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Introduction 

When I want to comfort my young child, my limbs move so as to pick him up.  When the actor 

hears his cue, he enters the stage. When you feel thirsty, you reach for the glass of water.  These 

are common, everyday episodes. And we generally find it quite natural to say more.  My desire 

to comfort my child doesn’t merely correlate with (or precede, as the case may be) my lifting my 

child.  Rather, I lift him because I wish to comfort him.  And the “because” is naturally read 

causally in this context, so that it is correct to say that my desire to comfort him is part of a 

causal nexus that issues in my limbs moving as they do.   

What’s more, some philosophers have argued that it is in virtue of being causal that 

mental items like beliefs, desires, intentions, and the like explain or rationalize the actions we 

perform (Davidson 1963/2001). After all, such mental items seem particularly well-suited to 

serve as reasons for action (Kim 1998). As Davidson puts it, “A reason rationalizes an action 

only if it leads us to see something the agent saw, or thought he saw, in his action.” (Davidson 

1962/2001). And since humans don’t generally act wantonly, but for reasons, an account of 

human action according to which an agent’s mental states or events both cause and make 

understandable her action renders a picture of the human person that squares nicely with the 

view we have of ourselves as rational participants in the world. 

Something like a Davidsonian view about the nature of action and action explanation 

remains the received view in action theory today.  But, as one might expect, the view has its 

detractors and several alternative theories are available.  Some of these agree that action requires 
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a causal account, though they disagree about what does the causing (e.g., O’Connor 2002; Clarke 

2003; Steward 2012) while others deny that we ought to think about action in causal terms at all 

(Ginet 1990, McCann 1998, Sehon 2005). Regardless of the view one selects, it is generally 

agreed that any account of action and action explanation must account for the very intuitive idea 

that what I want, or what I believe, or what I intend explains what I do.  And a Davidsonian-style 

view offers a straightforward account: The reason (i.e., mental state) that causes my action is the 

reason (mental state) that explains it. 

Now, it may be that some of our actions are voluntary and others are not.  Whether an act 

is voluntary turns, according to some thinkers, on its being caused in some specified way – 

typically, that its coming about is the result of a causal process that is indeterministic (i.e., 

probabilistic/statistical) (Kane 1996).  For others, it depends on the action’s issuing from powers 

of the agent herself (O’Connor 2002, Clarke 2003, Steward 2012) And for still others, it comes 

down to a question about the source of the action (Timpe 2008).  And there are of course those 

who think the relevant consideration concerns not the nature of the causation at all, but some 

other factor – e.g., that the agent has certain higher-order desires pertaining to her first-order 

ones (Frankfurt 1969).  Other chapters in this volume attend to such matters in detail.  What is of 

interest for our present purposes is that all such views take for granted that the behaviors which 

count as voluntary are those that properly count as actions.  And if actions are those behaviors 

which at least seem to issue from mental states, then lurking in the background of all such 

discussions is a question about how and whether the mental is causally efficacious in the way 

we’re apt to suppose.   

 

The Mental and the Physical 
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Our present discussion owes much to one that took place in the seventeenth century between 

René Descartes and his critics. Descartes characterized human persons as entities composed of 

both an immaterial substance – a mind – and a material substance, or a body. The mind, on 

Descartes’ view, is that in which the various mental states or properties reside, whether they be 

thoughts, desires, beliefs, sensations, perceptions, feelings, and is itself the subject of experience. 

Importantly, for Descartes, the mind and the body causally interact so that it is your being thirsty 

that causes you to reach for your water glass and it is the tissue damage caused by my 

accidentally placing my hand on the hot grill that then produces a sensation of pain in me. For 

Descartes, there is both mental-to-physical causation (as when a person acts for a reason) and 

physical-to-mental causation (as in the case where tissue damage produces pain), as well as, we 

can imagine, mental-to-mental causation (as when my seeing a shadowy figure approaching me 

produces fear in me).   

