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Descartes’ Dualism: Correcting
Some Misconceptions

ANDREA CHRISTOFIDOU

[T]HOSE wHO DO NOT bother to grasp the proper order of my arguments and the
connection between them, but merely try to quarrel with individual passages, will not
get much benefit from the book. (Descartes [AT VII g79])

For the greater part of this century, philosophy has relegated Descartes to the
réle of anti-hero, with philosophers defining their positions against “what are
seen as deeply flawed Cartesian paradigms.” This stance is succinctly cap-
tured in a recent paper by Bernard Williams:

[Descartes’] works (or a few of them) are read (or partly read) as the most challenging
and informative misleading example of what is to be rejected [...] He is typically
presented [...] as one who simply had a weakness for scepticism, or perhaps for
mathematical certainty [...] or whatever misconception particularly impresses the
teacher as providing the source of scepticism: a student will reasonably conclude, not
only that Descartes is a fool, [...] but more damagingly, that a subject which [.. ]
thinks it important that one should now read [his] works [...] cannot be a very serious
subject.?

If having a weakness for scepticism has been seen as one flaw in Descartes,
having a weakness for dualism has undoubtedly been seen as another; my
concern here is solely with the latter. My primary focus is on the claim (which I
call the standard claim),3 that Descartes based his dualism on a fallacious argu-

1John Cottingham, “Introduction,” in John Cottingham, ed., Reason, Will, and Sensation: Studies
in Descartes” Metaphysics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 2, 1-16.

2Bernard Williams, “Descartes and the Historiography of Philosophy,” in John Cottingham,
ed., Reason, Will, and Sensation: Studies in Descartes’ Metaphysics, 24—25, 19—27.

3See among others the works of some of the influential figures of our time: D. M. Armstrong,
“The Causal Theory of the Mind,” in W. Lycan, ed., Mind and Cognition: A Reader (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 199o); Tyler Burge, “Individualism and Self-knowledge,” The Journal of Philosophy 85
(1988): 649-663; Peter Carruthurs, Introducing Persons (London: Croom Helm, 1986); Paul
Churchland, Matter and Consciousness (Cambridge: MIT Press, rev. ed. 1990); Mark Johnson, The
Body in Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987); Anthony Kenny, The Metaphysics of Mind
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ment found in the Discourse Part IV (AT VI g2-g34) which involves a move
from what he can or cannot doubt to a metaphysical conclusion. This argu-
ment is standardly referred to as the argument from doubt.

This is not the first investigation into the Discourse argument, but the major
problem with previous examinations of the argument is their approach: the
examinations and reformulations are not of Descartes’ argument but of
Arnauld’s version of it, which has been seen as involving a fallacious application
of Leibniz’s principle. Inevitably the results tend to fall in line with the general
consensus: even if the argument from doubt (however reformulated) is not
Descartes’ only argument for dualism, it is one of them, and it is fallacious.5 The
approach I adopt here is different since my main concern is not with yet
another reformulation of Arnauld’s version of the argument, but with a critical
examination of the standard claim itself. I contend that the standard claim de-
rives its force mainly from a number of misconceptions of Descartes’ argu-
ments; it derives its persistence largely from a general acceptance of an anti-
dualist paradigm—the adoption of the “dogmatic rule that dualism is to be

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Michael McKinsey, “Anti-Individualism and Privileged
Access,” Analysis 51 (1991): 9g—16; Paul K. Moser and J. D. Trout, “General Introduction,” in Paul
K. Moser and J. D. Trout, ed., Contemporary Materialism: A Reader (London: Routledge, 1995);
Sydney Shoemaker, “Immortality and Dualism,” in Stuart C. Brown, ed., Reason and Religion
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977); Peter Smith and O. R. Jones, The Philosophy of Mind: An
Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Richard Swinburne, “The Structure
of the Soul,” in A. Peacocke and Grant Gillett, ed., Persons and Personality (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1987); and more recently, David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1996); P. Gilbert, K. Lennon, and S. Burwood, Philosophy of Mind (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 1998); and Thomas Nagel, “Conceiving the Impossible and the Mind-Body
Problem,” in Philosophy 73 (1998): 237-352. Indeed, in a recent paper on “The Real Distinction
and Intentionality,” presented to the Philosophical Society (at the Sub-Faculty of Philosophy,
Oxford, Trinity Term 1998), Gregory McCulloch claimed that as far as he was concerned Des-
cartes draws the Real Distinction between mind and body in the First Meditation, and that the evil
demon hypothesis is simply a gloss on that distinction. Apart from the general misunderstanding
of the Meditations, there is the worrying misunderstanding of what a real distinction is.

4René Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, D. Mur-
doch, trans. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). All references are to this edition.

5See, for example, Georges Dicker, Descartes: An Analytical and Historical Introduction (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1993); see also Peter Smith and O. R. Jones, The Philosophy of Mind: An
Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); it is interesting to note here that
Smith and Jones discuss Aristotle’s work on the soul (or psyche) and align it with their anti-
Cartesian position. The authors take only half of Aristotle’s thesis and present it as a naturalistic
account of the mind, claiming that “the Aristotelian approach has considerable merits; in particu-
lar, it has the very considerable virtue of successfully avoiding the difficulties which plague the
Cartesian,” 81. Aristotle’s distinction between psyche and nois, and in particular the relation be-
tween active and passive nots (which remained unexplained in Aristotle’s work), as well as the
relation between nois and the rest of the psyche, have been seen—both by Aristotle himself and by
Aristotle scholars through the centuries—as being among of the most difficult and intractable
problems in the whole of Aristotle’s work.
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avoided at all cost”® and the assumption that physicalism is true: “Many philoso-
phers do not give any arguments for physicalism, but take some such position
for granted in all their reasonings.”” Paul Churchland, for instance, claims that
our conception of mental phenomena “constitutes a radically false theory, a
theory so fundamentally defective that both the principles and the ontology of
that theory will eventually be displaced.”® One asks (with David Ross), if reason
has made such an egregious error about itself, what is it that reassures
Churchland that reason can be trusted in its power to know anything at all?9

My central task is two-fold: (a) to argue that correcting the misconceptions
shows that the Discourse argument is not only immune to the standard claim, but
is in fact not an argument from doubt at all—indeed, there is no argument in
Descartes, much less the argument for dualism, which is established on the
basis of doubt, or of ignorance—and (b) to show that the Discourseargument is
not an argument for dualism. As a result of examining the standard claim,
further objections come into focus, but given the scope of this paper I deal
with only some of them; in particular I do not discuss the most controversial
one, the incorporeality objection, since any plausible defence of it would re-
quire a paper in itself. As John Cottingham puts it: “That Descartes’ metaphysi-
cal manoeuvres fail to provide a plausible defence of the incorporeality thesis
is hardly a new complaint.”* By correcting the misconceptions on which the
standard claim is based, however, I provide a framework for addressing the
incorporeality objection and for redressing the imbalance prevalent in our
current philosophical climate.

1. THE STANDARD CLAIM

In a passage in Part IV of the Discourse (hereafter simply ‘the Discourse passage’)
Descartes argues as follows:

I saw that while I could pretend that I had no body and that there was no world and no
place for me to be in, I could not for all that pretend that I did not exist. I saw on the

6Daniel Dennett, Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 1991), 37 (his
italics).

7Jennifer Hornsby, “Physicalism, Events and Part-Whole Relations,” in E. LePore and B.
McLaughlin, ed., Actions and Events: Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1985), 445, 444—460.

