartes (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), 
Chapter Vl , examines the Epistemological Argument in order to see the pertinence 
of several of the common objections against it. After a thorough scrutiny the author 
suggests a clarifying reading o f D escartes' argument. L. Alanen, Op. Cit. , 223 and no te 
29, also proposes an interpretation that shows the ugument 'is hoth more cogent 
and less unproblematic than is usually thought'. 
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and Descartes had the oppo rtunity to provide his own replies. This early 
debate can enlighte n some po ints that a re still discussed nowadays 
regarding Desca rtes' reasons fo r insisting on dualism . 

In the Firs t Set of Objections , Caterus objected to Descartes' 
conclusion that sou l and body a re distinct based on the fact that the two 
can be conceived distinctly and apart fro m each other. He considered 
that this fact suppo rts, not a real distinctio n , but what Scotus called a 
formal and objective distinctio n ( inte rmediate be tween a real 
distinctio n and a distinctio n of reason). Caten1s , still fo llowing Scotus, 
mentions as an example the distinctio n between God's justice and his 
mercy. They can be conceived apart fro m one another but they canno t 
exist apart. [AT IX 80; CSM II 72-73]. 

The intermediate distinctio n that Caterus points o ut, as well as the 
real dis tinctio n used by Desca rtes deserve more attention. Medieval 
philosophers had discussed widely the crite ria to determine th e 
d istinctio n between things and conce pts. Alane n summarizes the three 
basic dis tinctio ns accepted by most o f these philosophers: 

1) A real dis tinction (distinctio realis), i.e., a distinction between real 
things o r ind ividuals in the extra-menta l world. This dis tinctio n was 
usually defined as a distinctio n between thing and thing (inter rem et 
rem), existing befo re the operatio n o f the intellect. 

2) A purely mental distinctio n (distinctio rationis), i.e., a distinction 
created by the mind (p er opus intellectus). 

3) An inte rmediate distinctio n which was generally defined with 
reference to the mind, but which , d ifferently fro m the purely 
mental dis tinc tion, was usually conceived as a distinction having a 
basis in the nature o f things and the refo re corresponding to som e 
kind o f diversity o r no n-identity outs ide the inte llect. 15 

There was no genera l agreement o n this last distinctio n . According to 
Alanen, the fo rmal distinctio n was proposed by Scotus as 'one attempt 
to clarify the nature o f this fo undation in rea lity'. 16 No nethe less, the kind 
o f dis tinctio n tha t Caterus suggests did no t apply to Descartes' 
unde rstanding o f a substantia l d istinctio n . What Scotus said about the 
dis tinctio n between God's justice and his mercy is that: 

1s Alanen, Op. Cit. , 226. 
16 Ibid. 
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The formal concepts of the two are distinct prior to any opera tion of 
the intellect, so that one is not the same as the other. Yet it does not 
follow that because justice and mercy c-an be conceived apart from one 
another they can therefore exist apart. 17 

As we will see later o n, that the formal dis tinctio n is prio r to any 
operatio n of the mind is no t sufficient to establish , at the ontological 

level, what Descartes pro p oses with his real distinction . 

The kind o f distinction suggested by Caterus may be pro ble matic, 
but his o bjection is important. Caterus pointed out an issue which seems 

to compromise Descartes' conceptio n of 'simple natures ' like 
extension, shape a nd mo tio n . They can be conceived 'distinctly and 
apart from each o ther', but they are not really distinct: e.g. the shape 
cannot exist apart from the extended body. 18 

In his reply to Caterus, Descartes says: 

As to the 'formal ' distinction which the learned theologian introduces 
on the authority of Scotus, let me say briefly that this kind of distinction 
does not differ from a modal distinction, moreover, it applies only to 

incomplete entities, which I have carefully distinguished from 
co mplete entities. It is sufficient fo r this kind of d istinction that one 
thing be conceived distinctly and separately from another by an 
abstraction of the intellect which conceives the thing inadequately. It is 
not necessary to have such a distinct and separate conception of each 
thing that we can understand it as an entity in iL<; own right, different 
from everything else; for this to be the case the distinction involved 
must be a real one [AT IX 94-95; CSM II 85-86]. 

