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Mind-Brain Identity and Conceptual Domains

! We take as our starting point the intuition, shared by many, that the mind is the 
brain. In our contemporary, scientific intellectual climate, it is now a widely-held position 
that the activity of the brain or larger nervous system in higher mammals like homo 
sapiens does not merely cause the activity of the mind, but that it constitutes it. It is a 
mark of our times that today many feel no qualms holding that all our experiences, 
emotions, beliefs and intentions live, literally, inside our skulls. I defend the view that 
there obtains some mind-brain identity relation, such that everything that is mental, 
including the phenomenal character of experience, is also physical, introducing along 
the way the notion of a Qualitative Brain State (QBS).  Of course, we remain more or 
less in the dark as to how these states might work; a consensus view has not emerged 
on precisely how the mind is structured and how, exactly, it is linked with the brain. This 
paper does not propose solutions on that level; it argues merely that they are in 
principle possible and may be expected. And of course, not all share our intuition. Many 
philosophers have strongly denied mind-brain identity. They do so in various ways, but a 
commonly-adopted strategy is to intuit a conceptual irreducibility between the mental 
and the physical, and then from there derive an ontological irreducibility. If the mind and 
the brain are logically independent, this view holds, they are metaphysically 
independent. Three such challenges are taken up, coming respectively from David 
Chalmers, Hilary Putnam and Frank Jackson. We will see that, while none of the three 
successfully threaten the plausibility of mental-physical identity, Jackson at least does 
highlight the degree to which our conceptual world may be segmented. I introduce the 
notion of conceptual domains, each with its own distinctive mode of access. I argue that 
our concepts pertaining to our own qualitative mental experience are of a different sort 
than those pertaining to the rest of the physical world; qualitative, mental concepts are 
intrinsic (I-concepts), while physical concepts are relational (R-concepts). It may be that 
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intrinsic concepts are irreducible to relational concepts (or it may not), but this fact has 
no ontological implications; the world itself may still be metaphysically unified. I finally 
argue that our minds are not unique in the universe in having intrinsic character, or 
content; all things that exist have content. I speculate as to the prospects for accessing 
the I-concepts pertaining to the rest of the world, to the the things outside the skull.
! Let’s look at our hunch, pre-reflective as yet, that the mind is the brain; that 
whatever is happening between our ears is directly responsible for all our thoughts and 
feelings; that the experiential quality of life is somehow the same as the pumping blood 
and firing neurons. To give this a more formal expression, we say that qualia, or the 
conscious aspects of a mental state, are token-token identical to physical brain states; 
that any given quale Q is the same thing as its associated brain state B, and the 
qualitative properties Q are the same as physical properties B. As such, qualia are not 
properly understood as caused by brain states; they are one and the same entity, an 
entity which is not solely mental or physical, not simultaneously mental and physical 
insofar as they are to be construed as distinct, but rather a psychophysical unity. I call 
such a state a Qualitative Brain State (QBS), and the psychophysical laws that govern 
or describe the structure of QBS’s are natural and of the same kind as physical laws.
! For there to obtain an intrinsic, law-like link between the qualitative and physical 
aspects of a QBS, facts about physics must fix facts about qualia (and vice versa). Put 
another way, if a change could occur in the qualitative aspect of a QBS without a 
corresponding change in the physical structure, then they would seem not to be aspects 
of the same singular entity; qualitative mental properties would seem to be 
metaphysically distinct from physical properties. This is just the distinction David 
Chalmers asserts in his argument from the intuitive conceivability of zombies, which, if 
successful, not only challenges the possibility of QBS’s but leads to a mental-physical 
dualism with potentially wide-ranging metaphysical implications. I hold that his zombies 
are not conceivable, that there are in fact some kinds of psychophysical laws that 
describe the structure of QBS’s. Many philosophers, however, share Chalmers’s 
intuition and accept his conclusion, so a discussion of its details--and an accounting of 
its errors--is in order.
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The inconceivability of zombies (Reply to Chalmers)

! Chalmers imagines zombies, creatures who are physically identical (“molecule 
for molecule”) to normal conscious humans but themselves lacking in conscious 
experience. Of the zombie, Chalmers writes,

This creature is molecule for molecule identical to me, and identical 
in all the low-level properties postulated by a completed physics, 
but he lacks conscious experience entirely... He will certainly be 
identical to me functionally [Chalmers’s emphasis]: he will be 
processing the same sort of information, reacting in a similar way to 
inputs, with his internal configurations being modified appropriately 
and with indistinguishable behavior resulting. He will be 
psychologically identical to me... It is just that none of this 
functioning will be accompanied by any real conscious experience. 
There will be no phenomenal feel. There is nothing it is like to be a 
zombie.1

