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CAUSATION AS INFLUENCE* 

I have long advocated a counterfactual analysis of causation. But 
the simplest counterfactual analysis breaks down in cases of re- 
dundant causation, wherefore we need extra bells and whistles. I 

have changed my mind once more about how those bells and whis- 
tles ought to work.' 

I. PREEMPTION REVISITED 

It sometimes happens that two separate potential causes for a certain 
effect are both present; and either one by itself would have been fol- 
lowed by the effect; and so the effect depends upon neither. Call 
any such situation a case of redundant causation. Some cases of re- 
dundancy are symmetrical: both candidates have an equal claim to 
be called causes of the effect. Nothing, either obvious or hidden, 
breaks the tie between them. It may be unclear whether to say that 
each is a. cause or whether to say that neither is a cause (in which 
case we can still say that the combination of the two is a cause). But, 
anyway, it is.out of the question to say that one is a cause and the , , 

other is not. Because it is unclear what we want to say, these symmet- 
rical cases are not effective test cases for proposed analyses of causa- 
tion. Set them aside. 

Other cases are asymmetrical. It is very clear what we want to say: 
one of the two potential causes did cause the effect, the other one , 

did not. Call the one that did a preempting cause of the effect; call 
the other one a preempted alternative, o r  backup. 

When our opinions are clear, it is incumbent on an analysis of cau- 
sation to get them right. This turns out to be a severe test. The sim- 
plest sort of deductive-nomological analysis flunks: the preempted 
alternative is a member of a minimal set of conditions lawfully suffi- 
cient for the effect, yet it is not a cause. The simplest sort of counter- 
factual analysis likewise flunks: the preempting cause is riot a 
condition without which the effect would have been absent, yet it  is a 
cause. Both these attempts fBil because they treat the preempting 

* This article is an abridgement of the Whitehead I.ectures, Haward Univel-sity, 
March 1999. Thanks are due especially to the other four authors whose ax-ticles a p  
pear in this issue of ~ ~ ~ S J O U R N A I . ;  I have learned so much from thern that this could 
almost have been presented as a jointly authored paper, were it  not that the four of 
us continue to disagree extensively. Thanks arr due also to Jonathan Bennett, 
Christopher Hitchcock, Simon Keller, Stephanie Lewis, Cei Maslen. D.H. Mellor, 
D.H. Rice, and the Boyce Gibson Memorial Library. 

' Here I shall confine my attention to causation under deterministic laws. More 
likely than not, causation in the actual world requires a probabilistic analysis, but 
that raises problems independent of those I shall be discussing. 
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cause and its preempted alternative alike, wllcr.c.;~s \W kllow v ( ~  W - I 1  
that one is a cause and the other is not. A correct ;111;11ysis will I I W ~  

to discern the source of the difference. 
11. TKUhll ' lN(;  

I used to think that all cases of' preemption were. c;ws of rrr~tirr~: c . ; ~ s c ~  

in which, first, there is a co~lipleted caus;il ~ l t i \ i ~ l  I - I I I I I I ~ I I ~  ft.0111 tit(- 

' preempting cause all the way to tlw eflect; hut, secoll(l, somc~tlt i r t ~  

cuts short the potential alternative causal ch;lin t11at woultl. in the. ;tip 

sence of the preempting cause, have run f'rorn t l t t -  l)rc~c~~ll)tc(l ; l l t t ~ -  

native to the effect. Some think so still, but 1 I1;1vc Ic;trr~cd t~c-ttc~.? 
The sergeant and the major are shouting ot-ders at t l lc .  soltlic.rs. 

The soldiers know that in case of conflict, theby 111ust obey tlw S I I ~ V -  

rior officer. But as it happens, there is no cot~llict. Sergc;uit and m;\- 
jor simultaneously shout 'Advance!'; the solrlkrs hc.ar thcm I)otlt: 
the soldiers advance. Their advancing is red~md;~ntly C;IIISC~: i f '  t11c 
sergeant had shouted 'Advance!' and the major hxl hectl silent, or il' 
the major had shouted 'Advance!' and the scrgeant had bee11 silcrlt. 
the soldiers would still have advanced. But the rcduntlancy is ;~sym- 
metrical: since the soldiers obey the superior ollicer, tl~c.y ;~dv;~rtce 
because the major orders thern to, not hecause t11e set-gcant docs. 
The major preempts the sergeant in causing t11c.m to ~ I ~ \ . . ; I I I C C .  'I ' I I(-  
major's order trumps the sergeant's.' 

We can speculate that this might be ;I case of'cuttirtg. hl;~!.l)c. \r.llc.tt 

a soldier hears the major giving orders, this pl;~ws ;I 1 h 1 c  k somch- 
where in his brain, so that the sigrt;d comittg fi-om t l t c .  sc~gc~;tl~t pats 
stopped before i t  get5 as far as i t  tvortld haw i l ' t l l c .  ~lt;!jot. II;I(I 1)evw 
silent and the sergeant had been ol~eyed. hl;~!.l~e- so. Or II I ; I \ I ) ( -  not. 
We do  not know one way or the other. I t  is c.pistcmic.;~lly l~ossil)lc.. 
and hence i t  is possible simpliciter, th;~t this is ;I c.;w 01. prc(~lttl)tiott 
without cutting. 

I l l .  ~ ~ O M > t O X l ' 1 ~ ~ ~ ~ K  l'RFt:>tl'l IOS 

Trumping shows that prtwnptio~l (lo(-s not tx-quirc, 1 1 1 ~ -  c~~ttil ig 01 ;I 

causal chain. Nr\.ertheless, thc most l';~ll~ili;~r. sor-t 01 1)1(.(*tltptio11 
does work by cutti~ig. TIic c;~rts;~l ch;tin from t l t v  pr(wttl)tittg ( ; I I I U .  

gets in first: i t  runs to completio~l, ;tnd tlte elli-ct Itappc.t~s. n.I~il(, ~ l l c .  

