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Abstract

The paper takes 1ssue with a widely accepted view of mental causation
This 1s the view that mental causation 1s either reducible to physical cau
sation or ultimately untenable, because mcompatible with the causal com-
pleteness of physics The paper examines, first, why recent attempts to
save the phenomena of mental causation by way of the notion of super-
veruent causation fal The result of this exammation is the clam that
any attempted specification of the most basic causal factors which suppos-
edly underlie a causal transaction canmot account for the counterfactually
necessary connections with the effect in queston By contrast, the spec-
tfication of these factors at a higher-level would allow establishing such
connections The paper closes wnth a discussion of how this view of au-
tonomous higher-level causation grounded on counterfactual relations can
be made compatble unth the physicalistic commitment to a complete spec-
thicaton of the particular causes of any physical effect excluswely m phys-
1cal terms

1. Supervenience

Nonreductive matenahists in philosophy of mind have been looking
for a way to reconcile physicahistic commitments with a view of men-
tal properties as dependent on, but also essentially distinct from phys-
1cal properties The 1dea that a supervenience relation might hold
between physics (concetved of as the most basic science) and the
mentahstic discourse (taken as a “special science”) seemed to fill the
bill It was once a widely shared conviction that a suitably defined
notion of supervenience would make 1t possible for philosophers of
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mind to preserve thetr materialism while holding on to the “auton-
omy of psychology” as an irreducible account of the causal relations
connecting mental properties This consensus has been shattered 1n
the meantime by a number of powerful arguments—one of the most
promnent being the overdetermination argument (Kim 1989, 1993a
and 1993b)

The overdetermination argument challenges the very possibihity
of mental causation, 1e the objective relation that supervenience
was supposed to secure It seeks to show that given the causal effi-
cacy of physical properties, which everyone takes for granted, there
1s no causal role left for supervement properties to play The sug-
gestion 1s that, if mental properties merely supervene on physical
properties, 1t 1s unlikely that we will be able to find a proper place
for them in the causally structured world If the argument 1s cogent
and valid, no account of mental-to-physical causation 1s possible that
does not flout the materiahistic assumption of the causal complete-
ness of physics The conclusion s that physicalistic commitments to
mere dependence or supervenience relations have to be converted
mnto commitments to type-identities between mental properties and
physical properties

I will take 1ssue with this view My first main thesis 1s that the
overdetermmnation argument 1s not as conclusive as 1t seems The
crucial difficulties concerning mental causation, especially mental-
to-physical causation, so [ will argue further, find solution in a meta-
physical framework that draws on the notion of supervenience and
accepts the causal completeness of physics, upon providing an inde-
pendently justified mterpretation of the latter

2. Overdetermination

Moo— - M*

P— »P*
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Consider the case, where an mstantiation of a mental, supervenient
property M causes the mstantiation of another mental property M*
An 1llustration of this would be a mental phenomenon causing an-
other mental phenomenon As matenalists, supervenientists (as we
may call them) must assume that the appearance of supervenient
properties depends on the presence of appropriate basal conditions
So we have for the mental property M* a determming physical prop-
erty P* The counterfactual imphcation of M’s claim to beng a
cause of M* says that M* could not have been nstantiated, f M
had not been instantiated on this occasion The determination re-
lation between P* and M*, on the other hand, imphes that unless
P* were present on this occasion, M* could not have been instan-
tated These two conditions cannot be independent from another
A plausibly coherent description of the situation seems to be the
mstantiation of M causes the mstantiation of M* by causing the in-
stantiation of P* n the first place, the later instantiation determines
then the mnstantiation of M*