Descartes’ commitment to causal interaction between the mental and the physical gave 

rise to the now famous “mind-body problem.” It began with a simple question posed by one of 

Descartes’ critics, Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia, who asks Descartes to tell her “how the soul of 

a human being (it being only a thinking substance) can determine the bodily spirits, in order to 

bring about voluntary actions.” (Shapiro 2007: 62) What Elisabeth seems to be pointing to is the 

inadequacy of the sort of mechanistic view of causation that (it would have been thought at the 

time) appears to account fairly well for physical-to-physical causation to account for mental-to-

physical causation. And she wonders whether Descartes can offer an alternative given that he 

countenances mind-body causal interaction.  As it turns out, Descartes cannot, and the mind-

body problem has come to plague the sort of dualism Descartes defended ever since. 
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 Now, just what “problem” the mind-body problem exposes for substance dualism 

remains a topic of dispute among philosophers. In particular, philosophers disagree about 

whether it reveals a deep incoherence in the very notion of mind-body causal interaction. But 

there’s no question that substance dualism has fallen out of favor in philosophical circles. Indeed, 

most philosophers today hold some version of physicalism, the view that human persons are 

physical entities not composed (even in part) of an immaterial soul. While the mind-body 

problem has undoubtedly played some role in this, the arguments for physcialism are typically 

mounted on empirical grounds, or, in any case, the view is generally advanced as a contingent 

thesis about what entities like you and me happen to be like.  But with the move to physicalism, 

the challenge of mental causation has not disappeared.  In fact, the physicalist faces her own set 

of challenges here. It is to these that I now turn.  

 

Threats to Mental Causation 

The loss of mental causation is far from inconsequential. As Jerry Fodor has famously, and 

rather theatrically, put it,  

 

…if it isn’t literally true that my wanting is causally responsible for my reaching, and my  

itching is causally responsible for my scratching, and my believing is causally  

responsible for my saying…, if none of that is literally true, then practically everything I  

believe about anything is false and it’s the end of the world. (Fodor 1992: 156)  

 

 

Let’s return to the case where my desire to comfort my child causes me to move my body so as 

to lift him. If physicalism is true, then this scenario does not imply mind-body interaction since 

there is no mind – i.e., no mental substance.  But beliefs and their ilk are something.  They are, 

perhaps, properties of the physical organism which is the person, or perhaps slightly more 

innocuously, they are events occurring in that organism, or states of the physical organism.  How 



5 
 

exactly such mental events relate to other physical events of the same organism – particularly 

those with which they appear to correlate – is an important question (an answer would constitute 

a theory of the mental).  But insofar as the physicalist wants to tell the familiar story about thirst 

causing water-glass-reachings and headaches causing aspirin-takings, she must grant (or so it 

would seem at first blush) that mental states have causal efficacy - that they are capable of 

bringing about further physical states.  However, problems arise when we discover that other 

assumptions and doctrines that demand our respect appear to present obstacles to mental 

causation. 

1. Anomalous Monism 

One such doctrine concerns what Davidson has called the “nomological character of causality.” 

A widely accepted way of linking laws and causation is this: Causally connected events must 

instantiate, or be subsumed under, a law.  If heating a liquid causes the molecules to speed up, 

there must be a general law connecting events of the first type and events of the second type. 

That is, there must be a law stating that the heating of a liquid is generally followed by an 

increase in the speed of the molecules. For Davidson, laws capable of supporting the causal 

relation must be “strict” laws. According to the standard understanding, strict laws are (i) 

exceptionless, (ii) not hedged by a ceteris paribus clause, and (iii) part of a closed and 

comprehensive system of laws over a certain domain.  On Davidson’s view, there are strict laws 

only in fundamental physics.  Indeed, according to his mental anomalism, there are no strict laws 

about mental phenomena. (Davidson 1970, 1973, 1974. All appear in Davidson 2001). That’s 

because any given mental intentional state (Davidson restricts his anomalous monism to 

intentional states – beliefs, desires, etc.) is actually a physical state or event which falls under a 

mental kind.  In Davidson’s words, “every mental event that is causally related to a physical 
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event is a physical event.” (Davidson 1970: 224)  Now, a given state’s falling under a mental 

kind does not preclude its also falling under a physical kind. And this is where we see the feature 

of the view that qualifies it as monism: all intentional states are actually physical states. So, while 

there are no psychophysical strict laws, there are strict laws at the level of the physics.  

