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ABSTRACT 

 

Various researchers have tried to show that conscious 

thoughts (or more generally, conscious states and 

processes) have no causal influence on our behavior 

(“no-conscious-influence” thesis), threatening our 

conception of ourselves as free willed, morally 

responsible beings. In this paper I will argue such claims 

are unwarranted. I will claim that understanding the 

human mind in a purely mechanistic and reductionist 

manner is impossible — conscious introspection (and 

first person knowledge) are necessary to grasp fully the 

meaning of data gained solely by third-person methods. 

If understanding human mind is impossible without 

conscious introspection and first person knowledge and 

if this understanding has causal influence on behavior, 

we have found an indirect influence of conscious states 

and processes on our behavior, falsifying the “no-

conscious-influence” thesis.  

 

1 The reign of the unconscious 
 

The question of whether we, as conscious beings, have any 

conscious influence on our decisions, actions and behavior in 

general is indeed an intricate one and as yet unanswered. 

Intuitively (one could say experientially) it seems that we are 

in control of our decisions and actions and thus a priori 

responsible for our endeavors. But in the last two decades or 

so, a part of mainstream cognitive science (from social and 

cognitive psychology, to its “neuro” counterparts) has tried 

to show that the solution to the “riddle of consciousness” — 

and the answer to the question of what role does 

consciousness play in our lives — is actually pretty obvious. 

According to these views conscious states and processes — 

conscious thoughts, intentions, etc. — play a very minor 

(and mostly negligible) role at best or none at all. Conscious 

states and processes have been deemed an epiphenomenon 

with no causal influence on our decisions and behavior. In 

their paper Do Conscious Thoughts Cause Behavior? 

Baumeister et al. (2011) nicely illustrate such claims of 

various researchers from the area of psychology: 

“Dijksterhuis et al. (2007) asserted that the question of “what 

behavior requires a conscious decision and what behavior 

does not” has been resoundingly answered: “Behavior does 

not originate with a conscious decision” (p. 52). In their 

model of behavior, they assign “no role for consciousness” 

(p. 52). A similarly negative assessment led Bargh (1997a) 

to speculate, “there ultimately is no future for conscious 

processing in accounts of the mind, in the sense of free will 

and choice” (p. 52). Wilson (2002) summarized a 

widespread view by saying, “The causal role of conscious 

thought has been vastly overstated” (p. 107), and although he 

stopped short of saying it is zero, he clearly thought it was 

slight. As to how slight, only Bargh (1997b) has been bold 

enough to furnish a precise estimate: “Our psychological 

reactions from moment to moment. . . are 99.44% 

automatic” (p. 243).” (Baumeister et al., 2011, 332) Some 

authors even claim that “strictly speaking, conscious thought 

does not exist” (Dijksterhuis, et al. 2005, 81; quoted in 

Baumeister et al., 2011, 332). The riddle of consciousness — 

or so it seems — has been resolved, consciousness 

“explained away” and the reign passed on to unconscious 

(brain) mechanisms. The only thing we need to do to be able 

to put together last pieces of the “explanatory puzzle” of 

mind is studying unconscious mechanisms in enough detail; 

mechanisms which according to Wegner (2002) produce 

both conscious thoughts and behavior, rendering 

consciousness causally inefficacious1. 

 

2 The “no-conscious-influence” thesis and neuroethics 
 

If this position turned out to be correct — and we in fact had 

no (or negligible) conscious influence on our decisions and 

actions (the “no-conscious-influence” (NCI) thesis) — our 

view of ourselves as free willed, morally responsible beings 

would be threatened. It is possible to argue that even if we 

                                                 
1 Libet (1985) for example similarly claims that our 

decisions are not initiated by conscious intentions, but 

originate in unconscious brain mechanisms. Some other 

examples of such claims can be found in e.g. Soon et al. 

(2007), Haynes (2011), Wegner (2002), Evans (2010), etc. 