' For I I I \  Comer view, see the t ~ e a t ~ n ~ t ~ t  of ~ C ~ I I ~ I ~ I I I I  in " I ' I I \ I ~ I ~ I I I  F: I I I  '( : . I I I W  

tion'," in mv i ' / i i /ot@hir-ol~'~~/~pt~, \ ' ~ I I I I I I ( .  11 ( S r \ ~ \ 0 1 h :  O\fo~.d. I!)%). 1 ) ) )  I'l:LL)I2 
Two points o f . t er~n ino lo~ .  SIIIIIC sin ' I ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ C ~ ~ ~ I I I I ~ I I : I ~ ~ I ~ I I '  to I O \ I . I  A I I  U I I  I \  ( 1 1  I ( , -  

~ I I I I ~ ; I I I C \ ;  1 limit i l  to the s\n~lnct~ic;~I ( ; IWF.  S I I I I I ~  \'I\  ' ~ I I ' I ~ I ) I I ~ ~ I I '  t o  t 1 1 1 1 . 1  t,111\ 
those asynn~etrical cases which &I ilnol\c. cuttinfi: 1 .q)pI\ i t  I I I  , 1 1 1  . I \ \ I I I I I I ( . I I ~ I . I ~  

cases. 
' l'lw disco\c~). of t l~unpil~g is due* I I I . ~ I I I I ; I I ~ I . I I I  S( 1 1 , 1 I l c ~ t .  '' I I I I I I I ~ ) ~ I I <  I ' IITIIIII-  

I ~ o I I . "  this IOt'RS.\I . ,  lhis issue. pp. 165-XI. '1 ~ s . I I I I ~ ~ ( ~  1 1 1  t h  \ 1 1 1 c l i 1 . 1 \  i \  1 1 1 1 1 .  t t 1  11.1, 
van Fraassrn. 
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chain from the preempted alternative is still on its way. The pre- 
empted chain is cut. The effect itself is what prevents its final steps. 

Billy and Suzy throw rocks at a bottle. Suzy throws first, or  maybe 
she throws harder. Her rock arrives first. The bottle shatters. When 
Billy's rock gets to where the bottle used to be, there is nothing 
there but flying shards of glass. Without Suzy's throw, the impact of 
Billy's rock on the intact bottle would have been one of the final 
steps in the causal chain from Billy's throw to the shattering of the 
bottle. But, thanks to Suzy's preempting throw, that impact never 
happens. 

I used to call such cases as this l a t emp t ion ;  in hindsight, late cut- 
ting is a better name. I meant to contrast them with early preemption 
(or better, early cutting): easy cases in which we have, if not direct 
counterfactual dependence of the effect upon the preempting cause, 
at least stepwise dqbahce.  The effect depends counterfactually upon 
some intermediate event, which in turn depends upon the preempt- 
ing cause. (Or there might be more steps.) In such cases, we get the 
right answer if we take causation to be the ancestral of dependence. 

There is a small industry devoted to solving the preemption p roh  
lem under the presupposition that all preemption works by cutting. 
However well such solutions may (or may not) work in the cases for 
which they were made, they are not general solutions because they 
cannot handle trumping. , 

IV QUASI-DEPENDENCE REJECTED 

I used to think that late cutting could be handled by appealing to 
the intuitive idea that causation is an intrinsic relation between 
events. (Except insofar as being subject to such-and-such laws of na- 
ture is an extrinsic matter, as I believe it to be.) Take another case, 
actual or  possible, which is intrinsically just like the case of Suzy's 
throwing her rock at the bottle (and which occurs under the same 
laws), but in which Billy and his rock are entirely absent. In this 
comparison case, we have a causal chain from Suzy's throw to the 
shattering which does exhibit counterfactual dependence and which 
is, near enough, an intrinsic duplicate of the actual chain from 
Suzy's throw with Billy present. I thought: if being a causal chain is 
an intrinsic matter, then both or neither of these two chains must he 
causal; but the comparison chain, which exhibits dependence, surely 
is a causal chain; so the actual chain, even though thanks to Billy it 
does not exhibit dependence, must be a causal chain, too. I said 
that the actual chain exhibited quasi-dependence: it qualified as causal 
by courtesy, in virtue of its intrinsic resemblance to the causal chain 
in the comparison case (op. cit., pp. 205-07). 

Quasidependence was a bad idea, for several reasons. f lw. .  o ~ i c  
reason will suffice. Quasi-dependence gives the \vro~ig ariswr i l l  

cases of trumping preemption. The trutnpcd c;utsnl cli;ri~t rittis t o  

completion; therefore, it is an intrinsic duplic-ate (near e ~ ~ o ~ i g l i )  of- 
an untrumped causal chain in a comparison casr (ut~der tlw s;ttii(~ 

laws) that exhibits counterfactual dependence. This sllo\vs at I c * w  
that the invocation of quasi-dcpentlcnce fails i t1  possihlc \vorlcls 
where trumping takes place. But worse, i t  niay 111e;in tli;it t l i ( a  i t 111  i l l -  

sic character of causation is an over-hasty generalization evrn ;~l)cuit 
the causation that happens in our own world. I t  niay be, fiw a11 \w 

: know, that our case of the soldiers obeying the rnajor is a tru~iipit~g 
case that actually happens. 

V. FRAGII.ITY (DRRE(TE1) 

There is an obvious solution to cases of late cutting. Without Swy's 
preempting rock, the bottle would still have shattered. hanks to Bil- 

I ly's preempted rock; but this would have heen a dflo'ntt shattet-ittg. 
! It would, for instance, have happened a little later. The rffi'ct tliat 

1 
actually occurred depended on Suzy's throw, but not on  Billy's. 

Sometimes this solution is just right. and nothing more r~ectl I)r 
said. Suppose it were alleged that since we are all 11iorti11. 1 1 1 c w  is no 
such thing as a cause of death. Without the hangi~ig that ;~llegrtlly 
caused the death of Ned Kelly, for instance, h r  \voultl SOOII(Y 01 1 ; t t ~ t .  

have died anyway. Yes. But he would havc died ;I tlifii.rctit clcstli. 
and the event that actually was Kelly's death woulcl twver h;tvc- oc- 
curred. 

