
69desc artes ’ s  conception  of  substance

Journal of the History of Philosophy, vol. 46, no. 1 (2008) 69–90

[69]

Descartes’s Substance Dualism 
and His Independence 

Conception of Substance
G o n z a l o  R o D R I G u e z - P e R e y R a *

1

descartes maintained what i shall call “substance dualism,” namely that 
no substance has both mental and material properties. His main argument for 
substance dualism, the so-called “separability” argument of the Sixth Meditation, 
has long puzzled readers. Descartes had at least two different conceptions of 
substance. one is a conception of substance as a subject of properties; the other 
is a conception of substance as an independent entity. In this paper I shall argue 
that the independence conception of substance is crucial for the success of the 
separability argument. Thus my aim in this paper is twofold: (a) to clarify what 
Descartes’s independence conception of substance is, and (b) to show the philo-
sophical importance of the independence conception of substance. Regarding 
(a) I shall argue, in particular, that Descartes’s independence conception is that 
a is a created or dependent substance if and only if God is the only other entity 
without which a cannot exist. Regarding (b) I shall argue that it follows from the 
independence conception that substance and attribute are not distinct entities. 
This allows Descartes to derive two of his distinctive theses on substance, namely 
that each substance has only one principal attribute, and that the distinction be-
tween substance and attribute is conceptual. That substance and attribute are not 
distinct entities plays a significant role in Descartes’s defense of substance dualism. 
Recent commentators have argued that the independence conception of substance 
is not fruitful within Descartes’s metaphysics and that Descartes’s metaphysics is 
dominated by the subject conception.1 If the arguments of this paper are correct, 

* Gonzalo Rodriguez-Pereyra is Professor of Metaphysics at the university of oxford.

1 For the first claim, see louis loeb, From Descartes to Hume: Continental Metaphysics and the Develop-
ment of Modern Philosophy [From Descartes to Hume] (Ithaca: Cornell university Press, 1981), 328. For 
the second claim, see Jonathan Bennett, Learning from Six Philosophers: Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke, 
Berkeley, Hume [Learning from Six Philosophers] (oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), vol. 1, 134–35. 
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then, contrary to what loeb and Bennett think, the independence conception of 
substance is crucially important in Descartes’s philosophy.2 

The structure of the paper is as follows. In section 2 I shall present a reconstruc-
tion of Descartes’s separability argument for substance dualism, and an important 
objection to it, namely that it does not prove substance dualism. Since Descartes’s 
answer to this objection depends on his thought on substance, I present Descartes’s 
subject conception of substance in section 3. In section 4 I argue that Descartes’s 
theses that each substance has a unique principal attribute and that the distinction 
between substance and attribute is conceptual are difficult to make sense of given 
the subject conception of substance. In section 5 I propose my interpretation of the 
independence conception of substance. In section 6 I show how my interpretation 
of the independence conception can make sense of the theses that substances have 
a unique principal attribute and that the distinction between substance and attri-
bute is conceptual. In section 7 I elaborate on the evidence for my interpretation 
of the independence conception, respond to certain objections, and criticize some 
alternative interpretations. In section 8 I show that Descartes used a consequence 
of the independence conception as I interpret it—namely, that substance and at-
tribute are not distinct entities—to respond to the objection presented in section 
2. That substance and attribute are not distinct entities makes substance dualism 
equivalent to a version of property dualism, which I call “attribute dualism.” In 
section 9 I argue that, even so, Descartes still needs arguments for his version of 
attribute dualism and that the argument he in fact gives for it is a version of the 
separability argument. Section 10 is a brief conclusion. 

2

Consider the following three Cartesian theses:

Substance dualism: any substance with mental properties lacks material properties 
and any substance with material properties lacks mental properties.

Property dualism: Mental properties and material properties are different proper-
ties. 

Real distinction between mind and body: The mind and the body are numerically 
distinct substances.3

How are these theses logically related? Substance dualism is the strongest of the 
three, and entails the other two. It entails the real distinction between mind 
and body. For the mind is a substance with mental properties, and the body is 

2 Peter Markie has discerned a third conception of substance, as a mereologically independent 
entity, which he finds in the Synopsis of the Meditations. I have nothing to say in this paper about 
this third Cartesian notion of substance. See Peter Markie, “Descartes’s Concepts of Substance,” in 
Reason, Will and Sensation: Studies in Descartes’s Metaphysics, ed. John Cottingham (oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1994). 

3 This terminology is not always adopted. Marleen Rozemond, for instance, understands by the 
real distinction what I understand by substance dualism. See Marleen Rozemond, Descartes’s Dualism 
(Cambridge: Harvard university Press, 1998), 31. 
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a substance with material properties. now if the mind lacks material properties, 
and the body lacks mental properties, then the mind and the body cannot be the 
same substance. But the real distinction between mind and body does not entail 
substance dualism. For that mind and body are two numerically distinct substances 
is compatible with both of them having both mental and material properties. 

Substance dualism also entails property dualism. For if a substance with men-
tal properties lacks material properties, then mental and material properties are 
different properties—otherwise, a substance with mental properties would be a 
substance with material properties. But property dualism does not entail substance 
dualism. It could be that mental properties and material properties are different 
properties and yet a substance with mental properties is also a substance with 
material properties. 

But the real distinction between mind and body and property dualism do not 
entail each other. It could be that mind and body are numerically distinct sub-
stances but mental and material properties are the same. For instance, it could be 
that mind and body are distinct because they have different properties: the mind 
has a property M that the body lacks, and the body has a property B that the mind 
lacks. This does not preclude that both M and B are both mental and material 
properties. So the real distinction between mind and body does not entail property 
dualism. nor does property dualism entail the real distinction between mind and 
body. For even if mental and material properties are different properties, it can 
still be the case that the mind, which has mental properties, and the body, which 
has material properties, are the same substance. 

Substance dualism is the view for which Descartes is most famous. Descartes 
had more than one argument for it, but the one I am interested in here is the 
so-called “separability argument,”4 whose locus classicus is the following passage 
from the Sixth Meditation: 

First, I know that everything which I clearly and distinctly understand is capable of 
being created by God so as to correspond exactly with my understanding of it. Hence 
the fact that I can clearly and distinctly understand one thing apart from another is 
enough to make me certain that the two things are distinct, since they are capable 
of being separated, at least by God. The question of what kind of power is required 
to bring about such a separation does not affect the judgment that the two things 
are distinct. Thus, simply by knowing that I exist and seeing at the same time that 
absolutely nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except that I am a thinking 
thing, I can infer correctly that my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a think-
ing thing. It is true that I may have (or, to anticipate, that I certainly have) a body 
that is very closely joined to me. But nevertheless, on the one hand I have a clear 
and distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; 
and on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an 
extended, non-thinking thing. and accordingly, it is certain that I am really distinct 
from my body, and can exist without it.5

4 ‘Separability argument’ is Bennett’s name (Learning from Six Philosophers, 71). Margaret Wilson 
(Descartes [london: Routledge, 1978], 186) calls it the ‘epistemological argument’. It is also often 
called the ‘conceivability argument’.