I find two relevant issues in this re ply: 1) the d is tinction between 
comple te and incomple te entities and 2) the equivale nce b e t ween 
Scotus' fo rmal distinction and Descartes' own modal distinctio n . Now 

according to Descartes, incomplete e ntities fall unde r the fo rma l o r 
mo dal distinction , while complete entities a re really distinct. 

Fo r a bette r understanding on this ma tte r, in additio n to the Medieval 
theories of distinctio n , we need to cons ider also the no tions o f mutual 
separability and existence involve d in Descartes' conception. Alane n, 
no ting the controversy on the problem of distinction te lls us that the 
Thomists used the term 'real distinctio n ' in a diffe re nt sense, extending it 

17 Caterus [AT IX 80] quotes Scorus, Opus Oxoniense I , 8. 4. 
18 Cf. Wilson, Op. Cit., 172. 
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to items which are separable only in thought (as the soul and its faculties 
o r essence and existe nce) . 

Late r Scho lastics as Scotus, Ockham and the ir fo llow ers, seemed to 
have restricted the use of 'real distinction ' to referring to things 
cons ide red as separable in the extra-mental reality: 'Hence, as opposed 
to the o ther distinctions assumed by these autho rs , a real distinction, fo r 
the la ter Scho lastics, always presupposes e ither a mutual or at least a 
non-mutual separability w ith regard to the ex iste nce of the items o r 
things cons idered' .19 Mutual separability is the case when membe rs of a 
compo und continue to exist after separation, like the e lements of a 
house if to rn apart. But when non-mutual separability is the case, only 
one of the elements in the compound can exist without the o ther. a> 

In his reply to Caterus, Descartes explains that: 

Fo r example, the distinction between the mo tio n and shape of a given 
body is a fo rmal distinctio n. I can very well unde rstand the mo tion 
apart fro m the shape, and vice versa, and I can understand e ither in 
abstractio n from the body. But I canno t have a comple te 
understand ing of the mo tio n apart fro m the thing in which it occurs, o r 
of the shape apart from the thing which has the shape; ... [AT IX 94-95; 

CSM II 86]. 

Descartes is conceiving 'simple natures' like shape and motio n as 
incomplete e ntities, of non-mutual separability. And the fo rma l 
distinctio n is quite adequate fo r them. 

Nevertheless, the distinctio n between mind and body is in a to tally 
diffe rent situation. Each one is conceived not only separately, but as a 
complete thing. There is no thing in the body that is conceived to belong 
to the nature of a mind . Conve rsely, there is no thing in the mind that is 
conceived to pertain to the nature of a body. Fo r Descartes, this is 
possible because there is a real distinction between the mind and the 
body [AT IX 94-95; CSM II 85-86] and, as I have argued, this kind of 
distinction e ntails the no tion of mutual separability.21 

19 Alanen, O p . Cit., 227-28. 
20 I hid., 228. 
21 Defo re Descartes, no n-Tho mist Scho lastics defended the distinctio n of fo rm 

and matte r. The possible subsiste nce of the rational soul without matter was not a 
source of disagreeme nt. 13ut fo r the fo llowers of Aquinas, it was not acce ptable that 
matte r can exist without any form. According to some autho rs Like Suarez, Fonseca, 
Scotus and Ockham, the reason that ma tte r could exist without any fo rm was God's 
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Replying to Caterus, Descartes said that Scotus' fo rmal distinctio n did 
not differ fro m the mo dal distinctio n .22 But later, in the Principles [Part I, 
§ 62, AT IX-2 53; CSM I 214-215] he corrects himself and compares it 
with his conceptual distinction. But d espite these differences in 

Descartes' conception o n the sorts of distinction, the substantial 
distinction conceived as real remains the same. 

At this point it is necessary to highlight the fact that Descartes ' use of 
Scholastic termino logy can mislead us. We often find a Cartesian notio n , 
named by an established term but used with a different meaning. He 
justifies this practice by saying that: 

... the names do not always fit the things with sufficie nt accuracy. Our 
job, however, is not to change the names of things after they have been 
adopted into o rdinary usage; we may merely emend their meanjngs 
when we notice they are misunderstood by o thers (AT VII 356; A II 
797; CSM II 246]. 

