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Thomas Reid on Free Agency 

T I M O T H Y  O ' C O N N O R  

1 .  

CONTEMPORARY PHILOSOPHERS have given a fair amount of  attention to the 
epistemological writings of Thomas Reid, owing to the recent shift towards 
externalist theories of  knowledge. As yet, though, Reid's views on the other 
main topic of concern to h im-- the  nature of human free agency--have pro- 
voked far less explicit discussion. This is unfortunate, since Reid's discussions of 
various aspects of this problem are acute and on the right track towards its 
proper resolution. Reid's invocation of a concept of agent causation as essential 
to a satisfactory account of  free and responsible action is by no means original to 
him; it is implicit in the thought of medieval philosophers such as Scotus and 
(perhaps) Aquinas, and (on some readings) it goes all the way back to Aristode. 1 
Reid's defense of this approach, however, has a special prominence in the 
history of philosophy in virtue of his explicit discussion of the notion of agent 
causation, in which he sharply distinguishes it from event causation. 

In this paper, I offer an interpretation of the basic features of Reid's theory, 
taking account of  some helpful discussions by a few recent commentators. 
Clearly, the most penetrating of these is William Rowe's book-length treatment, 
Thomas Reid on Freedom and Morality (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991 ). 
Though I disagree with Rowe's account on some important points, my discus- 
sion owes much to his. I also defend Reid's position against a couple of basic 
objections to the agency theory, thereby setting the stage for a fuller defense of 
the viability of Reid's general approach, which I have undertaken elsewhere. 

9 .  

"By the liberty of a moral agent," Reid writes, "I understand, a power over the de- 
terminations of his own will." He proceeds to amplify this claim, which opens the 

' William Rowe, in "Two Concepts of Freedom," Presidential Address, Proceedings and Ad- 
dresses of the APA 61: 43-64, has noted that this concept also plays a role in the less-developed 
theories of free agency put forward by some of Reid's eighteenth-century contemporaries, includ- 
ing Samuel Clarke and Edmund Law. 

[605] 
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fourth essay of  his Essays on the Active Powers of the Human Mind, with the following 
remarks: "If, in any action, he had power to will what he did, or not to will it, in 
that action he is free. But if, in every voluntary action, the determination of  his 
will be the necessary consequence of  something involuntary in the state of  his 
mind, or of  something in his external circumstances, he is not free; he has not 
what I call the liberty of  a moral agent, but is subject to necessity" (599).' 

Like most eighteenth-century philosophers, Reid works within the general 
framework of  a volitional theory of  agency, according to which each action is 
initiated by (or, in some cases, essentially consists of) a volitional event.3 Reid 
appears to conceive the nature Of volitions generally in much the same way 
contemporary philosophers characterize intentions.4 Those which causally ini- 
tiate behavior are a particular type of  volition, which we may think of  as the 
agent's coming to have an intention to act immediately in a certain way.5 (The 
precise accuracy of  such identifications will not bear on the following discus- 
sion in any significant way.) 

Reid makes it clear in numerous places that "power over the determination 
of  one's will" is not to be understood merely negatively, as the absence of  a 
(prior) sufficient causal condition for the volition. For example, consider the 
following: 

I cons ider  the d e t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  the  will as an effect. Th is  effect  must  have a cause 
which had power  to p roduce  it . . . .  I f  the  person  was the cause o f  that  de t e rmina t ion  o f  
his own will, he  was f ree  in that  action, and  it is justly impu ted  to him, w h e t h e r  it be 
good o r  bad.  (6o2) 

I grant ,  then,  that  an effect  uncaused  is a contradict ion,  and that  an event  uncaused  is an 
absurdity.  T h e  ques t ion  that  r emains  is whe the r  a volition, u n d e t e r m i n e d  by motives,  is 
an even t  uncaused.  Th i s  I deny.  T h e  cause o f  the volition is the man  who willed it. 6 

R e i d  t akes  it to  b e  p a r t  o f  o u r  c o m m o n s e n s e  v iew o f  o u r s e l v e s  t h a t  we a r e  o f t e n  
t h e  i m m e d i a t e  c a u s e s  o f  o u r  o w n  vo l i t i ons ,  in  t h a t  we  a r e  c a p a b l e  o f  e x e r t i n g  

�9 Throughout this essay, references to Reid's writings will be to the 1967 edition of  his works. 
Apart from statements drawn from his private correspondence, the quotations are taken from 
Reid's E~ays on the Active Power. 

For an example of a passage in which Reid clearly commits himself to a volitional account of 
this sort, see note 8 below. 

4 Evidence for this includes the fact that Reid recognizes a purpose whose content concerns a 
time beyond that of  the immediate future as "strictly and properly a determination of  the will, no 
less than a determination to do it instantly" (539)- (See also 542, where he also includes as a type of 
volition lifelong resolutions or purposes as to a general course of conduct.) 

51 am thereby assimilating Reid's action-starting type of"volition" to Donagan's "determinate 
intention" or "choice." See Alan Donagan, Choice: The Ex~tu~d Ele,ma in Human Action (London: 
Rout]edge & Kegan Paul, 1987). 

6 From a letter to Dr. James Gregory, in the 1967 edition of Reid, p. 88. (The two quotations 
from Reid that follow are also taken from letters to Dr. Gregory.) 
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power to determine how we shall act. Indeed, he claims that the notion of an 
agent directly bringing about some event (a volition) is the original and pri- 
mary sense of the term "cause": "In the strict and proper sense, I take an 
efficient cause to be a being who had power to produce the effect, and exerted 
that power for that purpose" (65). This implies a thesis repugnant to common 
sense (and in that respect very uncharacteristic of  Reid), viz., that the patterns 
of  regularity that we observe between events (apparently) not under the direct 
control of any intelligent agent are not, properly speaking, indicative of  genu- 
inely causal relations. 

In order to avoid being understood as advancing a wildly implausible 
claim, he acknowledges at once "another meaning of the word cause, which is 
so well authorized by custom, that we cannot always avoid using it, and I think 
we may call it the physical sense; as when we say that heat is the cause that 
turns water into vapor, and cold the cause that freezes it into ice.'A cause, in 
this sense, means only something which, by the laws of nature, the effect 
always follows. I think natural philosophers, when they pretend to shew the 
c a u s e s  of natural phenomena, always use the word in this last sense; and the 
vulgar in common discourse very often do the same" (67). However, this reply 
does not dispel the impression that Reid is here parting ways with a common- 
sense view of  physical phenomena. For, as even Hume recognized, it is part of 
our ordinary conception of "physical causality" (Reid's term for event causa- 
tion) that there is a "necessary connection" between a cause and its effect, that 
it is not a wholly arbitrary matter that events involving objects of a certain sort 
give rise to the effects they do. But, given his severe empiricist scruples, Hume 
of  course thought that we really have no coherent notion corresponding to 
such terms as "causal power," "necessary connection," etc. Reid's rejection of 
the ordinary, fuller conception of  physical causality is not similarly motivated. 
Rather, he was convinced that the conception of  causal power is first grasped 
in relation to our own experience of  activity; in particular, to the control we 
exercise over our own wills. Our "lax and popular" application of such notions 
to phenomena external to us, he supposed, was a mere relic of primitive, 
animistic beliefs. 