5 CSM II, 54; aT VII, 78. ‘CSM’ stands for The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, vols. 1–2, trans. J. 
Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1985). ‘CSMK’ 
stands for The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, vol. 3, trans. J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, D. Murdoch, 
and a. Kenny (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1991). ‘aT’ stands for adam and Tannery’s
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Here Descartes puts the argument in the first person, i.e., in terms of himself and 
his body. But this is not essential to the argument. In fact, Descartes sometimes 
presents the same sort of argument without doing it in the first person, for instance 
in the Second Replies (aT VII, 170). I shall interpret him in the passage of the 
Sixth Meditation as arguing for the general conclusion that the mind (any mind) 
is distinct from the body (any body), and so the mind (any mind) can exist without 
the body (any body) and vice versa. But it is not easy to see what the argument is, 
and different interpretations have been proposed. I doubt that there is any single 
interpretation that can make sense of everything Descartes says in the passage, 
but I think it is possible to reconstruct this argument in a way that makes sense 
of much of what Descartes says here and that coincides with things he says else-
where. This reconstruction, which I give below, takes into consideration not only 
what Descartes says in the passage above, but also Descartes’s replies to Caterus’s 
and arnauld’s objections, which is why the first premise of the reconstruction is 
about clear, distinct, and complete conception, rather than about merely clear 
and distinct conception. 

on a first reading, the argument appears to be very simple. From the fact 
that something is clearly and distinctly conceivable apart from something else, it 
follows that they can exist separately. and things which can exist separately are 
numerically distinct. Therefore, since the mind and the body can be clearly and 
distinctly conceived apart from one another, it follows that the mind and the body 
are numerically distinct. 

But this cannot be all there is to Descartes’s argument. First, the conclusion of 
Descartes’s argument is that the mind is really distinct from the body, and can exist 
without it. That the mind is really distinct from the body suggests that the mind 
and the body are substances.6 and if a and b are numerically distinct substances, 
and so really distinct, then they can exist without each other, since this possibil-
ity of separate existence is both a consequence and a sign of real distinction (aT 
VII, 162; aT VIII–1, 28–29). So the reconstruction of the argument must have it 
conclude not merely that mind and body are numerically distinct, but that they 
are numerically distinct substances. 

Second, from the fact that one can clearly and distinctly conceive one thing apart 
from another, it does not follow that these things can exist separately. as arnauld 
pointed out, one may be able to conceive clearly and distinctly of a right triangle 
without conceiving that the square of the hypotenuse is equal to the squares of 
the sides. yet it does not follow that the triangle can exist without the square of the 
hypotenuse being equal to the squares of the other sides (aT VII, 201–02). 

In his reply, Descartes accepts arnauld’s point with respect to merely clear and 
distinct perception and says that, for it to follow that a and b are really distinct (and 

edition of Descartes’s works (Paris: Vrin/C.n.R.S., 1964–76). all translations are from CSM, CSMK, and, 
in one case, from Cottingham’s 1976 translation of the Conversation with Burman (oxford: Clarendon 
Press). When I refer to the Principles of Philosophy, I shall sometimes give part and article number. Thus 
‘Principles 1: 60’ refers to article 60 of the first part of the Principles. 

6 This might be questioned since Descartes claims that the distinction between a substance and a 
mode of another substance, or between two modes of distinct substances, can be called a real distinc-
tion (aT VIII–1, 30). But as we shall see, what Descartes says about complete ideas in relation to his 
argument indicates that he saw it as concluding that both mind and body are substances. 
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so that they can exist separately), both a and b must be understood as complete, 
and it must be possible to understand each one without the other. understanding 
something as complete is the same as having a complete understanding or idea of 
the thing in question (aT VII, 221). What is it to have a complete idea of a thing? 
To Gibieuf, Descartes explains that it is to have an idea such that one can deny of 
it everything else of which one has an idea, and Descartes adds that the ideas of 
thinking and extended substance are complete ideas (aT III, 475–76). To clearly, 
distinctly, and completely conceive a apart from b is to have a clear and distinct 
conception of a as a complete being, which conception does not include b. But 
what is a complete thing? For Descartes a complete thing is a substance endowed 
with the forms or attributes which enable one to recognize that it is a substance 
(aT VII, 222). Thus if one clearly, distinctly, and completely conceives of a without 
conceiving of b, a is a substance and does not need b in order to exist. 

Thus, when complete conception is brought into the picture, Descartes is in 
a position to respond to arnauld. For while one cannot deny of a clear and dis-
tinct idea of a right triangle that there is a certain ratio between the squares of 
the hypotenuse and the sides, according to Descartes, one can conceive clearly 
and distinctly of the mind as a complete thing without conceiving of any body. 
So taking the conception of mind and body of which he speaks in the passage of 
the Sixth Meditations to be clear, distinct, and complete conception of the mind 
without the body (and vice versa) allows Descartes to conclude that the mind and 
the body are numerically distinct substances, i.e., that they are really distinct and 
so can exist separately. Here is the reconstruction of the argument:

(1)  If I clearly, distinctly, and completely conceive or understand a apart from 
b, then a is a substance and it is possible that a exists without b. 

(2)  If it is possible that a exists without b, then a and b are numerically dis-
tinct. 

(3)  I clearly, distinctly, and completely understand the mind apart from the 
body (any mind and any body), and I clearly, distinctly, and completely 
understand the body apart from the mind (any body and any mind). 

(4)  The mind (any mind) is a substance, and it is possible that it exists without 
the body (any body), and the body (any body) is a substance, and it is 
possible that it exists without the mind (any mind). 

(5)  Therefore, the mind and the body (any mind and any body) are numeri-
cally distinct substances.

This argument is valid. (1)–(3) are the premises of the argument. (4) follows from 
premises (1) and (3), and (5) follows from premise (2) and line (4).7 Premise (1) 
reflects Descartes’s claim that “everything which I clearly and distinctly understand 
is capable of being created by God so as to correspond exactly with my understand-

7 Whether the argument is sound, and so whether Descartes really meets arnauld’s objection 
depends, among other things, on whether one can have a complete conception of the mind that does 
not include anything material. For discussion of this point, see Stephen yablo, “The Real Distinction 
between Mind and Body” [“The Real Distinction”], Canadian Journal of Philosophy, Supplementary 
Volume 16 (1990): 149–201, at 174–75. 



74 journal of the history of philosophy 46:1  january 2008

ing of it” (CSM II, 54; aT VII, 78). If so, God is also able to create what one clearly, 
distinctly, and completely conceives. Premise (3) states what Descartes took to be 
a fact about what he (or anyone, for that matter) could conceive in a certain way. 
Premise (2) links separability with numerical distinctness. note that this premise 
is about any entities and not about substances in particular. This marks a differ-
ence between my reconstruction and Wilson’s reconstruction, by which mine is 
inspired. In Wilson’s reconstruction, the corresponding premise reads as follows: 
“If A can exist apart from B, and vice versa, A is really distinct from B, and B from 
A.”8 The problem with this premise is that different modes of one and the same 
substance, which are not really distinct, can exist without each other. But premise 
(2), as I have formulated it, is a fully general principle valid for all entities, not 
only for substances or modes of different substances, and so does not have the 
problem that Wilson’s premise has. Furthermore, there is some textual evidence 
that Descartes believed in premise (2) as I have formulated it.9 

The above is a faithful reconstruction of the way Descartes intended to argue 
for substance dualism in the passage of the Sixth Meditation. The problem with 
this argument is that it is not an argument for substance dualism. What the con-
clusion states is the real distinction between mind and body and, as we saw, this 
does not even entail substance dualism. 

