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THEORETICAL IDENTITIES
AS EXPLANANTIA AND EXPLANANDA
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1. INTRODUCTION

The mind-brain identity theory, the thesis
that sensations are identical with properties
or processes of the brain, was introduced
into contemporary discussion by U.T. Place,
Herbert Feigl, and J. J. C Smart in the 1950s."
Despite its widespread rejection in the follow-
ing decades, the identity theory has received
several carefully articulated defenses in
recent years.” Aside from developing novel
responses to well-known arguments against
the identity theory, contemporary identity
theorists have argued that the epistemological
resources available to support the adoption of
identities are more plentiful than has often
been supposed; further, they have argued that
mind-brain identities allow for the resolution
of otherwise intractable explanatory puzzles
about the phenomenal properties of experi-
ence. From an epistemological perspective,
identity theorists have argued that a central
reason for believing theoretical identities—
both mind-brain identities as well as more
mundane identities, such as water = H,O—
stems from the explanatory power of the
identities.> On the other hand, often in re-
sponse to “explanatory gap” worries about
the relationship between the phenomenal and
the physical, identity theorists have main-
tained that identities cannot themselves be
explained; indeed, they have maintained that
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itis hardly intelligible to request an explana-
tion for an identity.*

The aim in what follows is to consider the
role of theoretical identities as explanantia
and explananda suggested in recent discus-
sions of the identity theory and, in particular,
to draw out a tension between these two
roles. The central claim will be that insofar
as they insist on the explanatorily efficacy of
identities, identity theorists should concede
that there is a good sense in which theoretical
identities can be explained. On the other hand,
however, it will be argued that this conces-
sion may not be especially problematic for
the identity theorist.

II. IDENTITIES AS EXPLANANTIA

A pressing question for the identity theorist
has always been why mind-brain identities
should be endorsed. While contemporary
identity theorists have generally rejected
David Lewis’s contention that mind-brain
identities follow as a matter of conceptual
necessity from scientific discoveries about the
causal roles of physical and neurophysiologi-
cal properties,’ they have maintained that the
prospects for justifying mind-brain identities
by appealing to theoretical considerations are
better than has sometimes been supposed. In
particular, they have argued that not only do
identities provide a simpler ontology than
dualistic alternatives, but that identities can
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also play a significant role as explanatory
premises. Perhaps the clearest expression is
provided by Ned Block:

The reason to think that the identities are true
is that assuming them gives us explanations
that we would not otherwise have and does
not deprive us of explanations that we already
have or raise explanatory puzzles that would
not otherwise arise.

In other words, mind-brain identities, and
theoretical identities more generally, should
be endorsed, at least in part, on the grounds
that they provide better explanations than
would otherwise be available. Assuming that
inference to the best explanation is a viable
epistemic principle, this provides a positive
reason to endorse identities.

What do these explanations look like?
Three possibilities can be discerned. First,
it has been suggested that mind-brain
identities explain correlations between the
phenomenal and the physical—that the iden-
tity pain = C-fiber stimulation explains the
correlation of pain and C-fiber stimulation.”
Second, it has been claimed that identi-
ties allow for the best explanation of facts
about causal-nomological relations between
putatively higher-level properties and phe-
nomena. Block, for instance, suggests that
the identities temperature = mean molecular
kinetic energy, water = H,O, and freez-
ing = lattice formation should be endorsed
on the grounds that together they provide
the best explanation for why decreasing the
temperature of water causes freezing, given
an explanation for why decreasing the mean
molecular kinetic energy of H,O causes
lattice formation.® This can be represented
schematically as follows:
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P1=M1,P=M, and so on.
RM,...M...MY

The idea here is to explain a causal or nomo-
logical relation between putatively higher-level
properties and phenomena by first explaining
that relation between lower-level properties
and phenomena from a lower-level theory T
and then identifying each putatively higher-
level property or phenomenon with the ap-
propriate lower-level property or phenomenon.