! I deny that such a creature could exist in the actual universe; just as there are 
natural physical laws describing the universal behavior of, e.g., electromagnetic fields, I 
hold that there are natural psychophysical laws that universally describe the structure of 
QBS’s. And given the existence of such laws, any creature “molecule for molecule” 
identical to a conscious human couldn’t not be itself conscious. Indeed, the content and 
character of its experience would be identical to that of its replica. Any change in 
physical structure is accompanied by a corresponding change in phenomenal structure, 
because the physical and phenomenal are aspects of one and the same entity, a QBS.
! A simple example makes this clear: consider water, H20 (in this, the actual 
universe). Part of its physical description includes, or entails, its solidity at temperatures 
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below 0° Celsius (at sea level, in normal conditions, and so on). When Chalmers asks 
us to imagine his unconscious zombies, he might as well be asking us to imagine some 
volume of water colder than 0°C (again, in normal conditions) but which lacks solidity 
entirely. In other words, we must imagine that the sub-zero liquid water has some 
physical properties--molecular structure, temperature, barometric pressure--in common 
with normal water but others--state of matter--arbitrarily changed. Of course, given our 
knowledge about the integration of molecular activity and state of matter in H20 (i.e., 
they are one and the same, identical), we see this to be clearly impossible; given the 
laws of nature in the actual universe, molecular activity necessitates state of matter in 
H20. In the same way, I maintain, given a set of natural psychophysical laws, the 
physical state of a brain necessitates the character of consciousness.
! Chalmers does concede “it is unlikely that zombies are naturally possible. In the 
real world,” he admits, “it is likely that any replica of me would be conscious.”2 But he 
has his sights set on logical possibility; if zombies could exist in any possible world, one 
that might have psychophysical laws other than those that obtain in this world, then 
there is no necessary, logical connection between physical concepts and concepts 
about consciousness. If there were such a logical connection, then any possible world 
that included brains would necessarily include consciousness as well. From this logical 
independence of the mental and the physical, Chalmers infers an ontological 
separation; mental phenomena are primitive, and of a different sort than their physical 
counterparts. I will return to this point below, after some requisite exposition of a 
background framework, but for now, may it suffice to say that I will challenge Chalmers’s 
assertion that a physically identical being could exist in a different universe with different 
natural laws. If the laws change, I argue, the entities they describe change, since 
physical entities are defined entirely in terms of their structural relations to the rest of the 
world. If my critique is sound, then he will not have established the logical possibility of 
zombies, and thus will not have achieved his dualistic aspirations. At this point, 
however, I turn to another attack any identity theory must counter, one from Hilary 
Putnam in the terms of the multiple realizability of functional states.

Sloan 4

2 Chalmers, David, The Conscious Mind, 96



Multiple realization: functional states vs. QBS’s (Reply to Putnam)

! As we have seen, the notion of a QSB is one of a singular, unified 
psychophysical entity. Any change to the qualitative aspect of a QSB is also a change to 
its physical aspect. The qualitative and physical are one and the same. An objection to 
this picture comes from Hilary Putnam, who, when contemplating pain, is skeptical that 
such a tight link between the mental and physical could truly obtain:

Consider what the [mind-brain identity theorist] has to do to make 
good on his claims. He has to specify a physical-chemical state 
such that any [Putnam’s emphasis] organism (not just a mammal) is 
in pain if and only if (a) it possesses a brain of a suitable physical-
chemical structure; and (b) its brain is in that physical-chemical 
state. This means that the physical-chemical state in question must 
be a possible state of a mammalian brain, a reptilian brain, a 
mollusc’s brain... Even if such a state can be found, it must be 
nomologically certain that it will also be a state of the brain of any 
extra-terrestrial life that may be found that will be capable of feeling 
pain... it is at least possible that parallel evolution, all over the 
universe might always lead to one and the same physical 
“correlate” of pain. But this is certainly an ambitious hypothesis.3

! Putnam’s point is that, because pain states can occur not only in different 
individuals but in different species, presumably with different underlying neurological 
structure, it is impossible to identify pain with any particular brain process. But Putnam 
is discussing pain in general, the set of all possible qualitative experiences, and defining 
it functionally: a given experience is a pain experience iff it plays a pain role in cognition. 
But when we focus on any particular instance of pain, in the experience of a particular 
subject, at a specific time, we see no trouble in identifying it with its associated brain 
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event. This is why our identity theory is token-token; we make no claims about types.4 In 
other words, we gladly accept that the pain I experience when I stub my toe on Monday 
morning this week is slightly different than the pain I experienced at the same time the 
week before, even though they serve the same cognitive functional. And the two 
experiences differ qualitatively in just the same way that they differ physically; they are 
two distinct QBS’s, and their differences are singularly psychophysical. And of course, 
the pain role in human cognition is likely fulfilled by a set of QBS’s very different from 
the set fulfilling the same role in octopi cognition, but just as the human and octopus 
brains will differ, so will their inner experiences, and in just the same way. We thus avoid 
Putnam’s worry by clarifying exactly what we are identifying with what (tokens or types); 
we may acknowledge that similar functional roles may be filled by disjunctive sets of 
QBS’s while maintaining that any given QBS has unified and inseparable 
psychophysical features.