In “Actions, Reasons, and Causes” he says, 

 

 The laws whose existence is required if reasons are causes of actions do not, we 

may be sure, deal in the concepts in which rationalizations must deal.  If the  

causes of a class of events (actions) fall in a certain class (reasons) and there is a  

law to back each singular causal statement, it does not follow that there is any law  

connecting events classified as reasons with events classified as actions—the  

 classifications may even be neurological, chemical, or physical. (Davidson 2001: 17) 

 

 

Davidson’s suggestion is that the correct place to look for the laws which underpin rational 

causation is not at the psychological level, but instead at the biological/physical (or perhaps 

ultimately, the microphysical) level.  The result is that an attitude (e.g. belief or desire) never 

causes behavior because it is a token of some attitude type.  Rather, it causes behavior because it 

is (also) a token of a physical type.   

 While Davidson takes himself to have preserved mental causation, critics have noted that 

Davidson’s anomalous monism gives rise to epiphenomenalism – the view that the mental is 

causally inefficacious. (Kim 2006; McLaughlin 1989)  In Davidson’s case, the mental events 

don’t cause anything in virtue of being mental.  Rather, their causal efficacy is entirely owing to 

their falling under a physical kind.  The upshot is that there appears to be no mental causation per 

se. 

2. The Exclusion Argument 
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A second doctrine concerns the causal closure of the physical domain (“closure principle,” for 

short). 

 

 Closure Principle: If a physical event has a cause at time t, it has a sufficient physical  

    cause at t. 

 

 

In searching for causes of physical events, we never need venture beyond the realm of the 

physical. As Kim puts it, “the physical domain is causally, and hence explanatorily, self-

sufficient and self-contained.” (Kim 2006: 195) Suppose, as our familiar story about action 

implies, that a mental event, m, causes a physical event, p. (Note that the causal arrow is here at a 

diagonal, rather than straight from left to right, to indicate what is often referred to as “downward 

causation,” meaning that the causation moves from the higher, mental level to the lower, 

physical level. The levels will become important when we talk about the physicalist’s 

commitment to the dependence of the mental on the physical a bit later.) 

 

   m   

p  

 

The closure principle claims that there must also be a physical cause of p – an event, p*. 

 

 

   m 

   

p* p 

 

 

 

This gives rise to the following dilemma (fashioned after Kim’s formulation in 2006: 196), 

where “=” means “is identical to”: 

 

1. Either m = p* or p has two distinct causes, m and p* (i.e. p is causally overdetermined). 
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2. If m = p*, then there is no mental causation (since what we supposed to be mental-to-

physical causation is actually physical-to-physical causation). 

3. If p has two distinct causes, m and p*, then there is widespread overdetermination (since 

every instance of mental-to-physical causation will be overdetermined). 

4. So, either there is no mental causation, or p is overdetermined. 

 

Embracing the first horn of the dilemma renders mental states epiphenomenal, or causally inert 

and undercuts the familiar account of action with which we began.  As regards the second horn, 

genuine cases of overdetermination occur when two independent causal chains converge at a 

single effect as when a house fire is caused by a short circuit and a lightning strike 

simultaneously, or when two bullets hit a person at the same time, either of which would have 

been sufficient to kill him. We can allow for some causal overdetermination, but some 

philosophers have thought it becomes problematic if we suppose it to be widespread. (Kim 

2005). Others disagree (Bennett 2003, 2008; Sider 2003), but we’ll come back to this in the next 

section.  In any case, if every case of mental-to-physical causation involves (at least) two 

sufficient causes, then every case in which I act will be a case of overdetermination.  Now 

multiply this by all actions performed by persons at any time in history and the 

overdetermination will be very widespread indeed! 

Impalement by the second horn is actually worse than just stated. For by the closure 

principle, p* is itself sufficient to produce p. It would have brought about p even if m had not 

occurred. And according to Kim, this significantly weakens the status of m as a cause of p.  

Indeed, Kim offers the following principle of causal exclusion: 

 

 Exclusion Principle: No event can have two or more sufficient causes, all occurring at  

    the same time, unless it is a genuine case of overdetermination. 
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To vindicate m as a genuine cause of p, m should be able to bring about p without there being a 

synchronous p*.  But on any version of physicalism, every mental event has a physical causal 

partner (or correlate) that would have brought about the effect, even if m had not. 