8Paul Churchland, “Eliminative Materialism and the Propositional Attitudes,” The Journal of
Philosophy 78 (1981): 67—-90

9See W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930), 82.

1] discuss the rest in my forthcoming book Descartes: God, Mind, and the World (Oxford: Oxford
University Press).

11 John Cottingham, “Cartesian dualism: theology, metaphysics, and science,” in John Cotting-
ham, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Descartes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 245,

236-257.
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contrary that from the mere fact that I thought of doubting the truth of other things, it
followed quite evidently and certainly that I existed [...] From this I knew I was a
substance whose whole essence or nature is simply to think, and which does not require
any place, or depend on any material thing, in order to exist. Accordingly this ‘T’ [that
is, the mind . ..] is entirely distinct from the body, and [...] would not fail to be
whatever it is, even if the body did not exist. (AT VI g2-33)

The standard interpretation and ultimate rejection of Descartes’ argument,
however, pivots on and follows that of Arnauld in the Fourth Set of Objections:
(AT VII 198)2

I can doubt whether I have a body, and even whether there are any bodies at all in the
world. Yet for all that, I may not doubt that I am or exist, so long as I am doubting or
thinking. Therefore I who am doubting and thinking am not a body. For, in that case,
in having doubts about my body I should be having doubts about myself.

The Discourse passage reveals a number of difficult issues in Descartes’ work,
which must be carefully considered before the passage is dismissed as fallacious.

Most authors, both in his own time and at present, seem unaware that
Descartes’ arguments are not arguments from doubt, or from imagination, but
only from clear and distinct understanding of what can and cannot be
doubted—in fact he explicitly rejects any argument that attempts to establish
dualism on the basis of imaginability, fantasy fits, ignorance, or doubt. For
example, he says, “it would indeed be a case of fictitious invention if I used my
imagination to establish that I was something or other” (AT VII 28). The use
of one’s imagination is a clear indication that one has not reached the level of
clear and distinct conception which is necessary for objective or real possibility.
Not only does it not follow that what is imaginable is objectively or really
possible—much less objectively certain—since the imagination offers no real
clue as to the essence or nature of things, but also the imagination, he argues,
is open to doubt.’3 Most authors also seem unaware of the various distinctions
that are central to Descartes’ arguments. And despite what appear to be genu-
ine attempts to get absolutely clear about the Discourseargument, such attempts
are directed at Arnauld’s version of the argument. Moreover, such attempts
betray a noticeable lack of awareness of the centrality of the notion of clear and
distinct conception, and of the complexity of the issues involved in the Discourse
passage. At times, some authors express an unwillingness to enter into what
they consider to be “the details of the scholarly debate,” but this seems at best a
rather poor excuse given the centrality of the issues involved and their claim
that his argument for dualism is fallacious.

12 See also the Third Set of Objections and Replies (AT VII 172-7).
'3 See also John Cottingham, 245, in John Cottingham (1992).
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2. STAGE-SETTING

Before I begin an examination of the standard claim and of the issues involved
in the Discourse passage, I shall set out the framework within which Descartes’
arguments are best discussed and understood, and bring out the distinctions at
the heart of the issues to be explored.

First, when considering Descartes’ arguments it is crucial that one follow
the strategically important order of the analytic method (see Second Replies, AT
VII 155). That is, one should heed the basic distinction that he draws between
the order of logical demonstration and the order of effective exposition, which
he expressed clearly in his letter to Mersenne (24 December 1640):

It should be noted that throughout the work the order I follow is not the order of the
subject-matter, but the order of the reasoning. This means that I do not attempt to say
in a single place everything relevant to a given subject, because it would be impossible
for me to provide proper proofs, since my supporting reasons would have to be drawn
in some cases from considerably more distant sources than in others. Instead, I reason
in an orderly way from what is easier to what is harder, making what deductions I can,
now on one subject, now on another. [...] The order of the subject-matter is good only
for those whose reasoning is disjointed, and who can say as much about one difficulty
as about another. (AT III 266-7)

Second, it is important to distinguish between his epistemological argu-
ments and his metaphysical arguments, and their degrees of commitment.
The epistemological arguments are bound up with an “order corresponding to
[one’s] own perceptions”—they are what I call subjectively certain. Subjective
certainty, however, is not psychological certainty, nor is it any arbitrary state of
subjective perceptions, or a matter of introspecting one’s psychological or
sensory experience. Introspective sensory experience, contrary to the received
view in the philosophy of mind, is rejected by Descartes as a basis for truth and
certainty, since he sees introspection (which he calls internal sense) as being just
as unreliable as the external senses. (AT VII 76-%7). The truth of his judg-
ments does not depend upon how he feels, or upon his seemings, or upon his
sensory conscious awareness, or upon a state of doubt. Rather, in subjective
certainty the emphasis is on the logical or intellectual form of cognition, not on
its psychological character; it involves having good reasons to know that a
proposition is true, reasons that depend upon what is clearly and distinctly
understood—that is, what is true. As Williams argues, truth and certainty
cannot come apartin Descartes’ project without rendering that projectincoher-
ent.’4 The distinction appropriate here is that between cognitio and scientia;

14Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books,
1978). The point is that all rational thinkers will, if they enquire austerely and systematically,
progress in the same direction.
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both are true and cannot be contradicted, but the latter is objectively true and
certain (with the guarantee of God), while the former is subjectively true and
certain, that is, time-bound,!5 and objectively possible (and does not need the
guarantee of God). In light of all this it is astonishing that Descartes has been,
and still is, saddled with a sense-datum theory, the myth of the given, and an
introspective epistemology. It seems that such wild attributions have been and
are still made because of our tendency to read him from our own post-Humean
empiricist viewpoint, and because of our failure to distinguish between what
Descartes calls the “natural light of reason”—a process of reasoning that can be
conceived to be valid by anyone who reasons or thinks at all—and the phenome-
nological quality of consciousness. For example, Anita Avramides writes: “Des-
cartes claimed that indubitability was the mark of a special [. . .] and peculiar
relationship to his own mental life.” We are not told where Descartes claims this;
instead, Avramides continues:

We might say that what is special about the subject’s relation to his own mental life is
that all aspects of that life are presented [...] with a certain phenomenological quality.
[.. .] Descartes no sooner makes this observation than he misinterprets it, and in doing
so, he moves from having a subjective conception of mind to embracing an objective
conception of it [...]. The irony is that in seeking to explain this special relation, the
Cartesian loses sight of it.*6

The irony is that in misunderstanding Descartes’ arguments, contemporary
philosophers lose sight of the subtlety of his distinctions and the rigour of the
order of reasoning. Consequently, they attribute to him views that he does not
hold.

An idea is clear when it is present to the careful and attentive mind—that is,
when it has undergone rigorous scrutiny. It is this requirement that is implicitin
Descartes’ reply when he says: “it requires some care to make a proper distinc-
tion between what is clearly and distinctly perceived and what merely appears to
be” (AT VII 462). It should be obvious that ‘perceive’ in this context does not
mean sensory perception or observation, but intellectual perception, which
involves clarity and distinctness, and which is connected with understanding
why things are or must be thus and so. An idea is distinct when it is not mixed
with any ideas that are not clear, or which are extraneous to the nature or status
of what is clearly understood. A clear and distinct conception “is not a concep-
tion of the imagination, that is to say, a conception that is in the mind merely in
the form of an image or set of images.”'7 As Descartes points out in a letter to
Mersenne (July 1641), what marks the distinction between imagination (even as

5 Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry, 201.

