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Without doubt, one of the most important questions that has kept philoso-
phers busy, at least ever since the ancient Greeks, is the nature of the mind. Grap-
pling with this question for ages, thinkers from various fields of inquiry have put
forward their views concerning the mind and its nature. An interdisciplinary ap-
proach to the human mind has emerged in our contemporary era, where philoso-
phy continuously supplements, inter alia, neurobiology and cognitive science with
fresh perspectives on this issue. Philosophy’s role in advancing the debate sur-
rounding it  has  certainly been central,  and should be  regarded as  so by non-
philosophers as well.

In a work recently published as part of the Cambridge Elements series, 1 Janet
Levin brings together the most important contemporary theories that attempt to
answer  the  question  of  the  mental.  In  her  book,  The  Metaphysics  of  Mind
(2022), she acknowledges that the metaphysical questions surrounding the mind
should be distinguished from the epistemological and moral ones. While taking
into consideration the implications of the epistemological and moral questions for
the metaphysics of mind, Levin focuses primarily on the metaphysical questions.

1 Published online on February 10th, 2022. Published in print on March 10th, 2022.
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To accomplish the task at hand, she analyzes Dualism,  Type-Identity Theory,  Role
Functionalism, Russellian Monism and Eliminativism (or Illusionism). As she makes
clear at the outset of her book, the aim of her text is not to argue for or against
a certain metaphysical theory of mind, but rather to assess the merits and demer-
its of each theory objectively. A good metaphysics of mind should account for cer -
tain elements that are taken to be key to the controversy over the mental. These
elements range from the qualitative character of sensations and perceptual expe-
riences, the outer-directedness of intentional states (beliefs, desires, etc.) to — ba-
sically — the space the mind occupies in nature as a whole. In the following, I shall
try to review each theory of mind separately, as approached by Levin. Then I will
conclude my review with some critical remarks about the book.

I. Dualism

In its most basic form,  Dualism is the theory that mental and physical states
are two distinct phenomena. The main argument for this basic version posits that
if the world were to be comprised merely of physical properties, “there would be
no  creatures  with  thoughts,  sensations,  volitions,  or  any  other  sort  of  mental
states”. 2 It follows from this argument that the world is comprised of some ele-
ments that go beyond the merely physical. This is what different versions of Dual-
ism try to establish in their accounts. One variant of Dualism, Substance Dualism,
proposes a demarcation between the physical world (including the body) and the
mental world. This is the mind–body distinction. According to this version, the be-
ing of mental and physical states is tied to the being of immaterial substances or
minds (sometimes also called souls), which are capable of thinking and willing. So,
the  body  on  its  own  cannot  think  or  will.  Substance  Dualism  is  what  René
Descartes upheld in his Meditations, 3 drawing a borderline between the thinking
self and the body. According to the French philosopher, self-existence can be un-
derstood without resorting to the body containing it, and for that it is safe to as-
sert that the self (mind) exists independently of the body. And, if the self exists in-
dependently of the body, then the self and body must be two distinct entities. In

2 Janet LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind, Cambridge Elements in Philosophy of Mind, Cambridge
University Press, New York 2022, p. 5.

3 René  DESCARTES,  “Meditations  on  First  Philosophy”,  in:  The  Philosophical  Writings  of
Descartes, Vol. 2, trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch, Cambridge Uni -
versity Press, New York 1984, pp. 3–62.
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short, Substance Dualism generally advocates a view in which immaterial  sub-
stances lack spatial extension, with the latter being reserved for material, bodily
things. There are, however, varieties of Substance Dualism that hold immaterial
substances to be spatially extended. 4 There have been a number of objections to
Descartes’ Cogito argument, with its premises eliciting a backlash from philoso-
phers. One can deny the logical validity of Descartes’ reasoning, but the impor-
tance of the Cogito argument is certainly undeniable. Descartes’ Substance Dual-
ism, if proven to be true, would back the long-standing intuition that conscious
mental states are fundamentally distinct from physical states, and that the former
cannot be reduced to the latter. David Chalmers would later term this “the hard
problem of consciousness”. 5 Nonetheless, Substance Dualism raises a number of
issues that undermine its philosophical coherence. Levin argues that Substance
Dualism brings to the table a new, controversial  type of substance,  immaterial
minds (or souls), which require a Herculean effort on the part of philosophers in
order to explain how (and when) they came into existence, whether they are de -
structible or not,  and how we can account for the apparent harmony between
mind and body, vis-à-vis the physically caused feelings and sensations that we ex-
perience. Indeed, one of the main arguments against Substance Dualism is that it
does not adequately accommodate the problem of “intermingling” (i.e. the inter-
play running in both directions between physical and mental states). It is not clear
how an immaterial substance could cause a physical phenomenon, or how a phys-
ical  phenomenon could bring about a mental state. Descartes failed to provide
a satisfactory answer to this question, and this has forced proponents of Dualism
to abandon his claim that mental and physical states are causally connected. In-
stead of conceding a causal relation between mental and physical states, some du-
alists argue that it is God’s design that the mental and physical run in perfect par-
allel to each other, without there being any causality involved (Parallelism). An-
other group of dualists (inspired by Malebranche) argue that what we conceive of
as a physical event causing a mental state is nothing but God devising the occur-
rence of a physical event as an occasion to set in motion a mental state (Occasion-
alism). However, invoking God to do away with the causal relation between physi-

4 See William D. HART, The Engines of the Soul, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1988;
Noa LATHAM, “Substance Physicalism”, in: Carl GILLETT and Barry M. LOEWER (eds.), Physicalism and Its
Discontents, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2001, pp. 152–171.