Kim takes the lesson of the exclusion argument to be that insofar as we wish to preserve 

mental causation, we must reduce m to p*.  The familiar story about agency can be maintained 

with the proviso that it is not my belief/desire pair or intention, but the respective state’s physical 

substrate (or realizer, if you prefer) which causes the bodily movement that constitutes my 

action.  Actions therefore involve physical causal sequences through and through.  Now, one can 

do this in a number of ways. Perhaps, for example, a belief’s functional role is reducible to 

causal processes in the subject’s brain.  Or perhaps, minimally, every token m is identical with 

some token p, or else m types are identical with p types.  The upshot of these moves is to deny 

that the mental is something over and above the physical.  And, accordingly, there is no 

distinctively mental causation, at least of the sort we’d originally imagined. 

 

Replies to the Exclusion Argument 

There is a vast and ever-growing body of literature pertaining to the exclusion argument and 

proposed replies to it.  While there is no way to do it justice here, in what follows I will sketch 

some of the key moves, particularly as they’ve played out over the past two decades. 

  While Kim offers the closure principle as a commitment of all physicalists (indeed, the 

argument’s force is undoubtedly owing to the fact that, overwhelmingly, nonreductive 

physicalists – at whom the argument takes aim – accept it), one kind of reply to the exclusion 

argument is to deny the closure principle. Lynne Rudder Baker (1993), for example, does so on 
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the grounds that there are circumstances in which we ought to prioritize commonsense 

explanations over metaphysical principles. She says, 

 

My suggestion is to take as our philosophical starting-point, not a metaphysical doctrine 

about the nature of causation or of reality, but a range of explanations that have been 

found worthy of acceptance…Construing explanations as answers to ‘why’ questions, 

with perhaps some constraints on what counts as an adequate answer, my proposal is to 

begin with explanations that earn their keep, rather than with the metaphysics, which 

seems to me a freeloader that just interferes with real work.” (Baker 1993: 92-93) 

 

 

 Notice that Baker does not provide reason for thinking that the closure principle is false other 

than that it conflicts with certain explanations we’re apt to offer.  But, as happens time and time 

again, philosophical inquiry can reveal that what we’re inclined to say – and certainly what we 

do say as a matter of ordinary discourse - on a broad range of topics can turn out to be strictly-

speaking false (or just plain old false). But even more importantly, a denial of the closure 

principle will lead to property dualism at which point a version of the old mind-body problem 

resurfaces.  Interestingly, contrary to Cartesian approaches, some contemporary dualists are 

formulating theories that are themselves friendly to the closure principle. (e.g., Chalmers 1996)  

Regardless of these developments, however, the problem of mental causation, as we’re 

construing it, is a distinctive problem for the physicalist.  And even if she does not reduce mental 

states to physical states, the physicalist posits that beyond merely correlating, the mental and the 

physical are intimately related in the sense that the former is dependent on the latter. 

One way to unpack this dependence is in terms of supervenience. There are many 

versions of supervenience on offer, but for our purposes it will do to express the idea in terms of 

the well-known maxim, “no mental difference without a physical difference.”  In other words, if 

x and y are in every way alike physically, then they are in every way alike mentally. Importantly, 

the sort of dependence envisaged here is asymmetric (the mental is dependent on the physical, 
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but the physical is not so dependent on the mental). It is in part because of this dependence 

relation that the exclusion argument gets off the ground. For physicalists of all stripes seem 

committed to their being a subvenient physical base for every mental state.  And it is the causal 

candidacy of the item (or process) occupying the subvenient base that threatens the causal role of 

the mental. 

 Some philosophers maintain the irreducibility of the mental while nevertheless 

characterizing their causal contribution in a way that weds that contribution very tightly to the 

corresponding physical causal story. For example, on Shoemaker’s nonreductive view, mental 

properties are not identical to physical properties, but are realized by physical properties. 

