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A couple years ago, my friend Alexander Bird stayed with me 
for a few weeks and we spent the whole time fighting about 
causal powers.  By the end I figured out that other powers 
theorists were only saying what Alexander took them to be 
saying if Alexander’s own first-order position was right.  More 
specifically, if Alexander was right about what powers are, 
then, like it or not, what other philosophers were saying about 
powers, they were saying about Alexander’s powers.   
 
Soon after, I wrote a paper pointing out that, regardless of 
who was right, other people weren’t talking about Alexander’s 
powers.  Alexander’s powers were different from those of 
most other powers theorists at the time – even though 
everyone writing on the topic was using the same word, and 
most people seemed to think that they were all referring to 
the same phenomenon, even if they thought different things 
about it.  No one seemed to notice that the structure of the 
discussion was that one person would say: “Rice is a source of 
carbohydrates!”  And the response would be: “I beg to differ: 
bananas contain potassium!”   
 
It made a big impression on me. 
 



At the time, the salient issue was the purported phenomenon 
of activity.  Alexander believed in the existence of powers – 
or what he preferred to call ‘potencies’ – but he thought that 
activity is just a metaphor.  Such that what he called 
potencies were, quite precisely, not potent.  I suggested in 
the paper that whether or not the world contains non-
metaphorical activity is the crux of the dispute between 
realists about powers and Humeans -- and that many powers 
theorists take themselves to be affirming, via their 
commitment to powers, that view that it does.  Regardless of 
who’s right, there’s clearly an important difference between 
those who agree with Hume on this crucial point, and those 
who don’t.    
 
In one sense, this is just a way of saying that there is no 
agreement in the literature on the definition of the term 
‘power,’ and that this lack of agreement can cause people to 
talk past each other.  But it’s trickier than that, and a little 
bit more Escher-like.  As Adorno reminds us in that wonderful 
line from the opening of “Subject and Object” – though this is 
my spin on it - it’s not just that the act of definition can be 
easily mistaken for an act of predication. (“X’s are by 
definition thises and not thats” tells us what you mean by the 
word ‘x,’ but it also invites us to think that there is some 
already-established common referent, x, upon which fact we 
all agree, and that what is being proposed is that those very 
x’s are this-like, rather than that-like.)  The tricky, Esher-y 
part is that it’s not simply a category mistake.  Unless one is 
just defining the word ‘x’ for the heck of it, one probably does 



imagine (a) that there are x’s, and (b) that those very x’s are 
such that they conform the definition.  In which case the 
definition-giving really is a matter of saying how things are 
with those xes, and not just a matter of assigning meanings to 
words that aren’t tethered to anything.    
 
It seems a simple thing, knowing exactly what we mean to say 
about the world when we use the word ‘power.’  But again, the 
literature suggests otherwise.  I often see authors grouped 
together in citations who in fact hold very different 
ontologies.  And it’s common for people to talk past each 
other, both when they are talking about powers, and when 
they are talking about what a powers-based ontology entails 
for issues at other levels of abstraction, such as debates 
about agency and free will.   
 
So what I want to do is a bit of ground-clearing.  Building upon 
my earlier effort to distinguish between what we might call 
realism about activity and anti-realism about activity, I want 
to disambiguate four concepts with which the concept of a 
causal power is sometimes identified: activity; capacity; 
essence; and necessitation.  These four terms translate – at 
least provisionally – into four analytically distinct theses about 
how the world is.   
 
My goal in disambiguating these concepts is genuinely modest.  
I want to try to clarify what it is that people may be talking 
about, when they say that they are talking about causal 
powers.  My assumption is that the present lack of clarity 



impedes substantive debate, and that greater clarity, by 
contrast, will facilitate it. 
 
Let me begin by provisionally characterizing each term.  I say 
provisionally for two reasons.  First, I don’t mean to be 
offering a full account of any one of them.  Second, I also 
don’t mean to be pre-deciding the question of whether or not 
any one of the terms may properly be identified with any or all 
of the others.  My own view is that the phenomena to which 
they properly refer are related but non-identical.  But the 
fact that the terms (and the phenomena) admit of provisional 
disambiguation tells us only that they might be distinct, not 
that they must be.  
 
