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The philosophical debate regarding the nature of the mind and its relationship to the body has been
a central topic in the field of philosophy of mind. One prominent figure in this discourse is Brie
Gertler, whose arguments in favor of mind-body dualism have contributed significantly to
contemporary discussions. Gertler’s work challenges physicalist interpretations of consciousness
and posits a dualistic perspective that emphasizes the distinctness of mental states from physical
states. This article will explore Gertler’s defense of mind-body dualism, outlining her arguments and
their implications for understanding consciousness.

Understanding Mind-Body Dualism

Mind-body dualism is the philosophical position that asserts the existence of two distinct substances:
the mind and the body. This view holds that mental phenomena are, in some respects, non-physical
and that the mind cannot be fully explained by physical processes alone. Dualism contrasts sharply
with physicalism, which posits that everything about the mind can be explained in physical terms.

Historical Context

The roots of dualism can be traced back to René Descartes, who famously articulated the distinction
between the mind and the body in the 17th century. Descartes argued that the mind is a thinking
substance, characterized by doubt, understanding, and will, while the body is an extended
substance, defined by physical properties. This Cartesian dualism laid the groundwork for later
philosophical inquiry into the nature of consciousness.

Gertler builds on this historical foundation while addressing contemporary challenges posed by
advances in neuroscience and cognitive science. Her work engages with both classical dualist



arguments and modern critiques, seeking to reaffirm the viability of dualism in light of scientific
developments.

Brie Gertler's Key Arguments for Dualism

Gertler presents several compelling arguments in defense of mind-body dualism, which can be
categorized into three main areas: the argument from conceivability, the argument from knowledge,
and the argument from the nature of mental states.

1. The Argument from Conceivability

One of Gertler's central arguments is based on the idea of conceivability. She argues that if we can
conceive of a scenario in which the mind exists without the body, then it is plausible to assert that
the mind and body are distinct entities. This argument is rooted in the philosophical tradition of
modal reasoning, which posits that if something is conceivable, it is possible.

- Conceivability of Zombies: Gertler refers to the thought experiment of philosophical
zombies—beings that are physically indistinguishable from humans but lack conscious experience.
The ability to conceive of such beings suggests that consciousness is not contingent upon physical
processes.
- Implications: If one can imagine the existence of minds without associated bodies, this supports the
dualist position that mental states are not reducible to physical states.

2. The Argument from Knowledge

Gertler also emphasizes the epistemic gap between physical states and mental states. She argues
that our knowledge of our own mental states is fundamentally different from our knowledge of
physical states. This difference supports the idea that the mind is a distinct entity.

- First-Person Perspective: The subjective nature of consciousness allows individuals to have direct
access to their mental states, which cannot be fully captured by objective, third-person descriptions
of physical processes.
- Knowledge Argument: Gertler draws upon Frank Jackson's famous thought experiment involving
Mary, a neuroscientist who knows everything about color perception but has never experienced
color herself. When she sees color for the first time, she gains new knowledge—this suggests that
knowledge of mental states transcends physical explanations.

3. The Nature of Mental States

Gertler argues that the characteristics of mental states further support the dualist position. She
highlights several key features that distinguish mental phenomena from physical phenomena:

- Intentionality: Mental states often have intentionality, meaning they can represent or refer to



things outside themselves. This property is not easily accounted for in physical terms.
- Qualia: The qualitative aspects of experiences, or qualia, such as the experience of pain or
pleasure, cannot be wholly explained by physical processes. Gertler argues that these subjective
experiences imply a non-physical dimension to consciousness.
- Causal Efficacy: Mental states can influence physical actions, suggesting a two-way interaction
between mind and body that is difficult to reconcile within a purely physicalist framework.

Responses to Critiques of Dualism

Despite her robust defense of dualism, Gertler acknowledges the critiques that have emerged from
proponents of physicalism and other philosophical positions. Some of the most significant critiques
include the problem of interaction and the challenge of explaining how two distinct substances can
interact.

The Problem of Interaction

Critics often question how a non-physical mind can influence a physical body. Gertler addresses this
concern by proposing that the mind and body can be seen as two aspects of a unified reality. She
suggests that understanding the interaction between the two may require a reevaluation of our
assumptions about causation and substance.

- Non-Reductive Physicalism: Gertler engages with non-reductive physicalist theories, arguing that
they fail to account for the unique features of mental states. She contends that while mental states
can influence physical actions, this does not necessitate a reduction to physical explanations.