But, pace Reid, our practice of ascribing causal powers to inanimate objects 
is no mere manner of speaking enshrined by custom. As Edward Madden 
notes, in criticizing Reid on just this point: "We say that the atmosphere has 
the power to crush a tin can that has no air inside, the sea the power to crush 
the submarine that goes too deep, a stick of dynamite the power to explode 
when detonated, electric current the power to heat a resistance coil when 
wired in, and so on. We correspondingly say that the atmosphere, sea, stick of 
dynamite, and the electric current are powerful particulars, or agents, while 
the can, submarine, and resistant coil are passive particulars, or patients. The 
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former  make something happen  upon certain releasing conditions, whereas 
something happens  to the latter; the former  does something whereas some- 
thing is clone to the latter."7 Madden goes on to note what may be part  of  
Reid's motivation for supposing this distinction to be verbal only: "However, 
while such powerful particulars cause something to happen,  they do not  ini- 
tiate events; they require a releasing condition such as pumping air out o f  the 
can, the submarine's diving too deep, and wiring in a resistance coil. The  
releasing conditions are part  o f  the cause and hence the powerful particulars 
are caused to act; they do not  initiate an action. On Reid's view, hence, they 
would not be agents" (ibid.). 

On Reid's behalf, it should be acknowledged that most o f  us do suppose 
there to be an important  distinction between the sort of  causal powers that 
responsible adult  persons exhibit in their ordinary behavior and that of  inani- 
mate natural objects such as a detonated stick o f  dynamite. The  philosophi- 
cally unreflective person will make this distinction imprecisely, noting that  it 
seems to be t rue o f  human  behavior, but not o f  the operation o f  other  kinds o f  
"powerful  particulars," that how we act is to some extent up  to us, and subject 
to the influence o f  reasons. Reid maintains---correctly, in my viewmthat  this 
general unders tanding  of  h u m a n  agency implies the falsity of  the thesis o f  
universal causal determinism and also implies that such actions must involve a 
unique form of  causality. 

But that persons sometimes function as causes of  certain phenomena  in a 
way unique to their  kind is not  a reason to suppose that other sorts of  objects 
do not function as causes in any manner  whatever. Reid, however, generally 
professed to be unable to form a conception of  causal activity that was itself 
necessitated to occur: 

Were it not that the terms cause and agent have lost their proper meaning, in the crowd 
of meanings that have been given them, we should immediately perceive a contradic- 
tion in the terms necessary cause, and necessary agent. (607) 

I am not able to form any distinct conception of active power but such as I find in 
myself . . . .  But, if there is anything in an unthinking inanimate being that can be 
called active power, I know not what it is, and cannot reason about it. (Letter to Lord 
Kames, 59) 

Reid did not  conclude f rom these reflections that it was an arbitrary, unex- 
plained fact that nature  does operate in a lawful manner.  Rather,  he deemed 
self-evident the principle that  "o f  every event there must be a cause, that  had 
power sufficient to produce it, and that exerted that power for the purpose" 
(625). From this principle, together with his basically Humean  unders tanding 

7E. H. Madden, "Commonsense and Agency Theory," Review ofMetaph~ies 36 (December 
1983): 3~9 �9 
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o f  t h e  r e g u l a r i t y  o f  n a t u r a l  p h e n o m e n a ,  s he  c o n c l u d e d  t ha t  all p h e n o m e n a  
tha t  a r e  n o t  t h e  i m m e d i a t e  causa l  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  the  exe rc i s e  o f  act ive p o w e r  
by  h u m a n  f r e e  agents0  a r e  mos t  r e a s o n a b l y  a s c r i b e d  to t h e  d i r e c t  act iv i ty  o f  a 
d i v i n e  a g e n t .  

S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  t h o u g h ,  in a ve ry  la te  l e t t e r  to  J a m e s  G r e g o r y  (wr i t t en  a f t e r  
p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  t he  Essays on the Active Powers), Reid  is less c e r t a i n  a b o u t  his 
off ic ia l  v iew tha t  t he  posses s ion  o f  g e n u i n e  causa l  p o w e r s  by  i n a n i m a t e  objec ts  
is un in t e l l i g ib l e :  

You deny that  of  every change there must  be an efficient cause, in my sense- - tha t  
is, an intell igent agent,  who by his power and will effected the change. But I think you 
grant  that, when the change is not effected by such an agent, it must  have a physical 
cause - - tha t  is, it. must  be the necessary consequence of  the nature and previous state o f  
things unintel l igent  and inactive. 

I admit  that, for anything I know to the contrary,  there may be such a nature and 
state o f  things which have no p roper  activity, as that  certain events or  changes must 
necessarily follow. I admit  that, in such a case, that which is antecedent  may be called 
the physical cause, and what is necessarily consequent,  may be called the effect of  that 
c a u s e .  

I likewise admit ,  laws o f  nature may be called (as they commonly are called) 
physical causes - - in  a sense indeed somewhat different  from the fo rmer - -because  
laws o f  na ture  effect nothing, but as far as they are  put  to execution, ei ther by some 
agent, or by some physical cause; they being, however, our  ne plus ultra in natural  
philosophy, which professes to shew us the causes o f  natural  things, and being, both 
in ancient and  modern  times, called causes, they have by prescription acquired a right 
to that name. 

I think also, and I believe you agree with me, that every physical cause must be the 
work o f  some agent  or  efficient cause. Thus,  that a body put  in motion continues to 
move till it be s topped,  is an effect which, for what I know, may be owing to an inherent 
property in matter; if  this be so, this p roper ty  o f  mat ter  is the physical cause of  the 
continuance o f  the motion; but  the ult imate efficient cause is the Being who gave this 
proper ty  to matter .  

