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p. 285-6: the term ‘cause’ has at least three different senses:

“Sense I. Here that which is ‘caused’ is the free and deliberate act of a conscious and 

responsible agent, and ‘causing’ him to do it means affording him a motive for doing it.

Sence II. Here that which is ‘caused’ is an event in nature, and its ‘cause’ is an event or 

state of things by producing or preventing which we can produce or prevent that whose 

cause it is said to be.

Sense III. Here that which is ‘caused’ is an event or state of things, and its ‘cause’ is 

another event or state of things standing to it in a one-one relation of causal priority: i.e. a 

relation of such a kind that (a) if the cause happens or exists the effect also must [286] 

happen, or exist, even if no further conditions are fulfilled, (b) the effect cannot happen or 

exist unless the cause happens or exists, (c) in some sense which remains to be defined, 

the cause is prior to the effect; for without such priority there would be no telling which 

is which. If C and E were connected merely by a one-one relation such as is described in 

the sentences (a) and (b) above, there would be no reason why C should be the cause of 

E, and E the effect of C, rather than vice versa. But whether causal priority is temporal 

priority, ior a special cause of temporal priority or priority of some other kind, is another 

question.”

He distinguishes them as (roughly) the historical, practical. theoretical sense.

(What’s missing: the sense in which a free agent is the cause of what she does. 

Collingwood does not think this is a case of causation, because causing is doing 

something by doing something else.)

SENSE I

p. 292: “In the contrary, as I shall show in the following chapters, both sense II and 

sense III logically presuppose sense I; and any attempt to use the word in sense II or III 

without the anthropomorphic implications belonging to sense I must result either in a 

misuse of the word cause (that is, its use in a sense not consistent with the facts of 



established usage), or in a redefinition of it so as to make it mean what in established 

usage it does not mean: two alternatives which differ only in that established usage is 

defied with or without a formal declaration of war.”

p. 292-3: For causation in sense I, one needs an aim (“causa ut”) and certain 

circumstances (“causa quod”). That is, one may cause someone to do X by making her 

intend X, or by putting her in a position so that she can attain X, or both.

Collingwood says:

A brings about that p is not a case of causation (in sense I)

A brings about that B does C is a case of causation.

- why? For Collingwood, a cause (in sense I) is always a cause for someone to do 

something.

p. 294: Collingwood admits the special case of someone causing herself to do 

something; that is: she sets herself a goal and brings herself in the position to achieve it.

(p. 320: the word ‘necessary’ also has a primarily historical sense, in which it refers to 

the necessity for a person to act in a certain way.)

SENSE II

p. 296: “In this sense, the cause of an event in nature is the handle, so to speak, by 

which human beings can manipulate it. If we human beings want to produce or prevent 

such a thing, and cannot produce or prevent it immediately (as we can produce or prevent 

certain movements of our own bodies), we set about looking for its ‘cause’.”

p. 297: “What is immediately produced (in position of the switch) is the ‘cause’ in 

sense II of what is thus mediately produced.”

Causes are always means for getting a further result. Just doing something is not 

causing it; only doing something by doing something else is causing it.

p. 301: “A cause in sense II is never able by itself to produce the corresponding 

effect.” (Conditions must be appropriate.) “A cause in sense II is conditional, a cause in 

sense III is unconditional.” Collingwood’s point is: in sense III, the cause of X is that 

from which it necessarily followed; but this must include all conditions under which it 



followed. He refers to Mill.

p. 302-3: When we use cause in sense II, we pick out only a part of the cause in sense 

III, namely the part we can manipulate. 

p. 304, principle of the relativity of causes: “for any given person the cause in sense II 

of a given thing is that one of its conditions which he is able to produce or prevent.” 

This means that I cannot speak of causes that I cannot manipulate. What only you can 

manipulate is a cause for you, but I cannot refer to it as a cause at all.

p. 308: because causes in sense II are manipulable, they must be specified in general 

terms. There is no cause in sense II of only one individual event, for the question is: how 

can one produce or prevent such an event?

p. 309: sense II derives from sense I in that the idea that one thing is a cause in sense II 

of another derives from our experience of how we make people act in certain ways. 

