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Comments on Mack Sullivan’s “On What Causes What” 
 
 
I. Recap 
 
If I’ve understood him correctly, Mack Sullivan argues that a counterpossible counterfactual analysis of 
causation can save the day for counterfactual analyses of causation.  
 
Counterpossible counterfactuals, we’re told, are counterfactuals whose antecedents are impossible.   
 

Presumably this translates into the idea that what it is for x to cause y is for the occurrence of y 
to depend counterfactually upon x, where x is impossible.  Had x, which is impossible, not 
occurred, y would not have occurred.   Put this way, the idea seems especially curious.  

 
 Happily, Mack does explicitly define what he calls counterpossible causation.  It’s this: 
  

(i) For every world w with events a and b, there is a set I of the impossible worlds which are the 
most similar worlds to w in which there is a lonely plurality with the following elements: a, b, 
all the causal relations from a to b in w, and all the w-ly preconditions of those causal 
relations 

(ii) a causes b in w iff B depends counterfactually on A in every element of I.  
 

By “lonely plurality,” he means (if I’ve understood him correctly) that the world in question contains 
only some set of specified items: viz., those involved in isolating the salient dependence relation. 

 
Counterpossible causation, Mack says, shows that causation isn’t metaphysically fundamental, because 
counterpossible causation “shows that facts about causation can be given rise to (in some suitably 
metaphysical sense) purely by facts about worlds.” 
 
 
II. Comments 
 
There are two main problems that one might have with the claim that what causation is is counterfactual 
dependence.   
 
First, one might think that outcomes do depend counterfactually upon whatever caused them, but 
disagree about what to make of this.  Here there are two issues.   
 

1a.  To use my little case again, one might think that the reason why y depends upon x is that x 
brought y about.  That would be different from thinking that the reason why y depends upon x 
is that counterfactual dependence is what causation is.  The problem, from this perspective, 
would be that proponents of counterfactual dependence accounts of causation get things the 
wrong way around.   

 
1b.  Similarly, but at a slightly different level of abstraction, one might think that the 
counterfactualist is mistaken about which facts, pertaining to which worlds, are the relevant 
ones.  It’s not facts about how things are in lonely, impossible, make-believe worlds that figure in 



what causation is, one might say, but facts about powerful particulars in this world, facts about 
x’s that are such that they can bring about ys, for instance. 

 
One question for Mack, then, would be what he makes of objections of this type to his preferred 
account.  Though it might be that that’s just a question for the record. 
 
The second kind of problem for counterfactualists is the one that Mack, as I’ve understood him, is 
concerned to address.  Here the issue is that, as with non-counterfactual conditional analyses, there 
doesn’t seem to be a way to get it to be that the conditionals always come out true.  Something can 
always go wrong.    
 
As I read Mack, lonely impossible worlds can save the day since by definition there will be nothing there 
to get in the way and/or to fail to show up as expected.   
 
I have two reactions to Mack’s effort. 
 
First, it’s not clear to me that the problem is simply one of how to get the wording right.  That is, if 
there’s a metaphysically significant problem with those conditionals not being 100% reliable, it won’t be 
one that can be solved by saying “No, really, causation is counterfactual dependence on that particular 
antecedent, and not any other one(s)!”   Whether or not causation just is counterfactual dependence is a 
substantive question about how the world is, the answer to which isn’t just a matter of finally coming up 
with a way to getting the wording right.  Or so one might think.   
 
Second, I actually have reservations about the word-smithed formulation.  Recall how we get to talk of 
possible worlds.  Possible-worlds-talk is a way for those philosophers who believe that they need such a 
device in order to be able to do so to be able talk about the modal features of this world.  Something 
being said to be the case in a nearby possible world is supposed to be “elliptical” for saying that it is 
possible in this world.  Saying that it’s the case in all possible worlds is supposed to be a way of saying 
that it’s necessary in this world.  I always think that it’s helpful to come back to what is being said about 
this world, even if it’s being said in a funny way. 
 
I’m not someone who thinks that possible-worlds-talk solves the problem that it’s meant to solve, for 
those whose metaphysics is such that they need to deploy it, but at least I can see how it is supposed 
stand in for direct talk about possibility and necessity here on this world.    
 
By contrast, I’m having trouble seeing how claims about a world that is said to be impossible will tell us 
anything at all about this world, including but not limited to this world’s modal features – other, perhaps, 
than that, by definition, what is going on in that world could never go on here at home.   
 
So this adds to my feeling that if there is actually something wrong with the substantive metaphysical 
claim that here, in this world, causation just is counterfactual dependence – as critics of the view 
maintain - then talk of impossible worlds isn’t going to resolve whatever that is. 
 


