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Power, Capability and Ableness: The F allacy
of the Vehicle Fallacy

Keith Dowding
Australian National University, Canberra ACT (200, Australia,
E-mail: keith.dowding@anu.edu.au

Sen’s capabilities are reducible to individual power. Morriss’s important distinction
between ability and ableness is pertinent to the correet analysis of measuring
capabilities. Morriss argues reducing power to resources constitutes the vehicle
fallacy. The vehicle fallacy is not a {allacy if resources are measured relationally, for
example, the power of money is relative to its distribution. It follows that strategic
considerations musi enter into the very esseace of the concept of power. While
‘resources’ in this essay are broader than Dworkin's account, the argument suggests
that Sen's capabilities account of egalitarian justice is not so distinct from
Dworkin's resource sccount after all

Contempaorary Political Theory (2008) 7, 238-258. doi1G.1037/cpt.2008.23

Keywords: power; capabilities; ability; ableness; resources: social Justice

Power

Power is surely one of the most important concepts in political science
and petitical theory.! Political science might be seen as the artempt to
understand how political institutions work to produce the outcomes they da.
Part of that understanding must invelve how actors use those institutions in
order 10 produce the outcomes they judge best. H our most basic under-
standing of power is Weberian — an actor’s capacity to get what s/he wants —
then seeing how actors use institutions to get what they want is to analyse
their power. Political philosophy can be scen as the attempl to design
institulions that produce, averall, the best outcomes: 10 maximize our power as
a community, and, Lo distribute powers Lo individuals in ways that seem
normatively appropriate. Strangely, perhaps, individual power is not so often
viewed as the central concept in discussions of social justice. Debate over
what the central distributive concepl should be usually centres around
‘utility’, ‘Treedomy’, ‘resources’, ‘capabilities or ‘opportunities for advantage’
lo name but a few.? One reason power is not often seen as a central nor-
mative concept is surely that thers seems something wrong with thinking
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that individualy want, as a matter of justice, power. They may want many
ngs we think appropriate, such as happiness, freedom or material
wealth (though we might be wary of them desiring too much of the latter),
but wol power. That smacks tao much of an unhealthy ego. Power should
be uselul 1o get things that are appropriate, but it is not something to be
desieed itself,

One of the candidates listed above is Sen’s suggestion for the appropriate
Jidate for equal distribution — capabilities. Capabilities are the abilities to
aclicve ‘functionings’ or achievements: ‘doings and beings’ {e.g., Sen, 1987,
993, 12). A capability for Sen is the actual ability of someone 10 achieve
cotcames {Dowding, 2006). In that sense, individua! capabilities can be
individaal powers, though as Peter Morriss (2002, xxiii} points out, Sen
ruecly i ever uses the term ‘power’. Morriss also complains that Sen does not
s the ordinary (dictionary) meaning of capability. Capabilities are latent
ities - abilities that a person could develop — not abilities they already

vo. Morriss further suggests that Sen should have used the term power, or
iy, or ‘ableness’, an archaic word that Morriss rehabilitated in the first
whition of his book Power: 4 Philosophical Analysis. Morriss scems to think
that what we should be trying to distribute according to some just distribution
> are ablenesses - a type of power — which is equivalent 1o Sen's
wbilities. This type of power cannot be further analysed. It is not reducible
o anything else.
{n tius paper [ concentrate upon Morriss’s significant discussion of the
vehicle fallacy and power-as-ableness in order to reflect how we might view
power or capabilities as an object of Justice, In part this question is a
measurement one. If we believe that power or capabilities should be distributed
tsome manner — equally for example — as a matter of justice then how we
measure that concept is as important as what jt is. Pertinent here are two
issues ralsed by Morrisss analysis. TFirst, is ableness reducible 10 anything
clwe? Second, is ableness the important sense of power as Morriss clajms?
b first argument is the point of Marriss’s account of the vehicle [allacy.
U will argue that we can analyse power as ableness by reducing it to agents’
resources. Morriss thinks not and labels this the vehicle fallacy. To the
extent that power as ableness can be reduced to agents’ resources reflects
ok upon Sen’s capabilities as an alternative o Dworkin’s (2002) resourcist
secount of egalitarian justice. T will then argue that while power-as-ableness
i a useful concept it is not the most impaoriznt type of power. Power-ag-ability
v the underlying concept, power-as-ableness is what one can do with one's
power given one’s luck. 1t is not to deny that power-as-ableness is important
for certain types of questions, but it is a mistake to think that power-
as-ableness is the basic category, In that sense [ also distinguish power and
capabilities.