(Collingwood is answering Hume’s question: whence the impression? He says: from 

interaction with people.) “The cause-effect terminology conveys an idea not only of on 

thing’s leading to another but of one thing forcing another to happen or exist; an idea of 

power or compulsion or constraint. From what impression, as Hume asks, is this idea 

derived? I answer, from impressions received in our social life, in the practical relations 

of man to man; specifically, from the impression of causing (in sense I) some other man 

to do something when, by argument or command or threat or the like, we place him in a 

situation in which he can only carry out his intentions by doing that thing; and 

conversely, from the impression of being caused to do something.” (Hume answers, in the 

Enquiry: reference to our “experience” of humans bringing about stuff does not help. 

Here we also do not experience causation directly.)

p. 309: Sense II of cause is animistic. Collingwood: To speak of causes in sense II is to 

treat things as if they were persons. “Sense II of the word ‘cause’ is especially a Greek 

sense; in modern times it is especially associated with the survival or revival of Greek 

ideas in the earlier Renaissance thinkers; and both the Greek ideas and the earlier 

Renaissance thinkers held quite seriously an animistic theory of nature. They thought of 

what we call the material or physical world as a living organism or complex of living 

organisms, each with its own sensations and desires and intentions and thoughts.”



SENSE III

p. 313: causes in sense II are thought to be part of a world in which nothing is 

contingent. The point is not manipulability, but necessity.

p. 314: x is a cause in the tight sense if it is necessary and sufficient for its effect.

p. 314-5: “If in the proposition ‘x causes the explosion’ we wish to use the word cause 

in the tight sense, x must be so defined as to include in itself every such conditio sine qua 

non. ... [315] ... Only then is the cause in sense III complete; and when it is complete it 

produces the effect, not afterwards (however soon afterwards) but then. Cause in sense III 

is simultaneous with effect. Similarly, it is coincident with its effect in space.” 

(Collingwood refers to this as the principle that there can be no action at a distance.)

- If Collingwood is right, then cause and effect are the same event according to 

Davidson’s later criterion of event-identity. They happen at exactly the same time and 

place.

Causes in sense III include all conditions that lead to the effect, and therefore cannot 

stop anywhere short of the actual effect.

p. 331: “Now the cause of an event can be a previous event only when ‘cause’ is used 

in sense II. ... for sense III implies a one-one relation between cause and effect, and 

events between which there is a one-one relation must be simultaneous.”

p. 322: “Causation in sense III is an anthropomorphic idea.” Again: “The idea of 

compulsion, as applied to events in nature, is derived from our experiences of occasions 

on which we have compelled others to act in certain ways by placing them in situations 

(or calling their attention to the fact that they are in situations) of such a kind that only by 

so acting can they realize the intentions we know or rightly assume them to entertain: 

and, conversely, occasions in which we have ourselves been thus compelled.”

Collingwood seems to think: Primarily, only humans can be compelled to do 

something, and only humans can compel them to do anything. Necessity does not apply 

to non-human nature; this is why talk about causation is “animistic.”

p. 323: “If a man can be said to cause certain events in nature by adopting certain 



means to bringing them about, and if God is conceived semi-anthropomorphically as 

having faculties like those of the human mind but greatly magnified, it will follow that 

God also will be regarded as bringing about certain things in nature by the adoption of 

certain means.”

p. 324: But this does not mean that all things other than God are causally inert. 

Collingwood refers to the Liber de Causis: the first cause transfers its causal power to the 

following causes. And to “John the Scot,” (Eriugena? Duns Scotus?) who speaks of a 

division of nature that “both is created and creates.” 

p. 324: “... the activity of these secondary causes is a scaled-down version of God’s 

and God’s is a scaled-up version of man’s.”

p. 327: [If there were only absolute or only relative motion:] “It would have become 

plain that there is no truth concealed beneath the animistic metaphor; and that ‘the idea of 

causation’ is simply a relic of animism foisted upon a science to which it is irrelevant.” 

Collingwood implies that this is the case. “This is what modern physics has done. 

Developing the Newtonian doctrine in the simplest and most logical way, it has 

eliminated the notion of cause altogether.”

But according to Collingwood this only means that the term ‘cause’ in sense III is 

obsolete.

p. 327: “At the same time, the survival of the term ‘cause’ in certain sciences other 

than physics, such as medicine, is not a symptom of their ‘backwardness,’ because in 

them the word ‘cause’ is not used in the same sense. They are practical sciences, and they 

accordingly use the word in sense II.”

p. 330: where Newton says that every change has a cause, Kant says that every event 

has a cause; but a change is when something new begins, and not every event involves 

something new.

From a Newtonian point of view, only events that are not accounted for by laws need a 

cause.

p. 335 about the animistic analogies of causal language: “A well-devised vocabulary 



for use in natural science would avoid them.”