16 Anita Avramides, Meaning and Mind: An Examination of a Gricean Account of Language (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 1989), 132—-133.

17 Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry, 222.
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a modus cogitationis) and conception or understanding isnotwhether theirrespec-
tive ideas “are expressed by terms or by propositions [. . . since] they can both be
expressed in either way.” Rather, it is “the manner of conceiving them which
makes the difference” (AT I1I 395; see also section I above). And in the Fifth Set of
Replies, he stresses that “the powers of understanding and imagining do not
differ merely in degree but are two quite different kinds of mental operation”
(AT VII 385). It is evident then that clear and distinct ideas are neither images
nor iconic thoughts. Henceforth, I shall use the terms ‘clear and distinct idea,’
‘clear and distinct conception,” and ‘proposition’ interchangeably. Further-
more, a clear and distinct conception is concerned with the question “What is
it?” and not with the question “What is itlike?”; itis a conception of real essence
in abstracto, not of the very existence of things in their de facto independence of
the meditator’s conception of them. This distinction is crucial since it clearly
shows that Descartes’ clear and distinct conceptions do not have any illegitimate
existential import. One can reason about the essence of a triangle or a physical
object (a piece of wax) without being committed to the existence of triangles or
of physical objects. Existential commitments (exceptin the cases of the cogitoand
the existence of God) can be guaranteed only by God—hence the centrality to
the project of God’s réle as a metaphysical bridge from objective possibility to
objective certainty. This is instructive, for “the possibility then arises—one fully
exploited by Descartes, of course—that even when we are sensorily aware of
sensible objects, more is involved in the total cognitive situation than the mere
having of sensations.”® This is the insight which Kant explores through his
emphasis on the dual réle of sensibility and understanding.

Clarity and distinctness do not constitute a methodological maxim enunci-
ated only problematically in the Regulae (Rule Three, AT X 368), but a joint
criterion of truth (established by means of the self-evidently true cogito, and)
asserted categorically.!9 Propositions satisfying such a criterion delineate real

8A. D. Smith, “Berkeley’s Central Argument Against Material Substance,” in John Foster and
Howard Robinson, eds., Essays on Berkeley: A Tercentennial Celebration (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1985), 57, 37-57-

!9 Markie thinks that at the opening paragraph of the Third Meditation Descartes “seems to
change his mind [from the Rules where he accepts clarity and distinctness as a criterion of truth]
when he subjects his faculties to a more critical examination” (Peter Markie, “The Cogito and its
importance,” in John Cottingham, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Descartes, 151, 140—1%73). This is
a misunderstanding of the order of reasoning. The discussion at the beginning of the Third
exemplifies the Socratic method of scrutinising one’s beliefs; clarity and distinctness are estab-
lished as a sufficient criterion after the elenchtic process of the opening paragraph. Markie
further argues that Descartes, in the Replies, “does not take clear and distinct perception to be a
sufficient condition for certainty,” citing in support of his claim Descartes’ admission that the
atheist can have a clear and distinct conception “that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two
right angles,” but not true knowledge. This is a misunderstanding of what clear and distinct
conceptions are and what Descartes means by ‘true knowledge.’
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notions graspable by the intellect, and cannot undermine the relation between
conceiving and understanding, since whatever is clearly and distinctly con-
ceived cannot be doubted—the ‘cannot’ is logical and not psychological, since
Descartes explicitly denounced the psychologism of the Schools (see Regulae,
Rule 2, AT X 865, and Rule 4(A) AT X g72-3).

Thirdly, it should be evident that Descartes’ methodical doubt has a particu-
lar metaphysical application and is put forward positively as an injunction to
guide one in the attainment of knowledge; it has nothing to do with ignorance,
or with psychological doubt that arises from one’s personal predicament: “no
matter who the perceiver is, nothing can be clearly and distinctly perceived
without [. . .] being true” (AT VII 462). What can be drawn from all this is that
a clear and distinct perception is: (a) true, and proof against contradiction;
whatever is clearly and distinctly perceived cannot be altered by any further
investigation; and (b) time-bound in the sense that the meditator can be cer-
tain of his conception while the intellect is carefully and attentively concentrat-
ing on it. Taking conceivability (not imaginability) as sufficient for logical
possibility, it follows that what is clearly and distinctly conceived is genuinely
or objectively possible, and genuine or objective possibility is true possibility.2°
As with all Descartes’ arguments, it is important to get the direction of reason-
ing right: it is not that clear and distinct conceptions are true because we
conceive them as such; rather, we conceive them as such because they are true
(see also Section 6 below).

Thus the meditator will be certain of his judgments only if they are based
on clear and distinct ideas, and he will proceed only from arguments that are
based on what he can clearly and distinctly understand, refraining from mak-
ing any claims about what he does not know or understand, and from drawing
conclusions in the weighty sense. These are exigent requirements of his proj-
ect. The upshot is that those of Descartes’ arguments that are based on an
“order corresponding to [one’s] own perceptions” are epistemological, and their
commitments are minimal, that is, objectively possible.

Fourthly, Descartes’ metaphysical arguments are based on “an order corre-
sponding to the actual truth of the matter,” and in the case of a real distinction
they are bound up with the notion of apartness. Their commitments are
weighty—they give the meditator (with the guarantee of God) what Descartes

2°] say “genuine or true possibility” in order to distinguish it from a conceptual truth, since it
is easy to make a connection (and philosophers have done so) between “true in virtue of meaning”
and metaphysical possibility (or necessity), and to conflate analyticity and necessity. When Des-
cartes clearly and distinctly conceives something he is certain that his understanding is connected
with the reason his conception is true. Such a reason is an answer to the question “How can it be
that. .. ?” and has to do with the explanation of why things are thus-and-so; it is not an answer to
the question “What are your grounds?” which has to do with justification.
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calls scientia or knowledge,?' a formal requirement of which is objective cer-
tainty and not just objective possibility.

Fifthly, we need to understand what a real distinction is and what dualism
is. I confine myself to some preliminary remarks here and expand on them in
Section 5 below. Real distinctness is primarily an ontological thesis—it has to
do with ontological or numerical separability (since it is logically impossible for
a thing to exist apart from itself). Real distinctness ontologically does not entail
dualism. (The distinction between the infinite substance, God, and finite cre-
ated substances is special, since they need the concurrence of God in order to
exist. Whatever the issues involved in this, however, they are not relevant to
my present purposes, since my concern is with finite substances.)

Dualism is a metaphysical thesis—it is concerned with metaphysical distinct-
ness, that is, essential or real distinctness in kind. Dualism depends not only
upon real distinctness ontologically—that is, on a clear and distinct under-
standing that complete things or substances are separable—but also on a clear
and distinct understanding of attributes, and an attribute is what constitutes
the nature or essence of a substance. Both ontological distinctness and dualism
are based “on an order corresponding to the actual truth of the matter.”

3. CRITIQUE OF THE STANDARD CLAIM

With this groundwork in place, I return to the Discourse passage quoted at the
beginning of Section 1 above, but generally found in the literature in a form
paraphrased by Arnauld in the Fourth Set of Objections (AT VII 198); so under-
stood, the argument would indeed involve a fallacy—the substitutional fallacy.

