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Introduction 

The mind/body problem is likely to be one of the most discussed topics of all times. 

Throughout history philosophers, theologians, scientists, and psychologists alike have 

pondered over this existential dilemma. I intend to briefly explore some of the many 

views and theories on the topic, with an emphasis on the shift from a dualistic to a 

holistic paradigm. I will then discuss what meaning this shift can have for the future 

exploration of the mind/body dilemma.  

An historical overview 

Starting with the eastern philosophical views, expressed in Hinduism, Buddhism, and 

Taoism, human existence was conceived as being material and spiritual at the same time. 

From this holistic perspective, the mind/body dilemma does not exist, as there is no clear 

distinction between mind and body (Wrangsjö 1989). 

  

There were also other theories, known as monistic theories, where the mind/body 

dilemma was seen as irrelevant. In these cases it was due to the fact that they focused 

solely on one of the entities and deny the other’s existence. According to materialistic 

monism, nothing existed which could not be perceived by the senses. On the other 

extreme, psychic/spiritual monism saw all knowledge as subjective, so it would be 

impossible to know if an objective reality actually existed (ibid).   

 

However the theories, which have dominated western philosophy and have paved the 

way for western scientific development, have been based on the dualistic view, usually 

credited to René Descartes. According to Descartes, the body was an organism made up 

of physical matter and was therefore governed by physical laws, such as gravity. The 

mind or soul was, however, immaterial and not governed by physical laws. Body and 

soul were seen as belonging to two different universes, which in itself didn’t create any 

problem. The difficulty arose when trying to explain how these two separate entities 

interacted. Descartes’ suggestion was that the connection between the soul/mind and the 

body was in the pineal gland, as it was the only part of the brain that was not bilaterally 

duplicated (Køppe 2004). 
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By the middle of the 1700s, the understanding of the soul existing throughout the whole 

body was being replaced by theories, such as Descartes, which localized the soul in the 

higher areas of the brain. By localizing the soul in the brain, it was then possible to 

scientifically study the body based on physiology and neurobiology. Soon the psyche too 

became an object of scientific study, qualifying it as “the scientific part of the soul”. This 

lead to an even larger and more defined theoretical division between body and mind, and 

the dualistic viewpoint became the cornerstone for the positivist research tradition (ibid). 

 

The advance of scientific and medical research in the 18th and 19th century, lead to the 

development of a reductionist biomedical model, in which all phenomenon was thought 

to be capable of being broken down to its smallest possible components and analyzed. 

The ‘soul’ began to diminish in importance, and the body was objectified to its primitive 

sensory and motor functions (Theilgaard 1994).  

 

However, as interest increased in the body’s more complex functions and phenomenon 

such as language and thinking, the experimental methods fell short and the use of 

methods such as introspection became necessary. This led to the emergence of ‘depth 

psychology’, which aimed to study the subtle or unconscious parts of human experience 

(Jensen 1994). Through this they intended to explore the “no man’s land” which seemed 

to exist between the physiologically-defined body and the conscious-defined psyche 

(Køppe 2004, p. 30). 

Dualistic vs. Holistic 

Freud attempted to clarify this ‘no man’s land’ and explain the missing link between the 

body and psyche, while holding on to the dualistic paradigm. Others such as Merleau-

Ponty and Reich insisted that the physical and the psychological are inseparably 

entangled parts of the same entity, and criticized the Freudian approach for its dualistic 

view.        

The psychoanalytic view 

In psychoanalysis, the body plays a crucial role in the psyche’s development, as it is 

through socialization of the body that the psyche is formed. The psychodynamic theory of 
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infantile sexuality explains how different systems in the baby’s body mature at different 

stages. The development of the child’s psyche or character is seen as being largely 

influenced by the maturation of these different systems and the quality of care and 

holding from the infant’s surroundings during these crucial periods (Køppe 2004). 

 

In psychoanalysis, drives are seen as being the missing link between body and mind. 

Drives emanate from the body, more specifically from the zones which are maturing at 

that particular time, but are defined as a psychological entity rather than a somatic one. 

Freud defines a drive as “a psychological representation of an inner somatic source of 

tension (translated from Køppe 2004, p. 31). A drive is therefore psychological because it 

is a representation of a part of the body projected onto the psyche. From a psychoanalytic 

viewpoint, one could say that drives create the psyche on the basis of somatic stimuli 

(ibid).  However, it is still a point of discussion whether the psyche is created gradually as 

the infant develops or whether it is, in some form, present from birth. 

Merleau-Ponty’s body phenomenology 

According to Merleau-Ponty, it is only conceivable that the psyche, to a rudimentary 

extent, is present from birth. His argument is based on the fact that from the time of birth, 

and possibly also before, something is being experienced and sensed by the infant’s sense 

organs. He argues that it is impossible to imagine an experience without 

something/someone that is experiencing. There has to be a subject that is the center of the 

experience and the reactions and effects that the experience sets into motion (Køppe 

2004). 

 

If the infant is a subject from birth, it must also possess certain subject-defining qualities, 

which Husserl formulated as pre-reflexivity and intersubjectivity. Pre-reflexivity includes 

the properties which define consciousness, intentionality, and a ‘sense of self’ or ‘origo’, 

(an experiencing reference point) (ibid.)  

