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I. Introduction 
 
1. The most important point, I think, is that the free will debate is not 
metaphysically neutral.  That this is so can be seen in a variety of different 
ways, with respect to a variety of different aspects of the debate, ranging 
from why there is a problem of free will in the first place to what kind of an 
entity an agent would have to be, metaphysically, to what causation is.  And 
any one of these issues can be got at from either of two directions: one can 
uncover and point to the implicit metaphysics of the discussion or one can 
pose an alternative metaphyics, and show how things change.  I’ve done both, 
in the past, and I’d be happy to share written work with you.  Today my 
remarks will be fairly general, and I will come at the topic via the second 
approach.  What I want to say is that a belief in real causal powers forces a 
paradigm shift with respect to the contemporary free will problematic.  A 
term that is more familiar to those working outside of analytic philosophy 
but is similar to the notion of a paradigm shift is “sublation.”  I want to talk 
about how a powers-based metaphysics stands to sublate the existing 
problematic.  Some of you already agree with what I’m going to say -- I 
know.  But if you don’t, I want to try to convince you.   
 
2. It used to be that a Humean would respond to what I’ve just said by 
joking about the dormitive power of opium.  A belief in powers has no bearing 
on the free will problematic, he or she would say, because there is no such 
thing as a power.  Nowadays the reply is more like: “Okay, but even if things 
did have causal powers, it wouldn’t matter for free will.”  A common version 
of this reply is to say that if there were powers, everything would just be 
deterministically caused by other powers.  So my official thesis is: “Does 
too.”  And plus “No they wouldn’t.”   
 



3. But before I get to the official thesis I want to talk a little bit about the 
habits of mind in contemporary analytic philosophy that can make it hard to 
talk about powers with people who don’t believe in them.    
 

This step is important because some of the “Powers don’t help with 
free will” rejoinders depend upon thinking that a power is something 
that is precisely the opposite of what an anti-passivist thinker takes a 
power to be.    
 
It’s also important because it’s so easy for people to talk past each 
other.   

 
 
II. Talking about powers 
 
1. Let me start with an analogy, so that we won’t immediately get caught up in 
the very difficulty that I want to talk about.  Think of a children’s animated 
flipbook.  The kind where you draw a number of images, each slightly 
different, on separate pieces of paper, then fan through them quickly.  
When you do that, it looks as though the drawings are doing things.  
 
And let’s imagine a bit of animation that shows a figure doing something – 
weaving, say.   
 
2. We can use this imaginary flipbook to identify, by analogy, two different 
views about the world.    
 
The first view is that real weaving, weaving done by people, is not at all like 
flipbook weaving.  Real weaving (says the proponent of this view), unlike 
simulated weaving, is not composed of static “stills.”   Activity, or doing (this 
person says) is not metaphysically equivalent to “stasis, duly arranged.” 
 

[Note: both the analogy & the available language set us up to equate 
activity with motion, which I don’t actually want to do.  Movement is 
change of location; activity is doing of one kind or another.] 

 



The second view is that real weaving and flipbook weaving are in fact exactly 
alike.  Activity looks like something other than a sequence of static “stills,” 
but really it isn’t. Really, everything is static. 
 
3. Here are some things to say right off the bat, in relation to this little toy 
example, before we even get to the harder part. 
 

• First, there is no agreed-upon phenomenon of weaving, the nature of 
which is in dispute – no metaphysically-neutral-weaving.  There’s just 
real weaving and flipbook-like weaving, and a disagreement about 
whether or not the world contains both types.  
 

• Thus (second), a claim such as: “We all agree that weaving exists; we 
just disagree about what it is” – such a claim is terribly misleading.   
One view is that world is nothing like a flipbook, metaphysically; the 
other view is it that it is exactly like a flipbook.  There is no shared 
referent for the word “weaving.”  

 
• Third, I have been talking about “like a flipbook” and “not like a 

flipbook,” but the positions are in fact contraries in a more significant 
sense than this.   
 

If position #1 is right, then the real world is active; if position 
#2 is right, then it is at rest, and only appears to be active.  