(Shoemaker 2001, 2007). One way to characterize Shoemaker’s notion of realization is this: “Q 

is a realizer of P just in case P’s causal powers are a subset of Q’s.” (Kim 2010: 105) If mental 

causal powers are a subset of physical causal powers, it would seem that mental causal powers 

just are physical causal powers. What’s more, Shoemaker claims that events are individuated on 

the basis of their causal powers and this has led some to reply that Shoemaker’s view bears a 

striking resemblance to type physicalism (according to which mental properties are physical 

properties) and, far from preserving a distinct causal role for irreducible mental items, 

Shoemaker’s strategy is a reductionist one. (Kim 2010, Ney 2010) 

While nonreductive physicalists deny the identity of the mental and the physical, they 

nevertheless see the two as enjoying a tight relationship such that the mental and physical are not 

exactly distinct (in the sense of being wholly independent), either. This consideration may itself 

suggest a third response to the Exclusion Argument.  Recall that the exclusion principle rules out 

two or more sufficient causes of a single effect e except for cases in which e is overdetermined.  

The sorts of overdetermination cases we considered – a house fire being simultaneously brought 
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about by both a short circuit and a lightning strike – are instances of “strong overdetermination.” 

(Bennett 2003).  But, it is argued, there is a disanalogy between these cases of overdetermination 

and the case in which m and p* overdetermine p.  Because of the tight relationship between m 

and p*, their overdetermining p is neither surprising nor coincidental, and not problematic in any 

other way.  

In the case where the house fire is genuinely overdetermined by the short circuit and the 

lightning strike, the following two conditionals are true: 

A. If the short circuit had occurred without the lightning strike, the house fire would still 

have occurred. 

B. If the lightning strike had occurred without the short circuit, the house fire would still 

have occurred. 

Because A and B are true, the house fire is overdetermined (in the strong sense).  But now 

consider the case where m and p* are each sufficient causes of p.  The relevant counterfactuals 

are: 

C. If m had occurred without p*, p would still have occurred. 

D. If p* had occurred without m, p would still have occurred. 

One way to understand Bennett’s proposal is to focus on D and note that because of the 

relationship between p* and m, D is false. Of course, in the actual world p* occurs with m. But 

this is a contingent fact (as the multiple realizability of the mental suggests).  There are worlds in 

which p* occurs without m.  The question is whether p* would bring about p in such worlds. 

Bennett says “although there are worlds in which [p*] occurs without m, they are different 

enough from the actual world that we have little or no reason to think that [p] would occur 
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there.” (Bennett 2003:487) To use Bennett’s example, a world in which my neural activity 

occurs in a petri dish is not a world in which we would expect it to cause, say, my moving my 

left foot. So while p* is a sufficient cause of p (closure principle), p*’s causing of p is not 

entirely without contribution from m since the conditions necessary for p*’s causing p are 

precisely the conditions which underpin the relationship between p* and m.  In a world in which 

p* occurs without m, these conditions do not hold and p would not, or in any case, might not, 

cause p. All of this suggests, Bennett thinks, that D is false. And because D is false, the 

mental/physical case does not turn out to be a case of strong overdetermination.  It may still 

involve overdetermination of some kind – a “weak” variety – but such overdetermination is 

innocuous and can be accepted without pain of positing widespread overdetermination of a 

problematic sort.   

 The move here is unquestionably an interesting, and arguably viable, one.  But it’s 

important to note that, as Bennett herself acknowledges (Bennett 2003: 490-491), the distinction 

between problematic and unproblematic overdetermination may undermine the claim that each 

of m and p* are causally sufficient for p. In particular, it’s not clear that Bennett’s line of 

argumentation can be applied to C in such a way as to render m causally sufficient for p and 

thereby defend genuine mental causation.    

 Finally, some philosophers have noted that the exclusion argument presupposes a “thick” 

conception of causation according to which causation is production or generation.  On this view, 

causes are “oomphy.”  But other “thinner” conceptions of causation are available (e.g., regularity 

or counterfactual accounts).  Kim certainly appreciates that “causation as generation, or effective 

production and determination, is in many ways a stronger relation than mere counterfactual 

dependence.” But he insists that “it is causation in this [first] sense that is fundamentally 
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involved in the problem of mental causation.” (Kim 2005:18)  Now, it is only when causes are 

thought to contribute something (in the sense of energy transfer or flow, say) that a supposed 

contribution on the part of an irreducible mental state constitutes a violation of the closure 

principle, since such an occurrence would imply that the physical cause is not sufficient and the 

physical causal story is thereby incomplete.   