8 Passages that strongly indicate that Reid followed Hume concerning the nature of"physical" 
causality include the following: "We see an established order in the succession of natural events, 
but we see not the bond that connects them together" (5ss). "What D. Hume says of causes, in 
general, is very just when applied to physical causes, that a constant conjunction with the effect is 
essential to such causes, and implied in the very conception of them" (Letter to Dr. Gregory, 67). 
"I can see nothing in a physical cause but a constant conjunction with the effect. Mr. Crombie calls 
it a necessary connection; but this no man sees in physical causes. . ."  (Letter to Dr. Gregory, 88). 

pThe only events in nature that clearly fall into this category are free volitions: For "[w]e 
perceive not any necessary connection between the volition and exertion on our part, and the 
motion of our body that follows them . . . .  That there is an established harmony between our 
willing certain motions of our bodies, and the operation of the nerves and muscles which produce 
these motions, is a fact known by experience. This volition is an act of the mind. But whether this 
act of the mind have any physical effect upon the nerves and muscles, or whether it be only an 
occasion of their being acted upon by some other efficient, according to the established laws of 
nature, is hid from us" (5s8). 
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I f  we suppose  this c o n f n u a n c e  o f  mot ion  to be an arbi t rary  a p p o i n t m e n t  o f  the  
Deity, and  call that  a p p o i n t m e n t  a law o f  na tu re  and a physical cause; such a law o f  
na tu re  requi res  a Being  who  has no t  only enac ted  the law, but  p rov ided  the means  o f  
its be ing  executed ,  e i the r  by some physical cause, o r  by some agent  act ing by his order .  
I f  we ag ree  in these things,  I see not  where in  we differ ,  but  in words.  (73-4 ,  emphases  
added)  

Reid appears to concede here that the view that ordinary physical objects 
possess causal powers (and are thereby causally efficacious), in virtue of  the 
properties of  the matter of  which they are composed, could well be correct. 
While he does not go so far as to endorse this view (but instead professes 
ignorance on the matter), this would be a marked change from his earlier 
claims in the Essays and throughout the rest of  his correspondence that the 
very notion is unintelligible. *o 

I have been discussing Reid's view on the nature of  'physical' causation for 
the following reasons: First, if one follows Reid in adopting an occasionalistic 
view" of  physical (or, to put it in contemporary jargon, 'event') causation, the 
now common charge that Reid's agent causation is obscure and mysterious has 
less persuasive force, since there is no putatively clearer variant with which it is 
being compared. To Reid, the notion of  an inanimate object necessarily exer- 
cising a causal power is suspect, whereas we all have a well-understood concep- 

,o There are two phrases in the above passage, however, that might give one pause about my 
general reading of it. First, Reid speaks of  the divine Being as g/t,/ng "this [efficacious] property to 
matter." This might suggest that an object's causal powers could be "added onto" it, so to speak, so 
that it would be a matter for divine choice whether th/s very object would be capable of producing a 
particular effect in certain circumstances or not, or even, perhaps, wh/ch such effect it might 
produce. On such a view, it would not be part of the e.m, nt/a/nature of  an object of a certain structure 
and composition that it have the powers it has, but it would be instead a completely contingent fact 
about it. I confess to having some difficulty in understanding this sort of view, which posits a real 
(nonepistemic) form of necessity in the causal relations between events, yet denies that it is simply a 
species of  metaphysical (or "broadly logical") necessity. (Admittedly, such a view is rather popular 
among contemporary philosophers.) An alternative is to interpret Reid's insistence that "the ulti- 
mate efficient cause is the Being who gave this property to matter" as simply highlighting the 
evident fact that it is not up to such an inanimate object that it is found in certain circumstances and 
necessarily produces the effect it does, but is, on Reid's view, a product of  the divine creation and 
ordering of the physical world. That the object produced such an effect in those circumstances owes 
its explanation, ultimately, to the divine creative choice. We may similarly read the other question- 
able phrase- -"I f  we suppose this continuance of  motion to be an arbitra,~ appointment of  the 
Deity"--as stressing the fact that it is not a necessary feature of the world that itbe governed by the 
causal laws operative in it, since it might have been constituted by very different sorts of  elementary 
particles, having different fundamental properties. God was presumably free to choose which 
general pattern of  physical phenomena would be realized in the world, and would simply create 
matter appropriate to this end ("the means of  its being executed"). 

" T h e  view that is occasionalistic is the one given in Reid's published writings. The suggestion 
he entertains in his late correspondence with Dr. Gregory (viz., that God imbues matter with 
causal properties) would be a departure from occasionalism, but as we've seen, Reid does not go 
so far as to accept this view. 
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tion of  our own unnecessitated causal activity. 1' Secondly, his nonrealist (i.e., 
Humean) conception of  event causation essentially removes what otherwise 
would be an important problem, viz., explaining how two fundamentally dif- 
ferent forms of  causation are integrated within the natural world. But for 
those who do not follow Reid in his denial of genuine causal efficacy of  the 
event-causal type, the job  of  defending and (at least partly) explicating the 
notion of  agent causation is more complicated, and so must extend beyond 
Reid's treatment. 

o 

Even within the context of  Reid's broader views on the nature of  causation in 
the natural world, however, we can go some way toward removing apparent 
barriers to accepting the coherence of  his notion of  agent causation. In this 
section, I consider a pair of  objections, only one of  which was explicitly ad- 
dressed by Reid. But it may be helpful first to follow Rowe in giving a simple 
set of  necessary and sufficient conditions (accepted by Reid) for the truth of a 
proposition of  the form, X caused event e: 

1. X is a substance that had power to bring about e. 
9. X exerted its power to bring about e. 
3- X had the. power to refrain from bringing about e. 13 

These conditions, of  course, do not even approach a reductive analysis of 
Reid's concept of  agent causation, something which Reid takes to be impossi- 
ble. (The same is true concerning the notion of  event causation, on non- 
Humean views.) They do, however, highlight the following two features: (a) 
The very concept of  an agent's causing an event internal to himself implies 
that he must have the power in those very circumstances not only to bring 
about that event but also to refrain from doing so. (Actually, as we've seen, this 

~' As Donagan, "Chisholm's Theory of Agency," in E. Sosa, ed., Essays on the Philosophy of 
Roderick Chisholm (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1979), comments, contemporary philosophers who allege 
that Reid's agent causality is an obscure, illegitimate attempt to extend the notion of  causation 
beyond the well-understood parameters of  event causality "uncannily reverse the objections Reid 
made in the eighteenth century against event-causation. Reid pointed out  that the necessity 
possessed by the laws of  Newtonian physics was so mysterious that Newton himself indignandy 
denied that he thought  it causal, whereas for centuries the model of causality had been that of the 
relation of an agent to his actions, and above all, that of the divine agent to his creative actions . . . .  
In terms of this, the original notion of cause, Reid complained that the post-Newtonian concept of 
event-causation was improper  and obscure." 