 
• Given (a)-(c), proponents of positions #1 and #2 can’t both be entitled 

to activity-talk unless the relevant terms have been assigned two 
different meanings, involving contrary referents.  That would be 
confusing.  We need to fix the meanings, if only provisionally, in order 
to adjudicate the substantive disagreement. 

 
• I’m going to assign “activity,” “power” (and all other activity-related 

terms as they are normally understood by a competent English 
speaker) to position #1.  Position #1 is the view there is activity in the 
world.  Position #2 is the view that it only appears that way – really 
the world is like a flipbook. 

 



• We don’t have to be too technical about the definitions for now: if 
worst comes to worst, when I say “activity,” think “doing of one kind 
or another.”  And if that doesn’t work, just think of there being a 
contrast between the nature of real weaving and the nature of 
flipbook weaving, and of activity terms such as “power” as denoting 
that in virtue of which the contrast holds. 
 

• If, later, we decide that we want the referent or truth-maker for 
activity terms to be sequences of static “stills,” we can re-define the 
words. Though it might be easier just to continue to refer to such 
sequences as “stasis.” 

 
4. So why is it that it can be so hard to talk about powers? 
 
I think that there are three reasons, three “habits of mind” I’ll call them, 
that make it hard.  The first two aren’t so interesting, philosophically, but 
they very often explain what’s going on, so I’ll mention them.   
 
First: reductions.  Analytic reductions take the form “Putative thing of kind 
A is really a thing of kind B.”  And they’re very tricky little maneuvers.  A’s 
are supposed to really be B’s, but it’s not meant to go the other way around: 
no one who’s reducing A’s to B’s is saying that B’s are really A’s.  And given 
that it doesn’t go both ways, the idea is actually this: “We thought that 
there were two kinds of thing: things of kind A and things of kind B.  But we 
were wrong.  It turns out that there are only B’s.”  But the rules of the game 
are such that one is then permitted to say “No, no: A’s exist!  It’s just that 
they turn out to be B’s.”  And one can do this even when the A’s that one was 
originally asking about were, by stipulation, completely different from B’s.  

 
So that’s one reason why it’s hard to talk about real weaving with people who 
only believe in flipbook weaving: passivists are allowed to say “O, I believe in 
real weaving, alright; it’s just that real weaving turns out to be flipbook 
weaving.” 

 
Non-eliminativism.  For an outsider to analytic philosophy, reductions alone 
are the kind of move that you might think would get you shot in a poker 
game.  Next comes the option of being a “non-eliminativist.”  Here one is 
permitted to say: “I think that things that appear to be of kind A are really 



of kind B, and that it is only things of kind B that exist.  But I want to keep 
talking as though there were things of kind A.  Specifically, I want to talk 
about B’s as though they were like what A’s would be like, if such a kind of 
thing existed.”  

 
So this is another reason why it’s hard to talk about real weaving with 
people who only believe in flipbook weaving: the passivist is allowed to 
say: “Real weaving doesn’t exist, but I’m entitled to talk as though it 
does.”  Weaving that is flipbook weaving but that one prefers to talk 
about as though it were real weaving then gets called “reducibly” real 
weaving, and is claimed to be just like real weaving, even though it’s 
flipbook weaving.  
 

These moves are ubiquitous and pernicious both, so it’s good to call them out.  
But they aren’t especially interesting.  This brings us to the third reason, 
which I think is interesting, why it can be so hard to talk about powers with 
passivists.   

 
The thing is this:  if the metaphysics of position # 1 is right, then real 
weaving isn’t anything like flipbook weaving.  And if real weaving – real 
activity – isn’t anything like flipbook activity, then there is never going to be 
a way to define activity in terms of sequences of static “stills.”  Why?  
Because activity and stasis are completely different kinds of thing.  If 
activity is activity, then the only thing to which it will ever be definitionally 
equivalent is activity. 

 
The philosophically interesting reason why it’s hard to talk about powers 
with passivists, then, is that A=A; but the passivist, who only believes in B’s, 
claims not to know what A is, and wants a definition that she can understand. 
 