The concepts, again, are activity, capacity, essence and 
necessity.  We can take them in order. 
 
The best way that I know of to get at what I mean by activity 
is to picture a child’s flipbook, or otherwise a reel of film.  
When the still frames of either are viewed in rapid 
succession, it looks as if the entities drawn in them are moving 
around, doing things.  By ‘activity,’ I mean that aspect of the 
world in virtue of which real animation differs, if it does, from 
cartoon animation, or from moving pictures.  Borrowing from 
Brian Ellis, I use the term “passivist” to refer to the view that 
there is no difference – that, technically speaking, activity is 
just a metaphor, as Alexander put it.   I use the term “anti-
passivist” to refer to the view that activity is a real and 
irreducible component of the world.  Note that by ‘activity’ I 



don’t just mean movement.  Walking is an activity, but so are 
inquiry and deliberation, to cite Aristotle’s favorites.  And it’s 
not just sentient beings who engage in activity, as I’m thinking 
of it.  Chemical interactions are activity, for example, as is 
any other instance of causation. 
 
Another way to get at the idea of activity is via the 
distinction between the noun-form and the verb-form.  
Activity is what the verb-form is commonly understood to 
track at the level of language. 
 
One way that causal powers can be understood, then, is via the 
(purported) phenomenon of activity.  From this perspective, to 
say that things in the world have causal powers (‘thing’ as a 
count noun) is to say that things engage in activity.  Reality, 
we might say - from this perspective - is dynamic, not static.  
Again, I refer to this view as anti-passivism. 
 
Next is the concept of a capacity.  Here what’s crucial is the 
distinction between actual and potential.  A capacity is a way 
that something presently is, such that it could be a (given) way 
that it presently isn’t.  The phenomenon of a capacity is thus 
inherently modal, invoking possibility, as it does.  Not everyone 
believes in the existence of real potentialities; empiricists, 
especially, have traditionally been suspicious of capacities, if 
only because they involve as-yet unrealized properties, which 
by definition cannot yet be experienced.   
 



A capacity may well be a capacity to be engaged in activity of 
a given kind – and it’s possible that using the word ‘capacity’ 
rather than ‘potentiality’ throws it that way, as a matter of 
semantics - but there is nothing about the concept of a real 
possibility that requires activity to be either built into it or 
entailed by it.   
 
A second way of conceptualizing causal powers, then, is via the 
phenomenon of potentiality.  A power is property that need 
not be fully actualized in order to exist or to be had. 
 
Next is the concept of an essence, or an essential nature.  
Here the issue is identity.  Above all, are things – or, at least 
some things – such that they are a this and not a that, and – 
more to the point - could not be otherwise without ceasing to 
be what they are?  I won’t stipulate that the ‘things’ in 
question be naturally occurring (‘thing,’ again, as a count-noun), 
since an essentialist might well think that different kinds of 
socially-made ‘things’ have essential natures, or forms.  Think 
of Aristotle’s typology of regime-types, for example.  A 
political formation that is characterized by wise rule by the 
few is essentially unlike one that is characterized by unwise 
rule by the many.  Capitalism, one might think, is essentially 
unlike socialism.  Whether or not the identities of things (or 
some things) are essential to them – or, if you prefer, whether 
or not things (or some things) have essential natures – is a 
different question than whether or not things are active, or 
whether or not there are such things as real possibilities. 
 



A third way of conceptualizing causal powers, then, is in terms 
of essential natures.  Alexander, for instance, defines powers, 
or potencies, as fundamental properties whose identities are 
had by them essentially.  And it’s not that powers, whatever it 
is that they may be, also happen have this feature; rather, 
this is what it is to be a power.   
 
Last is the concept of necessitation – i.e., metaphysical 
necessitation.  As with the distinction between actual and 
potential, here the issue is modal.  Is reality ever such that if 
one thing is the case, some other thing must be the case?  
Hume called such a relationship a ‘necessary connexion,’ (with 
an x!) and denied that such connections exist.  The world 
needn’t be marked by activity, or by real potentiality, or 
contain things with essential natures, even, for it to contain 
relationships of necessitation.   
 