The first part of this description entails, of course, mental-to-
physical causation, a relation objectively connecting a higher-level
phenomenon (as the cause) to a lower-level phenomenon (as the ef-
fect) To thus the supervenientist 1s committed Under this line of
thought, the causal role of M m the process by which P* 1s brought
about cannot be entirely “preempted” by any physical property How-
ever, we do have good reasons to assume that the physical preempts
the mental These reasons are derived from the assumption of the
causal completeness of physics the mnstantiation of P* has as 1ts
cause a physical phenomenon Hence the purported distinctness of
supervenient causal powers results in the uncomfortable supposition
that physical phenomena underlying mental phenomena are system-
atically overdetermined The instantiation of P* has two distinct
causes, a physical cause and a mental one What causes discomfort 1s
the fact that the joint operation of two causes, each one being suffi-
cient to bring about the effect, should manifest itself not occasionally,
but whenever there 1s causation by mental properties

As massive overdetermination cannot be the rule, we are led to
the conclusion that 1t 1s ultimately m wirtue of some necessarily co-
mstantiated physical property P that the mstantiation of M causes
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the instantiation of P* (and, therefore, also the mstantiation of M*)
This means that all causal powers involved in the mstantiation of
physical properties turn out to be the ones associated to physical
properties But if the instantiation of the supervenient property M
(qua instantiation of M) has no independent causal power to bring
about an instantiation of the physical property P*, it 1s hard to un-
derstand how 1t could exert any influence on higher-level phenomena
as well no mental causation without mental-to-physical causation

If we use “property-causation” to refer to the relation by which
the mnstantiation of a property X causes an event of type Y m virtue of
being an mstantiation of X (and not i virtue of being an instance of
some other co-instantiated property Z), the main steps of the overde-
termination argument can be summarized as follows

(1) M property-causes M* [higher-level causation]
(u) The instantiation of P* determmes the mstantiation of M*
[supervenience]
(u1) M property-causes M* by property-causing P* [downward
causation]
(tv) The mnstantiation of P determmnes M [supervenience]
(v) P property-causes P* [causal completeness of physics]
(v1) The instantiation of P* 1s simultaneously caused by the mstan-
tiation of M and the instantiation of P {overdetermination]
(vn) Overdetermination cannot be the rule
(vi) M must be 1dentified with P, on pamn of bemng “epiphenome-
nal ”

The overdetermination argument generalizes It does not directly
concern mental properties It focuses instead on the relationship be-
tween higher-level properties in general—be they mental or not—
and those properties defiming their supervenience-base As the latter
can eventually supervene on more fundamental properties—super-
venience ts a transttive relation—we may assume that there 1s a last
level made up of absolutely basic properties on which all other prop-
erties ulumately depend Basic properties i this sense are conceived
of as properly physical properties to be identified by the future devel-
opment of fundamental physics Basic properties are also assumed to
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be the only properties connected by genume laws of nature, so that
the principle of causal completeness of physics applies to the physical
world as defined by those basic properties Macrophysical properties
as well as functional properties are of course nonbasic they super-
vene, as we may suppose, on the properties discoverable by future
physics Thus their claim as real causal factors 1s also challenged
by the overdetermination argument Specifically mental causation
15, therefore, not the main target of the argument The power of
any supervenient property, whether mental or macrophysical, to ex-
ert autonomous causal influence on basic phenomena 1s what 1s at
stake

3. Supervenient causation

It 15 of course underable that mental properties help explain physi-
cal or at least physically constituted phenomena And explanations
based on mental properties are causal It follows from this that any
plausible account of mental properties must give them at least prima
facie causal efficacy The normal way to square the attnbution of
causal explanatoriness to mental properties with the main thrust of
the overdetermination argument consists In making whole higher-
level causal relations dependent on the causal processes at the basic
level This account, of which there are many vanations, came to be
known under the title of supervenient causation

