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There has been a tendency in British and American philosophy to deny that
it is possible to provide causal explanations of what people do. One of the
most striking aspects of this general tendency is the denial that anything of
an “inner” nature (mental) is relevant to explanations of human conduct.
At most, the contributions of these internal happenings is to make action
possible, not to determine what it is or what it is going to be, In contrast to
this view, I argue that there are causal explanations of human actions, and
that these explanations would always (if they were complete) make some
reference to mental states or episodes. Finally, I argue that these causal
explanations help to clarify the concepts of freedom and responsibility.

We do not say that a person is free to do x in a lapse of time L unless
conditions are now such that he is fully able to do x or conditions are such
that he is fully able to make it the case that he is fully able to do x before L
has lapsed. A person being fully able to do x means both that (a) he has the
general ability to do x and {b) present conditions are favorable for the
exercise of his ability. It is freedom in this sense that the prisoner lacks; he is
ot free because the circumstances are not right for him to do many of the
things that he would otherwise be fully able to do.

i Becomir_lg fully able to do x in a lapse of time L is a necessary condition
for a person to be free to do x in & lapse of time L. Is it also a sufficient
condition? To answer this question, suppose some person satisfies condi-
tions () and (b) and wants to do x. Is he then always free to do x? Here, an
ambiguty in the word “want” needs to be cleared up. According to one
definition of the word, there are many things that we do that we do not
want to do, e.g., we speak kindly to the boss even though we are angry with
him. On the other hand, there is another use of the word in which every
intentional action is something the agent wants to do. ! Contrast “He went
to the party because he wanted to enjoy the conversation of his friends”
with “Though the party would have been delightful, he stayed home
because he wanted to study for his exam.”

If a person knows that he cannot become fully able to do something in a
lapse time L, he can neither deliberate about whether he will do it nor can he
decide or choose to do it. But although this knowledge entails exclusion of
deliberation, decision, and choice, it does not entail that he is not fully able,
I call attention to those cases in which coercion of compulsion (interpreted
broadly} is somehow involved and in which it is appropriate to use expres-
sions like “couldn’t have done otherwise” or “had no choice.” It will be
noticed that expressions like these ordinarily imply that the person is fully

48

able to do that other thing that he gives no serious attention to doing. Thus
the bank teller is fully able to comply with the robber’s demands, and in the
second sense of “want,” the teller wants to comply with the robber’s
demands in order to save his life.

The question before us is whether the action of the teller can be de-
scribed as a free action. Although the view is not a common one, there are
people who would insist that the teller was acting freely. Louise Antony, for
instance, makes three important remarks concerning the kind of libertari-
anism that she espouses. (1) “It denies that an action performed under
coercion is an act that was not performed freely” {2) She claims that
“freedom is the availability of options, of different situations that an agent
can make happen?” And (3) “most if not all human actions are done
freely,” From (1) I gather that the class of intentional actions is equal to the
class of free actions, and from (2} I gather that a person being fully able to
do x is a sufficient condition for saying that he is free to do x. The third
remark is more problematicai. If she is suggesting that all human actions are
done freely (as 1 believe) then it is likely that she is simply identifying human
actions with intentional human actions, this despite the fact-that it is
customary to make a distinction between intentional and unintentional
actions. If most rather than o/l is being emphasized, the crucial problem
becomes how to distinguish free and unfree actions. Unintentional actions,
such as my accidentally stepping on your toes, though they are things that
we do, are not the kinds of actions to which “free” and “unfree” apply.
And since mere bodily movements are not actions, neither does the distinc-
tion apply to them. My own opinion is that the adverbs “freely” and
“unfreely” apply only to intentional actions and that the corresponding
adjectives apply only to intentional actions and to persons.

