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aBstract

and then examine the so-called causal closure argument focusing on some
mend.
causation, causal closure

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

1. Introduction
se, intentional psychology, and most of the human and social sciences assume
the existence of mental causation. Let us consider, for example, the explana†
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both a behavioural and a physical explanation (the body movements are cau-

Naturalistically-oriented reading of contemporary (sub-personal) science
of the mind may cast doubts, and sometimes it really does, on the explicative
tal states: if mental properties can be reduced to physical (neural) properties,

of causal closure – and a different mental cause, contradicting the non-overdetermination principle.
And yet, if mental states are not reducible to physical states after all – as
good explanation of behaviour should mention true causes, and the presence
of physical explanations may prevent mental explanation from referring to true

As Fodor says in the passage quoted at the outset, practically everything that

touched upon. In particular section 2 offers some ideas on the relationship be-

2. From Causality to Explanation?
2.1 Explanation as Prior to Metaphysics? A First Statement
The problem of mental causation originates from the difficulty of reconciling in
a coherent picture some metaphysical assumptions entrenched in contemporary
naturalism (such as the thesis of the causal closure of the physical, or the nonoverdetermination thesis), and the pervasiveness in our explanatory practices
(in science and everyday life) of the idea of the causal efficacy of the mental.

(context-sensitive) properties and phenomenological (qualitative) properties
can be reduced to physical properties. If mental states cannot be reduced to
And since a great many of our «intellectual and practical norms» presuppose

If metaphysics threatens to lead to intellectual catastrophe, it is no surprise
the priority of metaphysical assumptions and explanatory practices:
philosophical starting point, not a metaphysical doctrine about the nature
of causation or of reality, but a range of explanations that have been found

than from metaphysical assumptions (described as «freeloaders» that interfere
posal is to reverse the priority of explanation and causation that is favoured by
-
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Here adherence to the plurality of explanatory practices prevails over the search
for a tidy, univocal and all-encompassing prior metaphysical picture, but this
required for cognitive success» (p. 95).

-

ence as it is actually performed (and not to science as it should be, according to
sensitive both to the metaphysical and the epistemological issues involved.
-

1

2

1

See also Dupré (1993).

2

logical premises.

as
-

literal and factual interpretation of the idea of Nature as «governed in differ-

a large continuum of philosophical positions – from (classical) reductionism
simplicity to higher-phenomena complexity as an example of diversification
To give up this minimal requirement can be seen as an almost complete rejection of (even a minimal form of) naturalism.3
to be confident of the existence of an ontological physicalist layout of reality is
not something that can be simply inferred by actual scientific practice. Neither
cess is based on the plurality of conceptual tools and methodological and explicative practices that characterize the different special sciences (from chemistry
and biology to geology and economics).
Reference to special sciences is particularly pertinent here, since it can be
argued that the same line of argument that deprives psychological properties of
their causal efficacy applies to all sciences different from physics (Fodor, 1974,
of mental causation. As Robb & Heil (2014) put it, if any property (mental or
pily accept biological, or meteorological, or geological properties as causally
imagine that exclusion threatens the efficacy of mental properties?» (ibid.).
sequences of the failure of reduction.

-

tence of special sciences only in epistemological terms. Since, in the long run,
3

Di Francesco (2010a, p. 74).
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every science should be considered reducible to physics, our need of non-physout
1974, pp. 112–113).4
(anatomical, biochemical, physical) terms, then the only reasons to adopt cogcal structure can subserve identical psychological functions across times and
Then the existence of psychology depends not on the fact that neurons are
so sadly small, but rather on the fact that neurology does not posit the natuspecial sciences not because of the nature of our epistemic relation to the

of an ontological truth:

5

4

5

psychology, cognitive science, cognitive neuroscience, and the other levels in the hierarchy of disciplines
devoted to the study of the mind/brain» (Bermúdez, 2005, p. ix).

2.2 Causation and Explanation: Negotiating Priority
should be obtained at the expense of a tidy metaphysical picture, a price she is
-

cious mental properties as the symptom of a philosophical disease:
explanatory practice has been given too little. The metaphysical grounds

starting point the concrete analysis of our explanatory practices and not the a
priori
6

but firmly, that attributions of intentional mental events are central to psychological explanation both in ordinary life and in various parts of psycholand that psychological explanation is often a form of causal explanation.
discussion seem to me remotely strong enough to threaten this conclusion
(ibid., pp. 60–61).

