
jaegwon kim philosophy of mind
jaegwon kim philosophy of mind represents a pivotal focus within contemporary analytic
philosophy, particularly concerning the nature of mental causation, the mind-body problem, and the
metaphysics of mental states. Jaegwon Kim’s contributions have significantly shaped debates on
physicalism, reductionism, and the problem of mental causation. His rigorous arguments address
how mental states relate to physical processes in the brain, challenging both dualist and non-
reductive physicalist perspectives. This article explores Kim’s philosophical framework, key concepts
such as supervenience and causal exclusion, and the implications of his theories on the philosophy of
mind. In addition, the discussion covers Kim’s critiques of emergentism and his perspectives on
mental causation, providing a comprehensive overview of his intellectual legacy. The article
concludes with an examination of the continuing relevance of jaegwon kim philosophy of mind in
current philosophical discourse.
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Overview of Jaegwon Kim’s Philosophy of Mind
Jaegwon Kim philosophy of mind centers on addressing fundamental questions about the
relationship between mental states and physical states. His philosophical inquiries focus on how
mental phenomena can be reconciled with a scientifically informed worldview, especially the
physical sciences. Kim’s work is noted for its rigorous analytical approach, striving to clarify issues
surrounding mental causation and the ontological status of mental properties. His exploration
challenges traditional dualism by proposing frameworks that seek to preserve the causal efficacy of
the mental within a physicalist ontology. As a result, Kim’s philosophy is deeply intertwined with
metaphysical and epistemological concerns about mind and matter.

Supervenience and Mental-Physical Relations



Understanding Supervenience
Supervenience is a central concept in jaegwon kim philosophy of mind, describing a systematic
dependence relation between mental and physical properties. According to Kim, mental properties
supervene on physical properties if no mental difference can occur without some physical difference.
This means that mental states are entirely dependent on physical states, yet supervenience itself
does not necessarily entail reducibility or identity.

Types of Supervenience
Kim distinguishes different forms of supervenience that play a role in the philosophy of mind:

Weak supervenience: Mental properties depend on physical properties within a single world
or context.

Strong supervenience: Mental properties depend on physical properties across all possible
worlds.

Global supervenience: The mental properties of entire systems depend on the physical
properties of those systems.

These distinctions help clarify how mental properties relate to physical substrates without
immediately committing to reductionist or dualist positions.

The Problem of Mental Causation
One of the most challenging issues in the philosophy of mind addressed by Kim is the problem of
mental causation—how mental states can have causal powers in a physical world governed by
physical laws. This problem raises questions about whether mental states can cause physical effects
or whether causation is exclusively physical. Kim’s analysis seeks to maintain that mental causation
is real while upholding a physicalist ontology, a balance that has proven difficult to achieve.

Kim’s Argument for the Causal Exclusion Problem

Formulating the Causal Exclusion Problem
Kim is renowned for articulating the causal exclusion problem, which highlights a tension within
non-reductive physicalism. The problem can be summarized as follows:

Physical effects have sufficient physical causes.1.

Every physical effect that has a cause has a sufficient physical cause.2.

If mental causes are not reducible to physical causes, they risk being excluded from the causal3.
chain.



This poses the dilemma that either mental causes are reducible to physical causes or mental
causation is epiphenomenal—that is, mental states do not genuinely cause physical events.

Implications for Non-Reductive Physicalism
The causal exclusion problem challenges the coherence of non-reductive physicalism by suggesting
that if mental properties are not identical to physical properties, their causal efficacy is undermined.
Kim’s argument forces philosophers to reconsider positions that attempt to preserve mental
causation without reducing mental properties to physical ones.

Reductionism and Non-Reductive Physicalism
Jaegwon Kim philosophy of mind critically examines two dominant approaches to the mind-body
problem: reductionism and non-reductive physicalism. Reductionism holds that mental states are
identical to physical states or can be fully explained by physical science. Non-reductive physicalism,
by contrast, maintains that mental states are physically realized but possess irreducible properties.

Kim’s Position on Reductionism
Kim is generally sympathetic to a form of reductionism, arguing that mental properties should
ideally be reduced to physical properties to preserve their causal role. He views reduction as a
means to avoid the causal exclusion problem and maintain a scientifically coherent ontology.

Critique of Non-Reductive Physicalism
Kim critiques non-reductive physicalism for its difficulty in explaining how mental properties can
have genuine causal powers without being reducible. He suggests that unless mental properties are
reducible, they risk being causally impotent, thus potentially rendering mental causation illusory.

Critique of Emergentism and Mental Causation
Emergentism posits that mental properties emerge from physical systems in a way that is novel and
irreducible, often implying a form of strong emergence. Kim critically evaluates emergentism,
arguing that it struggles to provide a satisfactory account of mental causation consistent with
physicalism.

Problems with Strong Emergence
According to Kim, strong emergence posits mental properties as ontologically novel and causally
potent in ways that cannot be explained by physical processes alone. However, this view faces the
challenge of explaining how emergent mental properties can exert causal influence without violating
physical causal closure.

Kim’s Alternative Perspective
Kim advocates for a nuanced approach that either reduces mental properties to physical properties



or accepts the limitations on mental causation implied by physicalism. His critique encourages a
careful reconsideration of emergentist claims within the philosophy of mind.

