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The identity theory of mind holds that states and processes of the mind are identical to states and processes of the brain. Strictly
speaking, it need not hold that the mind is identical to the brain. Idiomatically we do use ‘She has a good mind’ and ‘She has a
good brain’ interchangeably but we would hardly say ‘Her mind weighs fifty ounces’. Here I take identifying mind and brain as
being a matter of identifying processes and perhaps states of the mind and brain. Consider an experience of pain, or of seeing
something, or of having a mental image. The identity theory of mind is to the effect that these experiences just are brain
processes, not merely correlated with brain processes.

Some philosophers hold that though experiences are brain processes they nevertheless have fundamentally non-physical,
psychical, properties, sometimes called ‘qualia’. Here I shall take the identity theory as denying the existence of such
irreducible non-physical properties. Some identity theorists give a behaviouristic analysis of mental states, such as beliefs and
desires, but others, sometimes called ‘central state materialists’, say that mental states are actual brain states. Identity theorists
often describe themselves as ‘materialists’ but ‘physicalists’ may be a better word. That is, one might be a materialist about
mind but nevertheless hold that there are entities referred to in physics that are not happily described as ‘material’.

In taking the identity theory (in its various forms) as a species of physicalism, I should say that this is an ontological, not a
translational physicalism. It would be absurd to try to translate sentences containing the word ‘brain’ or the word ‘sensation’
into sentences about electrons, protons and so on. Nor can we so translate sentences containing the word ‘tree’. After all ‘tree’
is largely learned ostensively, and is not even part of botanical classification. If we were small enough a dandelion might count
as a tree. Nevertheless a physicalist could say that trees are complicated physical mechanisms. The physicalist will deny strong
emergence in the sense of some philosophers, such as Samuel Alexander and possibly C.D. Broad . The latter remarked (Broad
1937) that as far as was known at that time the properties of common salt cannot be deduced from the properties of sodium in
isolation and of chlorine in isolation. (He put it too epistemologically: chaos theory shows that even in a deterministic theory
physical consequences can outrun predictability.) Of course the physicalist will not deny the harmless sense of "emergence" in
which an apparatus is not just a jumble of its parts (Smart 1981).
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1. Historical Antecedents

The identity theory as I understand it here goes back to U.T. Place and Herbert Feigl in the 1950s. Historically philosophers and
scientists, for example Leucippus, Hobbes, La Mettrie, and d'Holbach, as well as Karl Vogt who, following Pierre-Jean-Georges
Cabanis, made the preposterous remark (perhaps not meant to be taken too seriously) that the brain secretes thought as the liver
secretes bile, have embraced materialism. However, here I shall date interest in the identity theory from the pioneering papers
‘Is Consciousness a Brain Process?’ by U.T. Place (Place 1956) and H. Feigl ‘The "Mental" and the "Physical"’ (Feigl 1958).
Nevertheless mention should be made of suggestions by Rudolf Carnap (1932, p. 127), H. Reichenbach (1938) and M. Schlick
(1935). Reichenbach said that mental events can be identified by the corresponding stimuli and responses much as the (possibly
unknown) internal state of a photo-electric cell can be identified by the stimulus (light falling on it) and response (electric
current flowing) from it. In both cases the internal states can be physical states. However Carnap did regard the identity as a
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linguistic recommendation rather than as asserting a question of fact. See his ‘Herbert Feigl on Physicalism’ in Schilpp (1963),
especially p. 886. The psychologist E.G. Boring (1933) may well have been the first to use the term ‘identity theory’. See Place
(1990).

