The University of Tehran Press

FALSAFEH

Online ISSN: 2716-974X

https://jop.ut.ac.ir

Critique of Type Identity Theory in Explaining Consciousness in Light of

Philosophical Views and Neuroscientific Evidence

Zeynab Arab Mistani™

Ph.D. Graduated, Department of Philosophy, Sanandaj Branch, Islamic Azad University, Sanandaj, Iran. Email:

zeanab.arab@yahoo.com

Article Info

Article Type:
Research Article

(191-214)

Article History:

Receive Date:
19 September 2025

Revise Date:
24 February 2026

Accept Date:
25 February 2026

Published online:
16 August 2026

Keywords:

Abstract

The mind-body problem remains one of the deepest philosophical issues,
examining the relationship between the thinking aspect of human beings and their
material basis. Following the introduction of a substantial distinction between mind
and matter, this problem evolved into a confrontation between dualism and
physicalism, turning the philosophy of mind into a field of profound reflection.
Physicalism, which regards all phenomena as material, faces serious challenges in
accounting for consciousness, particularly the inadequacy of type-identity theory in
explaining the subjective qualities (qualia) of experience. Employing a descriptive-
explanatory method and drawing on insights from cognitive neuroscience, this
study seeks to recast this longstanding puzzle as an empirical question: How does
the brain, as a material entity, give rise to the mind, a constellation of conscious
experiences? Type-identity theory, as one of the most prominent reductive
physicalist approaches, identifies mental states with neurophysiological processes
and offers a framework for explaining consciousness based on the principle of
metaphysical simplicity and consistency with causal closure. Nevertheless, the
theory proves inadequate when confronted with the subjective qualities of
experience, the complexities of multiple realizability, and explanatory gaps.
Through a systematic critique of the metaphysical presuppositions of physicalism,
the present research highlights the shortcomings of type-identity theory. It
emphasizes the need for integrative approaches -including non-reductive
physicalism and phenomenological analyses- for a deeper understanding of
consciousness. It is expected that this study will contribute to advancing
interdisciplinary dialogues in the fields of philosophy of mind and neuroscience.
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Introduction

The mind-body problem, as one of the most fundamental challenges in the philosophy of mind, examines
the relationship between mental states such as consciousness and the material processes of the body,
particularly the neurophysiological activities of the brain. This issue, following Descartes' substantive
distinction between the non-material mind and the material body, has evolved into a confrontation
between dualism and physicalism, transforming the philosophy of mind into a profound arena for
reflection. Physicalism, which posits that all phenomena are material, faces challenges in explaining
consciousness, particularly the inadequacy of type identity theory in accounting for the subjective
qualities of experience. This research, employing a descriptive-explanatory method and drawing upon
perspectives from cognitive neuroscience, transforms this longstanding puzzle into an empirical
guestion: How does the brain, as a material entity, give rise to the mind, which is a collection of
conscious experiences? Advances in neuroscience, such as fMRI and EEG imaging, have revealed
correlations between neuronal activity and mental experiences; yet, the explanatory gap between
physical processes and phenomenal qualities persists. The present study, by critiquing the metaphysical
presuppositions of physicalism, highlights the deficiencies of type identity theory and emphasizes the
necessity of integrative approaches such as non-reductive physicalism and phenomenological analyses.
This study, through analysis of philosophical sources and empirical evidence, contributes to enriching
interdisciplinary dialogues in the philosophy of mind and neuroscience.

Type Identity Theory and Its Advantages

Type identity theory, as the most prominent reductive physicalist approach, identifies mental states
such as consciousness with neurophysiological processes and provides a framework for explaining
consciousness based on the principle of metaphysical simplicity and consistency with causal closure.
This theory equates types of mental states (such as pain) with types of brain states (such as C-fiber
firing) and utilizes psychophysical bridge laws for causal generalizations. Its advantages include
adherence to Ockham's razor, which, by eliminating a separate non-material substance, creates a
unified material worldview. It also reduces the mystery of the mind and transforms it into a fully
scientifically investigable phenomenon, relying on empirical data from neuroscience such as fMRI
correlations. Third, it resolves the mind-body interaction problem and turns it into intra-systemic
causal relations within the framework of physical laws. Fourth, it aligns with the principle of causal
closure and keeps all causes within the physical domain, which is consistent with the methodology of
empirical sciences. Recent advances, such as computational modeling, strengthen this theory.
However, these advantages fade in the face of challenges posed by subjective qualities.

