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DISPOSITIONAL NECESSITY, LAWS AND SINGULAR CAUSATION

ABSTRACT

Mumford and Anjum have argued that dispositional properties or causal powers produce 

their effects with dispositional necessity, a sui generis strength of necessity which is 

weaker than metaphysical or conditional necessity and yet stronger than contingency. 

Even when the conditions are right, a cause does not have to produce its effect or 

manifestation, but only tends to do so. I argue that the counterexamples they present can 

all be redescribed in terms of conditional necessity. Moreover, their attempt to block this 

redescription by appealing to Anscombe’s singularism about causation does not stand up 

to metaphysical scrutiny because it destroys their own ontological position and their 

arguments for it. The stalemate between dispositional and conditional necessity 

continues.

--------------------------------------

Stephen Mumford and Rani Lill Anjum argue that causes should be regarded as producing their 

effects with dispositional necessity, a sui generis form of necessity, weaker than metaphysical or 

conditional necessity and yet stronger than mere contingency. Effects do not just happen to occur 

after their causes, but nor is the production of an effect necessarily guaranteed by the occurrence of 

a cause; causes only tend to bring about their effects. 

 

We can characterise the two main competing accounts of necessity as follows:

NC Conditional Necessity: If dispositional property P produces effect E as a matter of conditional 

necessity, P physically or naturally necessitates E but only when P is instantiated in the 

appropriate context or conditions. 

ND Dispositional Necessity: dispositional property P only tends to or is disposed to produce effect 

E; distinct instances of P in identical conditions may not both result in the production of E.
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In addition to these two options for the modal strength of the relation between a cause and its effect, 

there is the stronger metaphysical necessity and the weaker account which treats the relationship 

between cause and effect as contingent. I will mainly be concerned with conditional and 

dispositional necessity.

Mumford and Anjum (2011) employ three main strategies to establish their view: first, an argument 

from acquaintance which maintains that we have direct experience of dispositional necessity; 

second, arguments to establish the explanatory power of their thesis; and, third, a group of 

arguments and counterexamples which attempt to show the superiority of dispositional necessity 

over stronger forms of causal necessity. In this paper, I will be concerned with arguments of the 

latter type. I will argue that the arguments which Mumford and Anjum give for their position fail to 

establish it because the counterexamples which they give to stronger forms of causal necessity can 

be redescribed by the proponents of those positions and thereby explained away. Moreover, their 

appeal to a singularist conception of causation in order to block this redescription fails. The 

possibility of redescribing their counterexamples does not show the incoherence of Mumford and 

Anjum’s position, but it does show that they have failed to establish its primacy against their main 

rival. Alternative arguments will be required from one side or the other to alleviate the stalemate 

which this parity of description creates.

The key point of difference between Mumford and Anjum and their rivals is the conception of a 

dispositional property or causal power in play: their examples are only counterexamples to 

conditional necessity given the employment of one conception rather than another. Thus, it may be 

at this point that the stalemate could be avoided. I will suggest that there are reasons to prefer the 

conception which Mumford and Anjum do not endorse which would support a form of conditional 

(or stronger) necessity, although I will not defend this position in detail.

1. Some terminological matters 

I will talk about causal relations, but I will do so loosely, mindful of those who dispute the use of 

‘relation’ as the best way to characterise what is happening when causation occurs, or who may 

baulk at mention of ‘cause’ and ‘effect’. A comprehensive examination of the best way to 

characterise causation between dispositional properties goes beyond the scope of this paper, so I 
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will remain neutral about the mechanism involved except insofar as it pertains to the question of 

causal necessity. The use of ‘cause’, ‘effect’ and ‘relation’ will not prejudice independent arguments 

that there are no such entities since views which deny their existence without denying the existence 

of dispositional properties or causation will have equivalent or near equivalent ontological 

alternatives. 

Since many different terms in the literature attempt to capture members of the same category of 

entities, I will treat ‘disposition’, ‘dispositional property’, ‘causal power’ and ‘potency’ as 

synonyms for the purposes of this discussion.1 I will talk as if a version of dispositionalism about 

properties is true; that is, that the nature of properties is wholly or partially determined by their 

causal role, or that at least part of the essential nature of a property is what it can cause. But this 

need not be true of all properties for the points I make to still have relevance, since what I say will 

apply to causation between dispositional properties even if they are a rare and exotic species.

