Agent Causation
Timothy O'Connor
in T. O'Connor, ed., Agents, Causes, and Events. Essays on Indeterminism and Free Will
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 173-200.

| Introduction

A natural way of characterizing our typical experience of making decisions and acting upon
them - one that would, | think, gain widespread assent - goes something like this: When |
decide, say, to go for awalk on acool autumn evening, | am conscious of various factors at
work (some conscioudly articulated, some not) motivating me either to do so or to do something
elseinstead. And there are some courses of action which, while it is conceivable that | 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 ageneral sort. But within the framework of possibilities (and perhaps even relative
likelihoods) that these present conative and cognitive factors set, it seemsfor all the world to be
up to me to decide which particular action | will undertake. The decision | make is no mere
vector sum of interna and external forces acting upon me during the process of deliberation (if,
indeed, | deliberate at all). Rather, | bring it about - directly, you might say - in response to the
various considerations: | am the source of my own activity, not merely in arelative sense asthe
most proximate and salient locus of an unbroken chain of causal transactions leading up to this
event, but fundamentally, in away not prefigured by what has gone before. Or, again, so it
seems.

But athesis that enjoys unusual consensus among contemporary philosophersis that this
pretheoretic conception isnot at al like the way thingsrealy are with respect to ordinary human
activity. Indeed, most would claim that any attempt to theoretically articulate this commonsense
picture of agency will inevitably be incoherent or, at best, irremediable mysterious. However,
arguments on behalf of thisthesis are not nearly as strong as the confidence with whichitis
generaly held. This observation, together with an examination of the nature of such arguments,

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| can see, on certain empirical assumptionsthat are as yet
unsubstantiated. | will address this intoxicating picture below, though | fear that my rhetorical
skills are not up to the task of breaking the grip it has on some.

Inwhat follows, | will contend that the commonsense view of ourselves as fundamental
causal agents - for which some have used the term “unmoved movers' but which | think might
more accurately be expressed as “not wholly moved movers’ - istheoretically understandable,
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, | try to show how the concept of
‘agent’ causation can be understood as a distinct species (from ‘event’ causation) of the
primitive idea, which I’ll term “causal production”, underlying realist or non-Humean
conceptions of event causation. In section 111, | respond to a number of contemporary
objections to the theory of agent causation. Sections V-V are devoted to showing that the
theory is compatible with ordinary reasons explanations of action, which then placesmein 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 | do not propose to undertake here.
First, 1 will in no way attempt to argue or adduce evidence for the claim that the theory described
actualy appliesto human action. (I will, however, briefly suggest what sort of considerations
could count as evidence in favor of its applicability.) Nor will | attempt to address the
epistemological question of whether it is reasonable to suppose, 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 | am inclined to answer thisin the affirmative.
What followsis strictly an essay in "descriptive metaphysics', charting the internal relationship

among conceptsin what | believe to be part of the commonsense picture of the world.



I Event Causation and Agent Causation

| begin with astrong, highly controversial assumption about the general concept of
causality. Thisassumption isthat the core e ement 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 analysis 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 causdity can be given, the agency theorist's project of defending a variant
species of causality immediately collapses into incoherence. For such reductive analyses are
either committed to agenera connection between certain types of causes and effects or equate
causation with aform of counterfactual dependence. 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 thisis such as not to imply that the sort of event
effected on that occasion will or would always (or generally) be produced given relevantly
smilar 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 isto be identified with broadly logical (or metaphysical) necessity or is
rather to be thought of as a special, contingent form. Though the accounts | rely on in sketching
abroadly necessitarian view take the former route, al that | want to assume hereisthat thereis
some form or other of objective necessity attaching to event-causal relations, asit 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, | am not suggesting that there
is anything analogous to a necessary connection between prior circumstances and agent-caused
events. Indeed, | will argue below that thisisimpossible. Rather, aswill become clear shortly,
the sole aspect of the necessitarian view that | carry over to agent causation is the necessary

connection between an object's instantiating a certain set of properties 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 anecessitarian approach to causality isfound in Harré and Madden
(1975)2. The central notion in their theory isthat of the "powerful particular". When placed in
the appropriate circumstances, an object manifestsitsinherent causal powersin observable
effects. The particular powers had by a given object have their basisin its underlying nature - its
chemical, physical, or genetic congtitution and structure. Events figure in the causal relation in
virtue of "stimulat[ing] a suitable generative mechanism to action, or [clearing away]
impediments to the activity of a powerful particular aready in a state of readinessto act.”(p.5)
An example of the first sort of causal event isthe detonation of astick 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 exerciseits power to crush the
object. Certain effects are 'characteristic' of objectsin the appropriate circumstances in a strong
sense - "given the specification 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.15). "While
natures are preserved, the world must go on in its usual way", athough "[n]ecessity might, and
probably, does, hold in some cases only between the productive circumstances and acertain
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)° provides a helpful explication of thisidea. First we are told that
the possession of a causal power by an object isto be thought of asits being the case that "its
presencein circumstances of a particular sort will [of necessity] have certain effects’ (p.211).

