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Contemporary philosophers have given a fair amotiattention to the epistemologica
| writings of Thomas Reid, owing to the recent stufvards externalist theories of knowled
ge. As yet, though, Reid's views on the other rtgic of concern to him - the nature of hu
man free agency - have provoked far less explisgussion. This is unfortunate, since Reid
's discussions of various aspects of this problenaeute and on the right track towards its
proper resolution. Reid's invocation of a concéigent causation as essential to a satisfact
ory account of free and responsible action is byneans original to him; it is implicit in th
e thought of medieval philosophers such as Scotdig@erhaps) Aquinas, and (on some re
adings) it goes all the way back to AristdtlReid's defense of this approach, however, has
a special prominence in the history of philosophyirtue of his explicit discussion of the n
otion of agent causation, in which he sharply dgtishes it from event causation.

In this paper, | offer an interpretation of theibdsatures of Reid's theory, taking acco
unt of some helpful discussions by a few recentroentators. Clearly, the most penetratin
g of these is the book-length treatment in Row®1).9Though | disagree with Rowe's acc
ount on some important points, my discussion owesmto his. | also defend Reid's positi
on against a couple of basic objections to the@gtreory, thereby setting the stage for a f

uller defense of the viability of Reid's genergbaach which | have undertaken elsewhere.

"By the liberty of a moral agent,” Reid writesutiderstand, a power over the determin
ations of his own will." He proceeds to amplifygttlaim, which opens the fourth essay of

his Essays on the Active Powers of the Human Minith the following remarks:




If, in any action, he had power to will what he,ddd not to will it, in that action he is
free. But if, in every voluntary action, the detération of his will be the necessary
consequence of something involuntary in the staltesamind, or of something in hi
s external circumstances, he is not free; he hasimat | call the liberty of a moral a

gent, but is subject to necessity. (p.599)

Like most eighteenth-century philosophers, Reidkaaovithin the general framework of a v
olitional theory of agency, according to which eachon is initiated by (or, in some cases, e
ssentially consists of) a volitional evériReid appears to conceive the nature of volitians g
nerally in much the way contemporary philosophéeracterize intentiorfsThose which ¢
ausally initiate behavior are a particular typediftion, which we may think of as the agent’
s coming to have an intention to act immediately @ertain way.(The precise accuracy of
such identifications will not bear on the followidgscussion in any significant way.)

Reid makes it clear in numerous places that "pawer the determination of one's will
" is not to be understood merely negatively, asatbeence of a (prior) sufficient causal con

dition for the volition. For example, consider foowing:

| consider the determination of the will as an@ff@his effect must have a cause w
hich had power to produce it... If the person wascdngse of that determination of
his own will, he was free in that action, and justly imputed to him, whether it be

good or bad. (p.602)

| grant, then, that an effect uncaused is a coictrad, and that an event uncaused is
an absurdity. The question that remains is whethalition, undetermined by motiv
es, is an event uncaused. This | deny. The caube @blition is the man that willed

it.6



Reid takes it to be part of our commonsense viesuaselves that we are often the immedia
te causes of our own volitions, in that we are blpaf exerting power to determine how we
shall act. Indeed, he claims that the notion cdigent directly bringing about some event (a
volition) is the original and primary sense of taem "cause": "In the strict and proper sen
se, | take an efficient cause to be a being whaolaekr to produce the effect, and exerted t
hat power for that purpose.” (p.65) This implighe@sis repugnant to commonsense (and in
that respect very uncharacteristic of Reid), at the patterns of regularity that we observe
between events (apparently) not under the dimutral of any intelligent agent are not, pro
perly speaking, indicative of genuinely causaltretes.
In order to avoid being understood as advancindgdivimplausible claim, he acknowl

edges at once

another meaning of the word cause, which is soawthorized by custom, that we ¢
annot always avoid using it, and | think we may itéhe physical sense; as when w
e say that heat is the cause that turns watevaptor, and cold the cause that freezes
it into ice. A cause, in this sense, means ontyetbing which, by the laws of natur
e, the effect always follows. | think natural plitphers, when they pretend to shew
the_causes of natural phenomena, always use tlieimvthris last sense; and the vulg

ar in common discourse very often do the same7)p.6

However, this reply does not dispel the impres#ian Reid is here parting ways with a co
mmonsense view of physical phenomena. For, asteuare recognized, it is part of our or
dinary conception of "physical causality” (Rei@sgn for event causation) that there is a "ne
cessary connection" between a cause and its dffacif is not a wholly arbitrary matter tha
t events involving objects of a certain sort gige to the effects they do. But, given his seve
re empiricist scruples, Hume of course thoughtweteally have no coherent notion corres

ponding to such terms as "causal power", "necessamyection,” etc. Reid's rejection of th



e ordinary, fuller conception of physical causabtyot similarly motivated. Rather, he was
convinced that the conception of causal powerss grasped in relation to our own experie
nce of activity; in particular, to the control weeecise over our own wills. Our "lax and pop
ular" application of such notions to phenomenarexiego us, he supposed, was a mere relic
of primitive, animistic beliefs.