The structure of the issue should bring to mind the opening section of 
Principia Ethica, though I want to say something a little bit different 
from what Moore says.  
 

If I’ve identified the impasse correctly, the next issue is how to deal with it.   
 

• Here are two ways that I think aren’t so helpful:  
 



• One is to say that the concept of “activity” should be 
regarded as an explanatory primitive, a premise or 
assumption that has to be granted because you have to start 
somewhere;  

  
• Another, related, is to say – as Moore does with respect to 

“good” – that the concept of activity, or of a power, is a 
simple rather than a complex idea, and is therefore 
unanalyzable.  This response is related to the first because 
the idea is then that the activity-term has to be posited as 
an unargued-for primitive because it can’t be further 
decomposed conceptually.   

 
• I don’t think that either of these approaches is quite right, because 

they both introduce an element of dogmatism, and shift the solution 
into an epistemic register -- though I do think that activity terms 
can’t be done without, and that they can’t be decomposed 
conceptually. 
 

The better way to approach it, I think, is via the notion of a kind.   
 
What is important about a kind in this instance – at least a loosely 
Aristotelian one - is that a kind is not like any other kind.  And that’s 
because its members have a given form and not another.  Fundamental 
categories are like this too, in a way, minus the substantial form, but the 
nice thing about Aristotelian kinds as a heuristic is that it’s clear that a kind 
is presumed to pick out a real feature of the world.  That things of kind A 
exist, and have a different form than do things of kind B, isn’t supposed to 
be something that one can just decide to begin with because everyone is 
entitled to start somewhere.  
 
Powers can’t be defined in terms of stasis duly arranged not because the 
concept of a power is primitive or simple, but because even if it weren’t, no 
matter how many different stasis terms you put on the right-hand side of 
the definition, if the metaphysics of position #1 is correct, the concept of 
stasis is never going to add up to the concept of activity.  Defining a power 
in passivist terms isn’t akin to defining “horse” as “a hoofed quadruped of 
the Genus Equus,” to use Moore’s example.  It’s akin to defining “horse” as “a 



spoon.”  Except for worse, since activity and stasis are contraries, if position 
#1 is correct.        
 
This has been a long warm-up.  I took the time because I think that it’s 
important to be clear that robust, oomphy powers can’t be defined in non-
activity terms, and that – if the metaphysics of Position #1 is right – this 
isn’t a matter of dogmatic assertion. The presumptively neutral discursive 
norms of analytic philosophy are pegged to the metaphysics of Position # 2, 
so it’s easy to lose track of what’s going on.  Someone who demands a 
definition of a power in non-powers terms is contesting the metaphysics, not 
asking for clarification. 
 
 
III. Powers and the Free Will Problematic 
 
1. So I want to talk about powers and the free will problematic, and I’m 
thinking of a power as a potential, had by that which is powerful, to engage 
in activity of a given kind.  There is, of course, much more to be said even 
just about this definition, but I think that this will suffice for present 
purposes.   
 
2. And the claim that I want to advance is that realism about powers 
sublates the contemporary free will problematic. To sublate is to re-frame, 
such that irreconcilable, apparently independent positions may be shown to 
be misconceived elements of an underlying whole.  I’ll make this broad case 
first, then address the complaint about 2nd order powers being 
deterministically triggered by the prior display of other powers. 
 
3. To start, let’s remind ourselves of the architecture of the contemporary 
problematic.  It has two components.  On the one side, causation.  On the 
other side freedom.  And the question is how to connect them.  The 
architecture is recognizably Kantian, though we can also see it as 
paradigmatically Cartesian.  
 

Causation is assumed, by default, to be a rubric of order that 
determines the behavior of empirical entities.  And this fact gives 
rise to a problem – I like to think of it as the “Uh oh” moment.  If this 
is what causation is, then any defense of metaphysically free agency 



has to be able to meet the challenge posed by its presumptive grip.  
The problem is beautifully captured by the title of Lewis’ paper “Are 
We Free to Break the Laws?”  

