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Abstract
First, I offer a solution to the metaphysical problem of the mind–body relation,
drawing on the fact of its distinctness in kind. Secondly, I demonstrate how, contrary
towhat is denied,Descartes’metaphysical commitments allow for the intellect’s clear
and distinct conception of the mind–body union. Central to my two-fold defence is a
novel account of themetaphysics ofDescartes’Causal Principle: its neutrality, and the
unanalysable, fundamental nature of causality. Without the presupposition, and
uniqueness of the mind-body union there can be no mind-body interaction; this
throws new light on current concerns in metaphysics and philosophy of mind.

Following Descartes’metaphysics-first approach and his strict ‘order
of reasoning’, not ‘the order of the subject-matter’,1 my concern is
with the metaphysics of the mind–body relation and mind–body
union, including his metaphysics of causality. I offer a metaphysical
solution to the mind–body problem and, what is an unprecedented
attempt, a defence of the intellect’s clear and distinct conception of
the union.
Sections 2–4 discuss the metaphysics of Descartes’ Causal

Principle, defending a novel account. Sections 7–10 address a
two-fold question: ‘what is Descartes’ conception of the mind–body
relation, and is his account cogent?’. Section 9 turns the heaviness
analogy on its head. Section 5 (passim) address the uniqueness and
presuppositionality of the mind–body union, and throw new light
upon our current concerns. This analysis provides the basis for dem-
onstrating that the union canbe clearly anddistinctly conceived by the
intellect, thus posing no limit or exception toDescartes’metaphysics.

1 AT III.266; CSMK:163. René Descartes, The Philosophical Writings
of Descartes (trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, Dugald Murdoch.
Volumes I and II (Cambridge University Press);The Philosophical Writings
of Descartes: The Correspondence (trans. John Cottingham, Robert
Stoothoff, Dugald Murdoch, Anthony Kenny. Volume III (Cambridge
University Press, 1985, 1984, 1991)).
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1. Preliminary Considerations

The problem of the mind–body relation is deemed to be a conse-
quence of mind–body dualism.2 The related problem of mind–body
union has been insightfully captured by Hume: ‘there is no question
in philosophy more abstruse than that concerning […] the nature of
the uniting principle, which constitutes a person’.3 The difficulty
of both problems is undeniable. Where appropriate I shall draw
upon some of the vast literature, while not losing sight of my
primary engagement with the depth of Descartes’ arguments.
There are Scholastic, Augustinian, and classical antecedents to

Descartes’ philosophical concerns. I shall not follow this path – not
because I think he wrote in a vacuum, but because my aim is to
attend carefully to Descartes’ notions and arguments; as he says: ‘I
wish to point out here that I am paying no attention to the way these
terms have lately been used in the Schools […] when my own views
are profoundly different’.4 For example, Descartes’ use (in his various
Replies to Objections, the Principles, theCorrespondence, and elsewhere)
of what is translated as ‘soul’ is to be understood neither in a theological
sense as spirit, nor in Aristotle’s sense as anima, but as mind (mens): ‘I
use the term ‘mind’ [mens] rather than ‘soul’ [anima], since the word
‘anima’ is ambiguous and is often applied to something corporeal [as
in Aristotle’s use of psyche]’.5 ‘Anima in good Latin signifies air, or
breath; it is in a transferred sense, I think, that it means mind. That is
why I said that it is “often taken for a corporeal thing”’.6 Aristotle too
distinguishes between psyche and nous: thinking mind or intellect.7
The mind–body relation and the mind–body union hold between

the mind and the human body, not body.8 ‘Body’, strictly, refers to

2 On Descartes’ dualism see my ‘Descartes’ Dualism: Correcting some
Misconceptions’, Journal of the History of Philosophy 39.2 (2001), 215–238,
and my Self, Reason and Freedom: A New Light on Descartes’ Metaphysics
(Routledge 2013/2016).

3 David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature (L.A. Selby-Bigge (ed.) 2nd
Ed. Revised by P.H. Nidditch. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), I.iv.ii.

4 Rule Three AT X.369.
5 AT VII.161 Definition VI.
6 Letter to Mersenne 21 April 1641 AT III.362; CSMK:180.
7 Peri Psyches, Book III. See my ‘Self and Self-Consciousness:

Aristotelian Ontology and Cartesian Duality’, Philosophical Investigations
32.2 (2009), 134–62. Aristotle exempts nous from hylomorphism.

8 Synopsis AT VII.14; AT VII.80 passim. Letter to Regius December
1641 AT III.461; CSMK:200.
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‘the whole universe of corporeal substance [with] no limits to its ex-
tension’.9 Descartes’ substance dualism is between mind and body;
the human body, strictly, is not a substance.10 He uses the ordinary
phrase, prevalent at the time, ‘res sive substantia’, thing or substance,
to refer to individual bodies, such as the human body,11 but strictly
they are modes of the one corporeal substance under its principal
attribute of extension.12 The mind is a substance whose principal
attribute is thought; willing, understanding, imagining, perceiving,
sensing are faculties, not separable parts, of it – they presuppose
the same I and the unity of self-consciousness.13 Its modes are its
acts, ideas, mental states, and are indivisible.
What is divisible is ‘one piece ofmatter’.14 Substances, corporeal or

thinking, and their respective principal attributes, are indivisible:
unity and inseparability are constitutive of what it is to be a substance.
Divisibility means capable of being divided at least ‘inmy thought’,15
is not for Descartes a mereological thesis, but a commitment to the
continuous nature of a body (he also holds a non-mereological
thesis for time and space). For ease of expression, I shall sometimes
use ‘mind–body’, but I shall mean the mind and the human body.

2. Causal Principle

Causality is central to Descartes’ metaphysics and to his conception
of the mind–body relation. It’s thus necessary to elucidate as
clearly as possible hisCausal Principle, not only in order to overcome
objections that he didn’t argue for the heterogeneous interaction of

9 Principles II.21–22.
10 AT VII.78. I’m not suggesting that mind is really distinct only from

body, but not the body; I’m simply emphasising the distinction between the
latter two. See fn.36; sec.6 below; my op.cit., note 2.

11 Third Meditation. Letter to Gibieuf 19 January 1642 AT III.474–8;
CSMK: 201–203.

12 Some deny that Descartes is a monist regarding corporeal substance,
arguing that he’s a pluralist. For a brief survey see Dan Kaufman ‘Cartesian
Substances, Individual Bodies, andCorruptibility’,Res Philosophica (2014),
71–103; he defends pluralism. This cannot be discussed here, but there
seems to be a conflation between ‘corporeal substance’ strictly speaking,
and Descartes’ use of ‘res sive substantia’ to refer to bodies.

13 AT VII.86; AT VII.28.
14 Principles II.25.
15 AT VII.86.
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mind and the human body,16 but also because any elucidation of his
Principle involves a host of other key notions also requiring a clear
elucidation: efficient and formal causes; degrees of reality or perfec-
tion; Axiom IV: formally or eminently. In an attempt to overcome
numerous misconceptions, the notion of ‘degrees of reality or perfec-
tion’ and Axiom IV will be discussed under separate sections;
however, as will be evident, they’re not independent of but integral
to Descartes’ Causal Principle.17
In the Third Meditation Descartes presents the Causal Principle

thus: ‘it is manifest by the natural light that there must be at least
as much <reality> in the efficient and total cause as in the effect of
that cause’.18 First, the Causal Principle makes no assumptions that
there are in fact causes, and therefore begs no questions; the propos-
ition ex nihilo nihil fit – nothing comes from nothing – is not presup-
posed by the Causal Principle but follows from it.19 Rather, the
natural light of reason – which is not an arbitrary assumption but a
precondition of self-consciousness – clearly manifests what the rela-
tion must be between cause and effect if there are causes or effects:
the effect (i) can be equal to but not greater than, (ii) is dependent
on, and (iii) cannot be prior, in the ontological order, to the cause.20
Secondly, the Causal Principle makes no assumptions, a priori

or empirical, about the nature of the relata.21 Causality is a

16 For example, R.C. Richardson, ‘The “Scandal” of Cartesian
Interactionism’, Mind 91 (1982), 20–37, doesn’t discuss Descartes’ Causal
Principle; thismayexplainRichardson’s concerns, despite arguing that hetero-
geneity doesn’t render mind–body interaction incoherent.

