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La Ilustración fue fundamentalmente un movimiento cosmopolita. Los más célebres filósofos de aquel 
movimiento se reunían en París, Londres, y otras metrópolis europeas que recibían a visitantes de otros con-
tinentes. El contacto con otras sociedades propició que los ilustrados abrazaran el universalismo en todas 
las facetas de su pensamiento. Los ilustrados abrazaron entusiastamente la unidad de la especie humana y 
defendieron a ultranza el descubrimiento de las leyes de la naturaleza, las cuales se asumía tendrían validez 
universal. Cuando Newton postuló la ley de gravedad, asumía que ésta era universal. No postulaba que en 
Cambridge las manzanas caían de los árboles, pero que en Caracas se mantenían flotando en el espacio; an-
tes bien, la ley de gravedad es universal. Este universalismo ya era prominente en la defensa de la razón y el 
progreso científico.

El universalismo, el racionalismo, y la exhortación al conocimiento, se manifestaron en el producto 
cumbre de la Ilustración, la enciclopedia. Diderot y D’Alambert organizaron un gigantesco esfuerzo por ela-
borar un compendio de todas las áreas del conocimiento. Su pretensión era almacenar en varios volúmenes 
datos suficientes como para formular teorías que tuvieran alcance universal, y estuviesen a la disposición 
de cualquier persona que deseara ilustrarse sobre cualquier tema. Los artículos estaban escritos con mucha 
agudeza, pero a la vez, con la suficiente claridad como para que cualquier persona pudiese ilustrarse sobre 
las distintas áreas del saber. A partir de entonces, el conocimiento estaría disponible al alcance de todos, de 
manera tal que ya no reposara sobre la autoridad de los dogmas.

Como consecuencia de la influencia de la Ilustración, hoy abundan enciclopedias en todos los ámbi-
tos. Pues, los pedagogos han descubierto su inmenso valor didáctico. Antaño, estas enciclopedias eran im-
presas; pero, a partir de la revolución digital, han aparecido muchas enciclopedias on line. Y, una de las más 
completas y rigurosas es la Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://www.iep.utm.edu/), la cual discute 
detalladamente una inmensa cantidad de temas propios de la filosofía.  Ante cualquier duda frente a un tema 
filosófico, esta enciclopedia permite aclarara muchas dudas, y por eso, es ampliamente recomendada por 
los profesionales de la filosofía. En Enl@ce queremos rendir honor al Dr. Gabriel Ernesto Andrade Campo-
Redondo de la Facultad de Humanidades y Educación de la Universidad del Zulia, quien  ha sido invitado a 
colaborar con una entrada en la Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, con el tema de la Inmortalidad, el cual 
puede ser consultado en la dirección: http://www.iep.utm.edu/immortal/
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Immortality

Immortality is the indefinite continuation of 
a person’s existence, even after death. In common 
parlance, immortality is virtually indistinguishable 
from afterlife, but philosophically speaking, they 
are not identical. Afterlife is the continuation of 
existence after death, regardless of whether or 
not that continuation is indefinite. Immortality 
implies a never-ending existence, regardless of 
whether or not the body dies (as a matter of fact, 
some hypothetical medical technologies offer 
the prospect of a bodily immortality, but not an 
afterlife).

Immortality has been one of mankind’s 
major concerns, and even though it has been 
traditionally mainly confined to religious 
traditions, it is also important to philosophy. 
Although a wide variety of cultures have believed 
in some sort of immortality, such beliefs may be 
reduced to basically three non-exclusive models: 
(1) the survival of the astral body resembling 
the physical body; (2) the immortality of the 
immaterial soul (that is an incorporeal existence); 
(3) resurrection of the body (or re-embodiment, 

in case the resurrected person does not keep the 
same body as at the moment of death). This article 
examines philosophical arguments for and against 
the prospect of immortality.

A substantial part of the discussion on 
immortality touches upon the fundamental 
question in the philosophy of mind: do souls 
exist? Dualists believe souls do exist and survive 
the death of the body; materialists believe mental 
activity is nothing but cerebral activity and thus 
death brings the total end of a person’s existence. 
However, some immortalists believe that, even if 
immortal souls do not exist, immortality may still 
be achieved through resurrection.