The Knowledge Argument: epistemology vs. ontology (reply to Jackson)

! There is a third and final criticism of the kind of view I have been developing to 
be addressed, this time from Frank Jackson.5 In what is known as the Knowledge 
Argument, Jackson imagines a perfectly-knowledgable, perfectly-rational super-
scientist, Mary, who has spent her life in an environment devoid of color and as such 
has never had a color experience. When Mary’s circumstances suddenly change and 
she has her first color experience, say, by seeing a red rose, Jackson intuits that she 
learns something. All the physical truths and their entailments weren’t enough for Mary 
to know in advance what it’s like to see in color, so the physical truths are not the 
complete truths, nor do all truths supervene on the physical truths. Like Chalmers, 
Jackson infers ontological separation from conceptual separation, concluding the world 
itself is not wholly physical and must include a primitive mental substance as well.

Sloan 6

4 Though it does seem to be generally true that features of tokens inform features of their types, or that 
type features supervene on token features. If this is true, then any token-token identity theory will thus 
also be type-type. In any case, the stronger claim is not necessary for the present argument.

5 Jackson, Frank, “Epiphenomenal Qualia”



! Resistance to Jackson’s conclusion comes in two basic forms. The first is to deny 
the intuitive premise; assert that if Mary in fact knows the complete physical truth and all 
its implications, then she will not learn anything upon having her first color experience.6 
If it seems counterintuitive, the response goes, that Mary should already know what it’s 
like to see color in advance, from just the facts, then that’s just the result of the 
extraordinary premise that she knows the complete physical truth. It may be hard to 
imagine that knowing everything will allow one to deduce the character of an 
experience, but it is just as hard to imagine knowing everything in the first place. After 
all, absent some argument in support of the premise that Mary learns something new, 
and faced only with its bald intuitive assertion, one seems justified in simply asserting 
the opposite intuition right back.
! The second physicalist reply to the Knowledge Argument is to accept the intuition 
that Mary learns something but to deny the implication that the world is therefore not 
wholly physical.7 This response accepts that truths about physical structure do not seem 
to entail truths about experience, but holds that the distinction is epistemic, not 
metaphysical. On this view, the ways in which one might know about the world might be 
irreducibly pluralistic, but this implies nothing about the world itself, which may still be 
metaphysically unified. Conceptual segmentation does not entail metaphysical 
segmentation.
! I am agnostic on the first approach; it may turn out to be the case that truths 
about experience, phenomenological truths, are deducible from physical truths, or it 
may not. Though we presently cannot see the logical or conceptual connection, an 
empirical or conceptual revolution may unearth a deeper, necessary connection. We 
might, for example, discover deterministic psychophysical, or “bridge,” laws that 
describe the connection between the physical and qualitative aspects of a QBS. In such 
a case, we would no longer be incredulous that Mary was fully prepared for her first 
color experience; we would expect to be similarly were we in her position, armed with 
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her formidable knowledge and deductive forte. Regardless, at present, we do not know 
any such laws; we cannot see a necessary connection between physical and qualitative 
truths. It is hard even to speculate as to what form they could take, in what terms they 
might be expressed. Therefore I would like to offer a version of the second approach; I 
accept that Mary learns new truths, truths about phenomenological experience, when 
she first sees in color, but I regard that as a fact about Mary’s epistemic situation. It 
does not imply any corresponding fact about the metaphysical structure of the world.
! Truths are always expressed in conceptual terms. For any true statement, there 
is a set of concepts employed in its expression. For example, the true statement, “All 
bachelors are unmarried men,” relies on the concepts bachelor, married and man. The 
statement, “2 is the only even prime number,” relies on the quantitative concepts of 
number theory. And the true, if harder to express, statement, “My present hunger feels 
like this,” relies on the qualitative conceptual content of a particular subjective 
experience. For this reason, the structure of concepts may impact the logical structure 
of statements about the world.
! Not all concepts are of the same type. It may be that there are diverse and 
distinctive types of concepts, logically closed off from one another. I think these spheres 
do in fact exist, and I call them conceptual domains. In particular, two conceptual 
domains seem to exist; one domain includes concepts pertaining to the intrinsic nature 
of things, to their content, while another includes concepts pertaining to entities’ 
relationships to each other, to their structure. Accordingly, I call these domains Intrinsic 
