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Sara Aronowitz 
s.aronowitz@utoronto.ca 
 
Kevin Lande 
lande@yorku.ca 

 
1.​ Intro 

In this course, we'll think through how we observe, learn, and reason about causal relationships. We'll examine 
theories of what causation is from the philosophy of science and metaphysics, proceeding to look at accounts 
of how the mind grasps causal relations. The course will orbit around a core question. It is natural to think 
that causal relations are inferred, not observed. Causal relations characteristically are deep and complex 
features of the world that lie far below the observable surface. Determining causality sometimes requires 
scrutinizing thousands of datapoints from experiments and developing ingenious causal hypotheses. On the 
other hand, it seems like we can observe some causal relations, as when we observe one pool ball coming into 
contact with and launching another or when we observe our own actions having effects on the world. 
Moreover, contemporary cognitive science understands perception to involve “unconscious inference”; there 
is a sense in which all observation is inference of some kind. A driving question of our seminar, then, is: How 
is causation represented in different parts of the mind? What are the underlying differences and 
commonalities between causal cognition and causal perception?  
 

2.​ Readings 
●​ All readings will be posted in the Google Drive course folder (see QR code above).  
●​ We will likely continue to tinker with the reading list, so be sure to check the syllabus Google Doc for 

the latest (a shortcut to the doc is also in the course folder). 
 

3.​ Assignments 
Here’s the grade breakdown: 

 participation  first paper final paper 

% of grade 20% 40% 40% 

date throughout Oct 31st December 19th 

 
Some details: 

●​ You can make the final paper a revision of your first paper. If so, include a “response to comments” 
page detailing the changes you’ve made and how they address the feedback you received. 

●​ Both papers should be a maximum of 5,000 words, and can be substantially shorter. If the second 
paper is used as a revision, it is a maximum of 5,500 words (not including response to comments). 

 

mailto:s.aronowitz@utoronto.ca
mailto:lande@yorku.ca
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1J6Bap3f6mwpHZRREqmHJynZDwJrAJARj?usp=share_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ykHhY7_o6C5xgwIm_4tcJ2hzQOxF714QQlh7HiG3-Ng/edit?usp=sharing


Grading policy: Grades for students enrolled for credit will be determined by the instructor at their affiliated 
institution (KL for York students, SA for UofT students). 
Academic integrity: Students are expected to abide by the academic integrity policies of their respective 
institutions. 
 
AI policy: Any use of AI in the writing itself will be treated as an academic integrity violation. 
 

4.​ Schedule 
(background/cognition/perception) 
 

 topic readings 

Week 1 
Sep 9 
<kl+sa> 

Introduction Optional background reading 
●​ Danks, “The Psychology of Causal Perception and 

Reasoning” (2009) 

Week 2 
Sep 16 
<sa> 

Conceptions of 
Causation I: 
Counterfactual vs. 
process accounts 

Main reading 
●​ Lewis, “Causation” (1973) 
●​ Dowe, “Causal Process Theories” (2009) 

Background reading  
●​ Salmon, “Causality without Counterfactuals” 

Week 3 
Sep 23 
<kl> 

Conceptions of 
Causation II: 
Regularity, Type/ 
Token, Interventions 

Main reading 
●​ Hume, Enquiry (1748), Sec. 7 
●​ Sober, “Two Concepts of Cause” 
●​ Woodward, Causation With a Human Face [CHF] (2021), Ch. 2 

Recommended reading 
●​ Hitchcock, “The Mishap at Reichenbach Falls” (1993) 
●​ Russell, “On the Notion of Cause” (1912) 

Week 4 
Sep 30 
<sa> 

Invariance Main reading 
●​ Woodward, Chs. 5 & 7 

Background reading 
●​ Holyoak and Cheng, “Causal Learning and Inference as a 

Rational Process: The New Synthesis” (2011) 
●​ Penn and Povinelli, “Causal Cognition in Human and 

Nonhuman Animals: A Comparative, Critical Review” (2007) 
●​ Krasich et al., “Looking at Mental Images: Eye-Tracking 

Mental Simulation During Retrospective Causal Judgment” 
(2024) 

Week 5 
Oct 7 
<guest> 

Learning Causal 
Relationships 
 
Guest visitor: 
Elizabeth Lapidow 
(U. Waterloo) 

Main reading 
●​ Lapidow, “Maybe She’ll Say Yes: How Young Learners 

Acquire and Apply Knowledge about Inconsistent Causal 
Relationships from Different Domains” (2025) 