5 David J. CHALMERS, “Facing Up to the Problem of Consciousness”, Journal of Consciousness Studies
1995, Vol. 2, No. 3, pp. 200–219, https://tiny.pl/9vv8d [01.04.2022].
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cal and mental states faces the same problems Descartes faced with God and the
malicious demon. This argument is more of a theological argument than a philo-
sophical one.

Another important question that warrants an explanation from Substance Du-
alism has to do with minds, and whether they are only possessed by humans.
Descartes answered the latter positively, appealing to humans’ capacity to com-
municate linguistically and respond to various social scenarios. Consequently, if
only humans possess both minds and bodies, animals and any non-human crea-
tures possess only bodies. This, of course, has been criticized heavily, especially
following reports of animal communication and environmentally appropriate re-
sponses. Machines also furnish certain examples of non-human entities that can
be expected to communicate linguistically  and respond to their  environments.
Furthermore, if minds are immaterial substances, and are accessible only to the
individuals possessing them, then how can we say for sure, or with confidence,
that someone is experiencing happiness, pain, or any other state that we usually
ascribe to people? This is where another variety of Dualism comes in: namely,
Property Dualism. This version of Dualism abandons the thesis of immaterial sub-
stances altogether, contending that there are only physical substances, which pos-
sess physical as well as irreducibly mental properties. The latter encompass prop-
erties with a phenomenal character (i.e. what it is like to have a certain feeling, or
experience a certain quality), the representational character of volitions, thoughts,
beliefs, and so on. By preserving the mental–physical distinction, and eliminating
immaterial substances, Property Dualism has successfully averted the problems
raised by Substance Dualism. With that said, Property Dualism does not do justice
to the complexity of mental states. As construed by many property dualists (such
as Huxley), mental states are causally powerless (or  epiphenomenal), but this is
obviously overstretched: “I  feel pain in my hand, say ‘ouch’,  and move it away
from the burner; I want some ice and believe there is some in the freezer, and so
I walk over to the freezer and open the door”. 6 Describing these truths as merely
illusionary is insufficient. All in all, while they have their merits, both Substance
Dualism and Property Dualism raise serious issues. One problem they both seem
to bring about revolves around mental properties and their alleged possession
only by humans — or the claim that they first appear in humans. As was proposed
by Descartes, only humans possess mental states, and God is to be credited with

6 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 12.
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humans’ conscious mental states. Huxley, a proponent of Property Dualism, reck-
ons that mental properties occur in humans by way of evolution. Panpsychism ad-
dresses exactly this problem. According to this version of Dualism, mental proper-
ties are not solely possessed by humans, and do not make their first appearance in
the latter: they have been here all along, just like physical properties. The causal
relation between physical and mental properties is also accounted for in this view.
If mental and physical properties occur hand in hand, then they are responsible
for  the events  that  take place in  the universe,  including human behavior.  But
Panpsychism still advocates a world of two kinds of properties, physical and men-
tal,  and the main  challenges that  it  faces  concern  “combination  problems”.  In
other words, “it must explain how microscopic glimmers of consciousness com-
bine to produce the familiar sensations and perceptual experiences of our every-
day mental lives, and also how microscopic subjects with glimmers of conscious-
ness combine to produce macroscopic subjects like ourselves”. 7

II. The Type-Identity Theory

A fierce opponent of Dualism, Physicalism (or Materialism) contends that the
world only contains one kind of properties, physical properties; hence, it reduces
mental properties to mere physical ones. In this chapter, Levin explores the mer-
its and demerits of a central theory within Physicalism, namely the Type-Identity
Theory. Contemporary accounts of this variety posit that “for each type of mental
state or process M, there is a type of brain state or process B such that M is identi-
cal with B (e.g. pain is the stimulation of C-fibers)”. 8 But is the Type-Identity The-
ory logically plausible? Invoking Leibniz’s law (if A = B, then A and B must possess
the same properties), it appears that the Type-Identity Theory does not obey this
law. Even if we assume that subjective, introspective reports are indeed identical
with data from brain scans, it is still inconceivable that there could be a relation of
identity with respect to properties obtaining between subjective experiences and
brain-scan  data,  given  that  the  latter  are  publicly  accessible  and  spatially  ex-
tended, whereas the former are accessible only subjectively and lack spatial ex-
tension. A stronger argument has been raised against Type-Identity Theory, the
“Distinct Property Objection”, which adopts Frege’s semantic principle to put for-