it
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The Vehicle Fallacy

Peter Morriss’s important book Power: A Phitosophical Analysis was re-issued
with a long introduction in 2002 (Morriss, 1987, 2002) und he introduces the
concepts of the exercise and vehicle fallacies into moders debates about
the nuture of power. He bases them on an argument of Anthony Kenny's.? In
the introduction to the second edition he says that many people have followed
him in abhorring these fallacies and ‘nobody (to my knowledge) has tried to
argue that these are not fallacious' {Morriss, 2002, xiii). | have no quibble with
the exercise fallacy. To confuse the dispositional power of an object or an actor
with the exercise of that power is 4 mistake. 11 is not a mistake, of course, to use
the evidence provided by the exercise of power {0 examine the properties or
resources of the actor 1o try to understand the basis or foundations of that
actor’s power. The resource account of power supgesis that we can undersiand
actors” power by looking at their resources, Morriss does not disagree with this
sentiment. He believes that examining and Comparing resources s an
important indirect evidence of acters’ powers. He also believes that other
{non-resource-based) indirect evidence is also useful. However, these other
categories all track acters’ resources hence o/l evidence of POWET 1§ resource-
based. Importantly, theugh, Morris claims it is 4 mistake to idferrtify an actor's
power with his resources, This is an ontological claim. The resource-based
account of power claims that once all actors’ resources have been measured we
have a complete account of the power structure, Morriss disagrees. This would
be 1o dentify power with resources. The advantage of such a reduction is thas it
allows us to measure a dispositional concept — power —- n terms of a non-
dispositional one.

This reduction from the dispositional to the non-dispesitional wilt not allow
us to produce point predictions. Even if we could accurately measure all actors’
resources we could still not predict precisely what the ouicomes of their
interactions would be. First, we would have to feed in their preferences.
Secand, even if we fed in their preferences many interactions might have the
form of multi-cquilibrium r-player games wilh mixed strategics. We might be
able to predict outcomes across probability distributions, but we would not be
able to produce point predictions. Some of us might find this reassuring. In
other words, sceing social life in terms of non-coaperative game theory will
ensure that the resourcist route will be predictive, but only in marginalist as
opposed to deterministic lerms.

Morriss resolutely avoids considering non-cooperative game theory in his
beok, T believe that non-cooperative game theory needs 1o be at the heart of the
concept of power as well as its analysis. This is so because what counts ag an
actor’s resources can only be understood in terms of how others view them.
This will determine their actions towards Bim, his reactions to them, and their
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to his reactions and so on. What others believe, and what the actor
Bwheves is alse predicated upon each others’ actions. Morriss (2002, 139)
SRV

forste

wv vidnnol observe resources direcily,. We have to infer that things are
ces by examining other people’s reactions to them; one cannot simply
Hisure resources since the werlh of a resource is determined by the effects
i prediees,

[RARYY

Hat he docs not treal them in this way through his account. Rather he seems ta
gsputte resources with the physical attributes of actors. How this happens in his
asenithl 15 subtle, since his argument is complex and nuanced, but we will see
ooy s works when we discuss his ability/ableness distinction. However, to
Pafiioe in actor's power to her resources would be to commit the vehicle fallacy
to Mornss.

le fallacy as explained by Morriss does not allow the reduction of
gower 1o properties of the objects with that power. Morriss has two takes at
this argument. One by quoting Anthony Kenny from whom Morriss gets the
of the exercise and vehicle fallacies, and one by quoting Willard van
Oruvan Quine, an arch reductionist. Kenny is quoted with approval, Quine is
vked,

Koenny writes:

i

Consider the capacity of whisky to intoxicate. The possession of this
cipacity is clearly distinet from its exercise: the whisky possesses the
wipacily when it is standing harmlessly in the bottle, but it only begins 10
exetvise it after being imbibed. The vehicle of this capacity to intoxicale is
the adeohol that the whisky contains: it is the ingredient in virtue of which
the whisky has the power to intoxicate. The vehicle of a power need not be a
substantial ingredient like aleohol which can be physically separated from
the possessar of the power. The connection between the power and its
velincle may be a necessary or a conlingent one. 3t is a contingent matier,
diseoversd by experiment, that alcohol is the vehicle of intoxication.
tKenny, 1975, 10, quoted in Morriss, 2002, 14-13)

necessity or contingency of the relationship is not something that necd
ily worry us here.* The relationship between intoxjcation and the drinking
of aieohol i well understood. Some people are much more prone 1o
mioxication (and alccholism) than others. The bundle of genes that are
associated with alcoholism and susceptibility to intexication are beginning to
identified, though few researchers (and no modern evolutionisty) would
doubl that one’s environment (or ‘nurture’) may also play a part (NIAAA,
1992, 2000, b). Other factors may also affect susceptibility to intoxication
swicluding age. 1n one study of rats, the degree of intoxication of rats was clearly
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age-related. The explanation is probably that young brains are built lo learn,
whereas old brains are more set in their ways; hence the well-trodden ne
pathways may centinue fo function despite the influence of the aicohol (Hot
1997).7 People appear intoxicaled depending not only on how much they have
drunk, but en how much they are used to drinking, how much they have eaten,
and their state of mind at the time they drink and so on. Alcohol intoxicates
but it does so under all sorts of conditions. The degree ol intoxication iy
affected by aspects of the drinker as well as the strength of the alcohol. So
power of whisky to intoxicate depends upon all sorts of factors, and these are
acalysable such that we can judge the probability of a given bottle of whisky
intoxicating different sorts of people under different conditions. This is the way
we would analyse the *dispesition’ of whisky for intoxication. The mistake of
Kenny and Morriss is to think that because the power of the object (in this case
aleohol) is aflected not only by properties of the object but also by the
properties of other objects, we cannot reduce its power to thal of its own
properties. The thinking seems 1o be — the properties of an object oniy have
power relative (o the properties of other objects, hence the power of the object
cannot be reduced 1o its properties. But this is false, since our judpment about
the power of an object is also calculated relurive to the environmeni. We
calculate powers with scope restrictions. How we calculate thase powers and
how we calculate the scope restrictions is fully determined by the properties of
all the relevant objects.