Properties figure into the picture in the following way:



Just as powers can be thought of as functions from circumstancesto causal effects, so the
properties on which powers depend can be thought of as functions from propertiesto
powers (or, better, as functions 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
(powersto produce certain sorts of events) if combined with certain other properties.

(p.212)

Thisimpliesthat the relationship between an object's properties and its causal powersisa
logically necessary one: "what makes a property the property it is, what determines itsidentity,
isits potential for contributing to the causal powers of the thingsthat haveit." (p.212)

If one wishesto hold, by contrast, that causal necessity islogically contingent, then one
may say that properties are contingently associated with such functions from properties to
powers, rather than being identified with (or logically connected to) them. And another possible

wrinkle on the broad position, as Shoemaker notes, isto alow that

the [causal] laws. . .may be statistical, the powers to which the properties contribute, may,
accordingly, be statistical tendencies or propensities, and the causation may be nonnecessitating.

(p.232)

With this thumbnail sketch of a standard necessitarian account of event causation before
us, | will now turn to the central task of showing how the notion of agent causation may be seen
as adistinct species or embodiment of the basic, primitive notion of causal production. The core
ideais quite smple: 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 propertiesthat is
volition-enabling (i.e., in virtue of this property, the agent has atype of causal power which, in
accordance with tradition, we may term "active power"). In thisway, then, claims of the form

"agent A caused event €' also satisfy aweak version of Davidson's Humean dictum that " causal



statements are implicitly general™: such assertions may be thought to imply that asimilarly-
situated agent (i.e. such that the relevant internal and external properties are instantiated) will

aways haveit directly within his power to cause an event of the e-type.

Thus, the agency theory (as| interpret it) affirms the completely genera claim (i.e., one
applicable to both of the basic sorts of causation) that objects have causal powersin virtue of
their properties, so that objects sharing the same properties share the same causal capacities, but
it deniesthat al such causal powers may be thought of as (or as being intimately associated
with) simple "functions from circumstances to effects’ (as Shoemaker putsit). For it maintains
that some properties contribute to the causal powers of the objects that bear them in avery

different way from the event-causal paradigm, in which an object's possession of property Pin

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 bearsiit.

Such a property thus plays a different functional role in the associated causal process. It
givesriseto afundamentally different type of causal power - one that in suitable circumstances
isexercised at will by the agent, rather than of necessity, aswith objects that are not partly self-
determining agents.

To repeat, then, the fundamenta 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 thesis that there are two fundamental sorts of causationisa
consequence of the thesis concerning types of properties.

Now some may be willing to grant the basic interna coherence of this aternative 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 hereisthat 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 thisto be



noncommittal on the question of whether certain material substances such asliving human
brains can have irreducibly mental (i.e., nonphysical) properties.) A human agent, in particular,
isawholly biologica organism, whose macro-properties are either constituted by or supervene
upon the properties of certain elementary physical particles, organized into complex sub-
systems at a number of levels. Now some philosophers, it seems, are convinced that this basic

picture inexorably leadsto the following:

Since dl of the surface features of the world are entirely caused by and realised in systems

of micro-elements, the behavior of micro-elementsis 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 isaready 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 materia 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 iswithout merit. How can we deduce a priori that the
organization of matter into certain highly complex systems will never result in novel emergent
properties - either properties that themselves exert (in certain circumstances) an irreducibly
"downward" form of causal influence, or ones which 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 substances are capable of thought, he considered the implications for

material agency if he were mistaken in this assumption:



[But if matter] require only acertain configuration to make it think rationaly, it will be
impossible to show any good reason why the same configuration may not make it act
rationally and freely. . . .Those. . .who reason justly from this sytem of materialism, will
easily perceive, that the doctrine of necessity® is so far from being adirect inference, that it

can receive no support fromit.”

Unfortunately, | 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 macro-property
which supervenes upon the properties of an object’ s micro-structure, 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 macro-determinative
propertiesin material substances s strictly inconceivable must be diagnosed as an instance of
the withering effect on one'simagination that results from being deeply enamored with a certain
picture of the world.