Discussions on immortality are also 
intimately related to discussions of personal 
identity because any account of immortality must 
address how the dead person could be identical to 
the original person that once lived. Traditionally, 
philosophers have considered three main criteria 
for personal identity: the soul criterion , the body 
criterion  and the psychological criterion.

Although empirical science has little to offer 
here, the field of parapsychology has attempted to 
offer empirical evidence in favor of an afterlife. 
More recently, secular futurists envision 
technologies that may suspend death indefinitely 
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(such as Strategies for Engineered Negligible 
Senescence, and mind uploading), thus offering a 
prospect for a sort of bodily immortality.

1. Semantic Problems

Discourse on immortality bears a semantic 
difficulty concerning the word ‘death’. We usually 
define it in physiological terms as the cessation 
of biological functions that make life possible. 
But, if immortality is the continuation of life even 
after death, a contradiction appears to come up 
(Rosemberg, 1998). For apparently it makes 
no sense to say that someone has died and yet 
survived death. To be immortal is, precisely, not 
to suffer death. Thus, whoever dies, stops existing; 
nobody may exist after death, precisely because 
death means the end of existence.

For convenience, however, we may agree 
that ‘death’ simply means the decomposition 
of the body, but not necessarily the end of a 
person’s existence, as  assumed in most dictionary
definitions. In such a manner, a person may
‘die’ in as much as their body no longer exists 
(or, to be more precise, no longer holds vital 
signs: pulse, brain activity, and so forth), but may 
continue to exist, either in an incorporeal state, 
with an ethereal body, or with some other physical 
body.

Some people may think of ‘immortality’ in 
vague and general terms, such as the continuity 
of a person’s deeds and memories among their 
friends and relatives. Thus, baseball player Babe 
Ruth is immortal in a very vague sense: he is well 
remembered among his fans. But, philosophically 

speaking, immortality implies the continuation of 
personal identity. Babe Ruth may be immortal in 
the sense that he is well remembered, but unless 
there is someone that may legitimately claim “I 
am Babe Ruth,” we shall presume Babe Ruth no 
longer exists and hence, is not immortal.

2. Three Models of Immortality

Despite the immense variety of beliefs 
on immortality, they may be reduced to three 
basic models: the survival of the astral body, the 
immaterial soul and resurrection (Flew, 2000). 
These models are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive; in fact, most religions have adhered to a 
combination of them.

a. The Survival of the Astral Body

Much primitive religious thought conceives 
that human beings are made up of two body 
substances: a physical body, susceptible of being 
touched, smelt, heard and seen; and an astral 
body made of some sort of mysterious ethereal 
substance. Unlike the physical body, the astral 
body has no solidity (it can go through walls, for 
example.) and hence, it cannot be touched, but 
it can be seen. Its appearance is similar to the 
physical body, except perhaps its color tonalities 
are lighter and its figure is fuzzier.

Upon death, the astral body detaches 
itself from the physical body, and mourns in 
some region within time and space. Thus, even 
if the physical body decomposes, the astral body 
survives. This is the type of immortality most 
commonly presented in films and literature 
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(for example, Hamlet’s ghost). Traditionally, 
philosophers and theologians have not privileged 
this model of immortality, as there appears to be 
two insurmountable difficulties: 1) if the astral 
body does exist, it should be seen depart from the 
physical body at the moment of death; yet there is 
no evidence that accounts for it; 2) ghosts usually 
appear with clothes; this would imply that, not only 
are there astral bodies, but also astral clothes – a 
claim simply too extravagant to be taken seriously 
(Edwards, 1997: 21).

b. The Immaterial Soul

The model of the immortality of the soul 
is similar to the ‘astral body’ model, in as much 
as it considers that human beings are made up 
of two substances. But, unlike the ‘astral body’ 
model, this model conceives that the substance 
that survives the death of the body is not a body 
of some other sort, but rather, an immaterial 
soul. In as much as the soul is immaterial, it has 
no extension, and thus, it cannot be perceived 
through the senses. A few philosophers, such 
as Henry James, have come to believe that for 
something to exist, it must occupy space (although 
not necessarily physical space), and hence, souls 
are located somewhere in space (Henry, 2007). 
Up until the twentieth century, the majority of 
philosophers believed that persons are souls, and 
that human beings are made up of two substances 
(soul and body). A good portion of philosophers 
believed that the body is mortal and the soul is 
immortal. Ever since Descartes in the seventeenth 
century, most philosophers have considered that 
the soul is identical to the mind, and, whenever a 

person dies, their mental contents survive in an 
incorporeal state.

