
1 
 

 
 
ON KIM´S CRITIQUE OF NON-REDUCTIVE 
PHYSICALISM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Roque Molina 
 
 
 
Handledare: Andreas Stokke 
 
Umeå Universitet 
 
Institutionen för idé- och samhällsstudier 
 
Magisteruppsats, VT15 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.idesam.umu.se/


2 
 

 
Sammanfattning.  
Kim ifrågasätter att icke reduktivistisk fysikalism utgör en metafysisk konsekvent teori 
eftersom den bl.a. verkar oförmögen att kunna hantera frågan om mental kausalitet på ett 
tillfredställande sätt. Problemet framgår tydligt inom ramarna för supervinient fysikalism då 
Kims analys visar att mentala egenskapers kausala förmåga kan reduceras till deras 
motsvarande fysiska basers kausala relationer. Kim överväger slutsatsen att en sådan kausal 
reduktion skulle innebära metafysiskt identitet mellan mentala och fysiska egenskaper; om 
mentala egenskaper saknar egen kausal förmåga då kan de inte göra någon relevant skillnad i 
världen och det talar emot deras särskilda ställning i naturen. Jag analyserar premisserna bakom 
Kims tolkning av bl.a. icke- reducerbarhet och nedåtgående kausalitet för att se om hans slutsats 
håller. Avgörande i Kims argumentation är också hans syn på att icke- reduktionism förutsätter 
nedåtgående kausalitet vilket i sin tur förutsätter att världen är uppdelad i olika metafysiska 
nivåer. Kim ifrågasätter starkt en sådan uppdelning med stöd av den ontologiska tesen bakom 
fysikalism och får så ytterligare stöd för slutsatsen att icke reduktivistisk fysikalism är falsk. 
Jag analyserar närmare om den ontologiska tesen överhuvudtaget implicerar något om den 
fysiska världens topologiska uppbyggnad som skulle kunna stödja Kims slutsats.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract. 
Kim criticizes non-reductive physicalism as a suitable metaphysics of mind among things 
because of its failure on the issue of mental causation. The failure is especially present in the 
thesis of supervenience physicalism. Kim concludes that the causal powers of mental states can 
be reduced to the causal powers carried by the physical states realizing them. Such causal 
reduction might involve identity between mental properties and physical properties. I think this 
is not a necessary conclusion. I try to clarify some premises behind Kim’s analysis, regarding 
issues of irreducibility, downward causation and the structure of the physical domain. I think the 
main reason why Kim doubts the plausibility of non-reductive physicalism is his view that 
downward causation and non-reductive metaphysics indicate the physical domain being 
hierarchically divided into levels. It seems like Kim would take the opposite position regarding 
the structure of the physical: an undivided continuum. Yet, the question is if that position follows 
from the ontological tenet of physicalism. Finally, I conclude that not necessarily, and I develop 
some further implications and suggestions.  
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1. Introduction   
 
This work objects to Jaegwon Kim’s reductivist analysis of non-reductive physicalism (NRP). 

My objections are directed against the way Kim interprets causation, the organization of the 

physical domain and the general plausibility of reductive physicalism in order to conclude on 

the falsity of non-reductive metaphysics. Non-reductive physicalism is the metaphysical thesis 

meaning that higher order properties and events, like mental ones, depend for their existence 

on physical properties and events, yet they are irreducible to them. Thus NRP seeks to guarantee 

both dependency and ontological irreducibility for higher order properties.  Non-reductive 

physicalism remains attractive as metaphysics of mind because it recognizes the existence of 

the mental as a proper part of reality and it offers a better option to handle irreducible mental 

phenomenal properties such as quale. Being a kind of physicalism NRP should be based on 

physical ontology. 

The ontology of physicalism is characterised by the tenet that: 

 
“Everything that exists is either an element of the physical basis or is 
constituted by elements in that basis. Everything that exists is, in this 
sense, ontologically grounded in the physical domain” (Poland 1994:18).  

Or that:  

 “…every instantiated property is either physical or is 
necessitated by some physical property” (Stoljar 2010:50). 

 

To begin with, Kim enjoys the possibility that mental properties carry irreducible causal powers 

and therefore they should be counted as real. The irreducibility of mental causal powers, points 

to the existence of irreducible phenomena showing downward causation i.e. that higher order 

objects exercise an organizing causal effect on lower order objects. Downward causation is a 

necessary metaphysical condition for non-reductive physicalism in order for it to make sense. 

Mental phenomena exemplify a paramount case of downward causation and therefore form part 

of non-reductive metaphysics. Kim objects to the existence of irreducible mental causal powers 

by way of dismantling downward causation and so he puts into question the whole coherence 

of non-reductive physicalism. 
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1.1 Kim´s first objection 
 
Kim thinks that the condition of realization between mental properties and their physical 

instantiators involves causal drainage of mental causal powers i.e. under the condition of causal 

closure, causal efficiency is fully and sufficiently carried out by the physical bases instantiating 

mental properties. From Kim´s point of view this situation generalizes and shows that 

downward causation is an inconsistent metaphysical concept. Accordingly, non-reductive 

metaphysics too becomes inconsistent. This is the causal objection against non-reductive 

physicalism. 

 

I think the objection is too excessive against non-reductive metaphysics because it threatens to 

explain away the mere existence of mental properties and this is something I believe even Kim 

is reluctant to accept (Kim: 2005)  

 

The reason for the causal objection is the following: Kim uses what he calls the Alexander´s 

dictum i.e. to be real is to have causal powers, in order to analyse the consistency of non-

reductive metaphysics.  

 

In my view the dictum conflates the issues of causality with that of reality and imposes too 

strong a requirement on mental properties.  

 

The result is that the dictum has the strong effect of eliminating rather than e.g., reducing mental 

properties into epiphenomenalism. By extension, irreducible properties become eliminated and 

so even the core idea with non-reductive metaphysics. Yet, I think Kim intends to dismantle the 

theory of non-reductionism but not to eliminate mentality altogether.  

1.2 Kim´s second objection 
 
Kim also thinks that for the idea of irreducible causal powers to make sense, non-reductive 

metaphysics presupposes a layered view of physical reality. Downward causation implies 

according to Kim that causal pathways are active between levels i.e. downward causation is an 

inter-level business. Kim objects to the layered view and endorses an unbroken, continuum 

view of physical reality.  
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The continuum view would according to Kim make better sense since it seems coherent with 

physicalism in general. From Kim´s point of view the continuum conception of physical reality 

also shows irreducible properties to be an obsolete idea and so even by extension the coherence 

of non-reductive physicalism. This is Kim´s topological objection against non-reductive 

metaphysics. 

 

I think this is not a necessary conclusion and I question whether the ontological tenet of 

physicalism in its various forms says anything conclusive in support of the continuum view 

such that it might be a decisive argument against non-reductive physicalism. 

 

On the whole Kim makes a strong case against non-reductive metaphysics. He accomplishes 

this by showing that such metaphysics not only involves downward causation but it also fails 

to give a coherent account of non-reductive properties in a physical world regarded as causally 

closed.  

1.3 Supervenience physicalism 
 
Would Kim be right, then any serious non-reductive attempt to solving the mind-body problem 

where a causal interaction between mind and body is assumed would be affected by his 

objections. One such attempt is the thesis of supervenience physicalism, which roughly put 

means there could be no changes in domain A independent of changes in domain B and vice 

versa, where A instantiate supervenient properties and B instantiate subvenient bases. Therefore 

there cannot be changes in supervenient properties without changes in their subvenient bases. 

More specifically, supervenience physicalism is the kind of non-reductive physicalism 

proposing the covariance, dependency and non-reducibility of supervenient kinds, like mental 

ones, to their subvenient physical bases (events, properties or relations) (Kim: 2000): 

 

• Covariance: Supervenient properties co-vary with their subvenient or base properties. 

Particularly, indiscernibility in respect of the base properties entails indiscernibility in 

respect of the supervenient properties. In terms of properties: 

Property covariation: properties of one kind must covary with properties of another 

kind in a certain way e.g., conscious phenomena co-varying with neural correlates. 

 

• Dependency: Supervenient properties are dependent on, or are determined by their base 

properties. That which is supervenient is dependent on that on which it supervenes.  
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• Non-reducibility: Supervenience is to be consistent with the irreducibility of 

supervenient properties on their base properties. The supervenience relation is not to 

entail the reducibility of the supervenient to its subvenient base.  

 

Supervenience comes even in logical, nomological and metaphysical types. In nomological 

supervenience, set of A-properties supervenes on a set of B-properties according to the existent 

laws of nature. In metaphysical supervenience, supervenient and subvenient properties are 

modally related to each other in terms of conceivability, possibility and necessity operators 

applied to possible worlds. 

 

Following Kim's extensive work on supervenience I consider him to embrace a nomological 

and metaphysical view of supervenience, the former giving the theoretical restrictions to the 

latter. Yet, I think that from a purely philosophical point of view, what Kim is most eager to 

answer are the metaphysical issues of supervenience (Kim: 1993 a, 1993b, 2000, 2005) 

 

In this work I focus on two specific aspects of supervenience: mental realism and downward 

causation. 

