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René Descartes, who lived from 1596 to 1650, was a French 
philosopher, scientist, and mathematician. Known as the 
father of modern science, he rejected all ideas that could not 
be verified through direct observation, thus establishing 
the backbone of the scientific method. Also considered the 
founder of modern philosophy, Descartes wrote on topics 
related to the natural sciences, mind, body, and the nature 
of reality. [He was the author of the famous dictum, “I 
think, therefore I am.”] His contributions have been varied 
and numerous, but the most central to the animal question 
is his distinction between humans and other animals based 
on the possession of a mind and a capacity for conscious 
thought. In the extracts presented here from his letters to 
the Marquess of Newcastle (William Cavendish, Royalist 
general, patron of science and literature) and Henry More 
(a Cambridge philosopher), Descartes discusses what he 
considers to be the prejudicial belief held by Montaigne and 
Pythagoras that animals are thinking beings. He cites lack 
of speech by animals as evidence of his claim that animals 
do not think, reasoning that since animals have the organs 
necessary for speech their lack thereof must be the result of 
a paucity of the thoughts necessary to motivate speech. He 
therefore concludes that animal actions are not inspired 
by thought, but instead are instinctual or mechanical, 
and as mechanical entities animals lack souls. This kind 
of ‘Cartesian” thinking has had far-reaching impacts 
on Western philosophy and science, with substantial 
implications for the moral and ethical issues surrounding 
the animal question.
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FROM THE LETTER TO THE MARQUESS OF NEWCASTLE,  23 NOVEMBER 1646

I cannot share the opinion of Montaigne and others who attribute understanding or 
thought to animals. I am not worried that people say that men have an absolute empire 
over all the other animals; because I agree that some of them are stronger than us, and 
believe that there may also be some who have an instinctive cunning capable of deceiving 
the shrewdest human beings. But I observe that they only imitate or surpass us in 
those of our actions which are not guided by our thoughts. It often happens that 
we walk or eat without thinking at all about what we are doing; and similarly, without 
using our reason, we reject things which are harmful for us, and parry the blows aimed 
at us. Indeed, even if we expressly willed not to put our hands in front of our head 
when we fall, we could not prevent ourselves. I think also that if we had no thought 
we would eat, as the animals do, without having to learn to; and it is said that those 
who walk in their sleep sometimes swim across streams in which they would drown 
if they were awake. As for the movements of our passions, even though in us they are 
accompanied with thought because we have the faculty of thinking, it is none the less 
very clear that they do not depend on thought, because they often occur in spite of us. 
Consequently they can also occur in animals, even more violently than they do in human 
beings, without our being able to conclude from that that they have thoughts.
 In fact, none of our external actions can show anyone who examines them 
that our body is not just a self-moving machine but contains a soul with thoughts, 
with the exception of words, or other signs that are relevant to particular topics 
without expressing any passion. I say words or other signs, because deaf-mutes use 
signs as we use spoken words; and I say that these signs must be relevant, to exclude 
the speech of parrots, without excluding the speech of madmen, which is relevant to 
particular topics even though it does not follow reason. I add also that these words 
or signs must not express any passion, to rule out not only cries of joy or sadness 
and the like, but also whatever can be taught by training animals. If you teach a magpie 
to say good-day to its mistress, which it sees her approach, this can only be by making 
the utterance of this word the expression of one of its passions. For instance it will 
be an expression of the hope of eating, if it has always been given a titbit when it says 
it. Similarly, all the things which dogs, horses, and monkeys are taught to perform 
are only expressions of their fear, their hope, or their joy; and consequently they can 
be performed without any thought. Now it seems to me very striking that the use 
of words, so defined, is something particular to human beings. Montaigne and Charron 
may have said that there is more difference between one human being and another than 
between a human being and an animal; but there has never been known an animal so 
perfect as to use a sign to make other animals understand something which expressed 
no passion; and there is no human being so imperfect as not to do so, since even deaf-
mutes invent special signs to express their thoughts. This seems to me a very strong 
argument to prove that the reason why animals do not speak as we do is not that they 
lack the organs but that they have no thoughts. It cannot be said that they speak to 
each other and that we cannot understand them; because since dogs and some other 
animals express their passions to us, they would express their thoughts also if they 
had any.
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 I know that animals do many things better than we do, but this does not 
surprise me. It can even be used to prove they act naturally and mechanically, like 
a clock which tells the time better than our judgment does. Doubtless when the 
swallows come in spring, they operate like clocks. The actions of the honeybees are of 
the same nature, and the discipline of cranes in flight, and apes in fighting, if it is true 
that they keep discipline. Their instinct to bury their dead is no stranger than that of 
dogs and cats who scratch the earth for the purpose of burying their excrement; they 
hardly ever actually bury it, which shows that they act only by instinct and without 
thinking. The most that one can say is that though animals do not perform any action 
which shows us that they think, still, since the organs of their body are not very 
different from ours, it may be conjectured that there is attached to those organs 
some thoughts such as we experience in ourselves, but of a very much less perfect 
kind. To which I have nothing to reply except that if they thought as we do, they 
would have an immortal soul like us. This is unlikely, because there is no reason to 
believe it of some animals without believing it of all, and many of them such as oysters 
and sponges are too imperfect for this to be credible. But I am afraid of boring you 
with this discussion, and my only desire is to show you that I am, etc.