Eastern religions (for example, Hinduism 
and Buddhism) and some ancient philosophers 
(for example, Pythagoras and Plato) believed 
that immortal souls abandon the body upon 
death, may exist temporarily in an incorporeal 
state, and may eventually adhere to a new body 
at the time of birth (in some traditions, at the 
time of fertilization). This is the doctrine of 
reincarnation.

c. The Resurrection of the Body

Whereas most Greek philosophers believed 
that immortality implies solely the survival of 
the soul, the three great monotheistic religions 
(Judaism, Christianity and Islam) consider that 
immortality is achieved through the resurrection 
of the body at the time of the Final Judgment. The 
very same bodies that once constituted persons 
shall rise again, in order to be judged by God. 
None of these great faiths has a definite position 
on the existence of an immortal soul. Therefore, 
traditionally, Jews, Christians and Muslims 
have believed that, at the time of death, the soul 
detaches from the body and continues on to exist 
in an intermediate incorporeal state until the 
moment of resurrection. Some others, however, 
believe that there is no intermediate state: with 
death, the person ceases to exist, and in a sense, 
resumes existence at the time of resurrection.

As we shall see, some philosophers and 
theologians have postulated the possibility that, 
upon resurrection, persons do not rise with the 
very same bodies with which they once lived 
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(rather, resurrected persons would be constituted 
by a replica). This version of the doctrine of the 
resurrection would be better referred to as ‘re-
embodiment’: the person dies, but, as it were, is 
‘re-embodied’.

3. Pragmatic Arguments for the Belief in 
Immortality

Most religions adhere to the belief in 
immortality on the basis of faith. In other words, 
they provide no proof of the survival of the 
person after the death of the body; actually, their 
belief in immortality appeals to some sort of 
divine revelation that, allegedly, does not require 
rationalization.

Natural theology, however, attempts to 
provide rational proofs of God’s existence. Some 
philosophers have argued that, if we can rationally 
prove that God exists, then we may infer that we are 
immortal. For, God, being omnibenevolent, cares 
about us, and thus would not allow the annihilation 
of our existence; and being just, would bring about 
a Final Judgement (Swinburne, 1997). Thus, the 
traditional arguments in favor of the existence 
of God (ontological, cosmological, teleological) 
would indirectly prove our immortality. However, 
these traditional arguments have been notoriously 
criticized, and some arguments against the 
existence of God have also been raised (such as the 
problem of evil) (Martin, 1992; Smith, 1999).

Nevertheless, some philosophers have 
indeed tried to rationalize the doctrine of 
immortality, and have come up with a few 
pragmatic arguments in its favor.

Blaise Pascal proposed a famous argument 
in favor of the belief in the existence of God, but it 
may well be extended to the belief in immortality 
(Pascal, 2005). The so-called ‘Pascal’s Wager’ 
argument goes roughly as follows: if we are to 
decide to believe whether God exists or not, it is 
wiser to believe that God does exist. If we rightly 
believe that God exists, , we gain eternal bliss; if 
God does not exist, we lose nothing, in as much 
as there is no Final Judgment to account for our 
error. On the other hand, if we rightly believe God 
does not exist, we gain nothing, in as much as 
there is no Final Judgment to reward our belief. 
But, if we wrongly believe that God does not exist, 
we lose eternal bliss, and are therefore damned 
to everlasting Hell. By a calculation of risks and 
benefits, we should conclude that it is better to 
believe in God’s existence. This argument is easily 
extensible to the belief in immortality: it is better 
to believe that there is a life after death, because 
if in fact there is a life after death, we shall be 
rewarded for our faith, and yet lose nothing if we 
are wrong; on the other hand, if we do not believe 
in a life after death, and we are wrong, we will be 
punished by God, and if we are right, there will not 
be a Final Judgment to reward our belief.

Although this argument has remained 
popular among some believers, philosophers have 
identified too many problems in it (Martin, 1992). 
Pascal’s Wager does not take into account the risk 
of believing in a false god (What if Baal were the 
real God, instead of the Christian God?), or the 
risk of believing in the wrong model of immortality 
(what if God rewarded belief in reincarnation, and 
punished belief in resurrection?). The argument 
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also assumes that we are able to choose our beliefs, 
something most philosophers think very doubtful.

