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Barbara Montero is a contemporary philosopher                                                  
at the CUNY Graduate Center. 
 

»  Excerpts from her book “On the Philosophy of Mind” 
introduced us to the mind-body problem:  
•  the problem of specifying the relationship                    

between mind and body. 

Ø  The mind-body problem arises because it is difficult to explain how 
mental phenomena – sensations, emotions, thoughts, dreams, etc. –    
fit into the physical world of bodies and objects. 

 

–  E.g., “We know that the workings of the mind are                                               
intimately connected to the workings of the brain. 

»  …But how are the workings of gray matter relevant to my visual 
experience of the radiant array of colors I see before my eyes?  

»  How could electrical impulses in certain areas of my brain           
account for my understanding of a line of poetry…? 

 

…Although philosophers may not have come up with the solution                                    
to the mind-body problem over these thousands of years,  
•  they have made great strides in understanding and clarifying                                    

the panoply of possible solutions to it.” (1) 2	  



Montero suggests: 
 

•  “Imagine that you are a mad scientist capable of                                                 
creating a human being in your underground laboratory.” 

–  She asks: if you put together all the physical parts                                               
of a body, “is your job done? 
•  Have you actually created a human being?  
•  Or have you left out something extremely important?  

Ø The answer depends on whether the mind is                           
an extra ingredient distinct from all the physical parts.” 

    She explains: 
»  “The primary divide among philosophers                      

working on the mind-body problem is between  

dualists, or more generally, nonphysicalists,  
•  who think that the mind is an ingredient             

additional to all the physical ingredients in a person,  

and physicalists  
•  who think that [the mind] is not” an extra ingredient 

above and beyond physical materials. 
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Ø  Today we will focus on dualist answers to the mind-body problem, 
Ø  i.e., those that say the mind is an ingredient distinct from the body/brain. 

 

 

Montero explains that dualism has been popular for most of philosophy’s history. 

•  What are the reasons for the popularity of dualism?  

–  “Certainly some of its popularity is derived from religion,  
–  since nearly all the major religions advocate dualism of body and soul.” 

–  Religions that says that your soul goes to heaven or hell                       
after you die endorse dualism.  
»  If you can outlive your body, then some ingredient of you    

exists independently from your physical parts.  

–  Same goes with religions that say that people are reincarnated                 
in a different body in their next life. 

“While religious beliefs tend to be supported by faith,      
Ø philosophers typically want arguments for a view. 

•  What then are some arguments for the view                                              
that the mind is distinct from the brain? 
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“The best argument for dualism would be based on                                
scientific evidence of immaterial minds.  
 

•  If the theory of mind-body dualism were backed up by scientific evidence, 
there would be very few philosophers still arguing over its truth.  

Ø  But what sort of scientific evidence could there be for dualism? 
 

»  Of course, clear scientific evidence for the mind        
being distinct from the brain could arrive in the form      
of a neuroscientific discovery of a pure mental soul.  
•  Imagine the headlines: SOUL DISCOVERED BY   

M.I.T. NEUROSCIENTISTS DURING M.R.I. SCAN!  

»  But while we may be able to imagine this headline,          
it is very difficult to understand what it could mean.  

•  How could a soul be discovered, especially during 
an MRI scan? …we currently have no idea how  
such a discovery would be possible.” 

“…currently there is no scientific reason to accept dualism. 

•  However, this does not mean that there is no reason at all to accept [it]… 
–  Rather, many hold that there are good philosophical reasons to accept 

dualism despite the current lack of scientific evidence. . . . 5	  



Montero discusses how our ordinary way of talking                                     
about minds & bodies/brains seems to assume the truth of dualism. 
•  This might seem a good reason to think minds & brains really are distinct. 

–  “We talk about having a brain & body as we talk about having a hat & shoes: 
They are important accessories, but not who we really are. 

–   And when we say “he has lost his mind,” it may seem as if the mind is          
some free-floating entity capable of wandering away from its body. 

