
The Regularity Theory of Causation Christian Loew (cloew@uni-koeln.de)

§1 Idea & Motivation

Main idea: causal relations hold in virtue of special kinds of regularities

Original motivation: skepticism about necessary connections between distinct events

§2 Mackie's theory

Insufficient
Necessary
Unnecessary
Sufficient

C is an INUS-condition for E, just in case: C by itself is insufficient for E, but there are other conditions, X, such that C 
plus X is sufficient, though unnecessary for E, and X without C would not be sufficient for E (that, is C is necessary for C 
plus X being sufficient).

Example: 
• The striking of the match is insufficient for the fire, but the striking together with numerous other conditions 

(dryness, presence of oxygen, flammable materials) is sufficient for the fire. 
• The striking together with these other conditions is unnecessary for the fire since fires sometime start 

without all of these conditions being met (for example, if a lightning strikes).
• Finally, the entire set of conditions (including the striking of the match, the dryness, etc.) minus the striking of 

the match is not sufficient for the fire to start. 

Mackie does not identify causes with INUS-conditions. Instead, he says that causes are “at least INUS-condition.”

Makie's theory can be simplified to say that causes are necessary (i.e., non-redundant) parts of sufficient conditions.1 
We then get the following theory:

C is a cause of E, iff: 
(I) C occurs;
(II) C is a non-redundant part of a sufficient condition for E.

Connection to regularities: Mackie spells out what it means for one condition to be sufficient or necessary for another
conditions in terms of regularities. 

• C is sufficient for E = it is a strict regularity that whenever an even of type-C occurs, then an event of type-E 
occurs (within a certain time-interval).

• C is necessary for E = it is a strict regularity that whenever an event of type-E occurs, then an event of type-C
occurs (within a certain time-interval).

§3 New Regularity Accounts

Contemporary regularity theories analyze causation in terms of laws of nature.2 Paul & Hall distinguish two different 
versions of the regularity theory:

(1) Covering law approach: C causes E, iff: there is some suitable descriptions of these events—as, say, the C-event and 
the E-event, respectively—such that there is a description of a law connecting C-events with E-events.

(2) Minimal sufficiency approach: C is a cause of E, iff: for some time t earlier than E, C belongs to a set of events 
occurring at t that non-redundantly suffices for E (where a set S of events suffices for (later) event E, iff: the occurrence
of those events lawfully guarantees that E occurs: in any nomologically possible world in which all the members of S 
occur, E occurs.)

1 See Bennett, J. (1988) Events and Their Names. Indianapolis: Hackett.
2 They are still called “regularity theories” because laws of nature used to be identified with regularities, but the theory is not 

committed to laws of nature being regularities. 
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