 

First, supervenience in its psychophysical form exemplifies a commitment by the non-reductive 

physicalist to mental realism i.e., recognizing the mental domain as a fundamental part of 

reality. As a result of mental realism, psychophysical supervenience opens up to the question 

of how something being mental and not physical can have causal effects on something material 

like the brain. This amounts to the question of mental causation.  

 

Second, supervenience physicalism on the mind helps to identify an important issue in Kim’s 

argumentation: downward causation i.e., causation from an element E* belonging to a “higher” 

ontology O* to element E belonging to a “lower” ontology O. Thus, in terms of psychophysical 

supervenience if E* instantiates mental properties and E instantiates physical properties we can 

speak of downward mental causation from E* to E. By generalizing the possibility of 

downward causation we can make the important question: how do we explain that properties 

belonging to divergent realms can causally affect each other?  

And regarding mind and matter we can specifically ask: how is it possible at all that mind as 

something mental affects matter causally if physicalism in its ontological claim is 
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fundamentally right? i.e. …phenomena occur in nature in virtue of what goes on in the physical 

domain…given that all individual phenomena, all regularities, and all instances of and 

exceptions to regularities which occur in nature occur in virtue of physical 

phenomena…(Poland 1994:207-8). 

 

1.4 The dilemma of non-reductivism 
 
The thesis of non-reductive physicalism would according to Kim involve downward causation. 

Here the non-reductivist runs into a dilemma: on the one hand holding on to the ontological 

claim made by physicalism and risking the irreducible reality of mental properties, on the other 

hand holding on to the causal irreducibility of mental properties and risking so to speak the 

“physicality” of non-reductionism. Non-reductive physicalism appears then to be a 

metaphysical failure as seen in the non-reductivist´s efforts to provide a satisfactory answer to 

the issue of downward mental causation. 

 

The non-reductive physicalist would agree that in spite of the obvious relationship between 

brain and mind, mental effects qua mental are not registered to play any decisive role in the 

causal pathways of the physical brain. Further, if the non-reductivist agrees with Kim that 

recognizing causal effectiveness is a minimal requirement for something to be real, then the 

absence of such a requirement seems to seriously jeopardize the reality of mental causes.  

 

So, it seems the non-reductive physicalist has to choose between denying the condition of 

mental realism and adhere to his ontological physicalist commitments or keeping mental 

realism and seriously doubting the ontological claims of physicalism. If he denies mental 

realism it makes the point with his physicalism being non-reductive useless, because then there 

would be nothing to defend against reduction! Such an option would seriously weaken the 

element of irreducibility in non-reductive physicalism.  

 

Further, doubting irreducibility would have the awkward consequence of mental properties 

being reduced to their physical bases. On the other hand denying the ontological claim of 

physicalism and holding on to the irreducibility of mental properties, places the non-reductivist 

in an uncomfortable metaphysical vacuum: mental properties would remain unaffected by 

rejecting the ontological claim given mental and physical properties instantiate autonomous 

realms; a position which is dangerously close to metaphysical dualism. As a consequence the 
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failure of non-reductive physicalism regarding mental causation puts into question even the 

“physicality” of NRP i.e., to what extent NRP really forms part of physicalist ontology. 

 

1.5 Challenging non-reductivism 
 

In line with most non-reductive physicalists, Kim denies causal over-determination i.e., the 

possibility that two or more causes contribute on equal terms to one and the same effect. Or as 

he puts it: 

Barring overdetermination, no event can be given more than one complete 
and independent (causal) explanation (Kim 1998: 239). 
 

This together with lacking evidence regarding mental causes qua mental  interfering in physical 

processes, encourages the suspicion that non-reductive physicalism even in its supervenience 

form is insufficient for solving the issue of downward mental causation, a suspicion Jaegwon 

Kim calls “the myth of non-reductive physicalism”. The bulk of Kim’s rejection of non-

reductive supervenience physicalism rests on his belief regarding the reliability of certain 

metaphysical principles. Among them is the causal closure of the physical (CCP) and the causal 

inheritance principle (CIP).  

 

Assuming the validity of such principles and denying over-determination, Kim concludes that 

the causal effectiveness of mental properties can be effectively reduced to the causal 

effectiveness of their physical covariants. Furthermore, Kim makes use of the Alexander´s 

dictum i.e., “to be real is to have causal powers”, a semi-metaphysical principle claiming the 

having of own causal powers as a requirement for things being real. This together with 

principles like CCP pushes Kim to take the reducibility of mentality as a serious philosophical 

consequence. This is the challenge, which according to Kim the non-reductive physicalist has 

to face. 
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1.6 Topologies  
 
Essential to Kim’s criticism of NRP is his view on the spatial organization of the physical world 

i.e., its topology. Kim interprets NRP as implying the physical world being hierarchically 

layered, which in turn involves the possibility of downward causation among layers. Thus, NRP 

and downward causation entail each other through the layered topology of the physical. By way 

of rejecting that kind of topology Kim rejects downward causation as well. Through this 

strategy non-reductive physicalism becomes jeopardized as a theory of mind because without 

the possibility of downward causation the mere existence of irreducible properties as proposed 

by NRP becomes doubtful, because for something to be real it needs to show causal powers 

(the Alexander´s dictum). Therefore, if mental causation instantiates a case of downward 

causation, then by way of rejecting the latter Kim would even manage to reject mental causation 

as well. Yet, it is not that clear how by rejecting a layered topology Kim arrives at a negative 

conclusion regarding NRP. Thus, as one of my major goals in this work I try to clarify the way 

in which Kim uses the structure of the physical as a premise in his critique against NRP.  

 

1.7 Major goals with this work 
 

I hope my contribution to the debate will: 

 First: show that equating causality with reality (the Alexander´s dictum) is not a productive 

way of approaching mental phenomena. 

 

Second: clarify another important premise in Kim´s argumentation against the possibility of 

downward causation i.e., that we live in an undivided physical realm without metaphysical 

divisions into levels. 

I hope to make it clear that defending the layered model of physical organization is also a 

defense for the possibility of irreducibility and downward causation.  

 

Together these analyses intend to weaken Kim´s conclusion on the epiphenomenality of mental 

causation and more generally to make a case for non-reductive physicalism. 
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Part one:  the causal objection 

2. Kim against downward mental causation 
 
For a metaphysical realist like Kim (Kim: 1993, pp.228-245, Kim: 1999, pp.237-264) the issue 

of downward mental causation centres on the question: if there are mental as well as physical 

causes, then what is the relationship between these two causes, one mental and the other 

physical?  

 

Kim considers several relevant possibilities such as the theses of supervenience, emergentism 

and physical “realizationalism” (Kim: 1992, 1993a, 2001) in order to elucidate that question. 

We have already addressed supervenience and hopefully shown the theoretical tension inherent 

in it as a non-reductivist thesis i.e., on the one hand being faithful to physicalism and on the 

other hand claiming non-reductionism for non-physical supervenient properties. Not without 

reason has Kim called the supervenience argument as "Descartes' revenge" (Kim: 2001 p. 38) 

since for Kim supervenience is equivalent to a dualistic thesis (property dualism) in disguise 

(Kim: 1993 p.340).  

 

Yet, Kim does not deny mental causation but rather departs from it as something claiming own 

reality on pair with physical causation yet to be coherently explained (Kim: 2001 p.282). The 

question is then how do we understand the coexistence of causally effective mental properties 

with their equally effective physical counterparts, without resorting to Cartesian dualism. 

According to Kim non-reductive physicalism is committed to downward causation and as a 

mind-body thesis it leads to mental downward causation (Kim: 1993a pp. 350-367). Then from 

stating the "Alexander's dictum" that "to be real is to have causal powers" (Kim: 1993a pp.348-

350), Kim develops the question of how mental causes could be related to physical bases in the 

way they appear to be in psychophysical supervenience. To answer this question Kim uses 

empirical and philosophical elements in his reasoning. The idea is to arrive at a metaphysical 

stance on downward mental causation backed up by empirically sound premises. As a result of 

his investigations on the relationship between supervenience and mental causation, Kim arrives 

at a rather negative conclusion: 
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We have the discouraging broader conclusion that, under mind-body 
supervenience, mental properties are causally impotent (Kim: 2001 p.278). 

 
Kim summarizes the main points behind this conclusion by saying that the causal efficacy of 

mental properties is inconsistent with the joint acceptance of the following four claims:  

• Physical causal closure 

• Exclusion 

• Mind-body supervenience 

• Mental/physical property dualism 

 

To understand why and how Kim arrives at such conclusion we'll look closer at these points. 

Regarding the third point Kim acknowledges that strong supervenience is the kind of 

supervenience relation more akin to the claims made by physicalism. Kim describes strong 

supervenience as follows: 

 

• Strong supervenience (SS): A strongly supervenes on B just in case, necessarily, 

for each x and each property F in A, if x has F, then there is a property G in B such 

that x has G, and necessarily if any y has G, it has F. 

