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Abstract

In this paper, I am going to explore an alternative explanation of causation in
Graham Priest’s modal meinongianism. Priest proposes an understanding of
causation, which is either too confusing, or against the metaphysical core of
modal meinongianism. In his proposals, causation is discussed in the context
of defining purely fictional and abstract objects, by using a counterfactual ap-
proach. In this case, causation is understood as an existence-entailing relation.
I will argue that such an account of causation proves ineffective. Instead, I will
give another interpretation for causation, which is based on Peter Menzies and
Huw Price’s version of agency theory of causation. My interest in studying such
a particular subject is to find an answer which is to be used in a further research.
The end result of my work will be the fact that causation as agency can, at best,
be useful in understanding intentional acts, but not suitable for explaining what
it means for a particular object to causally interact with us.
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1. Priest’s Modal Meinongianism—A Better Principle of
Characterization

In Towards Non-Being (2005), Graham Priest proposes a modal version of
meinongianism. His purpose is to construct a better Principle of Characterization.
Initially, the Principle of Characterization was devised by Alexius Meinong, in or-
der to state that every object, irrespective of its ontological status, has all of its
properties. This was called the “naive version”, and the reasons for such a label
were that it had had some unpleasant consequences, such as the possibility to con-
struct any object whatsoever and assign existence to it. Even if Meinong’s legacy
was under heavy criticism, coming from Bertrand Russell and W.V.O. Quine,

some thinkers considered that its spirit could be salvaged. In this context, there
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were several attempts to resurrect Meinong’s philosophical insight. Modal
meinongianism could be considered one of the most recent attempts to improve
the Principle of Characterization.

The Principle of Characterization allows every object to have all of its charac-
terizing properties. Meinong’s proposal implied that an object could be character-
ized in any way whatsoever, and that its ontological status is irrelevant in this en-
deavor. More precisely, one can characterize an object by choosing any given set
of properties. For instance, one can choose the following set of properties § = /x
Is detective, x lives in Baker Street, x has unusual powers of observation and infer-
ence, x existsf, and construct an object. The conjunction of those properties is
obviously referring to Sherlock Holmes. Now, the problem is that, according to
Graham Priest, the Principle of Characterization “cannot be correct in full gener-
ality. If it were, not only could one run the ontological argument to prove the
existence of God, and everything else, one could, in fact, prove everything” (Priest,
2005: pp. 7-8).

So, this could be the starting point. The Principle of Characterization, in its
initial form, leads to some unsavory consequences. In this circumstances, Priest’s
proposal is an attempt to make it better. But why would he want to do such an
improvement? Obviously, this is an interesting philosophical issue, but one might
also believe that choosing such a particular subject implies a personal motivation
as well. The desire to improve the Principle of Characterization is a means to an
end, since Priest wanted to embrace a metaphysical perspective, called “noneism”,
and a reasonable way in which he had considered that such a perspective could be
accepted was to have a consistent or satisfying version of the Principle of Charac-
terization. In his own words, “I first became attracted to noneism when I found
an approach to the characterization problem that I found plausible” (Priest, 2005:
p. 8).

Noneism is proposed by Richard Routley, as an alternative metaphysical per-
spective about existence. The traditional perspective about existence has reached its
final version in Quine’s aphoristic expression “to be is to be the value of a varia-
ble”, bound to a quantifier (Quine, 1948: p. 9). Such a perspective about existence
is based on an assumption, which is “the prejudice in favor of the actual”. Noneism
is arejection of such a prejudice. Routley talks openly about noneism in Exploring
Meinong’s Jungle and Beyond (2008). Here, noneism is largely defined by propos-
ing seven theses. These theses are inspired from Meinong’s theory of objects. Ul-
timately, noneism can be shortly defined as the metaphysical perspective, accord-
ing to which not only that some objects do not exist, but also that it is possible to
consistently talk about non-existent objects (Routley, 2018: pp. 3-4).

Now, even if noneism claims that we can talk about non-existent objects, it still
needs to propose an explanation for the possibility of non-existent objects to bear
properties. Routley himself considered that Meinong’s Principle of Characteriza-
tion was the proper solution to such a predicament. But nonetheless its initial

form is not well equipped to accomplish this task, due to its unavoidable
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shortcomings. In this context, if Priest wanted to accept noneism, he would only
do it if he had a better version of the Principle of Characterization. And so, he
proposed a better version. His novelty consists in saying that the Principle of
Characterization “can hold unrestrictedly, provided only that its instances may
hold, not at this world, but at others” (Priest, 2005: p. 8).