is Rowe, Reid on Freedom and Morality, 49. Compare Reid, 65: "In the strict and proper  sense, I 
take an effident cause [of some event] to be a being who had power to produce the effect, and 
exerted that power for that purpose . . . .  Power to produce an effect, supposes power not to 
produce it; otherwise it is not  power but necessity, which is incompatible with power taken in a 
strict sense." 
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dual  capacity is implicit in the very not ion o f  active power  for  Reid, and  so he  
would r ega rd  (3) as redundant . )  (b) O n e  cannot  specify circumstances u n d e r  
which an instance o f  agent  causat ion takes place wi thout  stating that  X d/d in 
fact "exer t"  X's active power.  (This is given by (2).) Th is  may seem un in fo rma-  
tive or  odd,  but  it is a direct  consequence  o f  the fact that  (in contrast  to 
necessi tat ing o r  even probabilistic event  causation ~4) the power  to br ing  about  
some event  is quite of ten unexercised,  even though all the condition~ necessary for 
its exercise obtain.'5 (I will discuss the not ion o f  "exer t ion o f  causal power"  a bit 
f u r t h e r  on.) 

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  we should no te  that  the satisfaction o f  these condit ions is 
possible only for  beings having at t r ibutes  o f  a m o r e  basic sort: "I  should have 
noticed that  I a m  not  able to f o r m  a concept ion how power ,  in the strict sense, 
can be exer ted  without  will; n o r  can there  be will wi thout  some deg ree  o f  
unders tand ing .  T h e r e f o r e ,  no th ing  can be an efficient cause, in the p r o p e r  
sense, but  an intelligent be ing  (65). T o  be capable o f  both  p roduc ing  o r  not  
p r o d u c i n g  some event  in a given set o f  circumstances,  one  must  be  capable  o f  
f o r m i n g  an appet i t ive  at t i tude towards  e i ther  o f  these options,  and  do ing  so 
seems to p r e s u p p o s e  some ability, even if  quite limited, to conceptualize that  
al ternative.  T o  the conditions o f  having will and  a deg ree  o f  unders tand ing ,  
Reid (in the Essays) adds the condi t ion o f  "some degree  o f  practical j u d g m e n t  
or  reason":  "We may  pe rhaps  be  able to conceive a be ing  endowed  with power  
over  the de te rmina t ions  o f  his will, without  any light in his mind to direct  that  
power  to some end.  But  such power  would be given in vain. No exercise o f  it 
could be  e i ther  b l amed  or  a p p r o v e d .  As na ture  gives no power  in vain, I see 
no g r o u n d  to ascribe a power  over  the de te rmina t ions  o f  the will to any  being 
who has no j u d g m e n t  to apply  it to the direction o f  his conduct ,  no discern- 
m e n t  o f  what  he  ough t  or  ough t  not  to do"  (6oo). 

Finally, Reid notes that  it is also necessary that  one  believe that  the p roduc-  
t ion o f  the event  is within one 's  power ,  and  depends  u p o n  one 's  will. How 
could I f o r m  an intention to s l am-dunk  a basketball  into a ten-foot  h igh net, 
for  example ,  when  I am firmly convinced that  I am unable  to do  so? I might  
in tend to try, bu t  this is obviously d i f fe ren t  f rom in tending  to do so. ~6 

14 In an instance of probabilistic event causality, the power to bring about one of a range of 
effects will always be exercised, though which effect is brought about is undetermined. 

*5"It cannot be said that there is a constant conjunction between a proper cause and the 
effect; for, though the effect cannot be, without power to produce it, yet that power may be, 
without being exerted, and power which is not exerted produces no effect" (66). As we will see, on 
Rowe's interpretation of what is meant by condition (9), it turns out to be a more informative 
condition than l've suggested. As I will try to show, though, it raises insoluble problems of its own 
and is, I think, a misunderstanding of Reid and the agency theory in general. 

le And we can form an intention ("will") to perform some action that is not actually in our 
power, though we believe that it is. Reid gives the example of a man, struck with palsy in his sleep 
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Having noted  these basic features of  Reid's view, I now turn to two objec- 
tions to his account, and the notion of  agent causation it presupposes. The  
first, which Reid directly addressed (and which, one gathers, he was on vari- 
ous occasions confronted  with), purports  to show that Reid is implicitly com- 
mitted to an infinite regress o f  volitions or decisions Corresponding to every 
free action. Reid represents the a rgument  thus: " 'Liberty,"  they say, 'consists 
only in a power to act as we will; and  it is impossible to conceive in any being a 
greater liberty than  this . . . .  To say that we have power to will such an action, 
is to say, that we may will it, if we will. This supposes the will to be determined 
by a prior will; and,  for the same reason, that will must be de termined by a will 
prior to it, and  so on in an infinite series of  wills, which is absurd ' "  (5 ~ 1). Reid 
correctly dismisses this objection as resting on a misunderstanding of  his con- 
ception of  free agency. (And it really is astonishing that objections o f  this sort 
are so often repeated,  in view of  the fact that it is hard to find a libertarian 
theorist who accepts the proposed  analysis of  power over one's will.'7) We 
needn ' t  have per fo rmed  another,  prior act of  will in order  to have determined 
the action-initiating volition. We simply exert active power (a conception of  
which we form th rough  its effects) in so determining it-i.e., we determine the 
will directly. The exertion of active power is not itself a type of volition. 

Reid imagines that his objector will continue to press him by not ing that it 
is a commonplace that  'nothing is in our  power but what depends upon the 
will', "and therefore  the will itself cannot be in our  power": 

I answer,  that  this is a fallacy aris ing f rom taking a c o m m o n  saying in a sense which 
it neve r  was i n t e n d e d  to convey,  and  in a sense cont rary  to what  it necessarily implies. 

In  c o m m o n  life, when  m e n  speak o f  what  is, o r  is not,  in a man ' s  power ,  they a t tend 
only to the  ex te rna l  and  visible effects, which only can be perceived,  and  which only 
can affect  them.  O f  these,  it is t rue,  thai  no th ing  is in a man 's  power ,  but  what  depends  
u p o n  his will, a n d  this is all that  is m e a n t  by this c o m m o n  saying. 

But  this is so fa r  f r o m  exc lud ing  his will f rom be ing  in his power ,  that  it necessarily 
implies  it. For  to say that  what  d e p e n d s  upon  the will is in a man 's  power ,  bu t  the will is 
not  in his power ,  is to say that  the end  is in his power,  but  the means  necessary to that  
end  are  not  in his power ,  which is a contradict ion.  

In  many  propos i t ions  which we express  universally, there  is an except ion  necessar- 

that render~ him incapable of  speech, who attempts to speak in ignorance of  what has happened. 
As soon as he realizes his incapacity, though, "he ceases to make the effort" (532). 