Of course this “list” is by no means exhaustive — more 

examples and rigorous critique of such claims are nicely 

exposed by for example Mele (2009). 
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lacked any conscious influence on our decisions and 

behavior (and as a consequence lacked free will) we could 

still be held morally accountable (and responsible) for our 

decisions and actions. Even though this is an important 

position to consider, I will here presuppose that free will is a 

necessary condition for moral responsibility. I understand 

free will in the sense that our conscious thoughts, intentions, 

self-reflections, conscious knowledge of our own minds, etc. 

are at least sometimes, at least partially, directly or 

indirectly, causally necessary (but not sufficient) for our 

decisions, actions and behavior in general2. But if our 

conscious states and processes have no causal influence on 

our decisions and behavior, we cannot be said to be free 

willed, morally responsible creatures — at least not in the 

context of todays democratic societies in which basic social 

structures (such as constitutions and legal systems) are at 

least to a certain degree based upon our belief in conscious 

states and processes (such as intentions) causally influencing 

sdecisions and behavior. 

 

In the context of neuroethics, questions and implications  of 

the NCI position fall on the intersection of both subfields of 

neuroethics as divided by Roskies (2002): on the intersection 

of “ethics of neuroscience” and “neuroscience of ethics”. 

Firstly, in the context of “ethical implications of 

neuroscience”3 we are concerned with the question of what 

consequences “results of those [neuroscientific] studies 

might have, or ought to have, on existing social, ethical, and 

legal structures.” (Roskies, 2002, 21) and with “implications 

of our mechanistic understanding of brain function” 

(Roskies, 2002, 21). Secondly, the question of conscious 

causality forms an important part of “neuroscience of ethics” 

where the main concern is what neuroscience (and more 

broadly cognitive science) can actually tell us about ethical 

issues and with it traditionally connected concepts such as 

free will, selfhood and self-control. Can neuroscience and 

cognitive science really drastically change how we view 

ourselves, possibly explain all there is to explain about the 

mind in a mechanistic manner, undermining our strong 

intuitive belief in ourselves as free willed, morally 

responsible beings that exercise at least a limited amount of 

self-control and are able to change themselves? As Roskies 

(2002) eloquently puts it: “Traditional ethical theory has 

centered on philosophical notions such as free-will, self-

control, personal identity, and intention. These notions can 

be investigated from the perspective of brain function. … 

Advances in neuroscientific research in relevant areas may 

change the very fabric of our philosophical outlook on life. 

As our predictive grasp of complex behavior improves, how 

                                                 
2 There are of course many different definitions of free will 

and various positions on what are necessary and sufficient 

conditions for free will (see for example Kane (2005), 

Baumeister et al. (2010)) 
3 Second subdivision of “ethics of neuroscience” (Roskies, 

2002) 

will the bolstered sense of the brain as a deterministic 

machine affect or undermine our notions of free will or of 

moral responsibility? Is self-determination, a driving concept 

in today’s bioethics, merely an unscientific fiction?” 

(Roskies, 2002, 22). On one hand, the answer to the question 

of what ethical implications neuroscientific studies might 

have crucially depends on how we answer the question of 

what neuroscience (and cognitive science) can actually tell 

us about concepts important for ethical theory (such as free 

will, conscious volition, self-control, etc.). But the answer to 

the question of what neuroscientific studies actually tell us 

about such concepts crucially depends on our position and 

intuitions regarding the causality of our conscious states and 

processes.  

 

In order to be sure we draw correct “implications”, we firstly 

need to critically evaluate the NCI thesis — since accepting 

the thesis without firstly reflecting on our presuppositions 

and conceptual apparatus we use in interpreting scientific 

studies4 could have dire consequences both on how we view 

ourselves as persons and how we form and develop our 

society and its structures. I believe that if it in fact turned out 

we had no conscious influence on our decisions and 

behavior5 the concepts of legal (and personal) responsibility 

would become “obsolete” (at least in the form we know it):  

we could not treat individuals with brain disorders or mental 

disabilities (such as delusional disorder or brain tumors) any 

less morally responsible than healthy individuals, 

psychological treatments crucially dependent on reporting 

about one’s own mental states and conscious effort should be 

replaced by pharmacological treatments as a means to self-

change, brain/mind enhancement should replace any 

techniques based on self-effort (such as various meditation 

techniques), social structures (such as constitutions) 

presupposing free willed individuals would have to be 

modified in a way that would not entail free choice for 

example, to name just a few.  

