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Understanding mental life has been a key philosophical issue since ancient times, and the body/ mind problem has occupied centre stage throughout the history of philosophy. Can it be solved? In the form inherited to us today, the problem came about in the aftermath of the17th century scientific revolution. Descartes gave an epistemological grounding to the methodological scheme of natural science, by establishing a sharp dichotomy between the natural domain, as it becomes accessible to causal mechanistic explanation, characterized by quantification and mathematical certainty, and that which could not be so fitted (i.e. the mental), and is thus placed in an ontologically distinct, duplicated, “inner space”, transparent to the thinking subject. This radical dualism between the natural, characterized by extension, and the mental, being capable of thought and experience, which is neither extensible nor divisible, invokes a mechanistic metaphysics of the natural, which has bestowed us with a number irresolvable antinomies. Modern materialism or physicalism is a reaction to the Cartesian picture, which aims at rectifying the deficiencies of dualism by uncritically adopting a reductive strategy. Psycho-physical reduction is a programmatic methodological thesis which purports to combine a rapidly growing scientific explanation of the brain with a naturalistic metaphysics of the mind. The latter approaches nature in ways which perpetuate the mind/body dichotomy and fail to accommodate the mind in nature without distorting its character (transforming it to something else). Naturalism faces difficulties in accommodating the categories through which human thinking and acting in the world become intelligible. 
The aim of the presentation is twofold: on the one hand, to identify the deficiencies of contemporary reductive naturalistic as well as dualist methodologies, by bringing out their implicit common metaphysics of nature; on the other hand, to reorient our understanding of the mental by offering an interpretative scheme which takes psychological explanation to be non-derivative and in which the social constitution of the mind is given central weight. The intentional domain (the “space of meaning”) is self-subsisting: One cannot give characterizations of meaning in meaning-free terms. The mind is embodied and embedded in symbolic practices of the thinking, acting and speaking subjects. This imposes conceptual limits to any attempt at a subject’s “self-objectification” (be it physicalistic, behaviouristic, functionalistic, or what may). The latter rests on a confusion bestowed by the Cartesian dichotomy between mind and matter. Neither conceptual nor empirical reductions of the mental can work, as they fall short of the social constitution of the mind and its activities. 

Mental phenomena does not have a “mentalist” ontology, but develop within interpersonal relationships, and can be made accessible from within the perspective of participants. Thus, accounts of persons and their thoughts and practices cannot be translated into a physicalist or behaviourist/functionalist vocabulary (from a third-person perspective) without loss of meaning. Thinking, speaking and acting subjects are intentionally oriented towards the world, communicate via propositional contents, and are responsive to standards of validity (correctness and incorrectness conditions) within inter-subjective practices. No explanation that falls short of the mind’s embodiment and embeddedness can offer a coherent, let alone adequate, account of human mental life.
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