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DISJUNCTIVE CAUSES* 

T here is an initial presumption against disjunctive causes. First 
of all, for some people causation is a relation between events. 
But, arguably, there are no disjunctive events, since events are 

particulars and thus they have spatiotemporal locations, while it is 
unclear what the spatiotemporallocation of a disjunctive event could 
be. l More importantly, even if one believes that entities like facts can 
enter in causal relations, and even if there are disjunctive facts, it is 
still hard to see how disjunctive facts could be causes. Imagine, for 
instance, the following scenario. I have a gun filled with red paint 
and another gun filled with blue paint, and I fire both guns at my 
neighbor's white wall. A moment later, there is graffiti on the wall and 
my neighbor notifies the police. He would have done so regardless of 
the graffiti's color, since all he cares about is the existence of graffiti 
on his wall. Is it plausible to claim that a disjunctive fact is a cause of 
his notirying the police? In particular, is it plausible to claim that he 
notified the police because I fired the red-paint gun or the blue-paint 
gun (the thought being that my firing paint of either color would have 
sufficed)? It seems not. The police were notified because of the actual 
graffiti on the wall, and the actual graffiti on the wall is made of a 
certain pattern of colored patches. Imagine, that, as it turns out, there 
are patches of both colors on the wall. Then it seems that both my 
firing the red-paint gun and my firing the blue-paint gun were causes 
of my neighbor's notifYing the police. In other words, my firing the 
red-paint gun and my firing the blue-paint gun jointly caused the 
outcome: each of them was a contributory cause of the outcome's 
occurrence. On the other hand, imagine that there are only patches 
of one color on the wall. Then it seems that my firing only one of the 
guns was a cause. Either way, the disjunction fails to be a cause: either 
my firing the red-paint gun was a cause, or my firing the blue-paint 
gun was a cause, or they were both causes, but their disjunction was 

* For valuable discussion and comments, thanks to Ellery Eells, Martha Gibson, 
Daniel Hausman, Russ Shafer-Landau, Lawrence Shapiro, Alan Sidelle, Stephen Yablo, 
the audience at the 2005 Pacific American Philosophical Association (in particular, my 
commentator, Brad Armendt), the members of the metaphysics and epistemology 
reading group at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, two editors of this JOURNAL, and 
especially Juan Comesaiia. 

1 For an argument of this type against disjunctive events, see David Lewis, "Events," in 
Philosophical Papers, Volume II (New York: Oxford, 1986), pp. 241-69. 
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not. This seems to generalize: for every outcome that could have been 
caused by more than one route, the relevant disjunctive fact (the fact 
that some route was active) is not a cause of the outcome; instead, the 
outcome's causes are determined by the properties of the actual 
process issuing in the outcome's occurrence. Thus, it seems that 
causes cannot be disjunctive. 

Now, in a few exceptional cases, some people are prepared to drop 
this presumption and to accept the existence of disjunctive causes. 
Two main types of case come to mind. First, overdetermination cases: 
Suppose that, improbably enough, two rocks hit a window at exactly 
the same time and the window shatters as a result. Suppose that each 
rock was independently sufficient for the shattering. What caused the 
shattering? If we were to say that both rocks did, we would be com­
mitted to a superabundance of causes (more causes than are needed 
to account for the fact that the window shattered). By contrast, if we 
were to say that the shattering was caused by the fact that at least one of 
the rocks struck the window-a disjunctive fact-the redundancy 
would be avoided. As a result, some people have thought that we 
should say that the disjunctive fact is a cause.2 A second type of case 
in which someone might be prepared to accept the existence of dis­
junctive causes is causation by omission (or by absences in general). 
Omissions seem to be overly disjunctive in nature: they obtain just 
in case the world is one out of many different possible ways. For 
instance, my failure to go to the movies obtains just in case I stay at 
home or I go to a party or I go for a walk, and so on. Thus, if omis­
sions are causes, and if omissions are disjunctive, it follows that there 
are some disjunctive causes. 3 

Now, what we should say about cases involving overdeterminers and 
omissions is controversial. For one thing, some people find that there 
is nothing problematic about causal redundancy. If so, there is no 
motivation to posit the existence of di~unctive causes in cases of 
overdetermination. As for omissions, some people simply reject the 
possibility of their entering in causal relations. Still others accept the 
possibility of causation by omission but reject the claim that omissions 

2 See, for example, Jonathan Bennett, Events and Their Names (Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1988);John Mackie, "Causes and Conditions," in Ernest Sosa and Michael Tooley, eds., 
Causation (New York: Oxford, 1993), pp. 33-55; D.H. Mellor, The Facts of Causation (New 
York: Routledge, 1995). 

3 David Lewis discusses this view on omissions in Postscript D to "Causation," in 
Philosophical Papers, Volume fJ (New York: Oxford, 1986), pp. 189-93. Other cases where 
one might be led to think that disjunctions are causes are "preemptive prevention" 
cases (these cases also involve absences, although as intermediaries in the chain; see 
note 16 below). 
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are disjunctive (for example, by identifying omissions with commis­
sions). In any case the commitment to di~junctive causes is avoided. 4 

At an\' rat.e, setting aside exceptional and cont.roversial cases like 
those invoh-ing overdeterminers and omissions, the presumption that 
causes are not. di~junctjve is quite general. In other words, t.he com­
mon thought. is that., at. least in ordinary circumstances, disjunctive 
facts cannot. be causes. And a reason to believe this is that, as the 
graffiti case illust.rat.es, it is hard to see how causes could be disjunctive 
in ordinary circumstances: it seems that, regardless of what t.he world 
is like, disjunctive facts cannot causally contribuLe Lo Lhe occurrence 
of outcomes." 