I suggest the following as at least a minimal condition for freedom: If a
person is acting freely in a situation s, then there is something, x, that he
wants to cause, he is fully able to cause x, and there are no circumstances in
s that exclude deliberation and choice. Agency causation can be explained in
terms of causation by desire in the following way: If a person is acting freely
in a situation s, then his desire for x is the immediate or remote cause ofx,x
would not have come into existence untess it had been caused (immediately
or remotely) by the desire for x, and there are no circumstances in s that
exclude deliberation and choice. Finally, although the explanation of agency
causation in terms of desire does not mention belief, it is usually desires that
have been caused by beliefs and other desires that are the more immediate
causes of what we do. Thus if I want to turn on the television and discover
that 1 can do so by pushing a certain knob, 1 will now want to push the
knob. In short, belief is important in motivation because it plays a part in
the creation of desire. S

Although scientists are reluctant to speak about object causation and
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phllo?ophicrs in general are agreed that object causation can be entirel
‘explamed in terms of event or state causation, reference to object causatioz
is ne}fertheless a common occurrence in ordinary talk. Thus we say, “The
ter@tes caused the building to collapse, ” meaning “The gnawing ’of the
termites caused the building to collapse.” Nevertheless, some philosophers
whf) h‘old an agent theory of causation seem to subscribe to a principle
which if trut.e would show that object causation is inconsistent with eventpor
state causation. Auerback and Carter (who are opposed to the principle)
s_t.atf: the principle in the following way: “If x causes z and y causes 7 andrjc is
dxstmcf from y then x's causing of z is distinct from y’s causing of z. * In the
preoef:hr.lg example, letting x = the termites and y = their gnavﬁ:ig these
are distu?ct causes of z (the collapse of the building). If the princip,le isa
fault3.r principle as applied to the entire domain of objects (as I think it is)
then it should be admitted that it is a faulty principle as applied to human
agents. Every human agent, though only one particular being, is a member
of the f:l-a§s of material objects as well as 2 member of the clas; of agents. If
the pll—mmph? is to be amended in such a way that it validly applies-to
mateqal objects that are also agents but invalidly applies to all other
. material objects, strong reasons should be provided for the amendment. I
have‘bf:en-.unable to find any. Instead, there seem to be sufficient reaso.ns
for saying that the principle is as faulty when applied to human agents as it

is when applied to other material obj i
wh jects. A paragraph from Rich
will illustate what I am objecting to. ’ s Tavlor

It is plain that, whatever I am, I am never identical with any such eve;lt
process, or state as is usually proposed to be the “real cause” of my act,
such as some intention or state of willing. Hence, if it is really ami
unmeta?horically true, as I believe it to be, that I sometimes cause
something to happen, this would seem to entail that it is false thén any

event, process, or stat i i i
orent ate not identical with myself should be the real cause

First, observe that no material object is identical with any of its states
Second, the last sentence does not follow from the first. Even if it is trm;
that I‘ am the only “real cause” of my act, it does not follow that I am the
only “real cause” of other things that I cause to happen. Thus suppose I
throw a rock and break a window. Here, it would be all right to say that I
caused the window to be broken, but equally all right to say that.the impact
of the rock was the cause. Perhaps all that Taylor meant to say (though this
was not what he said) was that I am the sole cause of my acts. As far as
actions are concerned, it is usually more natural to speak of desires rather
tha!:"l agents as causes of actions. Thus it is perfectly natural to say thay m
desire to read the small print was the cause of my getting the rnagnifjing
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glass, but neither natural (nor very informative) to say that I was the cause
of my getting the magnifying glass. This does not mean that we are not the
causes of our actions. In fact, they would not be our actions unless we were.
Imagine a person who has just acquired a new basic ability (lowering his
biood pressure at will) through biofeedback training. It would be natural
for him to say, “Medication was not the cause of my lowered pressure; 1
was.” But it would be equally natural for him to say that it was his intention
that was the cause. .