Place's very original and pioneering paper was written after discussions at the University of Adelaide with J.J.C. Smart and
C.B. Martin. For recollections of Martin's contributions to the discussion see Place (1989) ‘Low Claim Assertions’ in Heil
(1989). Smart at the time argued for a behaviourist position in which mental events were elucidated purely in terms of
hypothetical propositions about behaviour, as well as first person reports of experiences which Gilbert Ryle regarded as
‘avowals’. Avowals were thought of as mere pieces of behaviour, as if saying that one had a pain was just doing a sophisticated
sort of wince. Smart saw Ryle's theory as friendly to physicalism though that was not part of Ryle's motivation. Smart hoped
that the hypotheticals would ultimately be explained by neuroscience and cybernetics. Being unable to refute Place, and
recognizing the unsatisfactoriness of Ryle's treatment of inner experience, to some extent recognized by Ryle himself (Ryle
1949, p. 240), Smart soon became converted to Place's view (Smart 1959). In this he was also encouraged and influenced by
Feigl's ‘"The Mental" and the "Physical" ’ (Feigl 1958, 1967). Feigl's wide ranging contribution covered many problems,
including those connected with intentionality, and he introduced the useful term ‘nomological danglers’ for the dualists'
supposed mental-physical correlations. They would dangle from the nomological net of physical science and should strike one
as implausible excrescences on the fair face of science. Feigl (1967) contains a valuable ‘Postscript’.

2. The Nature of the Identity Theory

Place spoke of constitution rather than of identity. One of his examples is ‘This table is an old packing case’. Another is
‘lightning is an electric discharge’. Indeed this latter was foreshadowed by Place in his earlier paper ‘The Concept of Heed’
(Place 1954), in which he took issue with Ryle's behaviourism as it applied to concepts of consciousness, sensation and
imagery. Place remarked (p. 255)

The logical objections which might be raised to the statement ‘consciousness is a process in the brain’ are no
greater than the logical objections which might be raised to the statement ‘lightning is a motion of electric charges’.

It should be noticed that Place was using the word ‘logical’ in the way that it was used at Oxford at the time, not in the way that
it is normally used now. One objection was that ‘sensation’ does not mean the same as ‘brain process’. Place's reply was to
point out that ‘this table’ does not mean the same as ‘this old packing case’ and ‘lightning’ does not mean the same as ‘motion
of electric charges’. We find out whether this is a table in a different way from the way in which we find out that it is an old
packing case. We find out whether a thing is lightning by looking and that it is a motion of electric charges by theory and
experiment. This does not prevent the table being identical to the old packing case and the perceived lightning being nothing
other than an electric discharge. Feigl and Smart put the matter more in terms of the distinction between meaning and reference.
‘Sensation’ and ‘brain process’ may differ in meaning and yet have the same reference. ‘Very bright planet seen in the morning’
and ‘very bright planet seen in the evening’ both refer to the same entity Venus. (Of course these expressions could be
construed as referring to different things, different sequences of temporal stages of Venus, but not necessarily or most naturally
so.)

There did seem to be a tendency among philosophers to have thought that identity statements needed to be necessary and a
priori truths. However identity theorists have treated ‘sensations are brain processes’ as contingent. We had to find out that the
identity holds. Aristotle, after all, thought that the brain was for cooling the blood. Descartes thought that consciousness is
immaterial.

It was sometimes objected that sensation statements are incorrigible whereas statements about brains are corrigible. The
inference was made that there must be something different about sensations. Ryle and in effect Wittgenstein toyed with the
attractive but quite implausible notion that ostensible reports of immediate experience are not really reports but are ‘avowals’,
as if my report that I have toothache is just a sophisticated sort of wince. Place, influenced by Martin, was able to explain the
relative incorrigibility of sensation statements by their low claims: ‘I see a bent oar’ makes a bigger claim than ‘It looks to me
that there is a bent oar’. Nevertheless my sensation and my putative awareness of the sensation are distinct existences and so,
by Hume's principle, it must be possible for one to occur without the other. One should deny anything other than a relative
incorrigibility (Place 1989).

As remarked above, Place preferred to express the theory by the notion of constitution, whereas Smart preferred to make
prominent the notion of identity as it occurs in the axioms of identity in logic. So Smart had to say that if sensation X is
identical to brain process Y then if Y is between my ears and is straight or circular (absurdly to oversimplify) then the sensation
X is between my ears and is straight or circular. Of course it is not presented to us as such in experience. Perhaps only the
neuroscientist could know that it is straight or circular. The professor of anatomy might be identical with the dean of the
medical school. A visitor might know that the professor hiccups in lectures but not know that the dean hiccups in lectures.


