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Agent Causation

TIMOTHY O’CONNOR

I. Imtroduction

A natural way of characterizing our typical experience of making deci-
sions and acting upon them—one that would, I think, gain widespread
assent—goes something like this: When I decide, say, to go for a walk on
a cool autumn evening, I am conscious of various factors at work (some
consciously articulated, some not) motivating me either to do so or to do
something else instead. And there are some courses of action which,
while it is conceivable that I might choose to follow them, are such that
they do not represent ‘genuine’ possibilities for me at that time, given
my current mood, particular desires and beliefs, and, in some cases,
long-standing intentions of a general sort. But within the framework of
possibilities (and perhaps even relative likelihoods) that these present
conative and cognitive factors set, it seems for all the world to be up to me
to decide which particular action I will undertake. The decision I make is
no mere vector sum of internal and external forces acting upon me
during the process of deliberation (if, indeed, I deliberate at all). Rather, I
bring it about—directly, you might say—in response to the various con-
siderations: I am the source of my own activity, not merely in a relative
sense as the most proximate and salient locus of an unbroken chain of
causal transactions leading up to this event, but fundamentally, in a way
not prefigured by what has gone before. Or, again, so it seems.
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But a thesis that enjoys unusual consensus among contemporary
philosophers is that this pretheoretic conception is not at all like the way
things really are with respect to ordinary human activity. Indeed, most
would claim that any attempt to theoretically articulate this common-
sense picture of agency will inevitably be incoherent or, at best, irreme-
diably mysterious. However, arguments on behalf of this thesis are not
nearly as strong as the confidence with which it is generally held. This
observation, together with an examination of the nature of such argu-
ments, leads me to suspect that many philosophers are deeply in the grip
of a certain broad picture of the physical world, one which has come to
seem overwhelmingly obvious to them, despite the fact that it rests, so
far as I can see, on certain empirical assumptions that are as yet unsub-
stantiated. I will address this intoxicating picture below, though I fear
that my rhetorical skills are not up to the task of breaking the grip it has
on some.

In what follows, I will contend that the commonsense view of our-
selves as fundamental causal agents—for which some have used the
term “unmoved movers” but which I think might more accurately be
expressed as “not wholly moved movers”—is theoretically understand-
able, internally consistent, and consistent with what we have thus far
come to know about the nature and workings of the natural world. In
the section that follows, I try to show how the concept of ‘agent’ causa-
tion can be understood as a distinct species (from ‘event’ causation) of
the primitive idea, which I'll term “causal production,” underlying real-
ist or non-Humean conceptions of event causation. In Section III, I
respond to a number of contemporary objections to the theory of agent
causation. Sections IV and V are devoted to showing that the theory is
compatible with ordinary reasons explanations of action, which then
places me in a position to respond, in the final section, to the contention
that we could never know, in principle, whether the agency theory
actually describes a significant portion of human activity.

Let me be clear from the outset about two tasks that I do not propose
to undertake here. First, I will in no way attempt to argue or adduce
evidence for the claim that the theory described actually applies to hu-
man action. (I will, however, briefly suggest what sort of considerations
could count as evidence in favor of its applicability.) Nor will I attempt to
address the epistemological question of whether it is reasonable to sup-
pose, in the absence of strong, directly confirming evidence, that the
agency theory gives a correct schematic account of (a significant portion
of) human activity, though I am inclined to answer this in the affirma-
tive. What follows is strictly an essay in “descriptive metaphysics,” chart-
ing the internal relationship among concepts in what I believe to be part
of the commonsense picture of the world.
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I1. Event Causation and Agent Causation

I begin with a strong, highly controversial assumption about the general
concept of causality. This assumption is that the core element of the
concept is a primitive notion of the ‘production’ or ‘bringing about’ of an
effect. This entails the negative thesis that a satisfactory reductive analy-
sis of causality along Humean lines (in any of its versions) cannot be
given. It should be readily apparent that if, contrary to this anti-Humean
assumption, a satisfactory reductive analysis of causality can be given,
the agency theorists’s project of defending a variant species of causality
immediately collapses into incoherence. For such reductive analyses are
either committed to a general connection between certain fypes of causes
and effects or equate causation with a form of counterfactual depen-
dence. Neither approach is consistent with the agency theorist’s claim
that a causal relation can obtain between an agent and some event
internal to himself, since his understanding of this is such as not to imply
that the sort of event effected on that occasion will or would always (or
generally) be produced given relevantly similar internal and external
circumstances.

Acceptance of this assumption naturally (though not inevitably)
points one in the direction of some sort of ‘necessitarian” account of
event causation. It is debatable, of course, whether the necessity in
question is to be identified with broadly logical (or metaphysical) neces-
sity or is rather to be thought of as a special, contingent form. Though
the accounts I rely on in sketching a broadly necessitarian view take the
former route, all that I want to assume here is that there is some form or
other of objective necessity attaching to event-causal relations, as it is
quite compatible with my purposes that this be held to be a primitive,
contingent variety.! (Let me forestall confusion by emphasizing at the
outset that, in drawing upon the necessitarian view of event causation in
order to explicate the notion of agent causation, I am not suggesting that
there is anything analogous to a necessary connection between prior
circumstances and agent-caused events. Indeed, I will argue below that
this is impossible. Rather, as will become clear shortly, the sole aspect of
the necessitarian view that I carry over to agent causation is the neces-
sary connection between an object’s instantiating a certain set of proper-
ties and its possession of a causal power or powers. The two sorts of
causation differ sharply, however, in terms of the manner in which
causal powers are exercised: of necessity, when the object is placed in
the appropriate circumstances, for event causation; under the voluntary,
unnecessitated control of the agent, for agent causation.)

A recent elucidation of a necessitarian approach to causality is found
in Harré and Madden (1975).2 The central notion in their theory is that
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of the “powerful particular.” When placed in the appropriate circum-
stances, an object manifests its inherent causal powers in observable
effects. The particular powers had by a given object have their basis in its
underlying nature—its chemical, physical, or genetic constitution and
structure. Events figure in the causal relation in virtue of “stimulat[ing]
a suitable generative mechanism to action, or [clearing away] impedi-
ments to the activity of a powerful particular already in a state of readi-
ness to act.” (p. 5) An example of the first sort of causal event is the
detonation of a stick of dynamite. The other sort—the removal of an
impediment to action—is exemplified by the removal of the air from an
underwater cylinder, thereby enabling the body of water to exercise its
power to crush the object. Certain effects are ‘characteristic” of objects in
the appropriate circumstances in a strong sense—*“given the specifica-
tion of the causal powers of the things and substances of the world, the
denial of statements describing these effects of those powers, when the
environment allows them to be exercised, would be inconsistent with
the nature of those things” (p. 5). “While natures are preserved, the
world must go on in its usual way,” although “[n]ecessity might, and
probably, does, hold in some cases only between the productive circum-
stances and a certain distribution of possible outcomes or productions”
(p. 153).

