Agent-Causation—Neither
Upward Nor Downward

Uwe Meixner

1. The Possibility of the Total Absence of Causation

Arguably, the first idea philosophers have to get rid of in order to lib-
erate their philosophical imaginations is the idea that causation is event-
causation. In their struggle against dualism, physicalists (mainly Jaegwon
Kim) have not forgotten to maintain what is in effect physicalistic causal
monism: the view that there is only one relation of causation, one exclu-
sively between (purely) physical events. However, from the point of view
of a liberal, open-minded metaphysics—a point of view neither science
nor philosophy forces us to renounce—it is implausible that causal power
resides in physical events, for the simple reason that it does not seem to
reside in events at all. Events do not have causal power, and therefore there
is no event-causation: no causation by events. Scrutinize an event as much
as you like, you will not discover any causal power in it (whether you con-
sider the event in itself, or in the context of other events—which are just
more of the same and form, in fact, just another event, which is just larger,
but with nothing new in it regarding causation). Considered objectively,
one event just happens after another, or simultaneously with it. There is, it
is true, an objective regularity in the progress of events, even a strict regu-
larity; but it cannot be the foundation of event-causation; at best it is itself
the outcome of causation—not, however, of a causation by events. Does
the so-called counterfactual analysis rescue event-causation? We do indeed
assert many counterfactual conditionals about events: “If E had happened,
E” would have happened”, “If E had not happened, E would not have hap-
pened”; but it is clear that the truth of such conditionals and the necessity
implied in them are neither based on a causal power of events nor gives
causal power to events (whatever is your favourite analysis of counterfac-
tual conditionals). Since there is no event-causation without events having
causal power, it follows that whatever it is that is analyzed by the so-called
counterfactual analysis of causation, it is not event-causation. The truth is:
there is no such thing as event-causation, since there is no such thing as the
causal power of events.!
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It is no great progress to maintain that causes are, instead of events, facts
(as advocated, for example, in Mellor 1995). For is there any causal power
in facts, physical or non-physical? If there is, it is certainly not apparent.
Scrutinize a fact as much as you like, you will discover no causal power in
it. In fact, it seems that there is no causal power whatever in anything what-
ever. Nobody, to date, has ever conclusively refuted Hume’s (or Russell’s?
or Wittgenstein’s’) comprehensively negative intuitions about causation
(or Malebranche’s, al-Ghazali’s, or Nicholas of Autrecourt’s, which are
prevented from being just as comprehensively negative only by their pro-
prietors’ faith in the causal power of God). The apparent total absence
of causation will be the impression of most—and ought to be the impres-
sion of all—philosophers as soon as they look at the phenomena without
explicit or implicit unquestioned presuppositions, whether they come from
popular science, religion, tradition, common sense, or indeed from ratio-
nal philosophy. Like the non-existence of the “outside” world, the non-
existence of causal power—and hence the non-existence of causation—is
a doxastic (not just an alethic) possibility which philosophical reason has
to reckon with. Philosophical reason may ultimately reject it, but has to do
so in a perfectly responsible, principled way. One such way is proposed in
the next section.

2. The Justification of the Existence
of Agent-Causation

One of the presuppositions of philosophical reason itself is the Principle
of Sufficient Cause: “Every event has a sufficient cause” (PSC). This pre-
supposition can be questioned, but let us not give up PSC, since giving up
PSC almost amounts to philosophical reason giving up itself. Since there
are events (meaning: real events, events which happen, events which take
place), it is an immediate consequence of PSC that there is causation,
and that there is at least one cause. Causal nihilism is, therefore, out of
the question. On the other hand, let us follow the intuition—which, note,
is only a part of the entire Humean anti-causal intuition: the intuition of
the zotal absence of causation—that causal power is absent in events and
facts, not to speak of properties and other universals.* If there is no causal
power in an entity,’ then this disqualifies it from being a cause. Therefore,
events and facts are not causes. Which entities, then, are causes? The
question is apt, since it is already decided that there is at least one such
thing.