Before committing the passage to the flames, however, we should carefully
consider Descartes’ argument, beginning first with how he intended it to be
understood. In the Preface to the Meditations he writes:

It was not my intention to make those exclusions [i.e., of everything else that could
be said to belong to the nature of mind] in an order corresponding to the actual truth of
the matter (which I was not dealing with at that stage), but merely in an order corre-
sponding to my own perception [. . .]. So the sense of the passage [from the Discourse] was
that I was aware of nothing at all that I knew belonged to my essence except that I was a
thinking thing, or a thing possessing within itself the faculty of thinking. (AT VII 8)

This passage relates to another of Descartes’ replies. In the Fifth Set of Replies he
refers to the Discourse passage and to similar passages, and stresses that “belong-
ing to me” is clearly quite different from “belonging to the knowledge which I
have of myself” (AT VII g57)—the former is a metaphysical claim, the latter is

211t is in this sense that Descartes denies that the atheist can have ‘true knowledge.” Markie
(see n. 19 above) has missed the subtle but important distinctions in the unfolding order of
Descartes’ reasoning.
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epistemological. This distinction is crucial to rebutting the standard claim. Des-
cartes’ argument in the Discourse draws on the latter formulation; it is an
argument based on what belongs to the knowledge which he has of himself at
that stage of his enquiry—on “an order corresponding to [one’s] own percep-
tion.” Such perceptions are, nevertheless, clear and distinct and thus sufficient
for the objective possibility that the mind “would not fail to be whatever it is,
even if the body did not exist” (Discourse AT VI g3).Itis not an argument based
on “an order corresponding to the actual truth of the matter,” with which the
meditator “was not dealing [...] at that stage”; that is, it is not an argument
directly about the nature of things, but an argument about the meditator’s
conception and understanding of their nature, a distinction which Williams
brings out very clearly. Despite all this, Arnauld still asks:

From [the above response] it is clear that the objection still stands in precisely the same
form as it did before, and that the question he promised to answer still remains out-
standing: How does it follow, from the fact that he is aware of nothing else belonging to
his essence, that nothing else does in fact belong to it? (AT VII 19g)

He goes on to “confess that [he is] somewhat slow,” but still insists that he has
been unable “to find anywhere in the Second Meditation an answer to this
question” (op. cit.). This is unsurprising, since Descartes’ arguments in neither
the Discourse nor the Second Meditation are cast in the form that Arnauld repre-
sents them. Given that the intention was not to exclude everything else that
could be said to belong to the nature of mind in an order corresponding to the
actual truth of the matter, with which he was not dealing at that stage, and
given that the arguments are based on an order corresponding to one’s own
conception, and not to the actual truth of the matter, the arguments are
epistemological. No metaphysical conclusions are drawn (much less conclu-
sions based on ignorance; I come back to this below). It follows that the
argument in the Discourse should properly be seen as Descartes intended it: an
epistemological argument with minimal commitments. Its commitments are
subjectively certain (see Section 2 above), and hence objectively possible.

It might be said that even if this response goes some way towards rebutting
Arnauld’s objection, it does not provide a full refutation of it. To meet this
objection we need to ask whether the argument is, as is standardly assumed,
‘an argument from doubt’. Understanding the direction of Descartes’ order of
reasoning is a key to answering this question. Enquiry can take various forms;
in Descartes’ project it takes the form of moving from what one clearly under-
stands, not from what one does not understand, is ignorant of, or doubts. Note
the passage in the Second Meditation where, having shown that at least he is
certain of his own existence and that the attribute of thought cannot be sepa-
rated from him, Descartes raises the question of what else he might be:
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yet may it not perhaps be the case that these very things which I am supposing to be
nothing, because they are unknown to me, are in reality identical with the ‘T of which I
am aware? I do not know, and for the moment I shall not argue the point, since I can
make judgments only about things which are known to me. (AT VII 27; italics added)

Beginning an enquiry from an order corresponding to what one can clearly
and distinctly conceive or understand, and making judgments only about
things which are known to one, is a way of providing oneself with reasons to
know that a proposition is true, and with reasons to know why it is true and
cannot be doubted. It is also a way of providing oneself with reasons to doubt
what, at that stage, can be doubted, but ‘doubting’ in this sense does not mean
ignorance; it means having reasons to doubt, that is, clearly understanding
what can and cannot be assented to at each stage of one’s enquiry. Understand-
ing is bound up with aitias logismos—with scrutinising and working out the
reason for one’s conception that p is, or must be thus and so; it involves not only
intelligibility, but also explanation, which in the case of subjective certainty, as
I explained in Section 2, entails objective possibility. The natural light of
reason, which is not just an arbitrary assumption but a precondition of philo-
sophical enquiry, is trained on the certainty that the meditator is entitled to
have concerning something that he clearly and distinctly understands.

The Discourse passage shows clearly that the premises of the argument are
concerned with what Descartes understands can or cannot be doubted at each
stage, and not with what he is ignorant of, or what he can and cannot doubt, as
Arnauld mistakenly interprets them. The way that the premises are formu-
lated shows the order of his reasoning: “I resolved to...,” “I noticed
that . . .,” “I examined attentively,” ‘I saw that while I could pretend that. . .,”
“I saw on the contrary that from the mere fact that I thought of doubt-
ing ...,” “From this I knew...” (AT VI g2-33). There is no premise in the
argument that begins with: ‘I can doubt . ..” or “I cannot doubt . ..” which is
how Arnauld and the standard-claim defenders represent the argument. The
Discourse argument does not move invalidly from what ke can and cannot doubt,
or is ignorant of, to any conclusion (epistemological, or metaphysical); rather, it
moves validly from what he understands can and cannot be doubted (an under-
standing based on an order corresponding to his clear and distinct percep-
tions) to a conclusion about what belongs to the knowledge which he has of
himself at that stage of his enquiry, not to what belongs to him. It is therefore
not an argument from doubt, but an argument from clear understanding of
what can and cannot be doubted. What the intellect leads one to think or
understand or know at that stage are certain truths about what belongs to the
knowledge that one has of oneself while having reason to doubt certain other
truths—e.g., truths about the body. Understanding does not depend upon
having reasons to doubt; the direction is the other way: having reasons to

”»
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doubt depends upon what the intellect leads one to understand (see First
Meditation AT VII 18). The conclusion of the argument is, like the premises,
epistemological.

Furthermore, the conclusion of the Discourse argument reveals two more
subtle but important points: one about Descartes’ conception of himself as
something, a res or substance, and of the attribute of thought which cannot be
doubted while he is thinking, and one about his conception of the nature and
status of a mental substance qua substance: something, he argues, whose na-
ture is to think and “which does not require any place, or depend on any
material thing, in order to exist” (AT VI g3), since the existence of any created
or finite substance requires only the concurrence of God (see Principles, pt.1
§51). Therefore, the clause “which does not require any place, or depend on
any material thing, in order to exist” is not about what belongs to him; it is not
about the actual truth of matter, but about his conception and understanding
of the nature and status of a mental substance. When he concludes in the
Discourse passage: “From this I knew I was a substance [...],” a conclusion
based on an order corresponding to his own perceptions, he means neither
more nor less than that this res or substance is the subject of attributes, the
subject of thought that can indubitably be said to exist at the time that it is
thinking (see also Section 4 below). And when he finally concludes: “Accord-
ingly this T’ [...] is entirely distinct from body” he means that, whatever the
actual truth of the matter might be, on the basis of an order corresponding to
his own perceptions, he knows first that he is something, a res or substance, to
which he refers as ‘I’; he is absolutely right in doing so, since, to put it in our
terminology, the self-reference principle of T" “tells us that the object of an
‘I’-thought is its subject.”?? And he knows secondly that he is entitled to uphold
the objective possibility that this ‘T’ (qua thinking being) is entirely distinct from
body. No weighty metaphysical conclusions are drawn.

