Seminar Questions for Discussion

The Nature of Causation

1. Do you think that Hume believes in causation or not? 

2. Has Hume succeeded in clarifying the metaphysical idea of causation? Or should he, in all consistency, admit that there is no such idea? Is what we have here a word with no real meaning, and a theory about how we delude ourselves into thinking it has one?

3. Do you think he is being too sceptical about the nature of causation or do you think he has good grounds to reconsider our usual ideas about causation?

4. What is the nature of causation?


5. What is it to say that one event causes another?
6. Is it possible to directly observe causal effects? 
7. When we say that a cause has a certain effect, do you think that we are saying that there is a high probability that say A will cause B, or that it is certain that A will cause B?
8. Does an appearance of a correlation or reciprocal relation between objects or events imply that there is a cause and effect relationship going on? →
If we say, A always occurs in connection with B, or there is a strong correlation between A and B, is it logically correct to say that therefore A causes B?
Examples where correlation does not imply causation: 
(a)
· Sleeping with one’s clothes on is strongly related or correlated to waking up with a headache.

· Therefore, sleeping with one’s clothes on causes headaches.

This commits the correlation–causation fallacy, as it concludes prematurely that sleeping with clothes on causes headaches. 

A more reasonable explanation is that both sleeping with clothes on and waking up with a headache are caused by a third factor, for e.g., alcohol intoxication, which gives rise to the correlation. 
(www.statemaster.com/encyclopedia/correlation-does-not-imply-causation)
(b) A scientific example: 

· Young people who sleep with the light on are much more likely to develop myopia (short-sightedness) in later life.

From a study at the University of Pennsylvania Medical Centre, published May 13th, 1999, in Nature. A later study at Ohio State University did not find any link between infants sleeping with the light on and developing myopia but did find a strong link between parental myopia and the development of child myopia and also noted that myopic parents were more likely to leave a light on in their child’s bedroom.

(So, it might be a combination of genetic and environmental factors that cause myopia, or possibly just genetic factors)

9. Must causes be physically connected to their effects?  Can omissions, absences, and failures be causes?
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