The British Society for the Philosophy of Science

Review: [untitled]
Author(s): Tim Crane
Source: The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, Vol. 47, No. 1 (Mar., 1996), pp.
146-148
Published by: Oxford University Press on behalf of The British Society for the Philosophy of Science
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1215835 .
Accessed: 10/03/2011 05:16
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.
Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at .
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=oup. .
Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Oxford University Press and The British Society for the Philosophy of Science are collaborating with JSTOR to
digitize, preserve and extend access to The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science.

http://www.jstor.org

Brit. J. Phil. Sci. 47 (1996), 146-148

REVIEW
DAVID OWENS
Causes and Coincidences
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992, cloth ?27.95

Tim Crane
Department of Philosophy
University College London
In this fine book, David Owens presents a new theory of causation based
on the idea that the notions of cause and coincidence are intimately related.
That there is a link between the concept of cause and the concept of
coincidence is not news. As Richard Sorabji has argued, Aristotle thought
that coincidences cannot be explained. What is new in Owens's book is the
claim that this apparent truism can form the basis of a full-scale analysis of
causation.
Consider Aristotle's example: a man eats some spicy food and goes to a
well to quench his thirst; there happen to be some brigands at the well who
rob and kill him. There is a causal explanation of why the man goes to the
well; there is a causal explanation of why the brigands go to the well; there
is a causal explanation of why the brigands kill the man. But there is no
causal explanation of why the brigands and the man are at the well at the
same time: their simultaneous arrival is a coincidence and therefore cannot
be explained. Part of what it means to call something a coincidence is that
it is inexplicable. For consider: if one of the brigands had cunningly
provided the man with spicy food in order to lead him to the well, their
meeting would not have been a coincidence; it would have been explicable.
But coincidences are not explicable.
Owens thinks that this idea is the key to the analysis of causation. The
reason coincidences cannot be causally explained is as follows. A coincidence 'is an event which can be divided into components separately
produced by independent causal factors' (p. 13). (Owens dispenses with
the common-sense idea that coincidences have to be out-of-the-ordinary.)
The notion of 'Causal factors' is then independently analysed in terms of
necessary and sufficient conditions (plus laws of nature). To causally
explain A is (at least) to give conditions necessary and sufficient in the
circumstances for the occurrence of A. To causally explain a compound
? Oxford University Press 1996

The British Journalfor the Philosophy of Science

147

event A&B (like Aristotle's example: the brigands arrive at the well & the
man arrives at the well) would be either for one of the component events to
be necessary and sufficientfor the other, or for a third event to be necessary
and sufficient for A and for B (a common cause). There is no common
cause of the brigands arriving at the well, and neither the ruffians' arrival
nor the hapless man's arrival are necessary and sufficient for one another.
Therefore, their meeting, like all coincidences, has no causal explanation.
To get from the claim that coincidences have no causal explanation to
the claim that a cause is an event which ensures that its effects are no
coincidence, Owens identifies causation with causal explanation. So the
canonical form of causal statements is 'A because B', where 'A' and 'B' are
sentences. In this he aligns himself with writers like Mellor, as against
Davidson, who sees the canonical form of causal statement as 'A caused B'
where 'caused' is a two-place predicate and 'A' and 'B' are singular terms.
It is not a coincidence, of course, that Davidson also distinguishes sharply
between causation and causal explanation.
Owens's analysis is then applied to some of the tough problems in the
theory of causation: notably, the direction of causation, the relation
between causes and laws, causation and physicalism, causal theories of
action and deviant causal chains. In many of these discussions, Owens
makes valuable and original points which are independent of his main
thesis (for example, he challenges the conventional wisdom that the laws of
nature are contingent, and that Davidson has refuted non-causal theories
of the explanation of action).
Owens's book is notable for its clarity of style and argument, and his
original thesis is developed judiciously and with imagination. In particular:
the physicalist account of 'levels of causation' exhibits a precision rare in
discussions of the special sciences, and the discussion of the direction of
causation is particularly elegant and inventive. And few would disagree,
surely, with the idea that there is a close connection between the concept
of cause and the concept of coincidence. However, although at the level
of detailed argument Owens is incisive, his comments at a more general
level are somewhat disappointing. For instance, he does not discuss to a
satisfactory extent the status of his analysis of causation.
One question, raised by Peter Menzies in a review in Mind, is whether
Owens is providing a reductive account of causation. Owens's analysis of
causation would be a reductive analysis if it explained the concept of
causation in terms of other, simpler concepts (as, for example, the regularity analysis explains causation in terms of constant conjunction). This
would only work if the concept of coincidence were a simpler concept than
the concept of causation, thus illuminating the latter concept. But is it? It
seems no simpler or more intuitive to say that astrological facts do not
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causepsychologicalfactsbecausetheirco-occurrenceis a merecoincidence
thanit does to say that a linkbetweenastrologicalfactsandpsychological
factsis coincidentalbecausethe firstdoes not causethe second.It is equally
naturaland simpleto say that the positionof the starsdoes not causemy
emotional state as it is to say that the position of the stars and my
emotionalstate are coincidental.
Of course,Owenshas his ownmoretechnicalaccountof coincidence,in
termsof the independenceof the necessaryandsufficientconditionsfor the
occurrenceof the constituentevents.From this it follows directly,as we
have seen, that coincidences(so defined)have no causes. The simpler
conceptsnow are necessaryand sufficientconditions,in termsof which
causationis defined.So causationis beingreductivelydefined:in termsof
necessaryand sufficientconditions.But the idea that causationshouldbe
definedin termsof necessaryandsufficientconditionsis lessdistinctiveand
surprisingthanOwens'soriginalanalysisin termsof coincidenceseemedto
be.
AnotherareawhereI would have welcomeda little more generalspeculation is over the question of causal realism, and its relation to the
distinctionbetweencausationand causal explanation.It is well known
that the concept of explanationhas, as it were, an objectiveand a subjectiveaspect.On the one hand,a good explanationis one thatpicksup on
those objectivefeaturesof realitythat are (as it may be) necessaryand/or
sufficientfor the occurrenceof the fact or eventin question.Butwe should
also considerthe familiarfact that whethersomethingis a good explanation is interest-relative.
In a givenexplanation,it canbe hardto disentangle
which aspects of the explanationderive from our interestsand which
aspectspick up on objectivecausal(or non-causal)features.Realistscan
drag these aspectsapartby distinguishingbetweencausationand causal
explanation.But since Owens'saccount identifiescausationand causal
explanation,I feel he needsto say moreabout how he wouldisolatethese
aspects.
These mattersare subtleand complex,if only becausethe conceptsof
objectivityand mind-independenceare so problematic-and as Owens
himselfsays,it is oftenhardto knowwhatthe termsof the debateare.In a
conciseandfrankappendix,Owensconfrontstheseissues,andadmitsthat
he cannotfullyaccountfor them.Fewcan;but I wouldhavelikedthe book
to have been a little longerat this point.
Despite the many virtues of Causes and Coincidences,Owens has not yet
convinced me that the notion of a coincidence must have such a central role
to play in the theory of causation. But his book is none the less one of the
best books on causation to appear in recent years.