Robb & Heil (2014) nicely summarize the epistemological priority approach in

6

Di Francesco (2010a, p. 74).
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This suggests that, rather than let a priori conceptions of causation (or
causation to fit our actual scientific beliefs and practices. If the metaphysi-

example, it can be argued that the argument for mental epiphenomenalism
does not extend to all the special sciences; or that the causal efficacy of the pro7

The most insidious criticism, perhaps, says that epistemological approaches
are based on a misunderstanding: the problem is not whether mental causation
is possible, but how
usual perspicacity:

most of us have already chosen mental causation, although as philosophers

some cherished epistemological practice or principle on the other.

Appropriately, Kim notices that the idea of starting from our understanding of
-

causal Weltanschauung
influential mainly because of its metaphysical theses (such as the nomological
Antony (1995), Kim (1998, pp. 61–62; pp. 78–79), Antony and Levine (1997, p. 96), Crane (2001),
McLaughlin (2006), Robb and Heil (2014, pp. 27–28; pp. 44–46).
7

character of causation and a specific theory of events).
«much of the current debate on
And in any case, he goes on, reference to explanation cannot eliminate metaphysical issues since «
a causal explanation is in reality a cause of the phenomenon to be explained»
(ibid. , p. 64).
give some examples.
(1) Certainly many aspects of the current debate about (mental) causation
empirical
8

The very existence of a highly successful em-

behaviour is in itself an explanation of the rise of a realist approach to (causally
efficacious) mental properties.9 And a metaphysical conclusion that conflicts
of philosophical hubris
calist philosopher).

-

monsense explanation of action vs. rigorous (analytic) metaphysics, but (also)
quiry and physicalist monism engendered – or at least suggested – by theses
10

8
9

10

so on. Even if a neuro-discipline explanation does not typically involve just neural facts (psychological, an-
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such as the causal closure of the physical realm and the denial of systematic
causal over-determination.
(3) It is possible that the proponents of the epistemological approach misrepresent the problem of mental causation (either conflating epistemology and
the problem is not whether mental causation is possible, but how it is possible,

planation? After all, if a good explanation should mention true causes, a meta(4) But suppose one could pursue the inquiry into the (mental) causality
A purely metaphysical approach should indeed settle many complex issues:
such as the investigation of (i) the nature of causal relata, (ii) properties, (iii) the
nomological, (iv) substances, (v) the causal relation itself, and so on and so forth
up ones mind about these difficult problems in isolation from the concrete, and
successful, explanatory practices of behaviour, is to our mind really too conficonstruction of a metaphysical picture of the mental causation realm should
on the one hand, and the suggestions offered by our successful explanatory
practices on the other. This strategy should not be endorsed in virtue of its
conciliatory aspect, but because it is strongly suggested by the fact that purely
metaphysical principles are very far from being a stable and firm basis for our

thropological and social facts are usually referred to), it is quite common to present the neural factors as the
neuro-foundationalism (the claim that neural explanations are more fundamental than higher-level explanations) does not appear to be sustained by a real examination of contemporary science of the mind, that still
neuro-language is hard to envisage – see Di Francesco (2010b), Di Francesco and Marraffa (2014).

contentious one. That the causal closure principle really is very contentious is
aiming to suggest the contentiousness of virtually all metaphysical principles
involved in the causality debate – given that the causal closure principle is probably the strongest and the most easily accepted metaphysical premise that many
lead us again, in section four, to question the purely metaphysical approach in
3. Causal Closure, Materialism, and Mental Causation: A Case Study
One naturally says that the scream of someone really frightened has been caused
by her fear. But suppose non-reductive physicalism is true, so that fear is realibrain state B. But if this is the case, then there no longer seems to be anything for
non-reductive physicalism (Kim, 1998).

ating a more and more intense and intricate discussion, often focusing on subtle
metaphysical and epistemological issues. Even though many philosophers have
contributed to give non-reductionism a bad name, or, at least, to cast a sort of
preliminary suspicion on it.