Third, and finally, it might be claimed that
identities provide explanations of truths about
the instantiation of higher-level properties or
the occurrence of certain phenomena. David-
Hillel Ruben provides the following example:

I can explain a gas’s having a certain tempera-
ture t by its constituent molecules having mean
kinetic energy m, and I can explain a change
in a gas’s temperature by a change in the mean
kinetic energy of its constituent molecules. We
explain in these cases, not just by laws of the
coexistence of two types of phenomena, but by
property or type-type identities. '

The claim, then, is that insofar as identities
function as explanatory premises in these
contexts, this provides a reason for think-
ing that they are true. Before considering
the corresponding contention that identi-
ties cannot themselves be explained, it will
be helpful to highlight an important thesis
regarding the conditions under which iden-
tities can serve as explanatory premises. In
particular, it is plausible that identities can
only explain if the relevant explanatory con-
texts are construed “opaquely” in the sense
that they are taken to relate representations
of facts, rather than facts themselves. The
reason is that insofar as identities are true,
they cannot secure a transition from one fact
to another distinct fact. And it is precisely
this approach that Block takes in response
to Jaegwon Kim’s claim that rather than
explain, identities merely allow the “rede-
scription” lower-level facts using a different
vocabulary.'! Block writes:

Explanation is usually thought of as determin-
ing an “opaque” context. Just as knowledge of
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the fact that freezing happened is not knowledge
of the fact that lattice-formation happened, so
also an explanation of the fact that freezing
happened is not an explanation of the fact that
lattice-formation happened.'?

He continues:

In the transparent sense of “explain,” Kim is
right and in the opaque sense he is not. And
that is enough for my point: in one sense of
“explanation,” the identities allow explanations
one would not have without them."

In other words, Block takes Kim to reason
that if the identities are true, and if there is
already an explanation of the fact of inter-
est (say, an explanation for why decreasing
the mean molecular kinetic energy of H,O
causes lattice formation), there is no further
fact for identities to explain. But if explana-
tions are taken to be sensitive to how facts
are represented, having an explanation for a
fact under one representation does not imply
having an explanation of that fact under a
different representation or conceptualization
(say, an explanation for why decreasing the
temperature of water causes freezing).

This does not conclusively establish that
identities are explanatory in the contexts of
interest, since this would require specifying
sufficient conditions for explanatory suc-
cess. It also does not establish that identities
provide the best explanation in the relevant
contexts, since this would require specifying
the alternative explanations available and the
conditions of explanatory goodness under
which the identity explanation is superior.
But insofar as the relevant explanatory con-
texts are taken to be sensitive to how facts
are represented, there is a coherent account
of how identities may possibly be capable of
serving as explanatory premises, and so may
potentially be justified by an application of
inference to the best explanation.

Below a related thesis will be advanced
about how identities themselves have to be
understood if they are to play an explanatory

role. But this will be in the context of the
claim that identities cannot themselves be
explained, and it is this claim, and its role as
aresponse to the “explanatory gap” problem,
that will now be examined.

III. IDENTITIES AS EXPLANANDA

The suggestion that theoretical identities
cannot be explained first explicitly appears
in Kim’s “On the Psycho-Physical Identity
Theory.” Here Kim writes:

A correlation statement cries out for an explana-
tion: Why is it that whenever and wherever there
is water, there is H,O? Why is it that whenever
and only whenever a person has pain he is in
some specific brain state? Now, according to
this line of reasoning, we can answer these
questions if, and perhaps only if, we accept the
corresponding identity statements. That is, we
shall answer: Because water is H,O, because
pain is brain state B, and so on. But how can
we explain these facts of identity? The answer
is that they are not in need of explanation, that
they cannot be explained. . . . It is nonsense to
ask for an explanation of why Cicero is Tully, or
why the Evening Star is the Morning Star; it is
equally nonsensical to ask for an explanation of
why water is H,O, or why pain is brain state B.
Water justis H,O, and pain just is brain state B."*

Most philosophers have agreed with Kim
on this point.”> And more recent defenses
of the explanatory basicness of identities
have often been advanced in response to
the “explanatory gap” problem about the
relationship between the phenomenal and
the physical according to which there is a
philosophically significant sense in which
this relationship is not, and perhaps cannot,
be adequately grasped or understood.'® The
identity theorist’s response goes as follows.
It is first noted that to say that there is an
explanatory gap between the phenomenal
and the physical seems to presuppose that
the physical is distinct from the phenomenal.
But if the identity theory is true, questions
like, “How does the physical give rise to the
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phenomenal?” have a false presupposition.
And if it is maintained that identities cannot
be explained—indeed, that it does not even
make good sense to request an explanation
for an identity—there would seem to not be
any logical space left for an explanatory gap
to inhabit.