 

At the same time it seems to be too strong as a dependency thesis in order for higher order 

properties like mental ones to be sufficiently autonomous, without risking reduction. Yet, being 

a non-reductive physicalist involves a commitment to supervenience physicalism, because as 

Kim sees it, the latter corresponds to minimal physicalism, and it must be "among the 

inescapable commitments for all physicalists" (Kim 2001 p.278). Regarding the fourth point, 

suffices to say here that a commitment to mind-body supervenience already means a 

commitment to property dualism, mainly because rejecting mind-body supervenience makes 

the question on the nature and origin of mentality even harder for a non-reductivist (D´Quincey: 

1994, Nagel, T: 1979). This is not to say that property dualism is right in all aspects. It amounts 

just to considering an alternative view on the mind-matter relation, which recognizes the 

ontological status of mentality on pair with that of physicality. Now, I will concentrate on the 

first two points as part of some principles used by Kim as premises in his argumentation.  
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2.1 A matter of principles 
 
According to Kim these are empirically and philosophically plausible principles: 

 

• The Causal Closure of the Physical Domain [CCP]: if a physical event has a cause 

at t, then it has a physical cause at t. 

 

• Principle of Causal Exclusion [PCE]: if an event e has a sufficient cause c at time 

t, no event at t distinct from c can be a cause of e. 

 

• Principle of Determinative/Generative Exclusion [PDE]: if the existence of an 

event e, or an instantiation of a property P, is determinate or generated by an event 

c, causally or otherwise then occurrence of e is not determined/generated by any 

event wholly distinct from or independent of c. 

 
• Principle of explanatory exclusion [PEE]: if for a single event e, there is one 

sufficient explanation E, then no two independent and simultaneous explanations for 

the same event e are necessary.  

 

Using these principles together with mind-body supervenience and property dualism in relation 

to downward mental causation, we would then according to Kim obtain the following additional 

principles that together are sufficient to render the causal powers of the mental epiphenomenal: 

 

• The causal realization principle [PCR]: "if a given instance of S occurs by being 

realized by Q, then any cause of this instance of S must be a cause of this instance of 

Q (and of course any cause of this instance of Q is a cause of this instance of S"). 

(Kim: 1993a p. 352) 

• The Causal Inheritance Principle [CIP], stating that for M = mental and P = 

physical: "if M is instantiated on a given occasion by being realized by P, then the 

causal powers of this instance of M are identical with (perhaps, a subset of) the causal 

powers of P" (Kim: 1993a p.355). 
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In order to appreciate why causal reduction is obtained, we see that out of the four 

principles the strongest one is CCP, because its validity is empirically based mainly on 

results from classical physics, making it therefore hardly negotiable. CCP is itself based on 

the assumption concerning the completeness of physics i.e.,  

 
That physics, unlike other sciences, is complete in the sense that all physical 
events are either determined, or have their chances determined, by prior 
physical events according to physical laws. In other words, we never need 
to look beyond the realm of the physical to identify a set of antecedents that 
fixes the chances of any subsequent physical occurrence. A purely physical 
specification, plus physical laws, will always suffice to tell us what is 
physically going to happen, insofar as that can be foretold at all (Papineau: 
1995 p.228). 
 

This principle is active at most of the macroscopic physical phenomena we can observe in our 

everydayness. It is empirically recognized even under ceteris paribus conditions such as those 

present in the field of cognitive neuroscience. Here conscious experience is at least theoretically 

taken as an element in itself, but whose activities are indirectly observed through neural activity. 

In such situations what we de facto observe and register are the physical causal interactions 

between our laboratory apparatus and the physical brain. Therefore, even for cognitive 

neuroscience the question regarding the reality of mental causation is of paramount importance 

in order for it to continue being a cognitive field of study. Of course the same situation is 

applicable to cognitive science, where the concept of mental representation still constitutes one 

of the field´s main theoretical pillars.  

 

Because of this we may ask together with Kim how we could accept the reality of mental 

causation given that what empirical science reveals to us are the causes and effects of physical 

phenomena. Yet, we know that our empirical observations are registered as mental phenomena 

and conceptually interpreted and ordered into the web of scientific theories, they themselves 

products of the mind. So, the problem of mental causation is not relevant only from a subjective 

point of view but even for a full understanding of scientific activity. If we take away mental 

causation in its downward type, then we get into phenomenological and epistemological 

troubles and the expected coherence behind our most common as well as our intellectually 

demanding activities gets seriously threatened or as Fodor puts it: 

 
 "[I]f 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 
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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: 1990 p. 156) 

 
 
 

2.2 The fading away of mental causal powers  

 
In spite of this observations, Kim is willing to face up to and accept the logical pathways leading 

to the causal inefficacy of the mental. Here I summarize his argumentation leading to that 

standpoint. 

Consider: My belief M that it will rain causes my belief M* that using my umbrella will keep 

me dry.  

This is a case of mental-to-mental causation i.e., M causes M*. If we then take the causal 

realization principle into account this would mean that there is M* in virtue of there being a 

certain neural state P* instantiating M*. As a result we conclude that M could cause M* either 

directly: M ⇒ (causes) M* or indirectly by causing P* to instantiate M*, which amounts to 

downward mental causation or mental-to-physical causation (the cut lines in figure1). Then we 

would like to know in virtue of what there is an instance of M. Again, by using the same 

principle above, it seems natural to assume that there is M in virtue of there being a physical 

neural state P instantiating M (figure 2). If we now make use of CCP, we believe that P causing 

P* is an acceptable result. Now, we ask once again what causes M*. In figure (3) we can see 

the possible causes of M*. We notice here that both M (cause 1) and P* (cause 2) appear as 

sufficient causes of M*, leaving us with a case of causal over-determination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The same situation of over-determination is present even for P*, because both M and P appear 

simultaneously as sufficient causes of P*. Thus we end with causal over-determination for both 

M* and P*. The question then is if we really have a case of causal over-determination here. 
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Obviously not, because CCP and PCE together involve that the physical event P* has a physical 

cause, in this case P, sufficient enough for causing P*. Therefore through CCP and the exclusion 

principles we can rule out M as a cause of P*. Now, the important question is whether M* is 

causally overdetermined and if not, whether we should rule out M or P* as presumptive causes 

of M*. First, we need to look at the causal relation between M and P*. We notice that by using 

both CCP and the causal realization principle we can rule out M as a cause of P*, because even 

a non-reductivist physicalist cannot accept the existence of mental properties as freely floating 

entities, without they being physically instantiated somehow. This means that if there is no P 

then there is no M either. The same applies to M* i.e., if there is no P* then M* cannot be 

present. Thus combining CCP, the causal realization principle plus the exclusion principles 

listed above we obtain P as completely sufficient cause of P*. Therefore, we can plausibly 

conclude that if there is M* then the only real cause of it would be the presence of physical 

instantiating bases like P or P*. Taking into consideration the empirical support available for 

cases of P or P*, then the former conclusion seems even stronger. Through this analysis Kim 

arrives at the causal inheritance principle, whose implications are: 

 
...devastating to non-reductive physicalism [and to downward mental 
causation because] if the causal powers of M are identical with those of its 
realization bases, then M in effect contributes nothing new causally, and M's 
claim to be a new, irreducible property is put in jeopardy (Kim: 1993a p.355).  
 

As a result of the former we wonder what the metaphysical consequences are for mental 

causation. The alternatives minimize to either reductionism or epiphenomenalism. 

Nevertheless, applying the "Alexander's dictum" makes of epiphenomenalism for downward 

mental causation an empty position, for what use is there for something if it contributes nothing 

to the neither physical nor even mental states of the world? Thus the remaining possibility 

amounts here to reductionism. Consequently, mental causation appears more as matter of faith 

than metaphysical possibility.  

Obviously, a mental realist does not want to bite this bullet. Therefore a way of resisting the 

former conclusions would be to criticize the premises in Kim's arguments. 

2.3 On Kim's critique 
 
It is not without reason that Kim's arguments threaten the causal reality of essential 

psychological characteristics such as reasons and experiences and their explanatory 

value. Kim's analysis of mental causation is in general very compelling mainly because 
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of his way of combining philosophical plausibility with empirical backups. His tactic is 

suggestive of an empirically well-informed philosophy. Nevertheless, in order for Kim's 

conclusion to hold, it is necessary for certain assumptions implicit in the argumentation 

to hold. Such assumptions involve certain metaphysical standpoints regarding the 

principles Kim uses as premises. Here I will make a general assessment of such 

standpoints. One obvious way to weaken Kim's arguments is by doubting the generality 

of CCP (causal closure of the physical). The implications of CCP are such that it 

requires an elaborate evaluation before conducting a detailed critique but this would take 

us too far away to pursue that here. However, some general remarks are possible. One 

question regards whether the principle applies homogeneously at all levels of physical 

reality from the micro to the macro. Kim could reply by saying that implicit in this 

question is a layered picture of physical reality. Kim´s position is that talk about layers is 

just an epistemic strategy with no metaphysical correspondence, because there is only 

one physical reality and whatever happens is an intra-state of affairs rather than an inter-

level issue.  

 

Yet, the intra-picture of reality in conjunction with the ontological claim has the 

implication that all causal relevant processes are physical ones and that whenever an 

explanation invokes causal elements it must be compatible with the existence of such 

physical processes (Kitcher and Salmon: 1989). As a result, many if not all kinds of 

explanations from the special sciences, become mere explanatory vocabularies i.e., 

epistemic jargon rather than true explanations. For Kim a satisfactory explanation means 

causal explanation and as such, 

 
A causal explanation of an event that invokes another as its cause can be a 
correct explanation only if the putative cause really is a cause of the event to 
be explained. Any weaker conception would merely cheapen the idea of 
causal explanation (Kim: 2001 p.75).  
 