So whether there are any emergent properties of matter is an empirical question to be
decided ultimately on the basis of our success in identifying macro-level properties of complex
systems with relational complexes of micro-level properties. Now the agency theorist, aswe
have seen,® is committed (on the assumption of a substance monism) to the emergence of avery
different sort of property altogether. Instead of producing certain effectsin the appropriate
circumstances itself, of necessity, such a property enables the particular which possessesit
(within a certain range of circumstances) to freely and directly bring about (or not bring about)
any of arange 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 opento a
specia 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 isreally conceivable that
such a property could emerge from other natural properties. It will be claimed that only avery

different sort of substance from material substances, such asis posited by Cartesian dualism,



could possess such a property. (It is noteworthy that many philosophers who discuss the
agency theory seem to simply assume that its adherents are dualists.t?) But given that there is
nothing inconsistent about the emergence of an "ordinary” causal property, having the potential
for exercising an irreducible causal influence on the environmentsin which it isinstantiated, itis
hard to seejust why there could not be a sort of emergent property whose novelty consistsin its
capacity to enable its possessor directly to effect changes at will (within anarrowly limited
range, and in appropriate circumstances). And if such apossibility claimis difficult to evaluate
on apurely abstract level, it is perhaps more plausible when considered in relation to entities
such as oursalves, conscious, intelligent agents, capable of representing diverse, sophisticated
plans of action for possible implementation and having appetitive attitudes that are efficaciousin
bringing about a desired aternative.

Thelikely reply to this, of course, isthat the incoherency of such aview cannot be
demonstrated only because we have been given so very "thin" amodel to go on. Here, too, |
believe, it must be admitted that there is some truth to this charge. Taking the agency theory
serioudy within abasically materidist framework brings forth awhole host of theoretical
problems and issues such as the following!!: When does a physical system qualify asan
"agent"? What structural transformations in the human nervous system would result in long-
standing (or permanent) loss of the agent-causal capacity generaly? Precisely to what extent is
an ordinary human's behavior directly regulated by the agent himself, and to what extent isit
controlled by micro-deterministic processes? (Put more generally, how do event- and agent-
causal processesinteract?) These, however, are obvioudy empirical matters, requiring extensive
advancements within neurobiological science (and advancements 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.

Il Some contemporary objectionsto the agency theory
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However, we have yet to examine afew other challengesto the tenability of the agency
theory that have been raised in the literature, challenges 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?'12 The dilemma that Davidson sees may be expressed
thus: either the causing by an agent of a primitive action*® isafurther event, distinct from the
primitive action, or it isnot.

Suppose first that the agent-causing is afurther event. If so, then it is either an action or it
isnot. If it isan 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 which isnot adoing.
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:

.. .then 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 of cause seemsto play norole. . . What
distinguishes agent causation from ordinary causation is that no expansion into atale of two
eventsis 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 between an agent and his act. (p.52-3)

Now there are a couple of highly dubious assumptions being made in this passage, but the
first response to be made to the putative dilemmais to deny Davidson's assumption that the

agency theory maintains that there is an irreducible causal relation between the agent and his
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(free) action. For from this perspective, what is most intimately my activity isthe causal
initiation of my behavior, the causal production of determinate (immediately executive)

intentions or volitions. Thus, Bishop writes that on the agency theory,

[t]he action is the existent relation, and may not be collapsed into one of itsterms. The
object of the agent-causal relation, then, is not the action itself but certain events or

sequences of eventswhich, in virtue of their standing in this relation, count as intrinsic to the

agent'sintentional action.**

In the case of an observable bodily movement such aswaving my hand, my action consists
of the causal relation | bear to the coming-to-be of the state of determinate intention to wave my
hand, plus the sequence of events which flow from that decision.*> How shall we think of the
primitive mental action at the core of thislarger action? Does it Ssmply consist, as Bishop
suggests, of an existent (agent-causal) relation alone? | think that this suggestionisill-
conceived, for the reason that the production of the internal event is not to be identified with the
instantiated relation alone, somehow isolatable from itsrelata, but rather it isthe complex event

or state of affairs, S's production of e.

Now this, of course, is somewhat at odds with the now conventional analysis of actions as

consisting of the events or sequences of events which are produced by an appropriate causal

factor. Thereis good reason to think the conventional analysisis mistaken, however. Consider
first the orthodox 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 - | 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 efficaciousin bringing that
decision about. Thinking of the matter in thisway, the event which is my decision, then, is (at

least partially) constitutive of an action of mine not solely in virtue of itsintrinsic features, but
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alsoinvirtue of thefact that it is causally related to me in acertain way. But thisis problematic.
Is not the production of internal mental events and/or bodily movements an essentia part of my
activity? If so, then we cannot avoid the conclusion that my primitive action (on the causal
account) isto beidentified with DB's causing e, where 'DB' is the causally efficacious desire-
belief complex.t6

It will be objected by many that it is ssimply amistake to think of the relevant beliefs and
desires as components of the action. But whatever unnaturalness this claim appears to possess
isto 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 | am active only in virtue of the productivity of propertiesthat congtitute 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
actionsinthisway isin part aresult (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
discrete and essentially unconnected elements - "time dlices'. We may, as awholly 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 alow that causes truly produce their effects, then, asl've
just argued, the causal theorist ought to allow that actions are partly congtituted 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 dilemmathat Davidson attempts to
congtruct, we thus begin by noting that on the agency theory, rather than there being a causal
relation between agent and action, the relational complex congtitutes the action. Suppose,
however, that Davidson were to reformulate his dilemmain 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



13

beidle. But what of the second horn? If we say that the agent's causal activity isidentical to his
action, isit true, as Davidson asserts, that the concept of cause plays no role in what we assert?
That nothing is explained, since we are not connecting the event-constituents of the action to a
lan?

