Online First: May 1, 2026
HOUGHT DOL: 10.5840,/tht202642959

A JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY

Causal Closure and Dualism Without
Overdetermination or Epiphenomenalism

Alexander R. Pruss
Baylor University

Brandon Rickabaugh
Novus Initiative

Abstract: We show that there is a version of dualism—and even of substance dualism—on which
(a) the physical is causally closed, (b) there is no systemic overdetermination, (c) mental states are
not physical states, and yet (d) mental states have physical effects. This shows that commonly-made
claims about dualism about causal closure are not quite correct. The theory offered can be seen as a
version of Aquinas’s theory of sensory consciousness, where sensory consciousness is partly consti-
tuted by the soul’s informing of the body and partly by the states of physical organs.
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1. INTRODUCTION

It is widely explicitly held that if physical reality is causally closed and there is no systematic over-
determination, then the only option available for the dualist is epiphenomenalism—the view that
non-physical mental states are causally inert. Hence, the causal exclusion problem.' Interactionist
dualists typically respond by denying the causal closure of the physical.? Other dualists reply that
the exclusion problem assumes disputable additional premises not clearly supported by current
science.® Recently, some dualists have rejected overdetermination.*

We think the dualist (substance, hylomorphic, or property) needn’t take any of these routes
and we show that the above commonplace about the logical space of theories of mind is false by
presenting a version of dualism on which (a) the physical is causally closed, (b) there is no systemic
overdetermination, (c) mental states are not physical states, and yet (d) mental states have physical
effects. This theory can be seen as inspired by (a reading of) Aquinas’s theory of sensory conscious-
ness. We will argue that this theory fits well with data about the mind’s dependence on the physical
that is seen as evidence for physicalism, and the knowledge, conceivability, and unity of conscious-
ness arguments for dualism. We do not endorse the theory but present it solely in order to expand
the discussion of closure and dualism.
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2. FROM CLOSURE TO OVERDETERMINATION TO A DUALIST WAY
FORWARD

First, let’s sketch the usual argument that given causal closure epiphenomenalism is the only option
for dualism. Causal closure is usually taken to be the following thesis.

Causal Closure: Every physical item (event or object) that has a cause has a physical
cause.

If this is true, then given any non-physical cause of a physical effect, E, the effect E must also have
a physical cause. If systematically there are non-physical causes that have physical effects—as the
interactionist dualist holds—then it seems that systematically physical effects are overdetermined
by physical and non-physical causes. However, most are convinced that systematic overdetermina-
tion must be rejected. So, given causal closure, the dualist should keep the causal efficacy of the
physical but adopt epiphenomenalism about the mental.

This quick argument depends on

Overdetermination: if an effect E has at least two separate and independent causes, C,
and C, then E is overdetermined by C and CZ.5

As written, the overdetermination thesis is clearly false. For it could be that both C, and C, are non-
redundant, and hence non-overdetermining, necessary conditions of E, in the way that both heat
and oxygen are non-overdetermining causes of a forest fire.

We might rule out this kind of case by reading “cause” in the causal closure thesis as a suf-
ficient cause:

Sufficient Causal Closure: Every physical item that has a cause has a sufficient physical
cause.

This version of closure implies that anything that has a physical cause has a sufficient physical
cause. But on indeterministic interpretations of quantum mechanics, typical physical events in
the world do not have sufficient physical causes but only have probabilistic causes (albeit ones that
make the event highly probable).

Taking quantum indeterminism into account, we might propose the following.

Probabilistic Causal Closure: Every physical item (event or object) that has a cause
has a probabilistic physical cause (its probability is a result of only a physical cause).

On this version of causal closure, the interactionist dualist has a way out (though there may be em-
pirical or conceptual difficulties, of course, with the details): a non-sufficient probabilistic physical
cause could be compatible with the existence of another cooperating probabilistic cause.®

There may or may not be a way of making the causal closure argument work in a probabi-
listic context.” Almost® no one attempts this. Still, we will make the task for the dualist harder by
allowing physical determinism, and hence allowing the deterministic causal closure thesis that any
caused physical item has a sufficient physical cause.

The overdetermination thesis has a second problem, even if we assume we are talking of
sufficient causes in a deterministic context. While sufficient causation may not always be transitive,
cases where C, sufficiently causes E by sufficiently causing an intermediate sufficient cause C, are
possible and are not cases of overdetermination. For instance, in a deterministic universe, a com-
plete state of the universe could be sufficiently caused by each preceding complete state without this
being overdetermination.