But, pace Reid, our practice of ascribing causalgrs to inanimate objects is no mere
manner of speaking enshrined by custom. As Madt@83() notes, in criticizing Reid on |

ust this point:

We say that the atmosphere has the power to criisitan that has no air inside, th
e sea the power to crush the submarine that goatettp, a stick of dynamite the po
wer to explode when detonated, electric currenptiveer to heat a resistance coil wh
en wired in, and so on. We correspondingly saytti@atmosphere, sea, stick of dy
namite, and the electric current are powerful paldrs, or agents, while the can, sub
marine, and resistant coil are passive particutargatients. The former make somet
hing happen upon certain releasing conditions, @dssomething happens to the lat

ter; the former does something whereas somethidgris to the latter. (p.329)

Madden goes on to note what may be part of Reidts/ation for supposing this distinctio

n to be verbal only:

However, while such powerful particulars cause gbimg to happen, they do not in
itiate events; they require a releasing conditischsas pumping air out of the can, th
e submarine's diving too deep, and wiring in astasce coil. The releasing conditio
ns are part of the cause and hence the powertfidydars are caused to act; they do

not initiate an action. On Reid's view, hence, theyld not be agents. (p.329)



On Reid's behalf, it should be acknowledged thattrabus do suppose there to be an impo
rtant distinction between the sort of causal powleasresponsible adult persons exhibit in t
heir ordinary behavior and that of inanimate natoigects such as a detonated stick of dyn
amite. The philosophically unreflective person wikhke this distinction imprecisely, noting
that it seems to be true of human behavior, bubhtbte operation of other kinds of "power
ful particulars", that how we act is to some extgnto us, and subject to the influence of re
asons. Reid maintains - correctly, in my view 1 th&s general understanding of human age
ncy implies the falsity of the thesis of universalisal determinism and also implies that suc
h actions must involve a unique form of causality.

But that persons sometimes function as causestaitehenomena in a way unique t
o their kind is not a reason to suppose that atbes of objects do not function as causes i
n any manner whatever. Reid, however, generallfepsed to be unable to form a conceptio

n of causal activity that was itself necessitateddcur:

Were it not that the terms cause and abeawe lost their proper meaning, in the cro
wd of meanings that have been given them, we shioulebdiately perceive a contra

diction in the terms necessary cause, and necesgeny (p.607)

I am not able to form any distinct conception dhacpower but such as | find in m
yself... But, if there is anything in an unthinkinganimate being that can be called a
ctive power, | know not what it is, and cannot ceagbout it. (Letter to Lord Kames,

p.59)

Reid did not conclude from these reflections thatas an arbitrary, unexplained fact th
at nature does operate in a lawful manner. Ratleedleemed self-evident the principle that "
of every event there must be a cause, that hadruiffecient to produce it, and that exerted

that power for the purpose” (p.625). From thisgple, together with his basically Humea



n understanding of the regularity of natural pheao# he concluded that all phenomena t
hat are not the immediate causal consequence ekéreise of active power by human free
agent8 are most reasonably ascribed to the direct actifia divine agent.

Surprisingly, though, in a very late letter to Jar@@egory (written after publication of

the Essays on the Active Powers), Reid is lesaioegibout his official view that the possess

ion of genuine causal powers by inanimate objsamintelligible:

You deny that of every change there must be aciaiti cause, in my sense - tha
tis, an intelligent agent, who by his power anltll @ffected the change. But | think y
ou grant that, when the change is not effectedibly an agent, it must have a physic
al cause - that is, it must be the necessary caeseg of the nature and previous sta
te of things unintelligent and inactive.

| admit that, for anything | know to the contrattyere may be such a nature and
state of things which have no proper activity e tertain events or changes must n
ecessarily follow. I admit that, in such a casat tithich is antecedent may be called
the physical cause, and what is necessarily corsgquay be called the effect of th
at cause.

I likewise admit, laws of nature may be calledtfesy commonly are called) phy
sical causes - in a sense indeed somewhat diffecentthe former - because laws o
f nature effect nothing, but as far as they ard@ekecution, either by some agent,

or by some physical cause; they being, howevemeptusultrain natural philosop

hy, which professes to shew us the causes of h#turgs, and being, both in ancie
nt and modern times, called causes, they havedsgption acquired a right to that
name.

| think also, and | believe you agree with me, thadry physical cause must be t
he work of some agent or efficient cause. Thug,ahmody put in motion continues

to move till it be stopped, is an effect which, ¥drat | know, may be owing to an in




herent property in matter; if this be so, this @y of matter is the physical cause o

f the continuance of the motion; but the ultimdfeient cause is the Being who gav
e this property to matter.

If we suppose this continuance of motion to beraitrary appointment of the
Deity, and call that appointment a law of naturé amphysical cause; such a law of n
ature requires a Being who has not only enactethtineout provided the means of i
ts being executed, either by some physical caud®; some agent acting by his ord
er. If we agree in these things, | see not whexemiffer, but in words. (pp.73-4, e

mphasis added)

Reid appears to concede here that the view thatasydphysical objects possess causa
| powers (and are thereby causally efficaciousyjrinie of the properties of the matter of w
hich they are composed, could well be correct. &/hd does not go so far as to endorse thi

s view (but instead professes ignorance on theemathis would be a marked change from

his earlier claims in the Essays and throughoutdgkeof his correspondence that the very n

otion is unintelligible®

| have been discussing Reid's views on the nafupigsical’ causation for the followi

ng reasons: First, if one follows Reid in adoptimgoccasionalistic vieW of physical (or, t

0 put it in contemporary jargon, 'event’) causatibe now common charge that Reid's agent
causation is obscure and mysterious has lessgs@rsudorce, since there is no putatively cl
earer variant with which it is being compared. T@dRthe notion of an inanimate object nec
essarily exercising a causal power is suspect,eaisere all have a well-understood concept
ion of our own unnecessitated causal activitgecondly, his non-realist (i.e., Humean) con
ception of event causation essentially removes wtih@rwise would be an important proble
m, viz., explaining how two fundamentally differéatms of causation are integrated within

the natural world. But for those who do not foll&&id in his denial of genuine causal effic



acy of the event-causal type, the job of defendimg(at least partly) explicating the notion

of agent causation is more complicated, and so extishd beyond Reid's treatment.