,7 The inclination to suppose that by power over any event, indudingvolitions, one can only 
mean "a power to act as we will" is so strong for some that even a present-day commentator on 
Reid raises the very objection given in the text, despite Reid's explicit repudiation of it as resting 
on a confusion! R. Gallic, Thomas Reid altd the Way ofldeas (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989), writes: 
" . . .  if I am the efficient cause of the determinations of my will then the determinations of my will 
depend upon my will. But then if whatever depends upon my will comes into being through a 
determination of my will than no determination of my will can come into being, it would seem, 
unless by way of another determination of my will" (138). 
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ily implied, and therefore always understood. Thus  when we say that all things depend 
upon God, God himself is necessarily excepted. In like manner, when we say, that all 
that is in our power depends upon the will, the will itself is necessarily excepted; for if 
the will be not, nothing else can be in our power. (6o2) 

T h e  plausibility o f  this reply depends  upon  the cogency o f  s tandard  
incompatibilist a rguments  that a t tempt  to show that one's having it in one's 
power  e i ther  to do  or  to refra in  f rom some action implies that one's action is 
not  the determinist ic outcome o f  some pr ior  state o f  affairs which was not in 
one's power.  Hence,  if my action is a causally de te rmined  consequence o f  my 
volition or  choice so to act, and that volition or  choice was not  itself within my 
power  to de termine ,  then nei ther  was (the determinat ion of)  the action within 
my power.  

I will not  en te r  into a discussion o f  such arguments  here.  '8 I f  a demon-  
s t radon o f  the incompatibilist's thesis can be given, as I believe it can, then 
it seems justifiable to conclude with Reid that we do presuppose  in every- 
day life that  the determinat ions  o f  ou r  will are within o u r  power. Other-  
wise, we would be involved in a contradict ion fairly close to the surface o f  
ou r  conceptual  scheme, which seems at best unlikely. I am not  asserting 
dogmatically that there  simply cannot  be incoherencies lurking within the 
basic metaphysical  f ramework  suggested by the dicta o f  common  sense. For  
all I 've jus t  said, it might be the case that any a t tempt  to make fully explicit 
the metaphysical  commitments  under ly ing  prereflective thought  concerning 
personhood ,  responsibility, and so on is bound  to fail. But  it ought  not  to 
be so blatant  as to involve o u r  making general  assertions of  fundamenta l  
impor tance  which can be seen to be contradictory on the basis o f  a bit o f  
simple conceptual  analysis. 

So I will he re  suppose that Reid is r ight in maintaining that we do  take "the 
determinat ions  o f  ou r  wills" to be ordinari ly  within o u r  power. But  a second 
difficulty o f  a ra ther  similar sort might  seem to arise, once we turn  to consider 
what is involved in an agent's directly de te rmining  or  causing his own volition, 
on Reid's account.  At the beginning o f  this section, I noted  (following Rowe) 
three  necessary and sufficient "conditions" for  the t ru th  o f  a s tatement  o f  the 
fo rm "X  caused event  e." T h e y  lay down that the agent,  X, must  have had the 
power  to ref ra in  f rom as well as to p e r fo rm  e. Fur the rmore ,  the agent  must  
have exerted that  power to br ing about  e. ("In o rde r  to the product ion  o f  any 
effect,  the re  must  be in the cause, not  only power, but  the exer t ion o f  that 

,81 refer the reader to P. van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1983) and C. Ginet, "The Conditional Analysis of Freedom," in P. van Inwagen, ed., T/me 
and Cause (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 198o), 171-86, for carefully laid out modal versions of the 
argument. For a discussion of the critical responses their work has provoked, see my "On the 
Transfer of Necessity," Nous ~7 0993): so4 -18. 
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power; for power that is not exerted produces no effect" [6o3]. ) In "Two 
Concepts of  Freedom," Rowe argues that this last condition, together with 
Reid's repeated assertion that every event must have an efficient cause, gives 
rise to another sort of  infinite regress of mental acts: "Now an exertion of  
power is itself an event. As such, it too must have a cause. On Reid's view the 
cause must again be the agent herself. But to have caused this exertion the 
agent must have had the power to bring i t  about and must have exerted that 
power. Each exertion of  power is itself an event which the agent can cause 
only by having the power to cause it and by exerting that power . . . .  The result 
of this principle, however, is that in order to produce any act of will whatever, 
the agent must cause an infinite number of exertions" (53-54). In this article, 
Rowe proposes to handle the seeming difficulty by simply excising the require- 
ment that there be an exertion of power corresponding to each volition: "Acts 
of will that are produced by the agent whose acts they are, we shall say, are 
such that the agent causes them but not by any other act or any exertion of  the 
power she has to produce the acts of  will" (54)- But, besides flying in the face 
of repeated statements by Reid, this proposal also commits one to saying that 
an agent had the power to produce her volition, and in fact did so, though it 
was not true in any sense that she exerted that power. 

In his later and fuller treatment of Reid's theory, Rowe instead takes a 
second look at what might be involved in the "exertion" of active power for 
Reid. Our interpretation of this notion, Rowe suggests, will determine which 
of three possible responses to the objection we should adopt. The possibilities 
are as follows!g: 

(l) Accept and defend the coherence of an infinite regress of  exertions of 
power whenever the agent causes an act of  will. 

(2) Abandon the causal principle, and hold that an exertion of power to 
produce an act of  will is an event having no efficient cause. 

(3) Maintain that an exertion of  power is not itself an event, and so does not 
fall under  the causal principle. 

The first of  these is similar to a position defended by a twentieth-century 
agency theorist, Roderick Chisholm (though he develops this line in terms of 
an ontology of  fact-like states of affairs, not event particulars). Since I am no 
more inclined than Rowe is to interpret Reid in this way, I will not consider 
this alternative here. 

Rowe believes it is difficult to adjudicate between (2) and (3) on textual 
grounds, but opts for (2) since he believes it to be more philosophically 
defensible in the final analysis. Indeed, the resulting account is a position 

,91 have adapted these from Rowe's discussion on 148-49 of Reid on Freedom and Morality. 
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that Rowe himself wishes to maintain. So I will begin by considering this 
approach. 

