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Margaret Cavendish versus René Descartes on Mind and Body 

Resource for Philosophy and Religious Studies A-Level students and teachers 

Introduction 

Margaret Cavendish was born to the Lucas family of St John’s 

Abbey in Colchester in 1623. In 1644, following the outbreak of 

Civil War in England, she joined the court of Queen Henrietta 

Maria in exile in Paris. There she met and married the disgraced 

Royalist general, William Cavendish. William hosted meetings of 

many of the leading intellectuals of Europe in the 17th century, 

including Rene  Descartes, often described as the “Father of 

Modern Philosophy”. 

Due to her lack of formal education and the social expectations 

to which women in the 17th century were subject, Cavendish 

was not able to participate in these meetings. She reports: 

“I never spoke to monsieur Descartes in my life, nor ever 

understood what he said, for he spoke no English, and I 

understand no other language”.  

Nevertheless, Cavendish had a remarkable writing career, 

publishing more than a dozen books in her lifetime, including 

the first comprehensive work of philosophy by a woman in 

English. In her writings, Cavendish advanced powerful 

criticisms of the views of Descartes on the mind and its relation 

to the body while defending original views of her own. 

Substance dualism 

For Descartes, a mind or soul is essentially a thinking thing—

something that has ideas, forms judgements, and makes 

decisions. A body, in contrast, is essentially an extended thing—

something that takes up space and has a length, a breadth, and a 

depth.  

According to Descartes, the mind and the body are distinct 

substances. A substance is something that does not depend on 

anything else for its existence. So, for Descartes, the mind, the 

thing that thinks, exists independently of the brain, the central 

nervous system, or any other part of the body. This view is 

known as substance dualism.  

One attraction of the view is that it opens up the possibility of 

an afterlife. If the mind does not depend on the body, then in 

principle it can survive the death and destruction of the body.  

The argument from divisibility  

In the Sixth Meditation of his most famous work, Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), 

Descartes offers the following argument for substance dualism: 
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“The body is by its very nature always divisible, while the mind is 

utterly indivisible. For when I consider the mind, or myself in so 

far as I am merely a thinking thing, I am unable to distinguish any 

parts within myself […] By contrast, there is no corporeal or 

extended thing that I can think of which in my thought I cannot 

easily divide into parts […] This one argument would be enough 

to show me that the mind is completely different from the body.” 

The first step of the argument is that the body is divisible. This 

follows from the claim that it is extended. Anything that takes up 

space can—at least in principle—be divided into parts that take 

up less space. A table, for example, can be broken up into the legs 

and tabletop. The legs and tabletop can in turn be broken up into 

smaller pieces of wood. In turn, those pieces can be broken up 

into even smaller pieces. And so on. 

The second step of the argument is that the mind is indivisible. A 

mind, Descartes says, cannot be broken up into parts or into 

smaller minds. While we might distinguish intellect, will, and 

sensation within the mind, these are not parts that could be 

separated from each other in the way the parts of a table can. 

Cavendish’s argument from interaction 

Cavendish objects to substance dualism on the grounds that 

minds affect bodies. For example, if you make a decision in your 

mind to move your arm, a part of your body, specifically, your 

arm, will usually move as a result. In her Philosophical Letters 

(1644), Cavendish says that she “cannot conceive” how this 

happens if, as Descartes claims, minds are thinking, unextended 

things and bodies are unthinking, extended things.  

According to Cavendish, “the effects flow from the cause”. What 

she means by this is that causes must have something in 

common with their effects. For example, if a bowling ball knocks 

down some pins, there must be motion in the ball that matches 

or exceeds that of the pins. On Descartes’ view, minds and bodies 

have nothing in common. So, they cannot affect each other.  

Since substance dualism cannot explain how minds and bodies 

interact, Cavendish claims, we should reject it. This is similar to 

an argument that another woman philosopher of the 17th 

century, Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia, independently made in 

her correspondence with Descartes. 
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Cavendish on divisibility 

Another of Cavendish’s strategies is to turn Descartes’ argument 

from divisibility on its head. She agrees with Descartes that, if 

something is divisible, it is extended. She also agrees that, if 

something is extended it is a body or a part of a body. Against 

Descartes, however, she insists that the mind is divisible. So, she 

concludes, the mind is a body or a part of a body, such as the 

brain. 

