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We are the minds that know themselves. Other animals act in the world with practical knowledge, but are mostly not self-aware. They do what they do without wondering why. Only humans ask, “What does it mean?” 

We aren’t sure how the mind works, but we know that each normal human adult is self-aware. That is a remarkable fact. Why should we, alone among all the animals, be acutely self-aware? Without self-awareness, life for us would be arbitrary instincts and unknowing reactions. To be able to wonder about this wonder is wonderful. 

This essay is one of three reports investigating self-awareness. Previously, I published a monograph proposing a structure and functioning of the human mind (Mind Without Brain: A Proposal, 2021). As that title says, it is an account of mental experience that doesn’t rely on biological explanation. The method I used to develop it was described in the first book of the series, Scientific Introspection: Tools to Reveal the Mind, 2020. 

Mind Without Brain described a mental architecture but did not include the body. The connection between the mental world and the body was left out to control the scope of the inquiry. Yet we know that minds are embodied. No description of the mind could be complete without accounting for that fact.

Connecting to the body is like the last-mile problem faced by delivery services, whether it’s parcels to doorsteps, movies to screens, or vaccines into arms. The most difficult part is making that very last link between the intention to do something and its implementation in the physical world. Nevertheless, this monograph attempts to go the last mile.  

It seems like a silly challenge at first. Of course the mind is connected to the body and therefore to the world. What could be more obvious? You want to pick up a cup, so you reach over and pick it up: connected. The connection of mind and world hardly bears questioning. But look closely and you learn that science has no theory, no clue, not even a speculation about how it is possible. Philosophers, as expected, have a thousand answers. Into that valley of chaos I ventured.  

The key decision in starting the journey was the launch point. I had to begin on solid ground, which is not the earth beneath my feet, and not even my feet. No, I started in the mind, with what cannot be doubted: self-awareness. I am; therefore, I think. (Descartes got it backward). 

If you started this journey from the world, you couldn’t even take the first step, for who would take that step, and why? The mind does not show up in the physical world. The world is animals jumping around, plants growing, rivers running, sun shining on a copse of skyscrapers standing like an odd outcrop of rocks. 

No trace of mentality can be objectively observed in the world and no scientific mind-detectors exist. If you start with the world, you have no pathway to the mind. The direction of travel must begin with the mind. 

I also decided to take small steps. I would ask first why my mind is in a body. If I could answer that, it didn’t seem a large jump from my body to the world. At least I would have feet to jump with. I obviously had to secure the feet. 

Saying that the mind is embodied presupposes that the body is something different than the mind. Minds are made of non-physical things like thoughts, images, hopes, and feelings. Those are real things, more real to us than any objects in the outside world. But they’re not measurable because they are not physical. What is the length and width of an idea? How much does a song weigh? What is the specific gravity of a feeling? Those are not meaningful questions for mental objects. 

The body, “on the other hand,” is physical, often annoyingly so. It has size, shape, and weight. It takes up space. It bumps into things. It gets old and wrinkled. But at least the body is susceptible to traditional scientific observation. So the question arises: If the body is a physical thing and the mind is not a physical thing, how do they get along? They do get along, but how is it possible? 

Many people, even most scientists, believe that the mind and the brain are the same thing. If true, that would be very convenient. The brain is a body part, a physical organ that can be measured. It is three pounds of protein, fat, and water located inside of bony biological stuff. All of that can be observed and measured. But if you cut open a brain, you do not find any thoughts. You see only gray and white tissue. You see no words, no songs, no pictures, no memories, no colors. Where did the mind go? Did it escape when the body died? Where is that mind now? 

Besides the closed-room mystery of finding no mind-stuff within brain-stuff, mental experience does not seem like it happens within a brain, and thank goodness for that. Inside the brain would be completely dark, whereas experiencing a beautiful sunset is the opposite of dark. An idea can be as big as the world, but the skull is only six inches wide. It is not possible that life is lived in a brain. 

The mind and the brain are obviously not the same thing. If they were, that would be wonderful because we could dispense with the whole field of cognitive neuroscience. All we’d have to do is introspect and we’d know everything about the brain and how it works. 