The point can be made vivid by considering a conclusion that Descartes
draws in the Second Meditation: “I am, then, in the strict sense only a thing that
thinks” (AT VII 27), and the objection that has been urged against it by
philosophers who see it as illegitimate. In the Appendix to the Fifth Set of Objections
and Replies, he argues that he did not intend

at all to mean an entire exclusion or negation, but only an abstraction from material
things; for I said that in spite of this we are not sure that there is nothing corporeal in
the soul, even though we do not recognize anything corporeal in it. Here my critic
[Gassendi] is so unfair to me as to try to persuade the reader that when I used the
phrase ‘in the strict sense only’ I meant to exclude the body, and that I thus contra-
dicted myself afterwards when I said that I did not mean to exclude it. (AT VII 215)

22 Gareth Evans, The Varieties of Reference (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 260.
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He intended the phrase to mean “strictly speaking,” or “on the basis of what
belongs to the knowledge which one has of oneself at that stage of one’s
enquiry,” and not on “an order corresponding to the actual truth of the mat-
ter.” As he puts it in the Fourth Set of Replies:

had I not been looking for greater than ordinary certainty, I should have been content
to have shown in the Second Meditation that the mind can be understood as a subsist-
ing thing despite the fact that nothing belonging to the body is attributed to it, and that,
conversely, the body can be understood as a subsisting thing despite the fact that
nothing belonging to the mind is attributed to it (AT VII 226),

and he continues: “I should have added nothing more in order to demonstrate
that there is a real distinction between mind and body.” But given that he was
looking for greater than ordinary certainty, and given his method of enquiry,
contrary to what Gassendi thinks or misunderstands, he could not make any
judgments about things which were unknown to him, namely, about the status
of body. The rigour of his method, the unfolding order of the reasoning,
demands that he make judgments only about things which are known to him,
not about what he does not understand, is ignorant of, or doubts (see AT VII
27 and AT VII g54). That is the reason for saying that everything that he
argues in the “Third, Fourth, and Fifth Meditations contributes to the conclu-
sion that there is a real distinction between mind and body, which [he] finally
established in the Sixth Meditation” (AT VII 226).

Arnauld does, in fact, concede that, as far as he can gather, “the author
does attempt a proof of the claim in the Sixth Meditation” (AT VII 199), but he
insists that the arguments found not only in the Sixth Meditation but also “any-
where in the entire work” (AT VII 201) are inadequate for establishing the
incorporeality of the mind—which s the heart of Descartes’ dualism. This is
perhaps the most controversial objection, but one that falls outside the scope
and task of this paper.

The second part of my central task is to examine whether the Discourse
argument is, as is standardly assumed, Descartes’ argument for dualism. As I
argued in Section 2, dualism is concerned with metaphysical or essential dis-
tinctness (that is, real distinctness in kind), and depends on real distinctness
ontologically—the latter is necessary but not sufficient for dualism. If the
Discourse passage is to be correctly thought of as containing Descartes’ argu-
ment for dualism (or even one of his arguments for dualism), it must also
contain an argument for ontological distinctness. The latter, however, can
only be established (a) when two (or more) entities can be clearly and distinctly
perceived as being apart, and (b) on the basis of “an order corresponding to the
actual truth of the matter.” But the Discourse passage meets neither of these
conditions, nor was it intended to. In it Descartes expressly states that he can
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clearly and distinctly perceive one entity while having reasons to doubt the
other; furthermore, the premises and the conclusion are based on “an order
corresponding to [his] own perceptions” and not “to the actual truth of the
matter.” There is nothing to indicate therefore that a real distinction is, or is
intended to be, established in the Discourse passage. But given that such a
distinction is a necessary condition for dualism, it follows that the Discourse
argument is not, and was not intended to be, an argument for dualism. I
expand on all this in Section 5 below, where I provide further support for my
critique of the standard claim.

The upshot so far is this: first, we cannot ignore the distinctions that are
central to understanding the Discourse argument, nor can we ignore the order
of reasoning, the order of the analytic method. Secondly, the argument is not
an argument from doubt, but from clear understanding of what can or cannot
be doubted. And thirdly, it is an argument based on an order corresponding to
his own perceptions—it is an epistemological argument. It is, therefore, im-
mune to the accusation of fallacy. Finally, the argument does not, and was not
intended to, establish dualism. Both Arnauld and the standard-claim defend-
ers who follow his misinterpretation of the Discourse argument, miss the sub-
tlety, rigour, and direction of Descartes’ reasoning; they think that he follows
“the order of the subject-matter, not the order of reasoning” (AT III 266-7),
and therefore mistakenly assume that in a single place he draws conclusions
about everything relevant to a given subject. But the method of following the
“order of the subject-matter is good only for those whose reasoning is dis-
jointed, and who can say as much about one difficulty as about another” (AT
ITI 266-7).

4. THE SUBSTANTIALITY OBJECTION

A rebuttal of the standard claim is by no means the end to objections against the
Discourse passage. One might still question Descartes’ conception of himself as a
substance and maintain that such a conception is unsupported. In addressing
this objection, I begin by saying that at this stage of his enquiry the meditator is
at least certain that while he is thinking he is not nothing, he is something. As
Descartes says: “I noticed that while I was trying thus to think everything false,
it was necessary that I, who was thinking this, was something” (Discourse, AT VI
32). The meditator is certain that he exists while he is thinking, and this implies
that he has at least a conception of himself as something real, the determinate
nature of which will be (objectively) established progressively through the meta-
physical arguments.

To support Descartes’ conception of himself as a substance, an elucidation
of his notion of substance is required; for present purposes, it will be sufficient
to draw on his discussion in the Principles, and in the Arguments appended to the
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Second Set of Replies. 1 start with a general definition in the Principles: “By ‘sub-
stance’ we can understand nothing other than a thing which exists in such a
way as to depend on no other thing for its existence” (Principles pt.I, §51).23 In
this sense, he argues, there is only one substance, namely God; “the term
‘substance’ does not apply univocally [. . .] to God and to other things” (loc. cit.)
However, he distinguishes between this genuine (infinite) substance and finite
substances, that is, “substances in the secondary sense.” A finite substance is
that which can exist only with the concurrence of God (loc. cit.); in this sense
“the term ‘substance’ applies univocally to mind and to body” (op. cit. §52). In
the Arguments, the notion of substance is as the subject of properties or attri-
butes. Definition V: “Substance. This term applies to every thing in which
whatever we perceive immediately resides, as in a subject [. . .] By ‘whatever we
perceive’ is meant any property, quality or attribute of which we have a real
idea [...] and a real attribute cannot belong to nothing” (AT VII 161).

The pressing question is: how can Descartes claim that he has a conception
of himself as a substance? The reply is as follows: (i) nothing has no properties
or attributes; (ii) if there are properties or attributes there must be something
(a substance) to which they belong; (iii) I clearly and distinctly perceive the
attribute of thought as an attribute that cannot be doubted while I am thinking
or doubting; hence (iv) I am able to assert that there must be something, a res
or substance, to which that attribute belongs.