On the present interpretation of Reid's theory, then, an exertion of 
power to produce an act of will is a type of event, but one which has no 
efficient cause (i.e., it isn't caused by a prior event or by the agent himself). 
However, Rowe argues, the abandonment of the causal principle which Reid 
took to be self-evident is far less drastic than it might initially appear. For, as 
we have seen, my having the power to cause some event implies, according to 
Reid, my having the power not to cause it. ("Power to produce any effect, 
implies power not to produce it" [5~3].) And my causing that event just is for 
me to exert the power to do so. Taken together, these statements imply that 
"it is a conceptual impossibffi 0 within Reid's theory for God or any other 
efficient cause to produce in me an exertion of my active power" (Rowe, Reid 
on Freedom and Morality, 151 ). Of course, I might be caused to w///to do some 
action by external manipulation or internal passion (in which case the action 
would not be free). But the conditions for the occurrence of an exert/on of 
active power preclude there being any cause for this kind of event. (One 
might wonder whether I could be the cause of this event. But clearly this 
leads us into the regress, for it will require a prior exertion of  my active 
power to bring it about, and so on at/infinitum. This, one might plausibly 
claim, is simply an impossibility.) 

Rowe urges that this result, the conceptual impossibility of there being a 
cause of  an exertion of  active power, has the following important implica- 
tion: "Reid must be viewed as a special sort of  indeterminist, for we must 
understand him as holding that every event that logically can have a cause 
does have a cause" (155). So we can continue to attribute to him a modified 
version of  the causal principle. It is even more significant philosophically 
that this distinguishes Reid's position from that of  simple indeterminism. 
While a volition is the sort of event that can be caused by another agent or an 
event, that is not true regarding an exertion of active power. Rowe takes it to 
be an advantage of  Reid's theory that it "has a built-in answer to the ques- 
tion: Why is the event of  the agent's exertion of power uncaused? Simple 
indeterminism has no answer to the corresponding question of why the act 
of will is uncaused" (,55). 

Though Rowe's suggestion is in some ways fascinating, it doesn't hold up 
under close scrutiny. For we are not given an account o f  how we are to think 
of  such events, these "exertions of  active power," beyond the suggestions that 
they are some sort of  change occurring within the agent (154), that "by 
which" a person agent-causes her act of will (156-57), and by which she does 
so "directly" (157). What are their intrinsic characteristics by which we may 
evaluate Rowe's claim that such an event possesses the further, desirable 
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features o f  being "not  the sort o f  event that can be caused" (155), being 
"such that if  it occurs it is logically necessary that [the corresponding volition] 
occurs" (159), and being "intrinsically more truly an agent's own act/on than is 
an act of  will" (155)? 

Concerning the first o f  these features, Rowe could simply stipulate that for 
the proper  application o f  the label "exertion of  active power," an event must 
be not only of  a certain (as yet unspecified) intrinsic type, but also uncaused. 
But this would be mere  verbal sleight-of-hand, as is shown by the fact that  the 
simple indeterminist  could do the same with respect to uncaused volitions or  
decisions. So Rowe must  have in mind a sort of  event whose very nature  
precludes the possibility o f  its being caused. But how could this be true o f  any 
sort o f  event? How could it be that not  even God could cause a certain type of  
(causally simple) event ~~ to occur, a sort which regularly does in fact occur? It 
is similarly unclear how such an event type could bear a logical connection to 
another  sort (volitions), given Rowe's own view that causal necessity is not  a 
species of  logical necessity. 

Clearly, Rowe must  be thinking o f  exertions as a type o f  mental event. For 
if exertions on d i f ferent  occasions bring about volitions o f  widely varying 
contents, and are such as to make me responsible for my willing the way I do, 

�9 then it would seem that  they must themselves have an intentional content,  of  
the general form "that  I bring about a volition of  type X by this very exertion 

�9 of  my power." 
A natural  reply at this point is that  we are unaware o f  any such intentional 

attitudes immediately prior to our  decisions. Nonetheless, we might  be able to 
persuade ourselves that  this is the case if we could thereby solve the problem 
of  how free agency is possible. We may, therefore, focus our  challenge to 
Rowe in this way: 

You g r a n t  t ha t  a vol i t ion  is n o t  in t r ins ica l ly  respons ib i l i ty -confe r r ing .  T h a t  is, a n  a g e n t  
cou ld  no t  p r o p e r l y  be  he ld  r e spons ib l e  f o r  a vol i t ion (or  a l a r g e r  ac t ion to which  it gave 
rise) that occurred uncaused. But you seem to be committed to supposing that an 
exertion of active power/s intrinsically responsibility-conferring (and say as much in 
claiming that "any such event has the property that its occurrence is up to the agent" 
[2~ 5, n. 18]). Simply put, why should one suppose this to be so? 

"~ the type is characterized wholly in terms of intrinsic features. Obviously (if 
incompatibilism is correct), God could not cause an instance of the type "freely choosing to ~b," but 
this is because the type has stipulations regarding the manner  of production built into it. Also, I 
add the qualification "causally simple" because it may well be that events having a certain sort of  
internal causal complexity could not have sufficient causal conditions. This would be true, I 
believe, of an event of  the form (agent) S muses  e, an event which is not wholly distinct from and 
prior to the event e that is brought  about, but  which is, rather, the bringing-about-of-e (which 
includes e as a component).  I will not go into this matter here, as I believe that this is clearly not 
what Rowe has in mind. 
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Rowe replies to this (in effect) with the following a rgument  068-69),~ * 
which he contends shows that it "follows f rom the very conception of  active 
power" that  an exertion of  it is up  to the agent  whose exertion it is (and, hence, 
something for  which he is pr ima fade  responsible). Let us assume that I have 
active power (on Rowe's construal) with respect to my deciding to steal Mark's 
basketball. Then :  

(1) It  is in my power to cause (and in my power not to cause) my decision to 
steal the ball. (from the assumption) 

.'. (2) It is up  to me whether  I cause my decision to steal the ball. 
(3) I cause that decision if, and only if, I exercise my active power to so 

decide. 
�9 ". (4) It is up  to me whether  I exercise my active power to decide to steal the 

hall. 

The  crucial inference f rom (1) to (~) is, I believe, unsuppor ted .  To see 
this, we need only reflect on what is meant  by (1) on Rowe's construal. I f  we 
simply read (1) as a da im couched in ordinary English, ( ,)  would seem to 
follow trivially f rom it. But no more is implied by (x) that that it is an open 
possibility, causally, that an exertion-of-active-power event of  a certain spe- 
cific sort occur, as well as that  it not  occur, and that if  (but only if) it does, a 
decision to steal Mark's basketball will immediately follow. But it has not been 
shown that  i f  the appropriate  exertion-of-active-power event does occur, I 
will be responsible for its occurrence. Yet this is what (~) claims (given, as (3) 
notes, that  my causing my decision is jus t  my exerting my active power to so 
decide). Rowe denies the legitimacy of  a similar move made by the "simple 
indeterminist ,"  who claims that  it is enough  (in terms of  the metaphysics o f  
action) for  responsible agency that my volition or  decision occurs uncaused. 
Why, then,  does he feel entitled to draw the inference o f  (~) f rom (1) in the 
above a rgument?  