It might be thought, however, that although this is a faithful reconstruction 
of the way Descartes structures the argument in the passage above, it does not 
represent his real intentions there. For it is plausible to think that Descartes saw 
that substance dualism entails the real distinction between mind and body and 
so it may be thought that Descartes obviated stating substance dualism and went 
directly to give the ultimate conclusion of the argument, the real distinction be-
tween mind and body. 

But can this be right? Does Descartes have the elements to establish substance 
dualism in the passage above? It does not look like it. Given his premises all he 
can show is that the mind can exist with mental properties but without any mate-
rial properties and that the body can exist with material properties but without 
any mental properties. and all this can establish, apart from the real distinction 
between mind and body, is property dualism. But property dualism does not entail 
substance dualism. 

8 Wilson, Descartes, 197. 
9 The evidence is this text from the Sixth Replies: 

also, the fact that we often see two things joined together does not license the inference 
that they are one and the same; but the fact that we sometimes observe one of them apart 
from the other entirely justifies the inference that they are different. . . . For it is a concep-
tual contradiction to suppose that two things which we clearly perceive as different should 
become one and the same . . . this is no less a contradiction than to suppose that two things 
which are in no way distinct should be separated. (CSM II, 299; aT VII, 444–45) 

It may be thought that here Descartes is using ‘thing’ to mean substance. But this is not so: ‘substantia’ 
does not occur in the original passage (nor does the word ‘res’), but if Descartes meant to speak of 
substances in his technical sense rather than of entities in general, it is plausible to suppose he should 
have used the word ‘substantia’. Pointing out that neither ‘substantia’ nor ‘res’ occur in the passage 
is not to criticize the translation by Cottingham, et al.; using ‘thing’ was the best way to translate the 
passage. 
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So the verdict on Descartes’s argument is negative: it does not establish sub-
stance dualism. all Descartes can get are the weaker theses of property dualism 
and the real distinction between mind and body, but not the targeted substance 
dualism. 

Can Descartes escape from this predicament? Does he have an answer to this 
objection? yes, he does, but that answer depends on his thought on substance. To 
his thought on substance we now turn. 

3

I shall use the word ‘property’ as an umbrella word to refer to what Descartes vari-
ously called ‘attributes’, ‘modes’, ‘qualities’, ‘acts’, and ‘accidents’.10 Descartes had 
a conception of substance as a subject of properties. This conception of substance 
is exemplified in many different texts, but the following text, from the Second 
Replies, is representative:

This term [‘substance’] applies to every thing in which whatever we perceive immedi-
ately resides, as in a subject, or to everything by means of which whatever we perceive 
exists. By ‘whatever we perceive’ is meant any property, quality or attribute of which 
we have a real idea. The only idea we have of a substance itself, in the strict sense, is 
that it is the thing in which whatever we perceive (or whatever has objective being 
in one of our ideas) exists, either formally or eminently. For we know by the natural 
light that a real attribute cannot belong to nothing. (CSM II, 114; aT VII, 161)

Descartes’s intention in this text is to give a definition of ‘substance’. Descartes 
says that ‘substance’ applies to every thing which is a subject where whatever we 
perceive resides. He suggests that those subjects are also the things “by means of 
which” whatever we perceive exists. one might give the rather obscure phrase ‘by 
means of which’ different interpretations. one might, for instance, give it a causal 
interpretation, in which case that first sentence in Descartes’s text would remind 
one of locke’s dual characterisation of the substratum as something “wherein 
[ideas] do subsist, and from which they do result.”11 But this characterization of 
a substance as something by means of which what we perceive exists rapidly drops 
out of the picture. For Descartes continues the passage by telling us what our only 
idea of substance is, and Descartes says it is a thing in which what we perceive 
exists, but he does not say that it is a thing by means of which what we perceive 
exists. So, given what Descartes says in this and other texts, it seems plausible to 
think that with the phrase ‘everything by means of which whatever we perceive 
exists’ Descartes simply meant everything in which whatever we perceive resides 
as in a subject. 

Descartes restricts, in this text, ‘whatever we perceive’ to properties, qualities, 
or attributes of which we have a real idea.12 Here Descartes is not using the term 

10 Some commentators use ‘quality’ as I use ‘property’ (see loeb, From Descartes to Hume, 83, and 
Markie, “Descartes’s Concepts of Substance,” 75). The decision to use ‘property’ as an umbrella word is 
to some extent arbitrary, but the decision not to use ‘quality’ as an umbrella word is not arbitrary at all, 
since for Descartes the word ‘quality’ is a technical term like ‘attribute’ and ‘mode’ (aT VIII–1, 26).

11 John locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. P. nidditch. (oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1975), II.xxiii.1.

12 This is not the place to enter into a discussion of exactly what Descartes meant by ‘real idea’. 
But, as an anonymous referee pointed out, Descartes does not mean that all we perceive is a property
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‘attribute’ in his technical sense, to be discussed in section 4, in which an attribute 
and a mode are two completely different things. He is using it in a general way, as 
synonymous with the word ‘property’ in my usage. So we can say that here Descartes 
takes a substance to be a subject of properties, where properties include both at-
tributes and modes. In the text above Descartes seems to restrict ‘substance’ to that 
in which the properties that we perceive reside. nevertheless there is no reason to 
build that idea into Descartes’s subject conception of substance. For the general 
idea behind this conception of substance—an idea known by the natural light—is 
that “a real attribute cannot belong to nothing,” not that a perceived real attribute 
or property cannot belong to nothing. So, according to the subject conception of 
substance, a substance is a subject of properties—whether perceived or not. We 
can put it in the following form:

(1)  a is a substance =def. some property F exists in a.

But this definition does not distinguish between substances and properties, 
since even properties, for Descartes, are subjects of other properties (aT III, 
355). But clearly for Descartes the difference between substances and properties 
lies in the fact that substances are basic subjects of properties, i.e., substances do 
not exist in any entities. So Descartes’s conception of a substance as a subject of 
properties is captured by (2):

(2)  a is a substance =def. some property F exists in a and a does not exist in 
any entity.

4

among what I am here indistinctly calling ‘properties’ Descartes made an impor-
tant technical distinction between modes and attributes :

[W]e employ the term mode when we are thinking of a substance as being affected 
or modified; when the modification enables the substance to be designated as a 
substance of such and such a kind, we use the term quality; and finally, when we are 
simply thinking in a more general way of what is in a substance, we use the term at-
tribute. (Principles 1: 56, CSM I, 211; aT VIII–1, 26)

So modes and attributes are analogous in that they are properties, since they are 
in substances, but they are different kinds of properties. The difference is one of 
generality. attributes are the most general kind of properties. Some attributes, called 
principal attributes, constitute the nature and essence of substances (Principles 1: 53, aT 
VIII–1, 25). Descartes admits two principal attributes: thought and extension. From 
now on when I speak of attributes I shall always have in mind principal attributes.13

of which we have a real idea, since Descartes allows materially false ideas, which correspond to no 
properties outside the mind and so require nothing in which to reside. 