While accepting the existence of causation, let us give up the ontologi-
cal homogeneity of causes and effects. Effects, indeed, can very well be
regarded as events or facts; let us stipulate that effects are always events.é
The entities, on the other hand, that are capable of being causes are monads
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(or simple substances). There is not just one monad, there is a plurality of
them. Monads are entities that have no temporal part: no proper temporal
part and no improper one, which means that a monad does not even have
itself as a temporal part. Events, in contrast, always have a temporal part:
each event has at least itself as an improper temporal part, and usually it
has more temporal parts than that. Put in a different way: events possess an
intrinsic temporal dimension, monads do not. Events are in time, monads
are not in time in any way—which, however, does not mean that they can-
not stand in significant relations to times and events. Quite the contrary:
monads are per se event-directed origins of causation; they—alone or
in groups—make event-possibilia happen, make them real, make them
come about: make them events.” In their totality, monads are responsible
for the world-event: the world, qua event, is caused by the totality of
monads. Now, the kind of causation that monads or, usually, groups
of monads exert is called “agent-causation”, and agent-causation is all
the causation there is.

3. Objections

It might be objected that such a view of causation is anti-scientific. This
objection overestimates the role causation plays in science.? Science, to the
extent it is truly distinct from natural philosophy and metaphysics (as sci-
ence is usually claimed to be), is in the business of finding and describing—
ideally in the exact language of mathematics—regularities, in or behind
the phenomena, regularities which will be of essential service—absolutely
indispensable—for reliably predicting or retrodicting the phenomena wher-
ever prediction or retrodiction is needed or wanted. Causation, in turn, is
entirely unnecessary for being successful (indeed, very successful) in this
very honourable, scientific business. The objection would have had more
bite if it had been claimed that the identification of causation with agent-
causation is contrary to reason, and not just anti-scientific. Such a claim,
however, would itself have hardly been reasonable.

Some will say that agent-causation is “mysterious”.” If it were so, would
it automatically follow that agent-causation is unworthy of consideration
and respect? Hardly. Agent-causation, mysterious or not, at least stands a
chance of existing, while event-causation does not exist. If, however, it be
insisted (as is likely) that event-causation does exist, then it is still true that
agent-causation cannot be considered to be more mysterious than event-
causation; for if there is event-causation, then it is utterly mysterious what it
consists in—in view of the fact that every extant interpretation of so-called
event-causation leads to the result that what is so called (“event-causation”)
does not seem to be causation at all; because every extant interpretation
of the expression “event-causation” comes down to the same: The alleged
causal nexus between events does not seem to be grounded iz events. In the
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events themselves, to repeat, there appears to be no causal power; events,
therefore, do not seem to have any causal power. Thus, there does not seem
to be any such thing as the causality of events. The same is true mutatis
mutandis of fact-causation.

Surprisingly, some find the mere fact that it seems hard to say when an
agent-cause causes an event an incriminatory feature of agent-causation.'?
The problem has an easy solution: an agent-caused event is caused simul-
taneously with its occurrence; it is, therefore, agent-caused at no other
time than at the time of its occurrence. It can be inferred that the monads
involved in the act of agent-causation exist at the time of the caused event;
but the attribution to them of existence at a time is strictly an instance of
analogical speech.

The proffered solution is easy; is it also satisfactory? Here one should
take into account that, also in the case of event-causation, the predicate of
causation is normally taken to be timeless (consider, for example, causation
according to David Lewis’s influential analysis: “is a cause of” or “causes”
carries no time-index, neither explicitly nor implicitly; accordingly, the
truth-value of is application to given relata x and y does not vary with time).
Thus, also in the case of event-causation, information regarding the time of
causation, if wanted, is normally—for most theorists—picked up not from
the causal relation itself, but only from the events connected by it as cause
and effect. And the time of the cause has no prerogative over the time of
the effect (especially so if cause and effect are simultaneous, which I see no
reason to forbid). Thus, in event-causation, too, the time of causation can
very well be taken to be the time of the effect.

4. The Nature of Agent-Causation

An act of agent-causation involves two acts, one preparatory, the other
consummative:

(1) The agent—a monad or a group of monads—selects an event-possibile
for actualization.

(2) The agent gives actuality to the selected event-possibile.