Now, David Chalmers and Frank Jackson
have responded to this strategy by main-
taining that identities generally can be ex-
plained, and thus that phenomenal-physical
identities fail to close the explanatory gap.!”
The problem is that Chalmers and Jackson
presume that identities can be explained in
the sense that they follow from lower-level
theory together with a priori functional anal-
yses: for instance, the identification of water
with H,O can be explained in the sense that
it follows from the empirical claim that H O
is the clear, odorless liquid in the environ-
ment and the a priori analyses of water as the
clear, odorless liquid in the environment.'®
But contemporary identity theorists typically
deny that such a priori analyses are available
and, regarding the epistemology of theoreti-
cal identification, they have appealed to the
explanatory efficacy of identities precisely
because they think that theoretical identi-
ties like water = H,O cannot be deduced, a
priori, in the manner suggested by Chalmers
and Jackson."” And thus, identity theorists
will hardly be persuaded by Chalmers and
Jackson on this point.

Yet this only establishes that theoretical
identities cannot be explained in a certain

13 13"
Hesperus = Venus
Venus = Phosphorus
Thus, Hesperus =

Phosphorus Clemens

Mark Twain = Samuel
Langhorne
Samuel Langhorne = Sam

manner. Similarly, while Robert Causey
notes that identities cannot be given causal
or mechanistic explanations,? it only follows
from this that identities cannot be explained
if it is presumed that all explanation is causal
or mechanistic. And upon reflection, it is
doubtful that the identity theorist should insist
on the explanatory basicness of identities as
the thesis that there is no sense in which any
identity can be explained.

An intuitive case for this goes as follows.
The identity theorist takes instances of the
following schema to count as explanations
and contends that the identity may serve as
an explanatory premise in the explanation:

12

S has P att.

P=M

Thus, S has M at t.

For instance, that an individual is in pain
can be explained by noting that the individual
has C-fiber stimulation and that C-fiber stimu-
lation = pain. But in this case, it is hard to see
why instances of the following schema cannot
count as explanations:

13

M=P

P=Q

Thus, M =Q

Why should the identity in instances of 12
be taken to explain, but not the identities in
instances of 13? For instance, it is not clear
why any of the following may not count as
explanations:

I3Hl
Water = that stuff
That stuff = H.O
Thus, water = H,O

Thus, Mark Twain = Sam

Clemens
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It was noted above that insofar as identi-
ties can explain, this explanatory function
consists in allowing a transition from one
conceptualization of a fact to another, even
if they are different conceptualizations of the
same fact. But if the identity can figure as an
explanatory premise in instances of 12 in vir-
tue of this role (as well as in the other identity
explanations sketched above, including 11),
the identities in I3 would seem to be play this
same role in virtue of getting a new identity
from two antecedent identities. It is no help to
contend that there is no transition in I3 from
one fact to a new, distinct fact—perhaps it will
be maintained that all identities express the
trivial fact that something is what it is—since
insofar as the identity in an instance of 12 is
true, this will be the case here as well.

It is worth considering the idea that theo-
retical identities like water = H,O simply
express the fact that something is what it is
in a bit more detail, since this may provide
the most substantial reason that identity theo-
rists have offered in favor of the explanatory
basicness of identities. David Papineau, for
instance, maintains that if a conscious prop-
erty is a material property, “then there is no
mystery of why it is what it is” and that “you
cannot explain why one thing is itself.”*' Like-
wise, Michael Tye writes that if an identity
is true, then “only one state exists, conceived
of in two ways, and that state must be self-
identical,”** while Joseph Levine insists that
“things are what they are; there is no sense in
explaining that.”? The idea seems to be that
a theoretical identity expresses the fact that
a property or phenomenon is self-identical,
that it is what it is. Since there is no explana-
tion for why something is what it is, there is
no explanation for why water = H,O or why
pain = C-fiber stimulation.