Now it is natural to link the causal powers an object possesses at a
given time directly to its properties. Shoemaker (1984)3 provides a help-
ful explication of this idea. First we are told that the possession of a
causal power by an object is to be thought of as its being the case that
“its presence in circumstances of a particular sort will [of necessity] have
certain effects” {p. 211). Properties figure into the picture in the follow-
ing way:

Just as powers can be thought of as functions from circumstances to
causal effects, so the properties on which powers depend can be
thought of as functions from properties to powers (or, better, as func-
tions from sets of properties to sets of powers). One might even say that
properties are second-order powers; they are powers to produce first-
order powers (powers to produce certain sorts of events) if combined
with certain other properties. (P. 212)

This implies that the relationship between an object’s properties and its
causal powers is a logically necessary one: “what makes a property the
property it is, what determines its identity, is its potential for contribut-
ing to the causal powers of the things that have it” (p. 212).

If one wishes to hold, by contrast, that causal necessity is logically
contingent, then one may say that properties are contingently associated
with such functions from properties to powers, rather than being identi-
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fied with (or logically connected to) them. And another possible wrinkle
on the broad position, as Shoemaker notes, is to allow that

the [causal] laws . . . may be statistical, the powers to which the proper-
ties contribute, may, accordingly, be statistical tendencies or propensi-
ties, and the causation may be nonnecessitating. (P. 232)

With this thumbnail sketch of a standard necessitarian account of
event causation before us, I now turn to the central task of showing how
the notion of agent causation may be seen as a distinct species or embodi-
ment of the basic, primitive notion of causal production. The core idea is
quite simple: First of all, according to my preferred understanding of the
agency theory, wherever the agent-causal relation obtains, the agent
bears a property or set of properties that is volition-enabling (i.e., in
virtue of this property, the agent has a type of causal power which, in
accordance with traditions, we may term “active power”). In this way,
then, claims of the form “agent A caused event e” also satisfy a weak
version of Davidson’s Humean dictum that “causal statements are implic-
itly general”: such assertions may be thought to imply that a similarly
situated agent (i.e., such that the relevant internal and external proper-
ties are instantiated) will always have it directly within his power to cause
an event of the e-type.

Thus, the agency theory (as I interpret it) affirms the completely
general claim (i.e., one applicable to both of the basic sorts of causa-
tion) that objects have causal powers in virtue of their properties, so
that objects sharing the same properties share the same causal capaci-
ties, but it denies that all such causal powers may be thought of as (or
as being intimately associated with) simple “functions from circum-
stances to effects” (as Shoemaker puts it). For it maintains that some
properties contribute to the causal powers of the objects that bear them
in a very different way from the event-causal paradigm, in which an
object’s possession of property P in.circumstance C necessitates or makes
probable a certain effect. On this alternative picture, a property of the
right sort can (in conjunction with appropriate circumstances) make
possible the direct, purposive bringing about of an effect by the agent
who bears it.

Such a property thus plays a different functional role in the associ-
ated causal process. It gives rise to a fundamentally different type of
causal power—one that in suitable circumstances is exercised at will by
the agent, rather than of necessity, as with objects that are not partly self-
determining agents.

To repeat, then, the fundamental tenet of the agency theory may be
taken to be the claim that there are two basic sorts of (causal) properties,
one of which applies uniquely to intelligent, purposive agents.* The
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thesis that there are two fundamental sorts of causation is a consequence
of the thesis concerning types of properties.

Now some may be willing to grant the basic internal coherence of
this alternative paradigm, but will maintain that special assumptions
would have to be made concerning the nature of the agent in whom
such a property were instantiated, assumptions that are not plausible.
The most common thought here is that it presuppose some form of
substance dualism. ,

Let us consider, therefore, the compatibility of the agency theory
with the view that the only substances to be found in the natural world
are material substances. (I intend this to be noncommital on the ques-
tion of whether certain material substances, such as living human
brains, can have irreducibly mental [i.e., nonphysical] properties.) A
human agent, in particular, is a wholly biological organism, whose
macroproperties are either constituted by or dependent on the properties
of certain elementary physical particles, organized into complex subsys-
tems at a number of levels. Now some philosophers, it seems, are con-
vinced that this basic picture inexorably leads to the following:

Since all of the surface features of the world are entirely caused by and
realized in systems of microelements, the behavior of microelemenis is
sufficient to determine everything that happens. Such a ‘bottom up’
picture of the world allows for top-down causation (our minds, for
example, can affect our bodies). But top-down causation only works
because the top level is already caused by and realized in the bottom
levels.”

But why does the author (John Searle) consider it an assured result
that this bottom up picture is applicable to everything that happens in
nature? Certain passages in the text from which this quotation is taken
seem to suggest that it simply follows from the view that nature consists
of material substances built up out of elementary particles, while others
may be read as claiming that there are strongly confirming empirical
grounds.

Surely the former reason is without merit. How can we deduce a
priori that the organization of matter into certain highly complex sys-
tems will never result in novel emergent properties—either properties
that themselves exert (in certain circumstances) an irreducibly “down-
ward” form of causal influence, or ones that enable the objects that bear
them to do so “at will”? Thomas Reid saw this point clearly. Although
he was a substance dualist who thought that no purely material sub-
stances are capable of thought, he considered the implications for mate-
rial agency if he were mistaken in this assumption:

[But if matter] require only a certain configuration to make it think
rationally, it will be impossible to show any good reason why the same
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configuration may not make it act rationally and freely. . . . Those . . .
who reason justly from this system of materialism, will easily perceive,
that the doctrine of necessity® is so far from being a direct inference,
that it can receive no support from it.”

Unfortunately, I haven't the space here to explore at any length the
concept of an emergent property on which I'm relying. Suffice it to say
that an emergent property is a macroproperty that is generated by the
properties of an object’s microstructure, but whose role in the causal
processes involving that object are not reducible to those of the micro-
properties.® I'm inclined to think that any tendency to suppose that the
emergence of macrodeterminative properties in material substances is
strictly inconceivable must be diagnosed as an instance of the withering
effect on one’s imagination that results from long-standing captivation
by a certain picture of the world.