 This paves the way for a fourth reply to the exclusion argument. Perhaps the causal role 

of the mental can be redescribed in a way that does not involve production or generation, but 

something weaker.  In doing so, m will no longer compete with p* as a sufficient cause of p and 

exclusion will be averted. (Van Gulick 1993; Loewer 2002; Sider 2003). Let’s consider a recent 

version of this strategy.  Christian List and Peter Menzies have argued that if we understand 

causation as “difference-making” (a conception shared by multiple accounts of causation, 

including counterfactual, interventionist and contrastive accounts), Kim’s formulation of the 

exclusion principle turns out to be false. (List and Menzies 2009).   

The argument is this. As is now familiar enough, given the closure and exclusion 

principles, p* rules out m as a cause of p.  But, List and Menzies point out, although m 

supervenes on p*, it might instead have supervened on some other neural structure, say, p**.  By 

analogy, consider the case of a pigeon that is trained to peck always and only at red objects. 

(Yablo 1992)  Every time the pigeon is presented with red objects, it pecks at them.  Now let’s 

suppose that the pigeon is presented with an object that is crimson and, unsurprisingly, it pecks at 

it.  Which of the following caused the pigeon to peck at the crimson object: the fact that the 

object is red or the fact that it is crimson?  According to List and Menzies, by the exclusion 

principle, we would need to say that because being crimson is causally sufficient for being 

pecked at (and notice, too, that being red supervenes on being crimson), the redness of the object 



15 
 

is not a cause of the pecking.  However, this seems wrong.  So, perhaps our original assessment – 

that the causal sufficiency of p* rules out m as a cause – was wrong as well.  Indeed, List and 

Menzies find it an unpalatable result that p* is credited as being causal (thereby excluding m), 

when it is m – and not p* - that makes the difference for p. 

 Now, on List and Menzies’ view, “making a difference” is given a counterfactual 

analysis. And while the details of the view are nuanced and deserving of careful evaluation, there 

are a couple of things to be said about the general move they’re making, particularly as regards 

its viability as a reply to the exclusion argument. First, it’s not clear that difference-making can 

simply replace production or generation in characterizing the contribution of the mental.  If 

theories like difference-making and other counterfactual analyses have as their explanatory target 

typical causal attributions whereas production accounts aim at a description of how causation in 

fact happens in the world (as Ney suggests in, e.g., 2012), then moving to a difference-making 

account to avoid exclusion amounts to changing the subject.  Consider the way in which List and 

Menzies argue that difference-making is indeed a causal notion.  They list four reasons for this 

conclusion: (1) difference-making “is often used as the central motivating idea behind various 

theories of causation,” (2) the epistemology of causation is “closely tied to establishing 

properties as difference-makers for other properties,” (3) causal relevance or difference-making 

“plays a central role in theories of causal explanation,” and (4) the difference-making account on 

offer “stands in stark contrast to the opacity of the notion of productive or generative causation.” 

(List and Menzies 2009: 485)  This set of reasons is revealing.  It suggest that the target of the 

difference-making view is to track causal attributions.  After all, difference-making as a 

motivation for causal accounts, its relevance to epistemological considerations and explanation 

all point to difference-making as an approach to tracking such attributions. Whether the 
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difference-making view achieves clarity that the production view lacks, as (4) suggests, is a topic 

for another occasion.  But if our interest in mental causation is to figure out, as Ney (2012: 242) 

puts it, “whether irreducible mental states have what it takes to participate in genuine causal 

relations,” then it may be that we cannot dispense of causation in the thick sense. 

 Second, recall that our central motivation for defending mental causation – the reason we 

care about mental causation in the first place – is that we wish to preserve agency.  Agents are 

difference-makers, no doubt, but it’s far from obvious that difference-making alone – in the 

List/Menzies sense - will suffice to underpin a view of ourselves as actors in the world; being, as 

we are, the sorts of things capable of bringing about results in a natural environment and as 

creatures capable, if you will, of influencing, even producing portions of the world. In recent 

years, philosophers have shown an increased interest in understanding the nature of the causation 

involved in mental causation and, correspondingly, in action. There is no doubt that this will give 

rise to a rich and illuminating discussion moving forward. 
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