As far  as I can tell, the only relevant putative feature of  "exertions" that 
ordinary  volitions lack is that of  being intrinsically invulnerable to being 
caused. But  no explanation has been given o f  how this might  be, and I am 
confident  that it is a necessary t ruth that all metaphysically possible events/ack 
such a property.** Quite apart  f rom this contention, though,  Rowe fails to 
show how such a property  would be relevant to the matter  of  how the occur- 
rence o f  the event could be up to me. One's mind ought  to boggle at the 
suggestion of  there being a simple mental  event that is intrinsically invulnera- 
ble to being caused and such that  no one and nothing is responsible for its 

�9 * I have changed the example. 
�9 ' Again, this claim may not hold without exception for events of a causally complex nature. 
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occu r r ence ;  bu t  the  source  o f  ba f f l ement ,  it seems to me, conce rns  the  possibil- 
ity o f  an  even t  s imply sat isfying the  first o f  these  clauses.~3 

I conc lude ,  t he re fo re ,  tha t  if  we follow Rowe in taking an  exe r t ion  o f  active 
p o w e r  to be  an  u n c a u s e d  even t  tha t  obtains  immedia te ly  prior24 to a voli t ion o r  
decision,  the  resul t ing  t h e o r y  fails to a ccoun t  fo r  how we can  be  respons ib le  
for  o u r  actions. We  have seen tha t  this in te rp re ta t ion  o f  Reid was the  second  
o f  th ree  rou tes  o f  escape  f r o m  an  object ion tha t  Reid is c o m m i t t e d  to a regress  
o f  exer t ions  o f  active p o w e r  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  to every  volition. F r o m  the  gene ra l  
perspect ive  o f  the  agency  theory ,  I believe, it was clearly a f u n d a m e n t a l  mis- 
take no t  to take  the  th i rd  r o u t e  a n d  main ta in  tha t  an  agent ' s  "exer t ion  o f  active 
power"  in direct ly  p r o d u c i n g  a voli t ion is no t  to be cons t rued  as a p r io r  event .  
(And,  hence ,  the  ques t ion  o f  wha t  caused  the  exer t ion  does  no t  arise.) T h e  
whole  p o i n t  o f  the  t heo ry  is to escape  the  d i l e m m a  posed  by the  a p p a r e n t  
i nadequacy  o f  bo th  de terminis t ic  theor ies  and  simple i n d e t e r m i n i s m  to ac- 
c o u n t  fo r  respons ib le  agency.  T h e  way ou t  involves r ecogn iz ing  tha t  agents  
are  respons ib le  fo r  the i r  f r ee  ac t ion in v i r tue  o f  an  i r reducible  causal  re la t ion  
be tween  themselves  and  thei r  volitions. T h e y  do  no t  n e e d  to do s o m e t h i n g  

f u r t h e r  in o r d e r  to b r ing  a b o u t  a voli t ion;  ra ther ,  they do  so directly.  
Rowe  r ecogn ized  this in his ear l ier  article, as we saw. H e  supposed ,  h o w -  

ever ,  tha t  this r e q u i r e d  a b a n d o n i n g  the  claim tha t  an  agen t  exerts his p o w e r  to 
p r o d u c e  a volition. Th i s  was, in a way, p r o p e r l y  mot iva ted  insofa r  as one  
supposes  tha t  "X exe r t ed  his p o w e r "  can only  m e a n  that  ano the r ,  p r i o r  even t  
occurs  which  (event-)causes the  volition. Bu t  as Rowe h imse l f  conceded ,  it 
wou ld  be r e m a r k a b l e  tha t  Reid  shou ld  fail to  see the  ensu ing  diff icul ty i f  this is 
how he  was th ink ing  o f  the  m a t t e r . ~  A n  al ternat ive cons t rua l  identif ies the  

,s Before introducing the argument in the text above, Rowe suggests (without further elabora- 
tion) that the following two considerations together make it "at least doubtful that my exercise of 
active power need be capricious or fortuitous" (166): a) "[b]y virtue of its very nature it cannot 
have a cause"; b) "it is only by virtue of it that I as agent can cause and be responsible for any action or 
change." I have remarked that, without further explanation of the intrinsic character of such an 
event, the consideration posed by (a) seems irrelevant. Regarding (b), it seems that whether we are 
responsible for our own actions (including internal changes, such as volitions) depends on 
whether we are responsible for the "exertions" that are s/Lid to give rise to such actions. (I have no 
doubt that Rowe as an incompatibilist agrees about this.) To note, in effect, that it seems doubtful 
that we are not responsible for our exertions of active power, given our responsibility for the 
actions to which they give rise, can only be question-begging in a context where the possibility of 
responsibility for such "exertions" is being questioned. 

14 Although I believe Rowe is thinking of an exertion of active power as occurring just prior to 
the corresponding volition, I know of no passage in which he explicitly says so. 

�9 s Consider the fact that he often refers to both his unrestricted causal principle and exertions 
of active power within a single sentence. An example is the following remark (also noted by Rowe 
in this connection) in his assessment of Leibniz's principle of sufficient reason (as applied to 
human action): "If the meaning of the question be, was there a cause of the action? Undoubtedly 
there was: of every event there must be a cause, that had power sufficient to produce it, and that 
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"exer t ion o f  active power"  with (the obtaining of)  a causal relation between 
agen t  and  volition. ~6 

Direct  conf i rmat ion  o f  this may  be found  in the following. In  Reid's usage,  
"agency" and  "efficiency" are  synonymous  with "exer t ion o f  active power."~7 
I f  this is b o r n e  in mind ,  it will be seen that  Reid explicitly explicates "exer t ion  
o f  active power"  as a causal relation be tween the agen t  and  his volition: " I f  it 
be so tha t  the  concept ion  o f  an  efficient cause enters  into the mind,  only f r o m  
the ear ly conviction we have  that  we are  the efficients o f  our  own voluntary  
acdons,  which I th ink is most  probable ,  the notion o f  efficiency will be r educed  
to this, that  it is a relation between the cause and the effect, similar to that which is 
between us and our voluntary actions. This  is surely the most  disdnct notion, and,  
I think,  the only not ion we can fo rm o f  real efficiency" (5~4-95,  emphas is  
added) .  