13 There is a kind of properties—such as duration, order and number—that are even more gen-
eral than principal attributes, since those properties apply to “all classes of things” (Principles 1: 48, 
CSM I, 208; aT VIII–1, 22–23). These properties necessarily belong to every substance, but precisely 
for this reason they do not constitute the nature and essence of any substance. I shall ignore these 
“transcendental properties.” I shall also ignore the category of quality distinguished by Descartes in 
the passage above. This category does not play in Descartes’s philosophy a role as important as those 
of attribute and mode.
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How are attributes and modes related? Modes refer to attributes in the sense that 
they are ways of instantiating an attribute: thinking that p is a way of thinking and 
so a mode of the attribute thought ; being rectangular is a way of being extended, 
and so a mode of the attribute extension. But not only is every mode a mode of a 
certain attribute, every mode of any single substance is a mode of one and the 
same attribute. This is because for Descartes every substance has only one principal 
attribute to which all its other properties refer. Thus extension is the principal 
attribute of extended substance, and thought is the principal attribute of think-
ing substance. everything else that can be attributed to an extended substance 
is a mode of extension, and everything else that can be attributed to a thinking 
substance is a mode of thought (Principles 1: 53, 65, aT VIII–1, 25, 32). 

Given the subject conception of substance, the thesis that every substance has 
a unique principal attribute is puzzling: what could rule out several attributes 
residing in the same subject? later on I shall argue that the thesis that each sub-
stance has only one principal attribute can be derived from the independence 
conception of substance.14 

But that substances have only one principal attribute is not the only puzzling 
Cartesian thesis about substance. Given that Descartes distinguishes between sub-
stances and properties, and among these between attributes and modes, it looks 
as if Descartes has a tripartite ontology—an ontology consisting of three kinds of 
entities: substances, attributes, and modes. But in fact this is not so. all Descartes 
has are three different ontological notions or concepts: the notion of substance, 
the notion of attribute, and the notion of mode. These are ontological notions or 
concepts because they refer to what there is. But at the ontological level there are 
not three different kinds of entities, one corresponding to each notion, but only 
two kinds of entities. This is because for Descartes a substance and its attribute 
are not distinct entities. and so even if at the conceptual level we have the three 
notions of substance, attribute, and mode, at the ontological level there are only two 
entities, or kinds of entities, corresponding to those three notions. 

Indeed, Descartes claims that the distinction between a substance and its 
principal attribute is conceptual. This distinction he contrasts both with a real 
distinction (which obtains between two substances) and with a modal distinction 
(which obtains between a mode and the substance of which it is a mode, and be-
tween two modes of the same substance) (Principles 1: 60–2, aT VIII–1, 28–30). 
a conceptual distinction is one that stems from the mind’s considering one and 
the same thing under different aspects or in different ways. What is distinct in a 

14 according to Rozemond (Descartes’s Dualism, 9, 27), what explains that a substance must have 
only one principal attribute is that such an attribute determines the properties a substance can have 
and so it is, in this respect, like the atomic structure of gold, which determines the properties of gold 
and how it behaves. But the attribute of a substance is not like the atomic structure of gold. First, 
modes presuppose their attribute in a way in which the properties of gold do not presuppose its atomic 
structure: a shape presupposes extension in that it must be the shape of something extended, but 
yellow can be the color of things other than gold. Second, appeal to an attribute does not explain why 
a certain substance has a certain mode rather than another: I believe that Descartes was French, but 
thought, or that I am a substance whose principal attribute is thought, does not explain why I believe 
that rather than that he was Italian; but the atomic structure of gold explains why a certain piece of 
gold is yellow rather than red. Third, the principal attribute does not causally determine the modes a 
substance has, but the atomic structure of gold causally determines the properties of gold. 
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conceptual distinction is not the thing considered by the mind, but the different 
manners in which the mind considers the thing. So a conceptual distinction is one 
that does not have an ontological correlate, although it does have a foundation 
in reality (aT IV, 349–50). Thus the fact that the distinction between substance 
and attribute is conceptual means that, although the concepts substance and at-
tribute are distinct concepts, a substance and its attribute are not distinct entities. 
Thought is nothing other than thinking substance. Similarly for extension and 
extended substance (Principles 1: 63, aT VIII–1, 30–31).15 

The thesis of the conceptual distinction between substance and attribute is 
puzzling, for the view of substance as a subject suggests in a natural way that a 
substance is something other than its properties. The attribute is something that 
resides or inheres in a substance. This suggests that when we have something ex-
tended, or something that thinks, we have two entities: the attribute (extension 
or thought) and the substance wherein it inheres. 

So why did Descartes think that there was only a conceptual distinction, and 
thus no distinction in reality, between a substance and its attribute? Because, as I 
shall argue below, this thesis derives from Descartes’s independence conception 
of substance. let us see what this conception is. 

5

The independence conception is introduced in the following passage from the 
Principles: 

By substance we 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. In 
the case of all other substances, 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 things; that is, there is no distinctly intelligible meaning of the term, 
which is common to God and his creatures. In the case of created things, some are of 
such a nature that they cannot exist without other things, while some need only the 
ordinary concurrence of God in order to exist. We make this distinction by calling 

15 So a principal attribute is general in the sense that all the other properties of a substance are 
modes of it, but not in the sense that two substances have numerically the same principal attribute. If 
this were the case, given the thesis that substance and principal attribute are not two distinct entities, 
it would follow that there is only one thinking substance, for example. So what makes two substances 
both thinking substances is that their principal attributes are of the same kind—not that their principal 
attributes are numerically the same. This also holds of extended substances, though here this point may 
be less important given that it is not clear that Descartes admitted a plurality of extended substances. 
(There are those who think that Descartes admitted a plurality of material substances; for instance, 
Matthew Stuart, “Descartes’s extended Substances,” in New Essays on the Rationalists, ed. R. J. Gennaro, 
and C. Huenemann [oxford: oxford university Press, 1999]; those who think that Descartes admit-
ted only one material substance, for instance, John Cottingham, Descartes [oxford: Blackwell, 1986], 
84–85; and Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry [london: Penguin, 1978], 128; and 
those who think that Descartes did not admit any material substances at all but only matter as such, 
for instance, Roger Woolhouse, Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz: The Concept of Substance in Seventeenth Century 
Metaphysics [london: Routledge, 1993], 22–24.) What is the difference between the generic thought 
and the individual thought which is the essence of some mind? That the generic thought is a product 
of our conceptualizing the resemblances of the various individual thoughts (aT VIII–1, 27–28). I am 
grateful to an anonymous referee for pressing me on this last point. 
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the latter ‘substances’ and the former ‘qualities’ or ‘attributes’ of those substances. 
(Principles 1: 51, CSM I, 210; aT VIII–1, 24)16

This is the canonical text for the independence notion of substance, but Des-
cartes also explicitly espouses this notion of substance in many other parts of his 
work, such as the Third Meditation (aT VII, 44), the Fourth Replies (aT VII, 226), 
and the letter to Hyperaspistes (aT III, 429). 

according to the passage above, ‘substance’ does not apply univocally to all 
substances. Thus God and created substances are substances in different senses: 
God is a substance in the sense that he depends on no other entity for his existence, 
and created substances are substances in the sense that they depend only on God 
for their existence. Thus created substances are not fully independent, but their 
relative independence is enough for them to count as substances in an extended 
sense. So Descartes’s independence conception of substance makes room for two 
kinds of substances: independent and dependent or created substances. let us 
define them as follows:

(3)  a is an independent substance =def. a depends for its existence on no other 
entity; 

(4)  a is a dependent substance =def. a depends for its existence on God 
alone. 