2.4 Kim´s assumptions 
 
More importantly Kim’s rejection of mental causal powers and non-reductive 

metaphysics in general seems to rest on the plausibility of these steps: 

 

Step one:  “the reality of the mental” 

1. The "Alexander´s dictum": to be real is to have causal powers 
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2. Mentality is a phenomenon with own causal powers 

Mentality is real 

 

 

 

Step two:  “the irreducibility of the mental” 

1. Mentality is a real phenomenon in the world 

2. There are phenomena in the world whose causal powers are irreducible to the 

physical  

Mentality is causally irreducible 

 

Step three:  “the physicalist ontological commitment” 

 

1. Macro experience: Mentality e.g., conscious experience and its causal powers 

are macroscopic 

2. Macro level physical principles: physical principles like causal closure of the 

physical and causal exclusion play roll at the macro level and suffice to explain 

any causal powers in terms of physical causal powers 

The causal powers of mentality are explained in terms of physical causal powers 

 

Step four: “the epiphenomenality of the mental” 

 

1. Mentality is real 

2. Mental causal drainage: Mentality qua mental lacks causal powers of its own 

Mentality is at best epiphenomenal 

 

Step five: “against Non-reductive physicalism” 

 

1. Irreducible causal powers: There are phenomena in the world whose causal 

powers are non-reducible to the physical  

2. Physical causal explanation: The causal powers of any phenomenon are 

effectively explained in terms of physical causal powers 

There are no irreducible causal powers 
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For a non-reductive physicalist the nature of mental phenomena has to be ultimately 

based on physical ontology. To what extent mental phenomena depend on that ontology 

is the source of different philosophical views. Being a physicalist, Kim is concerned with 

the physical ontology of mental phenomena and their causal powers.  

 

Through his analysis Kim arrives at the conclusion that mentality lacks causal powers of 

its own because whatever causal powers might be attributed to the mental qua mental 

become effectively drain out by the causal powers of their physical instantiators.  

 

In the line of plausible steps we can observe that explanation does not necessarily mean 

reduction. So for example in step three,  that the causal powers of mentality are explained 

in terms of physical causal powers does mean we are doing away with mentality 

altogether. There could still be mentality out there in the world even if its causal powers 

are e.g., carried out by physical realizators.  

 

The element of reduction enters the scene when causation is interpreted as a condition 

for reality which seems to be the case inherent in the Alexander´s dictum. In my view the 

Alexander´s dictum is too hard a premise to be used when investigating the existence of 

mental causal powers because it tends to render mentality non-real altogether. So for 

example if we replace premise one in step four with the Alexander´s dictum we obtain: 

 

1. The "Alexander´s dictum": to be real is to have causal powers 

2. Mental causal drainage: Mentality qua mental lacks causal powers of its own 

There is no mentality 

 

I think this is a conclusion that even Kim would feel uncomfortable with and thus the 

alternative would be to modify the Alexander´s dictum or to abandon it. 

 

But could the dictum be modified in a way that does not imply such a strong conclusion? 

If we alternatively say:  

Case 1: The "Alexander´s dictum": to be real is to have causal powers the 

instantiation of which are not done by other than the constituting properties of 

the phenomenon itself (in this case the mental) 
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Notice here that we extend the term “causal powers” in the dictum by stating they are 

instantiated. 

 

Could this block the elimination of mentality as a natural phenomenon by causal 

drainage? Obviously not, because (under causal closure) the argument of causal exclusion 

implies the causal powers of the instantiating object´s properties being causally sufficient 

to do the job: whatever causal powers might be assumed on behalf of higher order 

properties are, under the condition of supervenience, effectively blocked out by those 

powers carried out by the subvening bases. 

 

If we instead say: 

 Case 2:  The "Alexander´s dictum": to be real is to have irreducible causal powers 

carried out by no other than the phenomenon´s constituting properties which is a 

sufficient condition for the phenomenon´s reality  

Notice here that we extend the term “causal powers” in the dictum by stating they are 

irreducible. 

 

Could this block the elimination of mentality by causal drainage? I don´t think so for the 

same reasons as in case one; whatever causal powers might be assumed on behalf of 

higher order properties, they are under causal closure and causal exclusion together with 

the condition of supervenience, effectively blocked out by those powers carried out by 

the subvening bases. 

 

So it seems that moderating the dictum either by instantiation or irreducibility does not 

make any difference to the outcome: mental powers are effectively blocked out by those 

powers carried out by the subvening bases. 

 

Could the reality of mental properties be saved no matter their causal powers are 

effectively carried out by their physical realizators? According to the dictum it seems not. 

On the whole using the Alexander dictum seems to be a contra-productive strategy even 

for Kim because he seems to be interested in saving mental causation by reduction but 

not in eliminating mental properties (Kim:2005) 

 



21 
 

Further, as they stand, Kim’s arguments reflect the plausibility of general assumptions 

derived from our macro-physical level of experience. Especially important are the 

validity of CCP (causal closure of the physical) and the conception of mind/matter that 

have been shaped by such experience. Yet, without assuming the invalidity of CCP at all 

levels of physical reality I think we could question the conceptual schema that have 

shaped both our view on the nature and relationship of mind and matter i.e., the Cartesian-

Newtonian order of classical physics. If such schema is ultimately incorrect then our 

implicit views of mind and matter might lead us astray rather than helping us to improve 

understanding. (Bohm: 1983, Bohm and Hiley: 1993, Hiley: 1997, Pylkkänen: 1995, 

2006)    

 

Part two: the topological objection 

3. Irreducibility and topology 
 
As noticed, Kim regards non-reductive physicalism an unsuccessful metaphysical building 

shaken by problems regarding the reality of irreducible mental properties and their causal 

effectiveness. The reason is that non-reductive phenomena require their causal powers not being 

reduced to the causal powers of the relevant supervenience base, in order for them to be real 

(Kim: 1997). At the same time if irreducible properties do count at all then they must conform 

with the ontological tenet of physicalism i.e., being real (for the physicalist) is being physically 

constituted. Obviously, we have two “reality” requirements put on irreducible properties in 

order for them to be real:  

• 1) irreducible causal effectiveness  

• 2) physical constitution 

For Kim these requirements are deeply connected. As we have seen earlier, he uses the 

“constitution” requirement as a ground for showing that higher order properties fail on the first 

requirement. As a result the “reality” requirements seem to be incompatible with each other. 

You cannot keep a belief on causal irreducibility and at the same time ignore arguments 

showing the causal sufficiency of physical subvenient bases (as implied by principles like the 

causal inheritance principle). As a consequence, higher order properties like mental ones reduce 

ontologically to their physical subvenient bases because it is the latter that perform any relevant 

causal actions and they are physical. Thus, the physical properties of subvenient bases fulfil 

both requirements on reality and any other properties supervening on them are to be held both 
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causally and ontologically parasitic i.e., unreal. In other words, mental properties qua mental 

cannot be credited with causal effects on physical properties. Yet, I think it is not only the 

involvement of mental causal powers qua mental in physical causal transactions, that makes 

NRP vulnerable to objections raised by principles like the causal inheritance principle (Clarke: 

1999). Rather, it is the issue of how irreducibility should be housed into the physicalist ontology 

that in my view is central to the problems of non-reductive physicalism.  

 

It is precisely the idea of irreducibility combined with the ontological tenet i.e., there are 

properties irreducible to physical ones yet based on them, that weakens non-reductionism as a 

metaphysical thesis (Francescotti: 1998). This is so because for the NRP theorist the issue of 

irreducibility generalises beyond the domain of mental properties covering also physical 

properties i.e., there are irreducible physical properties as well (Bontly: 2002). Furthermore, the 

question of irreducibility is connected to the question regarding the structure or “topology” of 

the physical world i.e., whether the physical domain is divided into adjacent levels or layers of 

physical organization or else.  

 

In turn the topological question is decisive for the issue of downward causation, because if we 

assume there are independent ontological levels being hierarchically layered, then it seems 

plausible to think of a causal connection between them “going down” from one level to another. 

And as we’ll see below, the issues of irreducibility in non-reductive physicalism and inter-level 

causation, as presupposed by downward causation, seem to require the physical realm to be 

layered in order for both issues to make sense. Yet, the layered nature of the physical is not 

necessarily a metaphysical conclusion but only one premise, a premise Kim uses to argue 

against NRP.  

 

Thus, we need to see how irreducibility, downward causation and the question of topology are 

connected to each other in order to better understand the premises behind Kim’s conclusion. 

More specifically, we would like to know whether irreducibility entails downward causation 

and vice versa. In order to answer this question we’ll carry out a further clarification regarding 

the relationship between dependency, irreducibility and downward causation. I think a further 

look into these issues is in place here, because it is the theoretical tension between these 

elements that according to Kim and others produces the collapse of non-reductive physicalism.  

These attempted “clarifications” will hopefully help us to better understand not only some of 

the “hidden variables” behind Kim’s conclusion but also why on a closer view some of those 
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variables constitute the very reason why Kim’s arguments might lose their strength against 

NRP. We begin with the relationship between dependency and irreducibility in order to 

illustrate why Kim gives causation a central role against non-reductive physicalism. 