17 Daisie Radner, ‘Is There a Problem of Cartesian Interaction?’,
Journal of the History of Philosophy 23 (1985), 35–49: 41–42, claims there
are three different causal principles (see below), and whom John
Cottingham, Descartes (Oxford: OUP 1986), 49–54 and 138, seems to
follow, though combining her first two into what he calls the ‘Causal
Adequacy Principle’.

18 AT VII.40.
19 AT VII.40–41.
20 ‘The concept of an efficient cause [does not] require that it be prior in

time to its effects. On the contrary, the concept of a cause is, strictly speak-
ing, applicable only for as long as the cause is producing its effect, and so it is
not [temporally] prior to it.’ (First Set of Replies AT VII.108).

21 The distinction between a priori and a posteriori in Descartes is not
the same as our distinction between reason and experience; the latter is
what I use here. For Descartes, reasoning a priori is reasoning ‘from
prior/former’, from causes or principles; reasoning a posteriori is reasoning
‘from posterior/latter’, from effects. (The World AT XI.47).
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metaphysically basic category, along with such basic common
notions as substance, essence, unity, truth; basic common notions
are attributable indifferently to mental and corporeal entities.
Causality can be given an elucidation, but it’s unanalysable and irre-
ducible. Notions such as force, contact, impact, transfer of energy,
interaction, or power presuppose causality; they’re causal notions,
and thus cannot ‘provide a basis for an account of causality’, contrary
to what some philosophers argue,22 nor can ‘causality just [be] a
manifestation of these powers’.23 Causality is itself neither mechan-
ical nor non-mechanical, neither physical nor mental; the notions
of mechanical, non-mechanical, physical, or mental interactions
make appeal to causality. We can identify ways of causality’s use,
but it itself remains primary to such accounts. The neutrality of the
Principle bridges themetaphysical distinctness of the two substances.
Thirdly, Descartes accepts formal cause, the cause of essence24 – in

esse – following Aristotle’s to ti en einai – the what it is to be – ‘taking
the whole essence of a thing to be its formal cause’25 as distinct from
efficient cause, the cause of coming into being – in fieri. Although ‘the
two kinds of cause are different’,26 both are central to his metaphysics
and are constitutive of the Causal Principle, which refers to ‘the effi-
cient and total cause’, and both are required for any total explanation,
irrespective of the relata.
Fourthly, the Causal Principle is not committed to the ‘causal-

likeness principle’ in terms of efficient cause, but only of formal
cause, ‘the cause of being [or essence] itself’,27 which is the infinite
entity. Attributions of the causal-likeness principle to Descartes, in-
cluding rejections of it, fail to draw his distinction.28 Principles
IV.198, however, seems to suggest otherwise: ‘we understand very

22 Sophie Gibb, ‘Defending Dualism’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society 115 (2015), 131–146: 140.

23 C.B. Martin,TheMind in Nature (Oxford: OUP, 2008), secs.5.3 and
7.4.

24 By ‘formal cause’ Descartes doesn’t mean what the late Scholastics
meant, in terms of which the substantial form of an entity was the emanative
cause of its properties. Descartes rejects both substantial forms and
emanations.

25 AT VII.242.
26 AT VII.236–7.
27 AT V.156–158; AT VII.57.
28 Eileen O’Neill, ‘Mind–Body Interaction and Metaphysical

Consistency: A Defence of Descartes’, Journal of the History of Philosophy
25.2 (1987), 227–45.
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well how the different size, shape and motion of the particles of one
body can produce various local motions in another body. But there
is no way of understanding how these same [properties] (size, shape
and motion) can produce something else whose nature is quite differ-
ent from their own – like the substantial forms and real qualities
which many <philosophers> suppose to inhere in things’.
Responses to this passage are unconvincing29 because the conten-

tious part is left untouched: ‘whose nature is quite different’.
Descartes is not only arguing that substantial forms are incomprehen-
sible, but that they’re of a different nature – they’re non-beings, or
‘only chimeras’,30 consisting merely in words not in reality, and
without efficacy. Principles IV.198 continues: ‘we cannot understand
how these […] forms could have the power subsequently to produce
local motions in other bodies’. It’s thus inconceivable that any real
entity can causally interact with non-beings, and vice versa, whereas
mind and the body are both real entities, possessing a degree of
power and independence (see sections 3–4 below).
Fifthly, Descartes – followed by Spinoza and Leibniz – also under-

stands cause as a rational notion in terms of intelligibility, reasons,
and normativity, as in causa sive ratio,31 sometimes referred to as
the Principle of Sufficient Reason.
My elucidation of Descartes’ Causal Principle and defence of its

neutrality regarding the nature of relata, demonstrate that his
replies to various critics are well-grounded. For example, he replies
to Gassendi’s Counter-Objections regarding the mind–body relation:
‘the whole problem contained in such questions arises simply from
a supposition that is false and cannot in any way be proved, namely
that, if the soul and the body are two substances whose nature is dif-
ferent, this prevents them from being able to act on each other’.32
Gassendi and other commentators, past and present, assume,

without independent arguments, that causation is a physical relation
and hence heterogeneous interaction puts pressure on the intelligibil-
ity of mind–body interaction, or is inconsistent with Descartes’
Causal Principle.33 As his robust response to Gassendi shows,

29 O’Neill, op,cit. note 28: 243. Also Louis E. Loeb, From Descartes to
Hume (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981), 155–6.

30 Letter to Mersenne October 1640 AT III.211–212. Descartes (AT
III.694; CSMK:228); I owe it also to Peter J. King; see sec.9 below.

31 Fourth Set of Replies AT VII.236.
32 AT IXA.213.
33 Anthony Kenny, Descartes: A Study of his Philosophy (New York:

Random House, 1968) 222–3. Margaret Wilson, Descartes: Ego Cogito,
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Descartes didn’t think therewas a problem, and didn’t require homo-
geneity between the relata, as I have demonstrated.
There’s also no indication in hisCausal Principle that Descartes re-

stricts efficient causes to rational agents, asGarber thinks;34 or that all
Cartesian causes are formal, as Hatfield,35 Nadler,36 and others
argue.37 On the contrary, Descartes extends efficient causes to mater-
ial things, such as the fire causing the wax to melt38 or wood to
burn.39 He strips powers of substantial forms and defends substance
activity, arguing that minds and bodies are causally efficacious
without substantial forms.40 His commitments are clear: ‘[when] I at-
tributed to the body no power of self-movement […] these were
simply commonly held views which I was rehearsing so as to show
in the appropriate place that they were false’.41

3. Degrees of Reality or Perfection

The natural light of reason manifests that ‘there must be at least as
much <reality> in the efficient and total cause as in the effect of
that cause’. What does Descartes mean by ‘degrees of reality or per-
fection’ (realitatis sive perfectionis)? Is it intractable, mysterious,
barely comprehensible as has been argued by a number of commen-
tators (including Hobbes, AT VII.185)? First, in this context, ‘per-
fection’ denotes completeness – from perfectionem42 – such that an

Ergo Sum (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), xxix–xxx. Bernard
Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry (Sussex: Harvester Press,
1978), 278–9. Cottingham, op. cit. note 17: 48–55, 137–141.