In the Cartesian theory of distinctio n , d eveloped in the Principles, 
the notion of conceptua l or mental distinctio n seems to have a great 
similarity with Suarez's concepts. This author had divided the conceptual 
o r mental distinc tio n into a distinc tion of: 1) reaso ning reason, distinctio 
rationis rationantis, which is purely mental as it 'arises exclusively from 
the reflectio n and activity of the intellect' and 2) reasoned reason , 
distinctio rationis ratiocinatae, also a mental o ne b ut preexisting in 
reality and which requires 'the inte llect o nly to recognize it , but not to 
constitute it'. 23 

Descartes re jects the first kind: 'I do no t recognize any dis tinc tio n 
made by reason rationantis - that is, o ne which has no foundatio n in 

absolute power. Nevertheless, none of them sustained, as Descartes did , that matter 
naturally exists apart from fo rm. Fo r recent and detailed studies o n the d iffe rences 
and similarities belWeen Descartes' substantial dualism. Aristotelian and no n
Tho rnist Scho lastic doctrines on fo rm and matter, cf. Dennis Des Che ne, 
Physiologia. Natural Philosophy in Late Aristotelian and Cartesian Thought 
(Ithaca/ Lo ndo n: Cornell University Press , 1996), Chapter 5, and Roger Ariew, 
Descartes and the Last Scholastics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), Chapter 
4. 

22 Cf. Principles (Part I, §§ 60-62) for Descartes' explanation of his own ca tegories 
fo r distinction. 

23 Cf. Alanen, Op. Cit. , 243, note 16. This author is q uoting Suarez OM Vll, Sect. 1, 
§ 4; trans!. by Vo llert, Francis Suarez: On the Various K;nds of Distinctions 
(Wisconsin: Marq ueue University Press, 1947). 
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reality - because we canno t have any thought w ithout a foundatio n' [AT 
IV 349; CSM-K III 280]. Fo r him the conceptual distinction is 'a 
distinctio n made by reason raciocinatae [ibid.]. Thus, this is a 
distinction some how founded in reality. This makes clear why Desca rtes 
finds Scotus' fo rmal distinction equivalent to his own conceptual 
distinctio n: it is previous to the operation of the inte llect, because the 
objects of this distinctio n (a substance and its a ttributes) are not created 
by the mind, they are not mental e ntities. But this distinction can o nly 
reside in the mind and result from reasoning, because a substance and its 
attributes are entities of non-mutual separability. 

Descartes corrected in the Principles what he had S3id about Scotus' 
fo rmal distinction, previously understood by him as a modal distinction 
and late r as a conceptual one . Nonetheless , this correction has n o 
consequences upon his conception of the real distinction. Alanen 
makes a n interesting point while remind ing us that both the conceptual 
and the modal distinctions 'require in fact an abstraction of the mind and 
are the refore opposed to the real distinction' .21 And, as Desca rtes to ld 
Caterus, the real d istinctio n applies only to things conceived as 
complete, this is, things that subsist by themselves. According to 
Descartes this is the case for thought and matter. Thus, in his reply to 
Caten1s the author relies on the episte mological doctrine that he 
defended througho ut the Meditations - the mind can be comple te ly 
conceived independent of any corporeal attributes. 

Real Distinction: Some Objections and Replies 

The debate w ith Caterus became the ·po int of departure fo r 
Arnauld's d iscussion, in the Fourth Set of Objections, on the Cartesian 
conception of the nature of the human mind . First, Arnauld examines 
the part we have called, fo llowing M. Wilson, 'Epistemological 
Argume nt'. Then, he refers to premise 1) Whatever I can conceive 
clearly and d istinctly can be created by God as I understand it, and says: 

... if the major premiss of this syllogism is to be true, it must be taken. 
to apply not to any kind of knowl<7dge of a ~hing, nor even to clear and 
distinct knowledge; it must apply solely to knowl.edge which is 
ade quate. Fo r our d istinguished author admits in his reply to the 
theologian, that if one thing can he conceived distinctly and separately 

21 Alane n, Op. Cit. , 246, note 30. 
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from another 'by an abstraction of the intellect which conceives the 
thing inadequately', then this is sufficient for there to be a formal 
distinction between the two, but it does not require that there be a real 
distinction [AT IX 156; CSM II 140]. 