In what follows I argue that this impression is misguided. I suggest. 
that there is an intelligible way the world could be like for disjunctive 
facts to be causes in ordinary circumstances, and that the view that 
disjunctions are causes in t.hose circumstances is supported by some 
int.uitions about causation. I layout. the argument for disjunctive 
causes in the next section. Then, in section II, I explain how the 
argument. can be generalized and, in section lll, I examine some of its 
potent.ial implicat.ions. 

Let us start by imagining the following scenario. A runawav t.rain is 
running Oil a track, where a person is trapped, up ahead. There is 
a switch and a side track. Someone flips the swit.ch and as a result 
the train turns on t.o the side track-call this person Flipper. U nfor­
tunately, the tracks reconverge after a while, where the person is 
trapped, and thus he still dies (in pretty milch the same way, at around 
the same time). The situation is depicted by the following picture: 

I For an argument that overdetermination is widespread, see Jonathan Schaffer, 
"Overdetermining Causes," Philosophical Studies, eXTV (2003): 23-45, For an argument 
that omissions cannot enter in causal relations, sec Helen Beebee, "Causing and 
NothingnC'ss," in John Collins, Ned Hall, and Laurie Paul, t'ds. rausation (ll/d Coun­
terfactuilil (Carnhridgc: 'v!IT, 2004), pp. 291-308. 

; Alan Pt'nciek appears to be an exception-sec his "Disiunclivc Properties and 
Causal Efficacy," j'hiloso/Jhimi Studies, LXXVI (1997): 203-19_ Pcnuck scerns 10 helieve 
that any ordinary case \\'h",<' all outcome could be caused ill olle of two wavs might be a 
case when' 111<' Ol\lCOtn(· h,,,,, disjunctive caust'. But I find his argumenl llnconvincing. 
Penczek wOllld argue, I()r instance, that ifI shoot a bullet that kills a person hut there was 
a backup assassin waiting ill reserve, then my shooting is not a cause I",cause the relevant 
counterhlctllal dcpcnclPllcies fail to obtain (in particular, the death would slill have 
occurred if I had not ,shot). Thus, since we do not want to say thai tht' outcome is 
uncaused, we should say that a disjunctive condition (presumably, the tact that at least 
one of us shot) is the cause. However, ifanythillg, casps ofthis type are a reason to believe 
that counterfactual accounts of camarion art' wrong, not a reason to believe ill dis­
junctive causes. 
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Person tied to track 

V 
Flipper by the switch 

What were the causes of the person's death in this case? Clearly, we 
would say that they include: the train starting to run on the tracks, the 
driver's becoming unconscious, the person's foot getting stuck in the 
tracks, the train hitting the person, and so on. On reflection, we 
would probably also identify other things as causes, in particular, 
events or conditions without which the death would not have oc­
curred, but that are normally less salient to us, such as the tracks 
being in working order or the train's not falling apart as it travels 
down the track. All these, philosophers tend to think nowadays, are 
causes, although the contribution of the latter (which we could refer 
to as "background conditions") is sometimes unnoticed because it is 
too obvious to be worth mentioning. 

Now, how about Flipper's action? Is his redirecting the train a cause 
of the person's death? On the face of it, it is not. It is clearly not one of 
the salient causes. Also, it does not seem to be one of the background 
conditions: it does not contribute something towards the outcome 
that is too unexciting or obvious to be worth mentioning. What the 
switching does is help determine the actual route to the outcome, and, 
intuitively, determining the route to an outcome is not tantamount to 
making a causal contribution to the occurrence of the outcome itself 
(however boring or obvious). To illustrate with another example: we 
feel that it would be wrong to say that an air stream that temporarily 
deflects a missile from its path (where the missile then resumes its 
original path) causes the target's destruction. This is so even if we 
think that the destruction of the target occurred due to many con­
tributing causes (such as the missile's being launched, someone's 
giving the order to launch it, the presence of the target, the missile's 
never losing the necessary momentum to reach the target, and so on). 
For we do not think that the deflecting air stream was one of those 
contributory causes. 
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The judgment that Flipper's action is not among the causes of the 
death is quite generally recognized in the philosophical literature 
on causation and there have been several attempts to capture it. 6 

Recentlv, howe\LT, Ned Hall has argued that such judgment is mis­
guided.' Although this is not the place to otfer a full defense of the 
intuition from possible objections (my main goal here is to show that 
an argument fix disjunctive causes can be built on that basis, if the intu­
ition is to be trusted), I do think that we should aim to capture that intu­
ition, and thllS I will quickly review my main reasons tlX thinking this. 