 

Merleau-Ponty, though inspired by Husserl, criticized him for proposing that 

intentionality emerges out of nothing (Væver 2004). According to Merleau-Ponty, this 

early form of consciousness is thought to be strongly connected to the body as a whole, 
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and it is through its connection to the body that the pre-reflexive subjectivity gains its 

permanence (Køppe 2004). 

 

Part of Merleau-Ponty’s critique of Husserl is that he continues to think in terms of the 

classic dualistic model which separates body and mind. According to Merleau-Ponty, 

“the body is a reality, which is at the same time material and spiritual (translated from 

Væver 2004, p. 168).” He developed a model of intentionality which is anchored in the 

body, a type of body consciousness, which he called “body schema.” A body schema is 

pre-reflexive, existing before mental representations and language, and can be simply 

explained as an expression of that “my body is in the world” (translated from Væver 

2004, p. 169).  

 

Through his theory, Merleau-Ponty is trying go beyond the traditional subject-object 

dichotomy, and emphasize how the body is in a reciprocal relationship with the world. 

Meaning is created through the living dialogical circuit of self, the other, and the world, 

and the body can be seen as playing a key role in this creation of meaning, not only in 

ontogenesis but throughout life (ibid).  

Reich’s body therapy 

Reich also criticized the dualistic model and saw the body and mind as part of one entity.  

During his work he realized that when clients displayed resistance in therapy, protecting 

themselves from emotional pain that had been denied (‘character armor’), the resistance 

and denial was also manifested in the body as muscular tension (‘body armor’). He 

discovered that dissolving the muscular tension often brought forth repressed memories 

and emotions as well as releasing what he called ‘vegetative currents’, a trembling 

rhythmic sensation throughout the body, which Reich described as a form of life energy 

flowing through the body. These vegetative currents were thought to run vertically 

through the body, and tension in the body armor blocked these currents. Reich found the 

body armor to be located in 7 major areas in the body, which strikingly correspond to the 

chakra system which has existed in eastern philosophy for thousands of years (Nordentoft 

2003). 
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The holistic paradigm 

Merleau-Ponty and Reich’s theories, though very different, are both examples of theories 

based on a new holistic view of mind and body, which began to compete with the 

dualistic theories in the beginning of the 20th century. The holistic view sees bodily and 

psychological phenomenon as two sides of the same coin. It attempts to make body-

mind-soul into one functional entity (Engel 2001). The body is then seen not as an object 

that one has, but as something one is (Theilgaard 1994).  

 

This new holistic view seems to have more in common with the eastern philosophical 

paradigm than with the western dualistic view. However, most western theories based on 

the holistic paradigm do not include the idea of an ‘energy body’ which has its own 

properties and characteristics, as it is understood in oriental medicine and philosophy. 

Reich and those he inspired were exceptions, as they created a western understanding of 

energy as a crucial bodily and psycho-spiritual concept (Engel 2001).   

 

Does this then mean that by embracing a holistic viewpoint we are abandoning our 

scientific theories and methods and going back to the metaphysical and mystical 

understandings connected to the eastern traditions? Absolutely not. Our scientific 

methods are of key importance in being able to produce accurate and trustworthy 

knowledge. However, clinging to the dualistic paradigm has made it difficult to fathom or 

explain certain existing phenomena.  

Lingering Ambiguities 

We understand how the mind controls the body’s actions, both consciously and 

unconsciously, and that certain thoughts release specific hormones and chemicals into the 

body. However, there are still many examples of mind affecting body and body affecting 

mind, which the modern medical paradigm cannot explain.  

 

There are incidents when the power of thinking and willpower alone has cured people 

with medically incurable diseases, and when the lack of will to live has caused other 

perfectly healthy people to wither away and die. In more extreme examples, people seem 
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to be able to defy physical laws just with the power of their mind, e.g. walking on 

burning coals (Wrangsjö 1989). 

 

There are also examples, e.g. through body therapy, where minor manipulations of the 

physical body can have distinct effects on physical and psychological conditions. 

Treatments such as acupuncture have also begun to be accepted and practiced in the west 

by medical doctors for both physical and psychological ailments, even though it cannot 

be explained by our medical paradigm. 

 

It is still difficult to determine whether these phenomena challenge our traditional 

medical paradigm to the point where it needs to be reconsidered. Until now these topics 

have largely been swept under the carpet. Despite the absolute nature of our scientific 

laws, it is a common tendency in the development of new paradigms that the older 

‘reigning’ paradigm withstands a considerable amount of inexplicable phenomena, by 

merely ignoring it or explaining it away, before it finally begins to crumble (Wrangsjö 

1989).    

Conclusion 

Questions about these lingering ambiguities and unexplainable phenomena are coming 

more and more to the forefront, and can no longer be swept under the carpet. I don’t 

believe we should give up on scientific methods and return to mysticism, however 

looking at the issues through a new holistic paradigm could help us to see things in a 

different light. With the continuing advance of scientific research and the new 

possibilities presented by the holistic paradigm, I have hope that greater clarification of 

the mind/body dilemma will emerge in the not too distant future. 
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