Perhaps it is true that why something is
what it is cannot be explained and that there
is a sense in which identities express such
trivial facts. But this construal of theoretical

identities cannot be what identity theorists
have had in mind when taking identities to
be explanatorily efficacious, at least because
it is hard to see how the fact that something
is what it is can explain anything at all in
the relevant contexts: insofar an explanation
for why decreasing the temperature of water
causes freezing can consist, in part, in the
identity water = H,O, that water = H,O ex-
presses the fact that water is what it is would
seem to play no role whatsoever in the suc-
cess of this explanation. Indeed, by focusing
on the suggestion that theoretical identities
express the fact that something is what it is,
it could just as well be argued that since the
fact that something is what it is epistemically
trivial and explanatorily idle, it follows that
theoretical identities are epistemically trivial
and explanatorily idle. The identity theorist
does not want this conclusion—it raises the
question of why a substantive epistemology
for theoretical identities is needed at all and,
moreover, how the explanatory efficacy of
identities can play this role. More generally,
the supposition is that theoretical identities
can play a substantive explanatory role, a role
substantive enough to warrant the adoption
of epistemically nontrivial identities.

This goes some distance toward showing
there has to be a sense in which the identity
theorist supposes that theoretical identities
do more than simply express trivial facts. But
when identities are understood in terms of
their role as epistemically nontrivial explana-
tory premises, and the relevant explanatory
contexts are taken to be sensitive to how facts
are represented, it is not clear why an identity
cannot be explained by appealing to other
identities. And if identities can be explained,
the identity theorist should not maintain that it
does not make sense to request an explanation
for an identity.**

Are there any other arguments in favor
of the explanatory basicness of identities?
It is sometimes argued that the necessity of
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theoretical identities precludes their explain-
ability. That is, following Saul Kripke,* con-
temporary identity theorists have maintained
that identities are necessary if true; and they
have further argued that this precludes the
explainability of theoretical identities. Thus,
Papineau contends in this context that a single
person could not possibly have been different
people,” while Andrew Melnyk writes that “it
seems misconceived to ask why a = b (when it
is)” and that this is so “because identities hold
necessarily, and it makes sense to explain why
something is the case only if it might not have
been the case.””” On this approach, necessary
truths generally cannot be explained, and the
explanatory basicness of theoretical identities
is an instance of the explanatory basicness of
necessary truths.

This line of thought is not very promising,
for while necessary truths may not admit of
certain forms of explanation—for instance,
causal explanations—it is doubtful that the
general explainability of necessary truths
should be denied. It is usually recognized that
mathematical truths can be explained, and
insofar as mathematical truths are necessary,
a sense in which necessary truths can be ex-
plained should be countenanced.® And within
the metaphysics of mind, it is presumed to
be incumbent upon the physicalist to explain
why, if at all, instances of mental proper-
ties are metaphysically necessitated by how
things are physically—that is, why there are
necessary connections between how things
are physically and the distribution of mental
properties in the world.?’ Further, insofar as
the identity theorist takes metaphysically
necessary mind-brain identities to explain
mind-brain correlations, the identity theorist
would seem to be committed to the explain-
ability of necessary truths: as Kim notes, if it
is necessary that pain is C-fiber stimulation,
then the correlation of pain with C-fiber
stimulation should likewise be regarded as
necessary.”® But since the identity is taken

to explain the correlation, it follows that the
identity theorist is committed to necessary
truths being explainable. Finally, 13'-I3"”
each involve paradigm cases of identities that
are necessary if true (both as explanantia and
as explananda). But this does not seem to pre-
clude them from counting as explanations.’!

It might be claimed that even if the ex-
planatory basicness of identities cannot be
maintained for the reasons just sketched,
there is nonetheless something suspicious
about instances of 13.%2 For one, it might seem
odd to say that water is H,O because water is
that stuff and that stuff is H O, or that Mark
Twain is Sam Clemens because Mark Twain
is Samuel Langhorne and Samuel Langhorne
is Sam Clemens. But the force of this line of
thought is questionable. It is plausible that
any oddness regarding explanations of iden-
tities that take the form of I3 will arise with
any explanation that appeals to an identity
as a premise. For instance, it may seem odd
to say that decreasing the temperature of
water causes freezing because decreasing the
mean molecular kinetic energy of H,O causes
lattice formation and water = H,O, tempera-
ture = mean molecular kinetic energy, and
freezing = lattice formation (an instance of
I1); and it may seem odd to say that water
is present because H,O is present and wa-
ter = H,O (an instance of 12). But the identity
theorist supposes that these are explanations
nonetheless, and any oddness present here
would seem to be the same oddness associ-
ated with the because-statements generated
from instances of I3. In this way, the present
worry does not provide a reason for thinking,
as identity theorists have, that identities can
explain but cannot be explained.