Asfar as| can see, Davidson offers absolutely no reason to think we should say this. And,
primafacie, such an assertion does seem at least partly explanatory: for if one pointsto 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 isfar from
complete. We have yet to indicate, for example, with what reasons 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 understanding 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 alaw. But this dogmais essentially tied to the Humean
framework, and | take it that there are good reasons for rejecting this.*® We may safely
conclude, therefore, that Davidson's supposed 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).1° Broad writes:

| see no prima facie objection to there being events that are not completely determined. But,
in so far as an event is determined, an essential factor initstotal cause must be other events.
How can an event possibly be determined to happen at a certain date if itstotal 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? (p.215)
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Itisfar from clear to me just what the difficulty isthat Broad takes himself to be pointing
out here. It istrue that persisting objects such as human agents are not, in the ordinary sense,
‘datable’ entities, athough we may specify the tempora 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 isthe claim of the agency theorist. Consider,
for example, my deliberation awhile ago concerning whether to continue working on this paper
for another hour or to stop and do something else. After abrief moment of consideration, |
formed the intention (at timet, say) to continue working. According to the agency theory, we
may suppose that at t | possessed the power to choose to continue working or to choose to stop,
where thisis understood as the capacity to cause either of these mental occurrences. And, in
fact, that capacity was exercised at t in aparticular way (in choosing to continue working),
allowing usto say truthfully that Tim at timet causally determined his own choice to continue
working. But we needn't, in order to make sense of this, analyzeit asthe claim (of dubious
intelligibility) that a'datable entity’, Tim-at-t, 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 dtate you werein at that time as what was ultimately responsible for that decision
(though perhapsin a causally indeterministic fashion, if you like)? What is it about the nature of
the causal process asyou envision it that prevents us from properly saying this?

My answer isthat the alternative wrongly impliesthat it iswhatever 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 - which 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 themselves causally efficacious (with respect to the

decision).
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Perhaps underlying Broad's remarks, though, is the thought (made explicit in Ginet 1990)
that the proposition that | caused the decision at t cannot explain why | decided when | did, nor
can it explainwhy | decided as| did. Now thisis certainly true, and, we may add, it isfurther
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 (ordinarily) such asto immediately give rise to their characteristic effectsin the
right circumstances, and the effectsto which they giverise are characterigtic, i.e., it isimpossible
(either physically or metaphysically) that any other effect should come about in just those
circumstances.

But, as| have been at pains to emphasize, agent-causes operate in a different fashion, and
corresponding to thisis adifference in the way they areinvolved in the explanation of the
effects they produce.?® An agent-cause does not produce a certain effect in virtue of its very
nature, as does an event cause, but does so at will in the light of considerations accessible to him
at that time. And so afull explanation of why an agent-caused event occurred will include,
among other things, an account 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.)

Y et another instance of an objection which attemptsto insist that the agency theory meet
standard requirements within an event-causal paradigm 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 eto
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 happen. Shall we say it was

not caused by anything? If we say this, then we cannot hold him responsible for his causing

e to happen.?!
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| believe that the proper line of response here begins with the observation that the very idea
of there being sufficient causal conditions for an agent-causal event is unintelligible. One

agency theorist who has endorsed the opposing view is Richard Taylor:

there is nothing in the concept of agency [where thisinvolves anirreducible 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 conditions which are such that nothing
el se could happen, and hence that in the case of every act that any agent ever performs there
are conditionsthat are causally sufficient for his doing just what he does. Thisisthe claim
of determinism, but it does not by itself require usto deny that there are agents who
sometimes initiate their own acts. What is entailed by this concept of agency, according to
which men are the initiators of their own acts, isthat for anything to count as an act there
must be an essential reference to an agent as the cause of that act, whether heis, in the usual

sense, caused to perform it or not.?2

We may say that | am free and responsible for some behavior of mine, then, just in casell
originate or cause it and am not determined to do so. Thiswould be alowed 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 conditions may obtain in the absence of the second. He
suggests as asimple, 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 thisis not something | did (compare my concurrent
perspiration), and concludes from such examplesthat it is perfectly intelligible that | should be
determined to (agent) cause my own actions. (In Reid's terminology, one may be unfreein the

exercise of one's active power.)
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Now it isone thing to arguein thisway: it is perfectly intelligible that one should be
determined on occasion to act as one does; on this theory, oneis aways the agent cause of one's
acts; hence, thistheory is constrained to alow for the possibility that an agent is deter-mined to
cause hisown 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 triesto spell this out, and he is apparently unaware of
the difficulty one faces in trying to do so coherently. 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
conditions sufficient precisely for the event which is my causing e (and only thereby for €).
(Thisevent is congtituted by the holding of a causal relation between myself and the subevent
€). It isthis 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 itsalf.23 What,