In other words, we might caleulate for those who drink a given bottle ol
whisky - that it has the power to kill a child, stupefy a teenager and stow the
rezcuons of the most hardened drinker. And we can compare 1ts strength o
another bottle of spirits, The comparative power of another bottle of spirits
can be given simply by its alcohol content (and impurities that can affect the
speed of uptake of alcohol and shori- and long-term damage to the brain
affecting, e.g., hangovers).

Of course other things affect how people react to a bottle of whisky but we
can analyse us power relative 10 other bottles simply by its properties. And
moreover, its total effects can be measured by reducing alt the other elements to
their component parts, The explanation of a bottle of whisky’s power to
intoxicate can be reduced to more basic elements. We can do Kkewise for the
social scientific concept of power.

Morriss argues against this view by taking an example from Quine who
suggests that when we say sugar is soluble we are making a claim about its sub-
visible structure.® Morriss suggests that there is no reason why dispositionals
must refer to sub-visible structures. In fact he does not show there is ‘ne
reason’ why dispositionals should not refer to sub-visibic strucfures, rather
what he argues is that we can understand sentences containing dispositions
without further analysis. This is not the same as suggesiing there is no reason
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why dispositions should refer to sub-visible structures, and certainly not that
dispositions may be analysed and exarnined by looking at other properties of
ts. Merely that we do not need to know everything in order to understand
asentence of a natural language. Brian Barry {2002, 161) likewise suggests that
chiim that sugar is soluble does not mean that it has a structure suitable for
solving. It is true of course, that the intension (the meaning} of a statement
i soluble’ is not 'sugar has a structure suitable for dissolving'; rather it
wans something like “when you put sugar in liguid it becomes part of (ke
bqual. However, the stalement that sugar is soluble has the extension {the
refrence) that Quine attributes (o it. And Morriss (2002, {8) is correct that we
“talk perfectly sensibly’ about the dispositional properties of objects
tout understanding the causes of the dispositions the objects have. But |
fike it that when we do social science we are interested in more than simply
talking sensibly about the world. We want to understand and analyge the
wurkl, Knowing how the word ‘power’ can be used sensibly is one thing, bus
understanding through analysing the power structure of society s another
much more important thing to do.

The extension rather than intension of ‘power” is imporiant when doing
vinpiral political science. Qutside of the social sciences it is obvious that it is
the extension that is important, because causalion is extensional. One event
toes not cause another because of the meanings we happen (o atlach to the
words that describe those events.” In the social sciences it is less obvious that it
is the extension that is important since people act based on what they think, so
ihe intensional context is important. However, the intensional context can ha
viptured if we include within the extensionat descriplion, belief and desire. In
words, 1 think the best way of examining the power structure is fo
vxunune what sorts of properties (or resources) peaple have {or can command)
siven whal they want, or may want, to achieve. It is the propertics that make
ar soluble, not the dictionary definition of solubility (hat is of inierest 1o
those trying (o explain why some objects dissolve in liquid more readily than
athers. Similarly so it is the propertics that lead some people to get what they
wint more often than others manage and the properties that lead them to want
what they want, rather than the dictionary definition of power, thal is of
mterest to the social scientist.

At times Morriss’s version of the vehicle fallacy scems 10 consist in the
argument that simply because two things have the same dispositional
properties, they do not have to have the same (structural) properties. Of
course not, but it does foliow that whatever (structural) properties the objects
have must mclude some that give them the disposition in question. One might
Just deny this. To some extent, that is precisely what Kenny (1975) does and is
@ standard move in the philosophy of mind where, it is claimed, certain
properties simply are not further analysable® In this sense, the term