It may also be noted that the contention
that instances of 13 are genuine explanations
has the following consequence. Schemati-
cally, if M = Q can be explained by noting
that M = P and that P = Q, it would also seem
that M = P can be explained by noting that
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M =Q and that P =Q, and that P = Q can
be explained by noting that M = P and that
M = Q. And it might seem that this is intoler-
able, perhaps because it shows that putative
explanations of identities fail to exhibit a cer-
tain sort of asymmetry: if an identity M = Q
can be explained by the identities M = P and
P = Q, that same identity M = Q might also
serve as a premise in an explanation for why
P=QorwhyM=P.

It is plausible that this is indeed a conse-
quence of the claim that instances of 13 are
explanations. Further, it should be conceded
that this consequence may call into question
the depth of explanations of identities that
appeal to other identities as premises (an issue
that will arise in section IV). But it is doubtful
that this observation can be utilized to support
the contention that identities can explain but
cannot be explained, since it is doubtful that it
can call into question the explanatory creden-
tials of instances of 13 without generally call-
ing into question the explanatory credentials
of explanations that appeal to identities as
premises. This is because insofar as the pres-
ent line of thought threatens the explanatory
import of instances of I3, this would seem to
turn on the observation that the conclusion of
such an explanation may, in another context,
serve as a premise in an explanation of one
of its explanatory premises. The problem
is that the same worry can be raised quite
generally against explanations that utilize
identities as premises. If the presence of
water can be explained by noting that H,O is
present and that water = H,O, the presence of
H,O can likewise be explained by noting that
water is present and that water = H,O. But
since the identity theorist maintains that the
presence of water can in fact nonetheless be
explained by noting that H,O is present and
that water = H,O, the identity theorist should
not reject the contention that instances of 13
may count as explanations for the reason here
under consideration.

Finally, it may be claimed that while certain
identifications may be explainable and so may
admit of explanatory demands, there are prin-
cipled reasons for thinking that phenomenal-
physical identities do not. In this way, the
identity theorist could continue to endorse
the basic contention that if there is reason to
believe that phenomenal-physical identities
are true, there is no space for an explanatory
gap. In particular, it might be claimed that
phenomenal properties are represented under
phenomenal concepts, which are not a priori
associated with any descriptive expressions,
and that this somehow precludes the explana-
tion of mental-physical identities.*

Yet aside from worries about the claim that
concepts of the phenomenal can indeed be
so understood, as well as worries about the
extent to which there can be such a unique
kind of conceptualization for something
that is physical,* the appeal to phenomenal
concepts at best establishes that phenomenal-
physical identifications cannot be explained
by appealing to a priori analyses. Moreover,
if it is presumed that phenomenal-physical
identifications are epistemically nontrivial
and can potentially be justified by appealing
to their explanatory efficacy, according to
the line of thought advanced above it fol-
lows that there is a sense in which requests
for an explanation for such identifications
are legitimate. More generally, the identity
theorist should not argue for the explanatory
basicness of identities by noting the lack of
available a priori analyses, since a priori
analyzability does not seem to determine the
explainability of an identity.

How closely should the explanatory ef-
ficacy of theoretical identities be bound to
the explainability of such identities?* An
especially strong view would be that the ex-
planatory efficacy of an identity entails that
the identity can be explained. But the consid-
erations just advanced may more modestly be
taken to show that there is at least one sense
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in which some theoretical identities can be
explained. This falsifies the claim that there
is no sense at all in which any such identity
can be explained. These considerations sug-
gest that insofar as an identity statement is
explanatorily efficacious, it follows that it at
least makes sense, or is intelligible, to request
an explanation for that identity. There is an
analogy here with laws of nature: generally,
it a makes sense to ask why a law that figures
in successful explanations obtains. In many
cases, the law will indeed be explainable; in
other cases, an explanation may not be avail-
able presently or in the foreseeable future. But
it will still make sense, or be intelligible, to
ask why the law obtains.