then, of S's causation of e? There appears to be no way of getting agrip on the notion of an

event of this sort's having a sufficient, efficient cause. Because of its peculiar causal structure,
thereisno event at itsfront end, so to speak, but only an enduring agent. And there cannot be an
immediate, efficient cause of acausal relation (i.e., independently of the causation of its front

end relatum). In genera, that which is causally produced in the first instanceis always an event
having a causally smple structure: an object O's exemplifying intrinsic propertiespp, p2, . . . a

time tg. Causally complex 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 acause thereby

of X'scausing 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 itsinitial ssgment, such that one
might cause the complex event (Sscausing €) in virtue of causing it. Therefore, it is problematic

to suppose that there could be sufficient causal conditions for an agent-causal event.
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If I amrightin 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 | 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 agiven agent-causal event, and hence that the question isill-framed, resulting from a
failure to understand the peculiar nature of such an event. In thistype of complex event, thereis
no first sub-event bearing a causal relation to a second. So it seemsthat the libertarian may
acknowledge without embarassment that events of this type are uncaused.?*

To support the point | am trying to make here, | want to emphasi ze the contrast between the
scenarios envisaged by the agency theorist and those envisaged by the simple indeterminist. The
simple indeterminist claimsthat a (causally) simple menta event of the proper sort (e.g., a
volition), if causally undetermined, isintrinsically such asto be under the control of the agent
who isits subject.?® | have tried elsewhere to give reasons for supposing that the claim isin fact
false.2® 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. Thisevent isintrinsically adoing, owing to
itsinternal causal structure (i.e., an agent's bearing adirect causal relation to another event). Its
very nature precludes the possibility of there being a sufficient causal condition for it (as|
argued earlier), being an event which isthe agent's causing the event interna to it (€). Now the
event eisitsalf clearly under the control of the agent, since he caused it (directly). But would it
not, then, be perfectly absurd to raise a doubt concerning whether the agent controlled his
causing €? Indeed, it seemsto me that the question of whether the agent has control over this
event isill-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 following line of thought underlies Chisholm's

commitment to this perplexing suggestion:
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(1) Anagent Sbearsresponsibility 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 isitself an event.

(3) Agentsareresponsible for their agent-causings.

(4) Agents cause the events which are their agent-causings.

And, of course, if the agent isresponsible for an instance of agent-causing by causing it, then
we must say that heis responsible for this further event of his causing his agent-causing. And
thusin thisway we are led (with Chisholm) to fabricate an infinity of simultaneous events. But
while (1) seems quite evident when we focus on events that either lack internal causal structure
or are congtituted by two or more such simple events causally connected to one another, if one
allowsfor the possibility of events that ssmply are the direct causal activity of agents, then one

ought not to suppose that (1) holds with unrestricted generality.

IV Two Objections to Indeter ministic Reasons Explanation

| have yet to address an issue that critically bears on the viability of the agency theorist's
genera 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 incompatible 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 isssmply
confused?’ or explanatorily superfluous?®. In this section and in the one that follows, | will try
to show how agent causality plays anecessary role in reasons explanations, once we abandon

the causal theory's model of reasons as influencing actions by causally producing them.
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I will begin by considering two recent objections of a highly general character against the
possibility of a satisfactory account of nhon-causal reasons explanations. Thefirst of theseis
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 avicious 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 thisisthe case, then the
agent is self-determining in making his choice only if heis 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 colorfully made by Leibniz:

Onewill haveit that the will aloneis active and supreme, and oneiswont to imagine it to
be like a queen seated on her throne, whose minister of state is the understanding, while
the passions are her courtiers 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 regjecting both, making them keep silence or speak,
and giving them audience as it seems good to her. But it is a personification or

mythology somewhat ill-conceived.3°

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 isto 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 considerationsin itsfavor. (I will refer to these
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sets of considerationsas{ 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 action?*, is meaningfully answered by citing { X}, even though these
reasons did not produce the agent's decision, and she could have chosen differently in those
very same circumstances. In citing { X}, we are explaining the motivating factors that werein
view when the agent made a 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 apejorative 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 isthat 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 hasit in her power to choose any of arange of
alternatives, only one choice would be rational from the standpoint of her own reasons. Why
would it still be "rationally-speaking random", as Strawson putsiit (in aportion of the text not
quoted here), if the agent makes the preferable choice? And, furthermore, don't we sometimes
make irrational decisons? 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 agentsis worthless. For it is nothing but the power to make irrational decisions, and
who wants that? | do not accept the suggestion that thereisno vauein 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 dl the rest.3* Mora choices are commonly of this sort,
but it is not limited to these. And if this claim isright, then there will be situationsin which the
agency theory confers a power on agents beyond that of determining whether they shall act