34 Daniel Garber, ‘Descartes’ Occasionalism’ (in Nadler (ed.) 1993;
op.cit. note 36) 9–26: 20–1.

35 Gary Hatfield, ‘Force (God) in Descartes’ Physics’, Studies in
History and Philosophy of Science 10 (1979): 113–40: 134–5.

36 Steven Nadler (ed.), Causation and Explanation in Early Modern
Philosophy (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State Press, 1993), ‘Introduction’,
3–4.

37 D.E. Flage and C.A. Bonnen, ‘Descartes on Causation’, The Review
of Metaphysics 50 (1997), 841–72: 842 and 868.

38 AT VII.30.
39 The World AT XI.7; Principles IV.198.
40 Letter to Regius, January 1642 AT III.500; CSMK:207.
41 Fifth Set of Replies AT VII.351.
42 ‘Perfections’ (plural) can mean attributes, though not properties: ‘all

the perfections which I attribute to God’ (AT VII.49), or ‘these perfections
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infinite entity would be the supremely complete or perfect being,
whereas a finite entity is complete or perfect of its kind.
Secondly, ‘reality’ here denotes formal, intrinsic, reality or being –

the ‘degree of reality or being’43 that a true entity possesses in itself –
not to be confused with existence. Reality or being is itself eternal
whether it pertains to a finite or an infinite entity and admits of
degrees; existence neither admits of degrees, nor is it eternal.
Except with the concept of God, only the possibility of existence is
‘contained in the concept […] of everything that we clearly and dis-
tinctly understand’.44 In Descartes’ metaphysics, being or what is
real is what is true, and what is true is being or real – ‘truth consists
in being’45 – and has a degree of power and independence.
Degrees of reality or perfection denote degrees of power and inde-

pendence. There’s an unmistakable reciprocal link between com-
pleteness and true unity, being, and power. A degree of power and
independence pertains to the nature ofwhat it is to be a substance, cor-
poreal or thinking. Power and independence can be elucidated thus:

(A) Power – attributed indifferently to finite corporeal or
thinking substance as much, or in so far, as it is in itself,46 to
sustain itself, to act, to affect, to bring about an effect, to
move, to interact, to assent, to suspend, and so on. The
proviso signifies a true or real entity, capturing a finite sub-
stance’s degrees of power; the proviso can also mean naturaliter,
suggesting that what a real entity does, it does naturally by its
own power, or from its own nature, or in virtue of its own
being.47 The mind and the human body have the power to act
on each other.
(B) Independence can be understood in three ways:

are merely attributes of a substance’. (AT VII.168) The more perfections
something has, the more reality or perfection it has.

43 AT VII.165.
44 AT VII.116.
45 Letter to Clerselier 23 April 1649; AT V.356; CSMK:377; to

Mersenne 16 October 1639 AT II.598; CSMK:139.
46 Principles II.37 and 43; Principles I.37–44.
47 Physicalism equates ‘natural’ with ‘physical’, but while everything

physical might be natural, the converse isn’t true. Descartes’ ‘natural
light of reason’ refers neither to physical nor to supernatural or divine illu-
mination. Physicalism also equates ‘objective’ with ‘physical’, but while
everything physical might be objective, what’s objective encompasses
more than the physical. (Principles III.4).
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(i) Ontologically – in terms of prior/posterior, independ-
ence/dependence. Principles I.51, offers a clear exposition
of ontological independence/dependence: ‘By substancewe
can understand nothing other than a thing which exists in
such a way as to depend on no other thing for its existence.
And there is only one substance which can be understood to
depend on no other thing whatsoever, namely God’ – the
infinite substance. ‘In the case of all other substances
[finite], we perceive that they can exist only with the help
of God’s concurrence. Hence the term ‘substance’ does
not apply univocally […] to God and to other [sub-
stances]’.
Let’s elucidate the metaphysical modalities: only the in-

finite substance is in itself simpliciter explanatorily and
ontologically, i.e., does exist independently. A finite sub-
stance, in so far as it is in itself, can exist independently;
the modal ‘can’ captures a substance’s degrees of inde-
pendence (unlike an attribute that can exist only in sub-
stance – ‘in’ denotes dependence). It’s surprising how
many commentators claim that in Descartes’ system,
finite substances do exist independently contrary to
Principles I.51–52, and Fourth Set of Replies AT
VII.226: ‘the notion of a [finite] substance is just this –
that it can exist by itself’. Thus in terms of ontological in-
dependence: ‘Two or more substances are said to be really
distinctwhen each of them can exist apart from the other’;48
they can be ontologically independent, not that they are.

(ii) Metaphysically – in terms of metaphysical independ-
ence (or distinctness) of nature or essence. Except in
God, there is a distinction between essence, what it is,
and existence , that it is. The mind, whose principal attri-
bute is thought ‘is of a nature entirely independent of […]
body’,49 and body, whose principal attribute is extension,
is of a nature entirely independent of mind. Metaphysical
independence or distinctness of nature or essence implies
ontological separability not separation (as Def.X makes
clear). Metaphysically distinct kinds of substance is what
Descartes understands by ‘The Real Distinction between
Mind and Body’ – by Substance Dualism: mind and

48 Definition X AT VII.162.
49 Discourse VAT VI.59.
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body are really distinct and can exist without each other.50
The argument is not that they do exist independently of, or
separately from each other. Put differently, real distinction
or independence of nature or essence, does notmean actual
ontological separation, only separability, a logical/onto-
logical possibility.51

(iii) Explanatorily – the nature or essence ofmind, in so far
as it’s simply a thinking thing, is clearly and distinctly
understood independently of, or apart from, a clear and
distinct understanding of the nature or essence of body,
in so far as it is simply an extended thing, and vice
versa.52 Explanatory independence of clear and distinct
understanding of nature or essence of both entities,
implies ontological separability not separation.

In all three ways, independence implies existential/ontological separ-
ability not separation (except for God). Attributes (which constitute
the essence of substance) and modes (by which a finite substance
principal attribute is made known in a determinate way) are neither
ontologically nor metaphysically nor explanatorily independent of
the substance to which they pertain.

My discussion and elucidation of ‘degrees of reality or perfection’
draw support, not from commentators but only from Descartes’
works: for example, from his reference to his understanding of the in-
finite supremely real or perfect being as ‘independent […and] su-
premely powerful’,53 or of ‘the immense […] power that is
[presented] within the idea of God’.54 The infinite being has
supreme formal reality, power and independence; it’s prior ontologic-
ally, metaphysically, and explanatorily.
Given that degrees of reality or perfection denote degrees of power

and independence, it follows that themore reality or perfection some-
thing has, the more power and independence it has.55We’re therefore

50 AT VII.78.
51 Descartes’ response to the objection that he said ‘not one word about

the immortality of the humanmind’ (ATVII.127), is: ‘from the fact that the
soul is distinct from the body [it doesn’t follow] that it is immortal’. It’s pos-
sible ‘that its duration comes to an end simultaneously with the end of the
body’s life’. (Second Set of Replies AT VII.153).

52 Sixth Meditation AT VII.78; the vice versa is essential because
without it no real distinction is, or can be, drawn.

53 Third Meditation AT VII.45.
54 First Set of Replies AT VII.108–9.
55 Axiom VI AT VII.165.
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not speaking of beauty and other properties, as Spinoza points out in
his Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy,56 stressing that reality doesn’t
mean properties, but only ‘formal reality or being’. Yet commenta-
tors57 interpret ‘degrees of reality or perfection’ to mean ‘properties’,
and are consequently led astray, referring to the Causal Principle as a
containment principle, claiming that the cause contains properties
which it passes on or transfers to the effect.