The case of Suzy's preempting throw is tlilli-rcwt. Iiowevrr. I t  is 
not just that without i t  the bottle would havc sh;~tict-c~l sotticlio\~~. 
sooner or  later. Without it,  the Imtle ~vould 11;1vc sliittterc-d at ;11- 
most the same time that it actually did shattrr. in ;\ltliost thr s;ttirc 
way that it actually did. Yet we are usually qrtitc happy to s;ry t h t  ; I I I  

event might have been slightly delayed, and t l i ; ~ t  i t  t~iiglit 11;1v(- dif- 
fered somewhat in this or that one of its cotitingc~it asl)ccts. So i fw.  
say that the shattering of the bottle was caused by Sury's hrow, Iw- 
cause without i t  that very shattering woriltl not Ii;tvc occurrcd, \vc ; i ~ c .  

thinking that it would take only a vrt? sligllt tlifScbrctice t o  clrstt.oy 
that event altogether, and put a tlifkrcnt sul)stitutc cvc-tit i t1  its 
place. We are supposing the s\i:~ttering to be r~iocially jYq+lr.. l'his is 
not something we would riorriiall~ stqq)osc.. \\'c 11;ivc 1111 l)iisi~icw 
first saying as usual that the v t , ~  s;uiic csrtit n ~ i ~ l i t  Ii~ivc lwrii +.yiili- 
cantly delayed and charigctl, and t l t c ~ t i  ~ i t r ~ l i ~ i g  ; ~ I . O I I I I ~  ;111(1 w\ i t~g  
that it is caused by an event without wliich i t  woirltl 1i;tve. t)(-c.ti  c S \ . c - ~ -  s o  

slightly delayed and changed. and t l~en saying tI1;1t tliis is I)~V.;IIIW i t  
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takes only a very slight delay or  change to turn it into a different 
event altogether. 

How much delay o r  change d o  we think it takes to replace an 
event by an altogether different event, and notjust by a different ver- 
sion of the same event? An urgent question, if we want to analyze 
causation in terms of the dependence of whether one event occurs 
on whether another event occurs. Yet once we attend to the ques- 
tion, we surely see that it has no determinate answer. We have not 
made up our minds; and if we presuppose sometimes one answer 
and sometimes another, we are entirely within our linguistic rights. 
This is itself a big problem for a counterfactual analysis of causation, 
quite apart from the problem of preemption.' 

At least, it is a problem so long as we focus on whether-whether 
counterfactual dependence. But there are other kinds of depen- 
dence. There is, for instance, when-on-whether dependence: when 
one event occurs depends counterfactually on whether another event 
occurs. And that is only the beginning. But even this beginning is 
enough to rehabilitate the obvious solution to late preemption, at 
least in very many commonplace cases. Let us by all means agree 
that Suzy's throw caused the shattering of the bottle because, with- 
out her throw, the shattering would have been slightly delayed. But 
let us not go on to say that, if it had been slightly delayed, that would 
have turned it into a different event altogether. Let us rather say 
that Suzy's throw caused the shattering in virtue of when-on-whether 
dependence, since without her the shattering would not have oc- 
curred exactly when it actually did. 

L. A. Paul7 has proposed an emended counterfactual analysis of 
causal dependence: event Edepends causally on a distinct actual event 
C if and only if, "if C had not occurred, then E would not have oc- 
curred at all or would have occurred later than t h  time that it actually did oc- 
cur'' (zbid., p. 193). This proposal does not abandon the strategy of 
fragility, but corrects it. Instead of supposing that the event itself is 
fragile-which would fly in the face of much of our ordinary talk-we 
instead take a tailor-made fragile proposition about that event and its 
time. The negation of that fragile proposition is the consequent of 
our causal counterfactual. Now we get the right answer to our com- 
monplace cases of late cutting. Suzy's throw hastens the shattering, 
Billy's does not. So Suzy's throw causes the shattering, Billy's does not. 

' It is a PI-oblem that is seldorn noted; however, see Jonathan Bennett, Events and 
Tha't- Names (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1988). pmcinr. 

"Keeping Track of the Time: Emending the Counterfactual Analysis of Causa- 
tion," Ann(ysis, I . I ~ I  (1998): 191-98. 

If we stopped here, we would be building into o w  an;ll\?iis ; I I I  ;n\in- 
metry between hasteners and delayers. Il'e ~\~ouItl lx* s;~\ing t11;1t ; i l l  

event without which the same elf+ct would I~ave h;~ppentd 1;ltrr is ;I 

cause, but an event without which the sane eftkct would h;n.c. I~;~ppcw(d 
earlier is n o t . 9 0  owe should not stop here. M'c should ;~(lrnit drl;~!r~s ;IS 

causes, even when the delayed event is the \.el?. w n e  cvcnt t11;tt \\.auld 
otherwise have happened earlier--or at least, to ;~c-kno\vlrdgc- our indc- 
cision about such questions, not clearly not tlie s;trnc. rvrnt. 

We are often ambivalent about the status of dela~ws.  I'rrh;~ps that 
is because a delayer often causes a later version of the event by p e -  
venting an earlier version which, had i t  happened, would 11;lvc p e -  
vented the later version. Then, if w e  ask whethrr thc. drlayc-r 
prevented the event or caused it, and we overlook the possildity tll;lt 

it might have done both, we have to say 'prevented'.' 
To restore symmetry between hastenirlg and rlelayin~, we ~~c.ed 

only replace the words 'or would have occurred I;~tcr r11;tn the tinw 
that it actually did occur' by the words 'or would have occurrrd at ;I 

time different from the time that it actually did occur'. I f:ivor this 
further emendation. (As does Paul.) But I think we shoulcl go fiw- 
ther still. What is so special about time? \Zrhen we thougl~r r l ~ ; ~ t  with- 
out the actual causes of his death, Nrd Krll\. \voultl 11;1\.r t l i c 4  ;I 

different death, we were thinking nor j11.it t11;1t 11e wo11lt1 II ;W clictl ; I I  

a different time, but also that he w)ul(l 11;lve died i n  ;I tlil1i.r-cwr III ; I I I -  

ner. According to the rn~corrected str-;~tqy o l  l'r.;~gilit!., ;I dif1cwnc-c. 
either of time or of manner would s11l1icc to turn t11e efIk(.t into ;I 

numerically different event. And if, imitating 1';ud's cor-~-cction. we.  
relocate the fragility riot in the event itscll' h t  r;itllt'r in ;I t;~ilor- 
made proposition about that event, that will be ;I propositiol~ ; ~ ( I I I I  

how and when and whether the effect occurs. \ V r  corrltl f i~~ . t l~c .~ .  
emend our analysis to require dependence of' I~ow ; I I I ~  \~11r11 ;1nc1 
whether upon whether: without C, 1: would not linvcb occ~~rr-cd ; k t  ; i l l .  