In this way, the Principle of Characterization receives a modal version. In order
to understand how this modal version has been built, I will shortly present Priest’s

semantics of intentionality.

2. Semantics of Intentionality—Possible and Impossible
Worlds

Priest begins the presentation of this semantics by choosing a neutral stance about
intentionality. Although he considers that intentionality is a fundamental feature
of cognition, he does not explicitly take any side regarding the ontological status
of the intentional objects. All he says is that ‘an intuitive understanding is quite
sufficient’ (Priest, 2005: p. 5), given his purpose. His purpose is to build a formal
device in order to be able to improve the Principle of Characterization. In this
endeavor, intentionality is just the ability of thought to direct itself towards any
object.

The formal system Priest builds so that he could construct a better version of
the Principle of Characterization (CP) presupposes making use of the following
elements: neutral quantification, a first-order predicate of existence and world se-
mantics. In order to explain how such elements make up this formal system, it is
mandatory to begin with a standard first-order formal language, Z, which is en-
riched by adding modal operators (O, ¢), and a collection of intentional operators
(D, ¥, X...), such that, where tis a term and A is a well-formed formula, %A reads
“t Ythat A”. If ¥stands for an intentional act, such as expressing hope, then t¥A4
could specifically mean that “shopes that A”. In the class of intentional operators,
a special place is occupied by the representational operator @, such that t@A4 reads
“trepresents A as holding” (Ciprotti, 2014: p. 7).

Now, upon this basic syntax, Priest adds neutral quantification, a first-order
predicate of existence and world semantics. In order to show the neutrality of
quantification, Priest uses a different set of symbols for quantifiers (II, X). The
universally quantified formulas such as “TIxx” read “All xs satisty ¢”, and exis-
tentially quantified formulas such as “Xx¢x” read “Some x satisfies ¢”. If they are
neutral, existence is not expressed by their usage. Existence is expressed by a first-
order predicate, Ex. In this case, a statement like “Xx(Ex&¢x)” is saying that some-
thing exists that satisfies ¢(x). Lastly, the introduction of world semantics implies
that the evaluation of well-formed formulas depends both on the “assignments to
variables in respect to interpretations and in respect to different worlds” (Ciprotti,
2014: pp. 7-8).

What makes this semantics of intentionality special is that it does not limit itself

to the usage of only possible worlds, but it employs impossible worlds as well. In
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what concerns the possible worlds, this semantics is a constant-domain modal S5.
This means that “every object in the domain falls within the scope of IT and X,
irrespective of the world” (Ciprotti, 2014: p. 8). Also, it is important to add that
the existence of objects is not decided by the usage of quantifiers. An object exists
in a given world only if it satisfies the firs-order predicate of existence. Lastly, the
final interpretation in this semantics is as follows: M = {P, @, I, D, &}, where “P’
stands for possible worlds, @ is the actual world, and makes part of the set of pos-
sible worlds, “7 represents the set of impossible worlds (P N I = @), Dis a non-
empty set that stands for the general domain of Z, and J'is the evaluation function,
which assigns a denotation to every non-logical expression (Ciprotti, 2014: p. 8).

The introduction of impossible worlds serves a couple of purposes, such as solv-
ing some issues related to epistemic logic, but more importantly the introduction
of impossible worlds is needed in order to be able to make a better CP. If inten-
tionality is the ability of thought to direct itself towards any kind of object, and
our speech might imply the usage of impossible objects, then in order to give a full
account of intentionality it becomes necessary to include in this semantics impos-
sible worlds as well. For instance, if I have the following intentional act, expressed
in the sentence “I imagine that a round square exists”, this semantics must be able
to logically represent it. Given its formal ingredients, such a statement might have
the following logical interpretation:

@]} a®A(ca). But @ | A(ca), which means that @ Ri(a) w, w | Acea)

This roughly translates as follows: at the actual world, @, an agent (a) is having
a representational act (@ - imagines that), by which a round square object exists
(A(ca)). But such a set of properties does not hold at the actual world (@ ||- A(ca)).
Nevertheless, by dent of the accessibility relation, there is a non-actual world, w;
where it is true that a round square exists. The problem that Priest identified at
the Principle of Characterization, in its initial form, was that it could not have
been accepted in full generality. Now, if impossible worlds are included in this
semantics, it can be said in any case that ‘we just do not assume that an object
characterized in a certain way has its characterizing properties at the actual world,
only at the worlds which realize the way the agent represents things to be in the
case at hand’ (Priest, 2005: p. 85). And so, a better version of CP has been achieved.
Thus, every intentional act can be logically expressed and the unpleasant conse-
quences of the initial CP are avoided.