Even if agent causation is a special kind of object caunsation, this does
not imply that there might not be special problems connected with causa-
tion by agents that are not connected with causation by other material
bodies. Whatever the definition of cause is, our grounds for believing that
one entity is the cause of another is based upon observed connections
between kinds of entities. Therefore causal explanations really explain
certain features of one entity, called the effect, in terms of certain features
of another entity, called the cause. Thus it is possible, and as a matier of fact
true, that certain observed changes in states of affairs require explanations
in terms of agent characteristics that some material objects possess. One
ceniral problem can be put this way: Given that there is a material body
with agent characteristics, which changes in the world are such that they
would not have occurred except for the agent characteristics of this material
body? The answer 1 give is that the changes include those movements of the
body that would not have occurred except for its wants and beliefs, i.e.,
actions, and all those other changes that occur but would not have occurred
except for the actions.

In saying that the agent’s actions are caused by his wants, I have been
using the term in its dispositional sense. The first objection that is apt to
occur is that only events can be causes. While it might be replied that
mention of dispositions as causes is countenanced by ordinary talk and that
dispositional properties can be subsumed under the deductive-nomological
pattern of causal explanation, 1 do not wish to belabor the point—I merely
insist that no causal explanation of anything a person does can be at all
satisfactory if it makes no mention of what his relevant pro-attitudes are. 1
emphasize instead that there is a quite ordinary meaning of “cause” such
that every action is caused by a mental event. It has often been observed
that typical causal explanations refer neither to sufficient nor necessary
conditions. Rather, they refer to certain conditions (changes) which when
added to certain other conditions +hat are also present constitute a set of
conditions that is sufficient for the effect. Jones lighting the match by
striking it is an example. Let the added condition be called a contingent
sufficient condition (C). € is usuaily referred to as the cause, but only under
the assumption that C is also a necessary condition post factum.’ The Jatter
term means that some C was present and that the effect would not have
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occurred without this C. The importance of this requirement, upon C is that
it rules out causal overdetermination. For example, suppose Sam is stabbed
by Dick and Tom, each stab wound being a sufficient condition for his
death. The cause of Sam’s death is that combined event consisting of Dick’s
stab wound and Tom’s stab wound. It will be noticed that this concept of
cause is in line with the concept of an action. It is a necessary condition for
a person believing his action will bring x into existence that he believes that
there is something he can do which is such that if he does it x will come into
existence and that if he doesn’t do it x won’t come into existence, To avoid
the appearance of a vicious regress of actions, I specifiy that on certain
occasions the action of bringing x into existence is the very same thing as x
Jdtself. -

The kind of mental event that often satisfies this definition of cause has
already been alluded to when I distnguished a kind of want that is always
‘present whenever an intentional action occurs. One might speak of it as an
aroused or occurrent want, but the terms “intention” and “intends” can do

* the same work without qualifying adjectives or adverbs, This can be seen in
the following argument: P knows that he has the general ability to x; P
knows that conditions are very favorable for the exercise of his ability; P
intends to x; therefore, it is very likely that P will x. If “wants” had been

" used ig place of “intends™ in the preceding argument, at least one other
premise would have been necessary—the premise that P believes that x is the
best of the available alternatives. On. the other hand, I believe that the

context. makes clear that “intends” is being used in the occurrent sense. If _

s0, what the additional premise says is implied by the word “intends.”

Another advantage of using the term “intention” is that it permits the
most direct confrontation with the logical connection argument. All that
argument amounts to is that if the occurrence of X is the cause of the
occurrence of ¥, then there must be some true discription of X (other than
that it is the cause of ¥) and some true description of ¥ {other than that is
the effect of X). Intentions easily pass that test, They can exist alone; they
do not have to be expressed or exercised. However, the fact that expressions
of intention (not necessarily intentional or conventional) can occur without
exercises of intention means that other people can find out that a person is
intending to x without finding out whether he does. One cannot, however,
find out the kind of intentional action an action is without finding out what
the intention is. But this would be serious only if the occurrence of the
action was necessarily the only evidence of the intention, and that is not the
case. Finally, although the occurrence of the intentional action entails the
existence of the intention, there are ways in which the former happening can
be described without mentioning the intention with which it was done. In
fact, in many cases the observer will not know what this intention is.