The idea that the brain and the mind are the same is an implausible fig-leaf for the scientific shame that we have no idea how the two are related. Nonsensical as the equation is that mind = brain, it is widely held. My grammar-checker sometimes suggests that I substitute “brain” as a synonym for “mind.” And you know grammar-checkers are humorless. 

To sort this puzzle, the assumptions that must be questioned are deeply, deeply embedded in our understanding of life. Upsetting those assumptions can be dizzying. Still, my solution to the puzzle may turn out to be useful, so I offer it. 

I supplement my narration with references to published literature and with common-sense examples of mind, body, and embodiment. The essay is therefore an intellectual exploration in philosophical psychology, not a scientific report. Here’s how it goes:

In the first chapter I raise the idea that “the body” is not a simple thing. We each have four bodies, and surprisingly, the one we take most for granted, the self-existent, biological, physical body, is the least understood. 

The second chapter confronts the traditional mind-body problem by seeking a definition of “embodiment.” To say that the mind is “embodied,” means that mental events are well-correlated with bodily events. I introduce doubt about assumptions hidden in that relationship. 

In the third chapter, I offer an alternative, that what is taken for granted as the self-existent, biological body is actually a reified concept. That reverses the causal story of most thinking on the topic, that the mind is produced by the brain. Instead, I argue that the brain, and the rest of the body, are produced by the mind. It’s a hard sell, but that’s what I’m selling. 

Chapter Four develops the mind-to-brain idea with evidence and examples. Belief in the body arises from the supra-personal mentality of the community of which the individual is a member. Communities with different values and traditions project different kinds of bodies.

Chapter Five asks, why does mentality encumber itself by projecting a body? Wouldn’t it be better for the mind to have no body? It seems like we’d have more freedom to do things if we didn’t have to lug over a hundred pounds of meat and water everywhere. That brings up the larger question of the purpose of the body. A thought-experiment suggests an answer. 

Chapter Six addresses some obvious questions about the thesis put forward. The main one concerns the theory of evolution, according to which physical bodies existed long before human minds. It follows that mentality must have developed from biology. The present thesis reverses that formula. How could that be right? 

In the last chapter, I address a disturbing implication of the current thesis. If the physical body is a reified projection of mind, and the rest of the world is just as physical as the body, would it not follow that the entire physical world is a projection of mentality? 

Careful thinking avoids, I hope, knee-jerk reactions. “Omigod! It’s idealism and his ugly brother, solipsism! Run for the hills!” Instead, I calmly claim that this new point of view is a type of realism, which I call Generative Realism. I suggest avenues of thought that could justify it, but I stop short of taking the metaphysical plunge. Having touched the ball to the end zone, I am content to raise my arms in triumph. The referees can call it. 

My intention in this essay is to present a different line of thinking about the relationship between the mind and the body. I hope to open paths of inquiry that lead away from the familiar ones that have left us at such a dead-end, so many times, trying to understand the human mind and its body.

William A. Adams, writing as William X. Adams

January, 2021
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One: The Body
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“What is the body?”

“Who is asking?”

The body does not ask about itself. Only the thinking mind has the question. That mind is somehow “inside” a body, we say. I do feel mentally located in the same place as my body most of the time. It’s not as if my body sits in front of my computer but my mind is out in the back yard. We’re here together. 

At the same time, I don’t feel like my mind is inside a container. I don’t sense fleshy walls around my thoughts. My mind feels open and unconstrained, floating free.

At the same time, I know I’m not “outside” my body, because I can’t even see my whole body. I can see my hands and feet, but not my eyes. I see the tip of my nose only as a blur. In a mirror, I can see my face, but not the back of my head. I can see only part of my tongue and only parts of my back, even with mirrors. All that evidence makes me believe I am on the inside rather than the outside. If I were on the outside, I could walk around myself and take a look. 

Unfortunately, I can’t see anything on the inside, either. On the inside, it’s not dark and it’s not light. The experience of being embodied is not like being inside a car. There’s nothing to look at and no way to look. I can’t hear, touch, or sense much of anything on the inside, if I am indeed “in” something, which I doubt. 

