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The idea that our mental states can causally adi@cbodily behavior, and thus indirectly
affect our environment, is an integral part of wbiaé could, following Wilfrid Sellars
(1962), call our ‘manifest image of the world.” \dee, it seems, agents who act becadse
our beliefs, desires, sensations, intentions, péares etc.: a headache makes us frown, the
intention to make a bid at an auction causes usise our hand, and the desire to hear a
loved one’s voice leads us to make a phone callt dlr mental life is causally effective is
hard to deny. Hovit can be so, however, is far from clear. Fourteges have passed since
Descartes’ pioneering discussion of the problemmental causation, but we still lack a
satisfying account of how our mental life fits inte causal structure of the world. Our
failure to understand the Howf mental causation may be a reason to recon$temas

Huxley's (1874) suggestion that our mental lif@aisere epiphenomenera by-product of

the neurophysiological causes of behavior that dogé#self contribute anything to ‘the
go’ of the world.

However, epiphenomenalism is not only at odds withintuitive conception of



ourselves as autonomous agents. It also faces k& sies of theoretical difficulties.
Among other things, it appears to undermine freedbthe will, the possibility of an
evolutionary account of the mind, our convictioattbthers enjoy a mental life similar to
ours, the application of epistemic norms like jiisdition, warrant, or reasonableness to
processes of belief formation, the distinction kesw reasons for an action and the reasons
for which it was performed, and our ability to nefe, have knowledge of, and memories
about mental states. In this short chapter, treen®iroom for a comprehensive discussion
of all these objections to the view that mentalmmena are epiphenomena (see Walter
[2007a] and [2008a]). | will only briefly sketch twof the most important of them below,
saying why the epiphenomenalist’s standard respngem appears unsatisfactory. Then
| consider an issue that has so far been mostleotegl, viz., the question which account
of causation would allow for a coherent formulatafrthe epiphenomenalist’s position.
Finally, I will suggest an alternative version gighenomenalism, which, though not free

from problems, may be superior to the traditiorersion.

1. Epiphenomenalism

Epiphenomenalists typically maintain that every takavent has a complete physical, in
particular: neurophysiological, cause, while no takavent is ever a complete or even a
partial cause of any other event. It seamsf our behavior is caused, or causally

influenced, by our beliefs, desires, sensations ettt in fact the regular succession of
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mental and physical events—our headache beingafetldoy our frowning, our desire to
call a loved one being followed by our making ampdecall etc.—is the result of causal
processes at the underlying neurophysiologicall&@phenomenalism evolved in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth century as a consequénee apparently discordant beliefs
about the world: (1dhe growing scientific confidence that our worldaisvorld of purely
physical causes governed by physical laws and nltdyephysical forces only, and (2) a
decidedly dualistic trust in the distinctness ohdhand brain. Epiphenomenalism managed
to reconcile these two conflicting convictions. Miew that modern science allows only
for physical causation is compatible with dualigrthe mental has no causal impact upon
the physical.

Traditional epiphenomenalism can thus be charaetiby the three claims of

Irreducibility, CausaDependenceand Causadimpotence

(IR) No mental event is identical with or reddeilo a physical event.

[Irreducibility]

(CD) Every mental event that has a cause has afjsghysical event(s) as

complete cause. [Causakpendende

! (CD) allows for the possibility of uncaused memtaénts. Epiphenomenalism is thus



(Ch No mental event is a complete or even a glaciuse of any other event.

[Causallmpotencé

Thesis (CD) plays a pivotal role in the epiphenoatistis typical response to standard
objections. (CD) ensures that whenever the epiphenalist’s opponent appeals to a
mental cause nm order to explain some phenomenon, there isyaipal event pviz., ms
physical cause, which, the epiphenomenalist camckctually plays the causal role her
opponent attributes to gsee sects. 2 and 3 for examples of this stratégyr) obviously,
can the epiphenomenalist give up (CI) and remaiepgphenomenalist. Finally, apart from
the fact that something like (IR) is accepted bystphilosophers of mind, there would be
little or no reason to endorse epiphenomenalistherfirst place, if mental events were
identical with or reducible to physical events. Baply then, (IR), (CD), and (CI) form the
core of traditional epiphenomenalism. Yet, we wék in sect. 4 how they may cause
trouble for the epiphenomenalist. First, howewvetruls consider two of the most prominent

objections against the view that the mental is eerepiphenomenon.

compatible with mental events that are not caugathyinded in physical events, as long as

they have no effects.