7 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 13.
8 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 14.
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ward an argument against mental-state–brain-state identity statements: “the only
way that a posteriori identity statements of the form A = B can be true is for both
A  and  B  to denote their common referent  R  by being conceptually connected to
descriptions that pick out distinct properties of that referent, properties whose
existence ensures the truth, respectively, of «R is A» and «R is B»”. 9 It has been ar-
gued that while this principle can be satisfied by “scientific identity statements”,
the same cannot be said for “mental–physical identity statements”. Some physical-
ists  suggest  that  mental-state  terms  be  translated  into  “topic-neutral”  state-
ments. 10 A different problem raised against the Type-Identity Theory has to do
with its scope, as it is argued that this variety neglects the psychological similari-
ties  between  humans  and  non-human  creatures  who  may  share  our  mental
states. 11 A number of solutions have been suggested to this  argument.  For in-
stance,  it  has been argued that mental states can be characterized in terms of
a “disjunction” of physical  properties (e.g.,  “pain is identical with  either  C-fiber
stiulation or the relevant type of silicon-based state or the relevant type of elec-
tronic circuitry”). 12 But this theory still remains “chauvinistic” (Block), as it ex-
cludes other creatures who don’t  have the same internal state types as we do,
even if they share our behavior.

III. Role Functionalism

A popular response among Physicalists to the aforementioned problem, Role
Functionalism,  suggests that mental states be identified “with the (higher-level)
property of being in some internal state or other that plays a certain role, or func-
tions in a certain way, in a cognitive system”, 13 instead of identifying them (i.e.
mental states) with a type or disjunction of physical properties. Role Functional-
ism is  regarded as a further development of Philosophical  Behaviorism, which

9 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 16.
10 See David ARMSTRONG, “The Causal Theory of the Mind”, in: David J.  CHALMERS (ed.), Philosophy

of Mind: Classical and Contemporary Readings, Oxford University Press, New York 2002, pp. 80–
87; David LEWIS, “Psychophysical and Theoretical Identifications”, Australasian Journal of Philosophy
1972, Vol. 50, No. 3, pp. 249–258, https://tiny.pl/9vvbc [04.04.2022].

11 See Ned BLOCK, “Troubles with Functionalism”, in: Ned BLOCK (ed.), Readings in Philosophy of
Psychology, Vol. 1, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1980, pp. 269–305.

12 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 19.
13 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 20.
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proposes that mental states should not be identified with physical or non-physical
states, but rather with the behavior that results from them (e.g., “«S has a pain in
her toe» is to be understood as «S is disposed (all things being equal) to wince,
grimace, rub her toe,  and ask for aspirin»”. 14 This  view has many advantages:
among others, it allows non-human creatures to have the same mental states as
we do, even if they differ physically from us. It can also explain how we draw con -
clusions  about others’  mental  states through  merely  observing their  behavior.
Nonetheless, Philosophical Behaviorism has its own downsides. Putnam 15 has lev-
elled a well-articulated argument against this view, pointing to the possibility of
a  society  (of “super-Spartans”) whose members have learned to suppress any
feelings of pain, and hence exhibit no behavioral indications of it at all. We can
also imagine a society of “perfect actors” who fake feelings of pain. In response,
proponents of Role Functionalism argue that to regard an individual as having
certain mental states is tantamount to saying that they possess lower-order men-
tal states that behave in exactly the same ways. It should be noted that Role Func-
tionalism does not rule out the idea that the states playing certain roles are non-
physical, which raises the following question: Is Role Functionalism a variety of
Physicalism, or a position opposed to the latter? Depending on the perspective
one adopts, it  can be either. On the one hand, it does not prevent nonphysical
states from fulfilling the roles of mental states and, as such, cannot be admitted as
a variety of Physicalism. On the other hand, while leaving the door open as re-
gards their existence, it rejects the idea that nonphysical states can produce physi-
cal states. Therefore, nonphysical states cannot cause or change individual behav-
ior, and this also means that there cannot be creatures endowed with nonphysical
states fulfilling the same roles as our physical ones. As such, this version of Role
Functionalism can be seen as a variety of  Nonreductive Physicalism, which indi-
cates that “each particular instance (or token) of a mental state is identical with
an instance (or token) of  some physical  state  or  other,  even though these in-
stances are not tokens of the same physical type”. 16 However, while we may grant
that Role Functionalism avoids many of the problems discussed previously, it is

14 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 21.
15 See Hilary  PUTNAM, “Brains and Behavior”, in: Ronald J.  BUTLER (ed.), Analytical Philosophy:

Second Series, Basil Blackwell, Oxford 1965, pp. 1–19.
16 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 23.
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also subject to serious criticisms. A major argument against it is what Kim 17 re-
ferred to as the “Causal Exclusion Argument”, which states that the causal efficacy
of mental states is ignored in the behavioral manifestations of individuals: “if ev-
ery physical event has a complete, sufficient physical cause — as is now generally
believed — then my saying «ouch» and pulling my hand away must be caused by
the physical, presumably neural, state that realizes pain in me. But then, it seems,
it is the lower-level neural state that is doing all the causal work, and my being in
pain, if this is identified with being in a higher-order functional state, is causally
irrelevant”. 18 Moreover,  Role  Functionalism  faces  another  difficult  challenge:
namely,  its  preparedness in terms of resources to distinguish various types of
mental  states.  This is  especially directed toward the Lewisian commonsensical
theory of mind, the argument being that a simplistic theory of mind, such as relies
on our common “platitudes” concerning topic-neutral relations and causal roles,
does not have the necessary tools to establish complex distinctions within mental
states.