What are the grounds for the premises of this reply? (i) is a metaphysical
principle, or common notion: “nothingness possesses no attributes, that is to
say, no properties or qualities” (Principles pt.I, §52; see also Section 5 below).24

23 See also Armstrong who argues that substance is something that is “logically capable of
independent existence. It could exist although nothing else existed.” D. M. Armstrong, Nominalism
and Realism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 115.

24 This principle is part of the structure of the metaphysical system which underpins Des-
cartes’ quest. Markie argues that Descartes presents this metaphysical principle in the Principles as
bearing on the notion of substance as that which is independent of everything else, what Markie
calls substance1 (Peter Markie, “Descartes’ Concepts of Substance,” in John Cottingham, ed.,
Reason, Will, and Sensation: Studies in Descartes’ Metaphysics, 80, 63—87). Markie goes on to say that
Descartes is mistaken in thinking that this principle is self-evident when it is applied to substance1,
but he argues that it is self-evident when it is applied to what Markie calls substance,, that is,
substance as a subject of properties. Perhaps, he says, Descartes switches from one to the other
“without catching the difference between them,” n. 20. I am inclined to disagree; Descartes uses
the principle, in the Principles, in the context of raising the epistemological question as to how we
become aware of substance. He clearly states: “we cannot initially become aware of a substance
merely through its being an existing thing, since this alone does not of itself have any effect on us”
(op. cit. pt. I, §52). This means that, having given a general definition concerning the ontological
status of substance, there is not very much else epistemologically that we can say about it. The
metaphysical principle “nothing has no properties or attributes” is a presupposition of the epistemo-
logical argument of how we become aware of substance (see Section j below). Descartes is not
applying the principle directly to substance1. If this is correct then, as Markie argues, he can hold
that the principle is self-evident.
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(ii) follows from the metaphysical categories of substance, attribute, and mode,
and their asymmetrical relations of dependence, their conceptual distinction,
and their modal distinction (see Sections 5 and 6). The distinction between
substance and attribute is a distinction of reason or a conceptual distinction,
not a real distinction (Principles pt.I, §52; see also Section 5 below); the relation
of dependence between attribute and substance is not a causal but an essential
relation. If there are attributes, then there must be substances to which they
belong; this does not yet tell us whether there are attributes or substances.
However, “if we perceive the presence of some attribute, we can infer that there
must also be present an existing thing, or substance to which it may be attrib-
uted” (loc. cit., italics added), but such an inference is not to some unspecified
substance or bare substratum, nor is such a perception a sensory one; it is a
perception of reason. I pursue the point by considering the presence of the
attribute of thought which cannot be denied without a contradiction, and
hence allows the inference to there being a substance to which it belongs. (iii)
implies that one can clearly understand that one cannot doubt that one is
thinking, because doubting is another kind of thinking—hence, by (ii), one can
clear and distinctly perceive that the attribute of thought is present and cannot
be doubted while one is thinking. Then (iv) validly concludes that one can be
certain from the fact that one is thinking that there must be something, a res or
substance to which the attribute of thought belongs and from which it cannot
be separated; the commitment is no stronger than what belongs to the knowl-
edge that one has of oneself. It is on the basis of this transcendental argument
that the meditator at that stage of his enquiry can claim that he is something;
he calls this res or substance ‘I.’

Those who do not follow the order of Descartes’ reasoning might still
object that by saying that he has a conception of himself as a substance Des-
cartes is claiming more than he is entitled to—he is making claims about what
is objectively the case, something that can be grasped only from an objective
standpoint and not from the first-person point of view of the meditator. Put
differently, he is assuming that everything that he needs to know about what is
objectively the case, when he raises the question “What am I?” is written on the
face of cogito, ergo sum. The issues run deep here, but the core of the objection
seems to be a confusion between epistemological and ontological questions—
between what belongs to the knowledge that he has of himself at that stage and
the actual truth of the matter. The fact that the thinker from his first-person
point of view cannot deny without existential inconsistency that he exists, that
he cannot deny without absurdity that the attribute of thought is inseparable
from him while he is thinking, that if he can clearly and distinctly perceive the
presence of the attribute of thought there must be something to which it be-
longs, and that the distinction between an attribute and the thing to which it
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belongs is a distinction of reason and not a real distinction, none of this entails
that such truths cannot be grasped from an objective standpoint, but not in
any sense that would give comfort to an adherent of the physicalist conception
of the mind.25 Nor does it entail that the thinker is seeking to generalise from
the first person (from “What am I?”) to what is objectively the case (to “what
we are”). It entails only that the thinker from his first-person point of view can
and does assent to the objective possibility of such truths. There is nothing in
the meditator’s conception of himself, and in his conception of the objective
world (even at this stage of his enquiry) that does not conform to what Gareth
Evans suggests: namely, that just as one’s first-person thoughts require the
intelligibility of a link with one’s conception of the objective world, so one’s
objective conception of the world requires the intelligibility of a link with one’s
first-person conception.? Whatever the actual truth of the matter is, the intelli-
gibility or objective possibility of such links are part of the meditator’s clear and
distinct conception. Furthermore, whatever the actual truth of the matter is, ‘T’
picks out an undeniably real subject. As Descartes declares: “let whoever can
do so deceive me, he will never bring it about that I am nothing, so long as I
continue to think I am something; or make it true at some future time that I
have never existed, since it is now true that I exist” (AT VII g6). To put this
insight in modern terms, the cogito reveals the self-reference of ‘I’ (unlike that
of any other indexical, demonstrative, or proper name) to be unshakable,
requiring no criteria of identity, and makes vivid the fact that the continuity of
the thinker involves “no keeping track of the object.” Such reference is
identification-free; it is immune to error through misidentification.?7
Descartes’ argument is certainly not directly about the nature of self-
consciousness, much less about the nature of self-consciousness as self-
contained, or as isolated from, or as having its content independently of the
objective world (as, for example, John McDowell claims?8). Even at the stage of
his enquiry where his judgments are based on an order corresponding to the
clear and distinct conception of what belongs to the knowledge that he has of
himself, and not to the actual truth of the matter, such considerations are
neither part of his commitments, nor do they follow from his arguments.

25 There is a long tradition in which ‘objective’ has been treated as co-extensive with ‘physical’;
it might be true that whatever is physical is objective, but it does not follow that whatever is
objective is physical—see my “Subjectivity and the First Person: Some Reflections,” Philosophical
Inquiry 21 (1999): 1-27. )

26 Gareth Evans, The Varieties of Reference, 212.

27See my “First Person: The Demand for Identification-free Self-reference,” The Journal of
Philosophy 92 (1995): 223—234.

28 John McDowell, “Reductionism and the First Person,” in Jonathan Dancy, ed., Reading Parfit
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 230—250.