Ø However, just because we speak as if mind and body are distinct            
does not prove that they are,  

–  since there are many things we often speak of                                     
that are simply ways of speaking and nothing more.  
»  We say ‘the sun sets,’ yet the sun doesn’t literally lower in the sky.  
»  We say, ‘I’m beside myself,’ though obviously we are never    

literally beside ourselves. 
 

Ø  …So just because we speak of the mind as distinct from the body                         
does not mean that the mind actually is distinct from the body.  

Ø  The important question is whether we are correct                                            
when we speak as if the mind is distinct from the brain.” 
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Ø  Let’s focus on philosophical arguments for Cartesian dualism, 
•   so-named because it was defended by Descartes. 

‘ 

 

Montero excerpts Descartes’ argument for dualism                                    
from the Sixth Meditation of “Meditations on First Philosophy” as follows: 
 

–  “I know that everything which I clearly and distinctly understand          
is capable of being created by God so as to correspond exactly         
with my understanding of it. 

»  Hence the fact that I can clearly and distinctly understand          
one thing apart from another is enough to make me certain        
that the two things are distinct,  

»  since they are capable of being separated, at least by God… 

–  I have a clear and distinct idea of myself,                                         
in so far as I am simply a thinking, unextended [immaterial] thing;  

–  and on the other hand, I have a clear and distinct idea of body,           
in so far as this is simply an extended [material] nonthinking thing.  

»  And accordingly it is certain that I am really distinct            
from my body and can exist without it.”  
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Descartes’ “Argument for the Separation of Mind & Body”                           
relies on what’s called the conceivability principle:  
 

•  that if you can think about something,                                                                         
then that thing is possible. 
–  Conversely, if you can’t think about something                                                

(like a round square), then it is impossible. 

Descartes’ theistic version of this principle is that 
1)  If one can clearly and distinctly understand                                                       

something, then God can make it so. 
–  …because, if God is omnipotent and omniscient,  
–  he has the power to make anything we can think of. 

•  “…since I know that whatever I clearly and distinctly understand                          
can be produced by God such as I understand it to be, 
–  then if I can clearly and distinctly understand one thing without another, 
–   this is sufficient for me to be certain that the one is distinct from the other,   

since they can at least be produced separately by God.” (55)  

–  Descartes reasons that:  
2)  If I can understand one thing without another,                            

then God can make those things distinct from one another. 8	  



Descartes concluded in the Second Meditation that 
•  …my essence consists in this alone, that I am a thinking thing.” (55) 

»  He uses this as a premise in an auxiliary argument for 3), below: 

–  “…I have a body, which is very closely conjoined to me,  

•  yet because, one the one hand, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself,  
–  insofar as I am a thinking and not an extended thing,  

•  and on the other, a distinct idea of the body,    
–  insofar as it is only an extended and not a thinking thing, 

3)  …so it is certain that I am really distinct from my body                                    
and can exist without [my body].” (55) 

Ø  Let’s summarize the Argument for the Separation of Mind & Body as follows: 

1)  If I can understand something, then God can make it so. 
2)  If I can understand one thing without another,                                         

then God can make those things distinct from one another. 
3)  I can understand myself as a mind without my body. 
4)  Therefore, God made minds distinct from bodies. 

»  Premise 2) is a more complex restatement of premise 1). 
»  What argument form do 2)-4) approximate? 9	  



 

1)  If I can understand something, then God can make it so. 
2)  If I can understand one thing without another,                                         

then God can make those things distinct from one another. 
3)  I can understand myself as a mind without my body. 
4)  Therefore, God made minds distinct from bodies. 

–  Conclusion 4) affirms dualism of minds and bodies: 
»  people are made of both mental & physical ingredients. 

One might object that Descartes commits a non-sequitur  
•  (draws a conclusion which does not follow logically from the premises) 

Ø   …by reasoning from what God can do to what God actually did. 