So whether there are any emergent properties of matter is an empiri-
cal question to be decided ultimately on the basis of our success in
identifying macrolevel properties of complex systems with relational
complexes of microlevel properties. Now the agency theorist, as we have
seen,’ is committed (on the assumption of a substance monism) to the
emergence of a very-different sort of property altogether. Instead of pro-
ducing certain effects in the appropriate circumstances itself, of necessity,
such a property enables the particular that possesses it {(within a certain
range of circumstances) to freely and directly bring about (or not bring
about) any of a range of effects. (The number of alternatives genuinely
open to an agent will doubtless vary from case to case.) This further
commitment leaves the theory’s proponent open to a special sort of
objection, not applicable to emergentist claims generally: given the
unique nature of the sort of property the theory postulates, it is unclear
whether it is really conceivable that such a property could emerge from
other natural properties. It will be claimed that only a very different sort
of subsiance from material substances, such as is posited by Cartesian
dualism, could possess such a property. (It is noteworthy that many
philosophers who discuss the agency theory seems to simply assume that
its adherents are dualists.!° But given that there is nothing inconsistent
about the emergence of an “ordinary” causal property, having the poten-
tial for exercising an irreducible causal influence on the environments in
which it is instantiated, it is hard to see just why there could not be a sort
of emergent property whose novelty consists in its capacity to enable its
possessor directly to effect changes at will (within a narrowly limited
range, and in appropriate circumstances). And if such a possibility claim
is difficult to evaluate on a purely abstract level, it is perhaps more
plausible when considered in relation to entities such as ourselves, con-
scious, intelligent agents, capable of representing diverse, sophisticated
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plans of action for possible implementation and having appetitive atti-
tudes that are efficacious in bringing about a desired alternative.

The likely reply to this, of course, is that the incoherency of such a
view cannot be demonstrated only because we have been given so very
“thin” a model to go on. Here, too, I believe, it must be admitted that
there is some truth to this charge. Taking the agency theory seriously
within a basically materialist framework brings forth a whole host of
theoretical problems and issues such as the following:!! When does a
physical system qualify as an “agent”? What structural transformations
in the human nervous system would result in long-standing (or perma-
nent) loss of the agent-causal capacity generally? Precisely to what ex-
tent is an ordinary human’s behavior directly regulated by the agent
himself, and to what extent is it controlled by microdeterministic pro-
cesses? (Put more generally, how do event- and agent-causal processes
interact?) These, however, are obviously empirical matters, requiring
extensive advancements within neurobiological science (and advance-
ments favorable, of course, to the agency theorist’s commitment to a
significant measure of indeterminacy in human behavior). The answers
to such questions will not be shown by philosophical work in action
theory.

1. Some Contemporary Objections to the Agency Theory

However, we have yet to examine a few other challenges to the tenabil-
ity of the agency theory that have been raised in the literature, chal-
lenges that clearly are within the province of the philosophical theorist.

Donald Davidson has famously contended that the agency theorist
faces an inescapable dilemma, once the question is posed, How well
does the idea of agent causality account for the relation between an
agent and his action?!? The dilemma that Davidson sees may be ex-
pressed thus: either the causing by an agent of a primitive action!? is a
further event, distinct from the primitive action, or it is not.

Suppose first that the agent-causing is a further event. If so, then it is
either an action or it is not. If it is an action, then the action we began
with was not, contrary to the assumption, primitive, If it is not an action,
then we have the absurdity of a causing that is not a doing. Therefore, it
seems that we should not say that an agent’s causing a primitive action
is an event distinct from the action.

Suppose, then, that we grasp the second horn of the original dilemma
and maintain that the agent’s causing his action does not consist of some
further event distinct from his primitive action. Davidson replies:

{T]hen what more have we said when we say the agent caused the
action than when we say he was the agent of the action? The concept
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of cause seems to play no role. . . . What distinguishes agent causation
from ordinary causation is that no expansion into a tale of two events is
possible, and no law lurks. By the same token, nothing is explained.
There seems no good reason, therefore, for using such expressions as
‘cause’, ‘bring about’, ‘make the case’ to illuminate the relation be-
tween an agent and his act. (P. 52—53)

Now there are several highly dubious assumptions being made in
this passage, but the first response to be made to the putative dilemma is
to deny Davidson’s assumption that the agency theory maintains that
there is an irreducible causal relation between the agent and his (free)
action. For from this perspective, what is most intimately my activity is
the causal initiation of my behavior, the causal production of determi-
nate (immediately executive) intentions or volitions. Thus, Bishop
writes that on the agency theory,

[The action is the existent relation, and may not be collapsed into one
of its terms. The object of the agent-causal relation, then, is not the
action itself but certain events or sequences of events which, in virtue
of their standing in this relation, count as intrinsic to the agent’s inten-
tional action.!4 :

In the case of an observable bodily movement such as waving my
hand, my action consists of the causal relation I bear to the coming-to-
be of the state of determinate intention to wave my hand, plus the
sequence of events that flow from that decision.!*> How shall we think of
the primitive mental action at the core of this larger action? Does it
simply consist, as Bishop suggests, of an existent (agent-causal) relation
alone? I think that this suggestion is ill conceived, for the reason that the
production of the internal event is not to be identified with the instanti-
ated relation alone, somehow isolatable from its relata, but rather it is
the complex event or state of affairs, S's production of e.

Now this, of course, is somewhat at odds with the conventional
analysis of actions as consisting of the events or sequences of events
produced by an appropriate causal factor. There is good reason to think
the conventional analysis is mistaken, however. Consider first the ortho-
dox account of the production of action, viz., the causal theory. On this
account, actions are causally produced (at least in part) by desires and
beliefs. Such theorists generally claim that there is a sense in which an
action may be thought of as produced by its agent on the causal
theory—I am the source of my decision to wave my hand in virtue of the
fact that my desire to raise my hand (together with certain beliefs) is
causally efficacious in bringing that decision about. Thinking of the
matter in this way, the event that is my decision, then, is (at least par-
tially) constitutive of an action of mine not solely in virtue of its intrinsic
features, but also in virtue of the fact that it is causally related to me in a
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certain way. But this is problematic. Is not the production of internal
mental events and/or bodily movements an essential part of my activity?
If so, then we cannot avoid the conclusion that my primitive action (on
the causal account) is to be identified with DB’s causing e, where ‘DB’ is
the causally efficacious desire-belief complex.1¢

It will be objected by many that it is simply a mistake to think of the
relevant beliefs and desires as components of the action. But whatever
unnaturalness this claim appears to possess is to be attributed to the
failure of the causal theory to reflect the commonsense view of the
etiology of ordinary behavior. If we are inclined to adopt this picture of
the springs of action, then since I am active only in virtue of the produc-
tivity of properties that constitute my mental state, my being in that state
is inseparable from my core activity—that of producing, e.g., a bodily
movement.

I will hazard the suggestion that the fact that most action theorists
do not individuate actions in this way is in part a result {(in some cases
indirect) of the influence of Hume’s views on causation. Hume and his
followers conceive a sequence of events over time as composed of dis-
crete and essentially unconnected elements, “time slices.” We may, as a
wholly contingent matter of fact, discern various patterns of regularity in
the sequences we observe over time, but there are no existent causal
relations in nature between events. But if we repudiate this reductionist
picture of causality, and allow that causes truly produce their effects,
then, as I've just argued, the causal theorist ought to allow that actions
are partly constituted by the causal relations that (he maintains) exist
between an agent’s reasons and resulting behavior.