2. Theaobjection from evolution

One leading line of objection to epiphenomenaligragyas follows: The human mind
seems to be the result of a process of evolutiomabyral selection. But in order for natural
selection to get a hold on a trait, that trait maake a causal difference to an organism’s
fitness. Since epiphenomena cannot be selectedrfdrsince the mind was selected for in
the course of evolution, epiphenomenalism musatsef(see, e.g., Popper 1978).

The standard response on behalf of epiphenomenaidmt natural selection can
propagate a trait that does not increase (or egeredses) an organism'’s fitness, as long as
it is correlated with a sufficiently beneficiargit. To take Jackson’s (1982, p. 134)
standard analogy, a polar bear’s having a heavydmmaeases its fitness since it slows it
down, thereby making it vulnerable. Neverthelegslar bear’s having a heavy coat is the
result of a process of natural selection, sincertgga& warmcoat increases the bear’s
fitness, and a polar bear cannot have a warm citladut having a heavy coat. There was
selection ofa heavy coat, but only because there was selecii@iwarm coat, and the
latter was impossible without the former. Analodgus is said, our mind, although it is an
epiphenomenon, may have developed because it tsap@duct of certain fithess-
enhancing neurophysiological structures: for thipleggnomenalist, what is selected for in
evolution are the neurophysiological structures/bich our mind, which has no survival
value of its own, is an effect.

Usually, that is all the epiphenomenalist has tpisaesponse to the objection from
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evolution (two laudable exceptions are Robinsortliimoming] and Corabi [2007]).
However, that response seems wanting for seveagbres.

First, suppose a university’s admissions officectaioned that an applicant’s
religion has no influence upon her chances of baswepted, but it turned out that all
accepted students have the same religion. Thatdamylout for an explanation, and the
same holds if it is claimed that our mind is arpepnomenon but that as a matter of (brute)
fact, evolution has seen to it that any (healthgjrbof sufficient complexity is
accompanied by a conscious mind.

Second, the usual analogies show that evolutiorpogpagate a trait that is neutral
or detrimental for an organism’s fitness. They dbshow, however, that evolution can

propagate a trait that does not make eawysalifferencewhatsoeve(after all, the polar

bear’s heavy coat affects its behavior: it slondoivn). The mind, it seems, would be the
only co-evolved trait which has no effect at all.

Third, we understand perfectly well why a selectwessure for a warm coat has
lead to a heavy coat—the isolatory properties pblar bear’s coat depend upon its
thickness, and the thicker the coat is, the heatierIn contrast, we do not have the
slightest idea why a selection pressure for centaurophysiological structures should
necessarily have lead to a conscious mind (duepwrfse, in part to what Joe Levine calls
the ‘explanatory gap’; see his contribution to tadume).

This does not show that the epiphenomenalist’dst@hresponse is irreparably

flawed, but it shows that the typical analogiesialare an insufficient response to the
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objection from evolution. Although this is not thkace to go into the details, let me
suggest the outline of a different rejoinder. Oumahis no doubt the result of a process of
evolution(we have one, but we have ancestors that didawa bne). That does not entail,

however, that our mind is the result of a procdssaturalselection Natural selection is

oneof the mechanisms behind evolution (the changdlele frequencies within
populations), but not the only one. That point wesle famous by Gould and Lewontin
(1979), and has recently been backed up by ressarohso-called ‘Evo-Devo’
(evolutionary development), who argue that factorthe embryonic development of an
organism can affect evolution without there being specific selection pressures, for
instance because there is not enough variatidmeigéne pool for natural selection to be
effective (e.g., Carroll 2005). This of coursedahort of establishing that our mind is aot
result of natural selection, but it shows thatuc@al premise of the objection from
evolution—that natural selection is the only mecasm@that could explain the evolution of

our mind—needs more support than it is usuallymive

3. Theobjection from other minds

Another important objection is that epiphenomemalisyxdermines any justification for our
confidence that others enjoy a conscious mentklihilar to ours (see Benecke 1901;
Jackson 1982, pp. 134-135). The problem is thatyhieal solution of the so-called ‘other

minds problem’—that we are justified in believimgather minds since we can observe
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others’ similar behavior and can infer from themisar behavior similar underlying mental
causes (see Anita Avramides’ contribution to tlokime)—is not available to the
epiphenomenalist since she denies that the meatgd pny causal role in the production of
behavior.

The standard response on behalf of epiphenomenaidmt instead of inferring a
similar mental life that serves as the cause o&biehn, we can infer similar
neurophysiological causes of behavior, and thewrlade that these similar
neurophysiological causes are accompanied by d&simental life as a further effect. That
is, instead of inferring similar mental causes disefrom similar behavioral effects, the
epiphenomenalist first infers similar neurophysgial causes, and then in a second step
similar mental effects from them. Again, howevérsts unsatisfactory.