I can hear my heart beating, but I hear that “from the outside,” with my ears. I can feel some muscles “as if” from the inside, but I couldn’t say exactly what muscles they are or how they work or even exactly what I feel. I can only say that some of them, in the lower back, are relatively “stiff,” which is a not-very-accurate metaphor. When I have an itch on my arm, I feel it on the inside but I scratch it on the outside. 

We have constructed an idea of a body with a mind “inside,” so that’s how we organize experience, and that’s how we ask the question. It creates a circular paradox. By the time you’re educated and ready to talk about the origin and meaning of the body, it’s too late. Your tacit assumptions about mind, body, and world have already shaped your language, experience, and even your thinking processes. You can’t undo all that without undoing your whole mind. You have no choice but to leave the paradoxical idea of the body the way it is. 

It’s confusing, but it should be possible to deconstruct the process of socialization, unravel basic assumptions, and, conceive the body anew. 

The Odd Body

Some authors have suggested that the body is not adequately described by biology. Consistent with philosopher Merleau-Ponty’s analysis, they say that the body is partly corporeal and partly mental. It’s a bio-mental thing, unlike anything else in the world. We are wrong to think of the body as only an instance of biology. 

Merleau-Ponty suggested that a phantom limb, a patient’s experience of having feelings in an amputated limb, indicates that the body is both subject and object. He wrote, 


Man taken as a concrete being is not a psyche joined to an organism, but the movement to and fro of existence which at one time allows itself to take corporeal form and at others moves towards personal acts (1945, p. 88). 


Other authors have come to similar conclusions based on study of neuropathology and bodily disabilities. Neuroscientists are quick to point out that the phantom limb phenomenon has been accounted for in terms of brain structure, so there’s no need to invoke weird notions of a hybrid mental-physical body. They have demonstrated that sensory and “motor” (action) patterns for the limbs are precisely mapped to known brain “circuits.” Block those circuits and the phantom limb experience disappears. Stimulate those circuits and the feelings of a phantom limb occurs. Voila. 

Such explanations miss the point entirely. Nobody is arguing that the brain is uninvolved in the phantom limb. The question is about the experience, not the brain. The brain is correlated to the experience, but how? Why should activity in the brain, or any change in any part of the body, result in experience? Why does a contracting stomach make you think you’re hungry? Why should certain activity in the brain make you have feelings of an amputated limb? The question is about the relationship between experience and biology. Demonstrating that a correlation exists between them is simply to restate the question. 

Philosopher Judith Butler gets right to the point. She says “the morphology of a body is an imaginative social category, not a simple biological fact,” and that “...the body is an imagined scheme, an expression of deep psychological desire...” (cited by Salih, 2002, p. 46). The brain could cause experience, or, as Butler suggests, collective social experience could imagine the brain. Correlation is a two-way street. 

From writers like Merleau-Ponty and Butler, we see that it is possible to question the assumption that the body is only a biological physicality. The body is more than meat. Something very odd is going on with the body. 

The Idea of the Body

What you think of your body is influenced by social values, expectations, and preconceptions. That has been well-documented in study after study. A body concept is radically influenced by social values about what bodies should look like and how they should behave. You are hardly aware of these preconceptions. While you might believe your understanding of your body is objectively accurate, it isn’t. It is very much socially conditioned. 

It’s hard to even get a good look at your body. You can see your hands and feet easily, but not your face and neck. Even with a mirror, you can’t see what’s behind your eyes, and you can’t see very far into your mouth or up your nose. It is very difficult to see into your ears. It takes contortions to see some parts of your body, and it is rarely possible to see the insides at all. You can feel your skin and feel your stomach rumble, but you can’t feel your liver or your brain working. You can hear your heart working, but not your kidneys. Your personal knowledge of your body is very sketchy, supplemented with social conventions into a mental generalization.

The problem with observing your own body is that your exploration employs the very object you are trying to explore. That’s like using a magnifying glass to get a close look at the magnifying glass. It can’t be done. You need another magnifying glass, and for examination of the body, that’s the larger society. 

The Medical Body

We have no doubt that a body is a physical thing that medical science can measure exactly, top to bottom, inside and out. That is the body your doctor examines, the medical body. Your doctor can see it as an object as you cannot. 

You believe the medical description of your body, so you believe what it says: your body is a well-defined thing in the world. But your actual experience is only of a few body
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