wH
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‘dispositional’ tends 1o mean something differemt to philosophers than i
truditionally does to social scientists. A. disposition for a philosopher usually
refers to a causal regularity that cannot be mechanistically decomposed. In that
sense dispositions are not necessarity unobservable bul are contrasted with
‘occurrent events’. Thus, individuals beliefs and desires are not objects, and
they are not “occurrent events' so they have to be dispositions. But this just
means that under certain conditions ¢ an individual (or object) § will do (or
display) x. Dispositionzl properties in the social sciences are thought to be
unobservables that must be inferred to have causal properties, In which of
these senses is a dispositional property of actors? If one takes the first Yne, then
one may resist the reduction of power to resources but only at a cost; the cost
of forcing the analysis of power of actors 1o their beliefs and desires, Morriss
will not, I think, want to pay that cost, though below 1 suggest that the issue
deserves very close atiention, and the refevance of beliefs and desires to power
ascription is more closely bound than many (including myself in earlier work)
have recognized. Morriss’s important distinction between ‘ability” and
‘ableness’ is particularly pertinent here and will also be discussed below,

It is in the second sense that I have taken it that power is & dispositional
properly of actors. I take it that the cansal properties of the actor to get what
she wants are constituted of her resources (that which enables her to get some
of the things she wants) and the wants themselves. Her causal Properics per se,
include all those things that lead her to cause whatever she causes, and could
cause. In these contexts, however, the power of an actoy is usually conjoined to
her desires, intentions or wants {or more formally her preferences) so that
power does not simply become the infinitive of ‘car’ and be too closely
associated with causal pewers more broadly (see Barry, 2002: Dowding, 2003
for further discussion on this}, What makes power dispositional is the fact that
the resources that specify the ‘can’, given the environment, are anly switched
on under certain circumsiances. “Fragility’ is a dispositional property of fine
china, which is demonstrated when the china is dropped on to a hard floor. But
it is a structural property of china that can be analysed without the china
actually being dropped. Whal ‘switches on’ the power for actors are their
preferences {beliefs and desires). But again, that dispositional property does
not need ‘switching-on® in order to be analysed. In the same way that ‘fragilicy’
can be analysed without dropping the china, the power of actors’ can be
analysed without their doing anything. At least, by and large it can. (I will say
more on this below).

Power in the second sense of dispusition is measured by factors in principle
observable, but often unobserved —— actors’ resources; though of course the
resources may only be exercised wnder ceriain conditions. If we can abserve off
resources we have reduced the disposition to its (structural) properties and we
have completely analysed power. In that sense a resource-based approach to
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e should be able to analyse the power of all actors 1o the extent that al/
Fownites cian be observed. However, the strategic possibilitics that open up
whainactors do nol have complete information sbout the resources of others,
which we can safely assume is always the case, means that such a determination
ob the power structure will remain beyond our means. It does not follow,
Bowever. that @ resource-based approach, theorized within a strategic
Fasnework. 18 not the best way to analyse the power structure.

thinks this is false. Because of his belief in the ‘vehicle fallacy’ he
st ot think that a resource-based approach to studying power is the right
meecdure. Morriss dees not deny that strategic consideralions enter into
perwer relutions, but thinks they do not enter in the definition of power. He
be right but for the fact that it is strategic considerations, based on
lete information, that stops us fram fully specifying power in terms of
<" resources.” Thus, strategic consideralions cannot be kept out of the
of power any moze than they can be kep: out ol its analysis. ' Firss let
v the nature of resources.

FERE T

LIRS

Hesourees

Iy own work {Dowding, 1991, 1996; Dowding et af., 1995) 1 used the term
twenreed Lo cover (ive categories in which individuals may use their power. The
st our were based on categories used by John Harsanyi {1969, b) and the
flth the addition of repuiation. All are resolutely game-theoretical. The first
information and legitimacy. The relative advantage that information
pives allows some o get what they want more easity. Similarly, others may
fofiow the lead, suggestions or orders of others for conteni-independent
teasons il they recognize the authority or legitimacy of the first to so lead. The
third and fourth categories are the abilities of an actor to change the incentive
Hructures of others: through unconditional incentives, and gecondly through
<unrditional ones, Unconditionally, changing incentive structures is (o change
choice situation of others. This means that others’ preferences have not
:od, but rather the conditions under which they make choices. For
. 1 government may try lo change the eating habits of citizens. it could
ty 1o get people to cat more healthily by persuading them that fried food is
bad for them; or it could tax cooking oil. The first uses informarion, the second
uniconditional incentives. The first will change the preferences of the citizens
tter the extent it works), the other ‘preference shapes’ — it does not change the
preferences, but it changes the choice conditions and so behaviour, Conditional
mieentives are simply the threats and offers, or combinations thereof that may
leadd people to behave differently, The fifth resource is reputation. Here people
may respond differently 1o an actor because they believe he has other resources
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(that he may not in fact have) or because they may predict his actions based on
his {or others similarty situated) past behaviour. With the exception of
information none of these sets of resources explicitly meniion the many
atlributes of people thar might be thought to be resources money, charisma,
a standing army — and so on. Any such list of physical attributes one could
produce would almost cartainly be incompiete, for many things might be used
as & resource in this sense. Rather the five sets of resousress provide an
organizing principle around which we may study how actors respond to each
other in different environments,