i

Even within the context of Reid's broader viewshlenature of causation in the natura
| world, however, we can go some way toward rengpeaipparent barriers to accepting the c
oherence of his notion of agent causation. Ingéetion, | consider a pair of objections, onl
y one of which was explicitly addressed by Reidt iBmay be helpful first to follow Rowe
(1991) in giving a simple set of necessary andaefft conditions (accepted by Reid) for t

he truth of a proposition of the form, X causedre\ee

1. X is a substance that had power to bring about e
2. X exerted its power to bring about e.

3. X had the power to refrain from bringing abotit e

These conditions, of course, do not even approaetiective analysis of Reid's concep
t of agent causation, something which Reid také®tonpossible. (The same is true concer
ning the notion of event causation, on non-Humeaws:) They do, however, highlight the
following two features: (a) the very concept ofeent's causing an event internal to himsel
f implies that he must have the power in those eeoumstances not only to bring about th
at event but also to refrain from doing so. (Adiyals we've seen, this dual capacity is impli
cit in the very notion of active power for Reiddaso he would regard (3) as redundant.) (b)
one cannot specify circumstances under whichstance of agent causation takes place wi
thout stating that X did in fact "exert" X's actipewer. (This is given by (2).) This may see
m uninformative or odd, but it is a direct conseyugeof the fact that (in contrast to necessit

ating or even probabilistic event causatirthe power to bring about some event is quite o



ften unexercised, even though all the conditiomessary for its exercise obtath(l will di

scuss the notion of "exertion of causal power'tdusther on.)
Furthermore, we should note that the satisfactidhase conditions is possible only f

or beings having attributes of a more basic sort:

I should have noticed that | am not able to foroomaception how power, in the strict
sense, can be exerted without will; nor can therwill without some degree of und
erstanding. Therefore, nothing can be an effiganse, in the proper sense, but an i

ntelligent being. (p.65)

To be capable of both producing or not producingesevent in a given set of circumstance
s, one must be capable of forming an appetitivieidét towards either of these options, and
doing so seems to presuppose some ability, egritd limited, to conceptualize that altern
ative. To the conditions of having will and a degoé understanding, Reid (in the Essays) a

dds the condition of "some degree of practical juodgt or reason™:

We may perhaps be able to conceive a being endaitlegower over the determin
ations of his will, without any light in his mind tirect that power to some end. But
such power would be given in vain. No exercisi cbuld be either blamed or appr
oved. As nature gives no power in vain, | see ooigg to ascribe a power over the
determinations of the will to any being who hagudgment to apply it to the directi

on of his conduct, no discernment of what he ooglaught not to do. (p.600)

Finally, Reid notes that it is also necessary dhatbelieve that the production of the ev
ent is within one's power, and depends upon ori'dHew could | form an intention to sla

m-dunk a basketball into a ten-foot high net, faraple, when | am firmly convinced that |
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am unable to do so? | might intend to try, but thisbviously different from intending to d
0 sol®

Having noted these basic features of Reid's vieww turn to two objections to his ac
count, and the notion of agent causation it pressgg The first, which Reid directly addre
ssed (and which, one gathers, he was on varioasiocs confronted with), purports to sho
w that Reid is implicitly committed to an infinitegress of volitions or decisions correspon

ding to every free action. Reid represents theragg thus:

‘Liberty," they say, ‘consists only in a power¢bas we will; and it is impossible to
conceive in any being a greater liberty than thig.o.say that we have power to will
such an action, is to say, that we may will ityd will. This supposes the will to be
determined by a prior will; and, for the same reasioat will must be determined by

a will prior to it, and so on in an infinite seriekwills, which is absurd.' (p.501)

Reid correctly dismisses this objection as restim@ misunderstanding of his conception o
f free agency. (And it really is astonishing thiaeztions of this sort are so often repeated, i
n view of the fact that it is hard to find a likearain theorist who accepts the proposed analys
is of power over one's willf) We needn't have performed another, prior actilbfrworder

to have determined the action-initiating volitifde simply exert active power (a conception
of which we form through its effects) in so det&rimg it - i.e., we determine the will directl

y. The exertion of active power is not itself aeyqf volition.

Reid imagines that his objector will continue tegs him by noting that it is a common
place that 'nothing is in our power but what degambn the will,' "and therefore the will it

self cannot be in our power.":
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| answer, that this is a fallacy arising from takencommon saying in a sense w
hich it never was intended to convey, and in aesepatrary to what it necessarily i
mplies.

In common life, when men speak of what is, or is moa man's power, they atte
nd only to the external and visible effects, whociy can be perceived, and which o
nly can affect them. Of these, it is true, thahimgg is in a man's power, but what de
pends upon his will, and this is all that is mdanthis common saying.

But this is so far from excluding his will from logj in his power, that it necessa
rily implies it. For to say that what depends ugmawill is in a man's power, but th
e will is not in his power, is to say that the enh his power, but the means necess
ary to that end are not in his power, which is @ti@aliction.