rationaly or irrationaly.
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In responding to Strawson's contention that the indeterministic aspect of the agency theory
leads to aregress of reasons, | have begun to stray into the territory of the second, related
objection to indeterministic reasons-explanation that | want to consider, and so it is appropriate
now to make this objection explicit. Suggested by various remarksin Kane (1989),%? the
objection | have in mind may be put thus. Any genuinely explanatory response to the question,
"Why did Sdo X?7', will ipso facto be an answer to the question, "Why did Sdo X rather than
any of the available alternatives?', and a proper answer to the latter of these must incorporate al
the relevant psychological features of the agent at the moment of choice. This requires some
elaboration. The question, "Why did Sdo X rather than, say, Y or Z7', might be interpreted as
simply arequest for the reason that motivated S's making the choice S made (as opposed to
reasons there may have been for any of the alternativesto X). When the question is construed in
thisway, however, we needn't cite all the considerations before Ss mind at the time of the
decision, but only those that provided a motive for doing X. But the sort of reading of this
guestion that Kane hasin mind is amuch stronger one, which requests an account of why it was
necessary that S do X in those circumstances rather than any of the aternatives. And citing
whatever motive(s) there were for doing X at that timeis clearly insufficient for this purpose.
Rather, we need an account that implies that those motives were enough to tip the balancein
favor of the actual outcome, as against its competitors.

Consider the following remarksin Kane (1989):

How can we explain either outcome, should it occur, in terms of exactly the same past?

If 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)
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In smply assuming that an explanation of the action will cite all the salient psychological
features of the agent at the time of his decision, Kaneis clearly presuming that there is only one
type of adequate explanation of achoice, the type that explains why only that choice could have
been made at that point in the agent's psychological history. But thisis unsupported. The
agency theorist may cheerfully concede that explanations of that sort are precluded by actions
that are described by histheory - i.e., explanations that cite factors which could put an observer
in aposition 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 asthe
freely initiated behavior of an agent motivated by such and such areason.3?

The element of causal initiation is critical, | think, to the viability of this aternative
explanatory framework. Some philosophers have failed to see that the prior presence of
conscioudly-considered reasons and agent-causal initiation are each necessary componentsin
the agency theorist's explanatory scheme, and so have drawn the conclusion that the role of
reasons in explaining actions obviates appeal to agent causation. Thus, Goetz (1988), for

example,3# writes,

...if 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 appesal
to the reason for which she acts, it is clear that the agent's causing of her action cannot
help explain how it isthat the agent is free and responsible with respect to her action.

Any 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 isit the case that agent-causation cannot help

explain an agent's performance of afree 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)
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The sentence | have highlighted in the above passage involves amistaken claim. Itis
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 towards that action, and so to that extent the agent's
causing the component event is dependent on the reason he has (or, his having areason) for
acting in that way. Nonetheless, the relative dependency 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 usto
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 atogether, and smply clam
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 famoudy argued). For in that
case any number of actions may have been equally likely to occur, and the agent would not have

exercised any sort of control over which of these was actually performed (either viathe efficacy

of hisreasons or in the direct fashion suggested by the agency theory). And it seems
sufficiently obvious that where there are no controlling agents/ factors of even arelatively weak,
indeterministic sort, there can be no explanation of the occurrence.

It will be observed that the crucial claim | am making hereis that any genuine explanation
of an occurrence must involve an account of how that occurrence was produced. It has often
been thought that, given this requirement, the only way in which reasons can play arolein the
explanation of an action is by functioning as the central features of a set of conditions that
determine the action. One aternative to thisisto suppose that reasons cause actions without
determining them. | do not deny that thisis a viable indeterministic account of reasons
explanation rival to the one | am offering here. But whileit provides for the possibility of
reasons explanation, | think it must be rejected ultimately on the groundsthat it fails to show

how it can be up to an agent to determine which among arange of possible courses of action he
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will actualy undertake.®® If | am right in supposing this, then the only account of reasons
explanation that is consonant, in the final analysis, with a picture of free and responsible agency

is the one suggested by the agency theory.

V An Account of Reasons Explanation

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

Thefirst sort that | want to consider involves explaining action by reference to aprior
desire that &, where thisis construed broadly (and beyond everyday usage) asincluding any
kind of "pro-attitude" or positive inclination towards the state of affairs @. The following
genera conditions seem to me to suffice for the truth of an explanation of an action in terms of

an antecedent desire:

SV-ed thenin order to carry out her antecedent desire that @ if:

(i) priortothisV-ing, Shad adesirethat &, and believed that by V-ing, she would
satisfy (or contribute to satisfying) that desire, and

(i) SsV-ingwasinitiated (in part) by her own self-determining causal activity,®® and

(iif) concurrent with thisV-ing, S continued to desire that @ and intended of thisV-ing

that it satisfy (or contribute to satisfying) that desire.

