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Reading Guide for “Descartes’ Myth” by Gilbert Ryle 
(selection from The Concept of Mind (1949) p.11-24, in Chalmers anthology p. 32-38) 

 
Jeffrey Kaplan 

 
 
 
Section 1 “The Official Doctrine” 
In this first section, Ryle is laying out what he calls “the official doctrine”. The official doctrine is a 
dualist theory of the human mind. Ryle does not accept this theory. He is going to attack it. But for 
this section, before he criticizes it, he is merely explaining what the theory is. Thus, much of this 
section presents a view that he does not hold. Most of the sentences that appear in this section state 
not what Ryle thinks, but what his opponents think. Were you to read many of these sentences out 
of context—such as “But minds are not in space, nor are their operations subject to mechanical 
laws”1—you might think that Ryle holds the view opposite to the one that he actually holds. There will 
be whole paragraphs, or groups of paragraphs, where everything he says represents the views of his 
opponents, which he will later criticize. So you will need to be very careful in reading this section, 
and you must discover when he is speaking, we might say, ‘in his own voice,’ and when he is 
speaking ‘in the voice’ of the dualist.  
 
On p. 32 
Ryle uses the word “unsound” in a colloquial, non-technical sense. He is not here using the term as 
it applies to arguments, meaning that those arguments are either invalid, lack true premises, or both. 
Ryle uses the word “introspection”. What is introspection? Ryle explains what introspection is on 
the next page in the paragraph beginning “Besides being currently supplied…” 
 
On p. 33 
Ryle uses the word “phos-phorescent” in a metaphorical sense. Normally, “phosphorescent” means 
something like glows or emits light in the form of photons that it previously absorbed. But that is obviously not 
how Ryle means it here. Here it means something like easily or immediately knowable.  
The word "bifurcation" means a division into two parts. 	
Also on p. 33 – Keep in mind that Ryle wrote this in 1949. So when he says that Freud has “recently” 
introduced some new evidence about the working of the mind, he means in 1949. 
 
On p. 34 
Ryle uses “signalized”, which is a verb no longer in common usage. It just means signaled or indicated. 
Ryle uses the philosophical term “modification”. This is a noun that means way that something is. So, 
for instance, my hair color is a modification of me, or of my body. It is a ‘way that I am’: I have 
brown hair—though not as much as I used to! 
 
Section 2 “The Absurdity of the Official Doctrine” 
This is the most important section of the paper. In it, Ryle begins his attack on the official doctrine. 
He thinks that it is an example of a particular kind of mistake, which he calls a "category-mistake". 
To illustrate this general kind of mistake, Ryle goes through several examples of mistakes of this 
kind. The idea is that the official doctrine is mistake in the same way that these examples are 
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mistakes. At the end of this section, Ryle begins to say how the official doctrine is a mistake just like 
the others. 	
	
On p. 34	
Ryle introduces a new name for the official doctrine, "the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine". As 
Ryle himself says, this is a derogatory nick-name for the view. Ryle later calls the official doctrine 
"the double-life theory". 	
"Christ Church" is the name of one of the colleges at Oxford.	
	
On p. 35	
The French phrase "esprit de corps" literally means spirit of the body. The expression is used to mean a 
feeling of pride and unity shared by members of a group, although you should be able to figure that out from 
the context. 	
	
Section 3 "The Origin of the Category-Mistake"	
In this section, Ryle says more about how the official doctrine is in fact a category-mistake, and also, 
not surprisingly given the title of the section, he says what originally motivated the adoption of this 
mistaken view. 	
Also, I should mention that this reading is just a selection from a longer book by Ryle called The 
Concept of Mind. So there are a few places where Ryle says what he is going to do. In these places he is 
referring to what he will argue later in the book, which we are not reading. For our purposes, the 
most important thing is to understand what a category-mistake is and how dualism about the mind 
could be such a mistake. 	
	
On p. 36	
In the paragraph beginning "The differences between..." we get a pretty good statement of how Ryle 
thinks the official doctrine is, like the examples given in the previous section, a category-mistake.	
The word "obverse" means relating to the opposite or negation. But you should be able to figure that out 
from carefully reading the context in which this word appears.	
Previously I explained what the philosophical term "modification" means. Towards the bottom of 
this page Ryle uses the term in a slightly different sense. Here, "modifications" means something like 
changes.	
	
On p. 37	
A "sedan-chair" is a kind of vehicle where one person sits in a chair and four other people hold up 
the chair on horizontal poles and carry the person in the chair.	
	
	
 
 