And this too, finally, is a way of conceptualizing causal powers: 
they may be thought to be equivalent to necessary 
connections, or to the fact of necessitation. 
 
The first point that I want to make is that these four 
concepts, and the putative phenomena to which they refer - if 
they do – may be at least provisionally distinguished. 
 
And once we’ve pried them apart, we can see that in affirming 
the existence of causal powers, different philosophers make 
different kinds of use of these four categories.   I will 
illustrate this claim with some examples, but let me say first 



that the deepest and most general conflation, the one 
between activity-terms and non-activity terms, can be traced 
to Hume himself.  
 
Here’s Hume in the Treatise, providing us with a paradigm 
case of collecting up under a single heading phenomena that 
rightly belong in different categories.  
 
“I begin,” he says, “with observing that the terms of efficacy, 
agency, power, force, energy, necessity, connexion, and 
productive quality, are all nearly synonimous.” [157]     
 
Notice too that Hume independently disavows essences, and 
that subsequent Humeans have also tended to disavow real 
potentialities.  This matters because, combined with the 
rejection of powers and of necessary connections, it makes it 
be that there are multiple ways to be anti-Humean, depending 
not just upon what one means by the word ‘power,’ but also 
upon which of the basic planks of the Humean position one 
means to reject. 
 
This said, let’s look again at each of the four categories - 
activity; capacity (or potentiality); essence; necessitation – 
with an eye to how they are approached in the literature.  
Especially, with an eye to how causal powers are or are not 
conceptualized in relation to them by different thinkers.    
 
First, activity.  I’d say that the majority of contemporary 
powers theorists are realists about activity.  Early prominent 



thinkers tended to be explicit about it.  In the recent period, 
for example, Brian Ellis, from whom I’ve taken the term 
“passivism” (and added it’s contrary, “anti-passivism”) talks at 
length about “the dead world of mechanism,” reiterating again 
and again the picture of the world as intrinsically inert that is 
at the heart of the Humean metaphysic.  I’d put Stephen and 
Rani in this camp, too, along with Roy Bhaskar (though Roy was 
less explicit about it) and Nancy Cartwright.  Anscombe, and 
Sterling Power Lamprecht (that’s his real name!), who 
influenced Harré and Madden, also count as unabashed 
realists about activity, as do Harré and Madden.  (Notice, 
though, that, while functionally Harré and Madden affirm the 
reality of both activity and necessary connections, they don’t 
differentiate them as pointedly as one might like.  This can be 
seen in the very title of the book: Causal Powers: A Theory of 
Natural Necessity.  Still, Harré and Madden open the book 
with examples of various kinds of activity.  And as a rhetorical 
device they lifted it from Anscombe and before her 
Lamprecht.)   
 
On this issue, Bird is the obvious outlier.  Though Armstrong 
is arguably ambiguous, realism-about-activity-wise, and other 
less central thinkers may well be too.  (Jonathan Lowe has no 
explicit place in his 4-category ontology for properties that 
are powers, and tended to think of dispositional ascriptions in 
terms of the distinction between actual and potential, but in 
private correspondence he told me that he did indeed think of 
powers as being “oomphy,” as I’d put it at the time.)   
 



But even if anti-realists about activity are a minority amongst 
powers theorists, what’s just as important is that such 
thinkers are routinely grouped in with realists about activity, 
in virtue of little else, it would seem, than using the word 
“powers.”  Collapsing the distinction between passivism and 
anti-passivism is a real problem.  People who see the world as 
inherently static, as being the “dead world of mechanism,” 
hold an ontology that is in fact diametrically opposed to that 
of those who see the world as shot through with activity, with 
dynamism.  It’s just impossible to think well about causal 
powers if one doesn’t recognize such positions as contraries.  
 
