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General Remarks 

• I will add prompts for the coming weeks to this list as the class progresses. I will 
make them available by Tuesday of the week before (if not earlier). 

• Make sure to post your responses on time: Assignments and discussion posts are 
due on the first day of each week. 

• However, I understand that life gets busy. So, for one of the six weeks, you can 
submit both your post and the assignment 48 hours late (no questions asked). The 
only condition is that you need to contact me and let me know that this is what you 
are doing (otherwise, I will get confused when grading.) 

  

Week 0: Getting Started (Nov 4-10) 

Assignment: Write a short paragraph (just a few sentences) about why it might be 
interesting/ important to study causation? 

• Post your answer in the “Forums” under the thread “Week 0: Assignment.” Write or 
copy-paste your text in the thread; do not attach it to your post. 

• Purpose: I think it is useful to keep asking oneself why the things we are learning 
about are important. 

• Usually, assignments are due on the first say of the week. But since we are just 
getting started, it suffices if you post your assignment in by November 10. 

Discussion: Write a short post in which you introduce yourself to your classmates. 

• Post your answer in the “Forums” under the thread “Week 0: Discussion.” Write or 
copy-paste your text in the thread; do not attach it to your post. 

• Purpose: In my experience, it is more fun to discuss with people when you know a 
little bit about them. So this is your opportunity to share something about yourself 
and why you are interested in philosophy. 

• Usually, discussion posts are due on the first say of the week. But since we are just 
getting started, it suffices if you post your assignment by November 10. 

  

Week 1: Theories of Causation I (Nov 11-17) 

Assignment: In his overview article “Causation,” Christopher Hitchcock introduces different 
theories of causation (such as Regularity Theories, Counterfactual Theories, and Process 
Theories). Pick one of these theories, the one that appeals to you most, and explain it in 



your own words: What does the theory say causation is? What are its advantages? What do 
you think is its main problem? 

• Your response should be 1-2 pages long. Upload your answer in the “Forums” in the 
thread “WEEK 1: Assignment.” 

• The purpose of this exercise is to make you think more deeply about one theory of 
causation. 

Discussion: Discuss Kutach’s story of Paul and Vivian. Your post should answer the following 
questions: 

• What are the two conflicting arguments for how to divide the fish fairly? 
• What conceptions of causation is presupposed in each argument? 
• Does the case show that to know what distribution of goods is fair, we first need to 

know how causation works? 

End your post by raising two questions that you would like to discuss with your colleagues. 
These questions may concern things about the case that are still unclear to you or that you 
would like to discuss further. Or, they could concern more general issues that you think are 
fundamental or important for the topic or that came up in the readings. 

• Your response should be about 2 pages long. Upload your answer in the “Forums” in 
the thread “WEEK 1: Discussion.” 

• My reason for making you discuss this particular set of questions is that it shows that 
how we think about causation might make a difference for things we care about. 

  

Week 2: Theories of Causation II (Nov 18-24) 

Assignment: In their article "Causation and Preemption," Ned Hall and L.A. Paul argue that 
treating events as 'modally fragile' (such that any small difference in the manner of their 
occurrence would mean that they are a different event) cannot solve the problem of late 
preemption because: 

"It is perfectly easy to construct late preemption examples in which, had the cause not 
occurred—or indeed, had any of the events connecting the cause to the effect not 
occurred—the effect would have occurred at exactly the same time, and in exactly the same 
manner." (p. 17) 

For you assignment describe a case of late preemption that satisfies Hall's and Paul's 
specification. If you cannot come up with a case, describe what you take to be the best 
candidate and why it does not work. You can be very brief in describing the case. 

• Your response should be 1-2 pages long. Upload your answer in the “Forums” in the 
thread “WEEK 2: Assignment.” 



• I will make it such that post only show up on Tuesday morning. So don't be worried if 
you cannot see your own post. 

• The purpose of this exercise is to make you think through how exactly late 
preemption cases work. 