or would have occurred at a time difliwnt f'roni t l ~ r  t in~c tI1;1t i t  ; I~ .III-  
ally did occur, or would hat.e occu~-red in a ~liiinner (IilIi~rent f'ron~ 
the manner- in which i t  actually did oc-cur. 

This formulation still distinguishrs rile case t11;11 eve-rlt I:'occ~~rs tlif-  
ferently from the case that E does not occur ;it ;III. TIIC distinctio~l 
has been made not to matter, but we are still p ~ ~ r s ~ ~ p p o s i n g  ~ I I ; I I  
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there is a distinction. If we are as indecisive about such questions as 
I think we are, it would be better to avoid that presupposition. 

Let an alteration of event E be either a very fragile version of E or 
else a very fragile alternative event that is similar to E, but numeri- 
cally different from E. If you think E is itself very fragile, you will 
think that all its alterations (except for the actual alteration) are al- 
ternatives. If you think E is not at all fragile, you will think that all its 
alterations are versions. You might think that some are alternatives 
and others are versions. Or  you might refuse to have any opinion 
one way or the other, and that is the policy 1 favor. Now we may re- 
turn to whether-whether dependence, but with alterations of the ef- 
fect put in place of the event itself: without C, the alteration of E 
which actually did occur would not have occurred. However indeci- 
sive we may be about how fragile an event itself is, its actual alter- 
ation is by definition fragile. 

Now we say that Suzy's throw caused the shattering of the bottle 
and Billy's preempted throw did not because, without Suzy's throw, 
the alteration of the shattering which actually did occur would not 
have occurred, and a different alteration would have occurred in- 
stead. Were, we are considering not ~ n l y  the slight delay before Bil- 
ly's rock arrived but also any differences to the shattering that might 
have been made because Billy's rock differs from Suzy's in its mass, 
its shape, its velocity, its spin, and its aim point. 

\'I. SPURIOUS CAUSATION 

We have dealt with one objection against the fragility strategy: that it 
conflicts with what we normally think about the conditions of occur- 
rence of events. But there is a second objection, and it applies as 
much to the corrected strategy as to the strategy in its original form. 
All manner of irrelevant things that we would not ordinarily count 
among the causes of the effect can be expected to make some slight 
difference to its time and manner. I once gave this example: if poi- 
son enters the bloodstream more slowly when taken on a full stom- 
ach, then the victim's death, taken to be fragile-we might better 
say, the actual alteration of the victim's death--depends not only on 
the poison but also on his dinner (op. cit., pp. 198-99).' If we heed 
still smaller differences, almost everything that precedes an event 
will be counted among its causes. By the law of universal gravitation, 
a distant planet makes some minute difference to the trajectory of 
Suzy's rock, thereby making a tiny difference to the shattering of the 
bottle. So by adopting the fragility strategy, in whichever form, we 
open the gate to a flood of spurious causes. 

Here I am indebted to Ken Kress. 

Among the spurious causes that should have been tlcc.mcd i r d r -  
vant is Billy's rock, the preempted alternative. M'c \ \ a r l t t d  to s;~y tI1;1t 

(the actual alteration of) the shattering drperldctl on Suq's throw 
and not on Billy's, but that turns out to be not c l r ~ i t r  t rw.  

Well, these differences made by spurious r;luscbs arc ~lcgligil~le: so. 
surely, we are entitled to neglect them. Just as i t  is right to s;~y that ;I 

box contains nothing when, strictly speaking, i t  cout;~ins ;I little clrlst, 
so likewise we are within our linguistic rights to say tI1;1t Billy's tl11.o~ 
made no difference to the shattering when. strictly spe;tkirlg. its grav- 
itational effects made an imperceptibly millute dif'f'erc.nce. Arid it 
for some strange reason we did attend to these ~icgligihlr diflcr- 
ences, would we not then put ourselves in an unrisual context ~ I I ~ ~ I - c *  
it was right, not wrong, to count all the things that ~rlake ~i~gligiblc 
differences as joint causes of the effect? 

That would be a sufficient reply, I think, but for the fact that sorw- 
times the difference made by a preempting cause is also r~iinutc. 
Imagine that Suzy's throw precedes Billy's by only a very short time.: 
and that the masses, shapes, velocities, spins, arid aim points of t l ~ c .  
two rocks also differ very little. Then without Suzy's throw w. n i i~h t  
have had a difference equal to, or  even less than, some of tlw tliflcr- 
ences made by causes we want to dismiss as spurious. 

But even so, and even if Billy's rock makes a minute tlil1i~rerlc.c- to 
the shattering by way of its gravitational effects O I I  S117y's r o (k  \ ( * I  

Suzy's throw may make much mow of a dif'f'erencc to the c.f'fi.c.t t11;111 

Billy's. The alteration that would have occurred without Sury's 
throw, though not very different from the a c t ~ ~ a l  alteration. 111;1y dill 
fer from it in time and manner more than tho alteration t11;1t w)111d 
have occurred without Billy's. That \vould be enough to Im~ik  I I I C  
symmetry between S u q  and Billy, and to account 101 our . ju( lg~~~(wt 
that Suzy's throw and not Billy's causes the shattering. \.Vc s l ~ i k  01' 
the asymmetry as if i t  were all-or-  lo thing. WIICI I  rc.;~Ily i t  ic ;I big dif- 
ference of degree, but, surely, such linguistic laxity is as conlnloll- 
place as it is blameless. 

