	
	
	



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

In order for me to answer this question I must firstly identify what a coincidence, assuming they really exist, is. The term coincidence applies to a situation when some thing or effect appears to have no observable cause. Determining whether a coincidence has taken place, or a caused event is difficult. It is human nature to question why something happens, it is unsettling to think that there are coincidences, where would it stop. The idea that, we and our world were not caused into existence, but were randomly jumbled with no purpose is a hard one to swallow for many. Could you argue that there are in fact no caused events at all, only coincidences? Or, are there no coincidences, only events that we are yet to discover a cause for? 
In some way, this is what David Hume questions in his examination of philosophical causality in his book Treatise of human nature. Hume argues that causation is a human projection/inference, that he believes cannot be proven to be necessarily true. He says that, we cannot know the cause of something a priori to the effect. For example, there is no logical relation or connection between putting your foot down on the break of a car and the car stopping or slowing down. It is through past experience or knowledge that we come to understand, if we step on the break peddle the car will stop. It is not through some intuition, that we believe if we press down on the break the car will stop, if you had never seen a car before and knew nothing about it there is no logical reason for you to know that this action will cause the effect, the car slowing down. 
This ‘Humean’ logic dictates that causation is merely an impression not a necessary truth. A priori to experience we cannot know that if we throw a brick at a window the window will smash. For all we know the brick could have smashed, bounced off the window or even passed straight through it without leaving a single mark. You would need to have some prior knowledge of the action and the objects involved in the correlation between cause and effect.
 Causation, like the colour red for example, is an idea, a necessary connection that your mind makes in order to process the world more effectively, e.g. when we first see the colour red, our minds form an impression of red, an idea or mental construct that is red which we then use as a reference for other objects. Now, if we look at Strawson’s theory of perception here, we find that it can be applied to Hume’s theory of impressions. Strawson said, If I am looking at a scarlet poppy in front of me under normal circumstances, is this direct perception? Yes, when observing any object, there is a mental representation of that object in your mind that goes along with what you can see. Following this; is cause and effect simply the way we perceive nature? 
Hume says that we use this perception and our impressions in conjunction with cause and effect, to build the causal structure that we see in nature. It seems however that Hume does not mean to say that there is no underlying causal structure but that we are not actually able to see it or prove it, yet. Hume is trying to make us question the things that we seem not to doubt from day to day, such as, how do I know it to be necessarily true that when I knock on my neighbor's door it will make a sound and my neighbor will open the door or will not? And if they do open the door, was it my knocking that caused it to open, the sound or some unseen link in a long chain of prior and future causes each with the same causal energy, that in the end will lead to a predetermined effect? What Hume does not agree with is the idea that God is this underlying causal energy, a view that many earlier philosophers turned to when confronted with the questions of causality. So, if God (in Hume’s view) isn’t the cause of everything, is it all just coincidence after coincidence, sometimes coinciding consistently, therefore, leading us to believe in some necessary connection? Just because there is a correlation between events does not mean that one event caused the other. What licenses this inductive inference that all a’s are followed by b’s? 
The problem of induction is one that has led later philosopher to metamorphosize the statement, all a’s are followed by b’s, into something more general; all a’s are b’s. A common counter example of this is, all swans are black. We know of course that there are, in fact, not only white swans but also black ones. The argument here is, just because you have only ever experienced a’s to be b’s doesn’t make it necessarily true. The same problem can be presented to the statement, all a’s are followed by b’s, if you have not experienced every single past and future effect, how can we say that this is necessarily true. Although some may argue that induction has worked in the past, to say that it will work again is, in itself, an inductive inference. Therefore, many have a problem with it, if you are skeptical of induction in the first place then trying to use inductive inference to try and justify it is unconvincing and counterintuitive. Hume believed that inductive inference, inference from cause to effects, is what we use to reason with the world around us but that it is fundamentally floored. If you cannot prove, through Humean logic, that all a’s are followed by b’s then how can we distinguish between what is directly causing the effect and mere coincidence? 
If we think of coincidence as correlation this allows us to consider another train of thought. Suppose you observe a boulder rolling down the mountainside and flattening the wooden hut in its path. (Strawson 1992: 118) There are two questions we can ask ourselves about the causal judgement we are would be likely to make as a result of this experience. What is the content of your judgement? And what is its basis or source?  
Most would answer the first of these questions by saying that, A caused B, while involving reference to the two observed events (the boulder rolling and the hut getting crushed). It seems obvious that the boulder, in these conditions, should affect the hut in this way. It is though this logic that philosophers describe perceptual causality. For example, according to Schlottmann and Shanks, at a Michottean launch event ‘successive motion of two objects appears to evoke an immediate perception that the first motion caused the second’ (1992: 321). Strawson does not agree with this answer to the first question. He instead proposes an alternative answer suggestion; you will judge that the boulder crushed the[image: ] hut. Strawson’s account is that your judgement involves not the general concept of causation but what Anscombe calls a special causal concept. Her list of such concepts includes: ‘scrape, push, wet, carry, burn, eat, knock over, keep off, squash, make (e.g. noises, paper boats) and hurt’. (Anscombe 1993: 93) Strawson delineates these concepts as concepts of ‘kinds of action and transaction’ (1992: 116), of ‘varieties of bringing something about, of producing some effect or some new state of affairs.’ (1992: 115) Another difference concerns the ontology of causation. While the standard depiction takes your judgement in conjuction with causal relation between two events (the boulder smashing into the hut and the hut collapsing), Strawson reads that the judgment is about a causal transaction between two physical objects (the boulder and the hut), where the causal transaction amounts to a single event (the boulder destroying the hut) that causally explains a certain fact or state of affairs (that the hut has been left destroyed). 
Moving onto the second question where we are presented with the familiar problem of how to deal of the idea that it is ‘immediate perception’ that gives rise to the judgement. To say that the relationship between the two events is a causal one means that it cannot be a mere correlation. Let us call into question whether an observed sequence of events is related, cause and effect, or whether it is a mere correlation, this is the causal question. Arguably, in order to answer the causal question adequately, one must first decide what the basis on which the difference between causes and correlations amounts to or consists of. An appealing approach to this question is that the difference is associated with the correctness of certain counterfactual conditionals. Like Hume said, ‘if the first object had not been, the second never had existed.’ (Hume 1975: 76). 
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