If a better version of the Principle of Characterization has been achieved, then
noneism can be accepted. If noneism is the general framework of Priest’s proposal,
this might mean that noneism is the decisive factor in establishing the ontological
categories that modal meinongianism works with. In particular, when talking
about the nature of non-actual worlds, Priest claims that ‘in the context of
noneism, the obvious policy is to take all worlds other than the actual to be non-
existent objects’ (Priest, 2005: p. 139). In the category of non-existent objects,
Priest includes purely fictional objects and abstract objects as well (Priest, 2005: p.

135). For the purpose of this paper, in what follows I will be concerned only with
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the intricacies of the distinction fictional-abstract.

3. Fictional and Abstract, as Two Different Modes of
Non-Existence

The first useful consideration might be the distinction between fictional objects
and purely fictional objects. Priest considers that some fictional objects, such as
Napoleon in Tolstoy’s War and Peaceis an existent character. In this case, fictional
objects which are real or have been existing are just fictional, whereas purely fic-
tional objects are the objects that do not exist (Priest, 2005: p. 116). In this discus-
sion, it will matter only the purely fictional objects, and for the sake of words effi-
ciency, whenever I will use the expression ‘fictional objects’, I will be talking about
purely fictional objects. Now, fictional objects do not exhaust the category of non-
existent objects, because “Mathematical and other abstract objects can be taken to
form another large class” (Priest, 2005: p. 124).

When talking about abstract objects, Priest begins with a very natural task,
which is to determine their meaning. The starting point of such a resolve implies
making a difference between fictional and abstract objects. Given noneism, “a ma-
jor difference between standard purely fictional objects and abstract objects would
seem to be in the mode of their existential status” (Priest, 2005: p. 136). If Zeus,
for instance, does not exist, but it could have existed, an abstract object, like num-
ber 3 for instance, not only that it does not exist, but it necessarily does not exist.
But such an account of abstract objects might be insufficient, since one can con-
struct possible objects which have inconsistent properties. If such objects might
be conceived, then an abstract object might have the possibility of existing, which
is not desirable. So, Priest reaches another proposal, in which a counterfactual
perspective is being use to define abstract objects. In this context, Priest claims
that “an abstract object is one such that, if it did exist it would still not causally
interact with us” (Priest, 2005: p. 136).

A fictional object, instead, is predisposed to having a different understanding,
given the same counterfactual approach. This understanding can be inferred by
the example that Priest gives when talking about Sherlock Holmes. Priest says that
“Holmes, were he to have existed, would have entered into causal chains with us”
(Priest, 2005: p. 137). From such a claim, it can be derived a general statement,
which says that a fictional object is an object such that ifjt did exist it would caus-
ally interact with us. Both fictional and abstract objects are non-existent objects,
which means that firstly they do not exist, and afterwards they could exist or can-
not exist. In such a case, then maybe a logical representation could be reached. If
existence is expressed by the first-order predicate of existence, Ex, then a fictional
object is logically the following conjunction “~Ex&o¢(Ex”. The reason behind
choosing “0¢Ex” to express the fact that an object might exist is to make sure that
it is just possible, without actually entering the set of impossible worlds. If, for
instance, Zeus is a fictional object, Zeus does not exist, and necessarily might have

existed. In this case, it is guaranteed that there is at least one possible world which
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includes a fictional object, without taking into account the actual world. So, fic-
tional non-existence can be logically expressed as “~ Ex&o 0Ex”.

If a fictional object does not exist, but it might have existed, then it can causally
interact with us. If an abstract object does not exist, and it necessarily cannot exist,
it cannot causally interact with us. This might be the extended understanding of
the counterfactual reading. If this is right, then this reading can be used to give
some logical representations. Now, if the general definition of abstract objects, for
instance, can be logically rephrased as ‘Ex » ~Cx’, where ‘Cx stands for ‘causally
interact with us’, the antecedent can be replaced with what it actually means for
an abstract object to not exist. In this case, ‘EX is to be replaced with ‘~ Ex&o~Ex’.
In consequence, the precise logical expression of a counterfactual representation
of abstract non-existence is:

(NA): (~Ex&o~Ex) > ~Cx;

The same reasoning can be applied in the case of fictional objects, and the end
result be the following:

(NF): (~Ex&a(0Ex) > Cx;

Such a logical representation of fictional and abstract non-existence goes
against Priest’s proposal, since he devised the distinction between purely fictional
objects and abstract objects as not exhaustive, meaning that some object can be at
the same time purely fictional and abstract (Priest, 2005: p. 137). In my interpre-
tation, I choose to make this distinction exhaustive, meaning that no fictional ob-
ject can be abstract and no abstract object can be fictional. Maybe a methodolog-
ical easiness is preferable in the context in acquiring knowledge about this topic.
If this distinction can be understood more easily by taking it as exhaustive, then it
might be justified to do just that. So, for the sake of understanding or simplicity,
I will assume that the distinction fictional-abstract is exhaustive.