3.1 More on dependency 
 
I think it reasonable to agree with Kim and others that there is a theoretical tension in NRP, 

which threatens the coherence of the theory. Yet, I find it necessary to clarify the nature of such 

tension. We need to ask whether being a non-reductive physicalist requires taking the 

dependency in NRP more seriously than the irreducibility issue and if so whether this is one of 

the roots of the theoretical instability in NRP. I will anticipate myself and answer “yes” to this 

question i.e., no matter how non-reductive you are as a physicalist, the fact that you remain a 

physicalist forces you to take the ontological claim for what it is, that is; a metaphysical view 

based on the basically physical nature of the world and the dependency of irreducibles on that 

nature.  

 

Thus, I agree with Kim that as a non-reductive physicalist either you are a physicalist committed 

to certain ontological claims or not, and that holding both to ontological physical dependency 

and non-physical irreducibility turns out to be theoretically unattainable. Therefore, in order to 

remain a coherent metaphysician the non-reductivist should choose between dependency and 

irreducibility. I think Kim would say the choice should fall on dependency rather than 

irreducibility, because Kim interprets the ontological tenet of physicalism in terms of giving 

priority to dependency:  

 
[M]ost nonreductive physicalists want to go beyond the claim that mental 
properties are had by physical systems; they want to defend a thesis of 
primacy, or basicness, for physical properties in relation to mental 
properties. The main idea here is that, in spite of their irreducibility, 
mental properties are in some sense dependent on or determined by 
physical-biological properties (Kim: 1993a p.340). 
 
 

Of course, choosing dependency rather than irreducibility has the unsatisfactory implication 

that non-reductive physicalism must be given up as an altogether incoherent physicalist thesis. 

Still, the non-reductive physicalist has a point with his belief in the irreducibility of higher order 

non-physical properties, because by experience we know of the existence of things such as 

qualia and we know even by theory of their stubborn resistance to theoretical incorporation into 

the physicalist worldview (Nagel, T: 1974, Rorty: 1996, Strawson: 1996). Thus, a further 
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analysis on the nature of the dependency relation, as implied in psychophysical supervenience, 

is required.  This will provide us with a better understanding why in spite of his belief in the 

intrinsic mental nature of qualia, the non-reductivist seems compelled to give higher 

metaphysical priority to physical dependency rather than irreducibility.  

 

As a result of this analysis I hope to show why Kim takes causality as essential for 

understanding the true nature of metaphysical dependency. It is such identification between 

causation and dependency that leads Kim to his reductivist conclusions regarding mental 

causation. It is this causal element, which collapses non-reductive physicalism into 

reductionism. At first sight then, it seems that the dependency of supervenients on subvenient 

bases involves a position on the physical nature of supervenients, because if everything is 

basically physical so even whatever supervenient properties or events there might be. Yet, 

solely on account of the ontological claim made by physicalism we are not further informed on 

the nature of such dependency.   

 

Of course the physicalist has his reasons for believing in the fundamentality of the physical. 

But we need a deeper understanding of how such fundamentality suggests metaphysical 

dependency of the non-physical on the physical. Saying that the non-physical depends on the 

physical because the world is physical does not sound like a sound argument. This is at least 

not a sufficient reason for the non-reductive physicalist who as such, is committed to 

metaphysical realism of irreducible mental properties i.e., mental properties are intrinsically 

mental and such “intrinsicallity” is as essential a part of reality as the physical properties of 

elementary particles.  

 

Appealing to the physical nature of the world is then not sufficient for establishing the 

dependency of mental properties on physical counterparts, given that without making a serious 

metaphysical error we could equally well affirm that the physical depends on the mental 

because the world is fundamentally mental. In fact this is just a different ontological claim 

without a deeper explanation of why it is so. Furthermore, I think that for the non-reductive 

physicalist, his belief in metaphysical mental realism makes the issue the more urgent. He 

cannot merely say that irreducible properties are what they are in virtue of their ontology being 

intrinsically mental and yet keep his physicalist commitment to the fundamentality of physical 

ontology.  
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Thus, saying that mental properties are ontologically dependent on the physical because they 

are fundamentally physical is not a valid position for the non-reductive physicalist for whom 

there are mental properties qua mental. Otherwise his belief in the irreducibility of such 

properties becomes rather pointless and obscure. Given the former we need a better explanation 

beyond a mere claim of how “whatever there is” is ontologically speaking depending on the 

physical, even if some of “whatever there is” remains irreducible. Obviously such a requirement 

exposes the theoretical tension in NRP.  

 

A stronger sense in which the tension in non-reductive metaphysics becomes more apparent is 

to view the dependency relation together with a claim of systematic emergence (Beckermann: 

1992). Thus, we could imagine of the mental emerging from the material and depending on it 

for its sustained existence, nevertheless being qualitatively different i.e., intrinsically mental 

compared to any of its physical bases. The question then remains of how the emergence of 

mental properties out of physical bases could give rise to such qualitative difference between 

the former and the latter. Now the question is whether this case is in itself strong enough for 

exposing an insoluble theoretical tension in NRP.  

 

Obviously not, because this proposition is in effect not different from establishing the mere case 

that a property X on one ontological level, say S, is dependent for its emergence on another let 

say more fundamental but different property Y, present at a different ontological level, say S*. 

Thus, granted the possibility of systematic emergence, X at S might still remain as qualitatively 

different from Y at S* as you want; yet dependent on the latter’s ontology for its existence, 

without this telling anything essential as to how qualitatively difference of emergents is 

obtained.  

 

Therefore, a talk of mere ontological dependency would not shed any relevant light on the 

question regarding the nature of such dependency. And the nature of ontological dependency 

is an unavoidable issue for the non-reductive physicalist claiming irreducibility. This is so 

because the question of why irreducible properties are irreducible can be answered only on 

behalf of a positive account of how irreducible properties depend on more fundamental ones, 

yet such dependency being weak enough in order to avoid reduction of the former to the latter.  

 

Therefore, the non-reductive physicalist needs to tell in virtue of what or how, supervenient 

properties like mental ones remain irreducible to their subvenient bases and we can understand 
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the nature of irreducibility only when the nature of dependency has been elucidated. More 

importantly, a reasonable account should involve more than mere metaphysical “truths” in order 

to avoid trivialization.  

 

Kim is highly aware of this requirement and it is therefore I think he pays such attention to the 

issue of causation in non-reductive metaphysics. A causal metaphysical “kernel” at the centre 

of dependency, functioning as an intermediary between mere metaphysical views and 

nomological conditions, should effectively block trivialization regarding the ontological status 

of dependency. Thus, a causal description of the relationship between S (supervenients) and S* 

(subvenients) will primarily answer what causes what and so what depends on what.  

 

As I understand Kim, a causal intermediary relation R holding between S and S* is such an 

answer. Further, an answer in terms of R would constitute a suitable causal explanation 

establishing the causal nomological conditions holding between S and S*. In turn, such 

nomological conditions established by R could be interpreted as a set of formulas descriptive 

of the way in which lawful relationships are instantiated between S and S*.  

I believe this is why Kim thinks that S* (subvenient) causes S (supervenient) and not vice versa, 

because there is a lawful relationship holding between them described by R, entailing a causal 

determination of S*(subvenient) on S (supervenient). And it is such causal determination which 

explains the ontological dependency of S on S*. Thus, it seems reasonable to maintain that S* 

would still be there even if any qualitative aspect of S would not, but not vice versa.  

 

From the former we can see why causation plays a central role in Kim’s understanding on the 

nature of dependency. First, causation is a suitable candidate for establishing nomological 

conditions between the relata. Second, causation plays an important explanatory role in science 

and in general. Third, ontological dependency involves at least some nomological conditions, 

which could be suitably explained in causal terms. Therefore in Kim’s view: 

It seems to be a fundamental methodological precept of theoretical 
physical science that we ought to formulate microstructural 
theories of objects and their properties – that is, to try to understand 
the behaviour and properties of objects and processes in terms of 
the properties and relationships characterizing their 
microconstituents. We expect any causal relation between two 
macroevents to be microreductively explainable in terms of more 
fundamental causal processes [my italics] (Kim: 1984 p. 96–97). 
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3.2 More on irreducibility 
 
Supervenience physicalism presupposes irreducibility of supervenients to subvenient bases 

(Enç:  1995, Horgan: 1996, Menzies: 2003, Wagner: 1996). Further, irreducibility seems to be 

required in order for there being downward causation. In the context of psychophysical 

supervenience this might be interpreted as saying that mental properties because of being 

irreducible are able to have causal effects on their physical subvenient properties. But, is this a 

necessary implication? The logical implications between irreducibility and downward causation 

are not really clarified by Kim. Thus, we need a clarification of how irreducibility and 

downward causation are related to each other. But before proceeding we need to look further at 

irreducibility. So we ask first, what it means for a set P of properties being irreducible. As I 

see it P could be irreducible in two senses: ontologically or epistemologically.  

 

In the ontological sense P exists, as a matter of fact, independent of our knowledge of it. In the 

epistemological sense P exists under the condition of being acknowledged, understood and 

explained. The question is then in which sense does Kim use P when assessing NRP. I think 

Kim is not that clear about this point. His insistence on the explanatory role of physicalism 

would at first glance indicate an epistemic view of P (Kim: 1993f). Nevertheless, his analysis 

and conclusions about NRP in general, are metaphysically oriented requiring P to be understood 

in the ontological sense in order for his criticisms to make sense.  