Legacy and Impact on Contemporary Philosophy of
Mind
Jaegwon Kim philosophy of mind has left a profound impact on contemporary debates about mental
causation, physicalism, and the metaphysics of mind. His rigorous arguments and clear conceptual
distinctions continue to influence philosophers exploring the mind-body problem. Kim’s work has
spurred further research into the nature of supervenience, the viability of non-reductive physicalism,
and the challenges of mental causation. His contributions remain a cornerstone in analytic
philosophy, shaping ongoing inquiries into the relationship between mind and matter.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Jaegwon Kim in the field of philosophy of mind?
Jaegwon Kim was a prominent philosopher known for his influential work on the philosophy of mind,
particularly concerning the mind-body problem, mental causation, and the nature of supervenience.

What is Jaegwon Kim's stance on the mind-body problem?
Jaegwon Kim is known for defending a form of physicalism that argues mental states are ultimately
grounded in physical states, and he critically examined how mental causation can be reconciled with
a physicalist worldview.

What concept is Jaegwon Kim famous for introducing in
philosophy of mind?
Jaegwon Kim is famous for his work on the concept of supervenience, which describes how mental
properties depend on physical properties without being reducible to them straightforwardly.

How did Jaegwon Kim contribute to the debate on mental
causation?
Jaegwon Kim argued that for mental causation to be coherent, mental properties must be reducible
to physical properties, otherwise it leads to the problem of causal overdetermination.

What is the 'causal exclusion problem' according to Jaegwon
Kim?
The causal exclusion problem, as articulated by Jaegwon Kim, is the challenge of explaining how
mental causes can have genuine causal power without being excluded by physical causes in a
physically closed system.



Did Jaegwon Kim advocate for reductive physicalism or non-
reductive physicalism?
Jaegwon Kim is often associated with reductive physicalism, arguing that mental properties must be
reducible to physical properties to avoid problems like causal exclusion.

How does Jaegwon Kim's philosophy address the issue of
multiple realizability?
While acknowledging multiple realizability, Kim contended that mental properties still need to be
realized by physical properties in a way that allows for causal efficacy, challenging some non-
reductive physicalist views.

What impact has Jaegwon Kim had on contemporary
philosophy of mind?
Jaegwon Kim's rigorous analysis of mental causation, supervenience, and the mind-body problem has
profoundly shaped contemporary debates, influencing both analytic philosophy and cognitive
science.

Additional Resources
1. Physicalism, or Something Near Enough
In this book, Jaegwon Kim explores the concept of physicalism and its implications for the philosophy
of mind. He critically examines various physicalist theories, aiming to clarify what it means to say
that everything is physical. The book addresses the challenges of mental causation and the mind-
body problem, offering valuable insights into the nature of mental states.

2. Mind in a Physical World: An Essay on the Mind-Body Problem and Mental Causation
This work is a comprehensive investigation into the mind-body problem and the issue of mental
causation. Kim argues for a physicalist view that reconciles mental phenomena with a physicalist
ontology. He explores the difficulties of explaining how mental properties can have causal powers
without violating physical laws.

3. Supervenience and Mind: Selected Philosophical Essays
A collection of essays by Jaegwon Kim that delve into the concept of supervenience and its role in
philosophy of mind. The book covers topics such as the dependence of mental properties on physical
properties and the implications for reductionism. It is a crucial resource for understanding Kim's
approach to the metaphysics of mind.

4. Philosophy of Mind
This textbook by Jaegwon Kim offers an accessible yet thorough introduction to the major topics in
philosophy of mind. It covers dualism, physicalism, consciousness, and mental causation with clarity
and depth. The book is widely used in academic settings for its balanced presentation of arguments
and theories.

5. Problems in the Philosophy of Mind
In this collection, Kim addresses central problems in the philosophy of mind, including personal



identity, mental causation, and the nature of consciousness. The essays provide critical analyses of
contemporary debates and propose solutions grounded in physicalist perspectives. It is essential
reading for those interested in the complexities of mind-body relations.

6. The Mind-Body Problem: An Overview
This book provides a succinct overview of the mind-body problem, summarizing key positions and
arguments. Kim discusses dualism, materialism, and functionalism, highlighting their strengths and
weaknesses. The work serves as a useful primer for readers new to the philosophy of mind.

7. Reductionism and the Mind: Essays on the Philosophy of Mind
Kim explores the possibilities and limitations of reducing mental phenomena to physical
explanations. The essays examine how reductionism can account for mental causation and the
challenges posed by emergent properties. This book is significant for understanding debates about
the unity of science and the autonomy of psychology.

8. Consciousness and Causation
This book focuses on the relationship between consciousness and causal powers in a physicalist
framework. Kim investigates whether conscious experiences can be causally efficacious without
violating physical laws. The text is a key contribution to discussions on the causal role of
consciousness.

9. Philosophical Perspectives on Mental Properties
Kim analyzes the nature and status of mental properties within a physicalist ontology. The book
discusses issues such as property dualism, non-reductive physicalism, and the problem of mental
causation. It offers a nuanced view of how mental properties fit into the broader metaphysical
landscape.
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