If no fictional object can be abstract object and no abstract object can be fic-
tional object, then (NA) and (NF) should be considered tautologies. Otherwise,
one can build an interpretation, in which an impossible object might causally in-
teract with us. So, if I am working with the assumption that a non-existent object
can either be fictional, or abstract, then those logical representation of fictional
non-existence and abstract non-existence must be proved to be true in all cases.
And a proof might be devised in the following manner. Let us firstly take the case
of fictional non-existence.

(NF): (~Ex&a(0Ex) » Cx

The logical representation of fictional non-existence is governed by the logical
operator of implication. For simplicity, (NF) might be rephrases as ‘A>5. Now,
A->Bis false in just one case, which is when the antecedent is true and the conse-
quent is false. There are several ways in which a material implication can be trans-
formed into a tautology, since, by default, it is not. One of them is to show that an
equivalent formula is a tautology. So, the general strategy of reasoning is to find a
logically equivalent formula, to prove it a tautology and to deduce that the initial

formula is also a tautology, given the relation of equivalence.
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So, (NF) can shortly be written as ‘A5. To reach a logically equivalent for-
mula, one can use contraposition. By contraposition, ‘A->B becomes ‘~B>~A’.
Returning to the actual implication that defines fictional non-existence, given the
usage of contraposition, (NF) becomes:

(NF): ~Cx » ~(~Ex&o 0Ex)

And, in order to make it always true, the easiest way is to assume that “~Cx” is
always false. If “~Cx” is always false, then “Cx” is always true. So, (NF’) is a tau-
tology if “Cx” is always true. This means that (NF) is a tautology for the same
reason. Ultimately, in order to make sure that fictional non-existence is logically
well represented as a tautology, “ Cx” must always be true.

The same line of reasoning can be applied for (NA). By contraposition, (NA)
becomes:

(NA’): Cx » ~(~Ex&a~Ex)

In order to make sure that it is a tautology, then “Cx” must always be false. If it
is assumed that “Cx” is always false, then (NA) also becomes a tautology, given
the same justification. So, abstract non-existence can logically be represented as a
tautology if “Cx” is always false.

In the end, the main difference between fictional non-existence and abstract
non-existence is that, in the case of fictional objects they must always have the
possibility of causally interact with us, whereas abstract object must never have the
possibility of causally interact with us. But what is the meaning of this relation of
causality? According to Priest, causation is ‘an existence-entailing relation’ (Priest,

2005: p. 141). And this leads us to shortly presenting the aforementioned relation.

4. Causation as Existence-Entailing

The distinction between predicates that entails existence and predicates that do
not follows from assuming noneism. If some objects do not exist, then it is quite
fitting to propose a distinction between those two types of predicates. In this case,
there are predicates which entail existence, such as “hug”, and if a hugs b, then
both a and b must exist. Also, intentional predicates are existence-entailing. If a
worships b, then a must exist, but 5 may or may not exist. Furthermore, there are
some non-intentional predicates that do not entail existence, such is identity. An
object is identical with itself, irrespective of its existence. For other predicates, it
could be debatable if they are existence-entailing or not. One example that stands
as a justification for such an observation could be a case in which a experiences b,
and b is just an illusion. In this case, Priest does not provide an answer, but only
a question - “does it follow that b exists?” (Priest, 2005: p. 60).

Lastly, Priest mentions that it is not his purpose to further debate or discuss this
topic. What he adds to this discussion is that the following constraint, “if
(G--.Gi-... gn) € O (P, @) then q; € 6" (E, @) - applies only at the actual world.
So, if an object has existence-entailing properties, that object must be part of the
domain of the actual world. If this is so, how could one understand the following

claim: As a matter of fact, it seems to me that existence-entailing is world-

DOI: 10.4236/0jpp.2024.144054

811 Open Journal of Philosophy


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojpp.2024.144054

S. M. Mihai

invariant, at least at possible worlds. Thus, for example, if a hits b at such a world,
w; then a and b exist at w (Priest, 2005: p. 60). It seems a bit strange, because
existence-entailing was supposed to apply strictly to the actual world, but if in a
possible world a predicate implies a physical interaction between two objects, then
those objects must exist in this possible world. Given such considerations, this
distinction between predicates that entail existence and predicates that do not en-
tail existence is somehow unclear or unfinished.