However, in some areas, greater terminological precision will be needed. I will have more to say 

about what exactly is meant by an ‘effect’, and whether the effect is the same as the manifestation 

of the dispositional property which is the cause, or a different entity. There will also be greater focus 

on the nature of dispositional properties and how they are individuated, and upon how causation is 

best understood. I mention these issues to preempt early questions about them, but I will postpone 

further consideration of them until later.

2. Arguments against conditional necessity

2.1 The argument from interference and prevention

Mumford and Anjum (2011, 53) argue against conditional necessity (and stronger accounts of 

causal necessity, such as metaphysical necessity) on the grounds that the cause is not sufficient for 

its effect. The basis of their claim is that any causal process can be prevented or interfered with, 

either by factors external to the cause, or by the nature of the cause itself; a cause has a tendency to 

produce its effect but does not necessitate it.2 Accordingly, we can distinguish examples of external 

1 I will omit discussion of Barbara Vetter’s (2015) more ontologically loaded potentialities except insofar as their 
natures overlap with what could be called ‘powers’ or ‘dispositions’. 

2 Mumford and Anjum develop this intuitive formulation into what they call the Antecedent Strengthening Test (2011, 
57). I will not consider the argument in this form because it is not well-formed if dispositions are causes and effects. 
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prevention or interference from internal ones. I will consider the efficacy of these examples in turn.

2.2 Begging the question

Given that dispositional property P caused effect E, how does one decide whether the addition or 

intervention of property Q would have prevented E (say)? Mumford and Anjum argue extensively 

against a variety of proposals to block the argument from interference (2011, Ch. 3). However, these 

defences are largely irrelevant since alarm bells might already be ringing about the efficacy of the 

argument from interference because this argument is also used by the supporters of NC to make 

their own case against stronger causal necessity such as metaphysical necessity. By their lights, P 

causes E as a matter of physical necessity when P is instantiated in the appropriate conditions C1; 

but the addition of property Q would alter these conditions. Striking the match necessitates its 

lighting, but only in the appropriate conditions—it must be dry, there must be oxygen in the 

atmosphere around the match, it must be struck with sufficient force on a suitable surface and so on

—and were one to introduce an extra property into those conditions it might prevent that lighting 

occurring. But it would do so because the conditions were no longer appropriate; were one to throw 

a bucket of water over the whole procedure, for instance. The addition of an interfering property Q 

simply alters the conditions in which P is instantiated which are themselves determined by which 

dispositional properties are present, such that C1 & Q is C2 (say): if P does not produce the effect E 

because of the presence of Q, that is not a failure of P to conditionally necessitate E, since P may 

simply not do so when instantiated in C2. Conditional necessity is immune to the argument from 

interference because it already accepts versions of such arguments in order to make its case. 

One might protest that the supporter of NC is begging the question: one has to presuppose that P 

produces E with conditional necessity in order to defend the view against the argument from 

interference. But since this is a defence of conditional necessity, and not an argument for it, there is 

nothing wrong with this presupposition; she has simply shown her view to be consistent. The view 

of the supporter of ND is consistent too: if they start by presupposing that P only tends to produce E, 

then a change in the conditions such as the introduction of property Q will only tend to change the 

conditions C1 and how those conditions and Q will affect the behaviour of P. Q can be regarded as 

an independent disposition to interfere with the causal process and so its addition can alter the 

I have discussed this tangential issue elsewhere. <<removed for anonymity>>
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tendency of P to produce E (although it might not do so). But having to beg the question that 

causation operates with dispositional necessity (or weaker) renders it harmless as an objection to 

NC. There is a stalemate.

3. Internal Prevention

The argument that a dispositional property external to the cause might interfere with the causal 

process has no traction against NC, but supporters of ND have another trick up their sleeve. This 

second objection claims that P may fail to cause an effect E when there is no external interference. 

There could be two instances of a property P instantiated in exactly similar conditions and while 

one causes effect E, the other does not. P only tends to produce E, it does not necessitate E even 

conditionally. If this counterexample holds, then it rules out any form of causal necessity stronger 

than Mumford and Anjum’s dispositional necessity (on the presumption that we want to give a 

unified account of causal necessity, a presumption for which I will not argue here3). 

The supporter of NC could simply reject such counterexamples by denying the conceivability of 

internal interference and, as in the previous section, insisting that one has to beg the question in 

favour of dispositional necessity to accept them as they stand. However, this is a weak response; it 

would be preferable to accept that there might be cases of causation which at least appear to involve 

internal interference, and then to say how the supporter of NC could explain them away. 

