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From Arnauld’s Objections to Descartes’s Argument for the Mind/Body Distinction

From Fourth Objections (Arnauld, 201-3): Our clear and distinct idea of ourselves might not be
complete.
Suppose someone knows for certain that the angle in a semi-circle is a right angle, and hence that

the triangle formed by this angle and the diameter of the circle is right-angled.  In spite of this, he may
doubt, or not yet have grasped for certain, that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the
other two sides.  Indeed he may even deny this if he is misled by some fallacy.  But now, if he uses the
same argument as that proposed by our illustrious author, he may appear to have confirmation of his false
belief, as follows: “I clearly and distinctly perceive,” he may say, “that the triangle is right-angled.  But I
doubt that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other two sides.  Therefore it does
not belong to the essence of the triangle that the square on its hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the
other sides.”

Even if I deny that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the square on the other two sides, I
still remain sure that the triangle is right-angled, and my mind retains the clear and distinct knowledge
that one if its angles is a right angle.  I clearly and distinctly understand that this triangle is right-angled,
without understanding that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides.

I do not see any possible reply here, except that the person in this example does not clearly and
distinctly perceive that the triangle is right-angled.  But how is my perception of the nature of my mind
any clearer than his perception of the nature of the triangle?  He is just as certain that the triangle in the
semi-circle has one right angle as I am certain that I exist because I am thinking.

Now although the man in the example clearly and distinctly knows that the triangle is right
angled, he is wrong in thinking that the aforesaid relationship between the squares on the sides does not
belong to the nature of the triangle.  Similarly, although I clearly and distinctly know my nature to be
something that thinks, may I, too, not perhaps be wrong in thinking that nothing else belongs to my
nature apart from the fact that I am a thinking thing?  Perhaps the fact that I am an extended thing may
also belong to my nature.

Descartes’s Response (224-225, 227):
First of all, though a triangle can perhaps be taken concretely as a substance having a triangular

shape, it is certain that the property of having the square on the hypotenuse equal to the squares on the
other sides is not a substance.  So neither the triangle nor the property can be understood as a complete
thing in the way in which mind and body can be so understood.  Nor can either item be called a ‘thing’ in
the sense in which I said, “It is enough that I can understand one thing (that is, a complete thing) apart
from another,” etc.  This is clear from the passage which comes next: “Besides I find in myself faculties,”
etc.  I did not say that these faculties were things, but carefully distinguished them from things or
substances.

Secondly, although we can clearly and distinctly understand that a triangle in a semi-circle is
right-angled without being aware that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other
two sides, we cannot have a clear understanding of a triangle having the square on its hypotenuse equal
to the squares on the other sides without at the same time being aware that it is right-angled.  And yet we
can clearly and distinctly perceive the mind without the body and the body without the mind.

Thirdly, although it is possible to have a concept of a triangle inscribed in a semi-circle which
does not include the fact that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides, it is
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not possible to have a concept of the triangle such that no ratio at all is understood to hold between the
square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides.  Hence, though we may be unaware of what
that ratio is, we cannot say that any given ratio does not hold unless we clearly understand that it does not
belong to the triangle; and where the ratio is one of equality, this can never be understood.  Yet the
concept of body includes nothing at all which belongs to the mind, and the concept of mind includes
nothing at all which belongs to the body.

So although I said, “It is enough that I can clearly and distinctly understand one thing apart from
another,” etc., one cannot go on to argue, “Yet I clearly and distinctly understand that this triangle is
right-angled without understanding that the square on the hypotenuse,” etc.  There are three reasons for
this.  First, the ratio between the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides is not a
complete thing.  Secondly, we do not clearly understand the ratio to be equal except in the case of a right-
angled triangle.  And thirdly, there is no way in which the triangle can be distinctly understood if the
ratio which obtains between the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides is said not to
hold.

It is true that the triangle is intelligible even though we do not think of the ratio which obtains
between the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides.  But it is not intelligible that
this ratio should be denied of the triangle.  In the case of the mind, by contrast, not only do we
understand it to exist without the body, but, what is more, all the attributes which belong to a body can be
denied of it.  For it is of the nature of substances that they should mutually exclude one another.