In many propositions which we express univers#igre is an exception necess
arily implied, and therefore always understood.Stvhen we say that all things dep
end upon God, God himself is necessarily excejtdike manner, when we say, th
at all that is in our power depends upon the wi#, will itself is necessarily excepte

d; for if the will be not, nothing else can be ur ower. (p.602)

The plausibility of this reply depends upon theaogy of standard incompatibilist arg
uments that attempt to show that one's havingahgis power either to do or to refrain fro
m some action implies that one's action is notifterministic outcome of some prior state
of affairs which was not in one's power. Hencepyfaction is a causally determined conseq
uence of my volition or choice so to act, and tfwdition or choice was not itself within my
power to determine, then neither was (the detetroimaf) the action within my power.

| will not enter into a discussion of such argursdrgre-’ If a demonstration of the in
compatibilist's thesis can be given, as | belieeamn, then it seems justifiable to conclude wit
h Reid that we do presuppose in everyday lifetti@tleterminations of our will are within

our power. Otherwise, we would be involved in atramtiction fairly close to the surface of
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our conceptual scheme, which seems at best unlikaiy not asserting dogmatically that th
ere simply cannot be incoherencies lurking withie basic metaphysical framework sugges
ted by the dicta of common sense. For all I'vegasd, it might be the case that any attempt
to make fully explicit the metaphysical commitmemtsierlying prereflective thought conce
rning personhood, responsibility, and so on is lddorfail. But it ought not to be so blatant
as to involve our making general assertions afldmmental importance which can be seen t
0 be contradictory on the basis of a bit of singueceptual analysis.

So | will here suppose that Reid is right in mamitay that we do take "the determinati
ons of our wills" to be ordinarily within our powdBut a second difficulty of a rather simila
r sort might seem to arise, once we turn to consihat is involved in an agent's directly de
termining or causing his own volition, on Reid's@ant. At the beginning of this section, |
noted (following Rowe) three necessary and sufiicieonditions” for the truth of a statem
ent of the form "X caused event e." They lay dolat the agent, X, must have had the powe

r to refrain from as well as to perform e. Furthere) the agent must have exerted that powe

r to bring about e. ("In order to the productioraa¥ effect, there must be in the cause, not
only power, but the exertion of that power; for gowhat is not exerted produces no effect”
(p.603).) Rowe (1987) argues that this last comaljtiogether with Reid's repeated assertion
that every event must have an efficient causesgige to another sort of infinite regress of

mental acts:

Now an exertion of power is itself an event. Ashsutctoo must have a cause. On R

eid's view the cause must again be the agent hd8séto have caused this exertion

the agent must have had the power to bring ittedoodi must have exerted that pow
er. Each exertion of power is itself an event whidhagent can cause only by havin
g the power to cause it and by exerting that pow&he result of this principle, ho
wever, is that in order to produce any act of willatever, the agent must cause an in

finite number of exertions. (pp.53-4)
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In this article, Rowe proposes to handle the segufifficulty by simply excising the requir

ement that there be an exertion of power correspgrid each volition:

Acts of will that are produced by the agent whass they are, we shall say, are suc
h that the agent causes them but not by any other any exertion of the power sh

e has to produce the acts of will (p.54).

But, besides flying in the face of repeated stateémey Reid, this proposal also commits on
e to saying that an agent had the power to proleiceolition, and in fact did so, though it

was not true in any sense that she exerted thatrmpow

In his later and fuller treatment of Reid's the@991), Rowe instead takes a second lo
ok at what might be involved in the "exertion" ofige power for Reid. Our interpretation o
f this notion, Rowe suggests, will determine whatlthree possible responses to the objecti

on we should adopt. The possibilities are as fatéw

(1) Accept and defend the coherence of an infreiggess of exertions of power whenev
er the agent causes an act of will.

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

(3) Maintain that an exertion of power is not itsel event, and so does not fall under th

e causal principle.

The first of these is similar to a position defathtdy a twentieth-century agency theori
st, Roderick Chisholm (though he develops thisilnerms of an ontology of fact-like stat
es of affairs, not event particulars). Since | @avmore inclined than Rowe is to intepret Rei

d in this way, | will not consider this alternatikiere.
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Rowe believes it is difficult to adjudicate betwg8hand (3) on textual grounds, but o
pts for (2) since he believes it to be more phipscally defensible in the final analysis. In
deed, the resulting account is a position that Raweself wishes to maintain. So | will begi
n by considering this approach.

On the present interpretation of Reid's theoryn th@ exertion of power to produce an
act of will is a type of event, but one which hasafficient cause (i.e., it isn't caused by a pri
or event or by the agent himself). However, Rovgeies, the abandonment of the causal pri
nciple which Reid took to be self-evident is fadelrastic than it might initially appear. For,
as we have seen, my having the power to causeeanéimplies, according to Reid, my h
aving the power not to cause it. ("Power to procarogeffect, implies power not to produce

it" (p.523).) And my causing that event just isfiee to exert the power to do so. Taken tog

ether, these statements imply that "it is a con@ptnpossibility within Reid's theory for G

od or any other efficient cause to produce in mexamtion of my active power" (Rowe, p.1
51). Of course, | might be caused to will to do samtion by external manipulation or inter
nal passion (in which case the action would ndtdx). But the conditions for the occurren

ce of an exertion of active power preclude thereghany cause for this kind of event. (One

might wonder whether | could be the cause ofdlaent. But clearly this leads us into the re
gress, for it will require a prior exertion of mgtze power to bring it about, and so on ad in
finitum. This, one might plausibly claim, is simgy impossibility.)