IV. MUST THE IDENTITY THEORIST
INSIST ON THE EXPLANATORY
BASICNESS OF IDENTITIES?

If identities can be explained, an explana-
tion that appeals to phenomenal-physical
identities will not allow all potential explana-
tory demands regarding the phenomenal vis-
a-vis the physical to be set aside. And in this
way, the identity theorist should not claim that
the identity theory solves the explanatory gap
problem in virtue of the explanatory basicness
of theoretical identities.

But is there any good reason to think that
the viability of the identity theory turns on the
contention that mind-brain identities cannot
be explained? There are several reasons for
doubting that this is the case. The first thing
to notice is that it is not a general criterion
for explanatory success that the explanatory
premises should not themselves admit of
legitimate explanatory demands. And in this
way, that identities may themselves admit of
explanatory demands in no way threatens the
explanatory credentials of identities in the
contexts noted above. Perhaps more signifi-
cantly, theoretical identities can be seen to
play a role in explanations of a quasi-reduc-
tive sort, and in this sense can be said to close

“explanatory gaps” even if they do not allow
all subsequent explanatory demands to be
set aside. In particular, insofar as mind-brain
identities are true, mental truths will be ex-
plainable in physical terms without appealing
to any laws relating mental properties to each
other or relating physical properties to mental
properties.* Consider again Block’s explana-
tion of why decreasing the temperature of
water causes freezing. In this explanation, a
truth about water is explained by appealing to
lower-level physical theory together with the
requisite identities. While this may not count
as a reductive explanation under all accounts
of what reductive explanation requires—ac-
cording to one such conception, reductive
explanation of the phenomenal is possible
just in case there are a priori, broadly defini-
tional connections between the physical and
the phenomenal®’—it plausibly provides for
a sense in which a truth about water can be
reductively explained. And in this way, mind-
brain identities can close explanatory gaps
between the physical and the phenomenal
even if the identities admit of explanatory
demands.

The explanatory nonbasicness of identities
should only worry the mind-brain identity
theorist if this explanatory nonbasicness pro-
vides a reason for thinking that mind-brain
identities are false. But it is not clear how
such an argument would go. Indeed, if it is
maintained that identities generally cannot
be explained, the apparent intelligibility of
explanatory demands aimed at phenomenal-
physical identities becomes quite problematic
for the identity theorist. Thus, for instance,
Levine maintains that whenever an identity
might seem to admit of explanatory demand,
the target explanandum should be construed
in such a way that it turns out to be something
other than an identity. Thus, he writes:

Of course there are identity claims that one
can seek explanations for, but they always turn
out to be, if not requests for evidence, ques-
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tions about how or why distinct properties are
coinstantiated. So, for instance, I can express
wonder that this full-grown man I am now fac-
ing is the same person as the little boy I met 20
years ago, or even that this apparently continu-
ous liquid I call “water” could be the same thing
as a collection of H,O molecules. But in both
cases it’s clear that what I'm wondering about
is how the very same object could instantiate
these very different properties.®®

Levine concedes that explanatory demands
which target phenomenal-physical identi-
ties are in fact intelligible (which he thus
labels “gappy identities™); but given his
commitment to the explanatory basicness
of identities, this seems to imply that such
phenomenal-physical identities are false or
that such requests should be interpreted as
requests for an explanation for how one thing
could instantiate distinct properties. In this
way, while the “gappiness” of phenomenal-
physical identifications may not entail that
they are false, Levine takes this to present a
clear challenge for the physicalist, since he
presumes that the intelligibility of such re-
quests is best accounted for by presuming that
the phenomenal is distinct from the physical.