Morriss sees actors’ powers, correcily, as their property. Their POWELS are
their abilitics 10 get things done. He says:

A person’s abilities are 4 property of the person, not of the environment.
Like all dispositionals, rhey carry explicit or implicit references to the
conditions in which they apply -— and assert nothing about what happens
when those conditions do not apply, nor about the likelihood of those
cendilions occurring. {Morriss, 2002, 80)

The problem with the confidence with which this claim is asserted is that some
propertics of people only become properties under certain conditions. 1t is
difficult to denote them without the envirenmental conditions applying. Take
the “gene for reading’. A gene was once thought 10 be a *chunk of DINA’. But as
we have learned more about genes it becomes clear that complexities occur. A
‘gene for’ something is best viewed as an abstract 1ruth about inheritance, amd
the physical atiributes of the gene may be distributed around in the physica
attributes of DNA. One might think that a “gene for reading” then will include
any part of the DNA structure that, if missing, will lead to reading
abnormalities. But this would be too quick, because of course genetic defects
that cause, say, col death will mean that the baby wiil not be able o leam to
read in its life. ut the fragment of DNA which ensures healthy sleeping is not
normlly thought of as part of the DINA that constitutes the ‘gene for reading’
-— otherwise the DNA for healthy lungs, heart and so on would also be part of
Lhat gene. More pertinently, however, the *gene for reading’ was present before
people could ever read. It may have been useful for tracking, say, and was
selected when hunting was important. Later as humans siarted using symbols
and then writing was invented the same abilities made possible by these genes
allowed most people 1o develop the ability to read, OF course, the ability e
read enfails more than having this gene. It also entails having been exposed (o
and been taught how 1o interpret the symbols. There is no doubt tha: the
ability to read is a property of the person, but the ability (o read, only makes
sense, i an environment {a culture) where reading exists, even though people
who have never lived in such an environment have the requisite genes and so
could have developed the ability had they lived in such an environment. The
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v reid s ot of course, & property of the environment, but the phrase
seithess above is important. The environment in this case i a culture that
wowriting and reading. Abilities (al least some of them) are then
e vomnected o the environments in which people who have them live.
sesnbicitals concerned with such abilities must take into account the
s which societies (the environment within which our individual
=il B abilily to read) develop such abititics.

&idhty and Ableness

&eesios mukes a distinction between 2b ity and ableness. While both might be
fedates ol an actor’s power he believes that the best measure of an actors
=t s ableness. 1 have criticized Morriss's notion of ableness on several

srcanbot. He suggests that my criticisms are false for two reasons, one

and one instruclive {Morriss, 2002, Kxxv-xxxvi). My elementary
sz s usunderstanding how to counterfactualize ablencss; my instructive
¢ ¥ introduce the concept of luck. The two are closely related.

us hirst consider my elementary error of misunderstanding how Lo
alize ableness. 1 do not, of course, think [ misunderstand the
aitvrfuctuality, rather my argement is that the counteractualization of
sess inowhich Morriss indulges is inappropriate. It comes into the class of
arinleon pumps that go wrong because some relevant factors are omitted {see,
o Dennetr, 1984). The example used by both Morriss and myself is whether
-+ hot all the judges in a Supreme Court have equal powers, or whether one
sun hivve more power than the others, Now in a real Supreme Court it wouid
kely if all had precisely equal powers. Some will be more persuasive,
vewve or charismalic than others, or simply have more authority in some
i wnd hence be able to determine the decision of the court more often than
otber members.' But this is not what is at issne. What matters is whether any
nher has more power based entirely upon one resource: their vore, It each
her las one vote is there any sense in which one member might have more
poswer tian the others. Morriss thinks yes; 1 think no. imagine there are two
oy ol four voters (one canservative, one liberal) plus one maverick justice
(5h - who sometimes votes with the liberals and sometimes with the
cemscrvatives. Morriss says MJF has more ‘ableness powert”. | say:

MU only appears to have more power beczuse she happens to have been
denoted in the example as MI: that is, she has a different preference
struclure from the others, Her different preference structure dogs not, in
tuct, give her greater power over the results since the two blocs have their
reasons for voting together and she has her reasons for voiing as she does.
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She only appears more powerful because the preferences of the other two
blocs are taken as given hers is not. (Dowding, 1991, 60)