IV. Does Consciousness Have a Place in Nature?

In this section, Levin explores two types of arguments against Physicalism:
Conceivability Arguments and Knowledge Arguments. Against Identity Theory, for
instance, the Modal Argument, developed by Kripke, 19 construes the modal status
of possible worlds in such a way as to then be able to argue that a possible world
where  C-fiber stimulation is not linked to pain is  conceivable; therefore, in that
world,  pain is C-fiber stimulation is false. A similar Conceivability Argument has
been put forward by Chalmers, 20 whose Zombie Argument threatens all varieties
of  Physicalism.  According  to  Chalmers,  zombies  are  conceivable,  which makes
them metaphysically  possible,  which then entails  that Physicalism is  false.  Al-
though they differ in some details, both Kripke’s and Chalmers’s arguments assert
that “we can genuinely conceive of the existence of mental states in the absence of
physical states (and vice versa), whereas we cannot genuinely conceive of the de-

17 See Jaegwon  KIM,  Mind in a Physical World: An Essay on the Mind-Body Problem and
Mental Causation, MIT Press, Cambridge 1998.

18 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 24.
19 See Saul KRIPKE, Naming and Necessity, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 1980.
20 See David J. CHALMERS, The Conscious Mind, Oxford University Press, New York 1996.
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nials of other scientific identity statements — and genuine conceivability provides
evidence for possibility”. 21 The second type of argument, the Knowledge Argu-
ment, proceeds from the premise that knowledge of the mental cannot be derived
from knowledge of the physical, and that the mental is something over and above
the  physical.  Two  main  versions  of  this  have  gained  widespread  recognition.
There is the Bat Argument of Nagel, 22 which assumes that there is something it is
like to be a bat,  but, because of bats’ and humans’ different perceptual mecha-
nisms, we cannot have the same world experiences. Nagel argues that no knowl-
edge of the physical mechanisms of a bat can tell us what it is like to be a bat. If
that is the case, then there is something that goes beyond the physical, which, con-
sequently, makes Physicalism false. In the similar Knowledge Argument put for-
ward by Jackson, 23 Mary, though possessing all the physical-functional data about
color experience prior  to her leaving the white-and-black room,  fails  to know
what it is like to see red. As Jackson’s argument concludes, if there is a fact con-
cerning human color experience that does not conform to the physical-functional,
then Physicalism is false. There have been a number of responses to these argu-
ments,  but,  as  Levin  points  out,  they all  fail  to  adequately  address  the issues
raised. There is even a divide, as regards the physical attainability of  intentional
states, which, like phenomenal states, pose serious difficulties for Physicalism.

V. Intentional States

Statements like I believe my cat is sick and I would love to visit Norway express
“intentional”  (also  representational/propositional)  attitudes.  They  represent
something in the world (e.g., my sick cat, and Norway). Put briefly, they are about
something. This is what Brentano 24 established in his seminal account of inten-
tionality. This theory of intentionality raises a central argument against Physical-
ism: namely, as Brentano argues, the directedness of consciousness toward mind-

21 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 31.
22 See Thomas NAGEL, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?”, Philosophical Review 1974, Vol. 83, No. 4, pp.

435–450, https://tiny.pl/9vbqx [04.04.2022].
23 See Frank JACKSON, “Epiphenomenal Qualia”, The Philosophical Quarterly 1982, Vol. 32, No. 127,

pp. 127–136, https://tiny.pl/9vbql [04.04.2022].
24 See Franz  BRENTANO,  Psychology From an Empirical Standpoint,  Routledge Press, Oxford-

shire 2014.
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independent objects is exclusively characteristic of the mental (the “mark of the
mental”). Therefore, no physical states can be said to possess intentionality. This
is Brentano’s Thesis. Accordingly, we can distinguish between two types of inten-
tionality:  internalist  and  externalist.  A prominent internalist  theory,  Conceptual
Role Semantics (CRS), maintains that “the representational content of an inten-
tional state can be identified with the role it plays in theoretical and practical rea -
soning”. 25 This  theory points  to a  crucial  component  in intentional  states,  the
varying of their representational content, tracing that to the varying roles they
play in theoretical and practical reasoning. For instance, my belief that my cat is
sick and my desire to visit Norway have two different representational contents,
in the sense that they have different effects on my inferences and my behavioral
response. There are, however, major problems that CRS must deal with. For exam-
ple, it  is  argued that the conceptual role cannot capture any distinctions in the
varying things  that intentional  states represent.  Even if  the thoughts we have
when I say “I’m tired” and when you say “I’m tired” are, based on the role they
play in our reasoning, the same, they do not capture the same intentional content,
because you and I are different. In addition, Putnam 26 has developed a physicalist
argument against the internalist conception of intentionality, arguing that mean-
ing “ain’t in the head”, based on the Twin Earth argument. In response to this and
other similar arguments, two types of representational content have been estab-
lished:  narrow  (covering  the psychological  similarities  between ourselves  and
others), and wide  (evaluating whether intentional states are true, realized, etc.).
Nevertheless, this (or any) “two-factor” view of representational content faces the
difficulty of specifying the narrow content. A problem for internalist and external-
ist conceptions of intentionality alike revolves around the wide representational
states, as regards the relations between an individual and the world. The external-
ists assert that meaning occurs in nature; thus, what “natural signs”, for instance,
convey can be found in nature. However, there are many problems with this view,
too, and this has prompted some philosophers to reject both Physicalism and Du-
alism about intentional and phenomenal states. They propose instead a different
kind of theory: Russellian Monism.