 
Standard compatibilists deal with the rule of causal law either 
by re-defining “necessarily so” to mean “contingently the case” 
(as Hume did); or by re-defining free agency so that the fact of 
being externally determined (causally) isn’t the thing that 
matters (as Hume also did) -- or both.   
 
Standard event-causal libertarians do it by saying that it is 
possible to get out from under causal determination, either 
altogether (as Kant has it) or in the gaps left by probabilistic 
laws. 
 
All non-powers thinkers also have to deal with the fact that, 
from a passivist perspective, nothing actually has the power to 
actively “do” anything, but that’s not the issue that I’m talking 
about today. 

 
 
4. My claim is that if we reject the background metaphysics, the free will 
problematic falls apart.   
 

Causation, from a powers perspective, isn’t a rubric of nomological 
order at all.  And metaphysically free agency – therefore - has nothing 
to do with escaping, by-passing or looking the other way with respect 
to causation.     
 

Instead,  
 

causation involves the display of the powers of powerful things;  
 

and “metaphysical freedom” is just a kind of misnomer for the 
remarkable second-order causal powers had by humans (and, 
one might think, by other sentient substances) – powers that 
allow us to, among other things, direct, display or refrain from 
displaying various of our first-order powers.   



   
5.  Even at this level of generality, this reconfiguration is no small thing.  
What I’ve just said is that the covariance between causation and free will is 
positive, not negative.  The greater the degree of causal determination (by 
an agent), the greater is the degree of freedom. Causation is not something 
to be overcome.  On the contrary, agential causal powers are something to 
be exercised, hopefully well.   
 
It’s not that there is nothing left to be theorized about agency.  It’s just 
that what powers theorists will attend to is precisely the thing that is 
precluded by a passivist account of causation – namely, the fact that 
sentient substances have extraordinary 2nd order causal powers.  It’s true 
that otherwise-Humean agent-causalists theorize these powers, but they 
have been hampered and distracted by the background metaphysics of the 
passivist problematic, and the difficulties that it generates at every step.  
Powers theorists can focus on articulating the nature of the self-consciously 
intentional agency of which we are capable, and can do so without getting 
embroiled in arguments that presuppose a bad ontology.  I’ve gone through 
this in some detail in piece of writing that I’d be happy to make available to 
anyone who’s interested. 
 
For present purposes, I want to be more specific about the reconfigured 
terrain on what was the “causation” side of the problematic. 
 
 
6. More specifically.   
 
First of all, let’s clarify the range of powers that we might think exist, and 
let’s categorize them by the type of law-statement that they underwrite.  
There are three categories: 
  

• powers the display of which underwrites non-probabilistic law-
statements;  

• powers that underwrite probabilistic law-statements;  
• powers that arguably don’t underwrite any meaningful law-statements 

at all. 
 



And second, let’s register that there are various possible views that one 
could have about which powers do exist.   
 

• A person might think that the only powers that exist are those the 
display of which is perfectly regular (if only under artificially induced, 
experimental conditions) – a situation that would give rise to the 
appearance of nomological necessitation.  We might call this position 
“p-determinism.”  The p-determinist will be able to give a powers-
based account of non-probabilistic law talk, even though she herself 
rejects such talk. 
 

• On the other end of the continuum, one might think that there are no 
powers the display of which is perfectly regular.  All powers, one 
might think, are powers that are displayed either probabilistically or 
spontaneously.  We might call this “p-indeterminism.” 

 
Note that one could believe in the indeterministic powers of 
physical entities such as electrons, without believing in non-
physicalist agents or agential powers.  One might have independent 
reasons, that is, for rejecting the existence of emergent entities 
such as agents, or selves. 
  

• Most natural, I think, will be to say that all three kinds of powers 
exist.  I’ll call this “p-non-determinism.”  The powers of some kinds 
of things give rise to regular conjunctions of event, and sustain 
deterministic laws.  Other kinds of powers, borne by other kinds of 
things, don’t. Their expression, by contrast, can only ever be 
described probabilistically -- or, in the case of intentional acts, 
arguably can’t be described in terms of lawful order at all.   
 