First, as I have already pointed out, the contribution of a switching 
event (like Flipper's redirecting the train) seems to be importantly 
different from even that of the least salient causes.H Second, the in­
tuition that switches are not causes seems to be importantly tied to 
the idea that causes are "difference-makers," which is a fundamental 
idea about causation-in particular, the reason Flipper appears not 
to be a cause is that it ''rails to make a difference" in the relevant 
sense.9 And finally, the intuition that switches are not causes can do 

6 See William Rowe, "Causing and Being Responsible ior \\llat Is Inevitable:' Ameri­
canPhi/oso/Jhira/ (L//artni)" XX\I, 2 (1989): 153-59; Lauric Paul, "Aspen Causation," this 
JOURNAl., XCYII,I (.\pril ::WOO): 235-56; Stephen Yablo, "De Facto Dependence," this 
JOURNA I., XCIX, :'> (March 2002): 130-48; Carolina Sartorio, "Causes as Ditlerence­
Makers," Ph ilnsojJh ira/ Sludips, CXXIII, 1-2 (2005): 71-96. 

i Hall, "Causation and the Price of Transitivity," thisj<JlRNAI., XCVII.·I (.\pril ~?OOO): 
198-221 (Hall calls cases of this type "interactive switches," given the existence of a 
physical connection between the switching event and the outcome). Hall seems to now 
have changed his view on these matters (personal communication). 

'In "Causation and the Price of Transitivity," Hall argued that switching events are 
boring causes on a par with background conditions. His argument went as follows. The 
switching's contribution is like the contribution of the existence of the side track a day 
earlier (a boring cause). For the relation between the switching and the setting of the 
switch as the train passes over it is j us! like the relation between the existence of the side 
track the day before and its existence today, when the train travels down it; in addition, 
the relation between the setting of the switch as the train passes over it and the outcome 
is just like the relation between the existence of the side track today and the outcome. 
Hall seems to 1)(' thinking in terms of physical connectedness: just like we can trace a 
continllous phy.sical process linking the side track's presence the dav bcf()I(: to the 
outcollle today (via the presence of the track when the train passes over it), we can trace 
a simiLtr process lin king the switching event to the outcome (via the setting of the 
switch when the train passes over it). However, unless we assume that physical con­
nectedllt,ss is slltficient for causation (which is debatable), this fails to show that the two 
relationships are lhe same in all relevant respects. In particular, as I have pointed out, a 
main f,'ature or the switching event is that what it does can be seen as the deflection of 
an ongoing process (in virtue of which the switching helps to determinc the actual 
route to the outcollle, but this is all it does). In contrast, the presence oflhe side track 
the day before play, no similar deflecting role. 

'l In what sense, exactly, does the switching hil to make a difference? One might think 
that it fails to make a difference in that the outcome would still have occurred in its 
absence; however, the existence of "preemption" cases shows that it is possible f()r an 
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important theoretical work in grounding certain mrrral claims that we 
want to make about switching scenarios. For instance, we want to 
say that Flipper is not morally responsible for the person's death. Why 
is he not morally responsible? Intuitively, because he is not a cause of 
the death. Thus preserving the causal intuition allows us to ground 
attributions of moral responsibility on attributions of causal respon­
sibility in the natural way. to 

Now, an important feature of the train case, as I am conceiving it, is 
that the person would still have died if Flipper had failed to flip the 
switch (and maybe also that the redirection docs not significantly 
alter the properties of the death). If the person would not have died 
had Flipper not flipped the switch, then, presumably, Hipping the 
switch would be a cause of the death. For instance, imagine that the 
stretch of the main track where the two tracks come apart (call it S) is 
disconnected, as depicted by the following picture: 

FI ippcr by the switch 

event to be a cause of an outcome even if the outcome would still have occurred in the 
absence of the event. In my "Causes and Difference-Makers," I suggest that causes are 
difference-makers in this other sense: if an event is a cause, then its absence would not 
have been a cause of the same outcome. The switching fails to make a difference in this 
sense, for, ifw" were to count it as a cause, then, had it not occurred. we would have had 
to count its absence as a cause too. 

lOA clarification is in order: as we will see later (see section III below, and, in par­
ticular, note 17). I think that the fact that Flipper failed to cause the death can only 
be part of the explanation of his lack of moral responsibility; still, I think that it is 
an important part of the explanation. By the way, note that, although Flipper's lack 
of moral responsibility seems importantly connected with his alleged lack of causal 
responsibility, our intuition that he is not a cause is not "tainted" by the moral judg­
ment, but it is a purelv metaphysical intuition. For we still think that the redirection 
hils to cause the death if what redirects the train is, say, a gust of wind instead of a 
moral agent. 
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In this case, if Flipper had failed to flip the switch, the train would 
have derailed while passing through S and the person's IiI(' would have 
been spared. Thus flipping the switch would be a cause or the death. 
However, if the train would not have derailed if it had staved on the 
main track because S is connected at the relevant time, then flipping 
the switch would not be a cause of the death. Let this be claim I: 

Cl: If S is connected and thus the train would have reached t.he per­
son via the main track, then FlippCT's action is not a calise of the 
person's death. I I 

Now set Flipper aside for a moment. Imagine that 5 has been tem­
porarily disconnected for repairs, and that someone reconnects it 
when the train passes through the switch-call him Reconnecter. Is 
Reconnecter's action a cause of the death or the person trapped on 
the tracks? Clearly, it depends: it depends on whether or not the 
switch was pulled. II' the switch was not pulled and the train stayed on 
the main track, then the reconnect jon of 5 seems to be a cause of the 
death because, had it not been for the reconnection, the train would 
have derailed and the death would not have occurred. On the other 
hand, if the switch was pulled, then the train never had a chance to 
run on 5. In that case, clearly, the reconnection of 5 is not a cause 
of the death (I am imagining that the pulling of the switch and the 
reconnection or S' were causally independent events: neither occurred 
because the other occurred). Let this be claim 2: 

C2: If the switch is (independently) pulled, and thus the train never runs 
on S, then Reconnecter's action is not a calise of the person's death. 

