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Introduction

How can it possibly be the case that electrical activity in the soggy 
grey substance of our brains is responsible for our thoughts, our 
conscious experiences, and our subjectivity? What is subjectivity, for 
that matter? Does it require a ‘self’, or a subject of experience? If so, 
what is that? Do we have free will? Is that even a possibility when all 
we think and do emerges from the physical brain? These are pro-
totypical questions that characterize the philosophy of mind, brain 
and behaviour that we shall introduce in this book.

Many of the problems and theories we shall discuss fall under 
what is known as analytical philosophy of mind. There are prob-
ably few academic disciplines that can boast of as many truly ex-
cellent textbooks as analytical philosophy of mind. So why write 
another one? The reason is that we will include a considerably wid-
er array of topics and methods than is usual in the discipline of 
philosophy of mind – hence the label ‘philosophy of mind, brain 
and behaviour.’

Standard topics in the philosophy of mind are the mind-body 
problem, mental causation, mental content and consciousness. 
There are a number of themes that are closely related to these but 
which fall just outside of the boundaries of the philosophy of mind, 
narrowly conceived. These themes usually do not make it into the 
textbooks. What they have in common with questions about the 
nature of mind, mental content, mental causation and conscious-
ness, however, is that they are directly connected with the bigger 
issue of what it is that makes us human beings. Or better: human 
persons. These topics are ‘the self’, ‘free will’, ‘understanding other 
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minds’, ‘embodied, embedded cognition’ and ‘emotions’. They will 
be included in this book.

Method-wise we will not confine ourselves to what is known 
as analytical philosophy. Analytical philosophy, with its focus of 
precise conceptual analysis, does play a major role. But we shall 
also pay attention to the phenomenological tradition in philoso-
phy, which emphasizes the importance of the analysis of experience 
itself. Furthermore, we will pay explicit attention to the relation 
between the philosophy of mind, brain and behaviour, and the 
science thereof.

All problems and theories that will be discussed in this book per-
tain to philosophical puzzles about the human mind and the way in 
which it relates to the physical brain and bodily behaviour. The term 
‘mind’ is used here as an umbrella term. It refers to all states, capac-
ities and processes that we would normally call ‘mental’: thinking, 
perceiving, wishing, hoping, intending, etc. Of course this is an im-
precise and somewhat circular characterization of our subject mat-
ter. An exhaustive list of mental processes, states and capacities, or a 
formal definition of ‘mind’, however, are hard to come by and bound 
to be controversial. Instead, we think that an overview of the chap-
ters to come, which we will give below, will give a good first grasp 
of the coherent set of interconnected topics that this book is about.

What makes the problems and theories discussed in this book 
philosophical rather than scientific? It is commonly thought that 
philosophical theories are speculative, where this is contrasted 
with the empirical nature of scientific theorizing. This is incorrect. 
The aim of philosophy is not speculation but analysis and concep-
tual clarification.

If we want to determine whether and how mental capacities, 
states and processes can exist in the natural world as studied by 
the physical sciences, we should be as careful as possible in defining 
them. And that proves to be much more difficult than it may at first 
seem. Many people may think they have a reasonably clear grasp 
of the concept of ‘consciousness’, for instance, or ‘free will’, but a 
little bit of probing usually reveals that providing a clear descrip-
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tion or a set of defining characteristics is as difficult as providing a 
description of a specific colour, flavour or sound: we usually make 
do with a set of examples or comparisons.

And yet: it is possible to move beyond that. In the past decades 
much progress has been made in analysing concepts such as think-
ing, consciousness or freedom of the will. This doesn’t mean that 
we now have simple definitions that can function as uncontrover-
sial explications for science but it does mean that we have sophisti-
cated theories that are non-circular and informative. Most of these 
theories attempt to analyse mental phenomena in such a way that 
we can understand how it is possible that they exist as parts of the 
natural world.

