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Reading Guide for “Is Consciousness a Brain Process?” by U.T. Place 
(excerpted from British Journal of Psychology, 1956, reprinted in Chalmers, p. 55-60.) 

 
Jeffrey Kaplan 

 
 
 
The first paragraph of this paper summarizes what happens in the paper. The summary is so 
concise that it is difficult to understand what it means without having read the paper. Read it 
once at the beginning. Note that the theory that Place defends, which we will call the mind-
brain identity theory (or the identity theory for short), is stated briefly in the first sentence. 	

For this course, you only have to read sections 1, 2, and part of section 3. After 
reading these sections a few times, go back and re-read the first paragraph of the paper. You 
should have an easier time understanding it after having read the other parts of the paper.  
 
Section 1 “Introduction” 
In the first sentence of this section, Place mentions a theory that is no longer as popular as it 
once was. What is the theory that he is talking about? What is the name for this theory that 
we have been using in this course? 

Then Place goes on to briefly discuss behaviorism. In the sentence beginning “In the 
case of cognitive concepts…”, Place makes a concession to behaviorism—he grants that 
even though he is here arguing for a theory other than behaviorism, he thinks that 
behaviorism gets something right. What does he think behaviorism gets right? And what 
does he think behaviorism gets wrong? 

Twice so far, Place has mentioned that the view he is defending—which again we are 
going to call the mind-brain identity theory, even though Place never calls it by this name—
cannot be “dismissed on logical grounds.” You might wonder: what does he mean by this? 
Well, he obviously thinks that some objection to the identity theory fails. And this objection 
is “logical,” whatever that means. We will see what he means in the next section. 
 
Section 2 “The ‘Is’ of Definition and the ‘Is’ of Composition” 
As Place understands it, the identity theory is not linguistic. That is, it is not making a claim 
about the meanings of statements about the mind, or about consciousness. According to the 
identity theory, some conscious mental state—say, pain—is identical to some process 
occurring in the brain—call it “Brain Process B”. Place is stressing that this is a claim about a 
phenomenon in the word: pain. It is not about the meaning of the word “pain”.  

To understand this section of the paper, you have to understand the difference 
between true statements that are true necessarily and true statements that are true contingently. 
An example of a necessarily true statement that Place gives is “A square is an equilateral 
rectangle”. The idea is that not only is this true, but it must be true. No matter how things 
happened to turn out historically, a square is an equilateral triangle. An example of a 
contingently true statement that Place gives is “His table is an old packing-case”. By 
“packing-case” Place means something like a wooden box used for shipping things. It is true 
that his table is an old packing-case, but this isn’t necessary. He could have used something 
else as his table, like a cardboard box or a table. 

To think that the identity theory can be “ruled out on logical grounds”, as Place uses 
the phrase, is to think that the identity theory is a thesis about the definitions of mental 
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terms like “pain” and that we can show it to be false just by showing that a claim like “Pain 
is brain process B” is not true by definition. But according to Place, this is not the kind of 
claim that the identity theory is making. Rather, it is making a claim like “Lightning is a 
motion of electric charges”.  

In the paragraph beginning “The all but universally accepted view…” Place 
distinguishes three different ways of using the English word “is”. Or, we might say that these 
are three different meanings of “is”. Make sure you understand these, and how they differ. 
Even though the word “is” always looks the same—it always starts with an “i” and ends with 
an “s”—it does not always mean the same thing. Place thinks that it can mean, at least, three 
different things. In this paragraph, Place gives nine examples of sentences using the word 
“is”. If you understand this paragraph, then you will be able to classify each of these nine 
sentences as either the “is” of definition, composition, or predication. And you should be 
able to explain why each of these examples is an example of that type of “is”.  

To understand something that Place says here, you will have to know what a 
grammatical subject and grammatical predicate are. Let me explain that. Take the sentence 
“Socrates is wise.” The subject of the sentence is the name “Socrates”. It names the thing 
that the sentence is about: Socrates. The predicate of the sentence is the phrase “is wise”. It 
says something about Socrates: that he is wise.  

Okay, so in this section Place has explained why he thinks people have thought they 
could object to the identity theory on logical grounds. Why does he think they thought that? 
 
Section 3 “The Logical Independence of Expressions and the Ontological 
Independence of Entities” 

In this section, Place discusses some details that are not important for our purposes. Only 
read the last part of the final paragraph of this section: from "A good example here..." 
through the end of the section.	

Section 4 "When are Two Sets of Observations Observations of the Same Event?"	

and	

Section 5 "The Physiological Explanation of Introspection and the 
Phenomenological Fallacy"	

Skip both of these sections. Section 4 discusses some important issues concerning how the 
claims of the identity theory are less like "A cloud is a mass of tiny particles in suspension" 
and more like "Lightning is a motion of electric charges". Section 5 discusses what Place 
calls "the Phenomenological Fallacy" and how it has led many astray in the past. But for our 
class these discussions add more confusion than clarity.	