232 JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY 3Q:2 APRIL 2001

5. THE REAL DISTINCTION OBJECTION

To strengthen my critique of the standard claim, in what follows I focus on the
question of Descartes’ real distinction, attending initially to some elucidatory
remarks, and offering nothing stronger than a framework for a future plausi-
ble defence. Descartes’ definition is that a real distinction is a distinction be-
tween two or more substances or complete things when each of them can be
clearly and distinctly understood apart from the others; “we can perceive that
two substances are really distinct simply from the fact that we can clearly and
distinctly understand one apart from the other” (Principles pt.I §60). The
notion of apartness is central to a real distinction: X and Y are “really distinct
when each of them can exist apart from the other” (df.X AT VII 162). His
criterion for a real distinction is that, if we can clearly and distinctly understand
X apart from Y, then that is sufficient for the recognition that they are really
distinct—that is, separable (see AT VII 132). In Section 2 above I said that a
real distinction has primarily to do with ontological or numerical distinctness,
or separability, and not with metaphysical distinctness. I now offer two rea-
sons in support for such a diagnosis. First, it is clear that neither his definition
of nor his criterion for a real distinction is directly about dualism, which is a
metaphysical thesis concerning distinctness in kind. Secondly, it is consistent
with his definition of and criterion for a real distinction that two or more
mental substances, for example, are really distinct since they can exist apart,
but it does not follow that they are metaphysically distinct. Ontological dis-
tinctness does not entail metaphysical distinctness, though it provides the
basis for it.

In the Sixth Meditation (AT VII 78), Descartes’ argument for the Real Dis-
tinction presents an account of ontological distinctness—that is, of things that
can be clearly and distinctly understood apart from one another. The argu-
ment does not and was not intended to prove that things that can be under-
stood apart exist in separation, but to demonstrate that they are ontologically or
numerically separable, and hence that they can exist in separation—a logical
possibility.29 Real distinction is neither extensionally nor intensionally equiva-
lent to actual separation. The important difference between real distinction and
actual separation has been misconceived by many of his critics, both at the time
and in the present—a misconception that has led to the mistaken view that for
Descartes a person is a disembodied ego. Indeed, in a recent book in the

29]t seems that he himself believed that it was more than merely logically possible that they
ever exist apart, but he knew that this could not be deduced from the argument for dualism. In his
reply to Mersenne Descartes says: “you go on to say that it does not follow from the fact that the
soul is distinct from the body that it is immortal, since it could still be claimed that God gave it such
a nature that its duration comes to an end simultaneously with the end of the body’s life. Here I
admit that I cannot refute what you say” (AT VII 153).



DESCARTES’ DUALISM 239

philosophy of mind the authors claim that the key to the problem with Des-
cartes’ dualism is the neglect of the body and the artificial conception of the
mental that separates it from our embodied involvement with the world.s° A
response to such misconceptions and misunderstandings can be found in what
Descartes actually argues: that a human being, or a person is a substantial
union of mind and body (see, for example, AT VII 56 passim, and AT VII
228). (Nor, incidentally, does the argument depend upon proving the exis-
tence of God. Our knowledge “that two things are really distinct is not affected
by the nature of the power that separates them” [AT VII 170; see also Principles
pt.I §60 quoted above, and AT VII 78]).

The argument for dualism or metaphysical distinctness, which is embed-
ded in and dependent on the argument for ontological distinctness, is an
argument from real essences. It is not only an argument from the clear and
distinct understanding that complete things or substances are separable; it is
also an argument from the clear and distinct understanding of attributes, and
an attribute is what constitutes the nature or essence of a substance; it is what
can be asserted of a substance when we are clearly and distinctly conceiving it
in a general way. (Principles, pt.I §56; see also Second Set of Replies AT VII 162,
df.IX) An attribute is not a property in any ordinary sense of the term, but
what constitutes the very nature of a substance, without which it would not be
what it is, and without which we would be unable to single it out and refer to it.
Clearly and distinctly conceiving a substance, or knowing which substance it is,
cannot leave the question entirely open as to what kind it is; these are the
requirements of reference and singling out based on a clear and distinct con-
ception. What is being singled out by Descartes’ arguments as an object of
reference and understanding is not a bare this or that, not a bare substratum.
We cannot suppose that we can understand which substance it is by conceiving
it as having no attributes without making such a conception impossible.

At the heart of the argument for dualism lies the word quatenus, or in so far
as, which Descartes uses precisely in order to show that he is not making claims
that are stronger than he intended. By means of that word he tries to capture
what can be said in the strict sense only. “[O]n the one hand I have a clear and
distinct idea of myself, in so far asI am simply a thinking, non-extended thing;
and on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an
extended, non-thinking thing” (AT VII #8, italics added). Dualism demon-
strates the metaphysical or essential distinctness of mind and body (the incor-
poreality of mind and the extensionality of body), not their actual or ontologi-
cal separation.

30See P. Gilbert, K. Lennon, and S. Burwood, Philosophy of Mind (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 1998).
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Cottingham provides what he calls a “charitable interpretation” of some of
the issues I discuss in this paper, but presses the following objection:

my ability clearly to perceive X apart from Y (e.g. mind apart from body) cannot, since
my intellect is limited, rule out the possibility that there is a chain of necessary connec-
tions, unperceived by me, which would reveal that Y is after all essential to X.3!

If by ‘necessary’ Cottingham means ‘physically, or causally necessary,’” then
Descartes does not deny that there are causal connections between mind and
body, but it does not follow from this that “Y [body] is after all essential to X
[mind]” (assuming that ‘essential’ here means metaphysically essential), nor
does it follow that Y and X are identical. What does follow is that, although
mind and body are metaphysically distinct, as a matter of contingent fact they
are, as Descartes puts it, intimately connected and do not, as a matter of fact,
exist in separation—they form a substantial union, what Descartes calls a
person. If, on the other hand, by ‘necessary’ Cottingham means ‘logically, or
metaphysically necessary,” then it would be impossible to have a clear and
distinct perception of X apart from Y. We should not think that what is being
clearly and distinctly perceived here is X, and that the phrase ‘apart from Y’ is
a description of the nature of that perception. Rather, what is clearly and
distinctly perceived is ‘the apartness of X from Y,” and such a perception has
nothing to do with ignorance or epistemic limitations, nor does it leave room
for doubt that they are apart. Nor should we think that a real distinction is a
distinction between clear and distinct perceptions; it is a distinction between
entities that can be clearly and distinctly perceived apart from one another.
Apartness does not mean clearly and distinctly perceiving one entity while
having reasons to doubt the other, or without being aware of the other;32 “the
fact that I can clearly and distinctly understand one thing apart from another
is enough to make me certain that the two things are distinct” (AT VII 78).

The crux of the controversy, however, lies in the question: why is that
enough? We should not lose sight of two important points here: first, clear and
distinct perceptions cannot be contradicted; they are based, not on what one is
not aware or is ignorant of, but on understanding. Secondly, it is the essential
nature or necessity of things which constrains one’s clear and distinct per-
ceptions—not the other way round. Thus if two things can be clearly and
distinctly perceived apart, they cannot be essentially connected; conceiving
them apart corresponds to the fact that “they are capable of being separated”
(AT VII 78).

Of course, one can have a clear and distinct perception of X while having

3 John Cottingham, “Cartesian dualism: theology, metaphysics, and science,” in John Cotting-
ham, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Descartes, 245, 236—257.
32 Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry, 118.
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reason to doubt Y, but no real distinction is drawn by Descartes on this basis, no
conclusion is drawn concerning their apartness—the status of Y is left unde-
cided in the Second Meditation, the Discourse passage, and similar passages else-
where. One can also have a clear and distinct perception that X is thus-and-so
without being aware of some (other essential) property of it, some F-ness; but
again, it does not follow that X can be clearly and distinctly perceived apart
from F-ness, or F-ness apart from X, nor is it intelligible that F-ness should be
denied of X simply because one is not aware of F-ness. Arnauld takes ‘deny’ to
mean the same as ‘not being aware of” or as ‘as having reason to doubt’ (see AT
VII 202).