Not all philosophers are optimistic about the possibility of fully 
explaining the mind and its features in line with the natural scienc-
es. Some arguments are intended to show that specific attempts at 
such explanation fail. It is important to note that the main aim here 
is not to argue that the mind will forever escape scientific scrutiny. 
Rather, the aim is to sharpen existing analyses by identifying cave-
ats and omissions.

Ideally a philosophical theory about a given mental capacity 
should provide us with a complete description or conceptual anal-
ysis of what is called an explanandum for science, i.e. that which 
scientific theories aim to explain. This division of labour, however, 
in which analysis of the explanandum is the task of philosophy and 
the actual explaining the task of science, is nothing but a schematic 
ideal. In reality the boundary between philosophy of mind, brain 
and behaviour and the science thereof is vague and permeable. 
Philosophers often use the results of psychology and neuroscience 
in their arguments. Conversely, psychologists and neuroscientists 
take philosophical analyses as points of departure or contribute to 
them by means of experimental set-ups. In this book we have tried 
to do justice to the actual intertwining of philosophy and science 
in certain areas of inquiry.

This book is shaped as follows. In the first chapter we will start 
with a lengthy overview of the most important theories on the so-
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called mind-body problem – known also as the mind-brain prob-
lem. This is the general question of how mental processes such as 
thinking, intending, perceiving, desiring and being conscious can 
be realized by a physical substrate such as the brain. From the mid-
dle of the previous century onwards, the idea that the mind resides 
in the brain is a common point of departure. But this premise yields 
at least as many questions as it provides answers. How can thought 
and consciousness be brain states? Is it, indeed, correct to identi-
fy the mind with the brain? What is the role of behaviour in this 
identification? And shouldn’t we think that neuroscience super-
sedes, rather than explains, talk of ourselves in terms of minds and 
mental states? In the course of the second half of the last century, 
philosophy has produced quite a number of theories to answer such 
questions, which we shall discuss in chronological order. These 
theories will form the background against which more specific 
philosophical puzzles with respect to the mind will be addressed in 
subsequent chapters.

One of the most prominent of these more specific problems is the 
analysis of consciousness. In Chapter 2 we shall discuss the deep 
problems that arise when we want to characterize consciousness 
in such a way that it can be an explanandum for science. Most of 
the chapter will be devoted to a specific type of consciousness that 
philosophers refer to as ‘phenomenal consciousness.’ The problem 
here is how to explain the subjective, experiential character of our 
experiences. We can explain what pain is by referring to how it is 
caused, what behaviour it causes and what further internal changes 
it makes to the brain. But with all that we still haven’t explained 
why pain hurts. Some philosophers have devised thought experi-
ments that allegedly show that it is impossible to provide such an 
explanation within the confines of a naturalistic scientific outlook. 
Others have developed arguments that intend to show that these 
thought experiments are misleading. Both sides of the debate have 
developed theories about the nature of phenomenal consciousness 
with specific consequences for scientific research.

Another more specific problem about the mind is the puzzle of 
intentionality and mental content. This problem is not only about 
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intentions. It is about the peculiar fact that many of our mental 
states are about something, usually something other than these 
states themselves. This phenomenon, ‘aboutness’, is called inten-
tionality. Your thought about Paris is in your head, but it refers to 
a city that is 600 kilometres away from where you are now. What 
relation between Paris and your brain enables this? How can this 
relation best be described? Moreover, what exactly determines the 
contents of your thought about Paris? Is this content entirely de-
termined by brain processes, or does it exist outside of your brain 
as the actual city in France? And how can intentionality or content 
exist in the natural world? How can we explain it given that no 
other natural phenomena display this strange property of about-
ness? We will discuss this problem in Chapter 3.

In Chapter 4 we discuss the problematic fact that many of our 
actions appear to be caused by mental states such as beliefs and 
desires. How can mental states cause physical actions? The easy 
way out here is to appeal to the fact that most philosophers think 
mental states are brain states. We know that our actions are caused 
by brain states. But instead of solving the problem, this move deep-
ens it. For if some brain states cause our actions, what purpose 
does it serve to call these states mental as well? Isn’t it sufficient to 
describe them as the bio-chemical processes that they are? What 
explanatory role can the mind and mental states play? Why are 
they not explanatorily redundant? This is the problem of mental 
causation.