25 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 40.
26 See Hilary  PUTNAM, “The Meaning of «Meaning»”, in: Keith  GUNDERSON (ed.),  Language, Mind,

and Knowledge, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 1975, pp. 131–193.
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VI. Russellian Monism

In this section, Levin moves on to an exploration of a different approach to the
problem of the mental:  Russellian Monism.  So far, varieties of both Dualism and
Physicalism have been briefly analyzed. Dualism is the thesis that the world is
composed of two types of things, mental and physical. Physicalism contends that
the world is composed of mere physical things. Therefore, Physicalism is a Monist
account.  The monist  counterpart of  Physicalism is  Idealism,  the thesis that the
world is fundamentally mental. Levin acknowledges that a detailed investigation
of Idealism would divert her attention from a proper metaphysics of mind, in that
to analyze the scope of Idealism one would have to analyze how mere mental
properties can give rise to ordinary things in the world (tables, chairs, etc.). How-
ever, this should not be understood as stating that these problems are completely
unrelated. It is a major problem within the metaphysics of mind whether or not
mental states are fundamental constituents of the world. Some philosophers sug-
gest Neutral Monism as an alternative to both Physicalism and Idealism: “the the-
sis that the fundamental elements of the world are  neither  mental  nor  physical,
but rather a “neutral” set of properties that can be combined in one way to pro -
duce physical objects”. 27 In stating that the mental and the physical are comprised
of  the same elements that can be arranged in different  ways,  Neutral  Monism
proves to be more economical than Dualism. In addition, this view accounts for
the causal relation between minds and bodies, and vice versa, since the two types
of entities are derived from the same basic principles. As is the case with every
theory of mind thus far, Neutral Monism faces some difficulties as regards its abil -
ity to establish that the basic elements are themselves definitely neutral, and not
physical or mental. Many contemporary philosophers turn to a different version
of Monism, namely Russellian Monism, for its ability to solve the mind-body prob -
lem and the hard problem of consciousness. Russellian Monism appeals to a dis-
tinction between dispositional properties and categorical properties. To elaborate,
viewing a thing as physical means that it is fully describable by the laws of the
physical sciences. The latter only describe the “structure and dynamics” (disposi-
tions) of things. But the world cannot consist merely of dispositional properties.
There must also be categorical properties that ground the dispositional proper-
ties. However, these categorical properties cannot be physical, since they are not

27 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, pp. 49–50.
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fully  describable  by  physical  laws.  Therefore,  non-physical  properties  exist.
Philosophers who oppose this distinction argue that it is perfectly conceivable to
have ungrounded dispositional properties. Other philosophers maintain that both
dispositional and categorical properties are physical, understood broadly. 28 Pro-
ponents of this distinction even go so far as to state that categorical properties are
directly involved in the phenomenal character of experiences. As has been previ-
ously claimed, Russellian Monism is said to have the capacity to solve the hard
problem of consciousness. But, if we hold the categorical properties to be mere
“thumbtacks” (properties whose sole role is to ground the dispositional proper-
ties), then it is not clear how this view can solve the hard problem of conscious-
ness. The categorical properties must do more. 29 Some philosophers argue that
the categorical properties have some phenomenal character,  which,  if  they are
combined in a certain way, can give rise to phenomenal experiences, such as feel-
ing pain or seeing purple. This is a version of Panpsychism, and it is debatable
whether elementary particles have any phenomenal character at all.  All  things
considered, Russellian Monism, although questioned by some — especially as re-
gards its affinities with Dualism and Physicalism — puts forward a tenable dis-
tinction between properties. The distinction between dispositional and categori-
cal properties is believed by many to be the right path toward solving the mind-
body problem and the hard problem of consciousness.

VII. Eliminativism

In light of the strong arguments raised against Dualism, Physicalism and Rus-
sellian Monism, some philosophers have decided to adopt an eliminativist stance
toward the problem of the mind. That is, proponents of Eliminativism argue that
mental states do not exist. There is, however, a dispute among Eliminativists con-
cerning the range of mental states, and what elements are to be eliminated, with
qualia and mental states being among those widely viewed as having a question-

28 See Alexander BIRD,  Nature’s Metaphysics: Laws and Properties, Oxford University Press,
Oxford 2007; Daniel STOLJAR, “Two Conceptions of the Physical”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Re-
search 2001, Vol. 62, No. 2, pp. 253–281, https://tiny.pl/9vb7b [05.04.2022].