He re, Arnauld explicitly tries to apply against Descartes the argument 

previously used with Caterus. Immediately after, he quotes the final 

paragraph in the First Set of Replies w he re Descartes said: 

By contrast, I have a complete understanding of what a body is when I 
think that it is merely something having extension, shape and motion, 
and I deny that it has anything which belongs to the nature of the mind. 
Conversely, I understand the mind to be a complete thing, which 
doubts, understands, wills, and so on, even though I deny that it has any 
of the attributes which are contained in the idea of a body. Hence there 
is a real distinction between the body and the mind [AT IX 156; CSM II 
140-141]. 

This a rgume nt is quite similar to propositions 5) and 6) in the 
'Epistemological Argument', a nd it is interesting to observe here that the 

no tio n of com p lete thing has now bee n added. On this quotation 
Arnauld says that: 

But someone may call this minor premiss into doubt and maintain that 
the conception you have of yourself when you conceive of yourself ac; a 
thinking, non-extended thing is an inadequate one; and the same may 
be true of your conception of yourself as an extended, non-th inking 
thing. Hence \\oe must look at how this is proved in the earlier part o f 
the argument. For I do not think this matter Lc; so cle-ar that it should be 
assumed without proof a<,; a first principle that is not susceptible of 
demonstration [AT IX 156; CSM II 141]. 

According to Arna uld, it would be necessary to have a complete 
knowle dge o f a substance in o rder to establish a real distinctio n between 

two of the m . For him, a clear and distinct unde rsta nding would not be 
e no ug h fo r this kind of distinction [AT IX 156; CSM II 140-141]. Arna uld 
g ives an example of the relatio n between the body and the mind, from 

the po int of view o f those who conceive the mind as corpo real, through 
the analogy of the genus and the species. "Now a genus can b e 
unde rstood apart from a species, even if we deny o f the genus what is 
pro per and peculiar of the species -he nce the commo n m axim o f 
logicians, 'The negation of the species does no t negate the genus'" [AT 
IX 156; CSM II 141]. Thus, the genus 'figure ' can b e conceive d without 
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understanding the properties o f a circle. There fo re, Desca rtes' argument 
would still need to prove that this is no t the same for the mind and that 
it can be comple te ly conceived apart fro m the body. 

Arnauld admits it is possib le to o btain some knowledge of o neself 
without knowledge o f the body : 'But it is not yet transparently clear to 
me that this knowledge is comple te and adequate, so as to enable me to 
be certain that I am not mistaken in excluding body from my essence' 
[AT IX 157; CSM II 141]. As an example o f this, Arnauld uses the 
geometric figure o f a triangle, whose property of being right-angled can 
be clea rly and distinctly perceived . Though, someone can ignore , d o u bt 
o r deny that ano ther property belongs to it (e.g. that the square on the 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares o n the other two sides). Neverthe less, 
this does no t mean that the property does no t belo ng to the essence of 
the triangle. Then, regarding the mind-body relation he finds that: 

Similarly, although I clearly and distinctly know my nature to be 
some thing that thinks , may I, too, not perhaps be wrong in thinking 
tha t nothing else belongs to my nature apart from the fact that I am a 
thinking thing? Pe rhaps the fact that I am an extended thing may also 
helo ng to my nature [AT IX 158; CSM If 142-143]. 

Arnauld does not accept that doubting (or igno ring) the existence of 
bodies can be eno ugh to e liminate the body as part of the human 
essence. Altho ugh o ne can obta in some knowledge of o neself without 
know ledge of the body, it does not mean this knowledge is co mple te 
and adequate. It is possible to have certainty of a partial knowledge, but 
o ne could be mistaken abo ut the essence because we have an 
incomple te knowledge. Hence, Descartes can affirm with certa inty that 
he is a thinking thing. It could a lso be an incomplete knowledge because 
he is no t recognizing the body as an essential part o f the thinking thing . 
The re fo re, according to Arnauld, witho ut a complete knowledge of the 
mind, we are not entitled to conclude that it ca n exist without the body. 