Rowe urges that this result, the conceptual impaogiof there being a cause of an ex
ertion of active power, has the following importanplication: "Reid must be viewed as a s
pecial sort of indeterminist, for we must underdtaim as holding that every event that logi
cally can have a cause does have a cause" (pS®B)e can continue to attribute to him a
modified version of the causal principle. It is evaore significant philosophically that this
distinguishes Reid's position from that of simpldgterminism. While a volition is the sort
of event that can be caused by another agent@rean, that is not true regarding an exertio

n of active power. Rowe takes it to be an advant@éreid's theory that it
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has a built-in answer to the question: Why is trenéof the agent's exertion of pow
er uncaused? Simple indeterminism has no answke torresponding question of

why the act of will is uncaused. (p.155)

Though Rowe's suggestion is in some ways fascpatidoesn't hold up under close
scrutiny. For we are not given an account of howareeto think of such events, these "exert
ions of active power," beyond the suggestionsttiet are some sort of change occurring w
ithin the agent (p.154), that "by which" a persgerg-causes her act of will (p.156-7), and
by which she does so "directly” (p.157). What aegrtintrinsic characteristics by which we

may evaluate Rowe's claim that such an event gesséhe further, desirable features of be

ing

- "not the sort of event that can be caused" (p,X&5ng

- "such that if it occurs it is logically necess#mat [the corresponding volition]
occurs” (p.159), and being

- "intrinsically more truly an agent's own actidvan is an act of will"* (p.155)7?

Concerning the first of these features, Rowe csinigply stipulate that for the proper a
pplication of the label "exertion of active poweayi event must be not only of a certain (as 'y
et unspecified) intrinsic type, but also uncau&ad.this would be mere verbal sleight-of-ha
nd, as is shown by the fact that the simple indatast could do the same with respect to u
ncaused volitions or decisions. So Rowe must haveind a sort of event whose very natur
e precludes the possibility of its being caused.Hdw could this be true of any sort of eve
nt? How could it be that not even God could causertain type of (causally simple) event

19 to occur, a sort which regularly does in fact @@dtiis similarly unclear how such an eve
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nt type could bear a logical connection to anosloer (volitions), given Rowe's own view th
at causal necessity is not a species of logicassiy.

Clearly, Rowe must be thinking of exertions aspetyf mental event. For if exertions
on different occasions bring about volitions of @hdvarying contents, and are such as to m
ake me responsible for my willing the way | dortliewvould seem that they must themselve
s have an intentional content, of the general fihat | bring about a volition of type X by t
his very exertion of my power."

A natural reply at this point is that we are una@rany such intentional attitudes im
mediately prior to our decisions. Nonetheless, wghivbe able to persuade ourselves that t
his is the case if we could thereby solve the gmbbf how free agency is possible. We ma

y, therefore, focus our challenge to Rowe in thayw

You grant that a volition is not intrinsically resgsibility-conferring. That is, an age
nt could not properly be held responsible for atiool (or a larger action to which it
gave rise) that occurred uncaused. But you sedra tommitted to supposing that
an exertion of active power is intrinsically respitulity-conferring (and say as muc
h in claiming that "any such event has the propiby its occurrence is up to the ag

ent" [p.225,n.18]). Simply put, why should one soggpthis to be so?

Rowe replies to this (in effect) with the followimaggument (pp.168-9), which he con
tends shows that it "follows from the very conceptof active power" that an exertion of it i
s up to the agent whose exertion it is (and, heswegething for which he is prima facie resp
onsible). Let us assume that | have active poweR@wve's construal) with respect to my de

ciding to steal Mark's basketball. Then:

(2) Itis in my power to cause (and in my power toatause) my decision to steal the

ball. (from the assumption)
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(2) Itis up to me whether | cause my decisiortéalshe ball.
(3) I cause that decision if, and only if, | exsecimy active power to so decide.

(4) It is up to me whether | exercise my active pote decide to steal the ball.

The crucial inference from (1) to (2) is, | belieuasupported. To see this, we need onl
y reflect on what is meant by (1) on Rowe's cordtifiwe simply read (1) as a claim couc
hed in ordinary English, (2) would seem to triwdbllow from it. But no more is implied b
y (1) than that it is an open possibility, causatat an exertion-of-active-power event of a ¢
ertain specific sort occur, as well as that itowtur, and that if (but only if) it does, a decisi
on to steal Mark's basketball will immediately éoll. But it has not been shown that if the a
ppropriate exertion-of-active-power event does ndawill be responsible for its occurrence
. Yet this is what (2) claims (given, as (3) nothat my causing my decision is just my exer
ting my active power to so decide). Rowe deniesatigimacy of a similar move made by t
he "simple indeterminist”, who claims that it ioagh (in terms of the metaphysics of actio
n) for responsible agency that my volition or decisoccurs uncaused. Why, then, does he
feel entitled to draw the inference of (2) from if1}he above argument?

As far as | can tell, the only relevant putativatéee of "exertions” that ordinary volitio
ns lack is that of being intrinsically invulneralitebeing caused. But no explanation has be
en given of how this might be, and | am confidéat it is a necessary truth that all metaphy
sically-possible events lack such a propéttQuite apart from this contention, though, Ro
we fails to show how such a property would be @t¢vo the matter of how the occurrence
of the event could be up to me. One's mind oughbtgle at the suggestion of there being
a simple mental event that is intrinsically invubige to being caused and such that no one
and nothing is responsible for its occurrencetihetsource of bafflement, it seems to me, ¢
oncerns the possibility of an event simply satigfyihe first of these clausé.

| conclude, therefore, that if we follow Rowe ikiteg an exertion of active power to be

an uncaused event that obtains immediately#sriora volition or decision, the resulting the
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ory fails to account for how we can be respondimeur actions. We have seen that this in
terpretation of Reid was the second of three rooftescape from an objection that Reid is
committed to a regress of exertions of active paweresponding to every volition. From th
e general perspective of the agency theory, Nmliewas clearly a fundamental mistake not
to take the third route and maintain that an agéexertion of active power" in directly pro
ducing a volition is not to be construed as a p@nt. (And, hence, the question of what ca
used the exertion does not arise.) The whole pditite theory is to escape the dilemma po
sed by the apparent inadequacy of both deternaristiories and simple indeterminism to a
ccount for responsible agency. The way out invoteesgnizing that agents are responsible
for their free actions in virtue of an irreducilsleusal relation between themselves and their
volitions. They do not need to do something furihesrder to bring about a volition; rather,
they do so directly.

