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Section 2-13: The Mind-Body Problem
The psychological field called biological psychology is concerned with explaining cognitions, emotions, and behavior in terms of bodily structures and processes, especially those within the nervous system (the brain, spinal cord, and nerves).  The claim that mental processes and behavior can be explained by physical processes within the body has been made since at least the emergence of academic psychology during the second half of the nineteenth century.  Experimental psychologists of that era often worked within departments of philosophy, and they thought of themselves as “scientific philosophers” (Reed, 1997).  Their goal was to study in a scientific manner the fundamental nature of the conscious mind.  In order to accomplish this goal, experimental psychologists used research techniques and procedures borrowed from the science of physiology (the biological science that studies the physical functioning of organisms).  Academic psychology, therefore, originated in a blending of the experimental methods of physiology with the speculative theories of philosophy.  Because of this dual influence, it shouldn’t be surprising that experimental psychologists of that era assumed that a close relationship existed between the workings of the brain and the workings of the mind.  Many experimental psychologists sought to understand the nature of this relationship.
The influence of philosophy on the development of experimental psychology has ancient roots.  In his history of psychology, Gardner Murphy (1949) reconstructed what he believed to be the earliest philosophical influence on modern psychology — ancient religious concerns with the nature of the human soul or spirit:
While … [ancient] cultures differ as much in their psychology as they do in their basketry and pottery, … they show a general preoccupation with one recurrent problem — the nature and attributes of the soul. The dramatic difference between a sleeping and waking man invites the thought that something has gone out and then returned…. In illness, especially in delirium or coma, something seems to disappear which may, upon recovery, reappear. The conception of a psychic entity — a detachable soul, we might say — makes sense to [ancient cultures]. (p. 5)
Murphy suggested that early humans thought that this “detachable soul” contained our fundamental human nature.  Furthermore, if the soul can detach from the body, which would allow it to survive the body’s death, then the soul’s essence — its intrinsic and unchanging nature — must differ from the body’s essence.  Lastly, if the human mind is located within the nonphysical soul, then the mind’s essence also must differ from the body’s essence.
This train of thought, however, raises a problem:  if the mind and body are essentially distinct, how can the body influence the mind, and vice versa?  For example, if a pin is stuck into a person’s finger, how can this cause that person’s mind to experience pain?  In other words, how can damage to the physical body be perceived as pain by something that consists of a nonphysical essence (the mind)?  We also can look at this in the opposite direction:  if the mind decides that it wants to go somewhere, how can it cause the body to walk to that location?  In other words, how can something that consists of a nonphysical essence (the mind) cause a physical body to perform an action (walking)?  These seemingly unanswerable questions illustrate what is referred to as the mind-body problem (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The Mind-Body Problem
The mind-body problem became a significant impediment to the emergence of a scientific psychology primarily because of the philosophical writings of Rene Descartes (1596-1650; pronounced Reh•nay Day•kart), a French philosopher and mathematician of the seventeenth century.  In 1641, he published a book (an online version can be found at this link)  in which he described his doctrine of mind-body dualism. Descartes argued that the mind consists of a nonphysical (supernatural) essence, whereas the body consists of a physical (natural) essence.  According to Descartes:
1. The mind functions through nonphysical thought alone, whereas the body functions through physical processes — processes involved in sensation, walking, reproduction, digestion, etc.
2. The body can be understood by studying physical phenomena (i.e., natural processes), whereas the mind can be understood only by studying nonphysical phenomena (i.e., supernatural processes).
3. The workings of the body are caused by physical forces, whereas the workings of the mind are self-caused (i.e., mental processes are not caused by anything external to the mind).
In other words, Descartes conceived of (a) the body as a machine controlled by natural (physical) processes and (b) the mind as a supernatural entity that cannot be understood as the product of natural processes.  Because of its supernatural essence, the mind has free will:  its choices are unaffected by anything outside of it, including causal factors in the natural world.  In short, the mind causes itself and, therefore, can choose any course of action it wills.
Descartes believed that only humans have supernatural souls and, hence, only humans have free will.  Nonhuman animals, on the other hand, were merely machines in his philosophy:
animals were thought [by Descartes] to be devoid of feelings.  How could they have feelings if they did not have souls?  Descartes dissected live animals, before anesthesia was available, and was described as “amused at their cries and yelps since [he believed] these were nothing but the hydraulic hisses and vibrations of machines.”  (Schultz & Schultz, 1987, p. 26)
Descartes reasoned that, because animals do not have supernatural souls, their behavior is completely determined by external physical causes.  Determinism refers to the doctrine that an event is caused solely by a sequence of prior events.  Some human behaviors are determined in the same way that all animal behaviors are.  For example, if someone shoves you hard, you’ll fall over.  Your behavior in this case is not the result of free will (you didn’t choose to fall over), it was caused by a prior event (the shove) that came from an external source (another person).  In addition, just like animals, humans have many reflexive behaviors that are caused by prior physical events, such as reflexively withdrawing a finger from a hot stove.  Nevertheless, he stated that humans also are able to freely will most of their behaviors because humans have supernatural minds — minds that have no causes outside of themselves.
By conceiving of the mind as a supernatural entity, Descartes’ philosophy implied that the mind could not be studied scientifically.  This is because scientists rely on the doctrine of determinism in their work and, therefore, study only physical causes of phenomena.  If Descartes’ ideas are correct, however, the mind has no physical causes and, therefore, can’t be studied scientifically.  Because the mind, for Descartes, functioned only through thought, it could be understood only through thought — through philosophical speculation about the nature of the mind.  One historian of psychology put it this way:
although man [as a physical body] was encompassed by the world of science, human nature [that is, the nature of the human mind] was not.  As a purely physical system, man was subject to universal physical laws.  Everything [else] about man …, however, was untouched and even implicitly negated by the physical sciences.  Thinking, experiencing, and acting were events not touched by physics and chemistry, and since physical laws were universal and comprehensive, these mental events were scientifically somehow unreal.  (Mackenzie, 1976, p. 332)
For more than two centuries afterwards, the widespread acceptance of Descartes’ mind-body distinction made the development of a scientific psychology impossible.
Biological Knowledge
Over the next 200 years, from about 1650 to 1850, the scientific investigation of the human body led to the development of knowledge about bodily structures and physiological processes.  Of most importance was the development of knowledge about the structures and functions of the nervous system (Zimmer, 2004).  It is ironic that biological research on the anatomy of the brain began in earnest soon after Descartes’ distinction between the mind and the body became widely accepted.  By the late-nineteenth century, it was known that biological processes in the brain were, in some manner, linked to mental processes.  By the 1860s, specific brain structures had been shown to be important for particular mental functions, such as language and perception.  By 1890, research on the nervous system led to the emergence of a neurological approach to the study of the conscious mind — an approach that assumed that conscious mental processes are associated with, and perhaps caused by, physical processes occurring within the brain.  Thus, many psychologists and biologists believed that the workings of the conscious mind eventually would be explained by physical causes in the nervous system.  For these scientists, the human mind was a part of nature and, hence, it could be understood as the product of natural processes.
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