To know what these definitions mean we need to know what notion of dependence 
Descartes had in mind. Descartes is normally taken to have had a causal notion of 
dependence.17 This is because the dependence of creatures on God is causal.18 We 
might unpack this thought as follows. To remain in existence, creatures need to be 
preserved by God. God’s concurrence consists precisely in this preservation. But 
this preservation is an act of continual creation (aT VII, 49, 369). and creation is 
a causal act. So God’s concurrence to preserve his creatures is a causal act, and so 
their dependence on God is causal dependence. Furthermore, since there is no 
sense in which God depends on any other entity, God is causally independent.

But that the dependence of such substances on God is causal, and that Des-
cartes recognizes this, does not mean that his notion of dependence is causal. 
Indeed, I think the way to interpret Descartes’s passage is as follows. He points 
out that created substances depend causally on God, but this does not mean that 
his conception of dependence is causal. His conception of a created substance is 

16 The last two sentences in this passage are added from the original French translation of the 
Principles (aT IX–2, 47). 

17 See loeb, From Descartes to Hume, 94–95; Markie, “Descartes’s Concepts of Substance,” 66; Stuart, 
“Descartes’s extended Substances,” 88; and Bennett, Learning from Six Philosophers, 134.

18 loeb (From Descartes to Hume, 94–95) gives this kind of reason. Markie (“Descartes’s Concepts 
of Substance,” 66) and Bennett (Learning from Six Philosophers, 134) do not give explicit reasons, but 
give the impression that it is evident from Descartes’s text that the reason why he has in mind a causal 
notion of dependence is because the dependence of creatures on God is causal. Stuart (“Descartes’s 
extended Substances,” 87–88) gives other reasons for attributing to Descartes a causal notion of 
dependence: specifically, he argues against alternative reconstructions of Descartes’s thoughts. Some 
of his arguments may be used against the interpretation of Descartes’s conception I shall propose; I 
address those arguments in section 7. 
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that of something that is independent—causally or otherwise—of any other thing 
except God. When he suggests that created substances causally depend on God, he 
is just being specific about the way in which they depend on God. But the notion 
of dependence itself is not causal dependence but a more general one:

(Dep) a depends on b if and only if a cannot exist without b. 

This is a general notion of dependence in that it does not specify what type of 
dependence must obtain between a and b if they satisfy (Dep). So a and b may 
satisfy (Dep) because a cannot exist without having b as a cause; or they may satisfy 
it because a cannot exist without having b as a subject of inherence; or they may 
satisfy it because a cannot exist without having b as a part; or they may satisfy it 
because a cannot exist without having b as a property, etc. as it happens, a created 
substance and God satisfy (Dep) because the former cannot exist without having 
God as a cause of its existence and of its continuing to exist.19 

This suggests the following definitions:

(5)  a is an independent substance =def. a can exist without any other entity;

(6)  a is a dependent substance =def. God is the only other entity without which 
a cannot exist.

I think (5) and (6) together express Descartes’s independence conception of 
substance. let us see whether they are extensionally correct. (5) applies to God, 
since God could have decided not to create any other entity and so would have 
existed without any other entity. and it applies only to God, since no other entity, 
in the Cartesian system, could exist if God did not. Since God is the only totally 
independent substance, (5) seems to be extensionally correct. 

Is (6) extensionally correct? (6) is correct in not applying to God, for although 
God cannot exist without God, God is not another entity without which God cannot 
exist. It also is correct in not applying to modes, for modes cannot exist without 
the substance that they modify.20 Finally, (6) correctly applies to substances, for 
although mind and body need modes to exist, they do not need any particular 
modes to exist: 

But the mind cannot ever be without thought; it can of course be without this or that 
thought, but it cannot be without some thought. In the same way, the body cannot, 
even for a moment, be without extension. (Conversation with Burman, aT V, 150)21 

19 as an anonymous referee pointed out, the notion of dependence encapsulated by (Dep) is 
consistent with dependence being non-symmetrical, i.e., it allows for cases of mutual dependence. But 
this does not mean that (Dep) does not capture a notion of dependence, since it is not analytic that 
dependence cannot be mutual. of course (Dep) can be complemented with definitions or principles 
that rule out some or all cases of mutual dependence. Indeed, as we shall see with definitions (5) and 
(6) below, Descartes conceives of independent and dependent substance in such a way that there can 
be no mutual dependence between any substance and any other entity. 

20 as an anonymous referee has reminded me, this necessitation of a substance by a mode would 
not, in Descartes’s view, preclude God from extraordinarily bringing a mode into existence without 
thereby creating a substance. 

21 This passage may be thought to be consistent with a different interpretation in the case of the 
body. For an anonymous referee rightly pointed out that one who holds that Descartes maintained that
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So, that substances need their modes to exist is not a problem for (6). For a 
substance does not need specific modes to exist, and so there is no single mode 
without which the substance cannot exist. 

yet it may be thought that (6) is incorrect, since modes satisfy it after all. Con-
sider, for instance, the particular shape of a certain particular triangular thing. It 
might be thought that this particular shape can exist as the shape of other triangles. 
So this particular shape would count as a substance according to (6), for there is no 
triangle, and no other entity except God, without which it cannot exist. Similarly, 
it might be thought, a certain particular desire of a certain mind can exist as the 
desire of other minds. If so, there is no other entity, except God, without which 
the desire cannot exist. and so this desire would count as a substance according 
to (6). So (6) seems to be the wrong definition.

But Descartes denied that a mode can be a mode of different substances:

Thus shape and motion are modes, in the strict sense, of corporeal substance; because 
the same body can exist at one time with one shape and at another with another, now 
in motion and now at rest; whereas, conversely, neither this shape nor this motion 
can exist without this body. Thus love, hatred, affirmation, doubt and so on are true 
modes in the mind. (letter to unknown correspondent, 1645 or 1646, CSMK, 280; 
aT IV, 349; emphasis added)

So, for Descartes, there is an asymmetry between substances and modes: a substance 
needs modes to exist, but it does not need any particular modes. But a mode needs 
a particular substance to exist. So (6) does not apply to modes. 

6

So far so good, but what about attributes? attributes seem to present an important 
problem for (5) and (6), for attributes constitute the essence of substances. So 
a substance cannot exist without its attributes. So God cannot exist without his 
attributes. nor can created substances exist without their attributes. So no sub-
stances satisfy (5) or (6).22 

But this is not a real problem. From the fact that God cannot exist without his 
attributes, it does not follow that (5) is incorrect. all that follows, given (5), is that 
no divine attribute is an entity other than God—that God and his attributes are 
not distinct entities. Similarly, from the fact that a dependent substance cannot 
exist without its attributes, it does not follow that no such substances satisfy (6). 

there is only one material substance may also wish to argue that, for him, this one body may have an 
indefinite size, and then might go on to argue that an indefinite size is a mode of extension. However 
the key phrase in this passage is ‘In the same way’ (Eodem modo). This suggests that what holds of the 
mind holds, in this case, of the body. and what Descartes says of the mind is that, while it cannot exist 
without some thought, it can exist without any particular thoughts. So, as I interpret him, Descartes 
is saying here that, although the body cannot exist without some (mode of) extension, it can exist 
without any particular modes of extension. Further evidence that Descartes held this is found in aT 
VIII–1, 31. 