Other philosophers have appealed to other 
pragmatic benefits of the belief in immortality. 
Immanuel Kant famously rejected in his Critique of 
Pure Reason the traditional arguments in favor of 
the existence of God; but in his Critique of Practical 
Reason he put forth a so-called ‘moral argument’. 
The argument goes roughly as follows: belief in God 
and immortality is a prerequisite for moral action; 
if people do not believe there is a Final Judgment 
administered by God to account for deeds, there 
will be no motivation to be good. In Kant’s opinion, 
human beings seek happiness. But in order for 
happiness to coincide with moral action, the belief in 
an afterlife is necessary, because moral action does 
not guarantee happiness. Thus, the only way that a 
person may be moral and yet preserve happiness, 
is by believing that there will be an afterlife justice 
that will square morality with happiness. Perhaps 
Kant’s argument is more eloquently expressed in 
Ivan Karamazov’s (a character from Dostoevsky’s 
The Brothers Karamazov) famous phrase: “If 
there is no God, then everything is permitted… if 
there is no immortality, there is no virtue”.

The so-called ‘moral argument’ has been 
subject to some criticism. Many philosophers 
have argued that it is indeed possible to construe 
secular ethics, where appeal to God is unnecessary 
to justify morality. The question “why be moral?” 
may be answered by appealing to morality itself, to 
the need for cooperation, or simply, to one’s own 
pleasure (Singer, 1995; Martin, 1992). A vigilant 
God does not seem to be a prime need in order for 
man to be good. If these philosophers are right, the 

lack of belief in immortality would not bring about 
the collapse of morality. Some contemporary 
philosophers, however, align with Kant and 
believe that secular morality is shallow, as it does 
not satisfactorily account for acts of sacrifice that 
go against self-interest; in their view, the only way 
to account for such acts is by appealing to a Divine 
Judge (Mavrodes, 1995).

Yet another pragmatic argument in 
favor of the belief in immortality appeals to the 
need to find meaning in life. Perhaps Miguel de 
Unamuno’s Del sentimiento tràgico de la vida 
is the most emblematic philosophical treatise 
advocating this argument: in Unamuno’s opinion, 
belief in immortality is irrational, but nevertheless 
necessary to avoid desperation in the face of life’s 
absurdity. Only by believing that our lives will 
have an ever-lasting effect, do we find motivation 
to continue to live. If, on the contrary, we believe 
that everything will ultimately come to an end and 
nothing will survive, it becomes pointless to carry 
on any activity.

Of course, not all philosophers would agree. 
Some philosophers would argue that, on the 
contrary, the awareness that life is temporal and 
finite makes living more meaningful, in as much 
as we better appreciate opportunities (Heidegger, 
1978). Bernard Williams has argued that, should 
life continue indefinitely, it would be terribly 
boring, and therefore, pointless (Williams, 1976). 
Some philosophers, however, counter that some 
activities may be endlessly repeated without ever 
becoming boring; furthermore, a good God would 
ensure that we never become bored in Heaven 
(Fischer, 2009).
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Death strikes fear and anguish in many of 
us, and some philosophers argue that the belief 
in immortality is a much needed resource to cope 
with that fear. But, Epicurus famously argued 
that it is not rational to fear death, for two main 
reasons: 1) in as much as death is the extinction of 
consciousness, we are not aware of our condition 
(“if death is, I am not; if I am, death is not”); 2) 
in the same manner that we do not worry about 
the time that has passed before we were born, we 
should not worry about the time that will pass 
after we die (Rist, 1972).

At any rate, pragmatic arguments in favor 
of the belief in immortality are also critiqued on 
the grounds that the pragmatic benefits of a belief 
bear no implications on its truth. In other words, 
the fact that a belief is beneficial does not make it 
true. In the analytic tradition, philosophers have 
long argued for and against the pragmatic theory 
of truth, and depending on how this theory is 
valued, it will offer a greater or lesser plausibility 
to the arguments presented above.

4. Plato’s Arguments for Immortality

Plato was the first philosopher to argue, not 
merely in favor of the convenience of accepting the 
belief in immortality, but for the truth of the belief 
itself. His Phaedo is a dramatic representation of 
Socrates’ final discussion with his disciples, just 
before drinking the hemlock. Socrates shows no 
sign of fear or concern, for he is certain that he will 
survive the death of his body. He presents three 
main arguments to support his position, and some 
of these arguments are still in use today.

