
Department of Philosophy
presents

Nov. 10, 2011
Thursday
3:45pm 

BLTN 213

Descartes famously claims that there are two substances: thinking substance (mind) and 
corporeal substance (body). These substances, he argues, are really distinct from one 
another. When considering the human being, however, Descartes insists that mind and body 
are truly united. These claims seem to be at odds with one another. How can mind and body 
be both really distinct and yet truly united?

I contend that understanding the unity of the human being as “a true mode of union” is 
crucial for explaining how Descartes can hold true unity of the human being and real distinc-
tion of mind and body.  In the first section I argue that mind and body are able to maintain 
real distinction despite their union. A detailed examination of Descartes' metaphysics of 
substance paired with the notion that union is a mode explains how mind and body maintain 
real distinction despite unity. In this section I also consider the intelligibility of calling union a 
mode, and I argue that such a claim is consistent with Descartes' metaphysics. In the 
second section I argue for the human being's true unity despite mind and body's real distinc-
tion. Here Descartes' unique notion of substance in addition to his conception of complete 
and incomplete substances shows how the human being can be considered an ens per se, 
rather than a mere ens per accidens.
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