Equally s t rong  ( though pe rhaps  less readily appa ren t )  suppo r t  may  be 
found  in a passage f r o m  a let ter  to J a m e s  Gregory .  C o m m e n t i n g  on  a m a n u -  
script wri t ten by the latter, Reid writes: 

[Y]ou speak of our having a consciousness of  independent activity. I think this cannot 
be said with strict propriety. It is only the operations of  our own mind that we are 
conscious of. Activity is not an operation o/mind; it is a power to act. We are conscious of  
our volitions, but not of  the cause of them. 

I think, indeed, that we have an early and a natural conviction that we have power 
to will this or that . . . .  But I think this conviction is not properly called consciousness. 
(8z-83, emphasis added) 

I f  exer t ions  o f  active power ,  o r  instances o f  activity in the  strict sense (for  
Reid), were  intent ional  events  p r io r  t o  a n d  product ive  o f  volitions, then  we 
should be  (often) directly conscious o f  them,  jus t  as we are o f  o u r  volitions 
themselves.  But  Reid clearly thinks this is not the case; while we firmly believe 
ourselves to be  "active" in his sense, we cannot  be said to have direct  conscious 
awareness o f  this fact in any given instance. This  is a (somewhat)  m o r e  plausible 
posit ion to take, i f  such activity involves no more  than  a f o r m  o f  causal relat ion 
(the only fo rm,  accord ing  to Reid) be tween the agent  and  each o f  his (free) 

exerted that power for the purpose" (6~5). Another is his comment that "every change must be 
mused by some exertion, or by the cesmdon of some exertion of power" (515). 

�9 6 In a footnote to "Two Conceptions of Freedom," Rowe considers the possibility that an 
"exertion of active power" might not be an event after all, for Reid, though he thought it undear 
as regards Reid's texts. Even here, though, he fails m identify this notion with the agent-causal 
relation, and so leaves it unclear what an exertion of active power would amount to on such a 
reading. He takes a similar view as regards Reid's intent in Reid on Freedom and Morality, though he 
has come to regard the basic claim of an irreducible causal relation, which underlies such a 
reading, as philosophically untenable. (See, for example, his remarks on 156-57.) 

See the June 14, 1785 letter m Dr. Gregory (65) and 5,3 of the Active Powers. 
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volitions. ~s In general ,  he  would maintain,  we perceive the relata o f  causal 
relations but  not  the relations themselves. (Compare  the remarks near  the end 
of  his career  that I noted earlier, in which he seemed to countenance  the 
possibility o f  genuine  causal relations between events in nature.  It is clear that 
Reid there  thought  that if there  were such relations, we certainly don ' t  per- 
ceive them.) 

Finally, when we take "exert ion o f  active power" to signify a causal relation 
between agent  and volition, we can make sense o f  Reid's claims that (a) an 
exert ion o f  active power  cannot  be caused, and (b) there  is a conceptual  
connect ion between an exert ion o f  active power and its corresponding effect  
(a volition).'9 As regards  (a), a causal relation is not the sort o f  entity that one 
can (directly and independent ly)  cause to obtain. (Suppose it were. T h e n  
consider an instance o f  "ordinary"  event  causation, A's causing B, where  A 
and B are events. I f  there  is a cause o f  the relation's holding between A and B, 
presumably it is A itself.a o But if A causes this relation ("r") between A and B, 
then it follows that there  is a f u r t h e r  causal relation ("r*") between A and r. 
But if there  is a cause o f  r, then surely there  is one o f  r* as well. And so we 
should be led to the absurdity o f  positing an infinite number  o f  existent 
relations cor responding  to each causal relation that holds between events in 
the world. If, then, we reject the d e m a n d  for a cause of  the relation holding 
between two events as unwarranted ,  we may likewise conclude that no cause is 
to be sought  for  agent-causal relations.) And as for  (b), the obtaining o f  a 

�9 8 Nonetheless,  I believe that Reid is mistaken in this claim: contra Reid, the agency theorist  
should maintain that we are directly aware o f  our  own activity in causally producing intentions to 
act. 

�9 9" . . .  it is a contradiction to say, that the cause has power to produce the effect, and exerts 
that power, and yet the effect is not produced" (628). 

In E:~plo~ing Be/mzaor (Cambridge: M I T  Press, 1988), Ch. ~, Fred Dretske suggests that 
there are straightforward cases of an event A's causing B having a cause. A simple example is my 
pressing your doorbell (A) resulting in the r inging of  the bell (B). Had the button not been wired 
to the bell in the appropriate way, (B) would not have obtained. The electrician who installed the 
device, it seems, was in some way causally responsible for A's cau~ng B, even though he did not in 
any way intitiate this event. In Dretske's terminology, the electrician's activity was the stT~ctunng 
cause ofA's cau~ingB (by setting up the circumstances in such a way that A, should it occur, would 
result in B), though not its ~ggering cause (the cause of  A, my pushing my button). 

We should observe that in offering this analysis, Dretske is not taking the cause of  event (A) to 
be a set of  su( f ic~ circumstances, hut rather (in accordance with ordinary usage) the most salient 
event alone, such that this event causes B in such and such circumstances (necessary for  B's 
occurring). But, o f  course, the agency theorist is fol lowing the same practice in denominating an 
agent, S, as the cause of  some event, e, since the agent can exercise such a causal power only given 
various necessary conditions. Nonetheless, whatever was responsible for these further necessary 
circumstances would not seem to be a structuring cause (in Dretske's sense) of  S's causing e, since 
they do not make it neces.uzry that e occurs, given that the agent was in some particular state just 
pr ior to the occurrence ofe. (We might say instead that they were necessary structuring conditions 
or  factors.) 
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relation between two relata presupposes that each of  the relata exists or ob- 
tains. (This is true whether the relation in question be event- or agent-causal.) 

So, what seemed inexplicable on the event construal of "exertions of active 
power" can be seen to follow immediately, once we understand Reid to be 
referring to an (irreducible) type of  causal relation. My interpretation not only 
has strong textual support, but it also provides the broad oudines of  a coher- 
ent picture of  the metaphysics of  free agency. Obviously, a number of impor- 
tant objections have not been considered here. One such question that has 
likely occurred to the reader is the following: "Even if I grant that the notion 
of agent A's bearing an irreducible causal relation to his volition, V, is intelligi- 
ble, what are we to say of the event A's causing V? Does this event have a cause? 
I f  so, doesn't the regress continue to loom? And if not, given your own (and 
Reid's) rejection of  simple indeterminism, how can you maintain that the 
agent is nonetheless responsible for/t?" Consideration of this and other con- 
temporary objections to the agency theory would take us beyond the texts of  
Reid. Accordingly, I've reserved this task for another occasion.s~ 

Indiana University 

s, See my forthcoming "Agent Causation," in T. O'Connor, ed., Agents, Causes, and Events: 
Essays on l n d e ~  and Free Will (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 


