What is Cartesian dualism? Is it a defensible metaphysical position?
Descartes was a French philosopher alive in the 16th and 17th centuries, one of his most famous works was his Meditations on First Philosophy this work contains many arguments around metaphysics, especially regarding the mind body problem. Descartes argued that he could doubt his body but not his mind, arguing for existence of both, but only knowing that the mind was true. In this essay I will be discussing this problem and Descartes answer to it. Initially I will discuss Descartes views and proposals, then moving onto some of his arguments. After this I will start discussing the strengths within Descartes argument, followed by some of the problems and challenges that his argument faces. My thesis for this essay is that Cartesian dualism, which is a proposal for a dual mind and body understanding of reality, is not a defensible metaphysical position.
Cartesian dualism consists of two different substances. Res Cogitans is the thinking substance also known as the mind (not the brain). Res Extensa, on the other hand, is the extended substance or the body (Descartes, 2008, p. 143). Descartes claims that these two substances make up reality. The key features of Res Cogitans are that; it is a immaterial substance, it does not exist in the material world and doesn’t directly interact; it is a indivisible substance, you cannot take part of it, it must be understood as a whole rather than sectioned; it is a thinking substance, it focuses on and only thinks. The Key features of Res Extensa are; It is a material thing, it exists in the material world, you can touch, smell, hear it; It is divisible, you can split bits up and change things; it is non-thinking, only physical. These two substances are clearly different in many ways, especially between how they exist and come about. Due to the way in which they exist, it is arguable that they couldn’t interact with one another, how can a material thing ever interact with an immaterial one, they occupy mutually exclusive spaces, so how is it that I seem to both have an extended body and a mind that thinks? If I decide to move my arm, have I somehow managed to make my Res Cogitans interact and control my Res Extensa? This question, and others, will be explored further in the essay.
One of the reasons that Descartes gives for the existence of the two substances is the idea of doubt. Descartes believed that he could doubt his body, it could be a dream, or an illusion caused by a demon (2008, pp. 14-17), in fact these are the doubts that lead to this new dualism. From doubting his body, Descartes goes to his mind, which he then states that he cannot doubt the existence of, resulting in the famous quote Cogito Ergo Sum (I think therefore I am) (Descartes, 1995). This argument can be tested in part within the real world; If I were to take psychedelics, I might start experiencing hallucinations, I wouldn’t be able to prove anything I saw was necessarily existent, I have tricked my senses into sensing a partially false world, yet my mind still exists. So, through knowing that my senses can be mistaken, I can doubt the truth of the extended world, but not my own mind. The next argument is going back to the divisibility point, Descartes identifies that our bodies are divisible, I can chop off a finger, and I still have a body, whereas under his interpretation of mind, I wouldn’t be able to do the same with any portion of mind. This causes an issue when relating to modern understandings of the mind and how it works, with numerous different subsections of thought being discovered over the last centuries. The last argument he uses that I will look at is the conceivability argument. Descartes argues that if he can clearly conceive a distinct mind without a body then they must be distinct (2008, p. 55). If I can conceive of something in a separate capacity and existence, for example the milk and coffee beans in a coffee, together they make a whole, however they are separate substances, I can imagine them as different substances, I can conceive of coffee beans without milk, and vice versa. If we look at body and mind, Descartes argues that he can conceive of his mind separately to his body. Therefore, he argues, they are separate substances.
Now I will discuss a few different strengths of Descartes position. Firstly, I will discuss appeal from its intuitive nature. Intuitively, we might think it clear that there is a distinction between the mental and physical; there are differences in the ways we interact with them seemingly align with the distinction, we can use our senses to take in the material world, whereas I can’t directly use my senses to delve deeper into my own or others minds; when I think, the words and pictures don’t seem to appear within the ordinary material world at least not in the sense we would usually recognise. Qualia (subjective experience) itself might feel non-physical, and even trying to give a physical causal explanation for it might not satisfy the actual lived experience of experience. Whilst it’s not proof that Cartesian Dualism is correct, it does assist in the believability of it by connecting it to our experienced reality. Furthermore, compared to other ideas such as physicalism, the belief that all things in nature are physical (Stoljar, 2024), Dualism does (at least without more developments in biological science) better explain certain phenomena such as qualia and qualitative states such as pain and colours through its distinction in the substances.