In support of this argument, Cavendish appeals to psychological 

conflict. In her Observations upon Experimental Philosophy 

(1666), she discusses situations in which a person feels “hate and 

love” for “one and the same person” at the same time. For 

example, you might love someone for their sense of humour, but 

hate them for their thoughtlessness. Another example is fearing a 

spider even though you believe it will not hurt you. In cases of this 

sort, Cavendish says, the mind is divided—it is not unified but 

fragmented. On this basis, she rejects substance dualism. 

Argument from location 

A further argument against substance dualism that 

Cavendish gives rests on the idea that your mind and its 

thoughts have a location. For example, if you are in 

Colchester and you think about what to eat for dinner, then 

your thinking is taking place in Colchester, not in Edinburgh 

or Cardiff. More specifically, it is taking place in your body, 

not in the bodies of other people in Colchester or 

elsewhere.   

If something has a location, according to Cavendish, it must 

take up a certain amount of space. So, the mind must take 

up a certain amount of space. But that is just to say that it is 

extended. By Descartes’ own lights, if the mind is extended, 

it is embodied. So, Cavendish challenges substance dualism 

on the grounds that thinking is “confined in a material 

body” (Philosophical Letters).  

Substance monism 

While Cavendish was not in a position to engage with Descartes in person, she engaged with him 

in print. As we have seen, Cavendish advances a range of sophisticated arguments against 

substance dualism. In its place, she develops a version of substance monism. According to it, 

“There is but only one substance in nature” (Observations upon Experimental Philosophy). That 

substance is extended. So, for Cavendish, everything that exists in nature is a body of some kind 

or in some way depends on bodies This includes the mind and its thoughts. For Cavendish, 

things that think are things that also take up space. 

This critique of Descartes is only one component of Cavendish’s rich and wide-ranging 

philosophical system. She wrote extensively on many other topics, encompassing metaphysics, 

philosophy of mind, philosophy of religion, ethics, aesthetics, and political philosophy.  
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Discussion points 

• What challenges might Cavendish have faced as a woman writing in the 17th century? 

• Do you agree with Descartes that all bodies are divisible? Can the process of division go 

on forever? 

• Can you think of other examples of interaction between the mind and the body? How 

might a substance dualist account for them? 

• In the dispute between Descartes and Cavendish as to whether the mind is divisible, who 

do you agree with? Why? 

• What might Descartes say in response to Cavendish’s point that thinking is located?  

• Which is more plausible: substance dualism or substance monism? 

Further resources  

A downloadable Teaching Resource on Margaret Cavendish’s life and writings is available as part 

of Colchester Museums’ Hidden Histories series. 

For introductory overviews of Cavendish’s philosophy, see: 

• David Cunning, “Margaret Lucas Cavendish”, in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. 

Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman. URL: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/margaret-

cavendish/ 

• Gwendolyn Marshall, “Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673)”, in Internet Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, ed. URL: https://iep.utm.edu/margaret-cavendish/ 

A more advanced article on the topic is: 

• Colin Chamberlain’s “The Duchess of Disunity: Margaret Cavendish on the Materiality of 

Mind”, Philosophers’ Imprint Volume 24, Issue 1 (2024): 

https://journals.publishing.umich.edu/phimp/article/id/2503/  

Relevant qualifications: 

• A-Level Philosophy (AQA), Metaphysics of Mind 

• A-Level Religious Studies (AQA), AQA, Component 1, Section A, Philosophy of Religion 

• A-Level Religious Studies (Edexcel), Paper I, Topic 6, Influences of developments in religious 

belief 

• A-Level Religious Studies (OCR), Philosophy of Religion 1, Philosophical Language and 

Thought, Soul, Mind, and Body 

Acknowledgement 

This educational resource was produced by Professor 

Daniel Whiting (University of Southampton) with the 

support of the Arts and Humanities Research Council 

(grant no. AH/Y003160/1). 

 

https://colchester.cimuseums.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Margaret-Cavendish-all2.pdf
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/margaret-cavendish/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/margaret-cavendish/
https://iep.utm.edu/margaret-cavendish/
https://journals.publishing.umich.edu/phimp/article/id/2503/