22 of course, Descartes believes that substances have only one principal attribute. But at Principles 
1: 51, he has only advanced the independence conception and has not yet stated the thesis of the 
unique principal attribute. as we shall see in a moment, this thesis derives from a consequence of the 
independence conception. So at this stage in the argument I cannot use the thesis that substances 
have a unique principal attribute. nor can I assume that they have a plurality of them. Thus ‘attributes’ 
should here be understood in the neutral sense of ‘attribute or attributes’.
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all that follows, given (6), is that a dependent substance and its attributes are not 
distinct entities—i.e., that no attribute of a dependent substance is an entity other 
than the substance itself. 

But are these consequences acceptable for Descartes? yes. For if no attribute 
of a substance is an entity distinct from the substance, then no substance can have 
a plurality of distinct attributes. For if a substance had several distinct attributes, 
these attributes would be distinct entities, and so there would be at least one at-
tribute that would be an entity other than the substance; i.e., the substance and 
that attribute would be distinct entities. But this is ruled out by definitions (5) and 
(6), together with the fact that substances cannot exist without their attributes. So, 
given that substances have attributes, the conception of substance encapsulated by 
(5) and (6) gives Descartes the result that each substance has only one principal 
attribute—a result that Descartes goes on to state in Principles 1: 53, almost im-
mediately after he puts forward the independence conception. 

But if substance and attribute are not distinct entities, then between them there 
can be only a conceptual distinction. and this is what Descartes says (aT VIII–1, 
30). So (5) and (6) also give Descartes the thesis that the distinction between 
substance and attribute is conceptual.23 

Thus, given that substances cannot exist without their attributes, (5) and (6) 
have the consequence that no attribute of a substance is an entity other than the 
substance in question. But from this it follows that a substance can have no more 
than one attribute, and that only a conceptual distinction can obtain between a 
substance and its attribute. Thus taking (5) and (6) to express Descartes’s inde-
pendence conception of substance removes the puzzles about the doctrine of the 
unique principal attribute and the conceptual distinction between substance and 
attribute. This is a role that the independence conception of substance plays: to 
provide Descartes with those two distinctive theses on substance.

7

I have interpreted Descartes’s independence conception of substance along the 
lines of (5) and (6). But the textual evidence for this reading is inconclusive (as it 

23 I think it is clear that Descartes meant the thesis of the conceptual distinction to apply both 
to God and created substances. First, there is no indication that the three sorts of distinctions are to 
be restricted to dependent or created substances. Second, the conceptual distinction is said to be 
recognized by our inability to form a clear and distinct idea of the substance if we exclude from it the 
attribute in question (aT VIII–1, 30). But we can have a clear and distinct idea of God (aT VIII–1, 
26). and we are unable to form such a clear and distinct idea if we exclude from it God’s attributes, 
for an idea of God lacking one of his attributes is self-contradictory, and no clear and distinct idea 
is self-contradictory (aT VII, 151, 152). The fact that, after advancing the thesis of the conceptual 
distinction, Descartes goes on, in Principles 1: 63, to use this thesis to explain how thought and exten-
sion can be recognized as the nature of mind and body respectively should not suggest that the thesis 
is meant to apply only to created substances. The explanation of this may simply be that Descartes 
was interested in pointing out how the thesis of the conceptual distinction impinged on recognizing 
a distinctively Cartesian thesis, namely that thought and extension constitute the nature of mind and 
body, respectively. There are places where Descartes says that God has attributes but no modes (aT 
VIII–1, 26; aT VIII–2, 348). But what Descartes says there leaves open that these attributes are only 
conceptually distinct, in which case these texts are compatible with the present interpretation. In any 
case, as was pointed out by an anonymous referee, Descartes’s doctrine of the simplicity of God sug-
gests that God cannot have a plurality of distinct attributes. 
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is with the alternative interpretations I have come across). So the textual evidence 
is only part of the total evidence for attributing these definitions to Descartes. What 
is the rest of the evidence for attributing these definitions to Descartes? That they 
allow us to derive, and in that way to make sense of, otherwise puzzling theses on 
substance that are prominent in the immediate context of the passage where Des-
cartes introduces his independence conception. This is the main piece of evidence 
for my interpretation. Principles 1: 51, the canonical text for this conception of 
substance, is at the beginning of a group of articles (Principles 1: 51–65) constitut-
ing a body of doctrine on substance, modes, and attributes. Characteristic theses 
like the thesis that each substance has only one attribute, and that the distinction 
between substance and attribute is conceptual, are part of this doctrine. Taking 
Descartes to propose (5) and (6) makes sense of these theses and gives unity to 
the whole doctrine.

Based on some comments of Stuart’s, one may object that (6) cannot do all 
the metaphysical work Descartes requires of it.24 For in the Synopsis of the Medita-
tions Descartes says that (created) substances are naturally immortal because they 
cannot cease to exist unless God denies them their concurrence. But (6) does 
not guarantee this. However there is no evidence that Descartes required of the 
independence conception of substance in the Principles a guarantee that created 
substances are naturally immortal. and the passages in the Principles do not mani-
fest a concern with the natural immortality of substances in general or of souls in 
particular. But they do contain the theses that substances have only one principal 
attribute and that the distinction between substance and attribute is conceptual, 
which can be derived from (5) and (6). 

So my interpretation gives unity and coherence to Descartes’s doctrines on 
substance and attribute in the Principles. But, an objector might say, perhaps 
there is no such unity and coherence. For, after introducing the independence 
conception of substance at Principles 1: 51, Descartes goes on to use the subject 
conception at Principles 1: 52 to explain how substances are known. Does this not 
mean that Descartes’s doctrine on substance in the Principles is inconsistent? If 
it is inconsistent, there is no value in an interpretation that gives those passages 
coherence and unity. 

To the extent that Descartes’s definitions of ‘substance’ are meant to capture 
the intension of the notion of substance, they are inconsistent with each other. 
But this does not mean that Descartes’s doctrine on substance in the Principles 
is inconsistent. For in the Principles he gives only one definition of substance. at 
Principles 1: 52, Descartes does not define substance in terms of being a subject of 
inherence; he merely appeals to the fact that substances are subjects of inherence 
to explain our knowledge them.25 That sometimes Descartes ran both concep-
tions of substance together (as he did in the Principles) should be seen not as an 
indication of incoherence, but as an indication that he saw how to combine and 
articulate in a single argument different features of substance.

24 See Stuart, “Descartes’s extended Substances,” 88.
25 This is a point that commentators sometimes miss. See, for instance, e. McCann, “Cartesian 

Selves and lockean Substances,” The Monist 69 (1986): 548–82, at 562.
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What about rival interpretations? I do not have here space to discuss all rival 
interpretations, but it is safe to assume that all plausible alternative interpreta-
tions are variants of the idea that Descartes’s notion of dependent substance is 
that of an entity causally dependent on God alone. as I have already indicated, I 
think that this idea is mistaken. Furthermore, it is difficult to see how the theses 
that substances have only one principal attribute and that the distinction between 
substance and attribute is conceptual can be derived from a conception of depen-
dent substance as an entity causally dependent on God alone. This is even true of 
interpretations that see Descartes advancing a definition of dependent substance 
that contains both causal and non-causal relations of dependence. Markie, for 
instance, proposes the following definition: 

(7) a is a dependent substance =def. 
 (a)  a is necessarily dependent upon the power of God to remain in 

existence; 
 (b)  a can exist and not be dependent upon the causal power of any other 

created thing to remain in existence; and 
 (c)  a can exist without being a property of some other thing.26

But although (7) is compatible with the theses that each substance has only one 
principal attribute and that the distinction between substance and attribute is 
conceptual, it does not entail them, not even together with the idea that substances 
cannot exist without their attributes. Thus this definition does nothing to remove 
the puzzle of why Descartes maintained such theses. 