Morriss says ‘this last sentence is just wrong. When investigating the power-
as-ableness of an aclor, we take the actions of zll the others as fixed, and
examine the outcomes that can be brought about by the actor whose power is
being investigated® {Morriss, 2602, xxxvi). I am not too sure what is ‘just
wrong’ about the final sentence, In my sentence, the preferences of the eight
fustices are taken as ‘given’ and in Morriss’s the “actions’ of the others are
‘fixed” which given that I use the term ‘preference’ as used in revealed
preference theory {the standard axiems of rational choice) they seem to be
identical. Of course, if the actions of eight actors are fixed to a tie, then the
ninth wiil determine the result. That is not in question. What is in question is
whether this is a measure of the actors’ voling power. it is nol. Since the
counterfactual is inappropriate to this quesiion. Tmagine one member of the
other blocs, calied BJ, When we consider BYs power keeping al the other (non-
M) votes fixed, somelimes the vote is 3-3, and sometimes it is 4-4, and ‘we can
conclude that BJ is only sometimes able 10 win the vote. MJ therefore does
have more power than any BJ” (Morriss, 2002, xxxvi). No we cannot, BJ can no
more ‘win the vote’ than the other four voting his way. As 1 point out
(Dowding, 1991, 55-61) being pivotal in this sense, if it is known that one is
pivotal can bring ether powers. One is open to side-payments, one is then in a
position 1o get other things than one wants (such as bribe money). But being
pivotal in this sense does not bring any more power 1o bring about the cutcome
under vote, than the one vote that each of the justices brings to the court.
Morriss misunderstands this counterfactual argument since he follows a
poor intuition from an under-specified intuition pumyp. He says he looks at the
‘bribe value’ of MJ and Bl (o some other actor. He suggests that if’ the CIA
want to bribe a justice, MJ will be better for them than any BJ. The others’
votes are predictable, they will split the court, and MJ can be purchased to get
the resuits the CIA want. Not necessarily. Despite being a maverick, MJ may
have very strong views on each of the cases brought before her. She may not be
prepared to sell her voie to the CIA. She may be honourable, and while
everyone may have their price, hers may be more than any given Bl. Indeed the
C1A may find they cap buy two liberals [or each maverick, This 1s precisely my
point. Bach justice has their reasons for voting one way or another, and it is
those that give us predictions over their behaviour. But their power is to get
what they want, whatever they want, given their resources {and the
environment they inhabit), and in the veting index of which we are both
writing the relevant resource is their one vote each. 1f we wanl to look further
at their bribe value we need to fook at their reasons for voling as they do. Itis
simply not true that MJ is more easily bribable than the other eight justices.
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baes heciuse she is less ideological does not mean her preferences are weaker,
sl Bence she is more bribable. The CIA may well get what they want by
Bssbrenne one of the liberal justices (assuming the CEA is right-wing) than the M1
Fhes they can ensure a Nive-way right-wing vote, whichever way MJ votes.
ke the CIA will win 5-4 some of the time and 6-3 some of the time.)
3 : strength of prefereace is identical among alt the voters, the bribe
wabser of (he actors is identical, hence Morriss’ argument demonsirates that in
thys wemirio all actors have the same voling power.

Hai why shouid we not do the counterfactual analysis that Morriss wanls in
sisr cvample? Why not hold the environment, including the voles of the other
weniee s constant, and then fook at what someone can do. What is wrong with
s here? The answer is that holding other things constant in this way

nestes Lhie fact that parts of the environment are reactive. In many contexts
winat o 13 will do may depend on what an MJ will do. Many, il not most,
geeney siibnitons are strategic. That s not 1o say that one way of working out
aiisl an MI should do Lo ger whal she wants is to imagine what the others
woshl sio, but she should work out what they are likely to do under several
wenriow, and scenarios that include her actions varying. Obviously this takes
we o game theory, and without a game-theorelic analysis of such interactions
voncept as well as our analysis of power wilt be poorer. it is Morriss {2002,
i, whoe seems to make the glementary error:

L5

&1t

i

Your ablencss Lo win the competition would not be lessoned because many
other people had this ablencss too. When we assess pOWErs person-
tweperson like this, we take the actions of others as given and counter-
facluilize the preferences and actions onfy of the actor whose we are
sidering {and, of course, the preferences of any others that we predict
will he altered if the actor under consideration changes her preferences).

Fiow can we hold all others’ actions as given, if we are allowed to vary their
prefurences (as we surely must) with the preferences of the acter under
onsideration? (That is not o say, however, that keeping others’ pre-
naenees and actions constant while we vary those of the individual under
Lonsuberation is always ilegitimate, but in many siralcgic contexis it would be.
the only way one can find out iow Lo play 2 strategic game is by working out
i alt the other players will do depending upon what one does. Here we look
at all the ogically possible scenarios but it is the feasible set that maters for
.:_.:«.Lw,v_u

iphil be thoughs that Morriss and | are simply looking at the issue from
twer different pesspectives. He is Jooking at the issue as one of the power of
tions, and 1 am looking at the issue as one of the power of ndividuals.
1 the commitiee of nine is not & court but a parliament. There are two
pastics composed of four MPs, and one party composed of one MP. In that
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case it is quits natural to elaim that cach of these three parties has the same
power. In either the Shapley-$hubik or Banzhaf power indices each party has
the power of 1/3. Here surely the member of the party composed of one
member (MJ) has more power than any member of the parties compaosed of
four. We might think (hat each member of the parly blecs has a quarter of the
power of 13 that is 1/12. But thal is not correct. M} may have the power of 1/3
seen 45 a party bloc in this manner. But MJ’s power disappears if one member
of either bloc voles against his bloc. Fach member of each bloc has the same
power as MJ. Fach bloc member only appears to have less power then M)
because we are considering the bloc as necessarliy voting together. In my terms,
MJ is lucky, not powerful.

