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The aim of this paper is to show that mental events are not proper causes of physical events, 

if we accept emergentism. My aim is to refute mental causation as downward causation. Such a 

view is a kind of epiphenomenalism. Firstly, the fact that mental states (or events) cannot be 

identified with physical events is strongly supported by the multiple realizability argument, that is, 

that a mental fact or event can be caused (or grounded) by many physical events, while a particular 

physical event causes (or grounds) the same mental state. In this paper I will not face challenges 

from eliminativists, but I will try to defend epiphenomenalism from some challenges posed by 

some advocates of mental causation. If we reject emergentism and accept that mental properties 

are on the same ontological level or layer as physical properties, then mental downward causation 

is automatically rejected (mental causation will not be rejected per se, because if mental properties 

are identical to physical properties they will easily have physical effects). 

 There are a few ways in which mental events could be able to produce physical effects, and 

I will try to refute them. Either they act as causes together with their physical bearers, or they act 

as causes alone. These positions are: 

 1) Overdetermination, namely that some physical effects have at the same time more than 

one cause, some of them physical and some of them mental 2) That mental events can be causes 

of physical events if they are proportional with respect to them 3) That some mental events are 

grounded in some causally inefficient physical events, such that only the mental acts as a cause. 

What these views have in common is the commitment to different ontological levels, that 

is, a commitment to emergentism. Emergentism presupposes that some properties emerge from 

others such that they are not (immediately) traceable from the previous ones and do not belong to 

the same set. Although it is not completely clear what is an ontological level or what exactly is 

emergence, some remarks could be made to settle the discussion. 

 Levels and emergence 



 Emergentism presupposes the existence of many ontological levels, something “up” and 

something “down”, as presupposed but the idea of downward causation. The difference between 

levels difference is usually said to be the existence of some new, emergent properties which do not 

exist at the base level. The “levels ontology” also presupposes that no property exists on two 

different levels, which compels us to provide criteria for demarcation between levels. 

 One such theory is given by Humphreys (1997), and is named “fusion”. On this proposal, 

base properties lose their causal powers (or even cease to exist), because they are “fused”, namely 

brought together, to bring about a higher-level property which is not caused by the separate 

elements of the lower level. This excellently suits the defender of downward causation’s needs, 

because if we accept fusion there is no longer a competition between properties on two levels as 

to which of them is the cause, simply because the lower level property loses its causal power. 

There are two major problems with this view: it doesn’t apply for some cases, such as ours, because 

brain processes do not cease to exist by “supporting” mental events, and such a view allows for 

upward causation (which, I will argue, is as problematic as downward causation. 

There is also Gozano’s account (Gozano, 2017): there are fundamental laws which relate 

different-level properties, and which are not necessitated by any other laws, but necessitate other 

laws. There are also non-fundamental laws, which are necessitated by the fundamental ones, and 

which occur at a single level. Two properties, in this view, are on the same ontological level if they 

are related by some non-fundamental law, and if they are related by a fundamental law they must 

be related through a non-fundamental one as well. Such a network of properties constitutes an 

ontological level. On the other hand, two properties are on different levels if they are related only 

through a fundamental law, which is not necessitated itself by other laws. I think we can better 

rephrase it by saying that cross-level relations necessitate same-level relations, such that, for 

example, everything that happens at the mental level is necessitated by something from the 

physical1 level. What is not allowed here is a non-fundamental relation between properties on 

different levels. If we take non-fundamental relations as causal relations, causation does not occur 

cross-level. Such that causal closure for each level may be required. What I propose is to maintain 

 
1 Of course, I am talking about a “physical level” only for the sake of simplicity. In reality, there is not a single physical 

level, but many. For example, there is a level for elementary particles, then the level of atoms and molecules, then 

comes the level of living matter, etc. Even at the level of brain processes, we can find more other levels, such as the 

“nerve cells and processes level” or a functional and computational  level. It doesn’t affect my arguments since they 

can be applied to many types of downward causation, not only mental causation. 



cross-level causal relevance. It means that some n-level property and its lower level realizer are 

both causally relevant for the occurrence of an effect on that lower level, without both of them 

necessarily being causes. 

 Of course, this is a trivial way to reject downward causation, because it rejects it by the mere 

definitions of levels and laws. 

 Overdetermination and the exclusion problem 

 Given a set of assumptions, namely a) non-reductive physicalism, b) supervenience of the 

mental upon the physical and c) the fact that the physical level is more fundamental than the 

mental, the challenge would be to show how the mental can have physical effects. 

 The exclusion problem states: if an event p is sufficient to determine an event e as its effect, 

then no other event m acts as a cause of e (exclusion). In this case, if a physical event is sufficient 

for a physical event e to obtain, then no mental event can be a cause for that effect. According to 

Kroedel and Schultz (Kroedel & Schulz, 2016), there are some assumptions which are jointly 

inconsistent: 

 A1 All mental events are different from physical events, which is the non-reductionist 

thesis; A2 Mental events can act as causes of physical events (mental causation); A3 For every 

cause p for a physical event e, there is a physical cause of e which is simultaneous with p; A4 

Every two simultaneous causes overdetermine their effect; 

I deny A2, while my opponent denies A4 or A5. Let’s first suppose that the advocate of 

mental causation accepts A4 and A5. Why does this prevent mental causation to be causally 

effective? If we accept that every two simultaneous causes of the same effect overdetermine that 

effect, by accepting A4, then if something is not overdetermined it cannot have two simultaneous 

causes. In this case the advocate of mental causation, by accepting A5, is obliged to accept that in 

some cases, physical effects of mental events are not overdetermined, and he/she has to deny either 

A2, or A3. To deny A3 seems implausible, since he/she accepts physical causes of physical events. 

