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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

What makes an event count as an action? What makes the difference between my lifting my arm
and a gust of wind moving it instead? The standard answer to this question—causalism—claims that
if an event is caused 7 the right way it counts as an action. This view is mistaken. Causal deviance
objections undermine the explanatory power of causalist accounts both in explaining what makes an
event count as an action as well as explaining its unique connection to agency. Non-causal theories
of action offer a promising alternative; however, they @/ raise a myriad of difficulties. Many non-
causal arguments against causalism unintentionally lead to dialectical stalemates, which are
methodologically undesirable. I offer a theory between these two inadequate accounts that
synthesizes the strengths of non-causalism with insights from agent-causal theories. I agree with
traditional non-causalist that action explanations cannot be causally reduced; however, unlike
traditional non-causalists I agree with causal theories that an extrinsic relation between the agent and
the event makes the difference between mere events and actions. I call this account an “agency-first”
theory of action since it neither reduces agency—as in causalism—nor does it ignore agency to focus
on the intrinsic features of actions—as in non-causalism. Instead, I claim we must not lose sight of
the agent when analyzing action and thus posit the non-causal, yet extrinsic, relation of essential
metaphysical dependence to explain action 7 ferms of agency without losing the distinctive character
of either concept.

My argument is roughly divided in two parts. The first half—articulated in chapters 1 and 2—
sets-up the debate by first presenting three important non-causal views and considering their
objections to causalism. First, the “weak” non-causalism of Ginet (1990), which allows for the
possibility that our actions are caused. Second, the “strong” non-causalism of McCann (1998) and
Goetz (2008), who both claim that our actions #st be uncaused to be actions at all. I emphasize and
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support the criticisms that these non-causalists raise against standard causal accounts while also
defending them against common causalist objections. I conclude that while their objections 7
causalism are successful, non-causalist are vulnerable to several counter-arguments. I also raise a
concern that non-causal arguments often lead to unproductive dialectical stalemates within
philosophy of action.

The second half of my argument—found in chapters 3 and 4—articulates my positive
account. Given the failures of both standard causal views and traditional non-causal alternatives, a
successful account of action must synthesize elements from both theories. To this end, I articulate
an “agency-first” account in which a non-causal, yet extrinsic, relation of essential metaphysical
dependence explains what makes an event count as an action by explaining how actions are grounded
in agency. I describe this relation in detail, apply it to the domain of action, and defend this account
from several objections. Finally, the relation of dependence is commonly thought to be transitive,
which entails a final significant objection—if actions depend on agency, and agency depends on
non-agential forces, then actions are not rea/ly explained by dependence on agency. This counter-
argument is also unsuccessful. I argue that plausible accounts of agency’s metaphysical emergence
provide an ontological “gap” that blocks the transitivity objection. I conclude that my agency-first
theory adequately addresses what makes an event count as an action, while at the same time keeping
the agent in view.