 

I think Kim has the ontological view of P in mind as an essential premise in his analysis of NRP 

in order for him to conclude that when P refers to mental, whatever downward causal powers P 

might have, they are reducible to the causal powers carried by P´s subvenient physical 

properties. Nevertheless, I think it is appropriate to distinguish between a weak and a strong 

ontological meaning in which Kim might understand P, and ask which of them he uses in his 

assessment of NRP.  

 

In a first weak ontological meaning, P (the set of irreducible properties) is metaphysically real 

in the sense that P belongs to an autonomous functional layer of reality, F. Further, P (the 

set of irreducible properties) is entitled with organizational and causal laws typical for 

functional layer F, just in case F is organizationally and lawfully dependent for its existence 

on a functionally more fundamental layer F*. Further, F´s organizational and causal laws are 

deducible from those of F*.  
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In a second strong ontological meaning, P is metaphysically real in the sense that P´s 

organizational and causal laws belong to a functionally autonomous layer of reality F, 

whose organizational and causal laws are non-deducible from those of layer F*. I think that 

much talks in favour of Kim criticising NRP as implying the strong ontological sense (the 

strong sense is metaphysically compatible with the possibility of P being a case of novel 

emergence. Kim strongly criticises both the existence of novel emergence and P (the set of 

irreducible properties) (Kim: 1989b, 1992, 1993d, 1993b, 2001)).  

 

For Kim then the correct understanding of P in order to block out NRP would then be in the 

weak ontological sense because P being “weakly” ontological, has the consequence that any 

causal powers carried by P would be reducible to those of F*, given that any causal powers 

carried by P are in fact deducible from those of F*. As a result, causal deducibility is then 

incompatible with the (causal) irreducibility premise in NRP. This in turn leads him to the 

conclusion that any such weakly based ontology is at best epiphenomenal in character. So are 

even the properties present in such ontology.  

 

 

Further, as Kim’s analysis shows, such incompatibility is a direct consequence of the causal 

non-effectiveness of supervenients and emergents in general, and thus their failure to follow 

the Alexander´s dictum. As we remember for something being real, even irreducibly real, that 

something must possess distinct causal powers. But it shows that in the case of supervenients 

and emergents their causal powers are derivable from those present at their physical bases.  

 

Obviously, the non-reductivist would be tempted to deny P being “weakly” ontological, in order 

for P to remain irreducible. As a consequence he must deny Kim’s conclusion and hold on to 

the possibility of P carrying downward causal powers. That would guarantee P remaining 

irreducible. But are irreducibility and downward causation equivalent? Before dealing with this 

question we need to discuss further one more thing: what does it mean for P (the set of 

irreducible properties) to have downward causal powers. 
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3.3 More on downward causal powers 
 
If we assume that P (set of irreducible properties) is strongly ontological, then it is plausible to 

consider the existence of another ontological set P* also being irreducible in the strong 

ontological sense. Now, P and P* could enter into causal transactions with each other i.e., they 

interact causally. Yet, such causal interaction says nothing about the direction of the causal 

transactions. But, it is conceivable such transactions going downwards. The question is how or 

in what sense such causal interactions would go “downward”. If there is no kind of ontological 

dependency between P and P* and if any such dependency requires a causal connection, then 

both P and P* are ontologically and causally speaking autonomous. And the expression 

“downward” applied to any kind of causal interactions in this case would be just a matter of 

convenience.  

 

Nevertheless, in NRP the ontological dependency of supervenient properties as well as their 

irreducibility seems to require at least, the existence of a causal pathway not only from 

subvenient bases to supervenients (upwards causation) but even the other way around in order 

for subvenient bases to make a difference that matters in the world. If the existence of causal 

pathways between supervenients and subvenients is compatible with the ontological 

dependency of the former on the latter, we could (in terms of the degree of covariance in the 

supervenience relation; weak, strong, global) interpret such dependency in the strong 

ontological meaning.  

 

Nonetheless, such a case of “strong ontology” would not only appear awkward when applied 

to the thesis of supervenience but even self-defeating because implicit in the thesis is the idea 

of dependency between supervenients on subvenient bases that cannot be broken no matter how 

weak the dependency relationship might be. If that happened then supervenience would hardly 

be regarded a physicalist thesis. This is so because the weaker the dependency of supervenients 

on subvenient bases, the stronger the “metaphysical” autonomy of the former and thus the 

bigger the risk of falling into a dualist metaphysics again, something both reductive and non-

reductive physicalists are eager to avoid! 
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Having both causal autonomy and ontological dependency is the alternative the non-reductive 

physicalist wants, because this would obviously mean the possibility of supervenient properties 

having functional or causal effects going downwards i.e., downward causation.  

 

Causation of this type would then be interpreted as real in a metaphysical sense, since it is the 

mere existence of such causation carried by supervenients that guarantee their reality (the 

Alexander´s dictum). Further, it is important to notice that the causal/functional aspect of 

certain supervenients is “qualitatively” different from that of their subvenient physical bases 

e.g., supervenient properties carrying out mental functions compared to the physical functions 

carried out by their physical bases, and that it is such “qualitative” aspect (here mental) that 

might have effects of its own on matter.  

 

Thus, if such “qualitative” causal aspect of supervenient properties is taken for real then to the 

extent those effects go downwards we could talk of downward causation in a strong ontological 

sense i.e., the qualitative character of those causal powers is not deducible from the causal 

behaviour of their subvenient bases. Now, the general question is whether the nature of that 

qualitatively different causal powers carried by supervenients is physical or non-physical. Kim 

would answer “physical” in line with his physicalist commitments and his negative conclusion 

regarding the causal effectiveness of mental properties.  

 

More importantly we can appreciate why Kim’s position also renders supervenient properties 

in general causally non-effective and epiphenomenal: giving a “physical” answer on the 

question regarding the nature of “supervenient causation” renders downward causation unreal 

and abstract. The “physical” answer involves the conjunction of physicalist ontology together 

with principles such as causal closure which together should suffice to dismantle any 

metaphysical value behind downward causation. 

 

Thus, for Kim downward causation if relevant at all, it would be relevant in an epistemological 

sense.  

Further, Kim would suggest that if we insist in using the term downward causation to denote 

important theoretical relationships between different ontologies, then any assumed dependency 

between them would again, be only weakly ontological i.e. epistemological  

 



31 
 

Thus, following Kim, if there is a causal connection at all between weakly ontological domains, 

we might then talk of downward causation, but in the weak ontological sense i.e., one derivable 

set “having” causal effects on a more fundamental set and so “downward” would mean here 

abstract causation. 

 

More importantly, Kim's abstract view of downward causation seems to follow from reductive 

physicalism. As such Kim´s conclusion on the falsity of downward causation is based on three 

steps.  

Step one: 

There is downward causation between organizational layers in the world 

Whatever causation there is in the world it is physical (because the world is ultimately physical) 

 

Downward causation is ultimately physical 

 

This conclusion does away with very idea behind downward causation in the framework of 

non-reductive metaphysics i.e., that downward causation might instantiate cases of other than 

physical causation between layers e.g., mental causation.  

 

Step two: 

The world is divided into layers of objects 

Everything is eventually reducible to physical objects and their causal organisation 

 

Layers are ultimately physical 

 

This conclusion does away with the possibility that layers might instantiate other than physical 

objects e.g., mental ones. This conclusion blocks even the requirement of irreducibility inherent 

in non-reductive metaphysics because if layers and their contents are ultimately physical then 

there is no room for non-physical irreducible properties. 

Step three: 

Downward causation is possible only on the assumption that the world is divided into 

autonomous layers 

The world is just one ultimate and irreducible physical bottom  

 

There is no downward causation 
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This conclusion blocks the possibility of non-reductive properties having irreducible causal 

powers. If to be real is to have causal powers and in case those powers belong to objects at a 

“higher” ontology then those causal powers matter in the world only to the extent they make a 

difference that  affects the behaviour of objects at a “lower” ontology1 

 

In general we can observe that the conclusions from step one and two imply the physicality of 

both downward causation and layers of reality which together negatively affect the prospects 

of non-reductive metaphysics. Given there is only causation of the physical type and the 

ontology of layers is also physical then there is no room for irreducible objects belonging to an 

irreducible ontology: their only way of making a substantial difference in the world i.e. 

downward causation is gone. 

 

The first conclusion (Step one) is compatible with the ontological tenet of physicalism if 

relations between events in the world are physically instantiated. That is, if causation is a 

relation that holds among things then it is so in virtue of causation being physical.   

 

The second conclusion (Step two) seems to follow from physical ontology implying that things 

in the world are altogether physical at any moment and place without subdivisions into opposing 

natures of things.  

 

Given the validity of these conclusions, when combined they should eliminate downward 

causation as a metaphysical option and render it at best abstract. This is so because if there is 

anything like downward causation in the world, it must be ultimately physical and downward 

causation makes metaphysical sense only to the extent it can causally “connect” autonomous 

levels of organization but there are no such division into levels.  

 

Hence, for Kim and any reductive physicalist, downward causation misses whatever 

metaphysical and perhaps even nomological credits it might have and reduces to nothing but a 

conceptual tool. I think conclusion one and two are quite metaphysically strong and plausible. 

