What is Cartesian dualism? Is it a defensible metaphysical position?
The relationship between the mind and body has long been the subject of debate within metaphysics and the philosophy of mind. For some Human beings appear to be both physical entities, governed by biological and physical laws, and conscious beings capable of thought, reasoning, sensation and self-awareness. Trying to understand how the two relate to one another is a question that will cause many issues later on. One of the most influential and historically significant responses to this problem is Cartesian dualism, a theory developed by René Descartes in the seventeenth century (Meditations on First Philosophy, 2008). Cartesian dualism holds that the mind and the body are two different kinds of substance, each possessing its own properties. While many later philosophical arguments followed this formulation of beliefs, much criticism has been lodged against the theory. The purpose of this paper is to explain what Cartesian dualism is and to determine if it is a defensible metaphysical notion. First, I will explain what Cartesian dualism is and what Descartes means by substance, and how the mind and body are separate. Then, I will address Descartes’ main claims within his support for dualism, considering cogito ergo sum, conceivability and divisibility. Lastly, I’ll raise the issue over mind body interaction, a crucial component of assessing the plausibility of Cartesian dualism and establishing the main objections to which we will discuss in the latter half of the essay.
In order to understand Cartesian dualism, I first need to explain what the term means. Cartesian dualism is a type of substance dualism, the doctrine that there are two different types of substances in reality. For Descartes a substance is something that is independent from anything else, except God (Principles of Philosophy, 1998). Although God is the only true independent substance, created substances can still be classified according to their principal attributes. Cartesian dualism states that mind and body are distinct as they have different properties and in principle be independent of one another.
The first substance, mental, is referred to as res cogitans and it is determined by virtue of the ability of thought. Descartes defines thought as a wide category that covers: doubting, understanding, affirming, denying, willing, imagining and sensing (Descartes R. , 2008). The mind thinks and does not take up space nor has physical extension. The substance of the body, res extensa, is defined by extension in space. Bodies have size, shape, position, and are divisible into parts. They follow all physical laws of mechanical motion and can be expressed in terms of geometry and movement (Descartes R. , 2008). The important argument of Cartesian dualism is that two kinds of substances are not merely different aspects of the same thing but are actually fundamentally distinct.
This distinction is more prominent than in other kinds of dualism such as property dualism. Property dualists argue that although there is one type of substance usually physical, having both physical as well as mental properties. Descartes in contrast posits mind and body as completely different substances. The mind is not a material thing with uncharacteristic attributes, and the body is not merely a manifestation of mental activity. Each has its own intrinsic nature, and neither can be contained within the other.
Descartes' arguments for dualism are articulated most prominently in Meditations on First Philosophy (2008), particularly in the Second and Sixth Meditations. His position grows out of a larger epistemological project to systematically doubt anything that can be doubted. By way of this method of doubt, Descartes wants to find what can be known with absolute certainty, thus laying the ground for subsequent discovery.
The first big step in this process is the cogito argument. Doubting everything that you can possibly doubt, that being outside world as well as his own body, Descartes finally arrives at the premise that one thing cannot be doubted, that he is thinking. Thus, even assuming that an evil demon is deceiving him about the world, the very act of deception necessitates a mind to think. From that Descartes concludes “cogito ergo sum”, “I think, therefore I am” (Descartes R. , 2008, p. 18). This is the proof for the existence of the self as a thinking thing with certainty. Crucially, this certainty does not rely on the presence of the body. The cogito indicates that the mind is known more clearly and distinctly than the body, which remains uncertain at this point in the argument. The cogito does not in itself demonstrate the mind/body distinction, but it informs dualist thinking. It argues that the essence of human selfhood is thought, not bodily extension. Descartes can say that he is a thinking thing, without reference to physical properties. That gets us to one of his most significant arguments of dualism: the conceivability argument.
The conceivability argument, shown most obviously in the Sixth Meditation, argues that whatever is clearly and distinctly conceived is metaphysically possible because God creates things exactly as it is conceived (Descartes R. , 2008). Descartes writes that he can clearly and distinctly conceive of his mind existing without his body, and likewise conceive of his body existing without his mind. He deduces from this that the mind and the body are actually distinct substances. The reasoning is that if two things can exist independently, then they cannot be identical. Since the mind can be conceived without extension and the body can be conceived without thought, the two are metaphysically distinct.
Linked to this is the divisibility argument. Descartes says that bodies are divisible, that they can be broken into parts, re-ordered and spatially split apart. Minds, by contrast, seem to be indivisible. When we think, we do not experience our consciousness as being composed of separable parts in the way physical objects are (2008). Because the mind and the body have different essential properties, Descartes would argue that they cannot be the same substance. If the mind were identical with the body, its essential attributes, including its divisibility, would have to be in common with the body, which they appear not to be.
But to claim that mind and body are two separate substances presents an immediate, serious problem, how can they interact? We know from experience that mental states and bodily states are causally connected. Physical injuries cause pain, desires cause bodily movements, and emotions cause physiological changes. If the mind is non-physical and has no extension, compared to the body which is solely physical and extended, it is unclear how causal interaction between the two is possible. Causation, at least as it’s thought about in the physical world, seems to involve contact, force, or an energy transfer, all of which require physical extension. If the mind lacks extension altogether, how it could cause changes in the body or be affected by bodily events or even have effects on external matter. This objection was brought up by Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia in her correspondence with Descartes (Elisabeth of Bohemia and Descartes, 2007). She asked how an immaterial mind could determine bodily motion without itself being physical. Descartes’ account, first appealing to elementary ideas of mind–body union and then to the pineal gland; a gland that he thought to be uniquely situated in the brain and potentially the location in which the immaterial mind directly affects the flow of animal spirits in the body, causing bodily movement, and via which bodily changes might influence the mind; tends to be seen as unsatisfactory. Instead of providing a straightforward metaphysical explanation, they seem to draw on obscure or ad hoc assumptions. This is compounded by the fact that many critics maintain that Cartesian dualism does not offer a coherent account of mental causation and thus undermining it existence as a metaphysical theory.