Rowe recognized this in his earlier article, assasw. He supposed, however, that this r
equired abandoning the claim that an agent exisrfsower to produce a volition. This was,
in a way, properly motivated insofar as one supptsat "X exerted his power" can only m
ean that another, prior event occurs which (eveautges the volition. But as Rowe himself ¢
onceded, it would be remarkable that Reid shouldd@ee the ensuing difficulty if this is h
ow he was thinking of the matt&t.An alternative construal identifies the "exertafractive
power" with (the obtaining of) a causal relati@ivizeen agent and volitiah.

Direct confirmation of this may be found in theléoling. In Reid's usage, "agency" a
nd "efficiency" are synonymous with "exertion ofiae power.?8 If this is borne in mind,
it will be seen that Reid explicitly explicates &gtion of active power" as a causal relation b

etween the agent and his volition:

If it be so that the conception of an efficient®aenters into the mind, only fro
m the early conviction we have that we are theiefits of our own voluntary action

s, which | think is most probable, the notion dfogncy will be reduced to this, that
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it is a relation between the cause and the efeutlar to that which is between us a

nd our voluntary actions. This is surely the mastiract notion, and, | think, the onl

y notion we can form of real efficiency. (pp.524efphasis added)

Equally strong (though perhaps less readily appareumpport may be found in a pass
age from a letter to James Gregory. Commentingraarauscript written by the latter, Reid

writes:

[Y]ou speak of our having a consciousness of indeeet activity. | think this cann
ot be said with strict propriety. It is only theewptions of our own mind that we are

conscious of, Activity is not an operation of miitds a power to act. We are consci

ous of our volitions, but not of the cause of them.
| think, indeed, that we have an early and a nbtoraviction that we have power
to will this or that... But | think this convictiors inot properly called consciousness.

(pp. 82-3, emphasis added)

If exertions of active power, or instances of afstiin the strict sense (for Reid), were intenti
onal events prior to and productive of volitiorrger we should be (often) directly conscious
of them, just as we are of our volitions themseNgut Reid clearly thinks this is not the ca
se; while we firmly believe ourselves to be "activehis sense, we cannot be said to have di

rect_ conscious awareness of this fact in any givstance. This is a (somewhat) more plaus

ible position to take, if such activity involves nmre than a form of causal relation (the onl
y form, according to Reid) between the agent act efhis (free) volitions! In general, h

e would maintain, we perceive the relata of cargdations but not the relations themselves. (
Compare the remarks near the end of his careelr tioé&td earlier, in which he seemed to ¢
ountenance the possibility of genuine causal miatbetween events in nature. It is clear th

at Reid there thought that if there were suchioglat we certainly don't perceive them.)



20

Finally, when we take "exertion of active power'stgnify a causal relation between ag
ent and volition, we can make sense of Reid's sléat (a) an exertion of active power can
not be caused, and (b) there is a conceptual chondéetween an exertion of active power
and its corresponding effect (a voliticif)As regards (a), a causal relation is not theafort
entity that one can (directly and independentlyjsegto obtain. (Suppose it were. Then con
sider an instance of "ordinary" event causatios,causing B, where A and B are events. If t
here is a cause of the relation's holding betweand\B, presumably it is A itself. But if
A causes this relation ("r") between A and B, thidallows that there is a further causal rela
tion ("r*") between A and r. But if there is a caud r, then surely there is one of r* as well
. And so we should be led to the absurdity of pasgian infinite number of existent relation
s corresponding to each causal relation that Hmtiseen events in the world. If, then, we re
ject the demand for a cause of the relation holdgtgreen two events as unwarranted, we m
ay likewise conclude that no cause is to be solaglatgent-causal relations.) And as for (b)
, the obtaining of a relation between two relaesppposes that each of the relata exists or o
btains. (This is true whether the relation in gioesbe event- or agent-causal.)

So, what seemed inexplicable on the event congiftiakertions of active power" can
be seen to follow immediately, once we understagid B be referring to an (irreducible) ty
pe of causal relation. My interpretation not ondslstrong textual support, but it also provi
des the broad outlines of a coherent picture ofrta@aphysics of free agency. Obviously, a
number of important objections have not been censdlhere. One such question that has |
ikely occurred to the reader is the following: "BVEl grant that the notion of agent A's bea
ring an irreducible causal relation to his volitidf is intelligible, what are we to say of the e
vent A's causing V? Does this event have a cafise? doesn't the regress continue to loom
? And if not, given your own (and Reid's) rejectairsimple indeterminism, how can you m
aintain that the agent is nonetheless responsibiE?f Consideration of this and other cont
emporary objections to the agency theory would tekbeyond the texts of Reid. Accordin

gly, I've reserved this task for another occasfon.
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! Rowe (1987) has noted that this concept also plays
role in the less-developed theories of free agepay forward by
some of Reid's eighteenth-century contemporariesluding Samuel
Clarke and Edmund Law.

2 Throughout this essay, references to Reid's wrstingll
be to the 1967 edition of his works. Apart from tetaents drawn
from his private correspondence, the quotations taken from
Reid's _Essays on the Active Powers.