Again, this intuition is very strong: if the train never ran on 5 (and 
what the train actually did was not affected by 5's reconnection in any 
way) then the reconnection had no effect on the person's fate. 

On the basis of these claims, the argument for disjunctjve causes is 
the following. Imagine a situatjon involving (he train, the person tied 
to the (rack, and both Flipper and Reconnecter. In particular, imagine 
that, when the train is ahout to pass through the switch, Flipper flips 
the switch and Reconnecter independently reconnects S. The first 
premise of the argument is about Flipper. It says: 

(1) Flipper's action is not a cause or the death. 

II Notice that I am not claiming that it is generally true that, when a person's death 
would still have occurred if one had acted differently, then one's action does not cause 
the death. The fact that the death would still have occurred if Flipper had not acterl 
clearly is part of the explanation of why he bils to be a cause, but it is not the whole 
explanation (given the existence of preemplioll cases; more Oil this later). 
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This follows from Cl: given that Reconnecter reconnected S, the 
train would also have reached the person if Flipper had not flipped 
the switch and the train had staved on the main track. Thus, it fol­
lows from Cl that Flipper's acti~n is not a cause of the death. 12 

The second premise is about Reconnccter. It says: 

(2) Reconnecter's action is not a cause of the death. 

This follows from C2: given that Flipper flipped the switch, the train 
never ran on S. Thus, C2 entails that Reconnecter's action is not a 
cause of the death. 

'low, the third premise says: 

(3) Flipper and Reconnecter togl'lher caused the person's death. 

The justification for (3) is the following. If neither Flipper nor Re­
connecter had acted the way they did, then the train wonld have 
stayed on the main track, it would have derailed while passing through 
S, and the person would have lived. Thus, the person died because of 
what the two of them did. 

:'\Tow, what does it mean to say that Flipper and Reconnecter together 
caused the death? It could mean one of two things. First, it could 
mean that the death happened partly because of what Flipper did and 
partly because of what Reconnecter did. Second, it could mean that 
the death happened because at least on!' of them did what thev did. The 
first suggestion is the "coruunctivist" suggestion, according to which 
the sum of the two actions, or a conjunctive fact, caused the death. 
The second suggestion is the "disjunctivist" suggestion, according to 
which a disjunctive fact cansed the death. This is the fourth premise 
of the argument: 

(4) If Flipper and Reconnecter together caused the death but their 
individual actions did not, then either the sum of the two actions (a 
conjunctive fact) caused the death or a disjunctive Etct (the fact that 
either Flipper acted or Reconnecter acted) caused the death. 

Finally, the fifth premise says: 

(5) If either the sum or the disjuncti\'e fact caused the death hm the 
individual actions did not, then the disjunctive fact caused the death. 

Note that, from (5) and the other premises, it follows that: 

(6) There are disjunctive causes. 

12 One might think that the exact time of the reconnection matters to whether 
Flipper is a cause. I consider this possibility in section II. 
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Why believe in (5)? I will mention two reasons. First, there is coun­
terfactual dependence between the disjunctive fact and the death, 
but not between the conjunctive fact and the death. There is coun­
terfactual dependence between two actual events or facts r: and E 
just in case, if C had not occurred/obtained, then E would not 
have occurred/obtained (or, according to the standard semantics 
for counterfactuals, if in the closest possible world(s) where C does 
not occur/obtain, 10' does not occur/ obtain either). It. is clear that the 
death counterfactually depends on the disjunctive fact: any nearby 
world where the disjunctive fact does not obtain is a world in which 
the person tied to the track lives. For it is a world where both Flip­
per and Reconnecter fail to act in the way they do in the actual 
world, and, as a result, in any such world the train continues to run 
on the main track and derails while passing through S. By contrast, 
arguably, the death does not counterfactually depend on the sum 
of Flipper's and Reconnecter's actions. There are nearby worlds 
in which the sum of the two actions does not obtain and in which 
the person tied to the track still dies. For instance, a world in which 
Flipper flips the switch but Reconnectcr does not reconnect S is a 
world in which the sum of the two actions does not ohtain (given that 
one of those actions fails to obtain) but the person still dies (in that 
world, the train runs on the side track for a while, then on the main 
track again. and finally kills the person). Furthermore, that world 
seems to be closer to actuality than a world in which neither of the 
two actions obtains, which differs from the actual world in what both 
Flipper and Reconnecter do. As a result, the death does not counter­
hlCtually depend on the Sllm ofthe two actions. So, if, as it is generall) 
believed, the existence of counterfactual dependence is a strong 
indication of the existence of a causal relation, the disjunctive fact is a 
better candidate to be a cause than the sum of the two actiuns. lo 

1\ Note that the ar)!;llInent does not rest Oil the claim that eounterfactuai depen­
dellce is causation (which, as has often bet'n pointed oul, is most ii1-.dy false) hilt only 
on the weaker claim that there is a strong correlation between counterfactual depen­
dence and causation. 