 

                                                 
4 I’m intentionally not speaking about scientific findings, 

since a finding in science already presupposes a certain 

degree of interpretation of data gathered; but interpretations 

already carry with them intuitions and theoretical 

presuppositions about the phenomenon we observed. I’m not 

claiming this is a problem in itself — since we cannot really 

get rid of that in any “discourse" we develop from our 

observations — but that we have to be aware of our 

intuitions and theoretical presuppositions we bring into our 

explanations of phenomena we are trying to explain (and 

understand). 
5 Claiming that conscious thoughts have causal influence on 

other conscious thoughts, intentions, etc. would not resolve 

the matter since one could still claim that these other 

conscious thoughts have no casual influence on behavior and 

so ad infinitum, rendering consciousness once again causally 

inefficacious on behavior. 
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Here I will not focus on various consequences the NCI thesis 

might have for ethical theory but will try to show that such 

above mentioned “worries” are unwarranted, since the NCI 

thesis is based on some false assumptions. Following 

Baumeister et al.’s (2011) critique of the NCI position I will 

argue that researchers advocating the NCI thesis should 

make sure there are no such cases where conscious states and 

processes are causally necessary (even if only partly and 

indirectly) for our behavior. Only if such cases cannot be 

found we could rightfully claim that conscious states and 

processes are merely epiphenomena. Furthermore, I will 

claim that the NCI thesis comes about partly because 

mentioned researchers mainly study direct (but not indirect) 

influence of conscious thoughts on behavior (Baumeister et 

al. 2011). I will than try to show that today’s mechanistic and 

neuroreductivistic part of cognitive science has neglected the 

necessity of conscious introspection and first person 

knowledge in explaining and understanding human mind. 

But understanding human mind — for which conscious 

introspection is a necessary condition — represents just such 

an example of indirect causal influence of conscious 

processes and knowledge on our behavior (I will also have to 

defend the view that understanding human mind has causal 

influence on our behavior). 

  

3 Fallacious arguments for the NCI thesis and indirect 

causation of conscious processes 
 

In the past the influence of consciousness on our decisions, 

actions and behavior has been overstated; our conscious 

thoughts do not exercises perfect control over our behavior 

and they are not sole causes of it. But this does not by any 

means imply that they play no or a negligible role in the 

intricate web of causality — rather, they represent an 

essential part of it. Baumeister et al. (2011) nicely point to 

two “mistakes” when making conclusions about the 

influence of conscious thoughts on behavior6. They argue: 

“any evidence that conscious thoughts are themselves the 

results of other causes (presumably including unconscious 

processes and brain events) is irrelevant. We are skeptical of 

uncaused causes. Hence arguments of the sort exemplified 

by the above quotation from Roediger et al. (2008)—that if a 

brain event precedes the conscious thought, then the 

conscious thought is not a cause of the subsequent 

behavior—are fallacious. The question is whether the 

conscious thought is a vital link in the causal chain as 

opposed to being merely a signal or side effect of the true 

causes. It is quite plausible, for example, that impulses to act 

generally originate in the unconscious, but the behavioral 

outcome depends crucially on what happens when they are 

contemplated consciously. … the steam whistle hypothesis7 

                                                 
6 By behavior they mean for example muscle movements, 

speech acts, choices, etc. 
7 The “steam whistle hypothesis”, put forward firstly by 

Huxley (1874, from William 2012) states that conscious 

states and processes are mere epiphenomena, “It says 

[footnote added by author] is the true null hypothesis in the 

present review because it treats conscious thoughts as wholly 

effects and not causes.” (Baumeister et al., 2011, 334) The 

question thus is whether there exist cases of behavior for 

which conscious thought is causally necessary. Furthermore, 

they argue that: “More broadly, the argument that “if 

unconscious thoughts cause X, then conscious thoughts do 

not” is fallacious. The proper question is whether the 

conscious processes can play any causal role. A related point 

concerns indirect causation (control) of behavior. Many 

criticisms have focused on whether conscious thoughts, 

choices, and intentions directly cause behavior.” (Baumeister 

et al. 2011, 333)  

 

I believe that the issue of indirect causal influence of 

conscious states and processes (such as thoughts and 

intentions) on behavior is an essential point for our 

discussion about free will and hence moral responsibility, 

since looking only at direct influences leaves out a great deal 

of complex interactions between unconscious and conscious 

processes, behavior and environment. In the context of 

decision making for example, a large part of studies (from 

heuristics and biases program (e.g. Kahneman, 2003) to 

decision satisfaction studies (e.g. Dijksterhuis et al. 2006) 

have mostly focused on one-shot, simple decisions8, which 

led researchers to believe that conscious thoughts have no 

(or very little) influence on our behavior — but the notion of 

indirect conscious influence on our decisions has been left 

out of the picture. I completely agree with Baumeister et al.’s 

claim that: “conscious causation is often indirect and 

delayed, and it depends on interplay with unconscious 

processes. Consciousness seems especially useful for 

enabling behavior to be shaped by nonpresent factors and by 

social and cultural information, as well as for dealing with 

multiple competing options or impulses. It is plausible that 

almost every human behavior comes from a mixture of 

conscious and unconscious processing.” (2011, 331) 

Understanding human mind — and legal and societal 

structures which we implement on the basis of such 

knowledge — is just such a “nonpresent factor” (and social 

and cultural information) which causally influences our 

behavior.   