In any case a discussion around them would take us to far away here.  

                                                 
1 I assume here a strong sense of downward causation. There are other ways in which the modal force in 
downward causation can be pictured. For details see Emmeche, C, Köppe, S. and Stjernfelt, F. (2000) 
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But conclusion three (There is no downward causation) is more problematic. What the 

conclusion says is that that the world is not organized into layers and therefore there is no need 

for downward causation because there is only one all-encompassing and undivided physical 

realm. 

 

I think it is this last point that is crucial for an evaluation of Kim's reductivist conclusion because 

his conclusion is metaphysically speaking reductivist and physicalist. Therefore, the question 

is whether Kim can get some support for his conclusion from the ontological tenet, “everything 

that exists is either an element of the physical basis or is constituted by elements in that basis. Everything 

that exists is, in this sense, ontologically grounded in the physical domain” i.e., does the ontological 

tenet say anything about the topology of the physical world?   

 

 

3.4 Topology and physicalism 
 
I think that Kim’s view of downward causation is only compatible with an unbroken or 

continuous topology. To see this we need to assess here the issue regarding the structure of the 

physical world. Specifically we wonder about the topological way in which the physical domain 

might be ordered and what is Kim’s view on this subject. More importantly from the point of 

view of physicalism: does the ontological tenet indicate the physical domain being layered or 

undivided? This question is very important for Kim’s assessment of non-reductive physicalism 

and the issue of downward causation. His criticism is based on the physicalist ontology and his 

analysis leads him to a reductive physicalist position, which makes sense only to the effect the 

physical is not layered and whatever layers there might be reduces to one and all encompassing 

unbroken physical continuum. That in turn would be a further support for his reductivist 

position. Thus, we would like to know  

• whether the ontological commitment gives support for Kim’s reductivist conclusion 

regarding the layered view 

 

• whether a layered or an undivided topology is connected at all to the issue of downward 

causation  
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For Kim the answer to the last point is rather obvious:  

The very idea of downward causation involves vertical directionality – an “upward” direction 
and a “downward” direction. This in turn suggests an ordered hierarchy of domains that gives 
meaning to talk of something being located at a “higher” or “lower” or “the same” position 
in relation to another item on this hierarchy. As is familiar to everyone, positions on such a 
hierarchy are usually called “levels”, or sometimes “orders”. In fact, talk of “levels” –as in 
“level of description”, “level of explanation”, “level of organization”, “level of complexity”, 
“level of analysis”, and the like –has thoroughly penetrated not only writings about science, 
including of course philosophy of science, but also the primary scientific literature of many 
fields (Kim: 1999 p.17). 

 
And according to Kim, a layered view of the physical takes, 
 

…the natural world as stratified into levels, from lower to higher, 
from the basic to the constructed and evolved, from the simple to 
the more complex. All objects and phenomena [my italics] have 
each a unique place in this ordered hierarchy (Kim: 1999 p.17). 
 
 

At first sight it seems plausible in the context of physicalism to assume the physical realm being 

ontologically undivided because everything being fundamentally physical means every relevant 

causal pathway taking place inside the same fundamental level. Thus, let us assume we live in 

a continuous physical continuum i.e., that the physical world is one continuous, uninterrupted 

activity without any ontological divisions between the micro and the macro, in other words a 

kind of physical unus mundus or physical continuum . Assume further that we have to keep 

either the layered or undivided alternatives as potential metaphysical alternatives. Now if we 

drop the layered world idea and embrace the continuum alternative, does it mean an argument 

for the reductive or non-reductive varieties of physicalism?  

 

The continuum alternative might in a weak sense talk in favour of the reductive variety, because 

the assumed existence of higher order phenomena and their corresponding fields of knowledge 

would not necessarily reflect a reality of hierarchically organised physical levels. In fact what 

we perceive as “level of description”, “level of explanation”, “level of complexity” or “level of 

organization” might only reflect a methodological “divide and conquer” strategy; a successful 

epistemological tool for the exploration of the world but one which remains silent on the true 

organization of physical reality. Therefore, it seems plausible to believe that there is only one 

physical reality or “bottom” i.e., the ultimate physical continuum, where higher-order 

phenomena are derivable expressions of such unity and explainable through the laws of current 

or future physics. In such a way we talk of reduction of higher order phenomena.  
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But even in a stronger sense, the continuum alternative might talk in favour of a reductive 

physicalist position, because in an undivided physical world there might not even be a need 

with reductivist/non-reductivist concerns, given that there only is one physical reality. 

Ontologically speaking there are no independent inter-levels or adjacent layers that might be 

the subject of such concerns. The ultimate physical continuum is in a sense an internal business. 

If this was the right picture of the physical then the issues of irreducibility and downward causal 

powers in non-reductive physicalism, become ontologically speaking pretty redundant; 

providing there are none irreducible inter-level properties.  

 

Thus, Kim would say that in view of the physical continuum idea, insisting on the existence of 

irreducible inter-level properties and their supposedly independent causal powers might be 

relevant from a purely abstract or methodological point of view. Besides, insisting on the 

ontological autonomy of layers and their properties would come very close to the view of novel 

emergentism. This being so, because truly emergent properties located at a level Z reflect the 

existence of physical phenomena whose structure is not explainable in terms of the laws 

governing their lower level constituents, located at another level Z*. But emergentism in this 

sense is a view that Kim rejects on the same grounds he doubts supervenience physicalism, 

because both involve downward causation: 

In what ways, then, can emergent properties manifest their causal powers? 
This of course is where the idea of “downward causation” enters the scene. 
But when we view the situation with the layered model in mind, we see that 
the following three types of inter- or intra-level causation must be 
recognized: (i) same-level causation, (ii) downward causation, and (iii) 
upward causation. Same-level causation, as the expression suggests, 
involves causal relations between two properties at the same level – 
including cases in which an instantiation of one emergent property causes 
another emergent property to be instantiated. Downward causation occurs 
when a higher-level property, which may be an emergent property, causes 
the instantiation of a lower-level property; similarly, upward causation 
involves the causation of a higher-level property by a lower-level property. 
I believe that, for the emergentist, there is good reason to believe that 
downward causation is fundamental and of crucial importance in 
understanding causation (Kim: 1999 p.20). 

 

Consistent with physicalism, the right ontology of the world is ultimately physical. Physicalism 

in its reductive form is a unitary position on the structure of the world. It means that any 

phenomenon can in is essence be explained in physical terms and ultimately identified with 

some kind of physical constitution. If the web of the world at any moment and place reflects 

that constitution then the physical continuum idea seems to be compatible with physicalism.  
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Thus, it appears that Kim might obtain some support from the ontological claim for denying 

the layered view and embracing the continuum idea.  

 

In general, from the perspective of physicalism we seem to lack a reasonable support for the 

layered view. As a result, we could follow Kim and deny the plausibility of both downward 

causation and irreducibility. Things being so, Kim challenges the thought that irreducibility 

follows from the layered view because irreducible properties are recognized as real only to the 

extent they show the possibility of downward causation, which in turn requires the layered view 

in order for it to make any ontological sense at all.  

 

Kim conceives of the world like this: 

 
“The most fundamental tenet of physicalism concerns the ontology of 
the world. It claims that the content of the world is wholly exhausted by 
matter. Material things are all the things that there are; there is nothing 
in the spacetime world that isn´t material, and of course there is nothing 
outside it either. The spacetime world is the whole world, and material 
things, bits of matter and complex structures made up of bits of matter, 
are its only inhabitants. This doctrine is sometimes called “ontological 
physicalism” (Kim: 2005 p.150). 

 
 

Unfortunately for Kim the ontological commitment of physicalism only says that the world is 

eventually physical. It says nothing specific about the topology of the physical realm i.e., if it 

is layered, twisted, flat, or continuous and so we cannot directly from it infer the negation of 

the layered view. 

 

It remains for Kim to show that denying downward causation and irreducibility follows from 

denying the layered view. What we need is a connection in terms of logical or metaphysical 

possibility showing that downward causation and irreducibility are plausible only in the 

schedule of a layered ontology but implausible in the context of an undivided physical ontology. 

The ontological interpretation of physicalism in its various forms gives no support for denying 

the world being layered. What Kim uses as an argument for denying the layered view is the 

causal inefficacy of supervening higher order properties. Such properties make sense only to 

the extent they are irreducible and therefore belong to a distinct level of ontology in its own 

e.g., mental properties from where they can exercise e.g., constricting causal powers as a whole 

which in turn functions as a landmark for their mere existence. By eliminating away higher 

order properties´ causal efficacy Kim manages to question their reality leaving us with a 
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remaining epiphenomenal possibility which under all practical matters make no relevant 

difference in terms of irreducibility. 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Summary 
 
As seen earlier, Kim identifies two major objections to the non-reductivist: First, the failure of 

mental causation and second, the failure of metaphysical downward causation (here referred to 

just as “downward causation”). Both objections are of course theoretically intertwined. Yet, the 

first objection gains its strength from an analysis regarding the way in which physical 

subvenient bases effectively empty mental properties and higher order properties in general 

from own casual powers. This might be called the causal objection.  