Advances in Neuroscience

Another significant critique of dualism comes from advances in neuroscience, which have provided
substantial insights into the brain's functioning and its correlation with mental states. Critics argue
that as neuroscience progresses, the need for a dualistic framework diminishes.

- Gertler's Response: Gertler asserts that neuroscience can describe the correlations between brain
states and mental states, but it does not explain the nature of consciousness itself. She emphasizes
that understanding the mechanisms of the brain does not negate the philosophical questions
surrounding the essence of the mind.

The Implications of Dualism

Gertler's defense of mind-body dualism carries important implications for various fields, including
ethics, psychology, and artificial intelligence. By affirming the distinctness of the mind, Gertler's
work invites a reconsideration of how we understand personal identity, moral responsibility, and the
nature of consciousness.



Ethical Considerations

The dualist perspective raises questions about the moral status of beings with mental states. If the
mind is fundamentally distinct from the body, ethical considerations regarding consciousness,
suffering, and agency must be taken into account in discussions about animal rights, mental health,
and artificial intelligence.

Psychological Perspectives

In psychology, Gertler’s dualism encourages a holistic approach to understanding human behavior.
By acknowledging the interplay between mental and physical states, researchers can explore how
psychological factors influence physical well-being and vice versa.

Artificial Intelligence

The implications of dualism extend to discussions about artificial intelligence. If consciousness is a
non-physical phenomenon, this raises questions about whether machines can ever truly possess
consciousness or subjective experience, regardless of their computational capabilities.

Conclusion

Brie Gertler's defense of mind-body dualism presents a compelling argument for the distinctness of
mental and physical states. Through her exploration of conceivability, knowledge, and the nature of
mental states, Gertler challenges the physicalist paradigm and reaffirms the significance of dualism
in understanding consciousness. Her work not only contributes to philosophical discourse but also
has far-reaching implications for ethics, psychology, and technology. As the debate continues,
Gertler’s insights will remain a vital part of the conversation surrounding the mind-body
relationship, encouraging deeper inquiry into the nature of existence itself.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Brie Gertler and what is her contribution to the
philosophy of mind?
Brie Gertler is a prominent philosopher known for her work on the philosophy of mind, particularly
her defense of mind-body dualism. She argues for the distinction between mental states and physical
states, emphasizing the unique properties of consciousness.

What is mind-body dualism and how does Gertler defend it?
Mind-body dualism is the philosophical view that the mind and body are fundamentally different
kinds of substances or realities. Gertler defends this position by arguing that mental states have



properties that cannot be fully explained by physical processes alone.

What are some key arguments Gertler presents in favor of
dualism?
Gertler presents several key arguments, including the argument from introspection, where she
claims that our subjective experiences of thoughts and feelings cannot be entirely reduced to
physical explanations. She also discusses the challenges posed by physicalism and how dualism can
address them.

How does Gertler address objections to mind-body dualism?
Gertler addresses objections to dualism, such as the problem of interaction between mind and body,
by proposing a model of non-physical properties that can still influence physical states without being
reducible to them.

Can you explain the relationship between Gertler's dualism
and contemporary neuroscience?
Gertler acknowledges the insights of contemporary neuroscience but argues that findings in
neuroscience do not negate the reality of mental states. Instead, she posits that neuroscience can
coexist with dualist perspectives by providing information about brain processes while respecting
the distinct nature of mental phenomena.

What implications does Gertler's defense of dualism have for
discussions on artificial intelligence?
Gertler's defense of dualism implies that even advanced artificial intelligence may not possess true
consciousness or mental states, as these are fundamentally different from mere computations or
physical processes, raising questions about the nature of consciousness in machines.

How does Gertler's work influence the debate between dualism
and physicalism?
Gertler's work reinvigorates the debate between dualism and physicalism by offering robust
arguments for dualism that challenge the prevailing physicalist paradigm, encouraging philosophical
inquiry into the nature of consciousness and the mind.

What is the significance of Gertler's views on personal identity
and selfhood?
Gertler's views suggest that personal identity is tied to mental continuity rather than just physical
continuity, which has implications for how we understand selfhood, memory, and the persistence of
identity over time.

Where can one find Brie Gertler's published works on mind-



body dualism?
Brie Gertler's published works on mind-body dualism can be found in various philosophical journals
and books, including her contributions in anthologies and her articles in peer-reviewed journals
where she discusses her theories and arguments extensively.
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