In order to assess the efficacy of the internal prevention counterexample, we must first clarify which 

entities are involved.  The supporter of ND contends that P can occur in ‘appropriate’ conditions and 

yet not produce the effect E. Thus far, I have simply assumed that we know what the effect E is in 

such examples, but this is not entirely clear from Mumford and Anjum’s work.4 The question of 

whether there is a distinction between manifestation and effect is important, since if E is not 

identical to M, then Mumford and Anjum’s thesis that properties bring about their effects with 

dispositional necessity is not part of quite the same debate as that about the modal strength with 

which a dispositional property brings about its manifestation, although it overlaps with it. 

3 Tahko (2015) has argued against a unified account of the modal strength of causal laws (which may or may not 
imply the same for causal relations, depending upon the relationship between laws and singular causal instances). 

4 They attempt to clarify their 2011 in McKitrick et al. 2013, 556, although their 2014, Section 1 complicates this 
clarification.
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To minimise confusion, I will work from first principles and argue that Mumford and Anjum’s 

account is problematic whichever option they choose; that is, whether the effect is identical with the 

manifestation of the dispositional property P in question, or whether the effect is identical with a 

more ‘distal’ property in the causal process, produced by the manifestation of P in combination with 

the manifestations of other powers. Let us first consider the case where E is not identical to M; then 

the second case in which E = M will be covered by considering the behaviour of M in the first case.5 

3.1 Case 1: Effect and Manifestation are not identical

Suppose that effect E1 is not identical with manifestation M1 of P, and P produced M1 which then 

caused E1 (perhaps in combination with other properties). We have two questions to consider: 

whether P had to produce M1, and whether P had to produce E1. We can rephrase them more 

specifically as follows:

a) What modal strength governed P’s manifesting M1?

b) What modal strength governed P’s causing E1?

Consider (a) first. If P produced M1 and the supporters of dispositional necessity maintain P could 

have failed to have produced M1, another instance of P in exactly similar circumstances might 

nevertheless not have manifested as P did. So P is governed by dispositional and not conditional 

necessity.

At this point, further clarification is required: what does it mean to say that P might have failed to 

manifest M1? There are two options6: either P failed to manifest M1 because P produced another 

manifestation M2 (say) instead, or P remained dormant. The exact place of dormant powers in 

Mumford and Anjum’s account of causation is not obvious, since they cannot be represented on the 

vector diagrams which Mumford and Anjum present to illustrate their view. In response to this 

observation, they suggest that dormant powers are activated by the ‘adding or removing of a further 

active power’ (McKitrick et al. 2013, 557), so it seems that activation is brought about by 

dispositional properties instantiated as part of the causal conditions. Given that the conditions must 

5 For simplicity, I will presuppose that if a power is exercising, it is manifesting; although should an intermediate state 
of exercising-but-not-manifesting be permitted, I will be able to cover that case too.  

6 Given the caveat at the end of the previous section that we are only considering a conception of dispositional 
properties such that a power cannot exercise without manifesting.
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remain stable across cases for this internal prevention argument to work, we must presume that 

whichever dispositional property or properties brought about the activation of P did so in all cases 

under consideration. P not manifesting M1 because P remains dormant is not an option.7 P’s failing 

to manifest M1 would have been a case of another manifestation occurring, let us say M2.

Whether the supporter of conditional necessity can redescribe this case so that she can say that P 

had to produce M1, depends upon what the manifestation is taken to be and whether P is conceived 

of as a single-track dispositional property—which is constitutively individuated and identified by its 

having only one outcome—or as a multi-track dispositional property which can produce a range of 

manifestations. 

First, if P is single-track, then it is individuated as being disposed to M1. The production of M2 

would not therefore be a result of P, but of another dispositional property. So, given that in our 

example we are treating P as being active, P could not fail to produce M1, and we can redescribe the 

example as one in which M1 occurred with conditional necessity. If the individuation of 

dispositional properties is as fine-grained as that of their actual effects, then they produce their 

manifestations as a matter of conditional necessity: there is no way in which P couldn’t have 

produced M1 given the conditions in which P was instantiated. 

