Theories in the Philosophy of Mind

The Mind/Body Problem (Question):  The problem/question is what are the relationships, if any, between someone’s mind and his or her body/brain?  Below are some of the theories used to answer and address the mind/body problem/question.

The Mind/Brain (Body) Identity Theory (MBIT):  The mind is identical to (parts of) the brain and central nervous system.  All mental features (beliefs, desires, wishes, imaginations, judgments, etc.) are identical to some physical feature of the brain/body.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Cartesian Dualism:   This is the theory supported by Rene Descartes.  The word “Cartesian” is from Descartes’ name.  The theory makes two basic claims.  (1) The mind and body (brain) are distinct substances and not identical to each other.  Hence, if each exists, then there are two different types of things in nature (mind and body/brain).  (2) There exists mind/brain interaction so that each of the individual substances can CAUSE effects to occur in the other type of substance.  The mind, when depressed emotionally (all mental states) can cause the body’s immune system to be depressed and negatively affected.  Similarly, the body, when stuck with a pin (all physical things) can cause someone to feel a pain (which is a mental state).  This is known as causal interactionism.

So, either the mind is identical to the brain or it is not.  This on the surface would seem to be the end of the story as to the possible relationships between mind and brain, but it is far from true; there are many more possible positions.

Materialism: Only matter and physical properties exist.  All mental states are identical to some physical state of the body.  There are two distinct versions of this basic theory/approach.  First, there is Reductive Materialism (which is the SAME theory as the mind/brain identity theory.  This theory says that all mental features REDUCE to or are identical to some physical features of the body, mostly the brain.  So, on this reductive materialist theory the mind DOES exist since it is identical to the brain.  Second, is the theory called Eliminative Materialism.  This theory holds that minds do NOT exist.  So, in answer to the question what permits human beings to be thinking, etc. if minds do not exist, their answer is that it is the brain which permits thinking (not the mind).  Either of these theories are monist theories (from the Latin prefix “mono” meaning one).

Idealism: This is the theory held most prominently by the Irish philosopher George Berkeley (pronounced “Barkley” like the basketball play Charles Barkley).  An idealist holds that ONLY minds and ideas exist; matter does not exist, so there are no bodies or brains, etc.  In answer to the question, what is a tree made out of the idealist responds that it is ‘made out of’ ideas (experiences of the tree that can be had by anyone capapble of perceiving and experiencing the tree.  The reason why the tree has features that we can all agree about is because God is consistent in providing everyone with comparable tree experiences that are relatively consistent with each other.  That is, if you see the leaf is triangle shaped then I would agree with you if put in a comparable position of observation, if no change has taken place to the leaf (like being torn in half).  This is also a monist theory.

Epiphenomalism: This theory claims that minds and brains both exist (so it is a dualist theory since two different substances exist).  However, there is only one way causal action.  The brain cause the mind to exist and affects it, but the mind is causally inert and can CAUSE no effects in anything, including itself.

Nihilism:  Minds and Bodies do not exist.  The Latin word “nihil” means “nothing.”