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

4 Evidence for this includes the fact that Reid reuags
a purpose whose content concerns a time beyond dhathe
immediate future as "strictly and properly a deteration of the

will, no less than a determination to do it instght(p.539). (See
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also p.542, where he also includes as a type oitiool life-long
resolutions or purposes as to a general course oofduwct.)

5 | am thereby assimilating Reid's action-startingpeyof
"volition" to Donagan's (1987) "determinate intemti or "choice".

¢ From a letter to Dr. James Gregory, in Reid (1967),
p.88. (The next two quotations from Reid that fellare also taken
from letters to Dr. Gregory.)

” Passages that strongly indicate that Reid followéadmne
concerning the nature of "physical" causality ird#uthe following:
"We see an established order in the succession adfiral events, but
we see not the bond that connects them togethe528). "What D.
Hume says of causes, in general, is very just whpplied to
physical causes, that a constant conjunction whk effect is
essential to such causes, and implied in the vesgception of
them" (Letter to Dr. Gregory, p.67). "I can see mog in a physical
cause but a constant conjunction with the effect. @rombie calls
it a necessary connection; but this no man seeghysical causes..."
(Letter to Dr. Gregory, p.88).

8 The only events in nature that clearly fall intoisth
category are free volitions: For "[w]e perceive namhy necessary
connection between the volition and exertion on qart, and the
motion of our body that follows them....That there am established
harmony between our willing certain motions of obodies, and the
operation of the nerves and muscles which producesd motions,
is a fact known by experience. This volition is ant of the mind.

But whether this act of the mind have any physieffiect upon the
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nerves and muscles, or whether it be only an oocasif their being
acted upon by some other efficient, according te #stablished
laws of nature, is hid from us." (p.528)

® There are two phrases in the above passage, however
that might give one pause about my general readihgt. First, Reid
speaks of the divine Being as giving "this [efficacs] property to
matter." This might suggest that an object's caysalers could be
"added onto" it, so to speak, so that it would bematter for divine
choice whether_this very object would be capable pobducing a
particular effect in certain circumstances or not, even, perhaps,
which such effect it might produce. On such a viétvwould not be
part of the_essential nature of an object of a amertstructure and
composition that it have the powers it has, butwiuld be instead a
completely contingent fact about it. | confess tavimg some
difficulty in understanding this sort of view, wlhicposits a real
(non-epistemic) form of necessity in the causalatieihs between
events, yet denies that it is simply a species ataphysical (or
"broadly logical") necessity. (Admittedly, such adew is rather
popular among contemporary philosophers.) An aH&me is to
interpet Reid's insistence that "the ultimate eéit cause is the
Being who gave this property to matter" as simplghiighting the
evident fact that it is not up to such an inanimatgect that it is
found in certain circumstances and necessarily pced the effect
it does, but is, on Reid's view, a product of theire creation and
ordering of the physical world. That the object ¢woed such an

effect in those circumstances owes its explanatiolimately, to the
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divine creative choice. We may similarly read théhey questionable
phrase - "If we suppose this continuance of mottonbe an
arbitrary appointment of the Deity" - as stressitigg fact that it is
not a necessary feature of the world that it be egogd by the
causal laws operative in it, since it might haveerbeconstituted by
very different sorts of elementary particles, hayinlifferent
fundamental properties. God was presumably freech@ose which
general pattern of physical phenomena would beizedl in the
world, and would simply create matter appropriate this end ("the
means of its being executed").

10 The view that is occasionalistic is the one given i
Reid's published writings. The suggestion that meeains in his
late correspondence with Dr. Gregory (viz., thatdGonbues matter
with causal properties) would be a departure froecasionalism,
but as we've seen, Reid does not go so far as ¢epachis view.

11 As Donagan (1979) comments, contemporary
philosophers who allege that Reid's agent-causabltyan obscure,
illegitimate attempt to extend the notion of causatbeyond the

well-understood parameters of event-causality

uncannily reverse the objections Reid made in thghteenth
century against event-causation. Reid pointed duwt tthe
necessity possessed by the laws of Newtonian plysias so
mysterious that Newton himself indignantly denielatt he
thought it causal, whereas for centuries the modklcausality

had been that of the relation of an agent to hisoas, and
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above all, that of the divine agent to his creataetions....In
terms of this, the original notion of cause, Reidmplained
that the post-Newtonian concept of event-causatveas
improper and obscure. (p.218)

2 Rowe (1991), p.49. Compare Reid, p.65: " In thdacstr
and proper sense, | take an efficient cause [of esa@went] to be a
being who had power to produce the effect, and texlethat power
for that purpose...Power to produce an effect, suppopower not
to produce it; otherwise it is not power but nedgysswhich is
incompatible with power taken in a strict sense."

13 In an instance of probabilistic event causalitye th
power to bring about one of a range of effects wvalways be
exercised, though which effect is brought about uisdetermined.

4 "It cannot be said that there is a constant corjonc
between a proper cause and the effect; for, thotlgh effect cannot
be, without power to produce it, yet that power miag, without
being exerted, and power which is not exerted pceduno effect"
(p.66). As we will see, on Rowe's interpretation what is meant by
condition (2), it turns out to be a more informa&iwcondition than
I've suggested. As | will try to show, though, #@ises insoluble
problems of its own and is, | think, a misunderstiag of Reid and
the agency theory in general.

15 And we can form an intention ("will") to perform
some action that is not actually in our power, tilouwve believe that
it is. Reid gives the example of a man, struck wpthlsy in his sleep

that renders him incapable of speech, who attemptsspeak in
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ignorance of what has happened. As soon as hezesalhis
incapacity, though, "he ceases to make the eff¢a'532).