Arnau ld's stro ng and logical o bjectio ns to Cartesian dua lism initiated 
an inte resting and revealing debate with Descartes. This autho r answers 
Arnauld's objectio ns to his conceptio n o f the human spirit p o inting 
directly to a misunderstanding o f the significa nce and ro le of comple te 
and incomple te knowledge. Descartes assures him that in his reply to 
Caterus, he did no t establish it was necessary to have a comple te 
knowledge in o rder to give support to h is 'Epistemological Argument'. 
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The Cartesian sense of complete knowledge does not imply the 
knowledge of each and every property. For him complete and adequate 
knowledge is not accessible to humans. Only God can possess and 
recognize this kind of knowledge [AT IX 171; CSM II 155]. In the case o f 
the created and limited human mind, even if it was in possession of a 
complete knowledge in Arnauld's sense, it would not be capable o f 
recognizing it as such by itself. Therefore, a complete and perfect 
knowledge is not a requisite fo r a real distinction between two 
substances: 

Hence when I said that 'it does not suffice fo r a real distinction that o ne 
thing is understood apart from another by an abstraction of the 
intellect which conceives the thing inadequately', I did not think this 
would be taken to imply that adequate knowledge was required to 
establish a real distinction. All I meant was that we needed the sort of 
knowledge that we have not ourselves made inadequate by an 
abstraction of the intellect [AT IX 172; CSM II 155-1561. 

Thus, fo r Descartes: 1) an adequate conception of something does not 
require an absolute understanding of each property contained in the 
object of knowledge; to have a complete knowledge of the thing it is 
necessary and sufficient, for a created intellect, to conceive it distinctly as 
'an entity in its own right which is different from everything e lse' [AT I X 
95; CSM II 86], and 2) the real distinction requires that the knowledge of 
the substance is not rendered imperfect or defective by the abstractions 
or restrictions of the human mind. 

F. Alquie has summarized the differences in Arnauld's and Descartes' 
conceptions on complete knowledge.25 Arnauld distingu ishes between 
incomplete and complete knowledge, and the latter is combined with 
the no tion of perfect knowledge, which excludes all abstraction of the 
spirit and entails the totality of properties of the thing. Descartes, says 
Alquie, distinguishes between incomplete knowledge, complete 
knowledge and perfect knowledge:26 'Incomplete knowledge can he 
clear, but entails the abstraction of the spirit that the o ther two exclude. 
But only perfect knowledge, which is inaccessible to man, will contain 
with certitude the totality of properties of the thing'.27 So, the comple te 

25 Cf. A II 661, note 2. 
26 Alquie translates the o riginal term in Latin cognilio adaequata as 

connafssance parfait. 
n A II 661, note 2. 
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conception of a thing, accessible to human knowledge, may not contain 
the totality of the prope rties, but does no t incur abstraction. Under this 
definition, we observe that the Cartesian real distinctio n is to be applied 
sole ly to things that are unde rstood as complete, which means each 
thing can be completely conceived without the o ther. 

In his re ply to Arnauld, to explain better what a complete thing is, 
Descartes examines the no tion of substance:713 

... by 'complete thing' I simply mean a substance endowed with the 
forms o r attributes which enable me to recognize that it is a substa nce. 
We do not have immediate knowledge of substances ... We know them 
only by perceiving certain forms or attributes which must inhere in 
something if they are to exist; and we call the thing in which they inhere 
a 'substance' (AT IX 172-173; CSM II 156]. 

As a substance is a complete thing due to its ability to exist o n its own, 
Desca rtes says it would be self-contradictory to cons ide r something a 
substance if it was incomplete, that is, if it did not possess the power to 
subsist on its own [AT IX 173; CSM II 156-157]. 

Extension, divis ibility and shape are attributes by which the 
substance ca lled body is recognized. Understanding, willing and 
do ubting are attributes by which the su bstance called mind is 
recognized. Descartes unde rstands each of these substances as a 
complete thing, independent fro m the othe r. Thus, he finds Arnauld's 
comparison of the re lationship between mind and body, with that o f 
the genus and the species, 'impossible to assert' [AT IX 173; CSM II 1571. 