For an alternative vicw of the relevant notion of simiLtrity among possible worlds, 
see David Lewis, Poslscript E to "Causation," in Philo,ojJhical Pojms, VolulIle IT (New 
York: Oxford, 1986), pp. 211-12. There Lewis claims that the closest world to one 
where a sum A&B docs not obtain is one where neither A. nor B obtain. or, in other 
words, one where the ,",cnt has heen completely "excise,]" 1i-0I1l the world, which in­
cludes reillming all of its parts. Bllt it is unclear that this is how we ordinarih' evaluate 
counterfactuals. Recall that, in the case of Flipper and Reconnecter, the two actions 
are independent. Hence, imagining that one is absent should not lead us to imagine 
that the othrr one is ahsrnt too. '\t any rate, the point would remain that, whereas the 
outcome r!mrlv depends on the disjunctive fitet. this is nol true of the conjunctive fact. 
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A second reason to prefer the di~unctivist view to the conjunctivist 
view is that it is in general implausible to attribute causal powers to 
a sum if the sum did not get those causal powers from the parts. The 
relation between a sum and its parts is mereological composition: 
a sum is composed of its parts just like ordinalY objects (say, rocks) 
are composed of atoms. Now, we would not say that a rock causes 
something, say, the shattering of a window, unless we believed that 
its atoms (at least some of them) causally contributed to the shat­
tering. Similarly, it seems wrong to suggest that a sum can cause 
something without any of the parts causally contributing to the same 
outcome. But this is what the conjunctivist view would have us say: 
according to the conjunctivist view, although Flipper's and Recon­
neeter's individual actions are not causes, their sum is. This problem 
does not arise-or, at least, it does not arise with the same force­
in the case of disjunctive facts. For the relation between a di~unc­
tive fact and its di~uncts is not composition: a di~unctive fact is not 
made "out of" its disjuncts in the same way that a rock is made Ollt of 
the rock-atoms. 

To illustrate this point further, it is helpful to consider the case 
of omissions again. Intuitively, some omissions are callses. For in­
stance, intuitively, my failure to save a child who is drowning in a 
pond a few feet away from me is one of the causes of the child's 
death. Now, suppose for a moment that omissions are clj~uncti\"e 
facts; thus, my failure to save the child is my either staying on the 
shore eating ice cream or my walking home or. .. (so on and so forth). 
It is not implausible to suggest that the di~junctive fact (my omis­
sion) had causal powers that none of the disjuncts had. I ntuitivcly, 
the child died because of what I failed to do, not because of what I 
did in its place. Suppose, for instance, that I was eating ice cream on 
the shore the whole time. It is plausible to suggest that it was not my 
eating ice cream per se, but only what it entailed (that is, the fact that 
I failed to jump into the water to rescue the child) that caused the 
child's death. Hence, there is no general motivation for believing that, 
when (if) a di~unctive fact is a cause, at least one of its di~uncts must 
also be a cause. 

This concludes my argument for disjunctive causes. As we have 
seen, the argument is based on a scenario where two individual events 
(Flipper's action and Reconnecter's action) fail to be causes of a 
given outcome (as strongly suggested bv intuitive judgments Cl and 
C2), but where the outcome happens as a result of the actions taking 
place together. In that case, the di~unctive fact is the best candidate 
for being a cause. In the next section I discuss how this argument can 
be generalized. 
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II 

The basic fact that the case of Flipper and Reconnecter helps to hring 
out is the {()llowing. \fany times there is more than one possible route 
to an outcome. Now, sometimes, when different routes to an outcome 
are simultaneously viable, a fact about one of the routes makes a fact 
about t he other routes causally irrelevant. In particular, if one route is 
actualized at the same time that an obstacle to another route is 
removed, then the actualization of the former can render the clearing 
up of the IaUer irrelevant, and the clearing up or the latter can render 
the redirection to the former irrelevant. This is what happens in the 
case of Flipper and Reconnecter: the redirection to the side track 
makes the reconnection of the main track causally inefficacious, and, 
vice versa, the reconnection of the main track makes the redirection to 
the side track causally inefficacious. If either event had happened 
without the other, then that event would have been causally ef~ 

ficacious (if the reconnection had happened without the redirection, 
then the reconnection would have been a cause, and if the redirection 
had happened without the reconnection, then the redirection would 
have been a cause). But, when both events happen, they deprive each 
other of causal efficacy. Now, the argument continues, the outcome's 
occurring still depends on the existence of somniabk route. Thus, the 
fact that some route was viable-a disjunctive fact-is causally relevant 
to the outcome. Hence, there are di~junctive causes. 

To clarifY: I do not mean to suggest that the argumen t ror dis­
junctive causes generalizes to every case where there is more than one 
potential route to an outcome. This is clearly false. So-called "pre­
emption" cases illustrate this: in a case of preemption, there are two 
possible routes to an outcome but one of those routes preempts the 
other, this is to say, it renders the other route causally inefficacious by 
exerting its own causal efficacy. For example, if two bullets are fired at 
a target and one of the hullets hits the target first, the first bullet 
preempts the second bullet. In this case, the outcome fails to have a 
di~juncti\'e cause; rather, the first bullet is a cause and the second 
bullet is not. 

Under what conditions, then, does the existence of more than one 
poten tial route to an outcome give rise to a disjunctive cause: The 
answer is: only in cases where there is an event that accollnts for the 
switch in routes without, intuitively, being a cause of the outcome. 
The train scenario is a case of this sort: the two tracks are alternative 
routes to the outcome (the person's death) and, intuitively, all that 
the pulling of the switch does is to redirect an ongoing threat from 
one path to the other, without thereby being a cause of the outcome. 
In other words, the pulling of the switch determines the route to the 
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death without being a cause of the death. In contrast with the train 
case, in a case of preemption, where, for example, I shoot the first 
bullet at the target and someone else shoots the second bullet that 
then soars through empty space, intuitively I do cause the outcome 
(I do not merely redirect a preexisting threat). 