One way to understand such a distinction is to use some examples and see more
specifically how it works. For instance, “if Santa Claus thinks about Pegasus at w;
then Santa Claus exists at w though Pegasus need not; if Holmes kicks Moriarty
at w; then both exist at w; and this holds whenever wis a possible world. What
happens at impossible worlds, of course, is another story; nonexistent things, for
instance, may think or kick at some impossible world” (Berto, 2011: p. 16). Given
such an interpretation, it is still difficult to grasp the meaning of existence-entail-
ing, because another distinction is used. More precisely, existence-entailing be-
haves differently at different types of worlds. In possible worlds, an object may
have existence-entailing properties, which will lead to acknowledging that it ex-
ists. At impossible worlds, it is possible to have non-existent objects that possess
existence-entailing properties. I suspect that the actual difference is between the
way a non-existent object does not exist. In any possible world, an object non-
existence is contingent, meaning that it could have been part of the actual world.
In an impossible world, an object is necessarily non-existent, meaning that it could
never have been part of the actual world. Furthermore, if it is taken into account
the difference between fictional and abstract objects, it could be said that fictional
objects possess existence-entailing properties, whereas abstract objects (being
necessarily non-existent) might also possess existence-entailing properties, but
only at impossible worlds, where everything can hold.

Maybe the distinction between predicates that entail existence and predicates
that do not is not so clear after all. And the lack of clarity comes from not having
a precise criterion of demarcation. As Francesco Berto says, ‘The distinction be-
tween properties that entail existence and properties that do not is, no doubt,
merely intuitive. I wouldn’t be able to indicate a general criterion to distinguish
between the two kinds, and I guess people have different and fuzzy views on this’
(Berto, 2012: p. 150). So, how can one use the idea of existence-entailing to explain
another difficult concept, such as causation? At first sight, if causation is exist-
ence-entailing, and to exist is to be concrete (Priest, 2005: p. 136), one way of un-
derstanding this is to claim that possible objects need to be concrete, since causa-
tion is a relation between two existing things, or concrete things. More precisely,
if Santa Clause exists at a possible world, he must be concrete, if it has the capacity
of causally interact with us, “us” being the actual world. In this case, causation
implies an interaction between objects of the same ontological nature, which is
being concrete or material. In the case of impossible objects, because they cannot

ever exist, they will never have the capacity to causally interact with us. This means
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that they can never be concrete or material. But, as it has been implied, necessarily
non-existent objects might have existence-entailing properties.

If an impossible object, which is necessarily a non-existent object, has existence-
entailing properties, does not this mean that it exists? So, an impossible object is
both existent and non-existent. This might be a strange conclusion to arrive at,
since the metaphysical framework of Priest’s proposal is noneism. If noneism
claims that some objects do not exist, then it is difficult to accept that some objects
that do not exist. Therefore, in this interpretation, if causation is understood as
existence-entailing, then it leads to infringing the metaphysical core of modal
meinongianism, since the distinction between existent and non-existent blurs or
fades away. Overall, if the notion of existence-entailing is used to explain causa-
tion, it can be claimed that either this attempt is compromised from the beginning,
since it implies explaining a difficult concept by using another difficult concept,
or, in a given interpretation, causation as existence-entailing has the unwanted
consequence of breaking the metaphysical core of modal meinongianism.

Another particular reason to avoid this path of conceiving causation as exist-
ence-entailing might very well come from the interpretation I have proposed for
the distinction between fictional and abstract objects. In my interpretation, it is
assumed that such a distinction is exhaustive, meaning that no fictional object can
ever be abstract and no abstract object can ever be fictional. Let us mention again
the conclusion of the previous section:

(NF): (~Ex&n(Ex) » Cx, Cx always true;

(NA): (~Ex&o~Ex) » ~Cx, Cx always false;

In the case of fictional objects, if ‘Cx¥’ must always be true, ‘(~Ex&o 0Ex) also
must always be true, since this is required for considering that (NF) is a tautology.
Given the meaning of the antecedent, a fictional object does not exist at the actual
world, but it necessarily makes part of a random possible world. So, in a possible
world, it exists. If it exists, then it is concrete. If it is concrete, it can causally inter-
act with us. Moreover, the possible world in which that objects exist must also
exist or be concrete, since there is this pretense of ontological sameness between
a world and its denizens. Therefore, possible worlds are concrete. In what con-
cerns the abstract objects, they do not exist at the actual world and cannot exist in
any possible world. They exist at an impossible world, but they can never causally
interact with us. But if they exist at an impossible world, they are concrete, since
to exist is to be concrete. If this is so, an impossible object is both abstract and
concrete, which might be the case, given a certain understanding of impossibility.
Nevertheless, if an abstract object can be concrete, then the class of abstract objects
becomes more spacious or changes its extension. If this is the case, then the given
logical understanding of abstract non-existence has to be reviewed. Or, I do not
want to change it, since the entire interpretation depends on it.