Even if we leave aside the formal problems with the identity and individuation of dispositional 

properties if P is single-track, it seems a counterintuitive way to distinguish dispositions in such 

cases. For instance, take the roll of a die which produces a 6. Would we want to individuate the 

property D6 which produced the 6 as the tendency to produce a 6 or the disposition to produce a 6 

with a 1/6 chance?  On the former reading, such narrow distinctions between dispositional 

properties delegate mutually exclusive outcomes to distinct powers: the die (in the conditions of its 

being rolled) also has dispositional properties D1-D5 which are respectively the tendency to  

produce a 1, the tendency to produce a 2 and so on. If one dispositional property manifests, the 

others cannot, and given the properties D1-D6 do not have a causal influence on each other, and yet 

one occurring rather than the others is independent of other conditions, it seems odd to conceive of 

them in this way. Rather, it seems more plausible to think of such properties according to the 

probabilistic conception above: D6 is the disposition to produce a 6 with a 1/6 chance. On this 

7 We could, arguably, also account for the case in which P remains dormant by allowing that one possible 
manifestation is a ‘null-manifestation’ where P does nothing, but I will not defend this suggestion here.
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account, D1-D6 are not mutually exclusive but also, crucially for the matter at hand, they can be 

regarded as manifesting with conditional necessity: as long as the die is rolled, D1-D6 are 

manifested. 

However, if P is multi-track, and can produce one of a range of outcomes, the property which 

actually produced M1 could have produced M2, or M3, or M4 and so on. It seems that M1 might not 

have happened even though all other circumstances remained the same. Is this a case which cannot 

be redescribed in terms of conditional necessity? Let us call the range of possible manifestations 

which P produces M*. M* is a disjunction of possible options: M1 or M2 or M3 or … and so on. It 

appears that we have to say that the causal relation between P and M1 is dispositionally necessary 

rather than conditionally so; although the relation between P and M* is conditionally necessary, 

since M* includes all possible manifestations of P. Thus Mumford and Anjum appear to have a case 

of dispositional necessity holding between the actual causal instance of P and M1. 

However, the supporter of conditional necessity can respond that P produces M1 in virtue of  

producing M* as a matter of physical or conditional necessity. It is necessary that M* was 

produced, and this is achieved by one of M*’s disjuncts being manifested, and so P’s production of 

M1 is just an instance of this conditionally necessary relation. Of course, she will have to accept that 

there is no room for comparative questions such as ‘why did M1 happen rather than M2?’ But as in 

the case of probabilistic explanations, one could argue that asking that question would be 

misguided: the particular outcome M1 is no less caused by P because there there is no explanation 

of why M1 happened rather than M2 (say). Only if one thinks that it is incorrect to say that the 

causal relation between P and M1 occurs in virtue of, or because it is an instance of, a more general 

necessary connection between P and M* will it be possible to block this redescription of the case. 

Unsurprisingly, this is what Mumford and Anjum do say, citing Anscombe’s thesis that there is no 

reason to think that there is an essential link between causation and generality, nor between 

causation and necessity. Anscombe challenges the ‘dogma’ that ‘if an effect occurs in one case and a 

similar effect does not occur in an apparently similar case, there must be a relevant further 

difference’ (1971, 88) and proposes what has become known as singularism about causation which 

maintains (at least) that singular causal instances are more fundamental than general causal 
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relations.8 Mumford and Anjum use singularism to maintain that the causal relation of P causing M1 

is more fundamental than P causing M*: ‘causation is what occurs when things actually behave’ 

(2011, 83), causal processes concern what actually happens, rather than what had to happen 

described by ‘P’s causing M*’. ‘P caused M1’ is a report of a singular causal instance, whereas ‘P 

caused M*’  is an instance of a law; the latter, unlike the former, supports counterfactual and 

subjunctive expressions, but the singular causal instance is ontologically more fundamental. In the 

circumstances, P produced M1, but P didn’t have to produce M1; in another instance, P produced 

M3; there is no conditional necessity at work. 