The contrast, then, is between "switching" cases and "preemption" 
cases. However this difference is to be accounted for (I will not 
attempt to do this here),l4 the suggestion is that the argument for 
disjunctive causes only generalizes to cases with the switching struc­
ture. The general form of the argument is as follows. Suppose that 
there are two (or more, but let us stick with two) potential routes to an 
outcome (say, A and B). Then, in cases with the switching structure, 
changing from A to B is not causally contributing to the outcome. 
Also, A's being viable does not causally contribute to the outcome if A 
is not used. However, the outcome would not have occurred if the 
switch from A to B had not taken place and if A had not been viable. 
Hence, since the disjunctive fact is a better candidate cause than the 
sum of the two events, it (the fact that either there was a switch from A 
to B or A was viable) is a cause of the outcome's occurring. Therefore, 
the outcome has a disjunctive cause. 

Now we can see where the initial presumption against disjunctive 
causes went wrong. As I have pointed out, that presumption is based 
on the impression that there is no way the world could be like for 
causes to be disjunctive (at least in ordinary circumstances). I il­
lustrated this impression with the graffiti example: even if the police 
would have been notified had the graffiti been made out of blue or 
red paint (or both), there is no possible state of affairs in virtue of 
which the cause of the police being notified could be a disjunctive 
fact (for example, the fact that I fired a red-paint gun or a blue-paint 
gun at the wall). This is so because, if we look at the actual process 
issuing in the creation of the graffiti and thus in the police being 
notified (that is to say, if we follow the actual traces of blue and red 
pain t), we will be able to determine that the cause was the firing of 
one gun (if there are only traces of one color) or the firing of both (if 
there are traces of both colors), but the fact that either gun was fired 
would never fill the bill. 

However, this reasoning fails to generalize to cases with the switch­
ing structure. An important difference between the graffiti case and 
switching cases is the following. Imagine that, as it turns out, the 
graffiti is only made out of blue paint. In that case, the mere fact that 

11 This is the type of causal difference that the authors mentioned in note 6 aimed 
to capture. 
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the graffiti could also have been made out of red paint (in which case 
the police would still have been notified) is not sufficient to conclude 
that my firing the blue-paint gun was not a cause of the police being 
notified. In contrast, in the train case (and in switching scenarios in 
general), the mere fact that there was an alternative route is sufficient 
to rob the event ofthe redirection of its causal powers. Intuitively, the 
redirection is not a cause given that there was an alternative route, 
even if that route is never actualized. That is the distinguishing mark 
of a switching case: in a switching case, the status of a merely potential 
route can affect the causal status of the redirection to the actual route. 
As a result, there can be disjunctive causes. We just could not see it 
because we were focusing on cases with the wrong causal structure. 

Now, someone might worry that the Flipper and Reconnecter case 
has taught us nothing new. In particular, someone might argue that 
it is just another case of overdetermination, and that the argument 
from overdetermination cases to disjunctive causes is-as I have 
acknowledged in my introduction-one that has already been rec­
ognized. Why would one be tempted to think that the Flipper and 
Reconnecter case is a case of overdetermination? Because the switch­
ing and the reconnecting behave at least like overdeterminers in 
that, if each had taken place without the other, the outcome would 
still have occurred. If the reconnection had happened without the 
switching, or if the switching had happened without the reconnec­
tion, the death would still have occurred. Thus, one might think that 
the death was overdetermined by the two events. 

However, the switching and the reconnecting differ from typical 
overdeterminers in at least two main ways. First, in a paradigm case 
of overdetermination (such as two rocks simultaneously hitting a win­
dow and making it shatter, or two bullets simultaneously entering a 
person's heart and causing that person's death), there are two easily 
distinguishable processes leading up to the outcome, and both of 
those processes are equally "active." In the train case, by contrast, we 
would not ordinarily say that there are two active processes, but only 
one: the actual trajectory of the train (if there had been two trains 
instead of one, each train running on one of the tracks, and if the 
two trains had reached the person at the same time, then that would 
have been a standard case of overdetermination). So, at the very least, 
the switching and the reconnecting are not typicaloverdeterminers. 
Whether in the end we should count them as overdeterminers is a 
separate matter, which I prefer to set aside here. The bottom line is 
that, even if they are overdeterminers, they are a special variety of 
overdeterminers, and as such they can supply a new set of reasons 
to believe in di~junctive causes. 
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Another important way in which the switching and the reconnect­
ing differ from typical overdeterminers is that they need not occur 
simultaneously ffw them to give rise to the argument for disjunctive 
causes. Typical overdetermination cases involve some sort of unlikely 
coincidence at some point along the chain leading to the outcome 
(for instance, two rocks striking a window at exactly the same time, or 
two bullets entering a person's heart at exactly the same time). But 
this need not be the case with the switching and the reconnecting for 
the argument for disjunctive causes to work. To be sure, there are 
timing restrictions. In particular, one might argue that S had to be 
connected by the time the switch is actually pulled. Or one might 
argue that S had to be connected by the time the train would have 
reached it if the switch had not been pulled. Now, regardless of how 
exactly we should understand this restriction, it certainly does not 
require anything like a striking coincidence. In particular, it would 
be too strong to require that the reconnection and the switching hap­
pen at the same time. Suppose, for instance, that the reconnection 
happens a few seconds before the switching. In that case the argument 
for disjunctive causes would still have the same force: the reconnec­
tion would make the switching causally inefficacious and, in turn, the 
switching would make the reconnection causally ineflicacious.15 