4. Axiom IV: Formally or Eminently

Descartes argues that the reality of the effect must be in the cause
either formally or eminently.58 The ‘in’ denotes an ontological and
explanatory independence/dependence relation,59 not a spatial or
containment relation. The effect depends for its reality, its power,
on the cause. It’s reasonable to understand this to mean that by
virtue of coming into being, the effect must have a degree of reality
or power (e.g., in accordance with some law – such as the third law
of motion60 – governing the interaction among things).
The reality is in the cause formally if the effect has as much reality –

as much power – as the cause; for example, a child’s reality or
perfection is as much as that of the parents because they are all true
substantial unities of equal ontological status. This is so, even
though the parents are ontologically prior in existence to the child,

56 I.P7 Proof n.2. Benedict de Spinoza, Spinoza: The Complete Works
(Samuel Shirley (trans.), Michael I. Morgan (ed.) Indianapolis: Hackett
Publishing Company, 2002).

57 As the literature is well known, there’s no need to list everyone who
misconstrues ‘reality or perfection’ as properties and attributes to
Descartes up to three causal principles, a containment principle (O’Neill,
op. cit. note 28: 230), a pre-existence principle, and an at least-as-much prin-
ciple (Radner, op.cit., note 17). For a brief survey, see Tad Schmaltz,
‘Deflating Descartes’s Causal Axiom’ (Early Modern Philosophy: Oxford
Studies volume III. Daniel Garber and Steven Nadler (eds) Oxford:
OUP, 2006), 1–31; Schmaltz falls in that category; see also his
‘Containment, Eminently vs. Formally’ ((regrettably in) The Cambridge
Descartes Lexicon, Lawrence Nolan (ed.) Cambridge: CUP, 2016), 152–3.

58 Third Meditation AT VII. 41; Secondly Set of Replies AT VII.165;
Fifth Set of Replies AT VII.367; Axiom IVAT VII.165; Definition IVAT
VII.161.

59 For detailed discussion of this, but also of clarity and distinctness, see
my op.cit. note 2, 2013/2016.

60 Principles II.40.
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but not vice versa.61 If there’s more reality, more power in the cause
than in the effect, the reality is in the cause eminently, that is, to a
higher degree: an architect is of a higher degree of reality than her
drawing, which is an artefact. Both the child and the drawing ‘can
remain in existence quite apart from the “cause” in this sense’,62
because we’re concerned with coming into being (in fieri) or efficient
cause, not with ‘total cause, the cause of being [in esse] itself’ or
formal cause which is the infinite being.
Commentators who think that ‘reality or perfection’ means prop-

erty are led to claim that Axiom IV is difficult ‘to make completely
clear’ to ‘the point of intractability’, or that ‘eminently’ means
having ‘some grander property’,63 or ‘more excellent’ properties,64
and so on.65 O’Neill claims that according to Axiom IV ‘the proper-
ties of extended substance may be contained eminently in the
mind’.66 This is puzzling, not least because it’s impossible for corpor-
eal properties to be contained eminently (or otherwise) in a mind. In
the passage on which O’Neill draws, Descartes is concerned with the
ideas of corporeal properties, not the properties themselves. Thus
when he supposes ‘it seems possible that [the ideas of these modes]
are contained in me eminently,’ he means, because I am a substance
with greater formal reality, it’s possible to be the cause of the objective
reality of the ideas of corporeal modes.67 Having misconstrued
Axiom IV as ‘passing on of properties’ and as a ‘formal containment
principle’,68 and conflated it with the notions of formal and objective

61 Fifth Set of Replies AT VII.369.
62 AT VII.369.
63 Kenny, op.cit. note 33: 41.
64 Wilson, op.cit. note 33: 300. Cottingham, op. cit. note 17: 53.

Schmaltz, (2006) op. cit. note 57. Radner, op. cit. note 17. Jorge Secada,
Cartesian Metaphysics: The Scholastic Origins of Modern Philosophy
(Oxford: OUP, 2000), 81. Gary Hatfield, Descartes and the Meditations
(London: Routledge, 2003), 164–5.

65 CSM edition, vol.II fn2 ATVII.41, refers to Scholastic terminology
and interprets ‘present formally or eminently’ in terms of properties,
without pointing out Descartes’ non-adherence to it.

66 O’Neill, op. cit. note 28: 230, 232–234, 232 fn20.
67 AT VII.45 ‘Objective reality’ is what an idea presents its object as

having – the aboutness or directedness of an idea. ‘Formal reality’ pertains
to the object itself (including ideas).

68 Janet Broughton, ‘Adequate causes and Natural Change in
Descartes’ Philosophy’ (Human Nature and Natural Knowledge: Essays
Presented to Marjorie Grene. A. Donagan, A.N. Petovich, Jr., and M.V.
Wedin (eds) Dordrecht: Reidel, 1986), 107–127: 118–119.
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reality of ideas, it’s a short step to claiming that it’s intractable or ‘not
possible to decide what Descartes’ considered view was […] whether
there are two causal principles or one’.69
Gassendi (despite thinking he’s offering an objection to Descartes)

captured the crucial point that degrees of reality and Axiom IV have
nothing to do with properties, when he says: it doesn’t follow ‘that a
father, in begetting his son, chops off a part of his rational soul and
gives it to him’.70
Pulling together my three-part discussion of the key notions inte-

gral toDescartes’metaphysics of causality, demonstrates a cogent and
clear understanding of his single Causal Principle. The reality, truth,
and power that pertain to the nature of mind and the body can be ex-
pressed thus: the mind possesses the power to think, will, act, per-
ceive, feel, interact with, and be affected by the body, and the body
possesses the power to move, to be affected by and interact with the
mind and with other bodies.

5. Substantial Union of the Mind and the Human Body

Having drawn the Real Distinction between the essence of mind and
the essence of body – in the Sixth Meditation AT VII.78, which
implies separability not separation – Descartes turns to consider
what he calls the unio substantiale between the mind and the human
body. The self appeals to what his nature, which arises from the sub-
stantial union, teaches him: ‘when I feel pain there is something
wrong with the body […]. So I should not doubt that there is some
truth in this’,71 that I am united with my body.
What philosophical reasons does Descartes have for defending this

statement? In his Counter-Objections Gassendi raised, among others,
the question: ‘how can the soul move the body if it is in nowaymater-
ial?’ Descartes replied: ‘These questions presuppose amongst other
things an explanation of the union between the soul and the body’.72

69 O’Neill, op. cit. note 28: 233.
70 Fifth Set of Objections ATVII.289. Part of their disagreement is over

whether ‘reality or perfection’ should refer to material causes. Descartes
rejects material causes, but also thinks that ‘it is unintelligible that perfection
of form should ever pre-exist in a material cause’. (Fifth Set of Replies AT
VII.366).