First, Socrates appeals to cycles and 
opposites. He believes that everything  has an 
opposite that is implied by it. And, as in cycles, 
things not only come from opposites, but also go 
towards opposites. Thus, when something is hot, 
it was previously cold; or when we are awake, we 
were previously asleep; but when we are asleep, we 
shall be awake once again. In the same manner, 
life and death are opposites in a cycle. Being alive 
is opposite to being dead. And, in as much as 
death comes from life, life must come from death. 
We come from death, and we go towards death. 
But, again, in as much as death comes from life, it 
will also go towards life. Thus, we had a life before 
being born, and we shall have a life after we die.

Most philosophers have not been persuaded 
by this argument. It is very doubtful that 
everything has an opposite (What is the opposite 
of a computer?) And, even if everything had an 
opposite, it is doubtful that everything comes from 
its opposite, or even that everything goes towards 
its opposite.

Socrates also appeals to the theory of 
reminiscence, the view that learning is really a 
process of ‘remembering’ knowledge from past 
lives. The soul must already exist before the birth 
of the body, because we seem to know things that 
were not available to us. Consider the knowledge 
of equality. If we compare two sticks and we 
realize they are not equal, we form a judgment on 
the basis of a previous knowledge of ‘equality’ as a 
form. That knowledge must come from previous 
lives. Therefore, this is an argument in favor of the 
transmigration of souls (that is, reincarnation or 
metempsychosis).
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Some philosophers would dispute the 
existence of the Platonic forms, upon which this 
argument rests. And, the existence of innate 
ideas does not require the appeal to previous 
lives. Perhaps we are hard-wired by our brains to 
believe certain things; thus, we may know things 
that were not available to us previously.

Yet another of Socrates’ arguments appeals 
to the affinity between the soul and the forms. 
In Plato’s understanding, forms are perfect, 
immaterial and eternal. And, in as much as the 
forms are intelligible, but not sensible, only the 
soul can apprehend them. In order to apprehend 
something, the thing apprehending must have 
the same nature as the thing apprehended. The 
soul, then, shares the attributes of the forms: it is 
immaterial and eternal, and hence, immortal.

Again, the existence of the Platonic forms 
should not be taken for granted, and for this reason, 
this is not a compelling argument. Furthermore, 
it is doubtful that the thing apprehending must 
have the same nature as the thing apprehended: 
a criminologist need not be a criminal in order to 
apprehend the nature of crime.

5. Dualism

Plato’s arguments take for granted that 
souls exist; he only attempts to prove that they are 
immortal. But, a major area of discussion in the 
philosophy of mind is the existence of the soul. 
One of the doctrines that hold that the soul does 
exist is called ‘dualism’; its name comes from the 
fact that it postulates that human beings are made 
up of two substances: body and soul. Arguments in 

favor of dualism are indirectly arguments in favor 
of immortality, or at least in favor of the possibility 
of survival of death. For, if the soul exists, it is 
an immaterial substance. And, in as much as it 
is an immaterial substance, it is not subject to 
the decomposition of material things; hence, it is 
immortal.

Most dualists agree that the soul is identical 
to the mind, yet different from the brain or its 
functions. Some dualists believe the mind may 
be some sort of emergent property of the brain: it 
depends on the brain, but it is not identical to the 
brain or its processes. This position is often labeled 
‘property dualism’, but here we are concerned 
with substance dualism, that is, the doctrine that 
holds that the mind is a separate substance (and 
not merely a separate property) from the body, 
and therefore, may survive the death of the body 
(Swinburne, 1997).

a. Descartes’ Arguments for Dualism

René Descartes is usually considered 
the father of dualism, as he presents some very 
ingenuous arguments in favor of the existence 
of the soul as a separate substance (Descartes, 
1980). In perhaps his most celebrated argument, 
Descartes invites a thought experiment: imagine 
you exist, but not your body. You wake up in the 
morning, but as you approach the mirror, you do 
not see yourself there. You try to reach your face 
with your hand, but it is thin air. You try to scream, 
but no sound comes out. And so on.

Now, Descartes believes that it is indeed 
possible to imagine such a scenario. But, if one 
can imagine the existence of a person without 
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the existence of the body, then persons are not 
constituted by their bodies, and hence, mind and 
body are two different substances. If the mind 
were identical to the body, it would be impossible 
to imagine the existence of the mind without 
imagining at the same time the existence of the 
body.