But is my interpretation of the independence conception of substance really 
different from a causal interpretation? Some may think (6) collapses into some 
version of a causal interpretation. Stuart, for instance, considers what he calls the 
“logical reading” of Descartes’s independence conception—something similar to 
(6)—and rejects it because he says that it collapses into a causal reading. How? He 
considers some Cartesian arguments that the existence of dependent substanc-
es—minds and bodies—entail the existence of God. He says that if every created 
mind contains an idea of God innately, then the Third Meditation contains an 
argument that the existence of each created mind implies the existence of God. 
But he points out that that argument depends on some causal principles, like the 
principle that the cause of an idea must have as much formal reality as the idea 
has objective reality. If the existence of created minds implies God’s existence 
only because of such causal principles, then, Stuart says, the “logical” reading of 
the independence conception of substance threatens to collapse into a causal 
reading. Similarly, he thinks that the Cartesian argument that bodies entail the 
existence of God depends on the causal principle that the life span of any thing 

26 See Markie, “Descartes’s Concepts of Substance,” 69. I have slightly altered Markie’s definition 
in two ways to adapt it to my terminology. First, Markie proposes his definition as a definition of created 
substance, rather than dependent substance. Second, instead of the word ‘property’ he uses ‘quality’. 
My comments on Markie’s definition do not depend on these changes. Previously Markie had given 
another reconstruction of Descartes’s independence conception of substance (Peter Markie, Descartes’s 
Gambit [Ithaca: Cornell university Press, 1986], 200). In “Descartes’s Concepts of Substance” (70 n. 
6), Markie criticizes his earlier reconstruction. 
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is composed of causally independent temporal parts, and so he concludes that 
also in this case the logical reading of the independence conception of substance 
threatens to collapse into a causal reading.27 

But the argument that (6) collapses into a causal reading does not go through. 
First, Descartes has an argument that everything entails God’s existence that does 
not depend on any causal principle. This is the ontological argument, whose con-
clusion is that God’s existence is necessary. If God is necessary, then the existence 
of anything entails the existence of God in the required sense, namely that it is 
impossible for anything to exist without God. Second, as we have seen, even if the 
reason why a thing, a, cannot exist without God is that a must have God as a cause, 
this does not make (6) collapse into a definition of substance in causal terms.28 

8

I have identified a precise role that the independence conception plays in 
Descartes’s philosophy, namely that it allows Descartes to derive the theses that 
each substance has only one principal attribute and that the distinction between 
substance and attribute is conceptual. The key element in this derivation is the 
idea that substance and attribute are not distinct entities—a consequence of the 
independence conception of substance. I shall now show that the idea that sub-
stance and attribute are not distinct entities plays an important role in Descartes’s 
defense of substance dualism. This makes the role of the independence conception 
of substance even more significant.

Remember the objection, presented towards the end of section 2, against 
Descartes’s argument for substance dualism. The objection was that, apart from 
the real distinction between mind and body, all Descartes can claim to have estab-
lished is property dualism. For that there can be a substance that thinks without 
being extended, and that there can be an extended substance that does not think, 
establishes only that thought and extension are distinct properties. Thus the argu-
ment does not establish that no substance has both thought and extension. 

This objection presupposes that a substance and its attributes are distinct enti-
ties, for if they are not, to show that two attributes are distinct is to show that no 
substance has both. It is thus clear how Descartes should reply to this objection. He 
should invoke his idea that substance and attribute are not distinct entities. Thus 
if thought and extension are distinct entities, and neither is a mode of the other, 

27 See Stuart, “Descartes’s extended Substances,” 87–88. 
28 eternal truths seem to satisfy (6), for there is no other entity, except God, that must exist for an 

eternal truth to hold, or—what in Descartes’s philosophy seems to be the same—exist; but Descartes 
distinguished eternal truths from substances (aT VIII–1, 22–23). nevertheless, Descartes’s doctrine 
of eternal truths is unclear, if not incoherent. So the fact that eternal truths may satisfy (6) is not a 
reason not to attribute (6) to Descartes. It is interesting to note that eternal truths also pose a prob-
lem to the other proposed reconstructions of the independence conception: loeb’s, Markie’s, and 
Stuart’s reconstructions are satisfied by eternal truths; similarly, if eternal truths have properties, they 
satisfy the subject conception of substance. However some scholars may want to argue that since all 
these interpretations lead to the claim that eternal truths are substances—a claim Descartes would not 
have adopted—they are all inadequate. an anonymous referee (to whom I am grateful for pointing 
this argumentative possibility to me) would be inclined to argue in that way. I lack here the space to 
engage in a detailed discussion of how much considerations from Descartes’s doctrine of eternal truths 
should bear on interpretations of his doctrine on substance. 
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no substance is both thinking and extended; no substance has both mental and 
material properties. So substance dualism is true. 

This should be Descartes’s answer. But was it? yes. Regius made basically the 
same objection we raised in section 2:

[I]f we are to follow some philosophers, who hold that extension and thought are 
attributes which are present in certain substances, as in subjects, then since these 
attributes are not opposites, but merely different, there is no reason why the mind 
should not be a sort of attribute co-existing with extension in the same subject . . . 
(CSM I, 295; aT VIII–2, 342–43)

Regius is basically saying that since a substance is the subject of attributes, there 
is no reason to think that it does not have different attributes. only if these at-
tributes are incompatible—“opposites” as Regius says—could we conclude that a 
substance does not have all of them. But for all Descartes has shown, thought and 
extension are merely different, not incompatible, and so what Descartes has shown 
is that it is possible that a subject with one of those attributes lacks the other, but 
he has not shown that what thinks is not extended, or that what is extended does 
not think. In other words, Regius’s point is that all Descartes has established is 
property dualism, not substance dualism. 

Descartes’s answer to Regius could not have been clearer. admitting that he 
takes extension to be the attribute of body, and thought to be the attribute of 
mind, he goes on to say: “But I did not say that these attributes are present in the 
substances as in subjects distinct from them” (Comments on a Certain Broadsheet, CSM 
I, 297; aT VIII–2, 348). So, in response to Regius, Descartes denies that substance 
and attribute are distinct entities. If substance and attribute are not distinct enti-
ties, then there cannot be distinct attributes in the same substance. and this is 
precisely the point that he makes shortly after the passage just quoted:

as for the attributes which constitute the natures of things, it cannot be said that 
those which are different, and such that the concept of one is not contained in the 
concept of the other, are present together in one and the same subject; for that would 
be equivalent to saying that one and the same subject has two different natures—a 
statement that implies a contradiction . . . (Comments on a Certain Broadsheet, CSM I, 
298; aT VIII–2, 349–50)29

Descartes is thus using his idea that substance and attribute are not distinct enti-
ties to defend substance dualism. To that extent, he is using the independence 
conception to defend substance dualism. 

9

This Cartesian defense of substance dualism casts Descartes’s substance dualism in 
a new light. For if substance and attribute are not distinct entities, then substance 
dualism is equivalent to a version of property dualism, attribute dualism: the thesis 
that thought and extension are distinct attributes. and so by establishing attribute 

29 yablo suggests that Descartes’s claim that no simple entity is both extended and thinking is a 
last-ditch appeal to a basic conviction (yablo, “The Real Distinction,” 197, 199). If my argument in 
this paper is right, this is not a basic conviction, but a conviction that derives from the independence 
conception of substance through the idea that a substance and its attribute are not distinct entities. 
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dualism Descartes is able to establish both substance dualism and the real distinc-
tion between mind and body. 