Similarly, E. J. Lowe argued that Sufficient Causal Closure is compatible with emergentist
interactionist dualism and non-overdetermination. Suppose the universe initially existed with only
physical items until a non-physical mental item M emerged. This allows that P, is a sufficient physi-
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cal cause of a physical event P, by P, causing an intervening event M, which is a cause of P,. In such
acase, P, and M do not causally overdetermine P2.9

One way to get out of this transitivity worry would be to specify the causation in the causal
closure argument to be immediate:

Immediate Causal Closure: Every physical item (event or object) that has a cause has
an immediate physical cause.

The problem here is that Immediate Causal Closure is incompatible with the mainstream view that
time is dense, causation is always diachronic, and events have physical causes but never immediate
physical causes. If P, causes P,, then P, is before P, and hence by density there is a time between P,
and P,, and at that time many would expect an intermediate cause."

We might weaken the thesis to:

Weak Immediate Causal Closure: Every physical item (event or object) that has an
immediate cause has an immediate physical cause.

But Weak Immediate Causal Closure is only going to save the argument from dualism to epiphe-
nomenalism if we can deal with certain scenarios with infinitely many intermediate mental causes.
Suppose, for instance,

Infinite Mental Sequence: Time is dense, and a physical effect E at time , is sufficiently
caused by each of an infinite sequence of mental events M, where ¢ ranges over all
times strictly between 1 and 2.

Then no M, is an immediate cause of E (since M, for t<1 causes E by the intermediate event M, ),
and so E can have a sufficient mental cause without having any immediate cause at all. Thus, Weak
Immediate Causal Closure holds trivially for E.!

Perhaps there are ways of handling such scenarios. First, we might suppose that in the exam-
ple given, the fusion of the mental events M, counts as an event that immediately causes E. Second,
and more controversially, if the “causal finitism” thesis is true, such scenarios are impossible.'> We
will assume, thus, that we have some such way of handling the transitivity worry.

We will thus assume for simplicity that “cause” in the causal closure and overdetermina-
tion theses is a sufficient immediate cause, that determinism holds, and that we have some way of
resolving issues about infinite chains of intermediate causes."* Nonetheless, the overdetermination
thesis fails in a third way. This third failure is particularly serious because a somewhat attractive
dualist theory can be given that exploits precisely this failure.

3. A FAILURE IN FAVOR OF INTERACTIVE DUALISM

Suppose the following.
Alfred: Alfred dies defending Poland against Nazi invaders on September 1, 1939.

Alfred’s death is caused by World War II. It is also caused by the German invasion of Poland, which
is a proper part of World War II. And it is also caused by a particular bellicose act—say, the firing
of arifle—that is a part of the invasion. Yet there is no overdetermination among these three causes.
We thus have a third way for the overdetermination thesis to fail: one of the causes, C, and C,, of E
could be a proper part of the other. That is,

Proper Part Causation: C, and C, are causes of E, and C, is a proper part of C,.

It is not always true that when a proper part of X causes some effect E, then X is itself a cause of E."*
But it is sometimes true.
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One might think that this is another technical worry that can be resolved by tightening up
the causal closure thesis. But we will now sketch a not unattractive dualist theory of consciousness
that exploits this worry while doing justice to the physicalist’s intuitions behind closure. The pos-
sibility of such a theory is evidence that the worry is not a merely technical worry, in the way that
worries about implausible scenarios with infinitely many mental causes are.

To sketch the theory, suppose initially that the person is a unity comprised of a body and
soul. Also, suppose the following theses comprising the heart of the distinctive aspects of the the-
ory:

Phenomenal Composition: An ordinary phenomenal state M is essentially composed
of a brain state B and a purely non-physical state S.'°

Mental-Physical Dependence: Neither B nor S on its own is sufficient for an episode of
phenomenal consciousness: it is only when they are joined in M that we have some-
thing more than a zombie.

Wholistic Mental Causation: When the brain state B is the cause (and if we like, we
can add: sufficient and/or immediate) of a physical effect E, this causation is correctly
attributable to the whole state M of which B is but a proper part.

We can call M a quale, and then on our theory qualia will be composites of a purely physical state
and a purely non-physical state. And such a hybrid itself counts as a non-physical state but not a
purely non-physical state.