Condition (iii) is necessary®” because were | to cease to have the original desire and act for a
completely different reason, it clearly would not have a genuinely explanatory roleto play. It
also handles casesin which | continue to have the desire but it is not the reason for which | act

(and hence | don't intend of my action that it satisfy that desire).
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Thisthird condition is an adaptation of the central component of Ginet's account®® of
reasons explanation, athough there is an important difference in how it functionsin our overall
accounts. | 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 connectionsinvolved in continuing to have the desire), but may, rather, be

wholly internal (smilarity of content) and referential. If it is my purpose or intention in V-ing

that | carry out aprior desire that &, then the prior desire may figure in the explanation of this
action even if it does not constitute part of a set of conditions that causally produce the action.
Contra Ginet, however, thiswill be the case only if the non-causal connection between desire
and intention is coupled with some other, appropriate sort of factor that produces or initiates the
action, viz., the agent herself (hence, the necessity of condition (ii)).

In discussing Ginet's ssimple indeterminist, non-causal account of reasons explanations

(which lacks anything analogous to my condition (ii)), Lawrence Davis writes:

.. ."she 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 | 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.®°

| think that Davisis 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 connection 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.
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I might note that there may be further factors that enter into the explanation of my V-ing.
Suppose my prior desire was relatively indeterminate 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 figurein afull explanation of my action. But, by the same token, it's not obvious
that there needs to be such environmental stimuli. Perhaps | am only concerned that | act within
acertain time frame, and any particular moment is as good as any other. In such acase, there
may not be an explanation of why | acted just then (rather than at some other time).

The set of sufficient conditions for an explanation of action by prior reasonsjust given are
consistent with the agent not having a clear preference for the action performed over any
available dternative. 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 el se instead. Can we give non-deterministic sufficient conditions
for the truth of such explanations, similar to those sketched above? | think that we clearly can.

Consider the following:

S V-ed then rather than doing something el se because she preferred V-ing to any

dternativeif:

(i) priortothisV-ing, Shad adesirethat &, and believed that by V-ing, she would
satisfy (or contribute to satisfying) that desire, and

(i) Spreferred V-ing as ameans to satisfying the desire that @, and also preferred
satisfying @ over the satisfaction of any other desire, and

(i) SsV-ingwasinitiated (in part) by her own self-determining causal activity, and

(iv) concurrent with thisV-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 aternative action she believed to be open to her.
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It is quite consistent with the antecedent circumstances expressed in these conditionsthat S
havefailed toV at that time. She might, for example, have cometo prefer on reflection some
aternative (or have ceased to desire that @ atogether), or she might have decided to continue
seeking out further relevant considerations, or, finaly, she might have simply succumbed to
some temptation 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™).4°

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. (i)-(iv)
must be supplemented with conditions that rule out the possibility of these aternative 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 libertarianism, asbest | can
see, there are no good reasons to accept them. We may suppose that it isawholly contingent
matter of fact that none of the alternative scenarios | envisaged occurred, that the prior
circumstances did not necessitate their non-occurrence. How does this show our set of
conditionsto be inadequate? If what we are seeking to explain iswhy aparticular action wasin
fact undertaken rather than some other, as opposed to why the action had to occur, why isit not
enough that we refer to those antecedent reasons the agent had for preferring the chosen action
over the aternatives, reasons the agent continued to have at the time of the action and which she
intended to satisfy in performing it? Providing such an explanation clearly makesit
teleologically inteligible 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, | cannot see why it should be thought that it fails genuinely to explain the action in
any meaningful sense - unless, again, the critic isfailing to note the difference between agent-
causal and entirely non-causal reasons explanations, a difference that is embodied in my third

condition above.
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VI IsAgent Causation Distinguishable From Mere Randomness?

Thefinal objection to the agency theory that | will consider hereis epistemological in
nature: It seemsthat it isimpossible, in principle, for us ever to know whether any events are
produced in the manner that the agency theory postulates. For such an event would be
indistinguishable from one which was essentially random, not connected by even probabilistic
lawsto events preceding it.** (Alternatively put, the objection claims that we could never know
whether the unique sort of property or properties which give rise to active power isinstantiated.)