standing of the mind, but are indeed just about the only entities one should consane intellectual alternative to a physicalist and reductionist theory of the mind.
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scientific and philosophical literature it is not easy to find clearly stated and
convincing arguments in favour of physicalism itself – granting that, if one
has an argument for physicalism, then ontological materialism should be of a
reductive nature. So: are there arguments for physicalism in the first place?11
central role. But let us first consider a line of argument in favour of physicalism
Natural sciences have given us detailed and elegant explanations of all sorts
of phenomena, success after success. These extraordinary achievements offer

the mind fits in this overall picture, but – so the argument goes – one can
ent from, say, the cases of biological life or planetary motion. As David Chalmers, among others, has repeatedly pointed out, there seems to be an obvious
12
In
the case of life, the explananda are squarely functional phenomena, such as
of the (conscious) mind is that it involves more than function.
11

-

ones, physicalism concerning the mind is no different from physicalism tout court
trine is thought of as concerning the spatiotemporal realm).

-

12

-

Of course conscious states do have characteristic functions and serve some
purposes, and these phenomena are in need of explanation. But “consciousways of seeming to a subject can hardly be accounted for in merely functional
appearances pose an extremely difficult challenge to any physicalist explanascientific successes to materialism: the inductive argument from science to
master argument for a
to support the general idea that some sort of physicalist metaphysics has to be
true.13
Robb & Heil (2014), and many others do:
(CC) All physical effects have physical causes.14

a) There exist mental states (or events).
b) If mental states exist, they are causally efficacious: in particular they have physical effects.
c) If mental states exist, they are not, in any sense, physical states.
d) The physical effects of mental states are not over-determined by distinct causes.

13

14

2014, for example), but the one given here is enough for the present purpose. Notice that a version of
that this thesis is central in arguing both for physicalism and for a reductive version of it.
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(I) CC + a) + c)
(II) CC + b) + c)
(III) CC + a) + b)

combinations of theses.

the physical effect of a mental state is causally over-determined, contra
sumed truth. Therefore, one must deny the assumption and affirm that mental
tion that they are nonetheless caused by physical states, mental states are thereRobinson, 2004). So, from the first combination of theses, one can infer the
truth of epiphenomenalism:
(I) CC + a) + c)

Epiphenomenalism.

the physical effect of a mental state is causally over-determined, contra
sumed truth. Therefore one must deny the assumption and affirm that mental
states do not exist after all: there are brains and neurons but no mental states,
and this, of course, is eliminative materialism (see Churchland, 1981):
(II) CC + b) + c)

Eliminative materialism

Given this and the previous result, one can already put together an argument
for physicalism in the philosophy of mind based on the assumed truth of CC.
This argument turns on the fact that epiphenomenalism and eliminativism concerning the mind, though sometimes supported by some clever philosopher or
other, are nonetheless extremely implausible positions. Saying that, for examcream seems to many too odd a position to be entertained as more than an intel-

lectual exercise. And the idea that my desires simply do not exist (and that this
is the case for all other mental states), seems simply a crazy non-starter. If so,
then the conjunction of a) and c), and the conjunction of b) and c) are both false.
But, of course, if eliminativism is to be rejected, then a) is true, and so c) has to
minativism), then b) has to be true and so, again, c) has to be false. But denying
c) means affirming that every mental state is a physical state, and physicalism is
reductive physicalism.

-

have physical effects: let us call E one of these effects, and suppose that mental
from M, the non-physical cause of E. So E, the physical effect of a mental state,
is causally over-determined, contra
deny the assumption, and affirm that mental states are indeed physical states.
So some forms of physicalism concerning the mind must be true (and, again,
argument for reductive physicalism):
(III) CC + a) + b)

(Reductive) Physicalism

on the same footing. So it is CC, the principle of causal closure of the physical
: one can almost say, if CC is

15

true, then (reductive) physicalism is also true.
But is CC true?

16

One may say that it is a methodological principle practising scientists adhere to

15

sentations.
16
Robb and Heil (2014).

-
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course this methodological attitude by itself says nothing at all about the status
of CC, not constituting epistemic evidence for its truth.
that CC can be vindicated on the basis of the principle of conservation of energy: this scientific principle, it is said, prohibits a non-physical entity from
17

internal energy of an isolated system remains constant: the internal energy of
within the
system. And this, of course, cannot rule out the possibility that some non-physexternal,
Are there more compelling arguments for CC in the philosophical literature

Papineau
Causes of macroscopic accelerations standardly turn out to be composed
physical forces.

