
1: What is substance?  [3 Marks] 

 

Indicative content: 

Substances are typified as: 

i. That which depends upon nothing else for its existence (Aristotle) 

ii. being ontologically basic—substances are the things from which everything else is made or by 

which it is metaphysically sustained; 

iii. being, at least compared to other things, relatively independent and durable, and, perhaps, 

absolutely so; 

 

  



2: Explain the two features of mental states.  [5 Marks] 

 

Indicative content: 

 
• Features of mental states: 

• All or at least some mental states have phenomenal properties 

▪ Some, but not all, philosophers use the term 'qualia' to refer to these properties, where 

'qualia' are defined as 'intrinsic and non-intentional phenomenal properties that are 

introspectively accessible' 

• All or at least some mental states have intentional properties (ie intentionality). 

▪ Intentionality is the power of minds and mental states to be about, to represent, or to 

stand for, things, properties and states of affairs outside of the mind.  

▪ To say of an individual’s mental states that they have intentionality is to say that they 

are mental representations or that they have contents. 

 

  



3: Outline the conceivability argument for substance dualism. [5 marks] 

 

Indicative content: 

  
This is an argument for substance dualism: the view that there are non-physical/mental substances in addition 
to physical substances (that minds exist and are not identical to bodies or to parts of bodies).  

• The argument might be stated as:  
 

• P1: I can conceive of my mind/myself existing without my extended physical body (and 
indeed the whole physical world) existing.  

• P2: Anything that I can (‘clearly and distinctly’) conceive of is (metaphysically) possible 
(Descartes puts this as: “God could make it so”)  

• P3: Therefore, my mind/myself existing without my extended physical body (and indeed the 
whole physical world) is (metaphysically) possible.  

• P4: If it is (metaphysically) possible for X to exist without Y then X is not identical to Y.  
• P5: Therefore, my mind/myself is not identical with my extended physical body (nor is it 

identical with any part of the physical world).  
 

• Students might present the argument in terms of clear and distinct ideas (ie I have a clear and distinct 
idea of mind and body as having distinct essences and thereby as being distinct substances, and, 
therefore, they are distinct substances).  

• P1 is linked to the cogito and the fact that Descartes can doubt the existence of physical reality, but 
not the existence of his mind.  

• It is a deductive and (arguably) a priori argument.  

• Students may phrase the argument in terms of what God can do or not (see P2).  
  



4: Outline the indivisibility argument for substance dualism and explain the response that not 

everything thought of as physical is divisible. [12 marks] 

 

Indicative content  

Outline the indivisibility argument for substance dualism 

• Descartes’ indivisibility argument supports substance dualism, namely…  
• the view that minds exist and are not identical to bodies or to parts of bodies;  
• the view that there is a non-physical realm (the realm of mental substance/s – res cogitans) 

distinct from the physical realm (the realm of physical substance – res extensa);  
• the view that non-physical minds exist as separate things which persist through property 

changes.  

• Some students may explain that this is a deductive argument for dualism.  
 

• Here is the indivisibility argument in standard form, though students may of course present it differently:  
• P1: All physical objects are (essentially) divisible [since extended in space].  
• P2: All minds/mental states/objects are (essentially) not divisible [since unextended in space].  
• [P3: x = y (x and y are numerically identical - ie are the exact same thing) if and only if they have 

the exact same properties].  
• C: Therefore minds/mental states/objects are not identical to bodies or to parts of bodies.  

• In support of P1 and P2, Descartes claims: “As for the faculties of willing, of understanding, of sensory 
perception and so on, these are not parts of the mind, since it is one and the same mind that wills, 
understands and perceives. They are (I repeat) not parts of the mind, because they are properties or 
powers of it. By contrast, any corporeal thing can easily be divided into parts in my thought; and this 
shows me that it is really divisible” (Meditations).  

• P3 may or may not be included – this is part of ‘Leibniz’s law’: Leibniz's Law of Identity: two things are the 
same if, and only if, they have all of the same properties at the same time.  

 

NB: Students may score marks for explanations of substance dualism and the form the argument takes (eg 

‘deductive’, ‘presupposing Leibniz’s law’), but those progressing to Level 3 and beyond will address the 

substance of the argument, which concerns the indivisibility of mind over against the divisibility of matter 

(whether in conception or as a matter of fact / metaphysical truth).  

 



and explain the response that not everything thought of as physical is divisible 

• It seems that it could be possible to conceive of a physical object that cannot be divided any further. 

• There could be a limiting point where when dividing a physical object is impossible 

• Elementary particles studied by Physicists may not have smaller constituent parts – in any case 

Descartes is not in a position to know whether or not particles can be divided ad infinitum 

• If it is possible for a body to be indivisible then it is possible that a physical body is made of the same 

sort of stuff as the indivisible mind. 

• Therefore it is not necessarilyt true that minds are indivisible and bodies divisible. 

  



5: Is substance dualism convincing? [25 marks] 

 

 
 



Indicative content:  
 
Candidates are likely to begin with a definition of CSD, i.e. that persons are to be identified with an incorporeal 
soul. Soul is a logical substance possessing none of the attributes of physical substance, such as divisibility and 
extension in space. Whereas physical substance can change and decay, soul substance cannot, so remains 
incorruptible and immortal. The soul is a thinking thing, since ‘I’ am not my body: ‘I’ am a thing that thinks. 
Descartes has a number of arguments, so candidates might refer, for example, to the argument from doubt, 
the argument from clear and distinct perception, and the argument from divisibility. CSD is generally 
unpopular because of its lack of explanatory power. CSD has no coherent explanation of the undoubted 
existence of consciousness in animals; the brain seems redundant, since all mental functions are the province 
of the soul; and Descartes could offer no coherent explanation of the interaction between the physical brain 
and the non-physical soul. Some might mention the problem of counting souls, the homunculus fallacy, and so 
on. 


