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- TWENTY-TWO -

Causal Explanation*®

I. CAUSAL HISTORIES

Any particular event that we might wish to explain stands at the end of
a long and complicated causal history. We might imagine a world
where causal histories are short and simple; but in the world as we
know it, the only question is whether they are infinite or merely
enormous.

An explanandum event has its causes. These act jointly. We have the
icy road, the bald tire, the drunk driver, the blind corner, the
approaching car, and more. Together, these cause the crash. Jointly
they suffice to make the crash inevitable, or at least highly probable, or
at least much more probable than it would otherwise have been. And
the crash depends on each. Without any one it would not have hap-
pened, or at least it would have been very much less probable than it
was.

But these are by no means all the causes of the crash. For one thing,
each of these causes in turn has its causes; and those too are causes of
the crash. So in turn are their causes, and so, perhaps, ad infinitum. The
crash is the culmination of countless distinct, converging causal chains.

* This paper is descended, distantly, from my Haigerstrom Lectures in Uppsala in 1977,
and more directly from my Howison Lectures in Berkeley in 1979.
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Roughly speaking, a causal history has the structure of a tree. But not
quite: the chains may diverge as well as converge. The roots in child-
hood of our driver’s reckless disposition, for example, are part of the
causal chains via his drunkenness, and also are part of other chains via
his bald tire.

Further, causal chains are dense. (Not necessarily, perhaps—time
might be discrete—but in the world as we mostly believe it to be.) A
causal chain may go back as far as it can go and still not be complete,
since it may leave out intermediate links. The blind corner and the
oncoming car were not immediate causes of the crash. They caused a
swerve; that and the bald tire and icy road caused a skid; that and the
driver’s drunkenness caused him to apply the brake, which only made
matters worse . . . . And still we have mentioned only a few of the
most salient stages in the last second of the causal history of the crash.
The causal process was in fact a continuous one.

Finally, several causes may be lumped together into one big cause.
Or one cause may be divisible into parts. Some of these parts may
themselves be causes of the explanandum event, or of parts of it
(Indeed, some parts of the explanandum event itself may be causes of
others.) The baldness of the tire consists of the baldness of the inner
half plus the baldness of the outer half; the driver’s drunkenness con-
sists of many different disabilities, of which several may have con-
tributed in different ways to the crash. There is no one right way—
though there may be more or less natural ways—of carving up a
causal history.

The multiplicity of causes and the complexity of causal histories are
obscured when we speak, as we sometimes do, of the cause of some-
thing. That suggests that there is only one. But in fact it is common-
place to speak of “the X” when we know that there are many X’s, and
even many X’s in our domain of discourse, as witness McCawley’s
sentence “‘the dog got in a fight with another dog.” If someone says
that the bald tire was the cause of the crash, another says that the
driver’s drunkenness was the cause, and still another says that the
cause was the bad upbringing which made him so reckless, I do not
think any of them disagree with me when I say that the causal history
includes all three. They disagree only about which part of the causal
history is most salient for the purposes of some particular inquiry.
They may be looking for the most remarkable part, the most remedi-
able or blameworthy part, the least obvious of the discoverable
parts, . ... Some parts will be salient in some contexts, others in
others. Some will not be at all salient in any likely context, but they
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belong to the causal history all the same: the availability of petrol, the
birth of the driver’s paternal grandmother, the building of the fata]
road, the position and velocity of the car a split second before the
impact.!

(It is sometimes thought that only an aggregate of conditions incly-
sive enough to be sufficient all by itself—Mill’s “whole cause”—
deserves to be called “the cause.” But even on this eccentric usage, we
still have many deserving candidates for the title. For if we have a
whole cause at one time, then also we have other whole causes at later
times, and perhaps at earlier times as well.)