This problem should not be confused with one of the most hot-
ly debated topics, both in philosophy and in the behavioural and 
brain sciences: free will. There is a long, venerable philosophical 
tradition of thinking about this topic. In fact this is one of the 
areas in philosophy in which much progress has been made in the 
last fifty years (which is in stark contrast to the common idea that 
philosophy has been milling over the same issues and theories for 
two-and-a-half millennia). We shall certainly devote attention to 
this tradition. We shall also pay attention, however, to current sci-
entific claims about freedom of the will. These claims have stirred 
a lot of debate in and outside of science. It is important to compare 
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and contrast the scientific debate on free will with the philosoph-
ical one, for close analysis will reveal that they are not about the 
exact same issues. In Chapter 5 we will discuss and separate these 
debates and explain why it is not the case that neuroscience is cur-
rently deciding the philosophical issue of free will.

Chapter 6 will focus on the self. A host of different meanings 
are connected with that term, ranging from a simple ‘subject of 
experience’, to our most fundamental identities as persons. But 
do selves exist? If so, how? If not, are they illusions? And what is 
the connection between our selves and consciousness? Or between 
our selves and our bodies? And how can selves continue to exist 
through time, given that most of us change considerably, both in 
physical and in mental respects?

In a number of debates that will have been discussed in the 
chapters mentioned above, the embodiment of the human mind 
will have played a role. But the extent to which embodiment has so 
far been discussed doesn’t do justice to developments in the area 
of embodied and embedded cognition of the past two decades. In 
these developments, influences from phenomenology, robotics, bi-
ology and mathematics play an important role. Many approaches 
that fall under the heading of embodied and embedded cognition 
use a different conception of mind and mental capacities than the 
traditional ones that underlie the mind-body theories discussed in 
Chapter 1. For instance, some researchers in this area tend to think 
that cognition does not hinge upon wielding accurate representa-
tions of the world around us. Rather, they claim that cognition 
is ‘enacted’ – i.e. that it consists in continuous interaction with 
our environment. Other alternative conceptions of cognition have 
depicted it as incorporating processes and events outside of our 
bodies. Thus adherents of so-called extended cognition argue that 
our iPhones may well be part of our minds. These developments, 
and more, will be examined in Chapter 7.

In Chapter 8 we shall discuss our knowledge of and access to the 
minds of others. Can we understand why other people act as they 
do? If so, how? By what means do we understand other people’s 
motives? Do we use implicit theorizing to guess at or to produce 
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hypotheses about what goes on in the minds of others? Do we 
simulate the behaviour of others and project our own behavioural 
tendencies onto others? Or is the mind less hidden behind behav-
iour than these two approaches assume? What is the role of the 
embodiment of mind here? Perhaps we can see much of what goes 
on in the other’s mind in facial expressions, gestures and bodily 
postures? Arguably, the debate on these topics is one of the best ex-
amples of collaboration between philosophy and behavioural and 
brain science. Philosophical arguments are directly translated into 
experimental set-ups (such as the well-known ‘false-belief task’), 
and scientific findings, such as the discovery of mirror neurons, are 
quickly incorporated in philosophical theorizing.

Chapter 9 will focus on the philosophy and science of emotions. 
Although this topic does not play a major role in standard analyt-
ical philosophy of mind, there is a lively debate about the question 
of what emotions are and what purposes they serve. Are they im-
plicit assessments about the events we respond to emotionally? Are 
they functional adaptations? Should we understand emotions as 
biological phenomena or as social constructs? And where do we 
draw the boundary between emotions and moods?

Each of the chapters will end with a brief list of literature for 
further reading. The references are to literature that is somewhat 
more advanced and deeper-digging than the introductory level of 
the chapters in this book.

We hope that the present book will be enjoyed as the inform-
ative and accessible introduction to an exciting field of academic 
inquiry we have intended it to be.
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