Critique of Type Identity Theory in Explaining Consciousness Based on Philosophical and
Neuroscientific Evidence

The findings of this research focus on the inadequacy of type identity theory in explaining consciousness
and, through a critical analysis of the metaphysical presuppositions of physicalism, reveal its deficiencies
in confronting the subjective qualities of experience, the complexities of multiple realizability, and
explanatory gaps. First, the ontological claim of physicalism, which deems all phenomena physical, is
overly ambitious since evidence is limited to co-occurrences and correlations between mental and brain
states and cannot prove existential identity; for example, the co-occurrence of rain and a falling
barometer may stem from a common cause, not identity. The linguistic claim of physicalism also fails, as
it reduces mental terms to physical ones but provides no affirmative definition of the mind and depends
on future physics, which remains uncertain. Second, the transcendental feature of the mind, which
highlights the subject's position as a condition for the possibility of knowledge, is overlooked by
physicalism; Kant argues that "I think" accompanies all representations, and this aspect operates beyond
physical laws, which reason as a trans-individual ground can explain. Third, cognitive and
neuroscientific methods fail in explaining consciousness as they assume physics to be complete, conflate
ontology and epistemology, and ignore phenomenal qualities such as ineffability and privacy; studies by
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Seth and Bayne (2022) show that temporal dynamics in neural networks correlate with conscious states
but cannot explain the emergence of qualitative experiences.

Key criticisms of type identity theory include extreme chauvinism, which limits mental states to
specific brain structures and denies the principle of multiple realizability; for instance, octopuses with
different brain structures experience pain, but the theory denies it, which Fodor (1974) challenges by
emphasizing the realization of mental states in diverse systems. Responses from proponents like
Churchland, relying on future advances, are insufficient as they ignore current evidence and lean
toward token identity or functionalism, distancing themselves from the original claim. Second,
Kripke's conceivability argument deems identity non-necessary since a world without C-fiber firing
but with pain is conceivable, questioning the necessity of the claim; responses depend on current
knowledge limitations, but conceivability shows ontological weakness. Third, Levine's explanatory
gap, where even complete correlation cannot explain qualia such as experiencing red, highlights
fundamental limitations; proponents point to future mechanisms, but subjective qualities are
incompatible with objective methods. The findings indicate that the theory is more successful in easy
problems of consciousness (cognitive functions like attention) but fails in hard problems (phenomenal,
like feeling pain); Dehaene's studies (2021) with artificial neural networks simulate conscious
behaviors but do not cover subjective experience. Additionally, the intentionality of mental states,
which directs them toward something, is ignored by reductionism and leads to property dualism.

Alternative approaches, such as non-reductive physicalism, which considers consciousness dependent
but irreducible, align with Tononi's integrated information theory (2016), measuring consciousness by
the level of information integration (phi); studies with transcranial magnetic stimulation show
widespread activity in the prefrontal cortex in conscious states but a reduction in non-conscious ones.
Emergentist theories view consciousness as the result of complex interactions, and computational models
like neural networks simulate cognitive processes, but see phenomenal qualities beyond components.
Phenomenological approaches like Varela's neurophenomenology (1996) combine subjective reports
with EEG data; Lutz and Thompson's studies (2003) show alignment of visual reports with gamma
waves and aid in explaining phenomenal qualities. The findings emphasize that integrating philosophy
and neuroscience, such as meditation studies with increased theta coherence (Lee et al., 2018), fills the
explanatory gap and views consciousness as multilayered. Overall, the research proves the metaphysical
deficiencies of physicalism with empirical evidence like EEG and fMRI and emphasizes the necessity of
phenomenological naturalism, which sees brain processes as material substrate and experiences as
emergent qualities. These findings open horizons for future research and show that type identity theory,
despite its advantages, is inadequate in comprehensively explaining consciousness.

Conclusion

The conclusion of the research emphasizes the limitations of type identity theory in explaining
consciousness and shows that this reductive approach, despite advantages such as simplicity and
consistency with causal closure, fails in accounting for subjective and phenomenal qualities. The
ontological claims of physicalism are overly ambitious, and criticisms such as multiple realizability,
Kripke's conceivability, and Levine's explanatory gap reveal its fundamental weaknesses. The focus
on subjective aspects of consciousness has been purposeful, but functional aspects such as attention
and decision-making have also been examined to maintain comprehensiveness. Alternative approaches
like non-reductive physicalism, emergentism, and phenomenological analyses, by integrating
empirical data and philosophical reflections, provide more comprehensive frameworks. For example,
integrated information theory and neurophenomenology help resolve the explanatory gap and view
consciousness as multifaceted. The research suggests that interdisciplinary dialogue between
philosophy of mind and cognitive neuroscience is a path to a deeper understanding of consciousness.
This complementary approach can lead to the development of phenomenological naturalism and
redefine the mind-matter relationship. Ultimately, the research contributes to enriching the literature in
philosophy of mind and opens new horizons for future investigations.
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