»  Descartes defends his conclusion by arguing that 
•  If it is possible that God made minds & bodies distinct, 
•  and if it seems to us that they are distinct, 

•  then God really did make them distinct –  

»  because if minds and bodies seem distinct to us, but really aren’t,      
then God would be deceiving us,  

•  but Descartes thinks God could not deceive us; 
•  that would be incompatible with his supreme goodness. 
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Montero challenges Descartes’ reliance on the conceivability principle (premise 1): 
 

•  “I understand how humans could have evolved differently, say, to have better vision  
or longer toes. I understand how a could have missed the bus this morning. 
–  And both of these things seem possible.  

•  Moreover, try as I may, I cannot understand how there could be a round square.  
–  So this I judge to be impossible.  

»  Does this show that whatever we can understand is possible? 
Ø Montero says it “depends on what is meant by ‘understanding 

something’ or having a ‘clear and distinct idea of something.’  

•  Often we say that a person does not understand something                                
unless what he or she is purportedly understanding is true.  
–  If this is how we are to understand anything,                                                     

then if you understand how something is possible, it is true that it is possible.  

•  In this sense, if Descartes understands how his mind could be                      
just a thinking thing without any extension in space, then it is true that it is 
possible that his mind could be pure thought without extension in space.  

•  And if he can understand how his body could exist                                           
without any thought occurring in it, then it is possible                                    
for his body to exist without any thought occurring in it.” 11	  



•  “…But there is another sense of understanding that doesn’t imply                             
that whatever is understood is true. 

•  For example, someone tells you about the theory that                                      
the first living creatures on earth were brought to earth via a meteor.  
–  You might respond that you understand the view but do not believe it. 

–  Understanding something here means finding no contradiction in it.  
Ø This is probably what Descartes means when he days that he can    

understand how his mind could be an unextended thinking thing:  
–  …he finds no contradiction in the idea that                                                    

the mind is simply a thinking thing without any extension                                 
& that body is simply an extended thing without any thought. 

Ø  Is [finding no contradiction in an idea] a good guide to what is possible? 
 

•  … It seems that in relatively simple situations, not finding a contradiction,                  
or an impossibility, in what you are considering is enough to show                      
beyond reasonable doubt that what you are considering is possible. 

•  However, when it comes to more abstruse situations, our ability to detect          
whether there is a contradiction in what we are conceiving is much more volatile. 

•  And existing without a body is a rather abstruse situation.  
–  It might seem to Descartes that he can, but perhaps he is mistaken.” 12	  



Descartes not only thinks he has concluded that  

4.  Therefore, God made minds distinct from bodies. 

•  …moreover, he thinks he has provided evidence to conclude that: 
5.  Therefore, minds and bodies are distinct substances. 

 

–  This is to say that the differences between minds and bodies are so drastic  
that they must be made of fundamentally different sorts of stuff: 
•  Bodies are made of res extensa: material, physical stuff; 
•  minds are made of res cogitans: immaterial mind stuff (whatever that is) 

»  Cartesian dualism is often called substance dualism, 
•  to capture the fact that the way in which minds & bodies are 

distinct from one another is in having different substances. 

Ø  A complete summary of Descartes’ argument for substance dualism: 
 

1.  If I can understand something, then God can make it so. 
2.  If I can understand one thing without another,                                         

then God can make those things distinct from one another. 
3.  I can understand myself as a mind without my body. 
4.  Therefore, God made minds distinct from bodies. 
5.  Therefore, minds and bodies are distinct substances. 
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Montero explains that Cartesian dualism is a form of interactive dualism, 
•  which says that even though minds & bodies are distinct from one another, 
•  they can interact, so that one can produce effects in the other. 

 

 

 For example, “According to interactive dualism,  
•  when I think about a sad event, this thought                                                         

is not something going on in my brain, but is entirely nonphysical.  

–  Nonetheless, this thought can cause certain reactions in my body,                
such as the production of tears in my tear ducts.  

–  Similarly, thinking about something funny,                                  
which on this view is a purely mental, nonphysical process,        
may cause my body to fall into a fit of laughter.  

•  The interaction goes in the other direction as well.  

–  Damage to the brain, for example, causes damage in the mind   
even though the mind is distinct from the brain. 