 

In their review article Baumeister et al. (2011) cite many 

experimental studies that seems to show that conscious 

thoughts are a necessary condition for behavior (directly or 

indirectly influencing it): from mental simulation and 

practice, anticipating and planning, replaying, interpreting 

and reflecting on past events, logical reasoning in decision 

                                                                                   
conscious thought resembles the steam whistle on a train 

locomotive: It derives from and reveals something about 

activity inside the engine, but it has no causal impact on 

moving the train.” (Baumeister et al. 2011, 332) 
8 And mostly existentially inconsequential decisions, one 

might add. 
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making, to communicating one’s own thoughts to others (for 

which a form of conscious, explicit metacognition is needed 

(Shea et al., 2014)). Here I will not focus on these otherwise 

important and interesting cases but rather present another 

such example (understanding mind) where the influence od 

conscious processes  seems even more indirect.  

 

To be able to show that I will firstly have to show that 

conscious, introspective first-person knowledge of our own 

mind is a necessary condition for explaining and 

understanding human mind. 

 

4 The impossibility of explaining and understanding 

mind without conscious, introspective first-person 

knowledge.  
 

In this subchapter I will defend the thesis of explanatory 

irreducibility9 of conscious mind to unconscious processes. 

In the next, I will argue that understanding human mind has 

at least indirect causal influence on our behavior by means of 

changing environment (e.g. social structures) we live in, 

which in turn influences how we decide, act and behave.  Let 

me firstly briefly explain the notion of epistemic reduction of 

which explanatory reduction is a subtype (Brigand & Love, 

2012). In the context of researching the experiential part of 

the mind epistemic reduction thesis would state that we can 

reduce knowledge about experience gained in the domain of 

phenomenology (or any other science researching first-

person aspect of the mind) to knowledge gained at some 

lower level, for example to knowledge of the domain of 

neuroscience, neurobiology, etc. The problem with such a 

reduction is that even if we had all the knowledge about the 

mind neuroscience can provide us with, our explanation of 

the experiential part of the mind would still be missing — 

our explanations would be devoid of first-person experiential 

descriptions and explanations, which form an essential part 

of what we call mind. “An especially tenacious problem here 

is the question of explanatory reduction (a sub-class of 

epistemic reduction). The thesis of explanatory reduction 

states that properties of some higher level can be explained 

by properties of some lower level. Even though we claimed 

we had explained all properties of the experiential by 

properties of the brain, our explanation would still not 

include the first-person perspective. Leaving out the 

experiential, first-person perspective would render our 

explanation of experience incomplete, since an explanation 

makes sense only if it entails understanding of the 

phenomenon to be explained. Leaving out the first-person 

perspective, at least a part of the phenomenon (i.e. 

experience) would remain unexplained and the reduction 

would fail. Lets imagine we were able to give a mathematical 

explanation of experience and that we understood (also on 

the experiential level?) such an explanation, at least after we 

got used to the language of mathematics for describing 

                                                 
9 See also Varela, Thompson & Rosch (1991) for an 

interesting discussion on the topic. 

experience. But such an explanation would always, at least 

implicitly, refer to our own first-person experience which is 

already knowledge and understanding at a “higher” level.” 

(Strle, 2013, 380) But one might, in the context of 

understanding causality of conscious processes and states on 

our behavior, argue that understanding experience gives us 

nothing over and above understanding unconscious brain 

mechanisms since consciousness is causally inefficacious — 

we would be back at the beginning, quarreling about our 

intuitive presupposition. But we are still faced with the 

question of whether we can really explain and understand 

unconscious brain mechanisms without invoking conscious 

introspective observations and knowledge. 

