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Outline 

•Some joint central 
questions in Philosophy 
and Linguistics

• Intersecting discussions 
(2 examples) 
 



Some central questions 

1.What’s the object of investigation?

2.How many (and what sorts) of relations?

3.What structure do causal relations have?
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What kind of investigation? 

Causal factors vs. “the” cause

Causes vs. background conditions

Role of intuitions:
▪A form of data? 
▪How related to principles (e.g. transitivity) and 
practices (e.g. law)



Some central questions 

1.What’s the object of investigation?

2.How many (and what sorts) of 
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Two types of causation? 

Dependence – mainly counterfactual

Production – a special ‘oomph’?

Competing relations or not?
o Metaphysically and/or linguistically?



Non-causal ‘becauses’ 
Causation vs. other dependency relations:  entailment, 
inclusion, constitution (grounding)…

“This dog has rabies because it was bitten by a 
rabid fox.”

vs. 
“This table is unusual because it has three legs.”
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Relata  
What kinds of things stand in causal relations? 

• Events 
• Facts
• Tropes
• Attributes

Addicity: How many are there – a cause (event) and an effect 
(event)? Pairs of contrasts? 

“The hardness of the rock, rather than its temperature, caused 
the window to break, rather than to warm up”. 



Some central questions: Linguistics 

1.What’s the object of investigation?

2.How many (and what sorts) of relations?

3.What structure do causal relations have?



What’s the object of investigation? 
Causative constructions
Overt verbs: cause, make, allow, enable…
Connectives: because (of), from, by, as a 
result of…
Change of state verbs: open, boil...
 

Formulating 
the truth 

conditions

Understanding the regularity of derivation between a stative-like expression and 
a verbal one (RHL 1991 et seq. Alexiadou et al. 2006 et seq., …)
Understanding the contribution of overt/covert morphological marking to 
causative meaning (Haspelmath 1993, Doron 2003) 



What’s the object of investigation? 

Argument realization
Is causation an or the organizing factor (Croft 
1991 et seq.)? 

Is it reflected in specific types of arguments (e.g. 
Pesetsky 1995, Reinhart 2000)?  
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Three broader questions 
A Is there a concept of causation relevant for linguistic analysis? 

► Does it lie in the covert causative meaning component assumed 
for change of state verbs?

► Is it denoted by overt causal expressions (cause, because and 
their kin)?

B If yes, should causation be defined truth conditionally similarly to 
the way causal relations are defined in the philosophical literature?

C One causative meaning component vs. different ones underlying 
diverse linguistic phenomena?

 



The concept of causation relevant for 
linguistic analysis 

►Dowty's (1979) CAUSE

►Opaque CAUSE (e.g. RHL 1991 et seq., 
Pylkkänen 2008)

►No CAUSE (e.g. Talmy 2000, Marantz 2005, 
Bittner 1998, Kratzer 2003)

 



The concept of causation relevant for 
linguistic analysis 

Back to the issue of Relata

proposition – proposition (Dowty)

event – event (Pylkkänen)

individual – proposition (McCawley)

individual – event (Doron, Neeleman & van de Koot; CAUSE as a thematic role?)

individual – individual (Talmy, Croft)
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Back to two types of causation 
Dependency accounts

C and E are related according to the 
following: 

i. Temporal precedence; 

ii. Dependency; 

iii. Counterfactuality

► Shibatani (1976) and Neeleman & van der Koot
2012; adopted whole-sale from philosophers 
without engaging in a fundamental discussion; cf. 
Dowty (1979: 99-110), Eckardt (2000)

Production accounts

Conceptualization of causation through 
the notion of force or energy transfer. 

A conceptual or cognitive perspective 
where the purpose is to understand 
how it is reflected in the grammar. 

► Talmy's (1976, 2000) work as well as Croft's 
(1991 et seq)., Wolff (2003 et seq.), Copley & 
Harley (2015), Copley et al. (2015.)



A unitary account for causation? 
Sample of claims found in the literature 

► Are the semantic primitive CAUSE and the overt verb cause are, in fact, one 
and the same thing?

▪ Same entailed sentences and the same conditions of temporality, dependence and counterfactuality
hold for both. 

▪ Syntactically, evidence was adduced in favor or event decomposition (McCawley 1976). 

▪ Evidence against: John caused to die/#killed Bill on Sunday by poisoning him on Monday. 
Fodor (1970), Shibatani (1976)

► CAUSE as a thematic role, with a similar underlying syntax as the overt 
preposition because of (Pesetsky 1995); similar structure as the preposition from 
(Alexiadou et al. 2006)

► A unified analysis of verbs and connectives through force dynamic theories 
(Copley et al. 2015 vs. Copley & Wolf 2014).



A unitary account for causation? 
Some constructions featuring the verb cause or the connective because and their kin do 
not correspond semantically to what philosophers call causal relations. Recall:

This dog has rabies because it was bitten by a rabid fox.

vs. 

This table is unusual because it has three legs. 

Similar examples were provided e.g. by Dowty:

A kangaroo is a marsupial because it has a pouch. (Dowty 1979: 132b)

Mary's living nearby causes John to prefer this neighborhood. (Dowty 1979: 132c)

Maienborn & Hertfelder (2015, 2017) noted that the same expression in German von
express both Stative-causation and Eventive-causation, and in the former there is no gap 
of time between the Cause and the effect:

The floor is black because of / from the ants (that infest it).            



Linguistic and philosophical 
discussions: intersections 

Some examples:
►Causal claims sensitive to contrasts
►Role of norms in choosing relevant cause
 



Causative claims sensitive to contrast 
Fragile events
McEnroe’s tension caused him to serve awkwardly. (Schaffer 2009)

The traffic jam caused Pat’s cooking spaghetti late. (Eckardt 2000)

Philosophy: Hitchcock 1996; Woodward 2003; Maslen 2004; Schaffer 2005, 2009; and Northcott 2008

Linguistics: Eckardt (2000): causative statements involve the focusing of a certain property. 

Linguistic analyses for focused expressions (Krifka 1991, Rooth 1992) show that focusing an expression 
in a sentence always results in evoking a set of logically and contextually appropriate alternatives to the 
focused expression. 

Thus, providing formal tools for explaining the notion of contextual contrast

 



The role of norms in choosing the 
relevant cause 

It has been claimed that judgments about the relevance of 
counterfactuals depend in an essential way on norms.

Philosophy: Events are classified on a scale from normal to abnormal. 
When something abnormal occurs, in the causal judgements, people regard 
as relevant counterfactuals that involve something more normal having 
occurred instead (Beebee 2004; Hitchcock& Knobe 2009).

Linguistics: Notions of norms were modeled in precise manners in the 
linguistic literature about modals (inter alia Kratzer 1991) and in discussions 
about mirativity effects (the role of norms in expectations, Bar-Asher Siegal
& Boneh 2016).



“The problem of causation itself is a profound and complex one in
philosophy, particularly as it pertains to the philosophy of science,
and has much longer history than the study of
causative/accomplishment verbs in linguistics… I think it is
important to leave open the possibility that the best analysis of
causation for the purposes of the philosophy of science may turn
to be quite different from the best analysis for causation in natural
languages.”

(Dowty 1979:109)