If, on the other hand. Billy's throw docs somcllo~v nl:lkt' ro11g11I\ ;IF 

much difference to the effect as Suzy's, that is a good rtworl to s ; ~ v  
that it is not after all a mere preempted altr~-n;~tivt*. Katllc.~., i t  is  joint 
cause of the shattering. In this case, too, we get t11v right ;lrtswr. 

YII. AI.TER4'I'IONS O F  I' l l t;  (:.\I 'SE 

Because we are so indecisive almrlt the di.itinc-tion 11ctwec11 ;~ltct-- 
ations that are different versions of the S ; I I I I ~ .  ev(v11 ;uld i~ l t c~ . ;~ t i o~ l~  
that are different but similar events, wr ought to 1n;lkr ~111.1~ t l i ; \ t  thi\i 
distinction bears no weight in our an;ll\st-s. So fill-. wc ;lrc. olwyir~g 
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that maxim only one-sidedly. The distinction does not matter when 
applied to the effect, but it still matters when applied to the cause. 
What it means to suppose counterfactually that C does not occur de- 
pends on where we draw the line between C's not occurring and C's 
occurring differently in time and manner. 

That makes a problem. What is the closest way to actuality for C 
not to occur? It is for C to be replaced by a very similar event, one 
that is almost but not quite C, one that is just barely over the border 
between versions of C itself and its nearest alternatives. But if C is 
taken to be fairly fragile, then, if almost-C occurred instead of C, very 
likely the effects of almost-C would be almost the same as the effects 
of C. So our causal counterfactual will not mean what we thought it 
meant, and it may well not have the truth value we thought it had.g 
When asked to suppose counterfactually that C does not occur, we 
d o  not really look for the very closest possible world where C's condi- 
tions of occurrence are not quite satisfied. Rather, we imagine that 
Cis completely and cleanly excised from history, leaving behind no  
fragment or  a'pproximation of itself. One repair would be to rewrite 1 
our counterfactual analysis, or  add a gloss on its interpretation, in 

I 

order to make this explicit (@A cit., p. 21 1).  
But there is another remedy. We could look at a range of alter- 

ations of C, not just one. As on the side of effects, we need not say 
which, if any, of these are versions of Cand which, if any, are alterna- 
tives to C. These alterations may include some in which C is com- 
pletely excised, but we need not require this. They may include 
some that are almost but not quite C, but we say nothing that re- 
stricts us to the closest possible alterations. Then we look at the pat- 
tern of counterfactual dependence of alterations of the effect upon 
alterations of the cause. Where Cand Eare distinct actual events, let 
us say that C znJluences E if and only if there is a substantial range C,, 
C, ... of different not-too-distant alterations of C (including the actual 
alteration of C) and there is a range E,, E, ... of alterations of E, at 
least some of which differ, such that if C, had occurred, E l  would 
have occurred, and if C, had occurred, E, would have occurred, and 
so on. Thus we have a pattern of dependence of how, when, and 
whether upon how, when, and whether. 

Influence admits of degree in a rough and multidimensional way. 
How many, and how varied, are the C,s? How distant are the C,s 
from one another; and, especially, how distant are the rest of them 

' See Bennett, 'Event Causation: The Counterfactual Analpis," pp. 369-70. His 
point here is independent of his defense, elsewhere in that article, of a hastener- 
delayer asymmetry. 

from the actual alteration of C? How much do the L,s diI1i-r fi.on~ 
one another? Plainly, there are n~ ;~ny  ways in wllicl~ sonlc.tlling rim 
be more of a cause of some effect than somethi~lg else is, even if' i t  is 
not an all-or-nothing difference of influerlce versrls no influence.. 

Now we are in a better position thau hef'orc to say tliitt  Su7y1s 
throw is much more of a cause of the bottle's sll;ittcring tl1i111  bill!.'^. 
Even if the throws are so much alike that renioving Suzy's thro~v alttr 
gether would make little difference to the shattrrir~g, i t  is still 1r11e 
that altering Suzy's throw slightly whilr holding Billy's fixed \c,oultl 
make a lot of difference to the shattering, hut altering Hilly's thl-ow 
slightly while holding Suzy's fixed would not. Tilkc an ;~ltcvatio~~ i l l  

which Suzy's rock is heavier, or she throws a little soowr, or slw ;~inir 
at the neck of the bottle instead of the side. The shatteri~lg c l~ i~~lges  
correspondingly. Make just the same alterations to I%illy's prcs- 
empted throw, and the shattering is (near enough) t~nchang(~l .  

Thanks to this latest emendation of the coonterfactuitl ;~rl;llysis. 
cases of trumping are covered along with commonplace preemptio~~. 
Sergeant and major both shout 'Advance!'. The soldiers ad\.ancc*. 
Altering the major's command while holding the srrgeant's fixed. 
the soldiers' response would have been correspontlirlgly . ,I I terecl. If' 
the major had said 'Take cover!' they would I~ave taken covrr, i f '  I I C  
had said 'Retreat!' they would have retreated, a r~d  so on. Altc-t-i~~g 
the sergeant's command while holding the rnqjor's fixed. or1 t l ~ v  
other hand, would have made (near enough) no tlifiiw~icc ;it ;dl. 11 
we look only at the whether-whether depenrlence of tlle so1tlic.r.r' I.(.- 

sponse on the actual commands of the two ofIicers, we n~iss ex;lctIy 
the sort of counterfactual dependence that breitks the sytiimrtl~ I)(*- 
tween the two.I0 

VIII. TR.\NSITI\I'lY O F  (14t'S.A H O N  

Causation, I previously said, is the ancestral of' causiil tlependrncc.. 
Event Ccauses event E if and only if there is a cl~;lin oFtlrpc~ldc~ncirr 
running from C to E. Is it still neccssaly to take rhr anrcstld. now 
that our definition of causal dependence has evolvcd h-om si111plr 
whether-whether dependence to a pattern of' inlluenw? lhws O I I I .  

improved definition of dependence allow us .just t o  iclc~ltifj. ~ ; I I I S ; I -  

tion with causal dependence? No. Influence is not i~~\x~. i i~l) l \ .  11- ; I I IF~-  

tive. If we want to ensure that causation is invari;~l)ly tr.;lnsitivc.. w c -  
still have to take an ancestral. 