29 See David J. CHALMERS, “Panpsychism and Panprotopsychism”, The Amherst Lecture in Philoso-
phy  2013, Lecture 8, pp. 1–35,  https://tiny.pl/9vbrt [05.04.2022]; Philip  GOFF, William  SEAGER, and
Sean ALLEN-HERMANSON, “Panpsychism”, in: Edward N. ZALTA (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Phi-
losophy, Winter 2021 Edition, https://tiny.pl/wm1tg [05.04.2022].
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able status. The so-called Qualia Eliminativists direct their skepticism toward the
alleged distinctive “feel” of mental states, and not mental states themselves. (That
is, they are skeptical about the quale of seeing purple or feeling pain). 30 But even
if conscious experiences lack qualia, we can still talk about something it is like to
have them. Physicalists, who argue that the mental is nothing over and above the
physical, must account for qualia in a purely physical world. In response, Frank-
ish 31 provides a more recent eliminativist account of qualia, in which he posits
that qualia are  misrepresentations  of certain properties. What we think is a dis-
tinctive feature of seeing purple or feeling pain is nothing but a “quasi-phenome-
nal”  experience,  where physical  properties  are misrepresented as  phenomenal
properties following an introspective illusion. However, this account of Illusionism
sounds more reductionist than eliminativist. If it reduces qualia to physical prop-
erties, then it is a version of Physicalism, not Eliminativism. Apart from the threat
they pose to  Physicalism,  Eliminativists  have  an extra  motivation to  eliminate
qualia and mental states: namely, “skepticism about the possibility of explaining
human behavior as the product of beliefs, desires, and the other intentional states
that figure in our commonsense theory of mind”. 32 A prominent figure as regards
Intentional Eliminativism is Churchland, 33 who criticizes the attempts of our Folk
Psychological theory to explain behavior by referring to mental states. Folk Psy-
chology, as an empirical theory, has proven to be faulty, especially if contrasted
with  the  findings  of  neurophysiology.  Churchland’s  elimination  of  intentional
states in favor of a physical theory of behavior has been contested by many. For
instance, Baker 34 and Fodor 35 uphold the essential role of intentional folk psy-

30 See Daniel C.  DENNETT,  “Quining Qualia”, in: Anthony  MARCEL and Edoardo  BISIACH (eds.),  Con-
sciousness in Contemporary Science, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1988, pp. 42–77; Georges
REY, “Sensational Sentences”, in: Martin  DAVIES and Glyn W. HUMPHREYS (eds.),  Consciousness: Philo-
sophical and Psychological Essays, Blackwell, Oxford 1993, pp. 240–257.

31 See Keith FRANKISH, “Illusionism as a Theory of Consciousness”, Journal of Consciousness Studies
2016, Vol. 23, No. 11–12, pp. 11–39, https://tiny.pl/9vbkm [05.04.2022].

32 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 57.
33 See Paul M. CHURCHLAND, “Eliminative Materialism and the Propositional Attitudes”, The Journal

of Philosophy 1981, Vol. 78, No. 2, pp. 67–90, https://tiny.pl/9vbk4 [05.04.2022].
34 See Lynne R.  BAKER,  Saving Belief: A Critique of Physicalism, Princeton University Press,

Princeton 1987.
35 See Jerry A. FODOR, Psychosemantics: The Problem of Meaning in the Philosophy of Mind,

MIT Press, Cambridge 1987.
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chology. Meanwhile, Davidson 36 suggests folk psychology be regarded as a nor-
mative theory instead of an empirical one. Dennett 37 defends Folk Psychology’s
role, indicating that it is useful as long as it equips us with “patterns” with which
we  can  understand  human  behavior,  and  which  can  be  further  explained  by
lower-level accounts in the future. There are even philosophers who maintain that
Folk Psychology is empirically founded and supported. 38 These philosophers ar-
gue that Churchland’s criticism of Folk Psychology as failing to provide explana-
tions for certain phenomena is unjust, as those phenomena do not fall within the
explanatory scope of Folk Psychology (“creative imagination, intelligence differ-
ences between individuals, the psychological function of sleep, and motor skills”,
etc.). They also point to a number of what count now as commonsense explana-
tions, but which were originally derived from empirical investigations. Further,
these philosophers argue that cognitive psychology, which tries to explain behav-
ior by appealing to the relation between states and representational content, is
better suited to accounting for generalizations pertaining to the causation of be-
havior than neurophysiology. “Thus, if the generalizations of Folk Psychology are
approximations  of  at  least  a  fragment  of  cognitive  psychology,  then it  can be
a genuinely explanatory theory”. 39 More arguments have been raised as regards
the explanatory role played by intentional folk psychology. Levin concludes this
section with an open question: Will  the novel ways of approaching intentional
states be absorbed into our commonsense psychology someday? This would dis-
prove Churchland’s argument that  Folk  Psychology runs contrary to empirical
psychology.

