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In this book, Anthony Dardis discusses the problem of mental causation and offers a solution to it. The problem of mental causation is conceived here as the problem of reconciling two appealing views about the mental that seem to be in tension. These are, on the one hand, the view that mental properties are not identical with physical properties and, on the other hand, the view that mental properties are causally relevant. The book has nine chapters that could be divided into three parts: A historical survey of the mind-body problem in chapters 2-4, a discussion of properties and causation in chapters 5-7, and the solution to the mental causation problem in chapters 8 and 9. 

After a first chapter introducing the problem of mental causation, Dardis surveys the history of the different philosophical positions about the relation between mind and body in chapters 2-4. Plato’s dualism and Aristotle’s hylomorphism are discussed in chapter 2, and Dardis identifies difficulties in each position with regards to their capacity to deal with the problem of mental causation. The troubles of dualism with mental causation reappear in chapter 3, where Dardis discusses Descartes’s and Huxley’s views on the relation between mind and body in the light of consciousness. Dardis uses the two positions to illustrate that the view that mental properties are causally irrelevant seems to flow quite naturally from the view that they are distinct from physical properties. This puts pressure on us to adopt some kind of materialism, and chapter 4 surveys four contemporary versions of materialism: Behaviourism, the identity theory, functionalism and anomalous monism. The conclusion of the chapter is that, except for the identity theory, all of these positions have difficulties accommodating mental causation as well. But the identity theory, as Dardis points out, is a rejection of the view that mental properties differ from physical properties. Thus, the outcome of chapters 2-4 is that none of the historical views about the relation between mind and body succeed in reconciling the irreducibility of mental properties with their causal relevance. This part of the book is extremely clear, it is engaging and it constitutes an excellent introduction to the mind-body problem and its implications for mental causation.     

In chapters 5-7, Dardis introduces the elements that he will use in his solution to the mental causation problem. Chapter 5 is concerned with properties and chapter 6 concerns causation. Dardis endorses an ‘abundant’ view of properties according to which any set of actual and possible individuals corresponds to a property. This view of properties allows Dardis to put forward a sense in which two properties P and Q may be, at the same time, distinct but not totally distinct: If the sets corresponding to P and Q are distinct but their intersection is not empty, Dardis suggests, we can regard P and Q as not being totally distinct. Dardis views causation as a relation between events, that is, the relation of making something happen. Events are taken to have properties, and Dardis suggests that the causally relevant properties of the cause event are those connected to properties of the effect event by the laws of nature: Suppose that a law of nature specifies that, if any event instantiates a certain property P at a certain time, there will be a different event that instantiates a certain property Q at a later time in the same place. Then, when an event e1 instantiating P is followed by a different event e2 that instantiates Q, we can regard e1 as causing e2 and we can regard e1’s property P as being causally relevant for e2’s property Q. This commits Dardis to the view that, if mental properties are causally relevant, then there must be laws of nature connecting them to either mental properties or physical properties. Chapter 7 is mainly concerned with the view that a mental property (and properties of other kinds, such as dispositional properties) can be individuated as the property of having some property with certain causal powers. Dardis’s goal in this chapter is to show that this proposal renders mental and dispositional properties causally inert. 

The main line of argument in the book, however, takes us from the above-mentioned points about causation and properties in chapters 5 and 6 to Dardis’s solution to the mental causation problem in chapters 8 and 9. Chapter 7 is a clear and compelling attack on role functionalism, for instance, but it does not seem to be essential to Dardis’s proposal about mental causation. Chapters 5 and 6 include very interesting material, particularly on the distinction between ‘positive producers’ and conditions that are ‘standing by’ in causation, and they are exemplary expositions of the different views on the nature of properties and causation. But perhaps the discussion would have benefited from a little more elaboration on some key points. What exactly is, for instance, a law of nature? Do laws of nature simply describe the patterns of property instantiations in the world, or do they govern those instantiations instead? Also, it would have been interesting to see the relation between Dardis’s conception of properties and other views about properties which he endorses later in the book. Dardis accepts (in chapter 8) that some properties, such as mental properties, are higher-level with respect to other properties. Dardis’s conception of properties in chapter 5 lends itself to a natural way of construing the ‘higher-level’ relation: A property Q can be viewed as being higher-level with respect to a property P if P is properly included into Q. Dardis does not pursue this avenue, though. That leaves the ‘higher-level’ relation between properties somewhat unspecified later in the book. 

Dardis’s solution to the mental causation problem comes in the last part of the book, that is, chapters 8 and 9. In chapter 8, Dardis challenges the main argument for the position that there is a tension between the irreducibility of mental properties and their causal relevance. This is Jaegwon Kim’s well known ‘supervenience argument’, which intends to show that those two views about mental properties are inconsistent with three other plausible claims: the claim that mental properties supervene on physical properties, and Kim’s ‘causal closure’ and ‘causal exclusion’ principles. Dardis’s target in chapter 8 is the causal exclusion principle, which states that, except for genuine cases of overdetermination, no single event can have more than one sufficient cause occurring at any given time. According to Dardis, if mental properties supervene on physical properties, then the multiple supervenience bases of a mental property can be construed as subsets of that mental property. As Dardis sees it, this means that mental properties are distinct, but not entirely distinct, from any of the physical properties that constitute their supervenience bases. This is meant to help us reply to Kim by avoiding the causal exclusion principle: According to Dardis, the scenario in which the instantiation of a mental property and its physical supervenience basis both have a claim of causal relevance for some effect is not a scenario to which the causal exclusion principle applies. For there is a sense in which the mental property and its supervenience basis do not constitute entirely different causes, namely, the latter is a subset of the former. If this is correct, then Kim cannot run the supervenience argument to conclude that, unless the mental property is identified with its supervenience basis, it cannot be causally relevant to anything. We find this solution ingenious, but it hangs on the issue of whether mental properties include those properties on which they supervene. Let us suppose that, in the actual world, having c-fibers firing plays the causal role that we associate with being in pain. (It is typically caused by tissue damage, it typically causes one to scream ‘ouch!’ and so on.) Now, imagine a person having c-fibers firing in a possible world where having c-fibers firing does not play the causal role that we associate with being in pain. It seems that such a possible individual belongs to the set that corresponds to having c-fibers firing but, arguably, she does not belong to the set that corresponds to the property of being in pain. 

Dardis’s objection to Kim’s argument in chapter 8 leaves open the following line of response. Why is it too strong to require, in the causal exclusion principle, that a single event cannot have two distinct causes except in cases of overdetermination, whether they are entirely distinct or not? What Dardis needs to show to convince us that this would be too strong is that, in some cases, two properties that are not entirely distinct can both be causally relevant for some effect. We take it that this is the goal of chapter 9, where Dardis focuses on the particular case of mental properties and the physical properties on which they supervene. According to Dardis, mental properties and the physical properties on which they supervene can both be causally relevant for some effects because they can be both linked by laws of nature to properties of those effects at different levels. Unfortunately, the relevant sense of ‘level’ here is not sufficiently specified, and a traditional concern about supervenient causation arises: Are the putative causal relations that involve higher-order properties genuine causal relations, or are they causal relations in name only? As far as we can see, this traditional concern about the supervenient causation framework once endorsed by Kim still applies to Dardis’s proposal about causation at different levels.        
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