Allin all, given the assumption that I am working with, another reason has been
provided for avoiding the attempt to understand causation as existence-entailing.

In what follows, I will propose another understanding of causation, which might
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be more suitable for the given interpretation of the distinction between fictional

and abstract objects.

5. Causation as Agency

In presenting this topic, I will be using Peter Menzies and Huw Price’s version of
agency theory of causation. In their paper, “Causation as a Secondary Quality”
(1993), causation is defined as follows: “an event A is a cause of a distinct event B
just in case bringing about the occurrence of A would be an effective means by
which a free agent could bring about the occurrence of B” (Menzies & Price, 1993:
p. 187). In this definition, a means-end relation is being used, which is to be un-
derstood as “agent probabilities”. Menzies and Huw explain that agent probabili-
ties work as conditional probabilities, “assessed from an agent’s perspective under
the supposition that the antecedent condition is realized ab initio, as a free act of
the agent concerned” (Menzies & Price, 1993: p. 190).

The formal notation for conditional probabilities is “P5(B)”, which shows the
probability that B would happen, if an agent chose to realize A. In other words,
agent probability, devised as conditional probability, rests on the agent’s rational
capacities, which are employed in deciding that A, as a means, is sufficient or ef-
fective in accomplishing B, as a goal. In consequence, the ability of decision-mak-
ing is detrimental to defining and understanding agent probabilities (Menzies &
Price, 1993: p. 190). This might become more intelligible if, for instance, a con-
crete situation is presented.

Let us suppose that an agent, Mike, finds himself in the context of making a
decision about his broken car. He understands the problem, but he is not sure
whether to fix it himself or go to a professional service. Nevertheless, the problem
presents itself as a conditional. More precisely, Mike understands that if the car
stayed broken, he would not be able to use it or, in other words, he considers what
would happen under different choices. Mike’s purpose is to have a functional car,
and for such a purpose he has two means, namely to fix it himself or to have it
fixed by a mechanic. In this case, Mike might judge the efficiency of both means
and ultimately decides that having the care fixed by a mechanic is the most effi-
cient way in which he can have his car functional again. If A4 is the choice to fix it
himself, and A’is the choice to have it fixed by a mechanic, then in this case Mike
evaluates A”as being more effective or having a greater probability of achieving
his purpose. So, because Py (B) > PA(B), then Px(B). In terms of causation, the
effect B, which is having the car functional, is achieved by cause A4 ] which is taking
the car to a mechanic to have it fixed. In this scenario, it can be observed that
causation is linked to Mike’s ability to make a choice or to intervene and decide.
It could also be pointed out that causation is not something abstract or objective,
but rather something subjective, which depends on Mike’s perspective or agency.

The notion of causation in itself is to be understood as a relation between agents
and their experience. This means that causation is extrinsic. Being as such, causa-

tion is “to be explained in terms of the way in which an agent’s producing,
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manipulating, or wiggling one event affects the probability of another event”
(Menzies & Price, 1993: p. 190). As an analogy, causation is like color, since color,
as a secondary quality, exists only in relation to an observer, as his experience. But
if causation is a secondary quality, this does not mean that it should rest on an
infallible account of experience. In other words, such as it happens in the case of
colors, when sometimes red is not red, for instance, one can be mistaken about
the actual cause of an effect. If sometimes red is not red, due to some extraordinary
conditions, then an action might have a different cause behind it, or it might have
been accomplished by accident, meaning that the real cause was not actually de-
vised by a particular agent, in a given context (Menzies & Price, 1993: p. 193).