concepts (I-concepts) and Relational concepts (R-concepts). Truths expressed using I-
concepts cannot be translated into R-concepts, and access to one domain does not 
guarantee access to the other. This is what it means to be separate conceptual 
domains.
! Into which domain do our concepts about qualitative experience, e.g., the 
phenomenal content of anticipated pleasure, fall? It seems that the essential features of 
any qualitative concept are intrinsic; qualitative concepts pertain to what it’s like to be in 
a particular conscious state, the inherent qualitative nature of that experience. 
Qualitative concepts are therefore I-concepts. Concepts pertaining to physical structure, 
including the neurological and functional structure of a brain, on the other hand, are R-
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concepts. Any information about physical structure is relational information, and is 
accordingly silent on the intrinsic content of the things related. As an example, the R-
conceptual definition of an electron consists of its having a resting mass approximately 
1/1836th of that of a proton and an opposite electrical charge, as well as other 
properties like its size and spin.8 Note that these properties are entirely relational; e.g., 
an object’s mass describes its resistance to acceleration and the degree to which it 
affects other objects gravitationally. Indeed, all R-concepts begin and end with relational 
structure.
! In this light, we can see that our conceptual knowledge of the qualitative and 
physical aspects of a QBS falls into disjunct domains, but that this does not imply that 
those aspects are themselves distinct. A QBS has intrinsic content, describable using I-
concepts, and it is by virtue of that content that it relates to other objects and events in 
the world, relations described in terms of R-concepts. It is for this reason that Mary 
might not be able to deduce phenomenal truths from neurological ones. But that is an 
epistemic situation Mary finds herself in, not a metaphysical picture of the world.
! We can now return to Chalmers’s argument from the conceivability of zombies 
with which we began. Chalmers is interested in showing just the logical possibility of 
zombies, in any universe. But what exactly is he asking us to imagine when he 
describes a “physically identical”9 creature existing in another universe? Does he mean 
it has identical intrinsic content? That its QSB’s are the same as its conscious clone? In 
that case, it is certainly conscious; the qualitative aspect of a QSB is an essential 
component of it, necessarily identical to its physical aspect. Or does he mean 
“physically identical” in terms of physics? Are all the same physical truths about the 
conscious replica true of the unconscious one? This would be to say that all its 
structural, functional relations to the world around it were identical, because physical 
facts are stated in relational terms, and accordingly they rely upon R-concepts. But 
Chalmers stipulates the opposite; he imagines we are in a different possible universe, 
differing by virtue of different natural laws, including especially the psychophysical laws 
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that describe the structure of QBS’s. But there is no distinction between the physical 
definition of, to return to a previous example, an electron itself and its relational 
dispositions with respect to other objects in the universe and the underlying natural laws 
that describe or govern those dispositions. Just as it is incoherent to speak of a 
“physically identical” electron in a universe in which the knobs of, say, Maxwell’s 
equations were set differently, it is equally vacuous to speak of “physically identical” 
zombies in a universe where whatever underlying principles governing the qualitative 
aspects of brain states were arbitrarily modified. In such a case, the zombie would not 
be physically identical, and whatever kinds of experiences it did or did not enjoy would 
be of little relevance to the nature of our own experiences.
! We have offered a defense of token-token mind-brain identity, in terms of 
Qualitative Brain States. We have seen that our initial intuition--that the mind is the 
brain--can withstand at least an initial round of skepticism from a number of angles. We 
have found a useful distinction between the intrinsic and relational conceptual domains 
but have denied any corresponding ontological distinction. Avenues for future inquiry 
abound. What, for instance, is the source of the intrinsic-relational conceptual divide? 
Might essentially intrinsic concepts be shown to logically connect to essentially 
relational concepts? Are there any other conceptual domains, offering their own partial 
perspective on the world? What are the distinctive modes of access for each conceptual 
domain? What methodologies are appropriate to each? In what sense, if any, are the 
domains reducible to one another? If they are irreducible, is it necessary irreducibility, or 
contingent? And, most interestingly, what is the intrinsic character of entities other than 
QBS’s? Are the I-concepts pertaining to those entities’ inherent nature accessible? What 
form would statements using those I-concepts take? It is hoped that the framework 
developed in this paper might suggest fruitful strategies for tackling these and further 
questions.
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