Descartes makes it clear that it is logically possible that “we can clearly and
distinctly understand that a triangle in a semi-circle is right-angled without
being aware that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the
other two sides” (AT VII 224-5), but it is not intelligible that the Pythagorean
property should be denied of it. (AT VII 227) However, the converse is logi-
cally impossible: “we cannot have a clear understanding of a triangle having
the [Pythagorean property] without at the same time being aware that it is
right-angled” (loc. cit.). Furthermore, neither the triangle apart from the Py-
thagorean property nor the Pythagorean property apart from the triangle can
be understood as a complete thing. A right-angled triangle is a complete thing,
but the Pythagorean property is one of its (essential) properties, not a com-
plete thing. Given that it is impossible to have a clear and distinct perception of
a right-angled triangle apart from its Pythagorean property, or the Pythago-
rean property apart from a right-angled triangle, the relation between them is
essential, and the distinction between them is conceptual or a distinction of
reason, not a real distinction. Such an impossibility has nothing to do with our
limited epistemic state or ignorance concerning the Pythagorean theorem.

By parity of reasoning, if the mind were not a res or substance but an
essential property of body, then it would be logically impossible to clearly and
distinctly perceive the mind-property apart from body, just as it is logically
impossible to clearly and distinctly perceive the Pythagorean property apart
from a right-angled triangle. Yet, in the case of “X and Y (mind and body)”
this is not true; there is no logical impossibility at all, once we have reached the
Sixth Meditation: “we can clearly and distinctly perceive the mind apart from
body”; the mind can be clearly and distinctly understood as a complete thing
and “includes nothing at all which belongs to the body,” and the body can be
clearly and distinctly understood as a complete thing and “includes nothing at
all which belongs to the mind” (AT VII 225). All the properties “which belong
to body can be denied of the mind” (AT VII 227) without a contradiction once
we have a clear and distinct perception of mind apart from body, but such a
denial was logically impossible in the case of the triangle and its properties. In
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the case of mind and body, their apartness is logically possible (and that is all
Descartes’ argument needs in order to go through), even if as a matter of
contingent fact they do not exist in separation (and that is all his commitment
amounts to). What can be drawn from these elucidatory remarks is that a real
distinction is established only when both entities are clearly and distinctly con-
ceived apart as complete things.

6. THE TRIVIALITY OBJECTION

At this juncture it might be objected that one’s certainty of having a clear and
distinct conception of X apart from Y requires prior knowledge of something
like the real distinction, the implication being that the argument turns out to
be trivially true. In the Third Set of Objections and Replies, Descartes argues thus:

we do not come to know a substance immediately, through being aware of the sub-
stance itself; we come to know it only through its being the subject of certain acts.
Hence it is perfectly reasonable, and indeed sanctioned by usage, for us to use different
names for substances which we recognise as being the subjects of quite different acts or
accidents. And it is reasonable for us to leave until later the examination of whether
these different names signify different things or one and the same thing. (AT VII 176)

But, he goes on, “once we have formed two distinct concepts of these two
substances” we can establish “whether they are one and the same or different”
(AT VII 1%6). In his reply to Arnauld, Descartes argues:

a real distinction cannot be inferred from the fact that one thing is conceived apart
from another by an abstraction of the intellect which conceives the thing inadequately.
It can be inferred only if we understand one thing apart from another completely, or as
a complete thing. (AT VII 220)

A real distinction is not inferred by an abstraction of the intellect which con-
ceives one thing inadequately. In passages like those in the Discourse and the
Second Meditation, where Descartes can clearly and distinctly conceive one entity
while having reason to doubt the other, no distinction drawn leads to ontologi-
cal or metaphysical conclusions, but only to epistemological considerations.
Any move from such epistemological considerations to the real distinction is
mediated by many and complex arguments, including the argument of con-
ceiving both entities clearly and distinctly. It is only then that the meditator can
move away from the epistemological arguments to the metaphysical argu-
ments and finally establish both ontological and metaphysical distinctness on
“an order corresponding to the actual truth of the matter.” The meditator
then knows “the fundamental ground of difference” essentialto X and to Y. But
in knowing this, it is not the intellect that imposes any de re necessity on things,
nor is it the intellect that makes it thus and so; it is the necessity or the essential
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nature of things which determines one’s thinking.33 As Williams explains, to
understand Descartes’ argument we should not

define ‘essence’ as a particular informative and distinctive sub-set of a thing’s necessary
properties; [rather] a thing’s necessary properties are to be understood as its essence
and properties entailed by its essence. Essence for Descartes is a primary notion.34

The direction of reasoning based on clear and distinct conception is not from
our definitions, or conceptual schemes, or usage of names, to the non-
identifiability of the mind with matter. It is the non-identifiability of mind
with matter—the essential nature of the mind insofar as it is simply a thinking
thing, and the essential nature of body insofar as it is simply an extended
thing—which determines our clear and distinct conceptions and the correct
signification of the names we use. Our definitions, or usage, or conceptual
schemes are a consequence of the non-identifiability and irreducibility of the
mind. If it were the usage of names that determined the nature of substance,
then there would be no point in saying “it is reasonable for us to leave until
later the examination of whether these names signify different things or one
and the same thing” (AT VII 176). On this conception, the mind’s non-
identifiability and irreducibility are the source, not a trivial consequence, of our
definitions and conceptual schemes.35 A clear understanding of the direction
of reasoning makes it hard to see how any of this trivialises the argument for
the real distinction.

7. CONCLUSION

There is a lot of unfinished business. Perhaps the most challenging objection is
that Descartes has not managed to provide even a plausible defence of dualism
or the incorporeality thesis of the mind; this, however, was far from my inten-
tion to discuss, let alone to try to settle here. The issues are complex and
difficult, but my arguments direct one towards a framework within which a
prolegomenon to any future metaphysics of mind can be developed (and such
a metaphysics is genuinely needed), and within which the incorporeality thesis
can be addressed; explicitly, they show that Descartes’ arguments are more
rigorous and watertight than many of his critics both in his own time and at
present have generally recognised. At the heart of Descartes’ metaphysics is the

33 See Meditation V, and Second Set of Replies AT VII 146; see also the letter to More, February
1649, AT V 272, and the letter to Gibieuf, January 1642, AT III 474-8.

3¢ Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry, 119.

35 The direction of Descartes’ reasoning has affinities with and anticipates the externalist thesis
that the reference of our natural kind terms is fixed by the way the world is (of course, by ‘the
world’ he means the world and not just the physical world).
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all-important and recalcitrant philosophical question concerning the mind’s
place in the world. The ultimate answer remains to be found. In the context of
the central task of this paper, however, the corrections I have made to the
misconceptions of both Arnauld’s fallacy objection and the standard claim
against the Discourse passage are substantial and conclusive, and demonstrate
that if philosophers wish to reject Descartes’ dualism they cannot reject it on
the basis of the standard claim.s5

[S]eeing that [philosophy] has been cultivated for many centuries by the most excellent
minds and yet there is still no point in it which is not disputed and hence doubtful, I
was not so presumptuous as to hope to achieve any more in it than others had done.
(Descartes [AT VI g])

New College, Oxford

% This paper has been prompted by the University lectures on Descartes that I have been
giving at the University of Oxford over the last four years. I should like to thank Bill Brewer for
his comments on an earlier draft, and Peter J. King for his comments on and invaluable discus-
sions of earlier drafts.