The agency theory of causation, envisioned by Menzies and Price, faces several
objections. One of them is the circularity objection, which happens to be the most
frequently put forward objection. More precisely, as Menzies and Price shows, if
“Ais a cause of a distinct event Bjust in case bringing about A would be an effec-
tive means by which a free agent could bring about B’ (Menzies & Price, 1993: p.
193). And they further go on, by explaining why this is a vicious circle. The reason
behind such a fallacy would be the double usage of the term ‘bring about’. Even
worse, if a careful analysis is employed in the case of the terms ‘means’ and ‘free
agent’, it would seem that those terms as well imply the notion of causality. If the
purpose is to define causality, and in the definition of causality the notion of cau-
sality is already presupposed, or, in other words, it is not possible to define the
terms “bring about”, “means” and “free agent” without already using a notion of
causation, then the definition is strongly or heavily circular (Ahmed, 2007: pp.
123-124). Their reply on this matter works as an argument by analogy, saying that,
if in the case of colors, the notion of ‘looks red’ is not circular, then also the notion
of “bring about” is not circular. The actual justification for this is saying that “the
dispositional explanation of the concept red need not fall into the trap of circular-
ity” (Menzies & Price, 1993: p. 194). And because of that, neither the notion of
causation as agency needs to fall in the trap of circularity.

If this reasoning is sound or not, it is not my interest to judge. In this particular
case, all that matters is that this theory of causation makes appeal to agency and
has a metaphysical perspective about causation, which makes it a secondary qual-
ity. Since it employs agency, causation is understood in terms of intervention or
decision-making, based on a conditional probabilistic reasoning, and a kind of
perspectivism, by which an agent has subjective fallible experiences. If causation
as agency is circular or not, this is the topic of another debate. In order to provide
a reasoning for using it, even if this theory might be considered too problematic
to give a proper account of causation, I could make appeal to a counterfactual
construction or justification. In this case, I could say that were this theory to be
less problematic, it would be a fitting tool or instrument to give a better interpre-
tation of causality, not in general, but just in the case of Priest’s definitions of

fictional and abstract objects.

DOI: 10.4236/0jpp.2024.144054

815 Open Journal of Philosophy


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojpp.2024.144054

S. M. Mihai

6. Is It Really Fitting?

According to Priest, causation is an existence-entailing relation. Since the relation
of existence-entailing is in itself confusing or insufficiently clear, it can be rea-
soned that this is a good reason to try to find another understanding of causation.
Evidently, this is not a good reason to accept another explanation, or, in particular,
the agency theory of causation. In order to see if the aforementioned theory might
be a fitting replacement of causation as existence-entailing, another argument or
justification is needed.

Given the assumption that I am working with, which is that the distinction be-
tween fictional and abstract objects is exhaustive, the non-existence of fictional
and abstract objects has been logically represented as follows:

(NF): (~Ex&o 0Ex) » Cx, Cx always true;

(NA): (~Ex&o~Ex) » ~Cx, Cxalways false;

This logical representation of Priest’s understanding of fictional and abstract
objects points out the need to understand “Cx”, or what it means to causally in-
teract with us. If causation as existence-entailing have been considered inade-
quate, then let us see if causation as agency could prove better. In order to seek an
answer, maybe a good way of searching implies to consider again the path that
leads to constructing a modal version of Meinong’s proposal. As I have men-
tioned, Priest wanted to accept noneism, but this perspective needed an explana-
tion regarding the properties of non-existent objects. The CP seemed a sound ex-
planation, but unfortunately not in initial form, since it had had some unaccepta-
ble repercussions. So, Priest proposed a modal version of CP. The modal version
of CP says that ‘an object characterized by a representation has the characterizing
properties, not necessarily in the actual world, but in the worlds (partially) de-
scribed by the relevant representation’ (Priest, 2005: p. 84).

The essential term in the modal version of CP is “representation”. As I have
mentioned, the semantics of intentionality includes a special intentional operator,
which is the representational operator. The general form of the operator is the
following: “...represents...as holding [in the matter at hand]” (Priest, 2005: pp.
84-85). The special mentioning, “in the matter at hand”, outlines the subjective
element of each representation, since it depends on the agent that represents
something. In this way, as Priest says, “if I read a novel I represent the world of
the novel to myself in a certain ways” (Priest, 2005: p. 85). Since Priest’s proposal
is a semantics of intentionality, I will introduce another assumption, which is that
every intentional act is a representational act. If intentionality is the ability of
thought to direct itself towards any object, then the way in which this directing
happens is by representation.