Neurophysiological explanations of mental phenomena (and 

concepts) such as feelings, conscious deliberation, 

understanding, morality, value etc., “necessarily include 

(even though many times implicitly, intuitively) our folk 

psychological knowledge (and understanding) of the 

experiential, which does not only come from studying 

neurophysiological substrates of the mind, but also from our 

own [conscious] introspections.” (Strle, 2013, 380) We 

could not interpret, understand and thus explain data gained 

solely by third-person techniques — be it brain scans or 

behavioral measures — if in our interpretations and 

explanations we did not include our own conscious 

introspective observations. Concepts such as fear, anger, 

happiness, mood, depression, value, reward, etc. which 

neuroscience is eagerly studying, become meaningless 

concepts if completely devoid of experiential, conscious 

introspective content — without it we simply could not make 

sense of them. A paper in the current issue (at the time of 

writing this paper) of the journal Nature Neuroscience titled 

Anterior cingulate engagement in a foraging context reflects 

choice difficulty, not foraging value (Shenhav et al., 2014) is 

a good representation of terms that at least to some degree 

include introspective, first-person, conscious content. What 

do terms “choice”, “difficulty” and “value” found in the title 

actually mean and refer to if we strip them of our conscious 

(explicit or implicit) experiential knowledge? Researchers 

trying to reduce (not only study that aspect) the human mind 

to its “neuro” (or some other) substrate fall short of the very 

thing they set themselves to achieve — namely, explain (and 

understand) the human mind. 

 

5  Indirect influence of understanding mind on our 

behavior 
 

If conscious introspection is indeed necessary for 

understanding not only the experiential part of the mind but 

also for understanding unconscious brain mechanisms, and if 

(as I will briefly sketch in this chapter) understanding the 

mind has at least indirect causal influence on our own 

behavior by means of changing environment10 (e.g. social 

                                                 
10 It would be interesting to see what consequences the thesis 

of extended cognition would have for issues regarding 

causation of conscious processes in this context. 

87



 

structures), we have found an indirect influence of our 

consciousness on our behavior and thus falsifying the null 

“steam whistle” hypothesis. 

 

Legal structures (and other belief systems in general) are a 

good example where knowledge of the human mind (e.g. its 

proneness to cheating and more serious crimes) leads us to 

implement certain legal structures that “shield” us and others 

from doing harm, prevent many people from evading paying 

taxes, etc. Furthermore, knowledge about the human mind 

and brain leads us for example to treat persons with certain 

mental disabilities and brain lesions compared to “healthy” 

individuals differently in the court of law, enables us to 

suggest various forms of help (be it psychotherapeutical or 

pharmacological) to persons with mental problems, etc. 

Moreover, our knowledge about our sometimes “irrational” 

choices and actions enables us to implement harmless 

decision aids11 (or nudges, e.g. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) 

which help us with our decisions: obligatory minimum 

pension taxes, cars reminding us to fasten our sit belts, 

obligatory car seats for infants and babies, default pro 

options about donating organs, etc. I believe that 

understanding human mind in general also helps us with 

understanding our own minds better. Understanding how and 

in which situations human beings make “mistakes of reason” 

(e.g. Piatelli-Palmerini, 1994), for example, helps us at least 

to a certain degree avoid our own mistakes of reason (e.g. 

teaching doctors in the context of diagnosing diseases about 

biases we fall prey to when judging probabilities, knowing 

when not to judge or decide “too” intuitively or 

deliberately). Moreover, understanding individual 

differences of minds of different persons can help us 

appreciate interpersonal relationships in a new light. These 

are just some examples I believe show how understanding 

human mind indirectly causally influences our behavior.  

 

6 In conclusion 
 

Understanding human mind — be it through rigorous 

scientific investigation or simple introspection and sharing of 

ideas — causally influences our personal and moral 

behavior. The “conscious part” of our minds which partly 

codetermines our personal and moral behavior forms the 

basis of what we call being human. It is crucial for 

understanding our own minds and minds of others and thus 

forms an essential part of moral responsibility; moral 

responsibility based upon notions of free will, (partial) self-

determination, our ability of self-reflection and self-change 

scaffolded by social structures we build on the basis of our 

knowledge of human mind(s). 

                                                 
11 It is of course a matter of debate whether we agree or 

disagree with such liberal paternalism mentioned here. But I 

believe that if not violating basic human rights and if 

freedom to choose not to follow such aids is preserved at 

least to a certain degree, I see no reason why not to 

implement some in some form. 
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