This argument has been subject to much 
scrutiny. Dualists certainly believe it is a valid one, 
but it is not without its critics. Descartes seems 
to assume that everything that is imaginable is 
possible. Indeed, many philosophers have long 
agreed that imagination is a good guide as to what 
is possible (Hume, 2010). But, this criterion is 
disputed. Imagination seems to be a psychological 
process, and thus not strictly a logical process. 
Therefore, perhaps we can imagine scenarios 
that are not really possible. Consider the Barber 
Paradox. At first, it seems possible that, in a 
town, a man shaves only those persons that 
shave themselves. We may perhaps imagine such 
a situation, but logically there cannot be such 
a situation, as Bertrand Russell showed. The 
lesson to be learned is that imagination might 
not be a good guide to possibility. And, although 
Descartes appears to have no trouble imagining 
an incorporeal mind, such a scenario might not be 
possible. However, dualists may argue that there 
is no neat difference between a psychological 
and a logical process, as logic seems to be itself a 
psychological process.

Descartes presents another argument. As 
Leibniz would later formalize in the Principle 
of Identity of Indiscernibles, two entities can 
be considered identical, if and only if, they 

exhaustively share the same attributes. Descartes 
exploits this principle, and attempts to find a 
property of the mind not shared by the body (or 
vice versa), in order to argue that they are not 
identical, and hence, are separate substances.

Descartes states: “There is a great difference 
between a mind and a body, because the body, by 
its very nature, is something divisible, whereas the 
mind is plainly indivisible. . . insofar as I am only 
a thing that thinks, I cannot distinguish any parts 
in me. . . . Although the whole mind seems to be 
united to the whole body, nevertheless, were a foot 
or an arm or any other bodily part amputated, I 
know that nothing would be taken away from the 
mind” (Descartes, 1980: 97).

Descartes believed, then, that mind and 
body cannot be the same substance. Descartes 
put forth another similar argument: the body has 
extension in space, and as such, it can be attributed 
physical properties. We may ask, for instance, 
what the weight of a hand is, or what the longitude 
of a leg is. But the mind has no extension, and 
therefore, it has no physical properties. It makes 
no sense to ask what the color of the desire to eat 
strawberries is, or what the weight of Communist 
ideology is. If the body has extension, and the mind 
has no extension, then the mind can be considered 
a separate substance.

Yet another of Descartes’ arguments 
appeals to some difference between mind and 
body. Descartes famously contemplated the 
possibility that an evil demon might be deceiving 
him about the world. Perhaps the world is not real. 
In as much as that possibility exists, Descartes 
believed that one may be doubt the existence of 

Enl@ce: Revista Venezolana de Información, Tecnología y Conocimiento
Año 8: No. 1, Enero-Abril 2011, pp. 105-117



114

one’s own body. But, Descartes argued that one 
cannot doubt the existence of one’s own mind. For, 
if one doubts, one is thinking; and if one thinks, 
then it can be taken for certain that one’s mind 
exists. Hence Descartes famous phrase: “cogito 
ergo sum”, I think, therefore, I exist. Now, if one 
may doubt the existence of one’s body, but cannot 
doubt the existence of one’s mind, then mind and 
body are different substances. For, again, they do 
not share exhaustively the same attributes.

These arguments are not without critics. 
Indeed, Leibniz’s Principle of Indiscernibles 
would lead us to think that, in as much as mind 
and body do not exhaustively share the same 
properties, they cannot be the same substance. 
But, in some contexts, it seems possible that A and 
B may be identical, even if that does not imply that 
everything predicated of A can be predicated of B.

Consider, for example, a masked man that 
robs a bank. If we were to ask a witness whether 
or not the masked man robbed the bank, the 
witness will answer “yes!”. But, if we were to ask 
the witness whether his father robbed the bank, he 
may answer “no”. That, however, does not imply 
that the witness’ father is not the bank robber: 
perhaps the masked man was the witness’ father, 
and the witness was not aware of it. This is the so-
called ‘Masked Man Fallacy’.