The supervenient causation account says that A superveniently
causes B 1if A supervenes on A’ and B supervenes on B’ and A’ causes
B’ According to a recent attempt to flesh out the idea of super-
ventent causation (Noordhof 1999), supervenient properties are ef-
ficacious because (1) the mnstantiation of one of theirr mimimal su-
pervenience-bases 1s a cause of an event of type E and (u) each
minimal supervenience-base 1s such that all its nstantiations would
cause events of type E mn some causal circumstances C I will skip
here the details of the exact defimtion of a mimimal supervemence-
base For the present purposes, 1t suffices to observe that minimal
supervenience-bases are sets of atomic physical properties Typically,
there will be more than one mimimal supervenience-base for any
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higher-level property F Thus 1s tantamount to saying that the prop-
erty F 1s multiply realizable For F to be causally efficacious n the
process by which another higher-level property G 1s mstantiated, two
conditions must be satisfied The first condition says that a mini-
mal supervenience-base of the instantiation of F causes a mintmal
supervenience-base of G in the given circumstance The second con-
dition states that “each mimimal supervenience-base of F 15 such
that all its instantiations would cause an mstantiation of one
of the minimal supervenience-bases of G, if they were in some
causal circumstances C—where C may vary for each instantiation of
F” (Noordhof 1999, p 307) This can be easly apphed to the psy-
chological case

4. Minimal activity?

It remains to be asked whether the supervenient causation account
also honor the requirement that causes are, in the actual circum-
stance, counterfactually necessary for their effects This 1s an impor-
tant requirement Indeed, causal claims imply certain counterfactual
Iinks Thus in stating that a certamn fact causally explains another
fact, we assume that the latter fact would not have obtained if the
former fact had not obtained In other words, the truth-conditions
of causal clamms mvolve counterfactual conditionals This means, in
a physicalist framework, that causal factors made up of instantiations
of physically basic properties must be shown to be causally sufficient
and counterfactually necessary for any effect that gets produced As
I will presently argue, this 1s the place where the supervenient causa-
tion account founders The closer to the supposedly basic factors 1t
gets, the less able 1t 1s to formulate counterfactually necessary condi-
tions for the effects in question

Consider the relatively simple case where we invoke the property
of being air 1n a causal explanation of the combustion of a match
This 1s an explanation of a macrophysical event by means of a macro-
physical property However, macrophysical properties share with
mental properties the status of not being physically basic They are,
SO we may suppose, supervenient properties whose causal contribu-
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tion to therr effects should be accounted for in terms of superve-
nient causation So we are justified m asking can we extract, even 1f
only in principle, the ultimate physical causal factors (“the physical
cause”) from this macrophysical cause?

Presumably, only part of the mstantiation of the property of be-
ing ar—an mstantiation of the property of being oxygen—is neces-
sary for the combustion to occur The property of being mtrogen,
for instance, whose instantiation s also part of the mstantiation of
the property of bemng air, seems to play no causal role i the events
leading to the combustion of the match The supervement causation
approach s intended to capture cases hke this The property of being
arr 1s not competing with the property of being oxygen to play the role
of the real physical cause of the combustion Rather, what we should
say here 1s that the property of being oxygen 1s the efficacious fac-
tor behind the supervenient cause n this case, namely, the presence
of air Thus 1s the first move we have to make 1f we intend to make
the distinction between higher-level causes and efficacy determining
causal factors coextensive with the distinction between supervenient
properties and absolutely basic properties

However, the same reasoning that leads to the attribution of caus-
al 1dleness to part of the property of being air can be repeated if we
start with the more bastc property of being oxygen After all, not all
the oxygen present may be strictly necessary for the combustion to
occur Presumably, part of the oxygen can be discounted as causally
superfluous 1n the process by which the combustion 1s brought about
What we must recognize here 1s that being oxygen 1s one of those
properties that admit a certamn degree of variation m therr “parame-
ters”—in our case, the volume of oxygen available—without preju-
dice of their role as realizers of higher-level causes But then a defimite
value of the relevant parameter of the property of being oxygen will
be typically present 1n a given case in which the presence of oxygen
1s causally responsible for the combustion Let us assume that a vol-
ume X of oxygen 1s present n the actual circumstance Then “hav-
ing a volume X of oxygen” could be tentatively seen as the ultimate
working component behind the cause described at a higher-level by
“presence of arr” “Having a volume X of oxygen” really looks like a
bona fide physical property that could be causally responsible, at bot-
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tom, for the effects attributable, on a higher-level, to oxygen and, on
an even higher-level, to air However, the mstantiation of “having a
volume X of oxygen” can hardly be seen as counterfactually neces-
sary for its effects A lesser quantity Y could also do the causal job at
hand, provided Y 1s greater than some cnitical value of the relevant
parameter of the property of being oxygen Thus, we face a problem
which of the properties “having a volume X of oxygen,” “having a
volume Y of oxygen,” “having a volume of oxygen,” 1s counter-
factually necessary for the effect in question? Any mstantiation of
these properties can realize the higher-level cause But since none of
them 1s counterfactually linked 1n the night way to the effect, none
of them can be seen as an ultimately efficacy determining property in
the physicahst’s sense