More will be said to make the story plausible, but at this point we can see how the above fits
with causal closure. The mental state M is a (sufficient and/or immediate, if you wish) cause of the
physical effect E. The physical effect E has a physical (sufficient and/or immediate if M is) cause B.
And yet there is no overdetermination because M causes E by virtue of its proper part B.

Moreover, the story is faithful to the physicalist’s motivations for positing causal closure. The
physicalist wants to avoid “spooky” non-physical causation. But there is a sense in which the causa-
tion here is actually physical causation: even though M is not a physical state, M causes E physically
because it causes E entirely by a physical part B. There is nothing more mysterious to M’s causing
E than to B’s physically causing E. There are some dualist mysteries here: What is the purely non-
physical state S, and how are B and S combined to form a state M? And there is also the mystery of
what the state B is, where the theory issues a promissory note for future scientific discovery, just as
a typical physicalist theory does. But these are not mysteries about how a non-physical item causes
a physical event without violating the physical causal nexus. Because the story is actually faithful
to the anti-mystery intuitions behind causal closure, it is unlikely that a refinement of the causal
closure argument will rule it out.

It is worth noting that some of the inspiration for the theory comes from Thomas Aquinas
who may have held a version of this theory in the case of sensory consciousness. Specifically, Aqui-
nas appears to have held that states of sensory consciousness are constituted by physical states of the
sensory organs together with the state of informedness-by-the-soul that made the body of an ani-
mal be alive.”® The difference between that theory and the one we are discussing is that on Aquinas’s
theory the relevant physical states are co-constituting qualia are states of the sensory organs while
from a contemporary point of view it is much more plausible to take them to be states of the brain.

4. BUT IS THIS DUALISM?

Some might object that the view we've stretched is not dualism because according to dualism, if x is
mental, then x has no physical properties. In contrast, on the above theory the state M has physical
properties by virtue of having a physical part.
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We see two responses. First, it is not clear that if some whole, W, has a part that has physical
properties, then W automatically has physical properties. After all, wholes do not automatically in-
herit the properties of their parts. An H,O molecule does not have the property of positive charge,
even though it has parts (e.g., protons) that have that property. And it is controversial whether
committees have mental properties, even though obviously their members do. One might insist
that even if in general properties are not inherited from parts, anything that has a part with physi-
cal property V has the physical property PV of having a part with V. But it is not clear that PVis a
physical property. After all, PV entails the property of having a part, and the property of having a
part is not a physical property: it is equally had by any object, physical or not since every object has
a part (if only an improper one).

But, second, let’s grant for the sake of argument that PV is a physical property. We now note
that it is a misunderstanding of what dualists maintain to attribute to them the view that mental
items have no physical properties. Richard Swinburne, for example, defines a mental substance as
one which possesses a mental property essentially, while a physical substance does not essentially
possess a mental property.”” Likewise, Dean Zimmerman explains substance dualism as the view
that

for every person who thinks or has experiences, there is a thing—a soul or spiritual sub-
stance—that lacks many or most of the physical properties characteristic of non-thinking
material objects like rocks and trees; and that this soul is essential to the person, and in one
way or another responsible for the persons mental life.'®

This conception of the mental is compatible with the mental having physical properties. Another
example is E. ]. Lowe’s non-Cartesian substance dualism on which the subject or self is mental (not
identical to but distinct from its body) and yet is spatially extended, possessing physical properties,
including size, shape, and mass."” Some dualists have argued that the soul possesses some form of
energy and the power to transfer its energy to a body or physical event.?® Even Descartes held a
version of Mental-Physical Dependence according to which some mental states, including memory,
imagining, and perceiving, depend on brain states.?! The logical space of dualism expands further
than commonly thought.??

5. GAZE DUALISM

Recall that on our theory, which we will call Gaze Dualism for reasons to be explained shortly,
mental state M is a (sufficient and/or immediate) cause of physical effect E, where M causes E physi-
cally by virtue of M’s physical part B. This and the following are illustrated in Figure 1.

We can now add some more details to the sketch. There could be a division of metaphysical
workload between the purely non-physical state S and the brain state B. If we swap out the brain
state while keeping the non-physical state the same, we can get a different phenomenal quality.
Different ordinary qualia—say, a conscious experience of red or of blue or of middle C—are dif-
ferentiated by B, but what makes them qualia is that B is combined with S. The motivation for this
supposition is that it allows us to be behaviorally sensitive to all the qualitative features of our ex-
perience without violating closure. We react physically differently to an experience of red, of blue,
and of middle C, and we can say that the difference in these reactions is sufficiently caused by the
corresponding brain state B. At the same time, by a metaphysically contingent law of mental-phys-
ical interaction, the state S always occurs when people have properly functioning brains capable of
exhibiting the relevant brain states.