This case forces us to reconsider Leibniz’s 
Law: A is identical to B, not if everything predicated 
of A is predicated of B, but rather, when A and B 
share exhaustively the same properties. And, what 
people believe about substances are not properties. 
To be an object of doubt is not, strictly speaking, a 
property, but rather, an intentional relation. And, 

in our case, to be able to doubt the body’s existence, 
but not the mind’s existence, does not imply that 
mind and body are not the same substance.

b. More Recent Dualist Arguments

In more recent times, Descartes’ strategy 
has been used by other dualist philosophers to 
account for the difference between mind and body. 
Some philosophers argue that the mind is private, 
whereas the body is not. Any person may know the 
state of my body, but no person, including even 
possibly myself, can truly know the state of my 
mind.

Some philosophers point ‘intentionality’ 
as another difference between mind and body. 
The mind has intentionality, whereas the body 
does not. Thoughts are about something, whereas 
body parts are not. In as much as thoughts have 
intentionality, they may also have truth values. 
Not all thoughts, of course, are true or false, but at 
least those thoughts that pretend to represent the 
world, may be. On the other hand, physical states 
do not have truth values: neurons activating in the 
brain are neither ‘true’, nor ‘false’.

Again, these arguments exploit the 
differences between mind and body. But, very 
much as with Descartes’ arguments, it is not 
absolutely clear that they avoid the Masked Man 
Fallacy.

c. Arguments against Dualism

Opponents of dualism not only reject 
their arguments; they also highlight conceptual 
and empirical problems with this doctrine. Most 
opponents of dualism are materialists: they believe 
that mental stuff is really identical to the brain, 
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or at the most, an epiphenomenon of the brain. 
Materialism limits the prospects for immortality: 
if the mind is not a separate substance from the 
brain, then at the time of the brain’s death, the 
mind also becomes extinct, and hence, the person 
does not survive death. Materialism need not 
undermine all expectations of immortality (see 
resurrection below), but it does undermine the 
immortality of the soul.

The main difficulty with dualism is the 
so-called ‘interaction problem’. If the mind is an 
immaterial substance, how can it interact with 
material substances? The desire to move my hand 
allegedly moves my hand, but how exactly does that 
occur? There seems to be an inconsistency with 
the mind’s immateriality: some of the time, the 
mind is immaterial and is not affected by material 
states, at other times, the mind manages to be in 
contact with the body and cause its movement. 
Daniel Dennett has ridiculed this inconsistency 
by appealing to the comic-strip character Casper. 
This friendly ghost is immaterial because he is 
able to go through walls. But, all of a sudden, he 
is also able to catch a ball. The same inconsistency 
appears with dualism: in its interaction with the 
body, sometimes the mind does not interact with 
the body, sometimes it does (Dennett, 1992).
Dualists have offered some solutions to this 
problem. Occasionalists hold that God directly 
causes material events. Thus, mind and body 
never interact. Likewise, parallelists hold that 
mental and physical events are coordinated by 
God so that they appear to cause each other, but 
in fact, they do not. These alternatives are in fact 
rejected by most contemporary philosophers.

Some dualists, however, may reply that the 
fact that we cannot fully explain how body and 
soul interact, does not imply that interaction does 
not take place. We know many things happen in 
the universe, although we do not know how they 
happen. Richard Swinburne, for instance, argues 
as follows: “That bodily events cause brain events 
and that these cause pains, images, and beliefs 
(where their subjects have privileged access to 
the latter and not the former), is one of the most 
obvious phenomena of human experience. If we 
cannot explain how that occurs, we should not 
try to pretend that it does not occur. We should 
just acknowledge that human beings are not 
omniscient, and cannot understand everything” 
(Swinburne, 1997, xii).

On the other hand, Dualism postulates the 
existence of an incorporeal mind, but it is not clear 
that this is a coherent concept. In the opinion of 
most dualists, the incorporeal mind does perceive. 
But, it is not clear how the mind can perceive 
without sensory organs. Descartes seemed to 
have no problems in imagining an incorporeal 
existence, in his thought experiment. However, 
John Hospers, for instance, believes that such a 
scenario is simply not imaginable:

You see with eyes? No, you have no eyes, 
since you have no body. But let that pass for a 
moment; you have experiences similar to what 
you would have if you had eyes to see with. But 
how can you look toward the foot of the bed or 
toward the mirror? Isn’t looking an activity that 
requires having a body? How can you look in one 
direction or another if you have no head to turn? 
And this isn’t all; we said that you can’t touch your 
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body because there is no body there; how did you 
discover this?… Your body seems to be involved in 
every activity we try to describe even though we 
have tried to imagine existing without it. (Hospers, 
1997: 280).