On this way of thinking, processes that one might want to say are 
deterministic; probabilistic processes; and free agency are all made 
true by the same underlying reality, namely one containing powerful 
particulars of different kinds, having qualitatively different kinds of 
causal powers.   
 

 
7. Sublation  



 
It’s the third view, the p-non-determinism that sublates the standard 
problematic.  
 
How so?   
 
At the most basic level, the dichotomy between causation and agency is 
gone: agency here is a species of substance causation.   

 
But a sublation also preserves whatever truth there may have been in the 
original ill-conceived opposition.  In this case, the position allows its 
proponents to explain the appearance of uniform regularity that nomological 
determinism describes.  Thus it can account for the role that non-
probabilistic law-statements play in at least some of our best theories of 
what the world is like. 
 
Similarly, the position retains the idea – supported by event-causal 
libertarians and compatibilists alike - that agents have free will. But contra 
both event-causal libertarianism & compatibilism it allows its proponents to 
presume that freely willed agency is causally self-determining, and (contra 
agent causalists) to presume that it is causal in the same sense in which 
other causal processes are causal. 
 
The upshot, then, is that we don’t have to reconcile agential self-
determination with either nomological determinism or with gaps in, or the 
suspension of, causation.  Rather, we have only the unexceptional fact that 
human beings are neither omnipotent nor the only causal bearers on the 
scene.  Our doings as agents occur in a field of powers exercised by other 
powerful particulars, ranging from electrons to bacteria to the international 
banking system.  Some things have powers that can thwart our own, others 
do not.  Some – sugar, water, proteins, the sun – have powers the display of 
which we need in order to survive.  There is nothing surprising about any of 
this. 
 
And we can be even more specific about the sublation. 
 



If we look now not at p-determinism and p-indeterminism and p-non-
determinism, but at their passivist counterparts, we will in each case be able 
to re-describe the position from a powers perspective.   
 

• Hard determinism, as I’ve said, will look to be an unwarranted 
generalization from the case of the regularities associated with one 
class of powers, had by certain kinds of powerful things. 

 
• Compatibilism, inasmuch as its proponents are precluded by their 

assumptions about causation from theorizing any metaphysically 
robust form of agential self-determination, raises ancillary issues 
that may be of interest, but from a powers perspective the concerns 
of an event-causal compatibilist are beside the point, in terms of the 
actual metaphysics of agency. 

 
• Event-causal libertarianism, meanwhile, from a powers perspective, is 

a vain if valiant attempt to establish a genuine agential efficacy that, 
by definition, is required to be a-causal. 

 
• Finally, otherwise-Humean agent causalists appear, from a powers 

perspective, to be needlessly involved in special pleading for agents, 
and moreover to be undermined in their ability to do so by their 
otherwise-Humean commitments. 

 
8. In the past I’ve called the stance that I’m recommending (when it is 
combined with a view of agents as emergent, non-dualistic entities) 
“Aristotelian compatibilism,” a label meant to capture the idea that agency is 
indeed compatible with causation.  But it could equally well be described as a 
re-conceptualized agent-causal libertarianism, one that doesn’t require the 
invocation of a special, ad hoc kind of causality pertaining only to persons.  
Whichever name one prefers, what matters is that it is possible (a) to make 
good hermeneutic sense of the available positions within the space of the 
standard problematic; whilst (b) recognizing the problematic itself to be ill-
conceived, resting upon false premises as it does. 

 
9.  So what should we make of the idea that even if it were true that agency 
is a matter of the display of the oomphy causal powers of sentient 
substances, there would still a problem because those powers would 



themselves be deterministically triggered by the antecedent display of the 
powers of other things?   
 
One way to respond would be to say that there’s no need to worry because 
even if a power is expressed, there’s no guarantee of a given effect 
occurring (the effect here being the triggering of the supposedly sui generis 
agential power of interest).  Because the exercise of a power only tends to 
bring about any given outcome, one could say, there is no powers-based 
equivalent of a deterministic event-causal chain. 
 