You might think that intransitivitic.~ of influc.ncc* co~~ l t l  ill-ice. II.OIII 
intransitivities of counterfactuals themselves. LVc h o w  i t  ~ ; I I I  1)c. I I . I I ( ~  

that, if P, it would be that Q, anti true also that, if (L, i t  \r.ould I)(- t l ~ ; t t  

lo Here I an1 indebted to Hall. 
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R, yet false that, if P, it would be that R. But that is not the problem. 
Although counterfactual transitivity ihelf is fallacious, a closely re- 
lated inference pattern is valid: from the premise that, if P, it would 
be that 4, and the premise that, if both P and Q ,  it would be that R, 
it does follow that, if P, it would be that R. Let the counterfactual 
from C, to D, be part of a pattern of influence of C upon D; let the 
counterfactual from D, to E, be part of a pattern of influence of D 
upon E; then it would seem that, if both C, and D,, it would be that E, 
so we do  indeed have the counterfactual from C, to E,;  and likewise 
for the other counterfactuals that constitute a pattern of influence of 
Con E. 

The real problem with transitivity is that a pattern of influence 
need not map all the not-toodistant alterations of C onto different 
alterations of D, or  all the not-todistant alterations of D onto differ- 
ent alterations of E. Transitivity of influence can fail because of a 
mismatch between the two patterns of influence. 

Below I picture three possible patterns of influence of C on E. 
The first is nice and simple: it maps several alterations of C one-one 
onto alterations of E. But less nice patterns will still qualify. Let the 
actual alteration be at the center, and imagine that distance from 
the center somehow measures closeness to actuality. We might have 
a pattern that maps the outer alterations of C (second picture) or  
the inner alterations of C (third picture) one-one onto different al- 
terations of E, but funnels the other alterations of C onto a single 
point. 

Now, suppose C influences D by a pattern that funnels all the inner 
alterations onto a single point, while D influences E by a pattern that 
funnels all the outer alterations onto a single point (first picture be- 
low), or  vice versa (second picture). Or  we might have more compli- 
cated cases (third picture). In each case, the two patterns of 
influence which take us from C to D to E are mismatched: the values 
of the first pattern do  not coincide with the arguments of the sec- 
ond. So C influences D and D influences E, but C does not influence 

E. If we nevertheless want to say that Ccause.i I:: wr 11;1vr to t;lkc- t 1 1 ~  
ancestral and say that causation outruns direct i1lf1ucrlt.r. 

- 
C D E  C D E  

How might such a case arise? Here is a f'amous exa~l$r L~OIN I I;\I.I? 
Frankfurt." The neuroscientist knows just how she wants .Jones to 
behave. She hopes that Jones, left to himself, will behavr just ;IS she. 
wants. By reading his brain, she can predict what he will tlo i f  Icfi to 
himself. She predicts that he will do just what she desircs. so shv 
does nothing else. But if instead she had read that he would str-;~!. 
from the desired path, she would have taken control and 11innip11- 
lated his brain directly so as to produce the drsiretl behavior. The. 
initial state of Jones's brain is a preempting causc of' his bc41;1vio1-: 
the idle neuroscientist is a preempted backup. The nioral of' I I I V  
story is that preemptive causation, withoi~t drlwndt~rlrc., s11l1icc.s to 
confer ownership and responsibility fi)r one's acrio~ls. 

Let C be Jones's initial brain state: let I< he 111~.  tlcsirctl I)c.ll;~vio~.. 
Consider a time after the neuroscier~tist has wad Jones's b~;lin. ~ I I I  

before she would have seized control if the r-c;ltli~ig 11;1d lwc.11 (1ilii.1-- 
ent. L.et D combine Jones's brain state at that tinw wit11 t11r 1iv111o- 

scientist's decision not to intervene. We have a twtrslc-1) c.h;lirl of 
influence from C to D  to 1:. But Cdocs not infli~erlet. k.'. AIN ; I ~ I ~ . I - -  

ation of Jones's initial brain state would have lrtl lo the dc.si~rtl IIC- 
havior in the end, one way or the other. 

The actual alteration of C is the one that Ir;~tls to ~Iic  clc.sirc*cl I)(.- 
havior. The actual altcratio~l of li consists of' t l i c ~  tlesirc*tl l)(-ll;~vio~: 
the other alterations ot'Econsist of tlif1i.rc.nt bc.h;~vior-. Tl~c- ; I ~ I I I ; I ~  ; I I -  
teration of D is the one that leads to thr desil-ctl Id~; lvio~. ,  ;111tl tl1;11 

includes the neuroscientist's decisio~i not to i n t e ~ ~ c ~ ~ c . .  'I'hr " ~ I I I I ~ . ~ . "  

alterations of D are those which would not lead to the drsirtd I)(h\ . -  
ior, but which include the neuroscientist's tlccision to iritc.l~c*~lc.. 
The "outer" alterations of 11 arc those which ~ 1 1 1 c l  I I O I  1ci1(1 t o  1111. 

desired behavior, but which nevertheless i~iclutlc rhc neuroscicw~ist's 

I' "Alternate Possibilities and hloral Respontil~iliry," this IOI'KS.\I.. I MI, 23 ( I k  
cember 4, 1969): 829-39. 
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decision not to intervene. These are arguments of the pattern from 
D to E, but not values of the pattern from C to D. The example illus- 
trates the third sort of mismatch shown above. Transitivity of influ- 
ence fails. 