And if so, there is no room for purely mental items existing outside the physical
refore vindicated.
But is this argument a compelling one? It does not seem so. The fact is that
the argument relies on an induction from the past successes of natural sciences
17

See, for example, Dennett (1989, p. 35).

different from those already examined, and it is far from clear, at the very least,
that the case of mind, and of mental forces or causes, is significantly analogous
to that of, say, muscles and muscular forces.
.
Let us assume, for a moment, the actual existence of non-physical mental
ings strongly suggest, should exert itself in very specific places, namely on human and animal brains; but if this is so, then the causal processes in the brain
18

act on the basis of solely physical forces and causes. Therefore, so the argument
goes, the existence of non-physical mental items exerting causal action on the
must have a physical cause.
reason for saying so is nicely and briefly expressed in this passage by Garcia
(2014, p. 103):
to justify their application to deep space. Similarly, neuroscientists often

simply not sufficiently understood: brains are too complex items for current
neuroscience, and this complexity opens up plenty of space for non-physical
currently too ignorant about the brain to rule out the existence of causal gaps (in
the physical chain of events) due to the causal action on it of non-physical mental
18

For this label see McLaughlin (1994).
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change significantly) the no-gaps argument does not guarantee the truth of the
CC principle
Let us sum up. In current philosophical literature, the causal closure argument is commonly considered as the master argument for physicalism, and this
argument crucially depends on the justifiability of the CC principle. Yet it ap-

closure argument for physicalism fails.
Suppose, contrary to fact, that the argument from fundamental forces and
physicalism is true, and the truth of CC is just a by-product of this main conclusion. The first argument, in fact, concludes that there is no room for purely
direct
an argument A for CC, then A is also an argument for physicalism, and that A is
an argument for CC because it is an argument for physicalism. Here is a simple
(*) A

Physicalism

CC.

there is no point at all in arguing for physicalism from the causal closure principle.19
the main, and indeed the only, argument one can successfully give in favour of
physicalism as a general doctrine, and so one has to conclude that (very probably) there is no convincing argument for physicalism as a general metaphysical
Tiehen (forthcoming), for example, seems actually to adopt this idea, saying
that physicalism should simply believed to be the most credible thesis, independently of any considerations from causal closure: abandoning physicalism, he
19

and to Tiehen (forthcoming), a physicalist.

if physicalism is true, then causal closure
is also true; and, on the other hand, if physicalism is not true, neither is CC.
4. Some Morals
discussion.
physical firmness of the CC principle. But the fact is that CC is very far from
and of mental causation. Indeed, its truth seems to depend on a prior assump-

successes cannot offer a compelling inductive basis for affirming physicalism,
of explanations they offer, and so, maybe, that there is no sensible alternative to
physical picture, and if this is so one is not entitled to focus just on the explanatory success of natural sciences20.
grounds physicalism is counterbalanced by the consideration of an element
man behaviour offered by common sense, intentional psychology and most
20

-
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of the human and social sciences. And this means, among other things, that
the comprehensive consideration of the successful explanatory practices of
elaborate a bit on this idea.
In our opinion, even the supporter of a physicalist conception of the mind

about causation tout court. True, if the mental realm is simply a part of physical
just a particular case of physical causation, and they should not be treated as
is physical causation.
Yet, even in this case, the explanatory practices of common sense, intentional psychology, social sciences and the humanities have an important role
to play for a metaphysical account of causation. If the mental is physical, then
more, the direct availability of many examples of personal-level, and usually
successful, causal explanations involving the mental should inform every sensible attempt to give an overall metaphysical account of the causal relation. If
tions, explanations and predictions concerning personal agency, that is many
descriptions, explanations and predictions concerning a significant part of the
of (mental) causation should involve – even for the physicalist – a reflective
sonal-level causal explanations.
fact that the causal explanations offered by common sense, intentional psycholtant cases truth conducive: metaphysical theories and consideration of the ex-

de facto,
causation theorists in particular, should pay more attention in future research.
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