The next strength of dualism, that I will discuss, is its relationship with philosophical thought experiments, specifically the idea of a philosophical zombie. A philosophical zombie is a replica of a person, but without any form of conscious experience, they still have the ability to communicate and act the same way any other person does. Whilst they probably don’t exist in reality, their conceivability and possibility are accepted by many (Kirk, 2023). For a physicalist, they would have to reject the idea of a philosophical zombie; it would be impossible to separate conscious experience from a human as the conscious experience comes from the physical existence and is a necessary outcome from our brain’s functions. If you, on the other hand, accept the possibility of a philosophical zombie then you in turn must reject physicalism and find another explanation, which is where Dualism comes in. Under Descartes dualism, the philosophical zombie could become a conceivable possibility; if the body and mind can exist separately as distinct substances then it must be possible to have a creature that has the physical aspect but not the mind. However, Descartes himself didn’t necessarily agree that this could be a possibility, whilst not mentioning it directly (using the idea of brutes and automata instead), he did believe that we would be able to tell the difference between the two with some tests (1995, pp. 44-45). Even though Descartes might not have directly mentioned it and maybe not even believed it himself, the framework that he left behind doesn’t result in philosophical zombies’ rejection.
Criticisms (0/500w)
In this section I will discuss some of the criticisms and objections that one may have against Cartesian dualism. The first, and arguably most important, problem is the ‘interaction problem’. This problem relates back to the way in which the mind and body are divided; if the mind is immaterial and the body is material, how could the two ever interact? Furthermore if they were to interact it would seem that this would violate laws that the material world is beholden to; if the mind can affect the body it would require the use (in some way) of energy, but if energy can neither be created nor destroyed and is a physical phenomena, how could a mind create energy or even just manipulate it? Descartes also had this question and struggled to find an answer. However, he did eventually come up with some explanation, suggesting that it was the pineal gland that connects the mind and body (Descartes, 1989, pp. 36-37). This answer is unsatisfactory to this essay, it still requires some interaction between two, seemingly mutually exclusive, substances. The next problem I will discuss is the issue of physical causation. Under the contemporary understanding of science, all physical events have a physical cause, everything can be linked back through a series of physical events that explain how something came to be. If this understanding of science is correct, how could there be space for a non-physical action or interaction that would somehow affect things whilst also not being a physical cause?
The next problem I will discuss is related to Ockham’s razor; The simplest solution with the least assumptions is usually the most correct. When comparing dualism to another idea such as physicalism, we can start to see some issues if using Ockham’s razor. Firstly, we have to make more assumptions in dualism than in physicalism, in both systems we make the assumption that there is a physical world and body. However, only in dualism are we required to make a further assumption that there is an invisible, undetectable, mysterious realm that we are interacting with. Therefore, if we use Ockham’s razor, it would be more logical to accept the physicalist interpretation of the world. Lastly, I will discuss the issues with the links between the mind and brain. If the mind is an immaterial substance that therefore wouldn’t be linked directly to the brain (with the possible exception of the pineal gland) then why do we have evidence that brain damage can affect a number of things such as our personality, memory and cognitive powers? If this evidence is true, then how could dualism explain how this would occur? The reality of the evidence is that the mind in some form is dependent on physical processes within the brain.
Now I will bring it back to the two initial questions: What is Cartesian dualism? Is it a defensible metaphysical position? Descartes proposed that reality consists of two fundamentally different substances, Res Cogitans (thinking substance) and Res Extensa (extended substance). They differ in numerous ways with Res Cogitans being immaterial, indivisible and thinking; and Res Extensa being material, divisible and non-thinking. Some of the arguments he used were the argument from doubt, the idea of divisibility and the conceivability argument. After I had shown what Cartesian dualism is I then moved onto its strengths and weaknesses as a metaphysical position. First, I discussed some of the strengths. I discussed its intuitive appeal, how it can help with the problem of consciousness and qualia, and how it can give an answer to those who believe that a philosophical zombie is possible. Then I discussed some of the problems and criticisms of Cartesian dualism. The most important and convincing of these was the interaction problem, how does an immaterial mind affect a material body. I also went through the issues with causal chains, Ockham’s razor, and brain dependency. In conclusion, I do not believe that Cartesian dualism is a defensible metaphysical position. This is due to the number and strength of the arguments opposing it, especially those from the interaction problem.
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