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CONARIUM

Conarium

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Philosophy of Mind, Historical Anatomy

1. Core Definition

The term Conarium refers to the specific anatomical structure proposed by the 17th-century
French philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650) as the principal seat of the rational soul (or mind,

res cogitans) and the central physical locus of interaction between the immaterial mind and the
material body (res extensa). Descartes definitively identified this structure as the pineal gland, a
small, unpaired endocrine gland situated near the center of the brain, nestled between the cerebral
hemispheres. For Descartes, the Conarium was the crucial, singular point where the
heterogeneous substances of mind and body could causally influence each other, offering an
interactionist solution to the fundamental mind-body problem.

In this specialized philosophical context, the Conarium is not merely a descriptive anatomical term
for the pineal gland but rather a functional designation representing its unique role as a regulatory
valve or mediator. It was conceived as the interface where sensory information, transmitted
mechanically through the body and "animal spirits," reached the non-physical soul, and conversely,
where the soul's volition could translate into physical movement by redirecting those spirits.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The etymological root of Conarium lies in the Greek word for "cone" (konos), a reference to the
characteristic pine cone shape of the pineal gland. While the structure itself had been recognized
and studied by ancient anatomists--such as Galen, who associated it with fluid regulation within the
brain's ventricular system--it was Descartes who elevated the pineal gland to philosophical
prominence by assigning it the role of the mind-body bridge.

Descartes articulated his theory of the Conarium most systematically in his final major work, The
Passions of the Soul (1649), although the concept was developed earlier in the posthumously
published Treatise on Man. His formulation was revolutionary because it offered a detailed, albeit
speculative, physiological mechanism for interactionism. Prior to Descartes, explanations of the
soul's connection to the body were often vague or relied heavily on theological assumptions. By
specifying a single, centralized anatomical structure, Descartes sought to ground his metaphysics
in physical observation, aligning his philosophy with the emerging mechanistic worldview of the
scientific revolution.

3. Cartesian Dualism and Selection of the Conarium

The necessity of the Conarium arose directly from Descartes's strict ontological substance
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dualism, which asserted that the mind and body are two distinct and irreducible substances.
Because the mind is defined by thought and lacks extension, and the body is defined by extension
and lacks thought, a physical location was required to explain their observed interaction without
violating the principle that like affects like.

Descartes justified his choice of the pineal gland as the Conarium based on two central, empirical
criteria, which proved critical to his model. First, he observed that the pineal gland appeared to be
the only structure within the brain that was not duplicated or paired bilaterally. Descartes argued
that the human mind, or conscious experience, is unified and singular; therefore, its seat of
interaction must also be singular, allowing it to synthesize disparate sensory inputs (e.g., input from
two eyes) into a coherent, single perception. Second, he perceived the gland as being suspended
in the brain's center, capable of subtle movements influenced by the flow of ‘animal spirits'--a
hypothesized volatile substance flowing through the nerves.

4. Mechanism of Interaction via Animal Spirits

In Descartes's model, the Conarium functioned mechanically as a pivot or switchboard for the
immaterial will. The interaction was mediated by the 'animal spirits," which Descartes described as
the finest, fastest particles of blood. These spirits were believed to circulate throughout the nervous
system, controlling muscle movement and sensory transmission.

From Body to Mind (Sensation): Sensory input (e.g., light waves or pressure) would cause
mechanical disturbances in the nerves, leading the animal spirits to impact the Conarium. This
physical impingement would cause the gland to vibrate or tilt in a specific pattern, which the non-
extended soul could then immediately perceive as a thought, sensation, or image.

From Mind to Body (Volition): When the soul willed a movement (e.g., raising an arm), the act of
will would cause a slight, non-physical displacement or tilt in the Conarium. This subtle movement
would physically redirect the flow of animal spirits through the nervous system, channeling them
toward the specific muscles required to execute the desired action, thus translating immaterial
desire into material effect.

Crucially, this mechanism allowed Descartes to maintain that the body largely operates as a
machine subject to mechanical laws, while reserving a precise anatomical location for divine and
conscious intervention, thereby attempting to reconcile the new physics with traditional concepts of
the soul and free will.

5. Significance and Legacy

The concept of the Conarium is historically significant primarily because it provided the most
detailed and influential early modern attempt to resolve the philosophical difficulty of interactionist
dualism. Although the anatomical assignment was proven incorrect, Descartes forced subsequent
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philosophers and scientists to grapple seriously with the nature of consciousness and its physical
foundation.

The lasting impact of the Conarium lies not in its scientific accuracy but in its role as a conceptual
catalyst. It established a precedent for seeking a specific, localizable neural correlate of conscious
experience. Modern neuroscience, while rejecting the pineal gland's role as the central interface--
recognizing its primary function is hormonal regulation (melatonin production)--continues the

Cartesian quest for the neural correlates of consciousness (NCCs), albeit based on complex neural
networks rather than a single gland.

6. Debates and Criticisms

The theory of the Conarium encountered immediate and formidable criticism from Descartes's
contemporaries, most notably from Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia. Her critical correspondence

with Descartes highlighted the central flaw of the interactionist model: the problem of causal
consistency.

The Problem of Causal Consistency: If the mind is non-extended and has no mass, how can it
exert a physical force, however slight, on the material, extended Conarium? If the soul possesses
the power to move matter, then it must share some fundamental property with matter (e.g., motion
or extension), which contradicts the definition of the mind as a purely non-material substance.
Anatomical Inaccuracies: Scientific advancements quickly refuted the anatomical basis of the
theory. The pineal gland was shown to be present in most vertebrates (not uniquely human) and
was not demonstrably the sole structure for unifying sensory input. Furthermore, there was no
physiological evidence for the gland operating as a hydraulic switchboard controlled by animal
spirits.

These criticisms led to the development of alternative solutions to the mind-body problem, such as
occasionalism (proposing that God mediates all interactions, as advocated by Malebranche) and
pre-established harmony (proposing that mind and body run parallel tracks without interaction, as
advocated by Leibniz). Thus, the Conarium, while groundbreaking, ultimately served as a
philosophical dead end that necessitated the invention of more sophisticated conceptual
frameworks for understanding consciousness.

Further Reading
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Neural Correlates of Consciousness (Wikipedia)
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