First, the epiphenomenalist’s version is phenomagiocally much less adequate
than her opponent’s story: it is obvious that ttiglaution of mental states to others
depends upon their behavior, but it is not at bllious that it depends upon the assumption
of a similar neurophysiological make-up (see égnnett 1987, pp. 17-25).

Second, the epiphenomenalist’s response is onde lageked up by misleading
analogies. According to Jackson (1982, p. 134)efsiphenomenalist’s solution to the
other minds problem is analogous to the followingantroversial inference: My reading in
TheTimesthat the Spurs won justifies my belief that Thedegraprhas also reported on
the Spurs’ victory, because from the report in Tireesl can infer that the Spurs won, and

from that | can infer that Théelegraptas reported on the Spurs’ victory. However, what
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justifies the inference from the inferred cause @purs’ victory) to the inferred effect (the
report in the Telegraphs no doubt the fact that we have frequently olese events similar
to the former followed by events similar to thedat That is where the analogy fails,
however. For how often have we observed that néwysiplogical states similar to ours
were followed by mental states similar to oursd@sét, we could observe such correlations
in our own case, but even there few if any of ugehdone it.

Third, since the epiphenomenalist’s story contaims more inference than her
opponent’s, viz., the one from a similar neuropblxiical make-up to a similar mental
life, and since this inference is not at all obwpher alternative line of justification is
epistemically less secure. Everyone must holdttieinference from behavior to the
underlying causes is justified. But the epiphenoafishmust also hold that the inference to
similar mental states as further effects is justifiand that seems risky, especially since we
have little idea of why neurophysiological statkeldd be accompanied by mental states at
all. Hence, the epiphenomenalist’s appeal to applgrancontroversial cases where we
infer one effect from another vajoint cause does not show that her alternabuigion to
the other minds problem is satisfactory.

This and the preceding section have shown how itapb(CD) is for the
epiphenomenalist. (CD) ensures that for any mevat there is a physical event of which
the epiphenomenalist can claim that it actuallyplhe causal role usually attributed to the
mental event in question (enhancing our fithesssicg our behavior etc.). And as said in

sect. 1, (Cl) and (IR) are essential for the epnpineenalist. Yet, sect. 4 will show that the
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combination of (CD), (Cl), and (IR) can lead to soumexpected problems concerning the

epiphenomenalist’s account of causation.

4. Epiphenomenalism and causation

Apart from theses (IR), (CD), and (ClI), the epipbmenalist must endorse a principle of

PhysicalClosurelike the following:

(PC) Every physical event which has a cause hasta{) physical event(s) as

complete cause. [Physid@losuré?

If there is at least one caused physical event) @p@ils physical-to-physical causation.
Moreover, if there is at least one caused mentheCD) entails physical-to-mental
causation. Since the epiphenomenalist is makingetbausal claims, she thus ought to have

some_theoryf causationeven though she maintains that mental-to-physicdlmental-to-

mental causation are impossible. What has gonellatpnoticed so far in discussions of

2 Given (Cl), no mental event is a complete or exgartial cause of a physical event;

hence, if a physical event has a cause at allugtinave a physical cause.
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epiphenomenalism (but see Lachs 1963) is thafarifom clear what conception of
causation could account for the causal transacposged in (PC) and (CD), while at the
same time also respecting (Cl). Given the limitpdce, it is impossible to consider each
and every account of causation in detail, but ttlewing should at least illustrate the
nature and force of the problem for the epiphenatien

Obviously, adopting a simple regularsgcountof causation which dispenses with

any kind of causal necessity and analyzes causagfasentconditionsof their effects

will not do for the epiphenomenalist (a point nobgoBroad [1925]). Roughly, the idea
would be that if @nd_eare distinct events (andsearlier than ) c causes &f there are
event-types @Gnd_Esuch that ¢s of type_C eis of type_E and events of type &e
regularly followed by events of type Fet, according to the epiphenomenalist, a mental
event_mwill regularly be followed by a behavioral eventdnce_mand_bhave a common
neurophysiological cause pwill be regularly followed by both rand_h so that nwill be
regularly followed by btoo. Hence, if the epiphenomenalist invokes alegy
conception of causation to account for physicgbltgsical and physical-to-mental
causation, she is thereby violating (Cl).