All motions of bodies that are caused by wants and beliefs are actions of
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agents, but not every action of every agent has_ its sourcl:e (;:‘ orlf:tlaixtt;:lgf
cause in the agent itself. The actions that h?.ve their source 1}1 t‘ 1 ?g e
are of special importance because they glvs: .us f)ur best insights nto e
nature of the agent. Without further clarification, cann;t ag o v
Goldman’s statement: “As long as the acts are caused by t f: \taxrl s o
beliefs of the agent, then he is the author, the sm.lrce, the ongsgat‘o el
act.™ Whether he is right depends upon the meaning o_f tht? wor wt to. u
it is the meaning that the word has when a person '1s said 't(i w;:ll o
whatever he intentionally does, then the stateme.nt is (:?rta..m y‘ct‘ :.he 2
man is compelled at gunpoint_'to ;lr]iYe a Egr ca;l);n:f ‘;av:-:i?’?i?lsv:, 3 ;d ;n e
5 the originator of his action. !
g?;el;eﬁien?n: in whicglll it merely means having a pro:ztutucizc:()\;ag:
something, an amplified version of the sta_temerlxt coultll : F 1::1{5 ac;ing -
mally, a person is gaid to be the source of his actxo'ns? only i ¢ s acting 19
accordance with his desires. To say that a per_son dn\«‘l.ng a car al ililn pOf -~
acting in accordance with his desires ii{ to evm;; :; ir::;:s;izrzzs; if I:;e or e
expression. A person is acting in accordance w : ' n
iti i sienificant amount of weight to pos_s:bly rco'mpe? g
ggssi‘:;zfl;l%sgg:re?y rfeans that the situation is sucl? that potentlahtty ;?S;;
for other desires to deflect the course of the action. It does not imp
i i t of the agent. o
ddl];):cl::::en;nizecﬁ;re connection with thz‘z concept of responsi ility,
;ﬁatter of the source of an agent’s action is a matter o_f gr:.-at p—
practical importance. One meaning of “causally responsible 1s1e remely
simple: x is responsible for y if x is the cause 9f y. For e:):lunﬁn, the oo
doesn’t start, and 1 explain that the battery 1s resjp_onm- e. By
meaning, x is responsible only if it is tl;le sou'rce eos; zgggigznfréi ;alixn bmh.of
is possible, and in many cases true, that x 15 T Bl ot e e a
these senses. The second meaning can be illustrated by O
complication into the present e‘xan.lple. I bought the Zazsrtywjice a mont
ago and without any fault of mm_e it has already gone: & rs sm.nething n
who sold the battery refuses to reimburse because he discove o
the motor that is running the battery down and .wou;d run. gt:;at atery
down, regardiess of the quality of the battery. He mlgtllt fave sat )
the motor rather than the battery that was responsible for m:omething ”
However, though 1 do not get r]ny money .back, I lgartré S e
practical importance, that is, the kind of repair that neﬁ sh e of ihe
is to work. This example should be compared with the l
j::m driving the car at the point_ ofa lfmm Ix:3 St:g :;;cj):c} ;:n;f::ct ic;a:s;llg
responsibile,” it is the kidnappe.r who is 1 e ing the
d the interests of society are served_ not by appre! g th
gif\grs;a::l by apprehending the kidnapper. So it is easy to see \;v;l;rn s::?s.extlisl
more concerned with the agent who is the source of the action
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the person who actually performs the action.

Finaily, the remarks of the preceding paragraph, though pointing in the
right direction, constitute only & partial analysis of “causal responsibility.”
Thus, the battery would have been partly responsibie for its running down
if 1t had been a battery of very low quality, and the driver would have been
partly responsible for his action if the coercive power of the kidnappers had
teen based on his own substandard behavior. Such would have been the
case, for mstance, if he was driving the car out of fear of being exposed for
some action of his that was a penal offense. Of course, where human
actions are concerned, the line of demarcation between causal responsibil-
ity, on the one hand, and legal and moral responsibility, on the other, is not
always clear. Nevertheless, using “causally responsible” in its second and
mast important sense, holding that a person is morally or legally responsible
for his action usually implies that it has already been decided that he is
causally responsible, at least partly.
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