Now, if the actual value of the parameter volume cannot be seen
as the ulimate working property behind the presence of air, maybe
the actual value of the relevant parameter bemg greater than a defirute
cntical value can Or so we may think This point of view has the
advantage of avoiding the potential multiphicity of causally responsi-
ble conditions It would allow for the formulation of one satisfactory
counterfactual link After all, so 1t could be argued, having at least as
much oxygen as the critical value strictly necessary for the combus-
tion 1s 1tself a strictly counterfactually necessary condition for causing
the combustion in the given circumstance

Thus 1s surely nght But 1t 1s not what the physicahist needs The
problem with any property characterizable by reference to a threshold
or a cntical value 1s that 1t 1s not physical in the physicahist’s sense
We may assume that there 1s a physical matter of fact as to the ob-
jective, umque value of the threshold But a condition expressed by
“having at least as much as the cntical value strictly necessary for
the combustion” can be fulfilled by mstantiations of many properties
that eo ipso have to be considered more basic “Having a volume X
of oxygen greater than the cntical value” designates a whole family
of properties each of which can realize the property mnvoked in the
spectfication of the threshold condition These considerations all go
to support the conclusion that counterfactually necessary conditions
can only be established by reference to a nonbasic property that su-
perveruently unifies physically basic properties
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5. Causal completeness revisited

The argument so far explored the connection between causal efficacy
and counterfactual relevance Accordingly, counterfactual relevance
of a property 1s taken to be a necessary condition for 1ts efficacy 1if
P 1s efficacious 1n the actual circumstance, then it 1s counterfactually
necessary for the effect in question that P 1s instantiated What the
argument so far shows 1s that if the mstantiation of a property defin-
ing a threshold condition should be counted as a cause of an event
of type E, then this cause 1s ureducibly nonbasic, that 1s, nonphysical
by the standards of physicalism

Thus result seems to be a straight derual of the causal complete-
ness of physics It should be clear, however, that the result depends
on the constderation of the presence of enough oxygen as a cause
of the combustion of the match On the face of 1it, the presence of
oxygen 1s a standing state that contributes to the occurrence of the
event-effect by playing the role of an enabling condition for the op-
eration of a triggering event-cause like the striking of a match The
relevant question at this juncture 1s whether, by considering the pres-
ence of enough oxygen a cause of combustion, the argument so far
unyustifiably and unnecessarily assimlates the role played by causal
conditions (states) to the role played by events in the causation of
further events

As a matter of fact, accounts of causation offered by philosophers
of mind do not usually distinguish between events and standing states
(cf Steward 1997) They regard events and states alike as particular
entities, as causal antecedents which interact on the same footing to
bring about a certain effect This means that enabling conditions and
particular occurrences (“concrete individuals”) are usually treated as
homogeneous factors combining mn the causal chain leading to an
effect Indeed, state-like conditions and particular occurrences are
treated as partial causes that together necessitate the event-effect

The argument developed m the preceding section follows this
common practice i philosophy of mind It takes the standing n-
stantiation of a property (the property of being enough oxygen) to
be the cause of an event of type E The immediate consequence of
showing that this cause 1s irreducibly nonphysical (in the physical-
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1st’s sense) 1s the demal of the causal completeness of physics This
1s a hugh price to pay for claiming autonomy for any special science
having to do with supervenient properties