In the agency theory of causation, causation was understood as “an event Ais a
cause of a distinct event B just in case bringing about the occurrence of A would
be an effective means by which a free agent could bring about the occurrence of
B’ (Menzies & Price, 1993: p. 187). This understanding of causation implied a

means-end relation. Let us replace A with “a set of properties”, and B with “a

DOI: 10.4236/0jpp.2024.144054

816 Open Journal of Philosophy


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojpp.2024.144054

S. M. Mihai

representational act”. In this case, the definition becomes: “a set of propertiesis a
cause of a distinct representational act just in case bringing about the occurrence
of a set of propertieswould be an effective means by which a free agent could bring
about the occurrence of a distinct representational act’.In other words, an agent
cannot have a representational act without firstly having a set of properties. In the
sentence ‘T imagine that a round square exists’, the set of properties {round,
square, exists} comes metaphysically first. This understanding of representational
acts comes from an example that Meinong used in order to prove that negative
existential statements can be true. His example is about a perpetual movement
machine, which does not exist. In order to say that it does not exist, its set of prop-
erties must firstly be established. The conclusion of the argument is that the set of
properties (Sosein) comes metaphysically first or before any ontological determi-
nations (Perszyk, 1993: pp. 49-50). In this way, before intentional acts can be
formed, there must be a set of characterizing properties, which, given agency the-
ory of causation, works as a cause for intentional acts or representational acts.

So, the cause is the agency, which makes up a particular set of properties,
whereas the effect might be the unique representational act an agent is having at
a given moment. This fits, since Priest says that “if I read a novel I represent the
world of the novel to myself in a certain ways” (Priest, 2005: p. 85). In this case, I
might represent the same novel in a totally different way. The generic cause is to
have a set of properties, whereas the particular causes are the precise sets of prop-
erties. This can be said of the effects too. The general effect is to have a represen-
tational act, but the particular effects are the precise or singular representational
acts. The link between a cause (set of properties) and an effect (representational
act) is not something objective, since human subjectivity is behind it. So, in simple
terms, it could be argued that causation in this case is a secondary quality, since it
depends on the agent’s perception or cognition.

On the other hand, what does not actually fit is the pragmatic approach of cau-
sation as agency, since it is presupposed that the agent is rational or makes deci-
sions based on a conditional probabilistic reasoning. Causation as agency is rather
applicable in concrete, real situations, in which one has to make a decision. So, it
is more about the external reality, then the workings of the mind. In this case, the
actual purpose of the agency theory of causation does not apply to a representa-
tional act. Even so, in order to make this analysis complete or as complete as pos-
sible, I will try to understand the definitions of fictional and abstract objects by
taking into account causation as agency.

Given (NA), in the particular case of an existent round square, it can be asked:
what does it mean for this object to never causally interact with us? It cannot mean
to be concrete or have the same ontological nature as us, since causation as exist-
ence-entailing has been ruled out. If ‘us’ means the actual world, ‘us’ can be taken
as our concrete reality or the entire domain of objects, or as concrete, particular
instances, in which an agent has a representational act. If the purpose is to see if

agency theory works in this case, then it might be more plausible to define “us” as
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particular or concrete representational acts. In such an interpretation, the existent
round square, as an impossible object, never causally interacts with the agent that
is having the representational act about it. If there is not conceivable an object
without properties, it can be said that every object is a set of properties. If the set
of properties was the cause of the representational act, the understanding of the
definitions of fictional and abstract objects, in terms of agency causation, is hap-
pening at another level. Maybe a schematic representation might bring more clar-
ity:

C= E, means that a cause (C) leads to (=) and effect (E).

Ra = 4 ©(Ax).

Any representational act (Ra) is a way of using (®) a given set of properties
(Ax). In this case, Axis a cause to any representational act, because causation is
the intervention of an agent in making a thing leading to another. So, the inter-
vention of an agent leads to constructing Ax; in order to have a representational
act about an object.

Now, Ax is the object of the representational act. (NF) and (NA) show how
some of these objects might be understood. If an object has a set of properties that
makes it only possible, then it is a fictional object. If an object has inconsistent
properties, then it is impossible or abstract. In this case, “Cx” is actually a relation
between the agent and Ax, not between Axand Ra. In particular, a fictional object
always causally interacts with us, whereas an impossible object never interacts
with us. If interaction is one way of saying that there is a relation between an agent
and Ax, then causation as agency is not a preferable alternative interpretation,
since it rules out the connection to impossible objects. In other words, an agent

can never construct an Ax, that implies inconsistent or contradictory properties.

7. Conclusion

Causation as agency, as an attempt to propose a better interpretation for causation
in Priest’s definitions of fictional and abstract objects, does not really work. Cau-
sation as agency, if applied, it would rule out impossible objects, which affects the
generality of the Principle of Characterization. At best, causation as agency can
explain the general workings of any intentional act, if it is assumed that every in-

tentional act is a representational act.
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