–  Stepping on a nail causes changes in one’s body                               
– a puncture wound, pain signals being sent to the brain,             
and so on – which in turn cause the feeling of pain in one’s mind,     
a feeling that is something other than anything going on in the brain.  



“A prominent objection to interactive dualism is that it is unclear how 
anything nonphysical could interact with anything physical.”  
 

•  If minds aren’t made of matter, then they  
•  If minds & bodies are different substances, and minds aren’t even made of matter, 

how can they cause things to happen in the physical world?  

Descartes’ response to the objection is that                                                              
the interaction takes place in the pineal gland. 
 

•  He thought this must be where the soul exists,                                               
because it is right in the center of the brain. 

•  He says that all human behavior can be                                                          
explained mechanistically,                                                                                      
as a circuit of mental causes & bodily effects. 
–  E.g., mental events (like an intention                                                                  

to point at the arrow) cause changes                                                               
in the physical body (muscle contractions                                                                  
that move the arm to point at the arrow) 

•  …but this account still fails to explain                                                                   
how mental events are supposed to cause physical motion. 

15 
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Critics of substance dualism think            
Descartes’ failure to explain how mind & bodies 
interact with one another makes it an unsuccessful 
solution to the mind-body problem. 
 

•  We will discuss a famous critique of    
Cartesian dualism by Gilbert Ryle next class. 

–  Ryle famously describes Descartes’ view            
of the mind-body problem as ‘the dogma of the 
ghost in the machine’, 

–  because it suggests that minds are ghost-like 
things, somehow capable of controlling the 
operations of a machine-like physical body. 

•  …followed by a contemporary defense of a 
different type of dualism, by Frank Jackson. 
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A separate challenge to Descartes’ argument for substance dualism                              
has to do with his reliance on a logical principle                                                             
later formulated by G.W. Leibniz. 
 

 Leibniz’s Law, a.k.a. The Identity of Indiscernibles, = 
 

–  If A and B have all the same properties,                                                   
including their position in space,  
•  they are indiscernible from one another                                                         

– you can’t tell them apart. 

–  …and if A and B are indiscernible, they are identical: A = B. 

»  E.g., water & H2O are identical. 

–  But, if A and B have different properties                                                       
(even if they occupy the same position in space),  
•  they are discernible, or distinguishable, from one another. 

–  ..and if A and B are discernible, they must not be identical: A ≠ B. 

»  E.g. coffee & sugar dissolved in it are not identical,                
even though they can occupy the same space. 

 

Ø  Montero asks, “Should we accept this?” 17	  



Montero gives us a reason to reject Leibniz’s Law: 
 

•  sometimes one thing has different properties in different contexts, 
–  so a difference in properties doesn’t always establish that those 

things are distinct. 
 
 

•  “Think about a true identity,                                                 
expressed by two different names for the same thing,  

•  such as the identity of George Elliot & Mary Anne Evans.  

–  Here we have one and the same thing, & not two distinct things.  
–  Wherever George Elliot goes, Mary Anne Evans goes,             

and wherever Mary Anne Evans does, George Elliot goes.” 

•  Leibniz’s Law implies that George Elliot                               
& Mary Anne Evans are distinct, rather than identical – 

•  because they differ in the property of what we call them. 

–  But names aren’t the kind of property that                 
truly distinguishes two things from one another. 

Ø Not every difference in properties between two things 
entails that those things are distinct. 
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Another way of stating this critique is to note that      
Ø  some properties of objects don’t strictly                            

belong to the object itself, but instead describe the 
relationship between that object and other things. 

The properties that Descartes uses to distinguish        
minds & bodies from one another                                    
are not obviously intrinsic properties,  

–  which belong to the mind and body themselves,        
and remain constant in all possible contexts. 

•  Rather, they are relational properties: 
–  i.e., facts about Descartes’s relationship to these things,  

•  e.g. what he thinks and believes about them, and 
whether or not he can doubt their existence. 

–  To mistakenly conclude that two things aren’t identical 
because you think differently about them, or because 
you know different things about them,  
•  is to commit the Masked Man fallacy. 

»  Summary video: bit.ly/1wSzHhs 19	  