1.-, Recall that we arc assuming that the switching and the reconnecting are caus­
ally independent events. How exactly to parse the liming restriction is an interesting 
problem. What if the reconnection happens attn the switching? In his "De Facto 
Dependence," Yablo develops a theory according to which, very roughly, meeting a 
"need" is sufficient for being a cause. Yablo's theory seems to entail that the switching 
is a cause if the reconnection happens after the switching (although not otherwise) 
because then the switching meets a need for the death. But I am not sure that this 
is the right result. Suppose that there is a flawless mechanism already on its way to 
reconnect S, and it will do so before the train reaches S. It is somewhat implausible to 

suggest that the switching is only a cause if the mechanism reconnects S before the 
switching takes place. Clearly. whether the mechanism would operate in time for the 
train not to derail matters, but whether it would do so before or after the switch is 
Hi pped seems otherwise irrelevant. 

Given that the case of Flipper and Reconnecter does not require an improbable 
coincidence, it would still be an "ordinary" case even if it WeTe a case of overde­
termination (in the sense I have used the word "ordinary" in my introduction). There 
might be orher "atypical" overdetermination cases that do not involve improbable 
coincidences. For instance, election cases where a candidate wins bv more than one 
vote: arguably, in those cases the outcome of the election is overdetermined but it 
docs not involve anv unlikely coincidence. Also, if a 250-pound man steps on a scale 
that on Iv registers up to 200 pounds, one might argue that what the scale registers is 
overdetermined. but it docs not involve any coincidence. (In his "(herdetermining 
Causes," Schaffer argues that overdeterrnination without improbable coincidences 
is very common and that it happens whenever, for example, a rock hits a window 
with more momentum than was necessary to make it break.) Now, as far as I can sec, 
none of these other cases support an argument for disjunctive causes-at least not 
an argument of the type I have put forth here. 
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Tn sum, the Flipper and Reconnecter case differs from typical over­
determination cases in that it does not involve two causal paths to 
an outcome both 0(' which go to completion, and which go to com­
pletion at exactly the same time. So, again, even if it is a case of over­
determination, it is an atypical example, and as such there are 
interesting lessons to be learned from it. 16 

lIT 

Suppose that we arc persuaded by the argument ('or disjunctive 
causes. What consequences does this have? In what follows I discuss 
three potential implications. 

First, an obvious implication concerns the debate about the "causal 
relata." VV'hat kinds of things can enter in causal relations? If we allow 
for disjunctive causes, then, unless we are prepared to accept the 
existence of disjunctive events, we should be open to the possibility 
that other things besides events can enter in causal relations­
probably facts. (This might not be a surprise, if we already believed 
that, say, omissions can enter in causal relations.) 

A second, less obvious consequence concerns the concept of moral 
responsibility and its relation to causation. Imagine a scenario where 
we would want to blame Flipper and/or Reconnecter for the death of 
the person on the tracks. Imagine, ('or instance, that both Flipper and 
Reconnecter had reasons to refrain from doing what they did (for 
instance, because they did not know what the other would do, and 
thus they should have tried to prevent the death from happening by 
not doing their part). In that case the argument lor disjunctive causes 
would have us say that, although each of them bears some moral 

IIi Someone might think that the Flipper and Reconnecter case resembles a "pre­
emptive prevention" case more than an mTrdetnmination case (t()I' discussion of pre­
emptive prevent ion cases, see Michael McDermott, "Redundant Causation," British 
Journalfor the Philosaphy ofScienre, XLVI (1995): 523-44; andJohn Collins, "Preemptive 
Prevention," this JOURNAL, XCVIl, 4 (April 2000): 223-34). Suppose that a catcher 
catches a ball that was flying towards a window; however, a second catcher was standing 
between the first catcher and the window and would have caught the ball otherwise. 
Vv11at caused the window to remain intact; Clearly, the second catcher did not do 
anything. But, gin:n the presence of the second catcher, the window was in no dan­
g!:"r of breaking, so Illayhe the first catcher was not a cause eithcT (this intuition is 
reinforced if we suhstitute a solid wall fOl the s<,cond catcher). So maybe the cause was 
a disjunctive tact involving the two catchers? (The thought being that, ifneither catcher 
had been present, the window would have shattered.) There are certainly similarities 
between preemptive prevention cases and the Flipper and Rcconnecter case. But there 
are also important differences. One main difference is that preemptive prevention 
cases involve absences along the causal chain-for example, the ball's not hitting the 
wall-whereas the Flipper and Reconnecter case does not. This Illakes the Flipper and 
Reconnecter case an "ordinary" case (as defined in my introduction). 