71 AT VII.80.
72 AT IXA 213. When discussing the human body, by ‘mechanical’

Descartes means organic, or the organism. Reference to a machine’s inter-
related parts is analogical, a way of explaining the organs of living entities
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Descartes’ defence is found in theSixthMeditation, in his letters to
Regius, to Arnauld, to Princess Elizabeth, in which he refers to two
simple notions, extension and thought, and to the simple common
notion of union;73 the simple common notions are attributed indif-
ferently to corporeal and to thinking things.74
The simple notions and the simple common notions were eluci-

dated in the Regulae some twenty years earlier, and later in the
Meditations and the Principles.75 ‘To this class [of simple common
notions] we must also refer those common notions which are, as it
were, links which connect other simple natures together, and whose
self-evidence is the basis for all the rational inferences we make’.76
The simple common notion of union falls in this class; it’s not psycho-
logical, or non-philosophical, nor was it surreptitiously introduced in
his letter to Elizabeth, in which he clearly treats all three notions
(soul, body, union) equally as ‘three kinds of primitive ideas or
notions, each of which is known in its own proper manner’.77
Simple and common notions are the simplest constituents of knowl-
edge, and are known through themselves.78 They’re unanalysable,
primitive, irreducible and prior in the order of reasoning.
In defending the substantial union, Descartes writes to Regius: ‘a

human being is a true ens per se [a true entity in itself], and not an
ens per accidens [accidental entity]’. The mind and the human body
are united not by ‘the mere presence or proximity of one to

whose unity (unlike that of machines) is not imposed by us. (Passions I:30
AT XI.351; and AT IV.576; CSMK:304) Dennis Des Chene, Spirits and
Clocks: Machine and Organism in Descartes (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2001: 68), says it ‘was in the German Romanticism that the contrast
of the organic and mechanical took on the value it still has, and the mechan-
ical became coincident with the inert, the lifeless’.

73 21 May 1643 AT III.665–6; CSMK:218.
74 Seventh Set of Objections with RepliesATVII.548; letter toMersenne

March 1642 AT III.544; CSMK:211.
75 Wilson, op. cit. note 33: 209 & 211, thinks the union is arbitrary and

consists in nothing more than correlations. Cottingham, op. cit. note 17:
127, says, some commentators ask how ‘can [the] notion [of union] be
called ‘primitive’ if it is dependent on a union of two elements?’ There’s a
misunderstanding here: the union of the two presupposes the primary
notion of union.

76 Rule Twelve AT X.419.
77 AT III.691.
78 Principles I.10 AT VIIIA.8.
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another, but by a true substantial union’.79 What Descartes is expres-
sing here is the fact that the mind–body union cannot in any way,
metaphysical, epistemic, or scientific be the same as, or compared
to other objects whose interaction presupposes no union. It follows
that the efficient causal bidirectional interactions of mind–body can
be neither remote nor proximate, but arise from the union as
Descartes rightly argues. This is so, even if causal interactions
between other objects and the human body, or between a person
and other objects, can be characterised as remote or proximate.
And it is so, in various passages where Descartes says, for example,
the ‘mind is immediately affected […] by the brain’.80 ‘Immediate’
is not equivalent to ‘proximate’; it means ‘directly, or without
mediation’, as opposed to ‘next to’, ‘very close in space (or time)’,
or ‘immediately preceding or following in a series’.
As I shall argue in section 8, a substantial union is presupposed

only by consciousness and self-consciousness – by what it is to be a
human being, or a sentient being. A further metaphysical tenet, as
we saw earlier and which will be important when we turn to the
mind–body relation, is the reciprocal link between true unity and
being, and activity and being.
His advice to Regius is that he could explain the union, as he –

Descartes – did in his Metaphysics ‘by saying that we perceive that
sensations such as pain are not pure thoughts of a mind distinct
from a body, but confused perceptions of a mind really united to a
body’.81 ‘Confused’ from its Latin etymology ‘confusus’ from ‘confun-
dere’ means mixed or mingled – the mixing of reason and the senses.
‘Confused sensory perceptions’ or ‘confused modes of thinking’
doesn’t mean bewildered, perplexed, or as Alanen says ‘most […]
confusing thoughts,’ involving ‘inherent confusion,’ or are ‘inher-
ently confused’.82 It means mixed not distinct because they ‘arise
from the union’.83 There is no inconsistency in saying that a

79 January 1642 AT III.493 & (508); CSMK:206 & 209. See also letter
to Regius of December 1641 (AT III.460–461; CSMK:200); letters to
Princess Elizabeth 28 June 1643 (AT III.691; CSMK:226), and 21 May
1643 (AT III.665; CSMK:218). Fourth Set of Replies AT VII.227–228.

80 AT VII.86.
81 January 1642 AT III.493; CSMK:206.
82 Lilli Alanen, ‘Reconsidering Descartes’ Notion of the Mind–Body

Union’, Synthese 106 (1996), 3–20: 8, 9, 11, 13.
83 AT VII.81. Schmaltz (2006), op. cit. note 57: 17, thinks because ‘we

cannot know, simply by introspection, which qualities these [sensory] ideas
represent’, Descartes ‘called these ideas confused and obscure’.
Introspection has nothing to do with what these ideas are; moreover
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sensory perception is clear and confused, since the latter is contrasted
with distinctness; clarity is contrasted with obscurity. However,
whatever is distinct must also be clear and must be true.
Sensations, emotions, passions, etc., fall ‘under the common

concept of […] consciousness, and we call the substance in which
they inhere a thinking thing or amind’.84 They’re not a third category
since they cannot be without ‘an intellectual substance to inhere in
[…] because there is an intellectual act included in their essential def-
inition’.85 That is, they’re modes of the mental substance under its
principal attribute of thought: the distinction ‘between them and
myself’ is modal. An intellectual act is a manifestation of self-con-
sciousness. Self-consciousness implies the capacity for self-attribu-
tion of those modes, the capacity for self-reflection, the ability to
step back from them, a step towards a more objective standpoint,
and to subject them to self-governed critical evaluation and scrutiny.
Nevertheless, the fact that I am, say, in pain presupposes the

mind–body union; that is, sensations, emotions, etc., fall also under
the general faculty of sentience or sensory awareness, not only
under the general faculty of intellectual awareness as cogitations.
They presuppose the union, they ‘arise from the union’, they don’t
constitute it; the person is directly aware of them because of a true sub-
stantial union.
Descartes presents and defends his metaphysics of the unity of

self-consciousness, a necessary condition for integrating the senses,
imagination, reason, and the will; the unity of self-consciousness
presupposes an irreducible I, without which no reasoning, no infer-
ence, no judgement, no complete thought, no knowledge, no experi-
ence would be possible.86 The mind–body union epitomises his
metaphysics of personhood, to which the self is not an appendage
but the source of a unifying notion of personhood: a person is a
self-conscious rational, free, acting human being that has reason

Descartes rejects the usefulness of introspection or ‘internal sense’. (AT
VII.76).

84 Third Set of Objections with Replies AT VII.176; inherence denotes
dependence not spatial relation.

85 AT VII.78.
86 My metaphysical approach and the connection with self-conscious-

ness, clearly distinguish my discussion of sensations from Tad Schmaltz,
‘Descartes and Malebranche on Mind and Mind–Body Union’,
Philosophical Review 101 (1992), 281–325, and Marleen Rozemond,
Descartes’ Dualism (Harvard University Press, 1998), chapter 6.
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and reflection and can think of itself as itself – an autonomous indi-
vidual with epistemic and moral responsibility.