Furthermore, even if an incorporeal 
existence were in fact possible, it could be 
terribly lonely. For, without a body, could it be 
possible to communicate with other minds. In 
Paul Edward’s words: “so far from living on in 
paradise, a person deprived of his body and thus 
of all sense organs would, quite aside from many 
other gruesome deprivations, be in a state of 
desolate loneliness and eventually come to prefer 
annihilation”. (Edwards, 1997:48). However, 
consider that, even in the absence of a body, 
great pleasures may be attained. We may live in 
a situation the material world is an illusion (in 
fact, idealists inspired in Berkley lean towards 
such a position), and yet, enjoy existence. For, 
even without a body, we may enjoy sensual 
pleasures that, although not real, certainly feel 
real. However, the problems with dualism do not 
end there. If souls are immaterial and have no 
spatial extension, how can they be separate from 
other souls? Separation implies extension. Yet, 
if the soul has no extension, it is not at all clear 
how one soul can be distinguished from another. 
Perhaps souls can be distinguished based on 
their contents, but then again, how could we 
distinguish two souls with exactly the same 
contents? Some contemporary dualists have 
responded thus: in as much as souls interact 
with bodies, they have a spatial relationships to 
bodies, and in a sense, can be individuated.

Perhaps the most serious objection to 
dualism, and a substantial argument in favor of 
materialism, is the mind’s correlation with the 
brain. Recent developments in neuroscience 
increasingly confirm that mental states depend 
upon brain states. Neurologists have been able 
to identify certain regions of the brain associated 
with specific mental dispositions. And, in as much 
as there appears to be a strong correlation between 
mind and brain, it seems that the mind may be 
reducible to the brain, and would therefore not be 
a separate substance.

In the last recent decades, neuroscience 
has accumulated data that confirm that cerebral 
damage has a great influence on the mental 
constitution of persons. Phineas Gage’s case is 
well-known in this respect: Gage had been a 
responsible and kind railroad worker, but had an 
accident that resulted in damage to the frontal 
lobes of his brain. Ever since, Gage turned into an 
aggressive, irresponsible person, unrecognizable 
by his peers (Damasio, 2006).

Departing from Gage’s case, scientists have 
inferred that frontal regions of the brain strongly 
determine personality. And, if mental contents 
can be severely damaged by brain injuries, it does 
not seem right to postulate that the mind is an 
immaterial substance. If, as dualism postulates, 
Gage had an immortal immaterial soul, why didn’t 
his soul remain intact after his brain injury?

A similar difficulty arises when we consider 
degenerative neurological diseases, such as 
Alzheimer’s disease. As it is widely known, this 
disease progressively eradicates the mental 
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contents of patients, until patients lose memory 
almost completely. If most memories eventually 
disappear, what remains of the soul? When a 
patient afflicted with Alzheimer dies, what is it that 
survives, if precisely, most of his memories have 
already been lost? Of course, correlation is not 
identity, and the fact that the brain is empirically 
correlated with the mind does not imply that 
the mind is the brain. But, many contemporary 
philosophers of mind adhere to the so-called 
‘identity theory’: mental states are the exact same 
thing as the firing of specific neurons.

Dualists may respond by claiming that the 
brain is solely an instrument of the soul. If the 
brain does not work properly, the soul will not 
work properly, but brain damage does not imply 
a degeneration of the soul. Consider, for example, 
a violinist. If the violin does not play accurately, 

the violinist will not perform well. But, that does 
not imply that the violinist has lost their talent. In 
the same manner, a person may have a deficient 
brain, and yet, retain her soul intact. However, 
Occam’s Razor requires the more parsimonious 
alternative: in which case, unless there is any 
compelling evidence in its favor, there is no need 
to assume the existence of a soul that uses the 
brain as its instrument.

Dualists may also suggest that the mind is 
not identical to the soul. In fact, whereas many 
philosophers tend to consider the soul and mind 
identical, various religions consider that a person 
is actually made up of by three substances: body, 
mind and soul. In such a view, even if the mind 
degenerates, the soul remains. However, it would 
be far from clear what the soul exactly could be, if 
it is not identical to the mind.
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