However, Mumford and Anjum’s account—and thus their allegiance to Anscombe—has a twist, 

since they agree with her about singular causation but do not reject general causal laws. But, they 

insist, such general causal laws are dispositionally necessary too, so the truth of a causal law that As 

cause Bs does not imply that there is a constant conjunction between As and Bs; it is a mistake ‘to 

assume that constant conjunction is even a necessary condition for causation.’ (2011, 54)

3.2 The Appeal to Singular Causation Explored

This reliance on singular causation, and distancing causation from constant conjunction and causal 

laws which entail it, would block the redescription of Mumford and Anjum’s counterexamples, 

thereby strengthening their argument for ND. However, I will now argue that it is not clear that there 

is a conception of singular causation of the type Mumford and Anjum’s strategy requires which also 

works in an ontology of dispositions. If I am right, Mumford and Anjum cannot rely on Anscombe’s 

account of causation in the way that they do because they are faced with a dilemma: if they adopt an 

account of dispositional properties which works with singular causation, then there is no sense in 

denying the conditional necessity with which they act; but if they do not adopt such an ontology, 

they cannot utilise a singularist conception of causation to block the redescription of their 

counterexamples.

Singular causation concerns the relationship between singular causal instances and general causal 

laws, but as it stands it is an ambiguous notion. Accordingly, we can distinguish two conceptions of 

singular causation:

8 This may be because there are no general causal relations, or just because singular causal instances are not 
ontologically dependent upon, or essentially linked to, general causal relations such as causal laws.
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The Locality Thesis: the existence of an instance of singular causation is entirely 

determined by entities intrinsic to it; that is, by the nature of the particular cause and the 

effect and the relation (if any) between them.

The Particularity Thesis: there are (or could be) unique, unrepeatable instances of 

causation which are not instances of causal laws.

The Locality Thesis can be easily satisfied by most (if not all) dispositionalists, since the intrinisic 

causal nature of a dispositional property brings about its effect independently of the existence of 

any causal laws; so, satisfying the Locality Thesis alone is not sufficient for Mumford and Anjum’s 

needs. In fact, Mumford and Anjum seem to endorse a hybrid of these kinds of singularism because 

they do not abandon causal laws9 entirely, but insist that general causal relations are also only 

dispositionally necessary and so do not imply constant conjunctions. In view of this, I will explore 

whether they can sustain either thesis in conjunction with dispositional laws while retaining a 

conception of dispositions which prevents causation being redescribed so that it is consistent with 

NC.

Can Mumford and Anjum restrict laws to dispositional ones given just the Locality Thesis (which is 

compatible with other dispositionalist accounts)? They argue that if ‘A causes B’ is interpreted as a 

general claim meaning ‘A disposes towards B’, this will remain true even if some A-tokens do not 

bring about B-tokens. But it is hard to see how this cannot be redescribed as a probabilistic law 

which is deterministic and entails constant conjunctions between the chances of A occurring and the 

chances of B occurring. As noted in the case of the die above, individuating a property A as the 

disposition to produce B, rather than the disposition to produce B with a chance c, has some 

counterintuitive consequences but Mumford and Anjum require the former. Furthermore, 

characterizing the general case in terms of A being the (multi-track) disposition to produce B* (a 

general property which captures the chances of every outcome of A) would also permit the laws to 

hold with conditional necessity, and would entail constant conjunctions. If there is no hidden 

variable to explain the different outcomes and the causal processes proceed probabilistically, it 

seems plausible to describe the case as dispositional properties necessitating the chances of 

9 By which I mean causal laws which are entirely determined by the dispositions involved in causation, rather than 
laws which exist independently of dispositions, or determine their behaviour.
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outcomes occurring, rather than their disposing towards one of the possible outcomes which will 

occur. Such an approach has already been suggested to account for probabilistic causation in 

quantum theory: despite there only being a probability that a particular outcome will occur, we can 

consider the evolution of probabilities described by the Schrödinger equation to be deterministic, 

since the range of outcomes is fixed by the prior state of the system; and the tendencies of a 

dispositional property P to have the manifestations it does can be regarded as being similarly fixed. 

This redescribes dispositionally necessary laws as conditionally necessary, involving the 

determination of the chances of each of a range of outcomes occurring, one of which will actually 

obtain. There is nothing but stipulation that the laws must be dispositional to block this 

redescription, since nothing in the Locality Thesis prevents conditionally necessary laws.10

In view of this failure, Mumford and Anjum could try to sustain a version of the Particularity Thesis 

which maintains that all cases of singular causation must occur independently of constant 

conjunctions or laws which entail them. The Particularity Thesis simpliciter is very hard to sustain 

in the context of a property theory of any kind, since properties are essentially repeatable entities 

and, in the case of dispositional properties, the essential feature which they have in common 

between instances is what they do. Take any singular pair of property instances which act as cause 

and effect, C2 causing E2 (say). Even if this is the only actual instance of the pair C and E, the 

actual uniqueness of the pair C and E is a matter of contingent fact and does not allow us to say the 