A causal history is a relational structure. Its relata are events: local
matters of particular fact, of the sorts that may cause or be caused. 1
have in mind events in the most ordinary sense of the word: flashes,
battles, conversations, impacts, strolls, deaths, touchdowns, falls,
kisses, . . .. But also I mean to include events in a broader sense: a
moving object’s continuing to move, the retention of a trace, the pres-
ence of copper in a sample. (See my “Events,” in this volume.)

These events may stand in various relations, for instance spatiotem-
poral relations and relations of part to whole. But it is their causal rela-
tions that make a causal history. In particular, I am concerned with
relations of causal dependence. An event depends on others, which
depend in turn on yet others, . . . ; and the events to which an event is
thus linked, either directly or stepwise, I take to be its causes. Given
the full structure of causal dependence, all other causal relations are
given. Further, I take causal dependence itself to be counterfactual
dependence, of a suitably non-backtracking sort, between distinct
events: in Hume’s words, “if the first . . . had not been, the second
never had existed.”? (See “Causation,” in this volume.) But this paper
is not meant to rely on my views about the analysis of causation.

! On definite descriptions that do not imply uniqueness, see “Scorekeeping in a
Language Game,” in my Philosophical Papers, Volume I; and James McCawley, ‘“Pre-
supposition and Discourse Structure,” in Syntax and Semantics 11, ed. by David
Dineen and Choon-kyu Oh (New York: Academic Press, 1979). On causal selection,
see Morton G. White, Foundations of Historical Knowledge (New York: Harper &
Row, 1965), Chapter IV. Peter Unger, in “The Uniqueness of Causation,” American
Philosophical Quarterly 14 (1977): 177-88, has noted that not only “the cause of”” but
also the verb “caused” may be used selectively. There is something odd—inconsistent,
he thinks—in saying with emphasis that each of two distinct things caused something.
Even “a cause of” may carry some hint of selectivity. It would be strange, though I
think not false, to say in any ordinary context that the availability of petrol was a cause
of the crash.

2 An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Section VIIL.
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Whatever causation may be, there are still causal histories, and what I
shall say about causal explanation should still apply.’

I include relations of probabilistic causal dependence. Those who
know of the strong scientific case for saying that our world is an inde-
terministic one, and that most events therein are to some extent matters
of chance, never seriously renounce the commonsensical view that
there is plenty of causation in the world. (They may preach the
“downfall of causality” in their philosophical moments. But whatever
that may mean, evidently it does not imply any shortage of causation.)
For instance, they would never dream of agreeing with those ignorant
tribes who disbelieve that pregnancies are caused by events of sexual
intercourse. The causation they believe in must be probabilistic. And
if, as seems likely, our world is indeed thoroughly indeterministic and
chancy, its causal histories must be largely or entirely structures of
probabilistic causal dependence. I take such dependence to obtain
when the objective chances of some events depend counterfactually
upon other events: if the cause had not been, the effect would have
been very much less probable than it actually was. (See Postscript B to
“Causation,” in this volume.) But again, what is said in this paper
should be compatible with any analysis of probabilistic causation.

The causal history of a particular event includes that event itself, and
all events which are part of it. Further, it is closed under causal depen-
dence: anything on which an event in the history depends is itself an
event in the history. (A causal history need not be closed under the
converse relation. Normally plenty of omitted events will depend on
included ones.) Finally, a causal history includes no more than it must
to meet these conditions.

II. EXPLANATION AS INFORMATION

Here is my main thesis: to explain an event is to provide some infor-
mation about its causal history.
In an act of explaining, someone who is in possession of some infor-

* One author who connects explanation and causation in much the same way that I do,
but builds on a very different account of causation, is Wesley C. Salmon. See his
“Theoretical Explanation,” in Explanation, ed. by Stephen Korner (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1975); “A Third Dogma of Empiricism,” in Basic Problems in M eth-
odology and Linguistics, ed. by R. Butts and J. Hintikka (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1977);
and “Why Ask “Why??” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Association 51
(1978): 683-705.