This is an easy case of early cutting-just the sort of case for which 
my strategy of taking the ancestral was originally made. If we had 
tried to make do without the ancestral, and to get by with influence 
alone, it would remain unsolved-provided that we insist, as of 
course we should, that with no  intervention by the neuroscientist, 
Jones's initial brain state is indeed a cause of his behavior. 

1X. TRANSITIVITY DEFENDED 

. Some will say that, by making causation invariably transitive, our  
strategy of taking the ancestral makes more trouble than it cures. It 
collides with a flock of alleged counterexamples to the transitivity of 
causation. Thus, I have incurred an obligation to deal with these ex- 
amples. 

The counterexamples have a common structure. Imagine a con- 
flict between Black and Red. (It may be a conflict between human 
adversaries, or between nations, o r  between gods striving for one or  
another outcome, or just between those forces of nature which con- 
duce to one outcome versus those which conduce to another.) 
Black makes a move that, if not countered, would have advanced his 
cause. Red responds with an effective countermove, which gives Red 
the victory. Black's move causes Red's countermove, Red's counter- 
move causes Red's victory.I2 But does Black's move cause Red's vic- 
tory? Sometimes, it seems not. 

My considered opinion is that Black's move does indeed cause 
Red's victory. Transitivity succeeds. But I admit to feeling some am- 
bivalence. Insofar as I can summon up any inclination to accept the 
counterexamples, I think my inclination has three sources, all of 
them misguided. 

First. In many of these cases Red's victory would have come 
sooner, or more directly, without Black's move. Black's move pre- 
vents Red's victory as well as causing it: it causes one version, but it 
prevents another.  If we thought we had to choose, we would 
wrongly infer that since it is a preventer it cannot be a cause. 

Second. Moves such as Black's are in general conducive to  victory 
for Black, not for Red. If we mix up questions of what is generally 
conducive to what with questions of what caused what in this particu- 

I P  Examples of this form appear in Bennett, "Event Causation: The Counterfac- 
tual Analysis," p. 373; Michael McDermott, "Redundant Causation," British Journal 
fm the Philosophy of Science, X I .  (1995): 523-44; and Hall. 

lar case, we may think it.just a hit of good co~llrnorl srllsc. I O  say I ~ I ; I I  

Black's moves advance Black's cause, not Ketl's." 
Third. We note that Black's move did not rnattc.r: K c d  ~voultl I I ; I \ ~ .  

won all the more easily without it. The efkct clors ~ io t  cIcpcm11 011 

the cause. The idea that carrsatio~l requires \ v l ~ e t l ~ c r - ~ \ ~ l ~ c ~ t I ~ c ~ ~ .  c l c . l ) c , ~ l -  

dence may retain some grip on us. But if you ~c~r~-;~ccc.pt ~)~-c-c.ll~l)li\c. 
causation, you niust have learned to r.rsist that g~.ip. \\'hy \.ic. l t l  t o  i t  

now? It is true that Black's move did not rlmter. 1h1t that is I)c~c.;rt~sc. 
the choice Black faced (whether he knew i t  or not) was \vhc.tllc.r to 
have his defeat caused in one way or in another. Either way, l%l;~c.k's 
defeat is cawed. 

In rejecting the counterexamples, and accepting that 15lack's 
move is a cause of Red's victory, I think I am doing ~rl i ;~t  histori;~r~s 
do. They trace causal chains, and, without more ado, tile! co~~clr~clt. 
that what comes at the end of the chai~l was c;111setl I)y what ~vcnt I)r- 
fore. If they did not, they could say little about historical c;~rts;l~io~~: 
because, over intervals of any length, I~istorical cor~t~tc*~.Li~c.t~~;~ls I)(-- 
come so very speculative that nothing much c;in Ix- kno\v~l al)ou~ t l l c *  

dependence of any event on its causal ancestors. And rvrr?. Ilistori;l~l 
knows that actions often have r~nintrndetl a11d ~ ~ ~ i w ; t n t r d  ~ O I I S C * -  

quences. It would be perfectly ordinary fbr a ~novc hy Ul;~rk t o  Ix~c-k- 
fire disastrously." 

X. (;-\I'SA 1-ION III';\RSES( 'FS 

Alterations, I said, are ver? fi-;~gile ewnts. Ttr;~t WIS I IOI  c l t ~ i r c .  1.ig111: 
some of them are absences. A l m ~ ~ c r s  br c-;~uscs, ;IS w 1 1 c ~ 1  ;111 ;ilk 

sence of food causes hunger: they can tw rll'cts. ;IS ~ 1 1 ~ 1 1  ;I \.;ic.c.in;t- 
tion prevents one from catchillg a disease; a t d  t11c.y can Ix. ; I I I I O I I ~  

the unactualized alterations of a carlse or e lkw wllicll lig111.r i l l  ;I ~ I I -  

tern of influence. 
Absences are not event-5. They are not nnylring: \vl~c.r.c- ; I I I  ; ~ l ) . ; c - r r c - c .  

is, there is nothing relevant there at all. Absc~lcrs ;IN-  I )og~~s  el~tilic.s. 
Yet the proposition that all at~scncr occurs is not I)ogtts. 11 is ;I 1 ~ - I -  
fectly good negative existential proposition. i \ ~ i t l  i t  is by \\.;I\. of j t l \ l  

such propositions, and only by way of such propositio~ls. I ~ I ; I I  ; I I F  

" Compare I.awrence 1.omhnr-(I. "(:;IIIWF. F:r1;11~1~~1s. a11d t 1 1 ~ .  ( : o u r r t ( . r f . ~ (  t11.11 

Analysis," Ph~lot$~hrcnl Sttidips. 1.1s ( 19!)O): I!).'-!! I I .  I W I C  1). 1!17. 
" I have assumed so far t t ~ a t  the Black-Kvtl c.ua~rrplc.; a r c .  gcr~r~i r~( .  (.IS(.\. I((. 