The same holds for Mackie’s (1974) IN@Scount according to which causes are
Insufficient but Mn-redundant parts of amdecessary butu#ficient condition. My belief
that | have forgotten my laptop at the check-inrdeumay not by itself be sufficient for
my returning to the check-in counter (I may be ¢ooed that catching my flight is more

important), but only in combination with other caiwhs, where in addition | would not

11



have returned to the check-in counter under thesditons had | not believed that | had
forgotten my laptop there. My belief would thenadeINUS condition of my return to the
check-in counter. Hence, if the epiphenomenaligblies an INUS conception of causation
to account for physical-to-physical and physicatrtental causation, she is once again
violating (CI).

Counterfactuabccountof causatiortypically treat causes as necessagditions

of their effects. Roughly, is a cause of #f, if ¢ had not occurred, would not have
occurred® Consider thus the counterfactuam O - —b’, where mand bare again a
mental and a behavioral effect of a common neursiplggical cause.gGiven (CD), had
m not occurred, its causewould not have occurred, and sincegused pbb would
apparently not have occurred either (cetpagbug. Had | not believed that | had left my
laptop at the check-in counter, then, in the cirstances given, my belief's
neurophysiological cause that according to thelegripmenalist made me return to the
check-in counter had been absent as well, sodagtisparibus | would not have

returned, had | not believed that | had left mytdgpthere. Thus, if the epiphenomenalist

% ‘Roughly’ because since counterfactuals are ngeimeral transitive, causation should not
be defined as counterfactual dependence@daut rather as a chaof counterfactual

dependencies (see Lewis 1973).
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invokes a counterfactual conception of causaticsctmunt for physical-to-physical and
physical-to-mental causation, she is again vioga(@l).*

Finally, the idea behind so-called ‘conseregntity accounts of causation is that

causation is best understood as essentially invglthe transfer of some conserved
physical quantity like energy or momentum (for morethis and the role of such accounts

for the debate about mental causation, see Jael§imga contribution to this volume and

* There is a lot more to say on this issue thoughvis has argued that if end_bare

effects of a common cause'pm O -D’ is false(see Lewis [1979] and the Postscripts
to Lewis [1973] and [1979] in Lewis [1986]). Accand to Lewis, pis not sufficient for m
in the relevant possible worlds. When assessindasity across worlds we must weigh the
degree to which there are violations in the fundataddaws against the size of departure
from particular matters of fact. Lewis argues thaossible world in which rdoes not
occur but (due to a minor miracleppcurs and causesscloser to the actual world than
any possible world in which rand_pare both absent and we have to change the entire
causal history of the world in question. Thesecamrgtested issues, however. Suffice it to
say that if the epiphenomenalist adopts a courtgerd@account of causation, she at least
owes us a detailed explanation for why countertastlike -m O - -b’ are supposed to

be false.
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Walter [2008b]). Such an account may seem attra¢tivthe epiphenomenalist since, in
contrast to the other approaches above, it nicedgunts for (Cl). For if one accepts (IR)
and conceives of the mental as something whicbngptetely distinct from the physical, it
is hard to see how mental entities could even editids of things which are able to
transfer a physical quantity like energy or momenta physical entities.

On the other hand, however, if it is unintelligillew the mental could transfer
energy or momentum to the physical, then for thg 8ame reason it is also unintelligible
how the physical could transfer energy or momertinthe mental, so that the kind of
physical-to-mental causation required by (CD) wduddmpossible, too. Hence, if the
epiphenomenalist invokes a conserved quantity qaimreof causation to account for the
impossibility of mental-to-physical and mental-t@mal causation, she is violating (CD).
Apart from that, (CI) and (CD) together entail #hastence of ‘causal dead-ends'—
unidirectional causal chains leading from the pbaisio the mental, but not back again to
the physical. Hence, if causation consisted initiuesfer of some physical magnitude, then
(Cl) and (CD) would apparently to lead to a ‘dr@jeaof energy, momentum etc. that
would violate physical conservation laws.

Although these brief remarks are far from exhawestivconclusive, they show that
it is unclear how a coherent overall account ofitheous causal claims to which the
epiphenomenalist is committed would look. This obgn goes deeper than the usual ones
which purport to demonstrate that epiphenomenalksimcompatible with some apparently

undeniable feature of our manifest image of theldvdf correct, it shows that
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epiphenomenalism cannot even be coherently foreddanot, at least, by adopting one of
the currently leading accounts of causation. I[pbepnomenalism is to have any chance of
being credible, then—regardless of how it farehwéigard to other objections—much
more attention has to be paid to explaining what#y causation is supposed to be

according to the epiphenomenalist than has hithezém paid.

5. Epiphenomenalism: An alter native conception

The claim that the mental depends upon the physigaiportant for the epiphenomenalist.