FROM THE LETTER TO MORE, 5 FEBRUARY 1649

But there is no prejudice to which we are all more accustomed from our earliest years 
than the belief that dumb animals think. Our only reason for this belief is the fact that 
we see that many of the organs of animals are not very different from ours in shape 
and movement. Since we believe that there is a single principle within us which causes 
these motions – namely the soul, which both moves the body and thinks – we do not 
doubt that some such soul is to be found in animals also. I came to realize, however, 
that there are two different principles causing our motions: one is purely mechanical 
and corporeal and depends solely on the force of the spirits and the construction of 
our organs, and can be called the corporeal soul; the other is the incorporeal mind, 
the soul which I have defined as a thinking substance. Thereupon I investigated more 
carefully whether the motions of animals originated from both these principles or 
from one only. I soon saw clearly that they could all originate from the corporeal and 
mechanical principle, and I thenceforward regarded it as certain and established that we 
cannot at all prove the presence of a thinking soul in animals. I am not disturbed by 
the astuteness and cunning of dogs and foxes, or all the things which animals do for 
the sake of food, sex, and fear; I claim that I can easily explain the origin of all of 
the from the constitution of their organs.
 But though I regard it as established that we cannot prove there is any 
thought in animals, I do not think it is thereby proved that there it not, since the 
human mind does not reach into their hearts. But when I investigate what is most 
probable in this matter, I see no argument for animals having thoughts except the fact 
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that since they have eyes, ears, tongues, and other sense-organs like ours, it seems 
likely that they have sensation like us; and since thought is included in our mode of 
sensation, similar thought seems to be attributable to them. This argument, which 
is very obvious, has taken possession of the minds of men from their earliest age. 
But there are other arguments, stronger and more numerous, but not so obvious to 
everyone, which strongly urge the opposite. One is that it is more probable that worms 
and flies and caterpillars move mechanically than that they all have immortal souls.
 It is certain that in the bodies of animals, as in ours, there are bones, nerves, 
muscles, animal spirits, and other organs so disposed that they can by themselves 
without any thought, give rise to all the animal motions we observe. This is very clear 
in convulsive movements when the machine of the body moves despite the soul, and 
sometimes more violently and in a more varied manner than when it is moved by the 
will.
 Second, it seems reasonable, since art copies nature, and men can make various 
automata which move without thought, that nature should produce its own automata, 
much more splendid that artificial ones. These natural automata are the animals. This 
is especially likely since we have no reason to believe that thought always accompanies 
the disposition of organs which we find in animals. It is much more wonderful that 
a mind should be found in every human body than that one should be lacking in every 
animal.
 But in my opinion the main reason which suggests that the beasts lack thought 
is the following. Within a single species some of them are more perfect than others, as 
men are too. This can be seen in horses and dogs, some of whom learn what they are 
taught much better than others. Yet, although all animals easily communicate to us, by 
voice or bodily movement, their natural impulses of anger, fear, hunger, and so on, it has 
never yet been observed that any brute animal reached the stage of using real speech, 
that is to say, of indicating by word or sign something pertaining to pure thought and 
not to natural impulse. Such speech is the only certain sign of thought hidden in a 
body. All men use it, however stupid and insane they may be, and though they may lack 
tongue and organs of voice; but no animals do. Consequently it can be taken as a real 
specific difference between men and dumb animals. 
 For brevity’s sake I here omit the other reasons for denying thought to 
animals. Please note that I am speaking of thought, and not of life or sensation. I do 
not deny life to animals, since I regard it as consisting simply of the heat of the heart; 
and I do not deny sensation, in so far as id depends on a bodily organ. Thus my opinion 
is not so much cruel to animals as indulgent to men – at least to those of us not 
given to the superstitions of Pythagoras – since it absolves them from the suspicion 
of crime when they eat or kill animals.
 Perhaps I have written at too great length for the sharpness of your intelligence; 
but I wished to show you that very few people have yet sent me objections which 
were as agreeable as yours. Your kindness and candour has made  you a friend of that 
most respectful admirer of all who seek true wisdom.

René Descartes
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