6. The Metaphysics of the Union

The metaphysics of the union or personhood can be given a two–fold
defence: first, ‘the union […] is not accidental to a human being, but
essential, since a human being [a person] without it is not a human
being’:87 it’s an irreducible unity per se,88 whose true nature arises
from the union. Secondly, ‘the human body has all the dispositions
required to [be united with a] soul’, and without these dispositions
it’s not ‘strictly a human body’,89 including ‘in itself all the disposi-
tions required to preserve that union’.90 If the body has these dispo-
sitions ‘then short of a miracle it must be united to a soul’.91
It’s evident that for Descartes, a person is neither a construct or a

neurobiological particular, nor a disembodied mind or ego (despite
misattributions), as is shown from his denial of Arnauld’s suggestion
that a person is simply a mind that happens to have a body as a
vehicle,92 and his affirmation that a person is an irreducible, unana-
lysable true entity – neither analysable nor reducible to either a
mind or a body.93
Themind–body union can, in turn, be given a two–fold elucidation

and defence. Epistemically or phenomenologically, sensations are a
gateway to my awareness that ‘I am not merely present in my body
as a sailor is present in a ship but I am very closely joined

87 Letter to Regius January 1642 AT III.(508); CSMK:209.
88 This is consistent with the position that mind and body are really dis-

tinct and can exist without each other; hence ens per accidens is meant in this
sense. How one entity, a person, can be constituted by two substances, or
rather incomplete substances, but not as substantial form and matter, is
something I discuss in my op. cit. note 2 2013/2016: 221–226.

89 Letter to Regius December 1641 AT III.461; CSMK:200.
90 Letter to Mesland 9 February 1645 AT IV.166; CSMK:243.
91 AT III.461.
92 AT VII.203. Deborah Brown, ‘Understanding Interaction

Revisited’, Debates in Modern Philosophy: Essential Readings and
Contemporary Responses, Stewart Duncan and Antonia LoLordo (eds)
(New York: Routledge, 2013), 54–64: 55, states that in his reply to
Gassendi, Descartes claims that ‘the mind uses a body’ contrary to his re-
sponse to Arnauld. But Descartes is concerned with the mind’s ‘power of
moving the body’ (AT VII.389), of interacting with it, not of using it.

93 Comments AT VIIIB.351.
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[conjunctum]’ to it. If this were not so – if, for example, the body were
damaged, yet I felt no pain – I should simply ‘have an explicit under-
standing of the fact’.94
Metaphysically, sensations are not only subjective conditions (or

awareness) that I am substantially united; this the critics of the
union may concede, but ask: how am I so united? Metaphysically,
sensations also presuppose the a priori notion of union which has ob-
jective validity; the union, or ‘the uniting principle, which constitutes
a person’, is founded in reality, it’s not up to us. This shows how the
epistemic or phenomenal awareness – what the subject experiences –
and the metaphysical requirement of union are connected.95 Implicit
in this defence is an answer to: ‘why is the union a presupposition of
the interaction?’ – to which I return below.
When we reach the Sixth Meditation, whose commitments are

metaphysical, based in ‘an order corresponding to the actual truth
of the matter’, the unity of self-consciousness extends one’s self-
knowledge: the self’s knowledge of itself as a free, active, real being
existing as an embodied being. The mind and the human body are
united in such a way that they act upon each other.

7. The Metaphysics of the Mind–Body Relation

The discussion of the mind–body relation spans this and the follow-
ing three sections. I begin with the question: what is the nature of the
mind–body relation? It’s not parallelism, occasionalism, pre-estab-
lished harmony, isomorphism, or supervenience. It’s a bidirectional
causal interaction – it arises naturally from the substantial union, the
relation doesn’t constitute the union. Central to the metaphysics of
mind–body relation is the Causal Principle and its neutrality regard-
ing the nature of the relata.
Princess Elizabeth and Gassendi, along with past and present

critics of Descartes’ metaphysics, insist on the homogeneity of the
relata of causal relations. Elizabeth’s most pressing questions centre
on the thesis: ‘it seems that all determination of movement happens
through the impulsion of the thing moved, by the manner in which
it is pushed by that which moves it’.96 A similar objection is raised

94 AT VII.81.
95 It doesn’t seem, as Williams thinks (op. cit. note 33: 289), Descartes

was ‘tempted to read that phenomenological fact as a metaphysical one in re-
lation to his task of the substantial union’.

96 Letter to Descartes 6 May 1643 AT III.660.
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by Gassendi: ‘you still have to explain how that ‘joining and […]
intermingling’ […] can apply to you if you are incorporeal,
unextended and indivisible’.97 Elizabeth and Gassendi have no
problem with physical causal relations in Descartes’ physics, but
find the metaphysics of mind–body relation and of union
problematic.
Descartes’ replies to both are very similar; to Elizabeth he writes:

on the simple common notion of union ‘depends our notion of the
soul’s power to move the body, and the body’s power to act on the
soul and cause its sensations and passions’.98 He goes on: ‘I think
that we have hitherto confused the notion of the soul’s power to act
on the body with the power one body has to act on another’.99 To
Gassendi he replies: ‘when you try to compare the intermingling of
mind and [the] body with the intermingling of two bodies, it is
enough for me to reply that we should not set up any comparison
between such things because they are quite different in kind’,100
though they are both subject to the single Causal Principle.

8. The Heart of my Argument: the Uniqueness of the Union

They are indeed quite different in kind; but why is it enough for
Descartes to reply as he does? Why is the substantial union a presup-
position of the mind–body relation? When the problem is raised in
this way, it becomes clear that there’s an underlying thesis that
needs to be brought out. It’s enough for Descartes to reply as he
does because there’s a fact of the matter regarding the difference in
kind: what is explicitly unique and marks that ‘difference in kind’
is a metaphysical necessity, the presuppositionality, of the substantial
union, without which a human beingwould not be a human being – ‘a
truemode of union, as everyone agrees, though nobody explains what
this amounts to’.101
What it amounts to, and what nobody has explained – then or

now – because it has escaped them, is not only the truth of the
substantial union, but its uniqueness. It’s unique because innumerable
causal interactions – body–body interactions – occur in the world

97 Fifth Set of Objections AT VII.343–4.
98 21 May 1643 AT III.665; CSMK:218.
99 AT III.667.
100 Fifth Set of Replies AT VII.390.
101 Letter to Regius January 1642 AT III.493 & (508); CSMK:206 &

209.
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without a presupposition of a union, without presupposing a prin-
ciple of unity among them.
Mind-body causal interactions are different in kind, as Descartes

rightly stresses. Any explanations of body–body causal interactions
cannot therefore be used either against or in defence of mind–body
and body–mind causal interactions, because these interactions
could not occur without the mind-body substantial union. The
reason for this constraint, and the answer to the question above, is
that without the substantial union we would not have experiences,
sensations, pains, feelings, or sense perceptions. Nor would the
mind ‘incline its will’ to action.102
Without the presupposition and uniqueness of the substantial

union, we would be detachedly aware of causal effects, like pilots in
ships,103 having simply ‘an explicit understanding of the facts’ –
but that’s all contradicted by the irreducible and undeniable facts
of self-conscious awareness. The substantial union is the only way
to understand how we are, and why we feel so intimately bound up
with our bodies.
Metaphysically, however, the substantial union does not follow

from our experience or first-person awareness of interaction: it’s pre-
supposed by the interaction, a presupposition that can be clearly
grasped by the intellect. If there is sentience or consciousness, and
not only self-consciousness, there must be a substantial union.
There is, it seems to me, a clear parallel between the metaphysics of
the substantial union, and the metaphysics of the unity of
consciousness.
Descartes, insightfully, turns past and present theses ofmind-body

interactions on their head: there is no more profound unity than that
of mind-body union presupposed by mind-body interactions.
Whenever and in whatever case the mind is involved, there must be
a unity; in the case of rational free active beings, all the mind’s acts
presuppose the principle of unity of self-consciousness which pre-
supposes an irreducible I or self. Metaphysically, the substantial
union is the only way to understandwhatwe are as persons: embodied
rational agents who take epistemic and moral responsibility for our
acts and actions.
This is consistent with there being intra–bodily relations as they

occur in various functions of the human body, such as digestion,
blood circulation, etc. It’s consistent with the metaphysical