But then, it may be asked, if substance dualism is equivalent to attribute dualism, 
why did Descartes worry so much about giving arguments for substance dualism? 
after all, attribute dualism is evident. He could have just pointed out that obvi-
ously extension and thought are not the same and then claim to have established 
substance dualism.

But it is not evident that thought and extension, or mental and material proper-
ties, are not the same. Both in the seventeenth and twenty-first centuries (some) 
materialists would deny property dualism. So Descartes needs an argument for 
property dualism. and since Descartes has a principle that guarantees the possibil-
ity of certain conceptions (that whatever he conceives of in a certain way can be so 
created by God), a principle that ensures the numerical distinctness of separable 
entities, and since he can conceive in the appropriate way of thought and exten-
sion existing separately, he can use a separability argument to establish attribute 
dualism. and given his theory of attributes and modes, an argument for attribute 
dualism would also be an argument for property dualism in general.

nevertheless some may object that Descartes admitted having no argument for 
property dualism and so no argument for attribute dualism. So he was not prepared 
to use a version of the separability argument to establish attribute dualism. But if 
my interpretation is right, one would expect that he would be prepared to use a 
separability argument to establish attribute dualism. 

Someone who may make this objection is Bennett. He says that property du-
alism took root in Descartes’s mind at a level too deep for argument, and that 
Descartes admitted having no argument for it.30 This is the passage, from the Sixth 
Replies, where, according to Bennett, Descartes admits having no argument for 
property dualism: 

[C]an I therefore show my critics . . . that it is self-contradictory that our thought 
should be reduced to corporeal motion? By ‘reduced’ I take it that they mean that 
our thought and corporeal motions are one and the same. My reply is that I am cer-
tain of this point, but I cannot guarantee that others can be convinced of it, however 
attentive they may be, and however keen, in their own judgement, their powers of 
perception may be. I cannot guarantee that they will be persuaded, at least so long 
as they focus their attention not on things which are objects of pure understanding 
but only on things which can be imagined. (CSM II, 286–87; aT VII, 424–25)

But here there is no admission, on Descartes’s part, that he lacks an argument 
for property or attribute dualism. all Descartes says is that he is certain that it is 
self-contradictory to reduce thought to corporeal motion, and that he cannot 
guarantee that he will convince and persuade others of it. But saying that one 
cannot guarantee being able to convince others of a point is not admitting that 
one lacks arguments for the point in question. on the contrary, what Descartes 
says even suggests he is going to produce an argument. and we shall see that this 
is exactly what he does in the following lines. Indeed he proceeds to support at-
tribute dualism through a version of the separability argument. 

30 Bennett, Learning from Six Philosophers, 66.
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But first let us be clear that there are two different ways in which attribute 
dualism can be denied: (a) by affirming that thought and extension are the same 
attribute, and (b) by denying that either thought or extension are attributes. one 
form of instancing (b) is by taking one of thought and extension to be a mode 
of the other. If this is the case, then there is a modal distinction between thought 
and extension, and although one of them can exist without the other, the latter 
cannot exist without the former. one way to reply to this is by invoking separa-
bility considerations and showing that each of them can exist without the other. 
Regius had considered the possibility that the mind was a mode of a corporeal 
substance, and at one point in his reply in the Comments on a Certain Broadsheet, 
Descartes said:

a composite entity is one which is found to have two or more attributes, each of which 
can be distinctly understood apart from the other. For, in virtue of the fact that one 
of these attributes can be distinctly understood apart from the other, we know that 
the one is not a mode of the other, but is a thing, or attribute of a thing, which can 
subsist without the other. a simple entity . . . is one in which no such attributes are 
to be found. It is clear from this that a subject which we understand to possess solely 
extension and the various modes of extension is a simple entity; so too is a subject 
which we recognise as having thought and the various modes of thought as its sole 
attribute. (CSM I, 299; aT VIII–2, 350–51)

Here Descartes is invoking separability considerations to show that neither thought 
is a mode of extension, nor extension is a mode of thought. Similarly, Descartes 
could invoke separability considerations in response to those who claim that 
thought and extension are the same attribute, or in response to those who ask 
him to prove that thought and extension are distinct attributes. The authors of 
the Sixth objections objected that Descartes had not demonstrated that thought 
did not reduce to corporeal motion. one line after the passage of the Sixth Replies 
where Bennett thinks Descartes admits having no argument for property dualism, 
Descartes says:

The only way of understanding the distinction [between thought and corporeal mo-
tion] is to realize that the notions of a thinking thing and an extended and mobile 
thing are completely different, and independent of each other; and it is self-contra-
dictory to suppose that things we clearly understand as different and independent 
could not be separated, at least by God. (CSM II, 287; aT VII, 425)

What Descartes is saying here is that, in order to understand the difference between 
thought and motion, one has to realise that the notions of a thinking thing and 
an extended thing are different. That is, he can conceive of a thinking thing that 
is not extended and of an extended thing that does not think. So far, the separa-
tion of thought and extension is in thought. But God can make the separation 
in reality. That is, it is possible that there is a thinking thing that is not extended 
and an extended thing that does not think. So thought and extension are distinct 
attributes. not only is he giving an argument for attribute dualism, he is giving 
precisely a version of the separability argument.

So the argument for attribute dualism is a separability argument. But this does 
not mean that all Descartes can show by its means is property dualism. For given 
Descartes’s thesis that substance and attribute are not distinct entities, by being an 
argument for attribute dualism, this is also an argument for substance dualism. 
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To conclude, the notion of dependence involved in Descartes’s independence 
conception of substance is not causal. Descartes’s independence conception is 
encapsulated by definitions (5) and (6). This conception of substance entails 
that a substance and its attribute are not distinct entities. This allows Descartes to 
derive the theses that each substance has only one principal attribute, and that 
the distinction between substance and attribute is conceptual. The idea that a 
substance and its attribute are not distinct entities is used by Descartes to respond 
to the objection that his separability argument does not prove substance dualism. 
Given that substance and attribute are not distinct entities, substance dualism is 
equivalent to attribute dualism, and Descartes used a version of the separability 
argument to argue for the latter. Thus, the independence conception of substance 
is a philosophically fruitful idea that plays a very important role in Descartes’s 
philosophy.31

31 I am grateful to the following for written and oral comments on previous versions of this paper: 
Michael ayers, Stephen Barker, Justin Broackes, Harvey Brown, David Charles, Michael Clark, eros 
Corazza, Paolo Crivelli, Greg Currie, Jose Diez, Dorothy edgington, Philipp Keller, Robert Kirk, Brian 
leftow, Penelope Mackie, leiser Madanes, Gregory Mason, Stephen Mumford, oliver Pooley, Koma-
rine Rondenh-Romluc, Tad Schmaltz, Chris Shields, Tim Williamson, and ezequiel zerbudis. Special 
thanks go to Paul lodge. I am also grateful to two anonymous referees, from whose comments this 
paper benefited enormously. Finally, I am grateful, in a general way, to audiences in oxford (three 
different audiences), nottingham, and Barcelona.