To return, though, to the task of responding to the dilemma that
Davidson attempts to construct, we thus begin by noting that on the
agency theory, rather than there being a causal relation between agent
and action, the relational complex constifutes the action. Suppose, how-
ever, that Davidson were to reformulate his dilemma in terms of the
relation between the agent and the event constituents of a primitive (or
core) action.!” The first horn of the dilemma (which assumes that the
agent’s causing some event is distinct from his action) will then clearly
be idle. But what of the second hom? If we say that the agent’s causal
activity is identical to his action, is it true, as Davidson asserts, that the
concept of cause plays no role in what we assert? That nothing is ex-
plained, since we are not connecting the event-constituents of the action
to a law?

As far as I can see, Davidson offers absolutely no reason to think we
should say this. And, prima facie, such an assertion does seem at least
partly explanatory: for if one points to that which causally produced an
event, how could one have nonetheless failed to so much as contribute
to an explanation of its occurrence? To be sure, such an explanation is
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far from complete. We have yet to indicate, for example, with what rea-
sons the agent acted as he did. And we have said nothing in specific
terms of the sort of nature possessed by the agent, in virtue of which he
was capable of bringing about such effects. But one has surely been
given something by way of explanation. It seems that Davidson’s under-
standing of the matter here has been clouded by the deleterious effects of
Hume, to the effect that explanation of events can only come about
through subsumption under a law. But this dogma is essentially tied to
the Humean framework, and I take it that there are good reasons for
rejecting this.1®* We may safely conclude, therefore, that Davidson’s sup-
posed dilemma poses no serious threat to the agency theory.

Another well-known attack on the coherence of the agency theory
is made by C. D. Broad (1952).%° Broad writes:

I see no prima facie objection to there being events that are not com-~
pletely determined. But, in so far as an event is determined, an essential
factor in its total cause must be other events. How can an event possibly
be determined to happen at a certain date if its total cause contained no
factor to which the notion of date has any application? And how can
the notion of date have any application to anything that is not an
event? (b. 215)

It is far from clear to me just what the difficulty is that Broad takes
himself to be pointing out here. It is true that persisting objects such as
human agents are not, in the ordinary sense, ‘datable’ entities, although
we may specify the temporal interval through which they exist. But we
may, of course, quite unproblematically speak of certain facts being true
of an agent at one time that do not hold of him at another. And such is
the claim of the agency theorist. Consider, for example, my deliberation
a while ago concerning whether to continue working on this paper for
another hour or to stop and do something else. After a brief moment of
consideration, I formed the intention (at time ¢, say) to continue work-
ing. According to the agency theory, we may suppose that at ¢ I pos-
sessed the power to choose to continue working or to choose to. stop,
where this is understood as the capacity to cause either of these mental
occurrences. And, in fact, that capacity was exercised at ¢ in a particular
way (in choosing to continue working), allowing us to say truthfully
that Tim at time ¢ causally determined his own choice to continue work-
ing. But we needn’t, in -order to make sense of this, analyze it as the
claim (of dubious intelligibility) that a ‘datable entity’, Tim-at-f, was the
occurrent cause of the decision to continue working.

But, you might say, given the fact that your producing your decision
occurs at a specific time (and how could it be otherwise?), doesn’t it
seem appropriate to identify the particular mental state you were in at
that time as what was ultimately responsible for that decision (though
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perhaps in a causally indeterministic fashion, if you like)? What is it
about the nature of the causal process as you envision it that prevents us
from properly saying this? '

My answer is that the alternative wrongly implies that it is whatever
is distinctive about the state that the agent was in at the time of his
action—distinguishing it from his state just prior to that moment, say—
that triggers the action. But while there are various necessary conditions
on an agent’s producing a decision to X, these conditions may obtain
over a protracted period of time, and so cannot be thought to be them-
selves causally efficacious (with respect to the decision).

Perhaps underlying Broad’s remarks, though, is the thought (made
explicit in Ginet, On Action) that the proposition that I caused the deci-
sion at ¢ cannot explain why I decided when I did, nor can it explain why
I decided as I did. Now this is certainly true, and, we may add, it is
further true that analogous questions are answered when we give an
event-causal explanation of an event (setting aside complications raised
by indeterministic event-causal processes). For causal properties are (or-
dinarily) such as to immediately give rise to their characteristic effects in
the right circumstances, and the effects to which they give rise are charac-
teristic, i.e., it is impossible (either physically or metaphysically) that any
other effect should come about in just those circumstances.

But, as I have been at pains to emphasize, agent-causes operate in a
different fashion, and corresponding to this is a difference in the way
they are involved in the explanation of the effects they produce.?? An
agent-cause does not produce a certain effect by virtue of its very nature,
as does an event-cause, but does so at will in the light of considerations
accessible to the agent at that time. And so a full explanation of why an
agent-caused event occurred will include, among other things, an ac-
count of the reasons upon which the agent.acted. (The nature of such
reasons-explanations, and their degree of explanatory power vis-a-vis
fully event-causal explanations, will be considered in the following two
sections.)

Yet another instance of an objection that attempts to insist that the
agency theory meet standard requirements within an event-causal para-
digm, which, upon reflection, are seen to be simply inappropriate in the
context of agent-causality, is noted by the agency theorist Chisholm:

Our account presupposes that there are certain events which men, or
agents, cause to happen. Suppose, then, that on a certain occasion a
man does cause a certain event e to happen. What, now, of that
event—the event which is his thus causing e to happen? We have
assumed that there is no sufficient condition for his causing e to hap-
pen. Shall we say it was not caused by anything? If we say this, then we
cannot hold #im responsible for his causing e to happen.?!




Agent Causation 185

1 believe that the proper line of response here begins with the obser-
vation that the very idea of there being sufficient causal conditions for an
agent-causal event is unintelligible. One agency theorist who has en-
dorsed the opposing view is Richard Taylor:

[Tlhere is nothing in the concept of agency [where this involves an
irreducible causal relation between agent and act], as such, to entail
that any events must be causally undetermined, and in that sense
“free,” in order for some of them to be the acts of agents. Indeed, it
might well be that everything that ever happens, happens under condi-
tions which are such that nothing else could happen, and hence that in
the case of every act that any agent ever performs there are conditions
that are causally sufficient for his doing just what he does. This is the
claim of determinism, but it does not by itself require us to deny that
there are agents who sometimes initiate their own acts. What is en-
tailed by this concept of agency, according to which men are the initia-
tors of their own acts, is that for anything to count as an act there must
be an essential reference to an agent as the cause of that act, whether
he is, in the usual sense, caused to perform it or not.?>

We may say that I am free and responsible for some behavior of mine,
then, just in case I originate or cause it and am not determined to do so.
This would be allowed by Reid and other agency theorists who followed
him. Taylor departs from the standard view of agency theorists only in
suggesting that the first of these conditons may obtain in the absence of
the second. He suggests as a simple, likely case of this sort my grasping
my seat tightly while on a ski lift (where my timidity and fright are
causally sufficient in the circumstances for my doing so). He notes that it
would be odd to say that this is not something I 4id (compare my
concurrent perspiration), and concludes from such examples that it is
perfectly intelligible that I should be determined to (agent) cause my
own actions. (In Reid’s terminology, one may be unfree in the exercise
of one’s active power.)