Discussion: Discuss late preemption cases. Begin with a brief description of what late 
preemption cases are. Then discuss, drawing from the Hall and Paul article, what they teach 
us about causation. Can any of the solutions Hall and Paul discuss be made to work? And if 
not, what does that teach us about causation? 

• Your substantial post should be about 2 pages long. Upload your answer in the 
“Forums” in the thread “WEEK 2: Discussion.” 

• Late preemption cases are the central cases that philosophers of causation have 
been discussing in recent years. Thinking these cases carefully through gives you an 
opportunity to appreciate these discussions. 

  

Week 3: Discovering Causes (Nov 25-Dec 1) 

Discussion/ Assignment. This week, we are only having a discussion with no separate 
assignment. Your substantial post has to address the following three questions: 

1. Do you think we can get reliable knowledge about causation from statistical data 
(i.e., mere correlations)? 

2. What, if anything, does the way we can (or cannot) learn about causation teach us 
about what causation is? 

3. What did you find most interesting (or surprising) about this week’s readings? 

• Your substantial post should be about 2 pages long. Upload your answer in the 
“Forums” in the thread “WEEK 3: Discussion.” 

• To get a full understanding of causation, it is important to think at least a little bit 
about the challenges associated with causal inference. At the same time, the field is 
very complicated and complex. So, I though it best to have an open-ended discussion 
of the most general issues. 

  

Week 4: Backward Causation (Dec 2-Dec 8) 

Discussion/ Assignment. We'll be sticking to last week's approach of only having a 
discussion with no separate assignment. Your substantial post has to address the following 
issues with reference to the article by Dummett: 

1. Is backward causation logically consistent? 
2. What would be the strongest possible evidence for backward causation? 



End your post by raising two questions that you would like to discuss with your colleagues. 

• Your substantial post should be about 2 pages long. Upload your answer in the 
“Forums” in the thread “WEEK 4: Discussion/Assignment” 

• Apart from backward causation being a fun topic, it's relevant for two further 
reasons: (i) Dummentt's discussion of what would be evidence for backward 
causation connects to last week's discussion about discovering causes. And (ii) 
Dummett also emphasizes the connection between causation and agency, which will 
be next week's topic. 

 

Week 5: Causation and Manipulability (Dec 9-15) 

Discussion/ Assignment. There will (again) be no separate assignment. In your substantial 
post, please address (i) what the manipulability theory of causation is; (ii) its main 
motivation; and (iii) how plausible it is. End your post by raising two questions that you 
would like to discuss with your colleagues. 

• Your substantial post should be about 2 pages long. Upload your answer in the 
“Forums” in the thread “WEEK 5: Discussion/Assignment” 

• The manipulability theory of causation has been extremely influential in recent 
years. There has been a sense that traditional analysis of causation (the kind of thing 
Ned Hall and L.A. Paul were doing) are not going anywhere and are not sufficiently in 
touch with causation as it figures in the sciences. The manipulability theory is 
intended to do better in this respect. However, there are questions about what 
exactly the theory is and how informative it is. I'd like for you to think about these 
questions. 

  

Week 6: Causation and Normativity (Dec 16-22) 

Discussion/ Assignment. There will be no separate assignment. In your substantial post, 
please address (i) what is Hitchcock’s and Knobe’s argument for why actual causation is 
relative to norms? Is the argument convincing? (ii) What would be the consequences if 
actual causation is relative to norms? Would it show that causation is not fully objective? 
End your post by raising two questions that you would like to discuss with your colleagues. 

• Your substantial post should be about 2 pages long. Upload your answer in the 
“Forums” in the thread “WEEK 5: Discussion/Assignment” 

• The role of norms in making sense of causation has been one of the most discussed 
questions about causation in recent years. There is still a lot of unclarity about what 
role, if any, normativity plays in making sense of causation, and what implications 
that would have. So I’d like you to think about these questions. 

 