VIII. Some Further Questions

Levin brings her informative book to a close with some further, more recent

36 See Donald DAVIDSON, “Mental Events”, in: Lawrence FOSTER and Joe W. SWANSON (eds.),  Experi-
ence and Theory, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1970, pp. 207–224.

37 See Daniel C.  DENNETT, “True Believers: The Intentional Strategy and Why It Works”, in: An -
thony F. HEATH (ed.), Scientific Explanations, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1981, pp. 150–167.

38 See  e.g.  Patricia  KITCHER,  “In  Defense of  Intentional  Psychology”,  The Journal  of  Philosophy
1984, Vol.  81,  No.  2,  pp.  89–106,  https://tiny.pl/9vb8l [05.04.2022];  Terence  HORGAN and James
WOODWARD, “Folk Psychology Is Here to Stay”, The Philosophical Review 1985, Vol. 94, No. 2, pp. 197–
226, https://tiny.pl/9vb86 [05.04.2022]; FODOR, Psychosemantics….

39 LEVIN, The Metaphysics of Mind…, p. 58.
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questions  concerning  the  problem  of  the  mental.  Clark  and  Chalmers 40 raise
a thought-provoking question about the possibility of Extended Minds (i.e., minds
that are outside the brain or head). They seek to determine whether cognitive
processes can exist outside of the brain, and they give smartphones as an example
of storing and information-retrieving devices that could be said to exist outside of
it. As Levin notes, it is still too early to assert that retrieval devices, acting as ex -
tended mental states, have what is needed to function as standard mental states.
Indeed, one objection to this is that the similarities between the two types of men-
tal states are less than what some believe them to be. In response, proponents of
the Extended Minds Thesis contend that, with accelerating technological develop-
ments, differences between extended and standard mental processes will be un-
dermined, leaving only irrelevant differences intact. A further question that Levin
highlights in this section has to do with “collective intentionality” — the thesis
that entire communities can possess collective mental states that are irreducible
to  the  states  of  the  communities’  individuals.  Investigating  this  problem  may
prove fruitful not only for the metaphysics of mind, but also for questions sur-
rounding self-knowledge, knowledge of other minds,  and moral assessment, as
beliefs and desires lead to actions and it is a question whether collective commu-
nities or individuals should be held accountable for the consequences of their ac-
tions.

Critical Remarks

With all its merits, Levin’s book leaves a number of serious theories of mind
either unaddressed or under-represented. As I mentioned at the outset of this re-
view, philosophy has been in close collaboration with the cognitive sciences. Is-
sues that have been predominantly raised by the philosophy of mind are now
tackled by the latter.  For  instance,  Levin’s  book could  have explored  Bayesian
models of the mental as instances of a cognitivist account of the mind built upon
the findings  presented by philosophers.  To quote:  “«Bayesian» is  meant to be
a placeholder for a set of interrelated principles, methods, and problem-solving
procedures, which are unified by three tenets. First: uncertainty should be cap-
tured by a real-valued function that measures degrees of belief. Second: degrees

40 See Andy CLARK and David J. CHALMERS, “The Extended Mind”, Analysis 1998, Vol. 58, No. 1, pp. 7–
19, https://tiny.pl/9vbs2 [06.04.2022].
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of  belief,  at  any given  time,  ought to  satisfy  the axioms  of  probability  theory.
Third: degrees of belief, represented by determinate probabilities, ought to be up-
dated in the light of new information, typically by the canonical rule of condition-
alization”. 41 One of the main Bayesian theories of mind is what is known as Pre-
dictive  Processing,  according  to  which the mind is  essentially  concerned with
“prediction error minimization”. In other words, what the mind attempts to do is
minimize the margin of “mismatch” between predictions of sensory inputs that
are engendered internally and the real sensory inputs that are engendered exter-
nally. 42

In addition, Levin’s book fails to explore a number of related Bayesian theo-
ries of mind. For instance, she does not explore the Free-Energy Principle (FEP),
a pioneering theory that attempts to explain the mechanisms underlying all living
systems. FEP was first put forward by Karl Friston, who has striven to establish
a universal theory that purports to have the capacity to unravel the mysteries of
all living systems, relying on physics. FEP suggests that “any self-organizing sys-
tem that is at equilibrium with its environment must minimize its free energy”.  43

An important concept here is “surprise”, which governs the way living organisms
maintain their physical states. That is to say, a biological organism, such as the
brain, has to keep its states within certain bounds, and thus maintain some sort of
“homeostasis”. Put differently, this means that an organism needs to minimize the
average surprise associated with the states it visits, and “[i]n the context of neuro-
science, this implies that the brain becomes a model of the world in order to eval-
uate surprise in relation to model-based predictions”. 44 There are other notewor-
thy  Bayesian  theories  of  mind  also  absent  from  Levin’s  book,  including  the

41 Matteo COLOMBO, Lee ELKIN, and Stephan HARTMANN, “Being Realist about Bayes, and the Predic-
tive Processing Theory of Mind”, The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 2021, Vol. 72, No. 1,
p. 188 [185–220], https://tiny.pl/9vb6t [20.05.2022].

