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Contents of Thought and Mental Causation

NAKAGAMA Koichi

Abstract

In this paper, I discuss critically the idea that contents of thought can causally influence our
bodily behavior. If we take the physicalist stance, we should say that a mental state is actually a
brain state or supervenes on a brain state and that contents of our thoughts are causally irrelevant
to bodily behaviors or physical changes in general. If we reject ‘magic’ or the idea that intentional
contents directly cause physical changes, it seems that we should also reject the causal efficacy of
our mental contents. But this rejection is totally against our intuitive self-recognition as rational
agents, so it is a serious problem for physicalist whether the rational explanations of our behavior
are genuine causal explanations or not.

First I examine Kim’'s supervenience/exclusion argument. On Kim's argument, there can be no
Horizontal Causation between Mental States and no Downward Causation between Mental States
and their physical bases. So if intentional contents are interpreted as some characteristics of mental
states, those contents have no causal efficacies. Against this argument, Woodward'’s Interventionalism
asserts that the intervention to mental property variables can produce a change of their physical
bases variables, so that the mentality can be a causal element in the Interventionalist sense of
causation.

But I argue that contents of beliefs can be inverted but with still exactly the same physical
effects in another physically possible world, so that contents cannot be genuine physical causes but
only accidental concomitants of physical events in this world. If we want to recover the causal
efficacies of contents, at least we should take account of another missing elements, i.e. the
consciousness and its causal power, and this will be a difficult project on the part of physicalist (but

still a project well-worth trying, I suppose).