Particularity Thesis is true, since were C to be instantiated again, E would also occur (or would be 

disposed to occur). The implicit reason that the thesis to which Anscombe objects is held so widely 

is because qualitative similarity or difference between properties is frequently thought to consist in 

similarity or difference in causal role, and the dispositional account of properties enshrines the 

interdependence of similarity and causality by making causal role essential to the nature of 

properties. On most dispositional theories of properties, repeatability of causal instances, and hence 

constant conjunction, comes free.11 

The only property-based ontology which might sustain the Particularity Thesis is one of particular 

10 Mumford and Anjum’s preferred descriptive option makes more sense in the context of causal explanation: smoking 
disposes one towards getting lung cancer, but in the cases in which one does not get lung cancer, something else 
happens instead (that is, the smoking is not without effects). From an explanatory point of view, we are not 
interested in those other effects, so we (largely) ignore them. However, from an ontological point of view, it seems 
correct to say that the alternative outcome was brought about necessarily. 

11 It is with good reason that singularist theories of causation which maintain the particularity thesis give accounts of 
singular causal instances as holding between unrepeatable concrete particulars, such as Davidsonian events. [ref]
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dispositions, such as dispositional tropes, which would permit causes, effects and the causal 

relations between them, to be unrepeatable individuals. However, most versions of trope theory will 

still not help matters, since tropes are related by primitive relations of exact similarity, or fall into 

resemblance or natural classes, which determine similarity and difference between them to avoid an 

ontology of bare particulars. Thus, such tropes will also support causal laws, especially if similarity 

between tropes is based upon their sharing a causal role, since there will be no scope for similar 

cause and effect pairs to behave differently. Although using the individuality of tropes to sustain the 

Particularity Thesis is prima facie plausible, it does not stand up to scrutiny. Only an ontology of 

dispositional tropes in which there were (and could be) no relations of exact similarity between 

tropes would be consistent with the Particularity Thesis: each dispositional trope would have to be 

necessarily causally unique.

However, an ontology of such unrepeatable trope-like dispositions would have some problems of its 

own. First, for intuitive reasons alone, an ontology of individual dispositions between which there 

no relations of exact similarity runs the risk of being an ontology of bare particulars, entities which 

can neither be considered the same as each other nor different. This was Armstrong’s original 

complaint about trope theory, in light of which primitive relations of similarity were introduced 

(1978).  Such primitively individuated dispositional tropes are also dangerously close—

conceptually speaking—to being the dispositional equivalent of quiddities: individual, unrepeatable 

causal powers whose complete nature is epistemically isolated from us, since we only have 

epistemic access to them to the extent that their behaviour overlaps with that of other dispositional 

tropes. The question for the supporter of this ontology is whether it makes sense to reject relations 

of exact similarity to avoid constant conjunctions and yet to maintain similarity relations which hold 

to some degree or other.

Second, intuitive plausibility aside, one may wonder whether Mumford and Anjum can sustain their 

account of laws, since this requires an account of similarity between distinct cause and effect pairs: 

dispositional trope A1 occurs and is disposed to produce trope B1 (which it might or might not do), 

but by definition disposition trope A1 is unrepeatable. What makes dispositional trope A2 similar to 

A1? One might think that there is overlap of causal role or power between A1 and A2, but in the 

case of particulars, there is no causal role as such: there is one particular effect for each of trope, B1 

and B2 and so on. However, now it appears that similarity between cases, and the basis of laws, are 
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conjunctions of A-like tropes and B-like ones, where the A-like tropes are similar in virtue of their 

actually causing B-like tropes. Constant conjunctions seem to have sneaked back into the ontology. 

Third, we have lost sight of the defining feature of dispositional necessity because there seems to be 

no reason why any tropes which do not actually cause B-like tropes would count as A-like at all 

(after all, most tropes which do not cause B-like tropes are not A-like). We cannot make sense of the 

idea that something A-like might not have caused a B-like trope or that a particular which did not 

cause a B-like trope is nevertheless A-like unless we accept the existence of an essentially 

epistemically hidden aspect of a dispositional trope’s nature. Furthermore, this account of individual 

dispositions does not allow us to consider counterfactual cases. Trope A1 caused trope B1, but 

given that it did so, it makes no sense to say that there is a possible scenario in which A1 might not 

have produced B1. The trope which did that would have been another trope, and the failure to cause 

a B-like trope would count against its being a counterpart of disposition-trope A1 in the first place.12 

Only if the nature of each individual trope An is modally richer than its merely being the disposition 

to cause a particular Bn will we be able to make sense of counterfactual possibilities and thus 

articulate the counterexamples to NC. However, if we can do that, we are on the way to saying that 

the nature of such tropes is fixed by their general causal roles, A1 and A2 are similar to A3 even 

though A3 does not have the same outcome as A1 and A2; we are slipping back into the kind of 

language which the supporter of NC can use because she can say that A1 (and tropes like it) are the 

disposition to produce a range of possible outcomes, B*. 