102 AT V.222; CSMK:357.
103 AT VII.81.
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possibility of pure thoughts, in so far as I am simply a thinking
being.104 And it’s consistent with there being intra–mental relations,
since the mind has the power to produce thoughts as they occur in
thinking. Descartes explains: ‘when [the cognitive power of the
mind] acts on its own [without addressing itself to the imagination,
or applying itself together with the imagination, to the senses], it is
said to understand [clearly and distinctly]’.105 This activity pertains
to the mind’s own power: the mind ‘enjoys some liberty to think of
other things than those presented by the senses’.106
With regard to mind–body causal interaction, we can appeal both

to the Causal Principle – whose neutrality bridges the metaphysical
distinctness of the two substances – and to the Principle that
powers are constitutive of what it is to be a substance. The neutrality
of theCausal Principle doesn’t trivialise it; on the contrary, it’s a sub-
stantive principle imposing genuine constraints on what the relation
must be between cause and effect (see section 2 above). The two
Principles together explain the bidirectional interaction between
mind and the human body, arising naturally from the substantial
union. They thus provide a basis for further investigation, epistemic
or scientific. How all this will come about is for a future project to fill
in, since the necessity of a metaphysical basis has now been
demonstrated.
For my present task, it’s reasonable to conclude: first, without the

substantial union there would be no sensory experience at all, either
in self-conscious beings or in conscious creatures. Without it there
would only be ordinary pilot/ship causal relations. Secondly, and
equally importantly, without the substantial union there would be
no experiencing, say, pain as pain, or pleasure as pleasure, which
manifests the capacity for self-ascription – a distinctive capacity of a
self-conscious concept-using being, transforming the nature of the
experience itself.
Descartes’metaphysical enquiries and the strict order of reasoning

led him to locate themind–body relation in the fundamental naturally
real substantial union (‘in’ denotes ontological dependence, not a
containment relation) rather than appealing to supernatural accounts:
in so far as the mind and the body are united, the movements in the
brain, acting directly upon the soul, ‘are ordained by nature tomake it
have such sensations’.107 On the account and defence offered in this

104 AT VII.78.
105 Rule Twelve AT X 416.
106 Letter to Hyperaspistes August 1641 AT III.424; CSMK:190.
107 Optics AT VI.130.
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paper, it seems that, unless one has a different idea of what the meta-
physics of the union is, which would require explaining what ‘the
nature of the uniting principle is, which constitutes a person’ as an
ens per se, it makes no sense to continue asking how the mind and
the human body are united. The notion of union is prior ontologically
to their interaction, it’s prior in the order of reasoning, and unanaly-
sably simple. Both in philosophy and in science, asking for an explan-
ation of a basic notion would be asking for a more fundamental
notion, and there isn’t one; it’s an ill-formed question. Otherwise,
an infinite regress looms large.

9. Descartes’ Challenge and Ad Hominem Argument

In his letter to Elizabeth (21 May 1643), in the Sixth Set of Replies,
and in his letter for Arnauld (29 July 1648), Descartes offers a
challenge to their view by pointing to a contradiction between their
objections to the mind–body relation and their understanding of
the quality of heaviness (gravitatem) or gravity:

when we suppose that heaviness is a real quality [having ‘an
existence distinct from that of bodies, and so to be [a] substance’
(a Scholastic substantial form)] of which all we know is that it has
the power tomove the body that possesses it towards the centre of
the earth, we have no difficulty in conceiving how it moves this
body or how it is joined to it. We never think that this motion
is produced by a real contact between two surfaces, since we
find, from our inner experience, that we possess a notion that is
ready-made for forming the conception in question. Yet
I believe that we misuse this notion when we apply it to heavi-
ness, which […] is not anything really distinct from body.108

Descartes rejects Scholastic explanations in terms of substantial
forms because they present heaviness as what ‘carried bodies
towards the centre of the earth as if it had some knowledge of the
centre within itself. […But] there can be no knowledge [or intention-
ality] except in amind’.109He doesn’t suppose ‘there are in nature any
real qualities, which are attached to substances, like so many little
souls to their bodies’,110 as if a body tended of its own volition and

108 21 May 1643 AT III.667–8; CSMK:219.
109 Sixth Set of Replies AT VII.442.
110 Letter to Mersenne 26 April 1643 AT III.648; CSMK:216;

emphasis added.
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agency towards a particular location. An attempt to project mental ac-
tivity onto the material world would be unacceptable and a misuse of
the notion of mental activity. He thus rejects the idea that body–body
interaction can be understood through understanding mind–body
interaction, not only because our free, intentional acts can no more
clarify body-body interaction than the latter can clarify the former,
but also because substantial forms are non-beings, ‘are not real’111
and, equally importantly, because body–body interaction presup-
poses no substantial union.
This approach is consistent with seeing Descartes as offering an ad

hominem argument112 – though not in any sense of attacking
Elizabeth, especially given his next letter: ‘I did not worry about
the fact that the analogy with heaviness was lame because such qual-
ities are not real’.113 That is, he’s not arguing that because the true ex-
planation of heaviness doesn’t involve contact, impact, etc., therefore
there’s no problem with seeing mind–body interaction in a similar
way. Rather, he’s pointing to a contradiction in his critics’ view: as
they’re happy to accept an explanation of heaviness that doesn’t
involve impact, nor do they insist that ‘this motion is produced by
a real contact between two surfaces’ – in fact they ‘have no difficulty
in conceiving how [heaviness] moves [a] body or how it is joined to it’
– why should they have any difficulty with seeing that mind–body
interaction doesn’t involve contact either?
This interpretation of his argument is consistent with Descartes’

own rejection of the theory of heaviness in question. Indeed, it
turns the discussion found in the literature on its head, and rebuts at-
tributions of inconsistency, namely: Descartes’ answer to Elizabeth is
‘inconsistent with the foundations Descartes gives to his theory of
motion [in his physics]’.114 Descartes’ answer to Elizabeth is
correct and consistent (see also below). Such objections can be
traced to a lack of understanding of the uniqueness of the substantial
union, and to a misplaced demand for an explanation of one primary
notion in terms of another.115 ‘That the mind, which is incorporeal

111 AT III.694; CSMK:228; also section 2 above.
112 I owe this suggestion to discussions with Peter J. King.
113 28 June 1643 AT III.694; CSMK:228.
114 Daniel Garber, ‘Understanding Interaction: What Descartes

Should Have Said to Elisabeth’, Southern Journal of Philosophy 21 (1983),
15–32:16–17, argues, althoughDescartes’ answer to Elizabeth is ‘philosoph-
ically serious’ and ‘perhaps defensible’, it is ‘not the answer that should have
been offered’.

115 Garber, op. cit. note 34, denies the latter. His attribution of occa-
sionalism, however, is unconvincing. Suffice to say that powers are
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can set the body in motion is […] one of those self-evident things
which we only make obscure when we try to explain them in terms
of other things’.116 Moreover, such objections can be traced to a
lack of understanding the metaphysical neutrality of Descartes’
Causal Principle.