There 1s, however, an alternative way to this view, an alterna-
tive that could preserve the maimn pomt of the argument while still
keeping to the causal completeness of physics It starts with the cat-
egonal distinction between events and states, the case for which has
been forcefully made by Helen Steward (cf specially Steward 1997,
chapter 7) Accordingly, 1t 1s not wrong to msist that a particular
event-cause must combine with an independent standing condition
to gwve nise to effects What 1s wrong, or at least misleading, 1s the
1dea that thus 1s a case of partual causes combining 1n the production
of an event-effect Consider again the example of a match being
hghted For the striking of the match to trigger the desired effect a
necessary condition must be satisfied-—there must be enough oxygen
around In all nomologically possible worlds in which this condition
1s not satisfied the particular event-cause 1s not followed by the hght-
ning of the match It 1s misleading to concewve of what 1s lacking in
these worlds as another partial cause, as this may suggest the absence
of another particular beyond the triggering factor referred to by “the
stniking of the match ” Clearly, what has to be given in the actual sit-
uation for the particular event-cause in question to bring about the
hghtning of the match s not a particular entity (which can be repre-
sented by a singular term), but a fact (which has to be represented by
a sentence)

The crucial point 1s that being a kind of fact, a standing state
bears a relation to the effect 1t helps to produce which 1s very differ-
ent from the relation connecting an event-cause (a particular) and
an event-effect (another particular) In Steward’s terminology, the
first relation 1s “the relation of causal relevance ” Its expression 1s
a “sentential causal claim ” The second 1s “the relation of causing,”
whach 1s expressed by a “singular causal claim ”

If we now take this into account 1n the interpretation of the ar-
gument developed in the previous section, we arrive at a new result
concerning the compatibility of autonomous causation at the higher-
level and the physicalistic commitment to a complete specification of
the causes of any effect exclusively in physical terms The remarks in
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the previous section draw on the connection between the causal ef-
ficacy of properties defining standing conditions for causal processes,
on the one hand, and the possibility of estabhshing counterfactu-
ally necessary connections between these properties and the effect in
question, on the other hand In other words, counterfactual signif-
icance of a property 1s used as a test of the existence of a “relation
of causal relevance ” Some supervenient properties like “presence of
enough oxygen” pass the test, while the corresponding physically ba-
sic properties in their minimal supervenience-bases do not pass the
test Thus some states can be causally related to physical effects (via
counterfactual links) without being themselves physical (in the phys-
1calist’s sense)

The existence of a relation of causal relevance connecting non-
physical states—which are ontologically kinds of facts, not particu-
lars—wath effects imphes nothing at all about the possibihity of de-
scribing the cotresponding “relations of causing” exclusively n phys-
ical terms From the point of view of causal relevance of facts or
conditions, it 1s entirely open whether we are able to designate the
particulars involved 1n a causal process in physical terms alone In
other words, “sentential causal claims,” as expressions of relations of
causal relevance, cannot dictate the form of singular terms in “singu-
lar causal claims,” which express relations of causing between partic-
ularevents In particular, no assertion of a counterfactually grounded
relation between an irreducibly nonphysical causal condition and
an effect can show the futility of a purported translation of causal
claims relating to particular events mnto the language of fundamental
physics For all we know, this translation may succeed We have only
to keep mn muind that thus sort of translation does not represent the
vindication of reductive physicalism

We now have the means to formulate the principle of the causal
completeness of physics 1n such a way that 1t 1s not contradicted by
the mamn argument of the previous section The principle says that,
for any particular event whatsoever, the chamn of previous events
connected to 1t by the relation of causing contains only particulars
which can be completely designated by physical terms alone That
these particulars have sometimes to combine with nonphysical facts
or conditions to bring about effects does nothing to change their sta-
tus as physical entities
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