536 THE JOUl{NAL OF PHILOSOPHY 

responsibility for the outcome, neither causes it (more precisely, 
neither canses the outcome individually, although a disjunctive fact 
involving them does). Ifso, we should probably revisit some common 
beliefs about the relationship between moral responsibility and 
causation. For, according to the received view of their relationship, 
being morally responsible for an outcome requires, at the very least, 
causing it. In contrast, the argument for disjunctive causes suggests 
that it is possible to be responsible for something without being a 
cause in the standard sense.17 

Finally, it is worth examining the bearing that the argument for 
disjunctive causes has, if any, for an argument for the autonomy of the 
mental from the physical. Roughly, the argument for the autonomy 
of the mental goes as follows. IR Presumably, the mental is "multiply 
realizable" by the physical (this is to say, at least some mental events 
have different possible physical "realizers," or supervenience bases). 
But then this means that, for at least some mental events, there are no 
single physical events that could be identified with them across the 
board. So, unless we are prepared to identify mental events with dis­
junctive events (the disjunctions of all the difIeren t possible realizers 
of those mental events), we should probably conclude that mental 
events are not identical to physical events. Moreover, the argument 
would continue, the option of identifYing mental events with dis­
junctions of physical realizers is problematic. Here the reasons of­
fered might diverge or multiply. One reason could be that there 
are no disjunctive events. A related reason could be that there might 
be an infinite number of physical realizers for a given mental event, 
but that there are no infinite di~unctions, or events corresponding 
to infinite disjunctions. Another type of reason could be that, even 
if there were disjunctive events, or di~unctive events of the relevant 
type, they would not be able to enter in causal relations since there 
are no disjunctive causes (or that, even if there were disjunctive events, 
they could not occur in laws since generalizations about disjunctions 
are not sufficiently law-like). Note that this argument is likely to ex­
tend to subvenient/supervenient events in general; the case of the 

17 Typically we think that an agent causally contributes to an outU)Jlle just in case one 
of the agent's individual actions or omissions causally contributes to the outcome. In 
"How to Be Responsible for Something without Causing It" (PhilosnjJhiml Perspectives, 
XVITI (2()(H): 315-36), I layout the received view about the relationship between moral 
responsibility and causation, and I argue against it on the basis of an independent 
example. I then argue that moral claims are still dependent on causal claims, but not in 
the way specified by the received view. 

18 See, for example,Jerry Fodor, "Special Sciences," Synthese, XXVIII (1974): 97-115. 
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physical and the mental is simply an instance of that more general 
argument, but it is helpful to focus on just one instance. 

The question that arises, then, is: Can the argument for disjunc­
tive causes be used to counter the argument for the independence 
of the ment.al from the physical? In particular, could it offer reasons 
to identif}' mental events with disjunctions of physical realizers on the 
grounds that those disjunctions could be causally efficacious, after 
all? In t.his case, my answer is negative: the type of scenario on which 
the argument for disjunctive causes was based is sufliciently different 
from the case of mental! physical events to not warrant drawing such an 
implication. In particular, given those differences, even if the argu­
ment for disjunctive causes succeeds in showing that there are some 
disjunctive causes, it has no tendency to show that disjunctions of 
physical realizers are causes. Thus it does not serve the purpose of de­
fending the identification of mental events with disjunctions of physi­
cal realizers. 

Let me explain. A main difference between the case of Flipper 
and Reconnecter and the case of a mental event and it.s physical re­
alizers is the following. In the case of Flipper and Reconnecter, as I 
have pointed out, it is crucial that both actions were actual. If Flip­
per had acted wit hout Reconnecter doing his part, or if Reconnecter 
had acted without Flipper doing his part, the outcome would not 
have been disjunctively caused. This is so because a main feature of 
the Flipper and Reconnecter case, and one in virtup of which T argued 
that we should say that the outcome was disjunctively caused, is that 
the two actions are "mutually neutralizing" (that is, they deprive each 
other of causal efficacy). But, for them to neutralize each other, they 
must both obtain. In other words, the argument for disjunctive causes 
that I have presented here crucially relies on a type of scenario where 
both (all) of the disjuncts are present. For each disjunct is needed to 
neutralize the causal powers of t.he other disjuncts (in particular, if 
only one of the disjuncts were present, then that disjunct would be a 
cause and the disjunction itself would not). As a result, the argument 
offers no reason t.o believe that causes can be disjunctive when only 
one disjunct is presen t. 

Now, it is likely that, out of the potential physical realizers of a 
mental event, almost. one of them will be actual at any given t.ime. At 
least this is the way in which people normally think of the different 
possible physical realizers: as mutually exclusive physical st.ates, or as 
states that. are likely t.o be realized by organisms of different types (say, 
humans and Martians). This makes the case of mental events and 
their physical realizers importantly different from the Flipper and 
Reconnecter case. In virtue of this fact, the argument for disjunctive 
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causes is not likely to have significant implications for the case of 
the mental and the physical. 19 

IV 

I have argued that the initial presumption against di~unctive causes 
is misguided, and that there is a persuasive argument for disjunctive 
causes. I have also discussed some potential implications of that 
argument. Whereas I noted that it has important implications for 
the debate over the causal relata and for the relationship between 
causation and moral responsibility, we should not expect it to have 
significant consequences for an argument that the mental is autono­
mous from the physical. 

CAROLINA SARTORIO 

University of Wisconsin-Madison 

19 In this sense, the case of the physical and the mental is more similar to the case of 
omissions. For, if omissions were disjunctive entities, they would be disjunctions of 
mutually exclusive disjuncts (for example, my failure to do A would be the disjunction 
of all the things that I could have done instead of doing A). 