The second objection denies the validity of downward causation by way of exposing its 

connection to the layered view of the world. This might be called the topological objection. The 

latter requires the former in order for it to make sense and vice versa. The validity of principles 

like CCP talks against the possibility of over-determination, which follows from assuming the 

layered view and downward causation. Thus, Kim calls NRP into question by way of showing 

the causal powers of subvenient physical properties to be enough in order to explain whatever 

“real” causal effectiveness supervenient properties might possess. Kim also questions NRP 

even by telling that the causal effectiveness of supervenient properties requires the existence of 

downward causation, which in turn makes sense only in the framework of a hierarchically 

layered ontology. Essentially both fail due to the validity of the causal closure of the physical 

principle, CCP. Principles like this and the ontological claim of reductive physicalism seem 

enough to deny both downward causation and the hierarchy of layers. Thus, NRP results in an 

incoherent metaphysical thesis. Essential to NRP is its claim on irreducibility, and in Kim’s 

view irreducibility is a coherent thesis only when downward causation makes sense in the 

metaphysical way.  It is through the causal pathway instantiated by a metaphysically relevant 

kind of downward causation that irreducible properties, like mental ones, make a difference that 

matters in the ontology of the world. Through downward mental causation, mental properties 

are able to produce causal changes at the level of their physical bases. Thus, it is the reality of 
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metaphysical downward causation that distinguishes the thesis of supervenience physicalism 

from epiphenomenalism and eliminative reductionism. Take away downward causation and it 

looks like irreducibility as well as a layered ontology of the world collapse into mere epistemic 

“language games”. Yet, we might wonder whether irreducibility and downward causation 

involve each other such that they make NRP a coherent thesis. The answer depends on the 

nature of irreducible properties, the validity of metaphysical downward causation, whether we 

analyse the situation in terms of the causal or the topological objections, as well as the 

plausibility of certain metaphysical options.  

5. Conclusion  
 
Kim’s strategy against NRP consists first, in bringing together objections against downward 

causation and to the layered view of the physical domain in a way that shows their mutual 

dependency and significance for the claim of irreducibility in NRP to be decisive. Second, based 

on the validity of principles like CCP and the ontological plausibility of reductive physicalism, 

he mounts a powerful criticism against NRP. He does so by way of showing NRP’s 

metaphysical position to be a failure due to its dependency on downward causation. The latter 

is not immune against causal drainage by the causal efficacy of physical realizing bases. Taking 

away downward causation Kim manages to threaten the theory of non-reductive metaphysics. 

Yet, the validity of his criticism depends heavily on certain premises.  

 

Thus, in order for Kim’s causal analysis against mental causation (a paramount example of 

downward causation) to hold, physical principles like CCP must be valid. Yet, no kind of 

argument seems to guarantee the validity of CCP at all levels of physical reality or its 

undisputable position in any future physics. Besides, its validity depends heavily on how we 

define “physical” properties as well as on which theoretical scheme we use for studying 

physical reality (Stoljar: 2001). Kim’s treatment of Alexander’s dictum as a measure of “reality” 

for higher order properties based on causal effectiveness is more than problematic; it is even 

metaphysically noxious. The Alexander´s dictum appears to be nothing more than a meta-

theoretic assumption and as such it cannot be neither refuted nor validated solely on logical 

reasons.  

 

Of course, such kind of assumptions are in place here if we want to work out a plausible 

philosophical understanding of the causal relationships between higher order properties and 
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physical realizing bases. Yet, Kim seems to take the dictum as having the ontological 

implication that something is causal or have causal powers so long as it is physical. Therefore 

it appears as Kim deduces the plausibility of the Alexander´s dictum from the validity of the 

ontological claim made by physicalism i.e., everything is ultimately physical and if something 

has real causal powers then those powers must be physical too in order for them to be real. In 

other words causality is physical. 

 

Yet, it does not look that obvious that the ontological claim involves something as the 

Alexander´s dictum interpreted in this way at all. If it is conceivable that something physical 

might be in complete causal isolation, then that something might only be “out there” without 

having any physical effects at all and yet be real. Neither looks like, the ontological claim 

involves that the dictum can be interpreted as entailing metaphysical reduction regarding 

causation. In Kim’s own words the dictum answers the question: 

…what does it mean to say that … anything is “real”? Alexander’s dictum 
gives an answer that is apt and irresistible: To be real is to have causal powers 
(Kim: 1992 p.135). 

 

As such the Alexander´s dictum says only that to be real is to have causal powers and nothing 

direct about those causal powers being either irreducible or reducible. Kim’s way of using the 

Alexander´s dictum as a means of criticizing non-reductive physicalism has a taste of 

reductionism on it. First, Kim seems to reason that the sentence: To be real is to have causal 

powers, means to have own causal powers. Second, Kim interprets the term “own” here as 

involving causal irreducibility. Third, for Kim, the point with something having causal powers 

of its own means: those powers not being held as properties by something else. In this sense 

own causal powers means: ontologically distinct causal properties. And distinct means here 

irreducible.  

 

However, no matter how distinct the causal powers of something might be, even the nature of 

such causal “distinctiveness” must be clarified. Here is where Kim makes his turn against non-

reductivism because Kim’s analysis is intended to show that whatever causal irreducibility there 

might be, it has to be physical. As a result we obtain ontological reduction of causal properties. 

Any assumed causal distinctiveness of higher order properties breaks up into causal “sharing” 

because causal powers being physically reducible means also being multiply instantiated by 

multiple physical systems.  
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Therefore if the Alexander´s dictum has any metaphysical substance, its right interpretation 

according to Kim would be: “To be real is to have collective physical causal powers”. Then 

following Kim, the conclusion is not that far away that causal irreducibility is at best 

epiphenomenal and irreducible properties fail to endorse Alexander’s dictum i.e., there are no 

irreducible properties. Further, the Alexander´s dictum as interpreted above involves multiple 

causal realization and if to be real is to “…to have causal powers” then the “to be real” in the 

dictum would be read as: “To be real for some M is to be instantiated by the causal powers of 

whatever causally sufficient physical system P”.  

 

Of course multiple causal realizability is often used as an argument against reducibility because 

if a mental property M globally supervenes on total physical system TP, then M can be causally 

realized by varying physical states of TP or physical subsystems PS of TP without any relevant 

change in nature by M. Accordingly, we could infer a difference in nature between M and TP, 

where M might very well be irreducible. Now, Kim might grant that multiple physical 

realizability does not exclude that the globally supervenient property M being even “mentally” 

multiple realizable i.e., mental property M might be a disjunctive property and as such being 

realized by a series of related mental states and properties. Given this, M, as a disjunctive 

property may be physically instantiated by corresponding “relevant” but numerically not 

reflexive disjunctive physical properties (Kim: 1993a).  

 

On the other hand, the question regarding the causal powers of M remains open and as such we 

enter again the question regarding the causal effectiveness of disjunctive properties like M. 

Obviously, Kim would say that disjunctive physical bases causally exhaust even disjunctive 

mental properties and so multiple realizability is no match against his analysis. But, the issue 

of disjunctive physical properties figuring in physical explanations is open to debate and 

remains controversial (Kim: 1993a).  

 

Kim also uses a kind of topological premise to the effect of rejecting the layered view of the 

physical world on basis of its involving downward causation and novel emergence (Kim: 1999). 

Yet, for such rejection to have metaphysical weight, once again reductive physicalism is 

assumed, since implicit in Kim’s thinking seems to be the idea of reductive physicalism 

involving the causal closure of the physical, CCP. If there is any such implication then we can 

dismiss both downward causation and emergentism, because reductive physicalism entailing 
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CCP means rejecting causal over-determination, a feature implicit in both downward causation 

and emergentism.  

 

However, reductive physicalism might not necessarily demand CCP, because all what 

physicalism claims is the world being physical not that it must be necessarily closed under 

causation. Moreover, it seems implicit in Kim’s reasoning that the layered view may be refuted 

because of the ontological claim of physicalism involving an ultimately unbroken “bottom” of 

physical organization i.e., a physical continuum.  

 

Nevertheless, the physical continuum idea is but a metaphysical assumption, which does not 

follow from the ontological tenet, because the latter remains silent on topological issues. Kim 

strives also for nomological realism i.e., whatever metaphysical notions there might be, should 

be evaluated in terms of their conceivability being sustained by lawful physical conditions. This 

is manifest in his treatment of supervenience physicalism, where his main interest is on 

necessary modality i.e., conceivable supervenience scenarios being restricted by natural laws.  

 

Thus, it looks like Kim merges nomological realism and reductive physicalism into an 

ontological thesis that neglects downward causation and irreducibility as metaphysical options 

and guarantees causal closure together with reducibility. Yet, nomological realism of the sort 

mentioned here, might not automatically be a support for reductive physicalism or even 

physicalism, because the laws of nature may have room for non-reductive phenomena as well 

as non-physical properties. Of course the reductive physicalist might replay that no empirical 

support whatsoever talks in favour of non-reductive phenomena and non-physical properties.  

 

Nonetheless, absence of evidence is not necessarily evidence of absence. We have also seen 

that Kim assesses the validity of NRP by way of evaluating the metaphysical credibility of 

downward causation, because it is it that guarantees irreducible properties being something 

more than mere epiphenomena. Kim points out that there is no such credibility, and at best the 

concept of downward causation may function as an epistemological and operational tool.  
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