To speak poetically, we can think of S as “the gaze of the eye of the soul upon the brain,”
and we whimsically call the theory “gaze dualism.” The soul “looks” at the brain states and is aware
of them. Somewhat less poetically, but still non-literally and intuitively, we can think of S as the
person’s attention to their brain. But the non-physical “attention” here is a more fundamental kind
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of attention than the brain states associated with the kind of attention that neuroscience studies or
the kind of second-order scanning of the HOT theory of phenomenal consciousness.?

It is worth emphasizing that gaze dualism does not entail that S explains B or that S explains
E. The soul state S is not a mental state but a proper part of a mental state. A part of a mental state
is not always a mental state (materialists certainly will agree, but it is open to dualists to agree). The
metaphysical significance of S is that, in conjunction with B, S makes M phenomenally conscious,
which allows for behavioral sensitivity to the qualitative features of our experience. As far as gaze
dualism goes, S could be epiphenomenal. It is also worth noting that even on an identity physical-
ism, a mental state that is identical to a brain state can have parts that are epiphenomenal with
respect to observable behavior—for instance, the brain state may involve a neuronal molecule that
does not affect behavior.

To make gaze dualism more plausible, let us consider how it fits with standard arguments
for physicalism and for dualism.

5.1. Taking the Physical Seriously

Because in the division of labor between S and B, it is B that enters into the causal explanations of
physical behavior, standard observations about the dependence of conscious states on brain func-
tion and malfunction fit as well with gaze dualism as with physicalism. And we can specify in our
theory that “the gaze of the eye of the soul” is sensitive to precisely those properties of the brain—
perhaps functional properties—that physicalists think realize or ground consciousness. Thus we
can suppose just as much multiple realizability as functionalists do or just as little as those who
think consciousness to be a biological property do.

5.2. Conceivability Arguments

Conceivability arguments for dualism fit well with gaze dualism. On gaze dualism, zombies are just
beings that have human-like bodies and behaviors but who do not have the gaze or attention state
S, either because of a miracle or a difference in laws of nature. If we think that the conceivability
of life after death gives evidence of the possibility of disembodied life, we can suppose that just as
phenomenal states are composed of a physical and a purely non-physical component, we too are
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composed of a physical and a purely non-physical component but can survive the loss of the physi-
cal component. The non-physical component, the soul, could be the direct bearer of the gaze state
S. And we might then add that a “soul’s gaze” state can be sensitive not just to brain states but also
to non-physical states.**

5.3. Knowledge Arguments

Knowledge arguments are a little trickier. An aficionado of knowledge arguments might complain
that on gaze dualism, Mary, raised in a black-and-white environment, should be able to know what
it is like to see red by knowing what it is like to see white and what brain states are involved in see-
ing red. For the quale of red on gaze dualism is the sum of a component, S, common between the
quale of red and the quale of white, and a brain state different between the two. Since Mary can
know the brain state B, associated with seeing red, and since she is familiar with S from her con-
sciousness of white, she should also know the state M_composed of B and S.

This objection is unconvincing. For Mary may be familiar with the sum of B, (the brain
state associated with consciousness of white) and S without being familiar with the component S
as such. After all, one can be familiar with a table without being familiar with any of the particles
making it up or at least without being aware of them as particles. The component S is mysterious,
and so even though Mary has experienced B +S, and knows all about B, the combination B +S
may be a mystery to her. Furthermore, even if Mary knew all about the components of a whole, it
wouldn’t be clear that she would know all about the whole.

5.4. The Unity of Consciousness

Finally, gaze dualism can provide an elegant account of the phenomenal unity of consciousness
while allowing for cases of phenomenal disunity, if there are any, such as in hemispherectomy
(split-brain) patients (a surgical procedure in which the two hemispheres of the brain are discon-
nected from one another by the severing of the corpus callosum) and persons living with Dis-
sociative Identity Disorder (DID). But here first we should note two things. First, there are both
dualists and non-dualists who reject the possibility of disunified phenomenal consciousness.” Sec-
ond, recent studies have undermined the standardly referenced empirical support for disunified
phenomenal consciousness.?