16 The inclination to suppose that by power over any
event, including volitions, one can only mean "awpo to act as we
will" is so strong for some that even a present-daymmentator on
Reid raises the very objection given in the texéspite Reid's
explicit repudiation of it as resting upon a contug Gallie (1989)
writes: "...if | am the efficient cause of the detemations of my will
then the determinations of my will depend upon mill.wBut then if
whatever depends upon my will comes into being uto a
determination of my will then no determination ofynwill can come
into being, it would seem, unless by way of anotli@termination of
my will." (p.138)

171 refer the reader to van Inwagen (1983) and Ginet
(1980) for carefully laid out modal versions of tlegument. For a
discussion of the critical responses their work hasvoked, see my
"On the Transfer of Necessity".

18 1 have adapted these from Rowe's discussion on
pp.148-49.

19 Where the type is characterized wholly in terms of
intrinsic features. Obviously (if incompatibilisms icorrect), God
could not cause an instance of the type "freelyosimg to @", but
this is because the type has stipulations regardtagmanner of
production built into it. Also, | add the qualifitean "causally
simple" because it may well be that events havingeatain sort of

internal causal complexity could not have suffigiecausal
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conditions. This would be true, | believe, of aneew of the form
(agent) S causes e, an event which is not whollktimtit from and
prior to the event e that is brought about, but ckhis, rather, the
bringing-about-of-e (which includes & a component). | will not go
into this matter here, as | believe that this igatly not what Rowe
has in mind.

20 1 have changed the example.

21 Again, this claim may not hold without exceptionr fo
events of a causally complex nature.

22 Before introducing the argument in the text above,
Rowe suggests (without further elaboration) thaé ttollowing two
considerations together make it "at least doubtfiuht my exercise

of active power need be capricious or fortuitoug.166):

a) "[b]y virtue of its very nature it cannot have cause."

b) "it is only by virtue of it that | as agent carause and be
responsible for any action or change.”

| have already remarked that, without further explidon of the
intrinsic character of such an event, the consitlenaposed by (a)
seems irrelevant. Regarding (b), it seems that kdretwe are
responsible for our own actions (including internahanges, such as
volitions) depends on whether we are responsible tfe

"exertions" that are said to give rise to such @i (I have no
doubt that Rowe as an incompatibilist agrees ahibig.) To note, in

effect, that it seems doubtful that we are not oasgble for our
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exertions of active power, given our responsibilityr the actions to
which they give rise, can only be question-begginga context
where the possibility of responsibility for suchx&stions" is being
guestioned.

23 Although | believe Rowe is thinking of an exertiai
active power as occurring just prior to the corwing volition, |
know of no passage in which he explicitly says so.

24 Consider the fact that he often refers to both his
unrestricted causal principle and exertions of \a&ctipower within a
single sentence. An example is the following remé&akso noted by
Rowe in this connection) in his assessment of Libnprinciple of

sufficient reason (as applied to human action):

If the meaning of the question be, was there a «aafsthe
action? Undoubtedly there was: of every event themest be a
cause, that had power sufficient to produce it, ahdt

exerted that power for the purpose. (p.625)

(Another is his comment that "every change must daeised by
some exertion, or by the cessation of some exerpbbnpower"
(p.515).

25 In a footnote to (1987), Rowe considers the pod&igybi
that an "exertion of active power" might not be awent after all,
for Reid, though he thought it unclear as regardsdR texts. Even
here, though, he fails to identify this notion withe agent-causal

relation, and so leaves it unclear what an exertodnactive power
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would amount to on such a reading. He takes a amview as
regards Reid's intent in (1991), though he has cdmeregard the
basic claim of an irreducible causal relation, whianderlies such a
reading, as philosophically untenable. (See, foameple, his
remarks on pp.156-57.)

26 See the June 14, 1785 letter to Dr. Gregory (p.65)
and p.523 of the_Active Powers.

27 Nonetheless, | believe that Reid is mistaken irs thi
claim: contra Reid, the agency theorist should ream that we are
directly aware of our own activity in causally prodng intentions
to act.

28 " it i1s a contradiction to say, that the cause has
power to produce the effect, and exerts that povasrd yet the
effect is not produced" (p.268).

29 |n_Explaining Behavior (Ch.2), Fred Dretske suggest
that there are straightforward cases of an evemt ddusing B

having a cause. A simple example is my pressingr ydaoorbell (A)
resulting in the ringing of the bell (B). Had theutton not been
wired to the bell in the appropriate way, (B) woutdt have
obtained. The electrician who installed the devideseems, was in
some sense causally responsible for A's causinge&n though he
did not in any way initiate this event. In Dretskelerminology, the
electrician's activity was the_structuring cause A6 causing B(by
setting up the circumstances in such a way thatsiAgquld it occur,
would result in_B), though not its _triggering cau@be cause of_A
my pushing the button).
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We should observe that in offering this analysigetdke is not
taking the cause event (A) to be a set of sufficieircumstances,
but rather (in accordance with ordinary usage) thest salient
event alone, such that this event causes Bsuoh and such
circumstances (necessary for B's occurring). But, course, the
agency theorist is following the same practice ieandminating an
agent, S, as the cause of some event, e, sinceagbat can exercise
such a causal power only given various necessanyditons.
Nonetheless, whatever was responsible for thesé¢hdurnecessary
circumstances would not seem to be a structuringsea(in
Dretske's sense) of _S's causing e, since they donmmake it
necessary that e occurs, given that the agent wasome particular
state just prior to the occurrence of e. (We mighty instead that
they were necessary structuring conditions or fex)o

30 See my forthcoming "Agent Causation".