Second: capacities, or potentiality.  The issue of potentiality 
comes most to the fore in disputes with Humeans over what 
were for a time called dispositional properties, even more 
often than powers.  Dispositional properties were said to 
differ from so-called categorical properties, in that 
categorical properties are properties that are fully occurrent, 
while dispositional properties are ways that a thing is in the 
present in virtue of which it may be some specified way that 
it is presently not.  Independent of the issue of activity, 
Humeans have – as noted above - traditionally balked at the 
idea of a property that includes, as part of its present being, 
a non-actualized but nevertheless real potential manifestation.   
 
One can defend the reality of such properties without being 
focused on the issue of activity.  My sense is that this is the 
case for both Jennifer McKitrick and Barbara Vetter.  But 
powers construed in terms of activity are good candidates for 



being dispositional properties, since it seems right to think 
that they can be had even when they are not being expressed.  
Thus all of the major anti-passivist powers thinkers treat 
powers as dispositional, even if they do not reduce powers to 
their dispositionality.  Roy Bhaskar is someone who is 
especially emphatic about connecting powers conceived in 
terms of activity to a distinction between what he called the 
Real and the Actual.   
 
Next, essences.  Alexander Bird is the go-to example of a 
thinker for whom to be a power – or potency – just is to be a 
(passively-construed) (dispositional) property whose identity 
is had essentially.  In fixing the identities of such properties, 
I think that Alexander can be seen as trying to correct for a 
kind of residual contingency that he saw in Armstrong’s 
account.   
 
But there are anti-passivists who are essentialists too, whose 
essentialism is integral to their metaphysics, even if they do 
not think that a power is nothing other than a property whose 
identity is essential to it.    
 
Ellis, Bhaskar and Harré and Madden, for instance, all have it 
that given kinds of propertied things have different kinds of 
powers essentially.  From this perspective, it’s activity that 
connects powers to causation (thereby rendering laws 
superfluous, as Stephen has so nicely argued), but it’s the fact 
that things of given kinds are as they are essentially that 
precludes them behaving differently in imaginary other 



worlds, or (which is supposed to be the same thing) tomorrow 
in this world. 
 
Last: necessitation.  The contemporary thinker who comes the 
closest to actually identifying powers with necessary 
connections – I think of it as the Spinoza move – is Armstrong.  
But there are certainly others who think that relations of 
necessity hold either between powers or between powerful 
particulars.  Amongst those who are realists about activity, 
Harré and Madden are good examples of philosophers who 
think this way (hence the subtitle of Causal Powers was A 
Theory of Natural Necessity) – and Stephen flirted with it 
for a minute in his 2004 book, Laws in Nature.  Amongst 
passivists, Bird once again comes to mind.  Though notice that 
Alexander came to think that causation doesn’t obtain at the 
fundamental level at which potencies exist, so that potencies 
ground what he is prepared to call laws of nature, but do not 
themselves play a role in causation. 
 
Let me try to bring things to a close. 
 
What I hope that you can see more concretely now, from this 
little sorting exercise, is just how easy it is for people to talk 
past one other – and just how careful we need to be in parsing 
what someone believes themselves to be saying about the 
world when they tell us that they think that powers exist. 
 
By way of conclusion, I want to add that it’s not just the 
first-order debates about powers that can easily turn into a 



morass when people are talking past each other.  The 
substantive content of extensions or applications of realism 
about causal powers to other levels of abstraction will depend 
upon the first-order conceptions, so if those are different, 
without people realizing it, then there are likely to be 
differences at other levels of abstraction, the sources of 
which will likely not be recognized.  For example: Alexander, 
again, thinks that a powers ontology (a) doesn’t pertain to 
agency because potencies, as he’s got it, aren’t had by complex 
substances such as humans; and (b) wouldn’t help secure free 
will even if humans did have powers, since, in his view, powers 
stand in relations of necessitation to other powers.  I, by 
contrast (in keeping with Brian Ellis especially), thinking of 
powers in terms of activity rather than in terms of 
necessitation, argue that agency just is a complex set of 
causal powers had by sentient substances of our kind, and 
that the powers in play are precisely the type that enable us 
to make all sorts of genuine choices as sui generis substance 
causes.  
 
One of which, I hope, will be to double-check – count to 10! -
before you assume that any two people who claim to be 
realists about causal powers are realists about the same 
phenomenon.  
 
             
 
 