It is a longstanding argument that dualism provides the best account of the fact that we
simultaneously experience multiple states of phenomenal consciousness in a single state with its
own what-its-like-to-experience. One thought is that phenomenally unified consciousness cannot
be spread across or shared among disparate parts of the brain but can be experienced by a mereo-
logically simple subject, a soul.

The gaze dualist might hold that what gives the phenomenal unity of multiple states of con-
sciousness is that they all involve the numerically same “gaze” state S, which is sensitive to various
brain states combined with S. Thus when one is in a cold and loud environment, one has a gaze
state S and two brain states, a B_ state correlated with perceptions of cold and a B, state correlated
with perceptions of loud. One then has two conscious mental states: B +S and B+S, and what
makes them unified is that there is a single non-physical gaze state S that they have in common
which is hosted by a single simple subject, the soul.

However, one might also suppose that under exceptional circumstances (e.g., hemispherec-
tomy, or DID), multiple “gaze” states result that are sensitive to different aspects of the brain. Thus,
it may be that when the brain is split, we have gazes S, and S, directed at the properties of the left
and right hemispheres, respectively. Then if the left hemisphere has a state L_correlated with cold
and the right hemisphere has a state R, correlated with loudness, the individual as a whole might
have two disunified mental states: S, +L_and S +R, so that the individual is aware of cold and aware
of loudness but is not aware of them both in a phenomenally unified way.
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So gaze dualism gives an account of the phenomenal unity of consciousness but perhaps bet-
ter accounts for the possibility of the disunity of consciousness than alternative dualist accounts.”
Even if consciousness is not actually disunified, one might argue that just as we can conceive of
zombies and time travel, one might think that we can conceive of people with disunified con-
sciousness (though one of us (Rickabaugh) actually finds phenomenally disunified consciousness
inconceivable).

6. WHAT KIND OF DUALISM DOES THIS FIT WITH?

The metaphorical description of the non-physical state as a “gaze of the soul” suggests that the
theory under consideration is a Cartesian dualist theory. In fact, versions of the gaze theory can be
made to fit with Cartesian dualism, integrative dualism, hylomorphic dualism, or property dual-
ism. However, the theory seems slightly more amenable to integrative and hylomorphic dualism.

On Cartesian dualism, the person is the soul, a non-physical substance. On this view, the
gaze is a relation between the person and a brain that is not a part of the person. Consequently, on
Cartesian gaze dualism there needn’t be an intrinsic difference between a person—a soul—who
is having a phenomenal perception of red and a person who is having a phenomenal perception
of white. For in both cases the soul could have an exactly similar gaze state, but the differences in
phenomenal states are grounded in the difference in brain states, which are extrinsic to the person.
One of us (Pruss) does not think this kind of phenomenal externalism is immediately absurd, but
we both admit it is counterintuitive.

On integrative and hylomorphic gaze dualism, the extrinsicness problem disappears be-
cause the person is a whole composed of a non-physical soul (thought of as a substance or an
organizing form) and a physical body, and the gaze relation is thus aimed at an internal state of the
person, even if a physical one.

Finally, on property gaze dualism, the first relatum of the non-physical gaze relation will
presumably not be a non-physical soul but a physical object: the person as a whole or perhaps
the brain as a whole. One may worry a little about whether two physical relata—say, a person and
an aspect of a brain—can have a non-physical relation, but this does not seem significantly more
problematic than something all property dualists face, namely the idea of a physical object with
non-physical properties.

7. CONCLUSION

The conceptual possibility of gaze dualism shows that one can have causal closure, non-overde-
termination, and dualism while avoiding epiphenomenalism. It is also worth noting that gaze du-
alism undermines conservation of energy arguments against dualism. Moreover, if we are right
about gaze dualism, then the justification for physicalism wanes, as physicalists tend to consider
the argument(s) from causal closure and/or energy conservation the main justification for physi-
calism.” Furthermore, gaze dualism is not a mere intellectual curiosity because it does justice to
both the brain dependence arguments for physicalism and many of the arguments for dualism. It is
a theory on which phenomenal states are non-physical but are not purely non-physical.

Finally, it is worth noting that even those dualists (including us) who reject causal closure
because they think causal closure is incompatible with a robust account of free will can accept gaze
dualism as an account of phenomenal consciousness, or at least phenomenal sensory conscious-
ness, as it gives a particularly good account of the brain-dependence of conscious states.
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