This line of thought, however, crucially
supposes that explanatory demands of true
identities do not make good sense, and if
the above line of thought is on track, this is
a presumption that should be rejected. And
the challenge, then, is to show that the sense
in which phenomenal-physical identifications
admit of explanatory demands somehow goes
beyond the sense in which more mundane
identifications like water = H O admit of
such demands. In this way, the concession
that identities can explained can be seen to
alleviate otherwise pressing worries about the
adoption of phenomenal-physical identities.

Finally, as briefly suggested in section
III, even if there is a sense in which iden-
tities can be explained, and so admit of
legitimate explanatory demands, the depth
of these explanations may be questioned.

For according to the line of thought here
defended, the sense in which mind-brain
identities can be explained is just the sense
in which an identity such as Mark Twain is
Sam Clemens can be explained by noting that
Mark Twain is Samuel Langhorne and that
Samuel Langhorne is Sam Clemens. If the
considerations advanced above are on track,
there is no good reason to deny that this is
an explanation, given an antecedent commit-
ment to the explanatory efficacy of identities
in the contexts of interest for the identity
theorist. Nonetheless, it does not seem to be
especially deep explanation. Consider, then,
the following passage from Papineau:

I say that once you really accept that pain, say,

really is some material M, then you will see

that this requires no more explanation than does

Mark Twain = Samuel Clemens. Identities need

no explaining.*

The considerations advanced above provide
no reason for doubting Papineau’s claim that
mind-brain identities require no more expla-
nation than the identity Mark Twain = Samuel
Clemens. Indeed, given the benign conse-
quences of the explanatory nonbasicness of
identities, it may be conceded that there is
a sense in which Papineau is correct that
identities need no explaining—explanations
of identities are not especially deep and the
lack of an explanation for an identity does
not seem to provide a reason for doubting
the truth of the identity. But it should not be
claimed, as Papineau and others have, that
identities need no explaining just in that they
cannot be explained.

V. CONCLUSION

The identity theorist assumes that theoreti-
cal identities, such as potential mind-brain
identities, are epistemologically problem-
atic. The identity theorist thus needs an
epistemology, and the strategy in recent
years has been to appeal to explanatory
considerations. But the identity theorist also
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wants theoretical identities, while explana-
torily efficacious, to be explanatorily basic.
Yet there is a tension in this combination of
views: identities are explanatorily nonbasic
in the sense in which they are explanatorily

sense in which they are explanatorily basic.
Whether this observation seriously threatens
the identity theorist, however, is not clear,
and some reasons have been provided for
doubting that this is the case.

efficacious, and they are explanatorily idle,

and perhaps epistemically trivial, in the Tulane University
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1. Feigl 1958, Place 1956, Smart 1959.

2. Block 2002 and forthcoming, Block and Stalnaker 1999, Hill 1991, Hill and McLaughlin 1999,
Papineau 2004, Polger 2004. Contemporary versions of the identity theory have often been advanced
in the more general context of defending the view known as “a posteriori physicalism,” according to
which (roughly) physicalism is true so long as all properties can be identified, a posteriori, with physi-
cal properties or properties realized by physical properties (and only by physical properties).

3. Block 2002 and forthcoming, Block and Stalnaker 1999, Hill 1991, Hill and McLaughlin 1999, and
Melnyk 2003. Similar claims are advanced in Bechtel and McCauley 2001. While the focus here will
be on physical identifications—the identification of, say, a mental property with a physical property—it
has been suggested that essentially these same considerations can warrant the adoption of functional
identifications, the identification of a mental property with a functional property (see Melnyk 2003). It
is plausible that subsequent discussion applies to this latter suggestion as well, though the discussion
will be framed in terms of physical identifications.

4. Block 2002, Block and Stalnaker 1999, Papineau 1998 and 2004, and Tye 2002.

5. Lewis 1966. The relevance of this for the claim that identities cannot be explained will be briefly
considered in section III.

6. Block forthcoming.

7. Hill 1991, Hill and McLaughlin 1999.

8. Block 2002, Block and Stalnaker 1999. Melnyk 2003 endorses a similar strategy.

9. This schematization is adopted, with some minor modifications, from Kim 2005, pp. 143-144.
10. Ruben 1990, p. 219.

11. Kim 2005, chap. 5.

12. Block forthcoming.

13. Ibid. A similar line of thought regarding the opacity of explanatory contexts and the explanatory
efficacy of identities is advanced in Ruben 1990, p. 219.