Now it is one thing to argue in this way: it is perfectly intelligible
that one should be determined on occasion to act as one does; on this
theory, one is always the agent cause of one’s acts; hence, this theory is
constrained to allow for the possibility that an agent is determined to
cause his own action. But it is quite another directly to defend the idea of
causally determined agent causation against the charge of incoherence.
Just how are we to understand the notion of there being a sufficient
causal condition for an exercise of active power?

Unfortunately, Taylor himself never tries to spell this out, and he is
apparently unaware of the difficulty one faces in trying to do so coher-
ently. Note that what we are to envisage is not that there are sufficient
causal conditions for event e independently of my causing it, but rather
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conditions sufficient precisely for the event that is my causing e (and only
thereby for e). (This event is constituted by the holding of a causal rela-
tion between myself and the subevent e). It is this sort of event for which,
Taylor claims, there may be sufficient causal conditions.

For the purpose of evaluating this claim, it will be useful to consider
first the case of event causation. The cause of A’s causation of B is none
other than the cause of A itself.?> What, then, of S's causation of e? There
appears to be no way of getting a grip on the notion of an event of this
sort’s having a sufficient, efficient cause. Because of its peculiar causal
structure, there is no event at its front end, so to speak, but only an
enduring agent. And there cannot be an immediate, efficient cause of a
causal relation (i.e., independently of the causation of its front end
relatum). In general, that which is causally produced in the first instance
is always an event or state having a causally simple structure: an object
0’s exemplifying intrinsic properties p,, p,, . . . at time z,. Causally com-
plex events can also be caused, of course, but only in a derivative way:
where they have the form event X's causing event Y, whatever causes
event X is a cause thereby of X's causing Y. In the special case of an agent’s
causing an event internal to his action, however, there is no causally
simple component event forming its initial segment, such that one might
cause the complex event (S's causing e) in virtue of causing it. Therefore,
it is problematic to suppose that there could be sufficient causal condi-
tions for an agent-causal event.

If I am right in claiming that it is strictly impossible for there to be
sufficient causal conditions for an agent-causal event, we may readily
dispose of the objection introduced by Chisholm that if my causing e itself
has no cause, then I cannot be responsible for it. For it would appear from
the above that no answer could be given to the question of what was the
cause of a given agent-causal event, and hence that the question is ill
framed, resulting from a failure to understand the peculiar nature of such
an event. In this type of complex event, there is no first subevent bearing a
causal relation to a second. So it seems that the libertarian may acknowl-
edge without embarassment that events of this type are uncaused.?

To support the point I am trying to make here, I want to emphasize
the contrast between the scenarios envisaged by the agency theorist and
those envisaged by the simple indeterminist. The simple indeterminist
claims that a (causally) simple mental event of the proper sort (e.g., a
volition), if causally undetermined, is intrinsically such as to be under
the control of the agent who is its subject.?’ I have tried elsewhere to
give reasons for supposing that the claim is in fact false.?6 Agent-
control—the type of immediate control we take ourselves to have over
our own actions—is clearly causal in nature.

But now consider an instance of S’s causing e. This event is intrinsi-
cally a doing, owing to its internal causal structure (i.e., an agent’s
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bearing a direct causal relation to another event). Its very nature pre-
cludes the possibility of there being a sufficient causal condition for it (as
1 argued earlier), being an event that is the agent’s causing the event
internal to it {¢). Now the event e is itself clearly under the control of the
agent, since se caused it (directly). But would it not, then, be perfectly
absurd to raise a doubt concerning whether the agent controlled his
causing e? Indeed, it seems to me that the question of whether the agent
has control over this event is ill framed—it is simply an instance of an
agent’s exercising direct control over another event.

Chisholm, by contrast, would have the agency theorist maintain
that the agent himself causes his agent-causing. It seems that the follow-
ing line of thought underlies Chisholm’s commitment to this perplexing
suggestion:

(1) An agent S bears responsibility for an event x only if S has
causally contributed to the occurrence of x.
(2) Any instance of an agent’s causing an event is itself an event.
{3) Agents are responsible for their agent-causings.
". (4) Agents cause the events which are their agent-causings.

And, of course, if the agent is responsible for an instance of agent-
causing by causing if, then we must say that he is responsible for this
further event of his causing his agent-causing. And thus in this way we
are led (with Chisholm) to fabricate an infinity of simultaneous events.
But while statement (1) seems quite evident when we focus on events
that either lack internal causal structure or are constituted by two or
more such simple events causally connected to one another, if one al-
lows for the possibility of events that simply are the direct causal activity
of agents, then one ought not to suppose that (1) holds with unrestricted
generality.

IV. Two Objections to Indeterministic Reasons Explanation

I have yet to address an issue that critically bears on the viability of the
agency theorist’s general project of providing an adequate theoretical
framework for understanding how free agency operates. We explain
the actions of ourselves and others around us by citing or ascribing
reasons for which the action was performed. How do reasons figure
into the performance of actions as the agency theorist conceives them?
It is astonishing to me to see how often critics of the agency theory
make the mistaken assumption that the agency theory is either incom-
patible with reasons-based accounts of action or is advanced as an
independent alternative to such accounts. This leads naturally enough
to the conclusion that it is simply confused?? or explanatorily superflu-
ous.?8 In this section and in the one that follows, I try to show how
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agent causality plays a necessary role in reasons explanations, once we
abandon the causal theory’s model of reasons as influencing actions by
causally producing them:.