really do have an  e\.ent C that c ; ~ u s c . ~  a11 t.\cr~t I J  1l1;ir. i u  ~ I I I I I .  ( . I I I \ V C  ; I I I  ( Y V I I I  1:. 
But unless the cxan~ples are ral-dullv fi)11111r1;1ttd. ~ ~ c . r I ~ a p \  wit11 1111. ; r i l l  01 \ O I I I ( . -  

svhat ar-tilicial stipulatior~s, t h a t  III:I\ r ~ o t  1)c 51). I t  III:I\ I : I I I I C , I  1 ) ~ .  t 1 1 . r 1  ( c . I I I . ~ , \  11,  
and I)? causes E ;  and Dl a r ~ d  1): a rc  dilTer-(wt, C \ C I I  ~ I I O I I K I I  p.rI1.11)~ I\(. II I . I \  I ~ , ~ C I  10 

them 11: the sarne nau~e. Dl and  1); 111ight t ~ o  d i l l ~ ~ r c ~ r ~ t  \ ~ ) , r t i o t ~ ~ r r ~ ~ ~ o ~ . r I  l ) . r r r , ,  4 1 1  

two difkl-ent logical Imts, of the same r\.eut. .%Y I';III~. ".\\J)(.( I ( : : ~ u * ; r l i o ~ ~ . "  t l r i ,  
,IOURNM.. this issue, pp. 23.5-56. 
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sences enter into patterns of counterfactual dependence. There- 
fore, it is safe to say with the vulgar that there are such entities as ab- 
sc.ucx~, rvc-11 t l i o u ~ l ~  we know better. 

0 1 1 c ~  ~ ( u s o ~ i  lor all  version to causation by absences is that, if 
there is any of it at all, there is a lot of it-far more of it than we 
would normally want to mention. At this very moment, we are being 
kept alive by an absence of nerve gas in the air we are breathing. 
The foe of causation by absences owes us an explanation of why we 
sometimes do say that an absence caused something. The friend of 
causation by absences owes us an explanation of why we sometimes 
refuse to say that an absence caused something, even when we have 
just the right pattern of dependence. I think the friend is much bet- 
ter able to pay his debt than the foe is to pay his. There are ever so 
many reasons why it might be inappropriate to say something true. 
i t  might be irrelevant to the conversation, it might convey a false 
' hint, it might be known already to all concerned .... 

Of course, such reasons for refusing to say what is true are not 
confined to causation by absences. "Counterfactual analysis of causa- 
tion?-Yeah, yeah, my birth is a cause of my deathl" said the scoffer. 
His birth is indeed a cause of his death; but it is understandable that 
we seldom say so. The counterfactual dependence of his death on 
his birth isjust too obvious to be worth mentioning." 

It does not make sense for two distinct absences to differ slightly in 
' 

detail. When we have an absence, there is nothing (relevant) there 
at all, and that is that. So when an absence is caused, we would ex- 
pect a pattern of influence which exhibits funneling to an unusual 
degree. To illustrate funneling, we can imagine a device that works 
in an extraordinarily precise all-or-nothing fashion; or  a neuroscien- 
tist, o r  some other marvelous being, able to exert extraordinarily 
precise and complete control; or we can just imagine a perfectly or- 
dinary case of prevention. If we then follow that with the funneling 
that comes from the presence of a preempted backup, we may well 
end up with mismatched patterns of influence in which transitivity of 
influence fails. Small wonder, then, that cases of preemptive preven- 
tion have appeared along with the Black-Red examples in the debate 
over transitivity of causation. I say again that at worst we have causa- 
tion without direct influence. I trace a chain; I take the ancestral; I 
say that when a preempted preventer causes an absence which, in 
turn, causes some further event or absence, then the preempted pre- 
venter is a cause of that further event or  absence. 

See H.P. Grice, "Logic and Conversation," in his Studies in the Way of Worh 
(Cambridge: Harvard, 1989), pp. 22-40. 

Part of what makes these cases hard; however, is tIoul)t i ~ b o ~ ~ t  
whether the absence does cause anything furtlit-r. 1'1ii. fic.lclcr 
catches the ball; he causes its absence from the plat-c.,just I ~ c y ~ ~ i d  his 
hand. But a little furthcr along its pat11 t11c.r.c. is ;I w;tll--;I 11igI1. 
broad, thick, sturdy wall."' Further along still is a wi~do\c. I)oc-s t l l c .  

fielder cause the window to remain unbr-okcn? M'e arc i~nit)i\.;~lcl~t. 
We have C, the catch. We have D, the abse11cc of the txtll fi-0111 1 1 1 ~  

place just beyond the fielder's hand. M'c h;~vc. I:: the absc~icc of t l l c .  

impact of the ball on the window, or the nonhrr;tking of the wi~idow. 
Certainly, we have a pattern of influence of C upon I). 'CVl~~tl~cr tee. 

have influence of D upon E is doubtful. There are alteratioris of 1) in 
which not only is the ball present beyond the fielder's hand, I~ut ;IISO 
it is on a trajectory that would take it over the high wall and down 
again, or  it is moving with energy enough to break tllrough, or. ... 
Some of these alterations of D would indeed have led to alttmtions 
of E. But are they relevant, 'not-toodistant," alterations of I)? M'c. 
may be in a mood to think so, or we may be in a ~nood to tllink 11ot. 
If we are in a mood to think them relevant, we should co~~clutlc. t11;1t 
D causes E, and, by transitivity, Calso causes E Wliereaq if we ;II-C. in 
a mood to think them not relevant, we should conclutle that 1) clocc 
not cause E, Cdoes not cause E, and issues of transitivity do not ar-isc.. 

I),\VIl) l.k:\\'Is 
Princeton University 

I' The example of the fielder comrc Sronr 3lc l ) c . r ~ ~ ~ o t ~ .  ' I ' l ~c .  w~pwit)~t  111.11 0111 

wavering intuitions are g o v e t n d  I ) \  h o w  far-fete-lwtl wc. fiud 11tr porcil) i l i~\  01 I I I ~ .  
ball's getting past the \+-all comes Cron~ John <:ollinr, "Pwe~r~pt i \c  I'w\r~r~ion.' 111i* 

JOL'RNAI., this issue, pp. 22534. 