However, if my earlier contention that s mple indeterminism isincompatible with genuine
reasons explanations of action is correct, then | 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). | claimed, though, that
reasons explanations reguire a mechanism of control that 'hooks up', so to speak, the agent's
reasons and consequent decision (and action). On the causal theory, thisis supplied by an
event-causal relation between the decision and matching reason(s). On the agency theory, an
agent's capacity directly to produce adecision in the light of consciously-held reasonsfillsthe

bill. We cannot simply appedl, as, for example, Ginet (1989) does, to internal (and referential)

relations between concurrent intention and prior motives, on the one hand, and that same
concurrent intention and the decision (or action), on the other. Without the mediation of a
(necessarily causal) 'mechanism of control’, prior motives cannot explain adecision, 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 asto provide unmistakabl e 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



30

reasons-based explanations could remain largely intact. And it seems that, in such a scenario,
only the agency theory would alow this. Furthermore, given a detailed knowledge of
neurophysiological processes, we could go beyond the bare postul ation of the appropriate
property (i.e., one on which the power to cause directly any of acertain range of aternative
events supervenes). We could explain in some detail, for instance, the systemic conditions under
which such a property isinstantiated, as well as the subtleties of itsinterplay with other causal
processes involved in the production of behavior.

Thus, the employment of the concept of active power isnot irremediably at odds with the
attempt to give a scientific account of natural processes, including human behavior (asis
sometimes alleged). The use of this concept in explaining human behavior is consonant with
scientific methodology and could, in principle, be mapped onto other explanatory theories
concerning biological subsystems of the human organism. It does run counter to the general
program of micro-reductive explanation, which has been highly successful in other contexts.
But this, it surely must be recognized, is smply aresearch strategy. Given its explanatory
potential, it obviously should be pushed as far asit can go in the understanding of human
behavior. (And there is afurther reason that agent-causal mechanisms should be appealed to in
theoretical accounts only after the alternatives have been exhausted: we ssmply cannot know in
advance the details of how event- and agent-causal processes interact, nor the precise sorts of
circumstances in which agent-causal processes do not figure at al in the production of
behavior.) But if limits of the right sort persist, | see no reason that explanatory theories
invoking the concept of agent causality should not be adopted.*? The dternative - to regard
much of our behavior as without explanation (save for the fact that it falls within certain
parameters) - issimply not credible.

Thisreply to the charge that we could never have reasons for preferring 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, smply to provide atheoretical underpinning

for our belief in moral responsibility that the agency theory isinvoked. First and foremost (as|
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suggested at the outset), the agency theory is appealing because it captures the way we
experience our own activity. It does not seem to me (at least ordinarily) that | am caused to act
by the reasons which favor doing so; it seemsto be the case, rather, that 1 produce my decision
in view of those reasons, and could have, in an unconditional sense, decided differently. This
depiction of the phenomenology of action finds endorsement not only, as might be expected, in
agency theorists such as Reid, Campbell, and Taylor, but also in determinists such as Bradley*3,
Nagel44, and Searle*®, and in Ginet's "actish phenomena quality"48. If these largely similar
accounts of the experience of action are, as| believe, essentially on target, then it is natural for
the agency theorist to maintain that they involve the perception of the agent-causal relation. Just
asthe 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, 1975,
pp.49-51), so | have the (putative, at any rate) perception of my actively and freely deciding to
take Seneca St. to my destination and not Buffalo instead.” Such experiences could, of course,
be wholly illusory, but do we not properly assume, in the absence of strong countervailing
reasons, that things are pretty much the way they appear to us? | will not delve into this further
epistemologica issue here, my concern being that of descriptive metaphysics, but | will note that
skepticism about the veridicality of such experiences has numerous isomorphs which, if
accepted, appear to lead to a greatly diminished assessment of our knowledge of the world, an

assessment that most philosophers resist.®

1 As has recently been suggested, for example, by David M. Armstrong
(What is a Law of Nature? Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

1984) and Michael Tooley (Causation: A Realist Approach Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1987).

2 Causal Powers: A Theory of Natural Necessity (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell).

3 "Causality and Properties’, in_ldentity,Cause and Mind (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press).

4 As Reid clearly saw, the notion of a particular actively (or agent-
causally) bringing about an effect is intelligible only on the supposition
that the particular be an agent capable of representing possible courses
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of action to himself and having certain desires and beliefs concerning
those alternatives. (The reader is invited to try to form the conception
of an object constituting a counterexample to this claim.) This simple
observation is sufficient to dismiss the derisive query of Watson ("Free
Action and Free Will",_Mind 94, 1987, pp.145-72) as to whether it is
conceivable that spiders should turn out to be "agent-causes in
Chisholm's sense" (p.168).

® Searle (Minds, Brains, and Science. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1984), p.94.

¢ Reid would not have recognized _indeterministic natural processes as
an alternative to causal necessity. Hence, his claim that there is no
reason to suppose that intelligent material substances (if such there
be) could not be capable of free action is a defense of the possibility of
a material system's exercising agent-causality.

" Reid, _Essays on the Active Powers of the Human Mind (Cambridge:
MIT Press, 1969), p.367.

8 For further details, see my “Emergent Properties” (American
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agency theory conceives of the activity of decision-formation as
centrally involving the agent causation of such an event. Consequently,
the formation of decision is most properly defined as a complex state
of affairs consisting of the agent's bearing a causal relation to a
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