I begin by considering two recent objections of a highly general
character against the possibility of a satisfactory account of noncausal
reasons explanations. The first of these is Galen Strawson’s claim that
the indeterminist’s conception of of an agent as acting in view of prior
motives while not being determined by them ineluctably leads to a
vicious regress. For, he claims, we can conceive of an agent sitting in
detached judgment on the matter of whether to act in accordance with
motive X or motive Y only if he has some further desires or principles of
choice that decisively inclines him in one of these directions. But if this is
the case, then the agent is self-determining in making his choice only if
he is somehow responsible for the presence of those further factors,
which requires his having chosen to be that way. . . .2°

Strawson is not alone in holding that the libertarian is unwittingly
committed to this (problematic) picture. The same suggestion was color-
fully made by Leibniz:

One will have it that the will alone is active and supreme, and one is
wont to imagine it to be like a queen seated on her throne, whose
minister of state is the understanding, while the passions are her court-
lers or favourite ladies, who by their influence often prevail over the
counsel of her ministers. One will have it that the understanding
speaks only at this queen’s order; that she can vacillate between the
arguments of the ministers and the suggestions of the favourites, even
rejecting both, making them keep silence or speak, and giving them
audience as it seems good to her. But it is a personification or mythol-
ogy somewhat ill-conceived.??

But while we may wholeheartedly agree with Leibniz's assessment
of this conception as “somewhat ill-conceived,” we should also reject
the suggestion that the libertarian must be assuming (if the account is to
avoid positing fortuitous, irrational choices) that the agent has further,
second-order reasons that explain why he chose to act in accordance
with one set of motives rather than another. Consider a scenario in
which an agent is deliberating between two courses of action X and Y,
each of which has considerations in its favor. {I will refer to these sets of
considerations as {X} and {Y}, respectively.) Suppose further that the
agency theory is correct and the agent herself brings about the decision
to take option X. The question, “Why did the agent perform that ac-
tion?”, is meaningfully answered by citing {X}, even though these rea-
sons did not produce the agent’s decision, and she could have chosen
differently in those very same circumstances. In citing {X}, we are ex-
plaining the motivating factors that were in view when the agent made a
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self-determining choice. It is not necessary to try to ascend to a level of
second-order reasons (for acting on first-order reasons) in a desperate
bid to render this conception of action intelligible.

Perhaps underlying Strawson’s charge is the belief that an action
would be irrational or at least arbitrary (in a pejorative sense of that
term) if, at the time of acting, the agent did not believe that her reasons
decisively favored the course of action chosen, that she had reasons for
performing X rather than Y. The first thing to notice here is that even if
we were to accept this, it does. not clearly imply that the agent-
causationist model must be mistaken. For we should then say, in any
given case, that while the agent has it in her power to choose any of a
range of alternatives, only one choice would be rational from the stand-
point of her own reasons. Why would it still be “rationally-speaking
random,” as Strawson puts it (in a portion of the text not quoted here), if
the agent makes the preferable choice? And, furthermore, don’t we some-
times make irrational decisions? It is open to Strawson to accept my
claim that choices of the most preferable option would be rational, but
then suggest that the power the agency theory confers on free agents is
worthless. For it is nothing but the power to make irrational decisions,
and who wants that? 1 do not accept the suggestion that there is no value
in an agent’s freely choosing to be (for the most part) rational. But we
can say something further. And that is that many situations of choice
simply do not point to one course of action as “the thing to do” in the
circumstances, as being preferable to all the rest.>! Moral choices are
commonly of this sort, but it is not limited to these. And if this claim is
right, then there will be situations in which the agency theory confers a
power on agents beyond that of determining whether they shall act
rationally or irrationally.

In responding to Strawson’s contention that the indeterministic as-
pect of the agency theory leads to a regress of reasons, I have begun to
stray into the territory of the second, related objection to indeterministic
reasons explanation that I want to consider, and so it is appropriate now
to make this objection explicit. Suggested by various remarks in Kane
(1989),32 the objection I have in mind may be put thus: Any genuinely
explanatory response to the question, “Why did § do X?”, will ipso facto
be an answer to the question, “Why did S do X rather than any of the
available alternatives?”, and a proper answer to the latter of these must
incorporate all the relevant psychological features of the agent at the
moment of choice. This requires some elaboration. The question, “Why
did S do X rather than, say, Y or Z?”, might be interpreted as simply a
request for the reason that motivated S’s making the choice S made (as
opposed to reasons there may have been for any of the alternatives to X).
When the question is construed in this way, however, we needn't cite all
the considerations before S’s mind at the time of the decision, but only
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those that provided a motive for doing X. But the sort of reading of this
question that Kane has in mind is a much stronger one, which requests
an account of why it was necessary that S do X in those circumstances
rather than any of the alternatives. And citing whatever motive(s) there
were for doing X at that time is clearly insufficient for this purpose.
Rather, we need an account that implies that those motives were
enough to tip the balance in favor of the actual outcome, as against its
competitors.

Consider the following remarks in Kane (“Two Kinds of Incom-
patibilism”):

How can we explain either outcome, should it occur, in terms of exactly
the same past? ¥ we say, for example, that the agent did [X] rather than
Y] here and now because the agent had such and such reasons or
motives and engaged in such and such a deliberation before choosing
to act, how would we have explained the doing of [Y] rather than [X]
given exactly the same reasons or motives and the same prior deliberation? (P.
228, emphasis added)

In simply assuming that an explanation of the action will cite all the
salient psychological features of the agent at the time of his decision,
Kane is clearly presuming that there is only one type of adequate expla-
nation of a choice, the type that explains why only that choice could
have been made at that point in the agent’s psychological history. But
this is unsupported. The agency theorist may cheerfully concede that
explanations of that sort are precluded by actions that are described by
his theory—i.e., explanations that cite factors that could put an observer
in a position to predict outcomes with certainty. And though we may
grant that explanations of that sort are highly desirable for scientific
purposes (among others), no reason has been given why we cannot
allow explanations that account for an occurrence by characterizing it as
the freely initiated behavior of an agent motivated by such and such a
reason.>?

The element of causal initiation is critical, I think, to the viability of
this alternative explanatory framework. Some philosophers have failed
to see that the prior presence of consciously considered reasons and
agent-causal initiation are each necessary components in the agency
theorist’s explanatory scheme, and so have drawn the conclusion that
the role of reasons in explaining actions obviates appeal to agent causa-
tion. Thus, Goetz (1988), for example,3* writes:

[I)f the reasons for which an agent acts help explain her freedom and
responsibility with respect to that action, and her causing of her action
can only be explained by appeal to the reason for which she acts, it is
clear that the agent’s causing of her action carmnot help explain how it is
that the agent is free and responsible with respect to her action. Any
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explanatory power which the causation by the agent of her action might have
would have to be derived from or parasitic upon the explanatory power of the
reason she has for performing that action. Thus, not only is it the case that
agent-causation cannot help explain an agent’s performance of a free
action, but also it is not needed for this explanatory role, once the
agent’s reason for performing that action has been invoked to explain
it. (P. 310, emphasis added)

The sentence I have highlighted in the preceding passage involves a
mistaken claim. It is doubtful that we can form a conception of an
agent’s causing an event internal to his action without his having any
sort of pro-attitude toward that action, and so to that extent the agent’s
causing the component event is dependent on the reason he has (or, his
having a reason) for acting in that way. Nonetheless, the relative depen-
dency of reasons and agent-causal initiation with respect to explanatory
power is precisely the reverse of what Goetz suggests. For the agent’s
free exercise of his causal capacity provides a necessary link between
reason and action, without which the reason could not in any significant
way explain the action. It allows us to claim that the reason had an
influence on the production of the decision, while not causing it. Were we
to remove the element of causal production of decision altogether, and
simply claim that the decision was uncaused, then noting the fact that
the agent had a reason that motivated acting in that way would not
suffice to explain it (as Davidson has famously argued). For in that case,
any number of actions may have been equally likely to occurx, and the
agent would not have exercised any sort of control over which of these
was actually performed (either via the efficacy of his reasons or in the
direct fashion suggested by the agency theory). And it seems sufficiently
obvious that where there are no controlling agents or factors of even a
relatively weak, indeterministic sort, there can be no explanation of the
occurrence.