10. Descartes’ Response to Elizabeth

Descartes writes to Elizabeth that he thinks it was her devoted time to
meditating “rather than thoughts requiring less attention that have
made Your Highness find obscurity in the notion we have of the
union of the mind and the body’”.117 He explains: ‘the soul is con-
ceived by the pure intellect; body […] can likewise be known by
the intellect alone, but much better by the intellect aided by the im-
agination [in terms of shapes, alluding to the role of diagrams]; and
finally what belongs to the union of the soul and the body is known
only obscurely by the intellect alone or even by the intellect aided
by the imagination, but it is known very clearly by the senses’.118
He continues: ‘It does not seem to me that [the intellect] is capable
of forming a very distinct conception of both the distinction
between the soul and the body and their union; for to do this it is
necessary to conceive them as a single thing and at the same time to
conceive them as two things; and this is absurd’.119 It’s ‘the ordinary
course of life […] that teaches us how to conceive the union of the soul
and the body’.120
He offers a similar response to Arnauld regarding the mind–body

interaction: ‘it is something which is shown to us […] by the surest
and plainest everyday experience’. (29 July 1648 AT V.222:
CSMK:358) Descartes seems clear about what it means to affirm or-
dinary life. In his understanding of the ‘surest and plainest everyday
experience’ and of scientific inquiry there is what might be called an
interplay between a priori reasoning and experiential evidence.

constitutive of what it is to be a substance, corporeal or thinking, and thereby
pertain to their modes.

116 Letter for [Arnauld] 29 July 1648 ATV.222; CSMK:358.
117 AT III.693.
118 AT III.691–692; CSMK:226–7.
119 AT III.693.
120 AT III.692.
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11. The Intellect Conceiving the Union Clearly and Distinctly

How acceptable is all this within Descartes’ philosophical quest? In
particular, how acceptable is it within his new metaphysics that the
intellect seems incapable of a distinct conception of the mind–body
union, and hence known to be indubitably true? This is considered
to be a limitation, an exception to, or inconsistent with Descartes’
metaphysics. It’s true that in his quest for the possibility of new me-
taphysics, of establishing scientia, Descartes would not affirm any-
thing less than what is clearly and distinctly conceived. For the
purposes of exploring the emerging new physics and examining the
question of whether the nature of reality can be intelligible to
reason, Descartes was right about the appropriateness and rigour of
his metaphysical inquiry and his deeper concerns.121 The objections
regarding a limit, an exception to, or inconsistency in his metaphysics
seem therefore well placed.
Drawing on my two–fold defence of the mind–body union – the

epistemic and metaphysical – I suggest that Descartes is entitled to
more than we have understood him to claim.122 It seems that
without meditating but not without attentive thoughts – as he ex-
plains to Elizabeth – which require ‘some degree of rationality’123
freed from preconceived opinions, the intellect is capable of
forming a clear and distinct conception of the union.
How is that possible? It’s possible because the intellect can focus

attentively on what is clear and distinct, a single thing, a unit,124 sig-
nified as a whole – without insisting that this ‘license the inference
that [mind and the body] are one and the same thing’.125 Descartes
explains that it doesn’t seem to him that the intellect ‘is capable of
forming a very distinct conception of both the distinction between
the soul and the body and their union; for to do this it is necessary
to conceive them as a single thing and at the same time to conceive
them as two things; and this is absurd.’126 Given the undeniability

121 Descartes doubted the adequacy of experience for establishing scien-
tia, but didn’t deny it or its usefulness. Indeed, experience is restored in the
Sixth Meditation, not least because he’s not in the grip of the fantasy that
reason unaided can give us knowledge of a world of corporeal objects, and
he ridicules those who ignore experience and scientific experimentation.
(Rule Five AT X.380).

122 I owe this suggestion to discussions with Peter J. King.
123 AT X.419.
124 AT VII.81.
125 Sixth Set of Replies AT VII.444.
126 AT III.693; CSMK:227; my italics.
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of this logical point about simultaneous conceivability, he didn’t
think it needed spelling out: it’s logically impossible clearly and dis-
tinctly to conceive a real distinction between two entities and at the
same time to conceive them very distinctly as a single thing, a unit.
The two entities or ‘what belongs to the union of the soul and the

body is known only obscurely by the intellect’ because of the inter-
mingling of the intellect and the senses; and pre-philosophically,
it’s clearly known by the senses.127 But philosophically or metaphys-
ically the intellect can ‘conceive them as a single thing’, a unit.128
That is, the intellect can attentively conceive the union ‘in its own
proper manner’ as distinct from, and ‘not by comparison with any
of the others’ – without, that is, at the same time conceiving the
mind and the body as distinct.129 Simple and common notions are
more akin to demonstratives than to descriptions: our attentive
thoughts can focus on that notion as a notion in and of itself, signify-
ing a whole. In fact, in Rule Twelve Descartes argues that the ‘self-
evidence [of simple and common notions] is the basis of all the
rational inferences we make’.130 They’re ‘all self-evident and never
contain any falsity’.131
Therefore, the intellect can clearly and distinctly conceive the

union because, I have argued, metaphysically the union presupposes
the objective a priori notion of union – prior in the order of reasoning
–whose self-evidence is the basis of the rational inferences wemake in
this area of metaphysics. When the intellect understands clearly
and distinctly, it turns towards the notions ‘which are within it’,132
the a priori self-evident notions of reason, not derived from sense–
experience, but presupposed by it.
The arguments of this paper together constitute a defence of

Descartes’ thesis that the mind–body interaction, presupposing
their union, is ‘one of those self-evident things which we only make
obscure when we try to explain them in terms of other things’.133
And givenmy defence that the intellect can clearly and distinctly con-
ceive the union, it constitutes no exception to his new metaphysics.

127 AT III.692.
128 AT III.693.
129 AT III.691.
130 AT X.419; Principles I.10 AT VIIIA 8.
131 AT X.419.
132 AT VII.73.
133 Letter to [Arnauld] 29 July 1648 AT V.222; CSMK:358.
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12. Conclusion

Descartes didn’t think there was a mind–body problem, because he
didn’t make the unfounded assumption that causal relata are homo-
geneous, or that reality is physical – that the limits of one’s ideology
are the limits of reality. Rather, his struggle was to explain to his
critics his new metaphysics by offering a way of understanding
both themind–body relation and the uniqueness and presupposition-
ality of the mind–body union, and by pulling his critics back from
their (mis)conceptions about the metaphysics of causality and of his
Causal Principle.
The Principle of Sufficient Reason demands that there be some in-

telligible foundation in the nature of human beings for mind–body
interaction, otherwise it would be without causa sive ratio, without
reason. Descartes appeals to the ‘ordinance of nature’,134 not to any-
thing supernatural: human nature arises naturally from, has its foun-
dation in, the unique substantial union, a presupposition of the
intelligibility of mind–body interaction. Descartes does have a
cogent conception and defence of the mind–body relation.
Having demonstrated a metaphysical solution to the mind–body

relation, and thus established a metaphysical basis necessary for the
details to be filled in from Descartes’ works on physiology, and
from relevantly similar works in contemporary debates, the way is
now open to complete the project of what has been considered one
of the great problems of philosophy.135

134 Optics AT VI.130.
135 This paper has gone through several stages. My thanks are first to

Stephen G. Williams for prompting me to address the mind-body relation,
and offering various suggestions on the topic. An earlier draft of the paper
was presented to the Work in Progress philosophy seminar at Worcester
College, University of Oxford, in October 2016. I should like to thank
Janine Guhler, Sabina Lovibond, Steven Methven, Martin Pickup, Kate
Tunstall, Daniel Waxman, Stephen Williams for their valuable comments
and encouragement. I gave a revised version of the paper at the Early
Modern Philosophy Seminar, National University of Singapore, in
November 2016. I should like to thank Cecilia Lim for inviting me, and the
participants Loy Hui Chieh, Cecilia Lim, Hsueh Qu Ming, Saranindranath
Tagore, TangWengHong, and the audience at the Seminar for their valuable
questions andcomments. Amuch revisedversionwaspresentedat theScottish
Seminar in Early Modern Philosophy VIII: April 2017, at the University of
Edinburgh. I should like to thank the organiser Mogens Laerke, Pauline
Phemister and Peter Millican for their comments, and the audience for their
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