One possible solution is to say that mental and physical causes are not simultaneous, if he wants 

to keep mental causation as causally effective: in this way A4 and A5 are made irrelevant, since 

overdetermination is successfully avoided. But it’s obvious that such a thing is impossible if we 

are physicalists and we accept the grounding of the mental by the physical. The remaining solution 



is to accept that mental and physical events are simultaneous, but they do not overdetermine their 

effect (denying A4). This view can be defended if we take overdetermination as being the same as 

strong overdetermination. Something is strongly overdetermined by p and m, according to Kroedel 

and Schultz, if and only if: 1) p and m are both its causes, 2) they are distinct, 3) they are 

simultaneous and 4) there is no ontological dependence between them. Of course, the opponent 

may reply that strong overdetermination is not just a fancy solution to the exclusion puzzle, but 

that it is at least as acceptable as weak overdetermination, such that he/she doesn’t have to accept 

our exclusion puzzle as we presented it. On this depends how we’re answering to A5. My opponent 

may be ready to accept A5 once he/she denied A4 by changing definition. But the crucial issue 

here is if, however we define overdetermination, we are ready to accept systematic simultaneous 

causation according to conditions 1), 2) and 3), whether or not these are sufficient conditions for 

overdetermination. I will argue that supervenient events, if they are not “ontologically innocent” 

(in this case they are superfluous), then they presuppose causal inheritance, which is untenable. 

There is another, but similar solution to the problem mentioned above, which allows for 

some event e to be overdetermined by physical and mental events. This solution implies causal 

grounding, namely that for an event e which is caused by a mental event m, if p grounds m, then p 

causes e because p grounds m and m causes e. Here the mental inherits some properties of the 

physical, and we can suppose that it inherits its causal properties too. On this view we can say that 

causal grounding avoids overdetermination and, consequently, the exclusion problem. 

But why should we accept causal inheritance? There are countless properties of physical 

events where inheritance does not apply, such as spatial location. Sometimes the physical event 

has effects which cannot be attributed to the mental, such as different chemical reactions. In the 

same way, there are some effects of physical events, such as the generation of microglia when 

nociception occurs, which cannot have the pain sensation as causes. So it is not at all clear that 

causal properties can be inherited: this case is not similar to the case in which we can say that 

something being red inherits the causal properties of something being X shade of red, as in Yablo’s 

example (Yablo, 1992). 

Yablo’s solution and my response 



Yablo (Yablo, 1992) argues that there is a relation of determination between the physical 

and the mental, like the relation between red and colored, or X shade of red and red. He defines 

determination in the following way: 

P determines Q iff for a thing to be P is to be Q, not simpliciter, but in a specific way. 

Between determinants and determinates there is no competition for causal influence, Yablo 

says, but there is competition for the role of a cause, and the winner is that which is the more 

commensurate, namely which doesn’t have too few or too many properties for causal sufficiency. 

Thus, some mental events can be more commensurate and, in this way, act as causes. One 

argument, on this line, comes from multiple realizability. If every mental state is multiply 

realizable, then there can be cases in which the mental state is sufficient for an effect to occur, 

regardless the brain processes grounding it. 

My answer to such a claim comes from the autonomy theory (Jackson, 1996): although 

mental evens act as causes, they are rather causes of some aspects of the effect, rather than the 

physical event per se. The latter consists of the movement of my muscle, the fast circulation of my 

blood, etc., for which the mental event is causally relevant, but the physical one seems to be more 

proportionate. The mental event is rather the cause of the non-fundamental, behavioral, part of my 

violent actions. This account may have some problems too. Firstly, why should we accept the 

correspondence between levels, such that if we have a cause m and an effect p the physical bearer 

of m causes the physical aspect of p, and the mental aspect of m causes the behavioral aspect of p? 

To answer this question we have to remember that the competition between two different level 

properties is decided by which of them is more proportionate, that is, which of them has the proper 

amount of details for it to be more close to the details of the effect. I shall argue that for every 

effect the most proportionate cause should belong to the same level as the effect. The motivation 

for this is the fact that same level events (or properties) have the closest amount of detail, compared 

to other levels. Since every higher order level supervenes on a lower level, and every higher level 

property has many realizers at the lower level, there are more lower level properties (or events, or 

entities) than the emergent ones. Furthermore, since an emergent property is usually realized by 

an aggregate of lower level properties, there is no doubt that every arrangement of emergent 

properties, when they act as causes, is realized by even more base properties.  



If my account is correct, then the only kind of causation which could occur would be same-

level causation. Another problem may occur: what if some level brings about two emergent higher 

levels, but which are different of each other, that is, two networks of properties which are not 

related? That may be the case with mental and behavioral levels. How can a mental property cause 

a behavioral one, if they belong to different networks? My answer is that they have the same lower 

level as a base, so they are the closest networks with respect to details (or complexity). 
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