Another objection arises from advances in neuroscience and psychology. There is now a growing body of empirical evidence for a strong association between mental states and brain states. Damage to certain parts of the brain causes changes to personality, memory, emotional responses and cognitive abilities (Churchland, 1988). Injuries to regions in the frontal lobes, for instance, can change a person’s character and decision-making, while damage to areas related to language can cause speech and comprehension problems. These findings seem to indicate that mental phenomena are deeply dependent on physical brain processes.
Correlation by itself is not the same as causality, but the extent and magnitude of these correlations make substance dualism somewhat less likely (Kim, 2011) If the mind were a separate, immaterial substance, the question of why changes in the brain would be reliably and predictably linked to mental life arises. Physicalist explanations aim to provide a simpler, more scientifically plausible explanation by linking mental states to brain states or by reducing mental phenomena to physical processes (Churchland, 1988; Putnam, 1967). 
Descartes’ conceivability argument has also been subject to much criticism. The argument, as discussed earlier, claims that if two things can be clearly and distinctly conceived as separate, then they must also be metaphysically separate. But many philosophers take issue with the shift from conceivability towards metaphysical possibility. Antoine Arnauld claimed that we may conceive of things as distinct due to incomplete understanding rather than actual separability (Descartes R. , Meditations on First Philosophy, 2008). Just because we can think about mind without the body does not necessarily mean that it can exist independently in reality. Subsequent philosophers have reinforced this objection by insisting that conceivability is an unreliable guide to metaphysical truth. For instance, it was once conceivable that the world was flat, now with more knowledge, we can say it is necessary the world is round, similarly it is possible to believe that the mind exists separately from the body, even if in reality mental states are necessarily dependent on physical processes. If so, Descartes’ conceivability argument cannot prove substance dualism.
The argument of divisibility has also been challenged. Although the mind would seem to be indivisible, some would argue this may be in fact misleading. Mental states can be divided in many different ways, such as the case with dissociative disorders or split-brain patients, where consciousness looks like it splits into partially independent streams (Kim, 2011; Nagel, 1979). These phenomena are evidence that mental life isn’t as unified and indivisible as Descartes believed it was. If the mind can, in some sense, be divided, then the distinction between the divisibility of body and the indivisibility of mind seems less convincing.
Despite these substantial objections, Cartesian dualism cannot be dismissed entirely yet. One of its longer lasting advantages is its taking in of the subjectivity of conscious experience, as a subjective, first-person entity. Human consciousness includes qualitative experiences, or qualia, like what it is like to feel pain, colour, or emotion. We could claim that purely physical explanations struggle to capture this subjective dimension. Cartesian dualism takes mental experience as something fundamentally different from physical processes, rather than attempting to reduce it to neural activity.
Cartesian dualism also provides a persuasive account for first-person authority. People seem to possess access to their own mental states in a way that is unlike physical states. I can be mistaken about the state of my body, but it seems much harder for me to be mistaken about whether I am in pain or whether I am thinking. Descartes’ emphasis on the certainty of self-awareness reflects an important feature of human experience that physicalist explanations sometimes find hard to explain without resorting to more complex theories.
It is of course necessary to note, there is a distinction between more general dualist ideas and the specificity of Cartesian dualism. Enquiries into consciousness and subjectivity may lead to a sort of dualism, but do not, necessarily, establish Descartes claims that the mind is a distinct substance able to exist apart from the body. Philosophers like David Chalmers have considered property dualism rather than substance dualism, suggesting that mental properties are irreducible but still dependent on physical substances (Chalmers, 1996). These views try to save both the principles of dualism and avoid the interaction problem that afflicts Cartesian dualism.
The defensibility of Cartesian dualism somewhat depends on whether its explanatory merits are greater than its metaphysical price. Descartes establishes a clear and systematic account when it comes to the mind-body dichotomy within his epistemology and metaphysics. His theory accounts for an essential aspect of human self-understanding, namely the immediacy of conscious experience, as well as the apparent difference between mental and physical phenomena. But the theory is particularly troubled when it comes to explaining how mind and body interact, how mental causation is possible, and how it can be reconciled with empirical evidence from the sciences.
In conclusion, Cartesian dualism, is a historically significant and philosophically influential response to the mind–body problem and was an early model of thinking on this matter. It divides the whole of the world into two distinct substances, mind and body, and provides supposed proof for both substances using examples such as cogito ergo sum, conceivability and divisibility. But whilst these arguments are compelling in their historical context, their feasibility seems far less now than it was then, in light of philosophical critiques and later science. Indeed, the interaction problem is one especially difficult challenge that Descartes’ account does not provide a satisfying answer to. Thus, Cartesian dualism is challenging to defend as a metaphysical stance and is rejected by this essay. However, by setting out the mind–body problem so succinctly, Descartes framed the agenda for centuries of philosophical argument, and even those who deny Cartesian dualism will inevitably have to grapple with the questions the mind–body problem raises about consciousness, identity, and the nature of the self.
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