14. Kim 1966, p. 229.

15. Several years later, for instance, Robert Causey contended that identity statements can be dis-
tinguished from statements expressing nomological correlations precisely on the basis that the latter
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admit of explanatory demands but the former do not (Causey 1977, chap. 2). Achinstein 1983 presents
a number of alleged counterexamples to Causey’s claim about the explanatory basicness of identities.
However, Achinstein’s examples all involve identities with definite descriptions flanking the identity
sign, and contemporary mind-brain identity theorists have typically understood theoretical identities
to involve rigid designators and thus would contend that Achinstein’s examples do not involve genuine
identities.

16. See Levine 1983. Similar claims are advanced in Nagel 1974 and McGinn 1989.
17. Chalmers and Jackson 2001, p. 354.

18. This manner of understanding theoretical identities is also defended in Jackson, Pargetter, and Prior
1982 and Lewis 1966.

19. See, for instance, Block and Stalnaker 1999.
20. Causey 1977, chap. 2.

21. Papineau 1998, p. 379.

22. Tye 2002, p. 33.

23. Levine 2001, p. 65.

24. Tt will not be much help for the identity theorist to appeal to the idea that the identity water = H,O
means, or expresses the same proposition as, the identity water = water on the grounds that the mean-
ing of “water” just is its referent (H,0). For in this case, all of the same questions raised about trivial
identity facts can be reapplied to the distinction between the apparently trivial proposition expressed
by water = H,O and the putative explanatory efficacy of water = H,O. That is, just as the explanatory
efficacy, and epistemic nontriviality, of water = H,O cannot easily be accounted for by the trivial fact
that something is what itis, it would also seem that the explanatory efficacy of water = H,O is not easily
accounted for by the suggestion that water = H,O expresses the same trivial proposition as the identity
water = water (or H,O = H,0): insofar as the identity water = H,O is explanatorily efficacy, it is not in
virtue of expressing this proposition (if it does).

25. See Kripke 1971.
26. Papineau 1998, p. 379.
27. Melnyk 2003, p. 52.

28. See, for instance, Steiner 1978a and 1978b. While Resnik and Kushner 1987 offer a critical analysis
of Steiner’s account, they concede that there are senses in which mathematical truths can be explained.

29. See, for instance, Horgan 1993 and Melnyk 2003.

30. Kim 2005, pp. 135-139. It may be noted that Kim rejects the identity theorist’s claim that identities
can indeed explain correlations.

31. In addition to the arguments that identity theorists have explicitly advanced (the appeal to the
triviality of identity facts and the necessity of identity), it might seem that the following line of thought
(suggested by an anonymous reviewer) supports the explanatory basicness of identities. It is sometimes
maintained that entities identical with respect to qualitative properties can nonetheless be distinct enti-
ties (see Black 1952). But in this case, given distinct entities with identical qualitative properties, the
qualitative properties of the entities cannot be invoked to explain why the entities are indeed distinct,
and so will not be able to explain identities involving the entities (say, the claim that this entity is entity
A, that this [other] entity is entity B, and so on). The force of this argument, however, is unclear. The
sense in which identities can be explained suggested by I3 does not seem to turn on whether indiscern-
ibility with respect to qualitative properties implies identity. Moreover, it was conceded that there is a
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good sense in which identity facts are indeed brute and inexplicable. But if the line of thought advanced
in the text is on track, it is compatible with this that there is another sense in which identities can be
explained.

32. The worries in this and the subsequent paragraph were raised by an anonymous reviewer.
33. Phenomenal concepts are defended, for instance, in Carruthers 2004 and Papineau 2004.
34. See Levine 2001 and Tye 2009 for the first sort of worry and Chalmers 2006 for the second.

35. This issue, in effect, was raised by Sanford Goldberg when a version of this essay was presented
at the 16th Annual University of Waterloo Graduate Conference in May 2009.

36. That this qualifies as a sort of reductive explanation is suggested in Kim 2005, p. 105n17.

37. This demanding view of reductive explanation is defended in Chalmers 1996 and Chalmers and
Jackson 2001.

38. Levine 2001, p. 65.
39. Papineau 2004, p. 150.
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