How may one distinguish between a caused event and a coincidence?

We speak loosely about causation and coincidence in our everyday life, using language such as “she caused that” and “that was a coincidence”, but how can we actually identify whether something was a caused event or a coincidence? If A causes B, what makes it true that A causes B? In virtue of what does A cause B? Similarly, “when the cue ball knocks the nine ball into the corner pocket, in virtue of what is this a case of causation?”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Schaffer, J. 2016. The Metaphysics of Causation, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/causation-metaphysics/>.] 


Hume wrote: “We may define a cause to be an object followed by another, and where all the objects, similar to the first, are followed by objects similar to the second. Or, in other words, where, if the first object had not been, the second never had existed.”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Menzies, P. 2017. Counterfactual Theories of Causation. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/causation-counterfactual/>.] 


The relata of the cases of causation include objects, events and facts. Firstly,we suggest in our every day language that objects are the relata of the causal relations. For example, 'the car killed the man' suggesting that objects (the car and the man) are the relata of the causal relation 'killed'. However, it would in fact be the impact of the car to the man that killed him, not the car.
Secondly, causes and effects are events, not objects. “Any 'singular causal claim, if it does not explicitly connect events, can always be rewritten so that it does connect events, thereby revealing the true logical structure of the causal claim.”[footnoteRef:3] As the relata would now be the events, it is the event of the impact of the car causing the death of the man. [3:  Davidson, D. 1976. Essays on Actions and Events. 2nd ed.  Oxford: Claredon Press] 

Thirdly, to state that the relata are facts, the sentence would now be “the man died because the car moved”.
Some may argue that to distinguish a caused event would be the correct relata. Events are the movement in material objects, not just stating a fact, so causing an event. 

Furthermore, in identifying the caused event we reach the Constitutive Question: ‘What Is Causation?’, if A causes B, what makes it true that A causes B? In virtue of what does A cause B? 
One may describe caused events or causation in terms of ‘necessary’ and ‘sufficient’ conditions. In Causality and Determination, Anscombe goes on to say;
“Now ‘sufficient condition’ is a term of art whose users may therefore lay down its meaning as they please. So, they are in their rights to rule out the query: May not the sufficient conditions of an event be present, and the event not take place?’. For ‘sufficient condition’ is so used that if the sufficient conditions for X are there, X occurs. But at the same time, the phrase cozens the understanding into not noticing an assumption
 or perhaps coincidence. “For ’sufficient condition’ sounds like: ‘enough’. And one certainly can ask: ‘May there not be enough to have made something happen-and yet it not have happened?’ As she explained earlier on her example of if somebody put a kettle on a hot fire and kept it there a long enough time so that it should have heated up, but the water did not in fact heat up. This is due to the fact that there was not anything to suppose that if the conditions occurred the event would not take place. This would no longer be considered a caused event as the event did not take place, therefore we may describe it as a ‘coincidence’ that the event did not take place.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Anscombe. G.E.M. 1993. Causality and Determination. In E, Sosa. Causation. Oxford.] 

So, A caused B if and only if X and Y. That is, in any case where A causes B, X and Y are present, and in any case where X and Y are present, A causes B. But perhaps in some cases X and Y weren’t there.

Moreover, many philosophers ignore the idea of a coincidence, David Owens, however addresses the possibility of coincidences it in his ‘Causes and Coincidences’ book as he “places probability (and significance) to one side and focuses on the independent explicability of the events which conjoin coincidentally”.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Owens, D. 2007. Causes and Coincidences. Cambridge: Cambridge Studies in Philosophy.] 

In Owen’s view, he sees coincidence as “just being a causal explanation” and “it is evident that coincidences cannot have causal explanations” as “their conjunction itself is inexplainable”3 thus showing the difference between a caused event and a coincidence.

The review of David Owens’ Causes and Coincidences states that “one common way of accounting for the causation of one event by another is to say that it was no coincidence they both occurred”.3 This implies that one may distinguish between a caused event and a coincidence as a coincidence is the opposite of a caused event, a caused event is the effect of a previous event whereas a coincidence is not.

David Hume explains three things in his theory of Causation: Contiguity, Priority and Necessity. He explains contiguity as where causes and effects are contiguous in space and time. With the example of a brick smashing a window, if a brick hits a window and causes the window to smash, the two events being the brick hitting the window and the window smashing - are contiguous in space and time. Hume does state that, if a person threw a brick, causing the window to smash, those events would not be contiguous, but a result of the chain of cause and effect, each link of the chain of which connects contiguous elements. If a person threw a brick, not at the window, and the window smashes, this could be called a coincidence.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Garrett, B. 2006. What is this thing called Metaphysics? Oxon: Routledge.] 

Hume also goes on to explain ‘priority’ as a cause that “must temporally precede its effect”.
“Hume considers whether 'precedes' might be weakened to 'precedes or is simultaneous with'.” However, Garrett explains that this is “not a compelling argument. Why does it follow from the claim that some causes are contemporaneous with their effects, that all must be?”. Lastly, necessity: if A causes B there is a necessary connection between A and B. Garrett suggests this to be:
[bookmark: _GoBack]an intuitively plausible condition on causation. If I throw a brick and it hits the window, we don't think that it just so happens that the window smashes; we think the window must smash. Cause and effect are necessarily connected. But what kind of necessity is this? Not logical necessity, as Hume reminds us.”6

Hume faces the following problem: how do we acquire the impression of causation from which the idea of causal necessity is derived? Would this just be considered a coincidence?6


The review of David Owens’ Causes and Coincidences gives a well explained overview of how to distinguish between a caused event from a coincidence in stating that “one common way of accounting for the causation of one event by another is to say that it was no coincidence they both occurred”3 as “one certainly can ask: ‘May there not be enough to have made something happen-and yet it not have happened?”4
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