Traditionally, that claim is spelled out as (CDg.j as the claim that the mental is causally

dependenupon the physical. In the light of the difficukieaised in the previous section,
however, it may be legitimate to ask why the kihd@ependence in question must be

causal What matters to the epiphenomenalist is notttreaphysical causallgecessitates

the mental, but that it necessitatieso that selection for complex brains leada to
selection of conscious minds, and we can infeiptieeence of a similar mental life in
others from the inferred similar neurophysiologicalises of their behavior etc.). The idea

that the mental nenausallydependsipon the physical is familiar in the philosophy of

mind where it has been discussed under the labslpérvenience’ or ‘realization’ during
the past decades. Hence, why not replace (CD) toye swwinciple that relies on a kind of

non-causal determination like realization?
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(NCD) Every mental event is realized by a (setpbifysical event(s). [Non

causalDependend@

The position spanned by (IR), (CI), (NCD), and (R&pids any problematic ‘causal dead-
ends.’ Although there still is a unidirectional éepency of the mental upon the physical,
that dependency is non-causal, so that (NCD) ahddnot violate physical conservation
laws if a conserved quantity conception of causaaadopted. Moreover, adopting such a
conception still accounts for the truth of (Cl)tlomce (CD) is replaced by (NCD), it no

longer conflicts with alleged cases of physicalental causation, for there aren’t any.

> Of course, being a realizer here cannot mean leefiligr of a causal role, as a
functionalist would usually hold, for the mentakh#o causal role to play according to the
epiphenomenalist. An epiphenomenalist accountalization would have to comprise, at a
minimum, the claim that realization is a relatia@tween properties such that a property G
(a set of properties ..., G,) realizes a property &nly if the instantiation of G an

object o(of G, ..., G, in objects @, ..., @) is sufficient for the instantiation ofiR an
object_0, but not viceversa(see, for instance, Shoemaker’s [2001] subset huide
realization according to which S realized by any property individuated by acdfetausal

powers that includes the causal powers bestowés) by
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Finally, if a conserved quantity conception of ctien works at all, it arguably works best
for the kind of physical-to-physical causation pediby (PC). Hence, if the
epiphenomenalist could defend a conserved quaatigunt of causation (which is
admittedly no easy task, but not unprecedente@ritiee, e.g., Kistler [1998], Hall

[2004]), replacing (CD) by (NCD) would make her pia® consistent. Moreover, it seems
that there would not be any disadvantage. The atdratrategy for dealing with objections
remains unaffected, as seen above (althoughtitlisat altogether convincing; see, e.g.,
sects. 2 and 3), and since realization is stangléalen to be compatible with a broadly
physicalistic attitude, a general dismissal of tdualdoes not do as an objection against this
alternative version of epiphenomenalism.

However, why would one adopt such a position? # mprepared to accept that the
mental is realized by the physical, and thus inesbnoad (non-reductive) sense part of the
physical, then why would one still hold that itais epiphenomenon? Generally speaking,
the motivation for adopting the alternative versarepiphenomenalism is the same as the
motivation for adopting traditional epiphenomenali©On the one hand, there is the
intuition that the mental and the physical aredmse robust sense distinct; on the

alternative version of epiphenomenalism, that tiganiis accounted for by (NCD) and
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(IR).° On the other hand, there is the intuition thafeasis causation is concerned, the
primacy is with the physical; on the alternativesien of epiphenomenalism, that intuition
is accounted for by the conserved quantity accofindusation, which arguably restricts
causation to the (fundamental) physical level. As@sequence, it seems that the mental
cannot contribute anything to ‘the go’ of the umges i.e., mental events cause neither
physical nor mental events. One will be lead tchsauposition if one thinks that traditional
epiphenomenalism is untenable (for instance ford¢lason stated in sect. 4), but also finds
the various accounts of mental causation that baee offered by so-called ‘non-reductive
physicalists’ unconvincing. It is a position fol tlose who (like me) are reluctant to
endorse traditional epiphenomenalism and instealdce its unabashedly dualistic
worldview with a more naturalistic view accordirggwhich the mental is realized by the
physical, but at the same time find mental causgii@blematic because they just cannot

see how an adequate account of mental causatiokl\gorr®

® Indeed, on a plausible understanding of (NCDjhiais (IR), since realization is arguably
a non-reductive relation.

" See Walter (2005) for an argument against JackadrPettit's attempt to ground mental
causation in the mental’s ability to figure in salled ‘program explanations,” Walter

(2007b) for an argument against Lynne Baker’s gitemground mental causation in the
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