●​ Goddu and Gopnik, “The Development of Human Causal 
Learning and Reasoning” (2024) 

Oct 14 NO CLASS  

Week 6 
Oct 21 
<kl> 

Reasoning about 
Cause 

Main reading 
●​ Hoerl, “Causal Reasoning” (2009) 
●​ Blaisdell and Waldmann, “Rational Rats: Causal Inference 

and Representation” (2012) 
Background reading 

●​ Gelman et al., “Preschoolers' Understanding of Simple 
Object Transformations” (1980) 

●​ Das Gupta and Bryant, “Young Children's Causal 
Inferences” (1989) 

●​ Buchanan and Sobel, “Mechanism-Based Causal Reasoning 
in Young Children: Knowledge of Causal Mechanisms” 
(2011) 

●​ Gopnik et al., “A Theory of Causal Learning in Children: 
Causal Maps and Bayes Nets” (2001) 

●​ Kubricht et al., “Intuitive Physics: Current Research and 
Controversies” (2017) 

●​ Joyce, “Causal reasoning and backtracking” (2009) 

Week 7 
Oct 28th 
<sa> 

Agent Causation Main reading 
●​ Clark, “Agent Causation and the Phenomenology of Agency” 

(2019)  
●​ Sartorio, "Omissions and Causalism” (2009) 

Background reading 
●​ Triggiani et al., “What is the Intention to Move and When 

Does it Occur?” (2023) 
●​ Reimer, “Perceiving Causality in Action” (2021) 

Week 8 
Nov 4 
 

Causal Kinds & 
Levels 
 
Guest visitor: 
Dmitri Gallow 
(USC) 

Main reading 
●​ Gallow, “The Emergence of Causation” (2015) 
●​ Russell, “On The Notion of a Cause” (1929) 

Background reading 
●​ Gelman, “Psychological Essentialism in Children” (2004) 
●​ Rehder, “Categorization as Causal Reasoning” (2003) 
●​ Khalidi, “Natural Kinds as Nodes in Causal Networks” 

(2015) 
●​ Neufeld, “Psychological Essentialism and the Structure of 

Concepts” (2022) 

Week 9 Causal Observations Main reading 



Nov 11 
<kl> 

●​ Scholl and Tremoulet, “Perceptual causality and animacy” 
(2000) 

●​ Beebee, “Seeing Causing” (2003) 
Background reading 

●​ Michotte, The Perception of Causality  (1963),  Ch. 1 
●​ Anscombe, “Causality and Determination” (1971) 
●​ Beebee, “Causation and Observation” (2009) 
●​ Leslie and Keeble, “Do Six-Month-Old Infants Perceive 

Causality?” (1987) 
●​ Scholl and Nakayama, “Causal Capture: Contextual Effects 

on the Perception of Collision Events” (2002) 
●​ Rolfs et al., “Visual Adaptation of the Perception of 

Causality” (2013) 
●​ https://perception.yale.edu/Brian/refGuides/causality.html 

 

Week 10 
Nov 18 
<sa> 

Perceiving or 
Judging? 

Main reading 
●​ Butterfill, “Seeing Causings Hearing Gestures” (2009) 
●​ Rips, “Causation from Perception” (2011) 

Background reading 
●​ Schlottman and Shanks, “Evidence for a Distinction between 

Judged and Perceived Causality” (1992) 
●​ Kominsky and Scholl, “Retinotopic Adaptation Reveals 

Distinct Categories of Causal Perception” (2020) 

Week 11 
Nov 25 
<kl> 

The Causal Content 
of Perception 

Main reading 
●​ Burge, Perception: First Form of Mind  (2022), pp. 433–466 
●​ Siegel, “The Visual Experience of Causation” (2009) 

Background reading 
●​ Carey, The Origin of Concepts  (2009), Ch. 6 
●​ Kulvicki, “Perceptual Content is Vertically Articulate” 
●​ Westfall and Green, “Perceptual Abstraction” (2011) 
●​ Shams, “Causal Inference in Perception” (2010) 
●​ Wong, et al., “Seeing Soft Materials Draped Over Objects: A 

Case Study of Intuitive Physics in Perception, Attention, and 
Memory” (2022) 

Week 12 
Dec 2 

Closing thoughts Main reading 
●​ Woodward, “Causal Perception and Causal Cognition” (2011) 

 
Assignment: Prepare a short handout (max. 1pg) along with brief 
presentation/spiel, detailing (a) a main take-away/conclusion from 
the course, and (b) a main question relating to the course topics. 

 

https://perception.yale.edu/Brian/refGuides/causality.html

