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Outline

▪ Existing work on causation and the 
normative.

▪ Causal models as representations of causal 
structure.

▪ Policy debate: alternative energy.



Causation and the 

normative

▪ Say I ask Casper to water my plants while I am on 
holiday. He forgets, and the plants die.

▪ It seems right to say that Casper’s omission 
caused the plants’ death.

▪ Why? Well, if Casper had watered the plants, 
they would have survived.



The Queen

▪ But the Queen also omitted to water my 
plants.

▪ If she had watered my plants, they would have 
survived.

▪ The difference seems to be that Casper 
promised.



A popular response

▪ Causes (and effects) are deviations from the 
normal.

The heavy rain caused the flood.

Casper’s failure to water my plants caused their 
death.

(Hart and Honoré, Menzies, Hitchcock & Knobe)



What if we don’t agree on 

the norms?

The 2011 London riots:

The culture of hooliganism caused the riots.

The state of high unemployment caused the 
riots. 



Using causal models to 

represent causal structure 



The causal modelling 

framework
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Variables

R: the amount of rainfall in the 
catchment area

V: the extent to which slopes are 
covered in vegetation 

S: the steepness of the slopes

RL: the river level

F: whether or not there is a flood

Structural equations:

RL = f(R, V, S, C)

F = f(RL)



Relativity to background 

circumstances

▪ Causal models also include a set of 
background circumstances that are held fixed.

Which variables should be held fixed, and therefore 
included in the background?

I P



The philosophy of 

causation

Interventionist 

theory:

▪ How should we go about 
causal reasoning?

▪ What is the purpose of 
the concept of causation?

▪ How are causal concepts 
connected to other 
related concepts?

▪ What cognitive apparatus 
are necessary to explain 
our causal judgements?

Conceptual 

analysis:

▪ What is the metaphysics 
of causation?

▪ What are the necessary 
and sufficient conditions 
of causation?



Applying causal models to 

policy debates



Alternative energy



The question

▪ Can we effectively replace fossil fuels with 
renewables?

▪ Is it possible to convert to renewables while 
maintaining our current standard of living (or 
with only a small reduction in standard of 
living)? 

▪ Is it possible to convert to renewables while 
maintaining our current GDP (or with a 
reduction in GDP of less than x)? 



Can alternative energy 

replace fossil fuels? 

Variables

C:   cost of renewables/fossil fuels

T:   state of technology

P:   amount of energy produced by 
renewables/ fossil fuels

R:   reliability

EH: how environmental and health 
costs are incorporated

GS: government subsidies
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Models for and against
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Can we resolve the 

disagreement?

▪ What if we are more careful about the causal 
models that we reason with?
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But wait!

The transition will entail costs—not just money and 
regulation, but also changes in our behaviour and 
expectations … a truly all-renewable economy may 
be very different from the American economy we 
know today. The renewable economy will likely be 
slower and more local; it will probably be a conserver 
economy rather than a consumer economy.

Richard Heinberg, Post Carbon Institute



What if the economy 

changes?
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Back to the concept of 

actual causation

In general, while the causal structure identifies all of 

the factors that could be manipulated … to effect a 

change in the outcome, the actual causes are the 

factors that should be manipulated. (Hitchcock and 

Knobe, 2009, 590)



Causal structure and the 

normative

▪ Normative commitments influence our 

understanding of causal structure.

▪ In general, we don’t consider interventions on 

variables that we think should be held fixed. 

▪ Normative considerations can also affect which 

causal structure we think should be instantiated.



Relevance to linguistics

▪ My explanation of the disagreement has 

appealed to the idea that (in some sense) we 

cognitively represent causal structure.

▪ This implies that there is a gap between the 

linguistic representation of causation and 

cognitive representation more generally.



Thank you!