42 See COLOMBO, Lee ELKIN, and Stephan HARTMANN, “Being Realist about Bayes…”, p. 188; Andy CLARK,
“Whatever Next? Predictive Brains, Situated Agents, and the Future of Cognitive Science”, Behavioral
and Brain  Sciences  2013,  Vol.  36,  No.  3,  pp.  181–204,  https://tiny.pl/9vbv7 [20.05.2022];  Jakob
HOHWY, The Predictive Mind, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2013.

43 Karl  FRISTON,  “The Free-Energy Principle: A Unified Brain Theory?”,  Nature Reviews Neuro-
science 2010, Vol. 11, p. 127 [127–138], https://tiny.pl/9vbvk [20.05.2022].

44 Philipp SCHWARTENBECK, Thomas FITZGERALD, Raymond J. DOLAN, and Karl FRISTON, “Exploration, Nov-
elty, Surprise, and Free Energy Minimization”, Frontiers in Psychology 2013, Vol. 4, No. 710, p. 1 [1–
5], https://tiny.pl/9vbv3 [20.05.2022].
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Higher-Order State Space Approach, 45 the Winning Hypothesis  Account, 46 and
Predictive Global Neuronal Workspace Theory, to name just a few. 47

Another influential theory of mind not covered by Levin is Enactivism. Propo-
nents of this theory view “mentality as rooted in engaged, embodied activity as
opposed to detached forms of thought”. 48 If that is correct, then our behavior and
acting can tell us more about our minds than mere thinking does. In its initial con-
ception, Enactivism aims to provide an alternative to the prevalent view that cog-
nition consists in representation of an independent world (i.e. one independent of
our cognitive and perceptual faculties) by means of a cognitive system whose ex-
istence  is  not  bound  to  the world.  For  enactivists,  cognition is  “embodied ac-
tion”. 49 Enactivism puts forward a number of theses, of which the most important
are: (a) that “the nervous system is an autonomous dynamic system”, in that it is
not computational with regard to its processing of information, yet creates mean-
ing; (b) that cognition is the practice of “skillful know-how” in the context of em-
bodied action; and (c) that the world of cognitive beings is not an external world
represented internally by their brains, but rather a “relational domain” enacted by
their autonomous agency. 50

45 See Stephen M. FLEMING, “Awareness as Inference in a Higher-Order State Space”, Neuroscience
of Consciousness 2020, Vol. 2020, No. 1, pp. 1–9, https://tiny.pl/9vbb7 [20.05.2022].

46 See Jakob HOHWY, Andreas  ROEPSTORFF, and Karl  FRISTON, “Predictive Coding Explains Binocular
Rivalry: An Epistemological Review”, Cognition 2008, Vol. 108, No. 3, pp. 687–701, https://tiny.pl/
9vbbp [20.05.2022]; Jakob  HOHWY,  “Attention and Conscious Perception in the Hypothesis Testing
Brain”,  Frontiers in Psychology 2012, Vol. 3, No. 96, pp. 1–14,  https://tiny.pl/9vbb2 [20.05.2022];
HOHWY, The Predictive Mind….

47 See HOHWY,  The Predictive Mind…; Jakob HOHWY, “Prediction Error Minimization, Mental and
Developmental Disorder, and Statistical Theories of Consciousness”, in: Rocco J.  GENNARO (ed.), Dis-
turbed Consciousness, MIT Press, Cambridge 2015, pp. 293–324; Christopher J. WHYTE, “Integrating
the Global Neuronal Workspace into the Framework of Predictive Processing: Towards a Working
Hypothesis”,  Consciousness  and Cognition  2019,  Vol.  73,  article  number: 102763,  https://tiny.pl/
9vbzd [20.05.2022];  Christopher  J.  WHYTE and  Ryan  SMITH,  “The  Predictive  Global  Neuronal
Workspace: A Formal Active Inference Model of Visual Consciousness”,  Progress in Neurobiology
2021, Vol. 199, article number: 101918, https://tiny.pl/9vbzl [20.05.2022]. It should be noted that
these Bayesian theories of mind focus primarily on consciousness.

48 Daniel D. HUTTO, “Enactivism, From A Wittgensteinian Point of View”, American Philosophical
Quarterly 2013, Vol. 50, No. 3, p. 281 [281–302], https://tiny.pl/9vbzs [20.05.2022].

49 Francisco J.  VARELA, Evan  THOMPSON, and Eleanor  ROSCH,  The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Sci-
ence and Human Experience, MIT Press, Cambridge 1991, p. xx.

50 Evan THOMPSON, Mind in Life: Biology, Phenomenology, and the Sciences of the Mind, Har-
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These critical remarks are not meant to detract from Levin’s book. Given the
latter’s  length,  it  is  quite  understandable  that  its  author has  not  delved more
deeply into the issues mentioned above. Hence, the philosophical rigor and depth
of this (relatively) short book certainly merit praise. The theories and arguments
tackled there are of the utmost importance to the metaphysics of the mental. By
and large, the book is both a comprehensive introduction to the mind–body prob-
lem, and a helpful guide to further, advanced research in this field.

Hicham Jakha
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