Even if Mumford and Anjum distinguish the singular causal relation between a trope P and its effect 

M1 from the causal law according to which tropes like P are disposed to produce effects like M1, it 

is still not clear that this singularist ontology will do the work they want it to do. On the one hand, if 

Mumford and Anjum have the particulars for singular causation, they can have neither laws, nor 

express the counterfactuals needed for the internal interference argument. On the other, if their 

ontology is rich enough to support their argument against NC, the dispositional tropes it involves are 

modally rich enough for causal instances to be redescribed in terms of conditionally necessary laws. 

Singular causation does not support Mumford and Anjum’s argument for ND, and so there is no way 

in which they can block the NC redescription which explains away their problem cases.

12 The same consideration would count against a claim of transworld identity between a dispositional trope which 
caused B1 and one which did not. 
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3.3 Does P necessitate the Effect E?

Let us return to the original example and consider the second question, (b), where the effect E is not 

identical to the manifestation M. Given that it is always possible to describe P as producing M with 

conditional necessity, is there a way to argue that P only tends to produce E? In the cases where E 

fails to occur, some other effect happens instead, causation still occurs. So once again, it is difficult 

to see how Mumford and Anjum will be able to block the redescription of the case: P produced E in 

virtue of P being disposed to produce a range of possible effects E*. However, when we look at the 

case more closely, it may be even simpler than that. E is not produced by P alone, but by P and other 

dispositional properties. Moreover, from the foregoing discussion, all the dispositions which 

contribute to E can be redescribed as producing their manifestations by NC. The only thing which 

could have resulted in the production of an effect other than E is an external interferer which altered 

the course of the process. But it too would have acted with conditional necessity. The case is no 

different to those involving external interference, and the supporter of NC has no problem in 

explaining such counterexamples, since when interference occurs, the circumstances change. 

3.4 What if the effect is identical with the manifestation?

As noted above, the case where the effect and manifestation are identical has already been covered, 

since we have established that it is possible to redescribe the manifestation as occurring with 

conditional necessity, even in cases of internal prevention where the causal outcome differs while 

the conditions remain the same. 

4. Conclusions

I have argued that Mumford and Anjum’s argument for dispositional necessity fails to provide 

examples which cannot be redescribed as occurring with conditional necessity because the 

conception of a dispositional property allows for more or less modally committed entities. Although 

we can think of a property in terms of what it actually did, it is more plausible for a dispositionalist 

to think of it in terms of what it does (in general) and more importantly what it could do, and this 

immediately admits a range of possible outcomes which permit its causal behaviour to be treated as 

occurring with conditional necessity. Moreover, Mumford and Anjum’s appeal to singular causation 
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does not do the work that they want it to do because dispositions are not suitable entities to be 

singular causes and effects while also retaining the coherence of the possibility that their respective 

effects might not have happened. This failure is compounded due to Mumford and Anjum’s wish to 

countenance dispositional laws as well. 

The success of the redescription strategy does not establish the primacy of NC however, but the 

parity of the two strengths of necessity, which raises a serious question about whether and how we 

can choose between them. The other two arguments which Mumford and Anjum use, from 

acquaintance and explanatory power, are as easily employed by their opponents, and so it seems in 

danger of becoming a matter of intuition how we distinguish which strength of necessity is most 

plausible. Only if there are causal processes which are genuinely indeterministic—that is, a causal 

process which cannot be captured statistically—does dispositional necessity win the day. But it is 

not obvious that there are indeterministic processes which cannot be explained away, either 

conceptually, statistically or empirically, and I will not pursue this debate here.13

13 The most likely candidate for indeterministic causation is the collapse of the wave function in quantum theory on the 
Copenhagen interpretation. Other interpretations of quantum theory avoid indeterministic collapse, however. 
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