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


[bookmark: _GoBack]The question of how does one distinguish between an event and a coincidence has it’s roots in Humean philosophy, associated with his empiricism. Specifically his views on necessary connection are influenced by his empiricism which itself is rooted in his interested in the origin of ideas. For this he appeals to both perceptual data (impressions of sensation) and introspective data (the impressions of reflection).
In Hume’s own words “We may define 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.”
Criticism of Hume have criticised him on the basis of not acknowledging the regularity with wich we perceive cause and effect. [footnoteRef:1]We can instantiate general patterns that imply an event causing another event and even though Hume’s empiricist metaphysics have helped to challenge this view, this does not seem to necessarily undermine or subject from the general claim that cause and effect has the appearance of surface validity. An Ockham’s razor approach would also seem to support this view. Hume’s detractors do not hold all the same views and there is certainly variational nuance with which they explain the subjective notion of cause in such patterns of regularity. Some have conceded that even though Hume was perhaps in showing how necessary connection is not an empirical concept, there is no good reason as to why this has to necessarily delegitimise this view. This is because, like those in the Kantian tradition believe, the notion of cause and effect, whilst not empirically verifiable and therefore contradictory to Hume’s mode of philosophy, it is a priori, befor experience. In other words, it is innate. [1:  Metaphysics: Contemporary Readings ed Michael J Loux (Routledge, Oxon:2008)] 

It seems there is still today, substantial disagreement about the extent to which Hume’s philosophy in this area showed anything significant about cause and effect, even though there is some concedence and consensus about how we don’t directly experience this relationship. 
To elaborate on the specific analogies of Hume’s that make his case for his empiricist account, it may be useful to imagine, as Hume believes it is, a case where what we have is two billiard balls and one striking another. It seems perfectly reasonable to claim that the only thing we can know for certain in terms of what we are able to perceive is the spatial contiguity and the temporal succession of the two events, the first being the movement of the first ball and the second being the movement of the second[footnoteRef:2]. To impose any kind of necessary connection is wrong headed, according to Hume’s empiricism. What Hume wants to emphasise is not the temporal succession or spatial contiguity but instead the constant conjunction and regularity of succession. Given this constant conjunction, the occurance of the first ball hitting the second ball leads us to expect the second ball to move. It is a mistake however to infer from this expectation that there is an objective feature of causal relation that there is a necessary connection between the two events. When we say that one event causes another, all that we are saying is that two such events that follow instantiates a pattern in which something of one kind follow something of another kind[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  Metaphysics: Contemporary Readings ed Michael J Loux (Routledge, Oxon:2008]  [3:  Metaphysics: Contemporary Readings ed Michael J Loux (Routledge, Oxon:2008
] 

David Lewis, despite having “found the seeds of his account in Hume”, has a vastly different approach to Hume. His counterfactual analysis appealed to the modal notion of possible worlds in order to demonstrate his influential ideas. He did not believe that Hume took into account the significance that counterfactuals plays into talk of causation. In his chapter on “Causation”, he set himself the task of a counterfactual analysis that he believed to not differ very much from Hume’s second definition[footnoteRef:4]. He specified causation among particular events, preferring to look at causation at a micro level. He did however acknowledge an inevitable weakness about his own counterfactual analysis – he purposely ignores indeterminism to avoid the possibility of undetermined events being caused. This would complicate the matter too much. He chose instead to allow or assume the prevailing laws of nature which ensure there cannot exist any two possible worlds exactly alike up to a time, differing thereafter and whose laws are violated. Paul Horwich describes Lewis’s position as making the empirical claim that it is by subsequent states of the world that grossly over determines almost every event, but not by it’s history. In other words, certain phenomena have to be in place before we can make the inference that something caused something else. Lewis did make attempts to revise his theory on counterfactual dependence – in 2000, he emphasised a new central notion of influence[footnoteRef:5]. Late pre-emption and “trumping” were handled in a way that was absent from his previous work[footnoteRef:6].  [4:  Paul Horwich “Asymetries In Time (The MIT Press,London:1987]  [5:  Paul Horwich “Asymetries In Time (The MIT Press,London:1987
]  [6:  Paul Horwich “Asymetries In Time (The MIT Press,London:1987
] 

Horwich explained each of Lewis’s four stages as each having their own flaws. He disagrees with Lewis on the basis that causation does not require the presence of a chain of counterfactual dependence. Specifically, it is simply not necessary. To demonstrate this, he uses the example of a man shot in the head by two different people Smith and Bloggs simultaneously who were acting independently of one another. Because we can assume that even if Smith had not shot him the man would still have died , we can infer that the effect - the man’s death,  was not counterfactually dependent on it’s causes. This was just one of the ways in which Lewis’s account was criticised. This criticism however does not have the extra effect of reducing the man’s death to a coincidence but also does not imply that one of the men who shot him was solely responsible for his death. This is what Horwich refers to as a case of causal over determination of which he acknowledges that Lewis acknowledges but does not regard as counter-examples to his view. For these instances, Lewis does not know how to exactly apply the kind of sufficient causal terminology. And yet, it still stands to be true that had Smith not shot, the occurrence of Blogg’s shot can still be assumed. The man’s death in this example is not counterfactually dependent on it’s causes and yet it its still nevertheless a caused event, not a coincidence.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Paul Horwich “Asymetries In Time (The MIT Press,London:1987
] 

Another difficulty that Horwich encounters is that an event can have many variety of potential causes so that even when an effect occurs, we cannot always say that this event was causally determined because there could have been potential reasons for this effect. The example Horwich offers is of a wife being windowed. It could be that she had been widowed because her husband died of lung disease, even if the current scenario stands that she is widowed because he was murdered. So even if the widowing of this woman was counterfactually dependent on her husband being killed, there is not necessarily a causal connection. 
Horwich’s criticism of Lewis are laid down defly in “Asymetries in Time”. He proposes a predetermination – chain theory of causation as an alternative analysing causation in terms of counter-factual dependence, to what he considers to be a basic error approach that “yields a host of counterintuitive consequences”[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  ] 

It seems that it would be very difficult , at least empirically, to infer cause and effect with absolute certainty, at least according the very empiricism of which Hume himself appealed to and yet the later counterfactual theories of causation are so laden with difficulties that test the internal logic of such a notion of causation appealing to possible worlds, setting forth an epistemological challenge for the problem of causation, regarding the wider context with which we think and talk about it. 