It will be observed that the crucial claim I am making here is that
any genuine explanation of an occurrence must involve an account of
how that occurrence was produced. 1t has often been thought that,
given this requirement, the only way in which reasons can play a role
in the explanation of an action is by functioning as the central features
of a set of conditions that determine the action. One alternative to this
is to suppose that reasons cause actions without determining them. I
do not deny that this is a viable indeterministic account of reasons
explanation rival to the one I am offering here. But while it provides
for the possibility of reasons explanation, I think it must be rejected
ultimately on the grounds that it fails to show how it can be up to an
agent to determine which among a range of possible courses of action
he will actually undertake.?® If I am right in supposing this, then the
only account of reasons explanation that is consonant, in the final
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analysis, with a picture of free and responsible agency is the one sug-
gested by the agency theory.

V. An Account of Reasons Explanation

So far, however, I have only spoken impressionistically of the sort of
reasons explanation appropriate to the agency theory. I now attempt to
give a more careful account by laying out conditions sufficient for the
truth of each of two general sorts of ordinary reasons explanation.
(What I say about these cases is readily adaptable to other sorts, such as
explanation by a prior intention.)

The first sort that I want to consider involves explaining action by
reference to a prior desire that ¢, where this is construed broadly (and
beyond everyday usage) as including any kind of “pro-attitude” or posi-
tive inclination towards the state of affairs @. The following general
conditions seem to me to suffice for the truth of an explanation of an
action in terms of an antecedent desire:

S V-ed, then, in order to satisfy her antecedent desire that @ if:

(1) prior to this V-ing, S had a desire that @, and believed that by
V-ing, she would satisfy (or contribute to satisfying) that de-
sire, and

(i) S’s V-ing was initiated (in part) by her own self-determining
causal activity,>¢ and

(iii) concurrent with this V-ing, S continued to desire that @ and
intended of this V-ing that it satisfy (or contribute to satisfying)
that desire.

Condition (iii) is necessary®’ because were I to cease to have the original
desire and act for a completely different reason, it clearly would not have
a genuinely explanatory role to play. It also handles cases in which I
continue to have the desire but it is not the reason for which I act (and
hence I don’t intend of my action that it satisfy that desire).

This third condition is an adaptation of the central component of
Ginet’s account®® of reasons explanation, although there is an important
difference in how it functions in our overall accounts. I am in agreement
with Ginet that the part of the explanation that involves a connection
between the prior desire and the present intention need not be causal in
nature (apart from the causal connections involved in continuing to
have the desire), but may, rather, be wholly infernal (similarity of con-
tent) and referential. If it is my purpose or intention in V-ing that I carry
out a prior desire that ¢, then the prior desire may figure in the explana-
tion of this action even if it does not constitute part of a set of conditions
that causally produce the action. Contra Ginet, however, this will be the
case only if the noncausal connection between desire and intention is
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coupled with some other, appropriate sort of factor that produces or
initiates the action, viz., the agent herself (hence, the necessity of condi-
tion (ii)).

In discussing Ginet’s simple indeterminist, noncausal account of
reasons explanations (which lacks anything analogous to my condition
(ii)), Lawrence Davis writes:

“[Sthe opened the window in order to let in fresh air” only if she
opened the window because she believed she would or might let in fresh
air thereby. And this “because” must be causal-—nomic—else I do not
see a plausible distinction between [this sentence] and (1’) She opened
the window knowing she would let fresh air in thereby. . . . If I am right
that something causal is needed, . . . [then] Ginet has not shown that
undetermined acts can be explained in terms of their antecedents.?®

I think that Davis is right in supposing that “something causal is
needed” to make possible an explanatory link between antecedent
reason and action, but that causal element needn’t be a nomic connec-
tion between reason and action. The agency theory provides a coherent
framework in which reasons can influence the production of an action
without themselves forming part of a causally sufficient condition for
the action. :

I might note that there may be further factors that enter into the
explanation of my V-ing. Suppose my prior desire was relatively indeter-
minate with respect to when it should be realized. There will often be
certain considerations or other factors at the time of acting that elicited
my action (by suggesting that this was a particularly opportune time to
satisfy the desire), and these will certainly figure in a full explanation of
my action. But, by the same token, it’s not obvious that there needs to be
such environmental stimuli. Perhaps I am only concerned that I act
within a certain time frame, and any particular moment is as good as
any other. In such a case, there may not be an explanation of why I
acted just then (rather than at some other time).

The set of sufficient conditions for an explanation of action by prior
reasons just given are consistent with the agent not having a clear prefer-
ence for the action performed over any available alternative. However,
we often do act on such preferences; in such cases, we can explain (in
terms of antecedent reasons) not only why the agent V-ed, but also why
she V-ed rather than doing something else instead. Can we give
nondeterministic sufficient conditions for the truth of such explanations,
similar to those sketched above? I think that we clearly can. Consider
the following:

S V-ed then rather than doing something else because she preferred
V-ing to any alternative if:
(i) prior to this V-ing, S had a desire that @, and believed that by
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V-ing, she would satisfy (or contribute to satisfying) that de-
sire, and

(ii) S preferred V-ing as a means to satisfying the desire that @, and
also preferred satisfying ¢ over the satisfaction of any other
desire, and

(iii) S’s V-ing was initiated (in part) by her own self-determining
causal activity, and

(iv) concurrent with this V-ing, (a) S continued to desire that @ and
intended of this V-ing that it satisfy (or contribute to satisfying)
that desire, and (b) S continued to prefer V-ing to any alterna-
tive action she believed to be open to her.