Following the Cartesian sense of complete knowledge of a thing we 
observe that, in effect, Arnauld's example does not correspond to the 
mind and body case. Eve n if the genus can be unde rstood without any 
specific differe ntia, the species cannot be thought witho ut the genus. In 
contrast, the mind o r the body can be distinctly and completely 
conceived without any of the attributes of the o ther. Fo r Descartes there 

28 The Cartesian notion of 'substance· resulted problematic in the light of 
dualism. When Descartes defines it as a self-subsisting thing, · an ens per se extstens, 
he seems to be in accordance with the Scholastic conceptions . Out after establis hing 
the rea l d istinction between the mind and the body, his definition of substance was 
agains.t what most Scholasrics accepted, and was clearly expressed by Suarez: 'the 
ratio nal soul, as a separate e ntity, is an incomplete substance' [OM 33, Sect. 1, §. 2]. 
Also, it was adverse to the Aristote lian definition of the mind as the fo rm o f the body 
(cf. Alanen , Op. Cit. , 229). For a bette r understanding of the Cartesian notio n o f 
substance cf. Principles [I 51-53; 56-60]. 
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is no subordination . The mind and the body have the same ontological 
status (each one is a substance), as well as the same epistemological status 
(each one is completely understood on its own). 

The example of the triangle seems also inadequate to Descartes. 
Although a substance can be conceived as having a triangular shape , the 
Pythagorean property of having the square on the hypotenuse equal to 
the squares on the other two sides, is clearly not a substance. Therefore, 
neither the triangle nor the Pythagorean property can be understood as 
a complete thing [AT IX 174; CSM II 158]. 

Undoubtedly, Arnauld's objections were quite astute and are often 
quoted . But it is also important to recognize that Descartes' replies were 
appropriate and sharp, as when he shows the difference between 
adequate knowledge Cit:t Arnauld's sense) and complete knowledge (in 

Descartes' sense) and how the latter is enough to support his 
'Epistemological Argument' . Also, based on his conception of the 
nature of a substance, and the relationship between substances and their 
attributes, Descartes shows the inadequacy of Arnauld's keen analogies 
when applied to really distinct things such as thought and matter. 

Arnauld's objections have long endured and can often be found in 
contemporary studies as a source of criticism for Cartesian dualism. But, 
generally, we are not to ld about the striking effect that Descartes' replies 
had on Arnauld. Between June and July in 1648, Arnauld wrote two 
letters [AT V 184; 211], that were immediately answered by Descartes 
[AT V 192; 219; CSM-K III 354; 356]. Arnauld's first le tter shows a general 
satisfaction with the replies. But here Arnauld adds some questions o n 
matters about which he is not quite convinced, as the idea that the mind 
is always thinking. For him the mind, as a thinking thing, requires 
nothing but the faculty of thought, just as the corporeal substance that is 
always divisible, but is no t always divided [AT V 188). Descartes' answer 
is simple and again refers to the nature and re lationship between 
substance and its attributes: 

Nevertheless it seems necessary that the mind should always be actually 
engaged in thinking; because thought constitutes its essence, just as 
extension constitutes the essence of a body. Thought is not conceived 
as an attribute which can be present or absent like the division of parts, 
or motio n, in a body [AT V 193; CSM-K m 3551. 
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In his second letter Arnauld says he fully agrees with him on the fact 
that the mind is always thinking [AT V 213]. Arnauld was so convinced 
by Descartes' a rguments that in his work Des vrais et des fausses 
idees (1683), o ne o f the seven rules he offers 'to search the truth and 
avoid many mistakes in natural sciences'(VFI, 38:181-183) is: '6. Do no 
treat o r conceive of minds o r souls as bodies; no r bodies as minds or 
souls. Do not attribute to one what applies only to the other. Thus, one 
o ug ht no t to ascribe beliefs to material bodies or extension and 
divis ibility to minds'. 29 As Nadle r po ints out 'the strict d ualism o f 
Cartesianism demands the methodological principle that o ne should no t 
mix categories and predicate of o ne kind of object what can be 
predicated o nly of ano the r'. 30 

Catem s and Arnauld argued in favor of establishing merely a 
dis tinctio n o f reason or a fo rmal distinction between the mind and the 
body. This would avoid the doctrine o f separate existence, which stands 
in the way o f a reductionist conception o f thought and matter. If 
Descartes had accepted some o f the objections received, he could have 
gone one step fo rward in what Cott ingham calls Descartes' general 
reductio nist p rogra m. This author states that Descartes was open to a 
rad ical mechanistic reductio nism in the Traite de l'homme, and that his 
'scientific work on the human nervous syste m points unmistakably in 
the directio n o f the hom me-machine .. .' .31 Nevertheless, as Cottingham 
mainta ins this full reductio nist program was not attempted by Descartes. 