10. It’s true, I think, in general, that displays of powers of have the modal 
status of a tendency, as do the outcomes produced by things with powers.  
But even if it weren’t true, the thing about the second-order power to 
exercise or decline to exercise various of our other powers is that even if 
the exercise of the 2nd order power were thought to be deterministically 
triggered by the prior expressed power of another thing, the triggered 
power in question is the power of choice.  It’s the agent who decides what 
she will do, not the powerful thing – if there was one – with the power to 
spark her powers of deliberation.  Of course, it’s is also in the nature of the 
case that agential powers can be exercised sui generis.  Being able to initiate 
activity sui generis is just what it is to be a thing with the 2nd order powers 
in question.     
 
So the person who says that powers won’t help with free will because what 
the supposedly free agent will do is deterministically caused by other powers 
is, at best, like our p-determinist.  But to be a p-determinist is not to raise a 
problem faced by the p-non-determinist.  It’s just to reject the reality of 
the posited 2nd order powers. 
 
If the 2nd order ability to initiate or refrain from the exercise of other 
powers really is a power, then there’s no difficulty of the imagined type.  
The question is whether or not such powers exist – not whether or not, if we 
had them, our behavior would still be deterministically governed by the 
expression of other powers.  If one is neither a passivist nor what we in 
social theory call an “atomist,” then there is no philosophical bar to thinking 
that agents exist and that we do, indeed, have powers of this kind.  We are 
free – as it were – to argue that there are perfectly good reasons to think 
that we do.  



 
 
III. Meta again. 
 
I want to close by reflecting for a minute more about what kind of a powers 
ontology will or won’t help with free will. 
 
First of all, the powers need to be actual, oomphy powers.  My friend 
Alexander Bird believes in powers – potencies, he calls them – that are a 
sub-class of Humean-style dispositional property, except for that, unlike 
their Humean-style analogue they have their own identities essentially.  
Alexander is right to say that a belief in “powers” such as these is not going 
to change anything with respect to the free will debate.  And this will be 
true of any use of the term “power” that refers, in the end, only to 
sequences.  The claim is that rejecting position #2 changes things, not that 
using the word “power” changes things. 
 
It also won’t do to believe in real powers, but only in the kind affirmed by 
the p-determinist, the kind had by things like water, sugar and automatic 
nervous systems.  Some of our agential powers can almost be made to look 
like that other kind.  Think of Aristotle’s distinction between the habituated 
responses of so-called “natural moral virtue” and the ability that is 
phronesis.  It’s possible that the former could be translated into a set of 
rules of the form “always respond to condition x by doing y.”  But phronesis 
can’t be.   
 
Nor, for that matter, will it do to believe in electrons, and therefore in the 
kind of non-regular powers that they have, but not to believe in agents, or 
selves (as opposed to bodies) -- and therefore not in agential powers. 
 
Finally, it’s possible that an ontology that bottoms out in powers alone, 
and/or in which all powers are thought to be “on” at all times – it’s possible 
that this approach is more vulnerable to the Powers-Are-Determined-by-
the-Display-of-Other-Powers objection.  I think that we need basic 
categories besides that of powers for other reasons, so I don’t endorse the 
“Sea of Powers” approach.  Still, while this approach may be more vulnerable 
to the objection, I think that what I said above is enough to meet it: it’s in 
the nature of the case that even an always-already-on 2nd order power of 



intentionality, operating in a field of always-already-on other powers, 
disrupts the powers analogue of an event-causal chain.  I do think that to 
really make good on this claim we need agents who aren’t themselves a 
cluster of properties and nothing more, but that again is a different story. 
 
I hope that I’ve given you a sense of how a commitment to real causal powers 
stands to re-shape the standard free will problematic.  I think that the 
situation is very much like a Kuhnian paradigm shift, technically speaking.  In 
this regard, it is important to emphasize that adopting a different 
metaphysics does not solve the problems internal to the existing paradigm in 
their own terms; it sublates them.  To put it differently, there are 
important questions about agency to be worked out by powers theorists.  But 
how to get around the fact of causation is not one of them. 
 
 
 
 
        

 
 
    