It is quite consistent with the antecedent circumstances expressed in
these conditions that S have failed to V at that time. She might, for
example, have come to prefer on reflection some alternative (or have
ceased to desire that @ altogether), or she might have decided to con-
tinue seeking out further relevant considerations, or, finally, she might
have simply succumbed to some temptations despite her continuing to
believe that V-ing represented the best course of action open to her
(thereby exhibiting the phenomenon of “weakness of will”’),40

It might be claimed, however, that the fact that our set of conditions
does not rule out these possibilities goes to show that they are not truly
sufficient for the truth of explanations of why an agent performed a
particular action rather than any alternatives she had considered. State-
ments (i)—(iv) must be supplemented with conditions that rule out the
possibility of these alternative scenarios. Only then, it will be claimed,
will we have adequately explained why S performed the action she did,
rather than some other action.

But while similar charges have often been made by critics of libertar-
lanism, as best I can see, there are no good reasons to accept them. We
may suppose that it is a wholly contingent matter of fact that none of the
alternative scenarios I envisaged occurred, that the prior circumstances
did not necessitate their nonoccurrence. How does this show our set of
conditions to be inadequate? If what we are seeking to explain is why a
particular action was in fact undertaken rather than some other, as op-
posed to why the action 4ad to occur, why is it not enough that we refer
to those antecedent reasons the agent had for preferring the chosen
action over the alternatives, reasons the agent continued to have at the
time of the action and that she intended to satisfy in performing it?
Providing such an explanation clearly makes it teleologically intelligible
that the agent chose to perform that action rather than any of the others,
though it does not imply that no other action could have occurred in just
those circumstances. Therefore, I cannot see why one should think that
it fails genuinely to explain the action in any meaningful sense—unless,
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again, the critic is failing to note the difference between agent-causal
and entirely noncausal reasons explanations, a difference that is embod-
ied in my third condition above.

VI. Is Agent Causation Distinguishable
from Mere Randomness?

The final objection to the agency theory that I consider here is epistemo-
logical in nature: it seems that it is impossible, in principle, for us ever to
know whether any events are produced in the manner that the agency
theory postulates, because such an event would be indistinguishable
from one which was essentially random, not connected by even probabi-
listic laws to events preceding it.*! (Alternatively put, the objection
claims that we could never know whether the unique sort of property or
properties that give rise to active power is instantiated.)

However, if my earlier contention that simple indeterminism is in-
compatible with genuine reasons explanations of action is correct, then I
believe that the present objection must be judged mistaken. The simple
indeterminist supposes that (in many cases) an agent’s decision is not
the outcome of any determinative causal influence—~neither the agent’s
prior reasons, as on the causal theory, nor simply the agent qua agent (as
on the agency theory). I claimed, though, that reasons explanations
require a mechanism of control that ‘hooks up’, so to speak, the agent’s
reasons and consequent decision (and action). On the causal theory, this
is supplied by an event-causal relation between the decision and match-
ing reason(s). On the agency theory, an agent’s capacity directly to
produce a decision in the light of consciously held reasons fills the bill.
We cannot simply appeal, as, for example, Ginet (“Reasons Explanation
of Action”) does, to internal (and referential) relations between concur-
rent intention and prior motives, on the one hand, and that same concur-
rent intention and the decision (or action), on the other. Without the
mediation of a (necessarily causal) ‘mechanism of control’, prior mo-
tives cannot explain a decision, even though (as it happens) they may
coincide with it.

Returning now to the objection under consideration, let us suppose
that our knowledge of natural processes were to progress to such a point
as to provide unmistakable evidence of significant indeterminism in the
nature of ordinary human action. Would we have no reason, in such an
eventuality, to prefer the agent-causal hypothesis to that of simple
indeterminism? Surely not. Surely it would be preferable to adopt a
theory of action in virtue of which our reasons-based explanations could
remain largely intact. And it seems that, in such a scenario, only the
agency theory would allow this. Furthermore, given a detailed knowl-
edge of neurophysiological processes, we could go beyond the bare
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postulation of the appropriate property (i.e., one on which the power to
cause directly any of a certain range of alternative events supervenes).
We could explain in some detail, for instance, the systemic conditions
under which such a property is instantiated, as well as the subtleties of
its interplay with other causal processes involved in the production of
behavior.

Thus, the employment of the concept of active power is not
irremediably at odds with the attempt to give a scientific account of
natural processes, including human behavior (as is sometimes alleged).
The use of this concept in explaining human behavior is consonant with
scientific methodology, broadly construed, and could in principle be
mapped onto other explanatory theories conceming biological subsys-
tems of the human organism. It does run counter to the general program
of microreductive explanation, which has been highly successful in
other contexts. But this, it surely must be recognized, is simply a re-
search strategy. Given its explanatory potential, it obviously should be
pushed as far as it can go in the understanding of human behavior. (And
there is a further reason that agent-causal mechanisms should be ap-
pealed to in theoretical accounts only after the alternatives have been
exhausted: we simply cannot know in advance the details of how event-
and agent-causal processes interact, nor the precise sorts of circum-
stances in which agent-causal processes do not figure at all in the produc-
tion of behavior.) But if limits of the right sort persist, I see no reason
that explanatory theories invoking the concept of agent causality should
not be adopted.4? The alternative—to regard much of our behavior as
without explanation (save for the fact that it falls within certain
parameters)—is simply not credible.

This reply to the charge that we could never have reasons for prefer-
ring the agent-causal form of explanation to that of causal randomness
may be bolstered by a simple appeal to how things seem to us when we
act. It is not, after all, simply to provide a theoretical underpinning for
our belief in moral responsibility that the agency theory is invoked. First
and foremost (as I suggested at the outset), the agency theory is appeal-
ing because it captures the way we experience our own activity. It does
not seem to me (at least ordinarily) that I am caused to act by the
reasons which favor doing so; it seems to be the case, rather, that I
produce my decision in view of those reasons, and could have, in an
unconditional sense, decided differently. This depiction of the phenome-
nology of action finds endorsement not only, as might be expected, in
agency theorists such as Reid, Campbell, and Taylor, but also in deter-
minists such as Bradley,** Nagel,* and Searle,** and in Ginet’s “actish
phenomenal quality”.46 If these largely similar accounts of the experi-
ence of action. are, as I believe, essentially on target, then it is natural for
the agency theorist to maintain that they involve the perception of the
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agent-causal relation. Just as the non-Humean is apt to maintain that
we not only perceive, e.g., the movement of the axe along with the
separation of the wood, but the axe splitting the wood (Madden and
Harré, Causal Powers, pp. 49—51), so I have the apparent perception of
my actively and freely deciding to take Seneca Street to my destination
and not Buffalo instead.4” Such experiences could, of course, be wholly
iltlusory, but do we not properly assume, in the absence of strong
countervailing reasons, that things are pretty much the way they ap-
pear to us? I will not delve into this further epistemological issue here,
my concern being that of descriptive metaphysics, but I will note that
skepticism about the veridicality of such experiences has numerous
isomorphs that, if accepted, appear to lead to a greatly diminished
assessment of our knowledge of the world, an assessment that most
philosophers resist.
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