Furthermore, in a ll his replies concerning the real distinctio n and the 
no n-corpo rea l na ture o f the mind, Descartes did no t make the slightest 
concessio n. I maintain that Descartes' intransigence is ancho red in the 
metaphysical fo undatio ns he laid fo r his physical science. Due to its 
foundationa l nature, the Cartesian philosophica l and scientific pro ject 
required an indubitable principle: 

Archimedes used to demand just o ne fi rm and immovable point in 
order to shift the entire earth; so I can hope for great things if I manage 
to find just o ne thing, however slight, that is certain and unshakeable 
[AT IX 19; CSM II 161. 

29· Cf. Steven M. Nadler, Arnauld and the Cartesian Philosophy of Ideas 
(Princeto n: Princeton University Press, 1989), 36. 

30 Ibid. 
;\ t Cottingham, 'Cartesian Dualism. . .', 252. 
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. 
Descartes states this at the beginning of the Second Meditation. There, 
through the methodological doubt he finds the certain principle he 
searched for. It is extremely important to keep in mind that, fo r 
Descartes, the cogito is his 'Archimedean' po int due to its incorporeal 
nature. 

To fulftll his scientific-philosophical project, departing from an 
indubitable principle, Descartes redefined the traditional natures o f 
thought and matter as independent and really distinct substances. Thus, 
in his replies to Caterus and Arnauld, Descartes maintains that the 
distinction is real because: 1) the mind and the body are things we 
clearly and distinctly perceive apart from each other; each is conceived 
as a complete thing whose mutual separability allows it to exist on its 
own, without the other, and 2) the distinction refers to an extra-mental 
dominion, and the mind is capable of recognizing the distinction but it 
is not creating it. 

Cartesian dualism characterizes ontologically the thinking and the 
extended substances. But I think dualism has to be considered also in its 
epistemological dimension, basically for two reasons: 1) true and 
indubitable knowledge is based on the incorporeal nature of the mind, 
which is possible because of the Cartesian real distinction , and 2) the 
object of knowledge of the physical world must be a completely 
quantifiable thing, deprived of any kind of soul, like the extended 
substance with its attributes and properties, that can only be conceived 
this way because of the substantial real distinction . 

Perhaps, in the Meditations, Descartes does not emphasize enough 
that his foundations for knowledge are intended to comprise 
metaphysical as well as physical objects. But through a systematic 
reading of Descartes' previous works, specifically the so called scientific 
works ( 1be World, the Treatise on Man, the essays prefaced by the 
Discourse), we can dearly see how greatly important it was for him to 
found the possibility of reaching a true and certain knowledge of the 
physical world. The thinking substance, whose incorporeality is argued 
in the Meditations and defended in the Replies, is capable of knowing 
with certainty the nature of the extended matter , deprived by Descartes' 
dualism of occult powers and unquantifiable attributes and known to 
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behave in accordance with the laws of mechanics.32 In my opinion, this 
is a powerful reason for Descartes intransigence with his dualistic 
conception . Otherwise, his philosophical and scientific project could 
not be founded. 33 

National Autonomous University of Mexico 

32 Cf. M. I3olton, 'Seventeenth Century Mechanism and Causal Powers: what is 
Wrong with Virtus Donn it iva?', in L. Benitez y J. A. Robles (eds.) Materia, Espacio y 
Tiempo: de Ia Filosofia Natural a La Ffstca (Mexico: FFyL-UNAM, 1999). 

33 In preparing this work I received support from the Faculty of Psycho logy and 
the DGAPA/UNAM. I am especially grateful to Martha B. Bolton (Rutgers University) 
and Laura Benitez (IIF/U NAM) for their advise and support. The insightful comments 
of J. A. Robles (IIF/ UNAM), Lorena Garda (IIF/ UNAM) and P. j o ray (CRS/U. de 
Neuchatel) o n an earlier draft are appreciated. I am also thankful to A. Garrett 
(Doston University) and K. Winkler (Wellesley College) for their helpful comments. 
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