It is this that Morriss calls mny instructive mistake. Following Barry I suggest
that uck is getting what you want without rying, or as Morriss carrectly
amends it, one is lucky to the extent that given one’s preferences, one can et
more than one might expect. MJ is lucky in that she is always decisive. As [
peint out that luck might have been based on someone else’s power (a
President who appointed her, who shares precisely her ‘maverick” preferences)
but for her il is luck. Morriss seems 10 want 1o equate "ableness power’ and
luck when he says {wihere Dowding goes wrong js in thinking that tuck {in his
sense) and power are incompatibie’ {Morriss, 2002, sxxvii). 1 make explicit the
poinl that an actor may be both powerful and lucky (e.g., Dowding, 1991, 83
see also Dowding, 2003), that is someone may get more than the effort would
suggest, but they could have pul more effort in. But this is not what Morriss
means here. He agrees that MJ is lucky, but why beyond the fact that she mers
what she wanrs all the tune because she is pivetal? In that sense, huck and
ablencss scem o be the same thing. Similarly my extension of ‘luck’ io
‘systematic luck” where the amount of luck 4 person has is determined by the
structures of society {Dowding, 1991, 137--138, 152-157) means tha: some
people are hucky simply to be who they arer male, white, upper-class or
whatever. Morriss equates systematic luck with his concept of ‘passive power'.
Are Morriss and Dowding having an uniateresting spat over the term to use for
& concept? I think nou at least nat in other ways in which Morriss uses the
notion of ableness and his critique of realist approaches 1o power.

For Marriss the distinction between ability and ableness is vital for he holds
power as ableness is the important sense of the term. (For me, luck is much less
important than power. indeed it is a residual used to explain why some people
get more of what they want than we might expect given their resources - or
gven how they have spent those resources.) Morriss (2002, 83) suggests that
"an ability-sentence contains {expiicitly or implictly} counterfactual descriptive
and masifestation conditionals’ whereas an ‘ableness-sentence cannot contain
counterfactual descriptive or manifestation conditionals’. The former is
descriptive under which the conditional holds {c.g., the conditions under
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will dissolve in water} and the latter denoctes the conditionals that
those conditions obtain (when the water and sugar actually come

reason, social and political power is usually a sort of mv_m:.amm and
ability, in social philosophy we are not usually interesied m E_,r:
= siple could doif they had resources that in fact they do not have. (Morriss,
nwe, 83)

ceo e, |think, two things wrong with this claim, E?.T it is not m_ﬂ: 9.&
wosentences do not contain counterfactual descripiive or ::::ww”»E:on
senhtonads. The sentence '] cannot read it mom::\ (my glasses are br c_ﬁ,a:w
wispbis 1Ly containg the descriptive conditional if my m_mmmnw were 1ot cﬁwﬂkwv ~
il i it today’. The importance of the counterfactual oom&:cm_w.; L m
+ specily the resources that | reguire in order to be able to read. M_.p t his wnmwm
cocss 15 what we are interested in for it is the 1eS0Urees that i require E_om er
we b abbe (o read. The only way [ can see 2 awmms.n:.o: Uﬂsén,w minwnwm h._da
ty 1x some physical feature (the gene) of an EQSQE: that :sbrnw EE%:
5 coudded be there. But as we saw above genes cannot M:E.u_w vn. Hﬁnm:ra.wn that
=y, dor Lhe phenotypes {us and our behaviour) are & E_m:c:m_sm wmﬁsﬁn:. cwm
d the environmenti, and an environment, IOLEGVEr, We have mu,:ﬂ.v,
cotoned. Reading is something we have Emw_o:n&.. given our mn.nzﬁwm
Lebeniinee to be sure, bul one cannot read off .n.:uwnmnmm from .EQEE@ .w_:%“v
~ive skt wbout & person such as a fragment of their M.u2,>. Famm_:ﬁ ,FH ox.:sv.a,
: o erectus had the ragments of DNA that are identified as ‘the gene ::
4 . Would we say Homo erectus had the ableness to read, 300,000 years
ol writing was invented? And this teads to the second ﬁﬂo.,umo,_m.. e
Pypically when analysing the power structure we mﬂ ,::Qa.wﬂ :m e
.urees that people do not have, since we are explicitly D.ﬂ. H.m%,mﬂ gw
omparing the powers of clusses or types of vwow_a,. One oﬁ, the F,..;.,.u__v .,r.
ss does not get 1o the heart of the difficutties o% counterfactual ana ua.,:. ww
v part of his book ix that he enly n.ozv.am; somewhat conirive
ples of what people might do if the CIA bribed them or S.Em.ﬁﬂmoa\ MENEP
i he real problems in social science do not concern m:or _owam.ﬁﬂusv:vm 5 MM_
svres ol individuals, Typically, the sorts of questions we HF_A Wu t r 50C "
sownee are: what is the US President able 1o do when another parly rcw,ﬁ.ﬁ,u ]
the | ature? How docs his power differ :.om» that of E.n French wﬂmw_am\_:
E:r.u,.z:,mn same circumstances? Or, can institutions be desipned to no‘:mw‘n_‘mﬂ
power of developers in local politics? Is the ,Emﬁnv of globalization
wevitiable? A lot more factors enter into these no:mawﬂmcomm_ Emz. é:wzﬂwﬂ
wonmeone will do their best or not, to try to help the ng.r? (see Morriss, ;oo. s
#7719y And many of these faclors involve the mechanisms ::.m.ﬁ may {or E,JM.
net) exist within the structures of the legislatures and the political systems o