In short, agent-causation is selection (for actualization) plus bestowal (of
actuality). The two acts have an enabling basis:

{3) There is, given to the agent, exactly one set of two or more selectable
event-posstbilia. Each event-possibile in that set starts with the same
time-point ¢ [“the starting point of actualization”], and no two event-
possibilia in the range can co-occur (in other words: they are incompat-
ible). Though each event-possibile in the range is selectable, only one
event-possibile can be selected (by the agent) in the actual selection, and
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have been macroscopically filled otherwise than they have in fact been filled.
Was it determined by the Big Bang and the laws of nature that the Holocaust
was to happen? Was it determined by the Big Bang and the laws of nature
that atomic bombs were to be built and that the first one was to be dropped
on Hiroshima? The answer “yes” to questions like these is philosophically
implausible to a very high degree—which does, of course, not mean that the
“yes” answer may not be the zrue answer. In spite of massive implausibility,
it may be true that the Big Bang and the laws of nature, all by themselves,
determined that the Holocaust was to happen, that atomic bombs were to
be built, etc. This proposition may be true—that is, nothing that entails its
falsehood has ever been proven.!® However, the assumption that it is true
flies in the face of firmly entrenched intuition (weren’t the Nazis—the worst
of them—the initiators of the Holocaust, and not the Big Bang and the laws
of nature?). Intuition #s a legitimate source of philosophical judgement. As
long as the force of intuition is not undermined by rational considerations
(which force is rationally undermined, for example, in the case of the appar-
ent total absence of causation), the force of intuition is itself rational. Now,
intuition proposes very forcefully that agent-causation—a third factor, dif-
ferent both from chance and from nomological determination—contributes
to specifying the macroscopic course of the physical world after its initial
state, for the better in some places and times, and for the worse in others. So
far, the authority of this intuition stands.

8. Levels of Physical Reality

There is, however, a question which seems important and difficult to answer:
At which level of physical reality does agent-causation “come in”? Where is
its “point of impact”? Is it at the micro-level, or is it at the macro-level? The
opponents of agent-causation take it for granted (compare the previous sec-
tion) that agent-causation cannot enter at the macro-level of physical real-
ity, and that it cannot enter at the micro-level, either. It cannot enter at the
macro-level because there is no “slot” of indetermination left for it at that
level. It cannot enter at the micro-level because chance is, allegedly, already
filling all the slots of indetermination which may exist on the micro-level.
Indeed, since the micro-level of physical reality appears to be cognitively
inaccessible to agents, it seems obvious in any case that agents cannot have
any causal influence there.

In order to throw light on the question(s) just asked, the first thing to
get clear about is the idea of a “lower” micro- and an “upper” macro-level
of physical reality. Consider a physical event E, say, the physical activity of
a human brain between time-points #; and ¢,. Since E is not a momentary
event, E has many phases, ultimately infinitely many momentary phases.
Each phase of E is itself an event, and each momentary phase of E is a
momentary event. Since E is a physical event, the content of each of its
momentary phases is physical. Consider 2 momentary phase of E: E*. The
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laws of nature, given a certain event, determine another event? Nobody doubts
that certain events can be very precisely predicted or retrodicted on the basis of
the laws of nature and certain other events (appropriate for the purpose); but it
does not follow from this that the laws of nature do any work of determination.
How could they, given that they seem to be mere pervasive regularities in the
course of the events of the world? They seem to be abstracted from that course
and, therefore, determined by it (and not determining it to any extent or degree).
Of course, things would be otherwise if laws of nature were something over and
above the course of the events of the world: if they were the world-transcendent
rules of the game, unshakeable, unbreakable, inexorable. But just how plausible
is that? Nomological determination and laws of nature are under critical scrutiny
in Meixner (1997) and Meixner {200S5).

20 From the epistemological point of view, however, it is not to be doubted that
an outward agent (say, a team of neurosurgeons) in causing E* (in particular,
in choosing E* for actualization) will be guided by a certain representation
of C(E*)—a drawing, say—which representation implicitly displays a range
of certain spatial partitionings of C(E*) (all of them still macro-partitionings)
and entirely screens off a range of certain other spatial partitionings of C(E*)
(namely, micro-partitionings on the level of molecules, or atoms, or elementary
particles).

21 If E were nomologically determined by an event E prior to E, E would stil! not
be event-caused {for E” has no causal power), though it would, indeed, be caused:
namely, by any agent that causes E’.

22 The selection for actualization cum bestowal of actuality which agent-causation
consists in can be done directly (without interpolation of nomological determina-
tion) or indirectly (with interpolation of nomological determination). It is also
conceivable, but pointless and contrary to causal economy, that agent-causation
is done directly and indirectly at once by the same agent (though along different
causal pathways)—in which case, of course, the agent-causation would neither
be purely direct nor purely indirect.

23 The brain-events which the monad causes, or in causing which it participates,
are, of course, other brain-events than those which nomologically determine its
very existence.
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