#
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the respectlive counirics (in the presidents example), as well as cousidering the
actions and reactions of the multitude ol actors involve
Here, more control is required than that al}
counterfactuals,

d (in all the examples).
owed by Morriss’s approach to

Morriss’s arpuments are directed almost exclusively to the focus of jooking
at a token individual's power. However, my focus is almost exclusively on
eXamining the power structure of societics and thus on the power of 1ypes of
actors. Thus, part of what is an actor’s ableness - his skill “is, of course, iself a
dispositional term.. .’ (Morriss, 2002, 138). From my perspective however, we
tan assume that the unobservable elements such as “skill' within a rype are
aormatly distributed across the set of actors within the type, and therefore need
not woiry 100 much about this aspect of their resources. We may assume their
luck is normally distributed also. 1t is only when we come to COMPUTE ACTOSS
types, that we become interested in their relative resouwrces and luck.'® For
someone writing a book on a theoretical concept like power Morriss has a very
inductivist approach o understanding and truth. Time and again he suggesis
that we can only discover actors’ true powers {und the dispositions of
objects such as sugar) by experiment. ‘Theoretically, however, once we
understand why salt dissolves in water we should he able to
substanees with similar “sub-visible’ structures such as sugar w
i water. Demonstration n scie

prediet that
il also dissolve
nce and the social scicnces is nol always
through experiment or empirical observation.'® Moriss's athoeretical inducti-
vist approuch leads liim Lo discount realism and underlies his

approach to the
ability-ableness distinction.

Anti-Realism

Part of Morriss’s avtack on the vehicle fal
approaches to power. In this comext a realist approach is not mercly a claim
aboul the truth-values of particular power claims, but of mechanisms that
underlie power ascriptions. Ted Benion (1988, 492} calls Morriss’s approach
one of power-attribution that can function as an explanation-skewch or
explanation-attribution. In Morriss’s inductivist approach
farther in cawsal claims then Hume’s constant conjunction. The idea
underlymg realism is that, o take the fragile china example. therg is something
structural in the nature of line china that makes it fragile. This entails that
when dropped it will (usually) break. Morriss argues against t
underlying structires entailing that chin
dispositionals’.

We can follow an intuition-pump of C.B. Martin (1994} discussed by
Morriss, Let us say thut the fragility of china is related to lemperature. The
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. 5w the less breakable it is. Martin suggests ﬂ.:mﬂ.:. m% n_.;:m.ﬁ_m
i stk then dropped and does not break it s noﬁ. ?m“m:a.. ,wi wi h

: it between being dropped and Eﬁ_wﬁm a 9<:,5 ,wmw.s.
voanake it break, In Martin's exampie —Em.%ssm agent Emwvw _M
S g wips by cooling it. However, they might do .: E muw\ﬁwon. M;
@.,ww«;:_;., it up just before 1t hits the ground, or zapping it sw:nmwwwn
caves that causes il o break up at the same Eo:“.c,:fu: :Eca. ”
fs 1hus Inkish disposttion® a real disposition to fragifity? >mm._9.‘.:wm ’
we sometimes should ascribe fragility sumﬁn,zawn mmfm Eﬂ,rwm.mwm
& wend ~ommictimes not. We shouid not if we were .aoﬁm. a wn_o_.z_mo m:% V.Sn
, but should if we are Jabeliing this %nn_ﬁ, china (with :ﬁ MS
- mtached) for sale to the public. The mHoEmE with ﬁ_ C,_M
p-pumps is that authors do not take them seriousty n:m_wm w:a
NI that a *divine agenl’ can intervene between ﬁwp..oEB w:wom
wi must consider how we, as mammmw.ma.u .Eoc_m ﬁmu_uﬁa P.E.r n_Oﬁ o
we would then consider it in our mQa:s.:o mmm_ﬁ_m. of mrEu. szm !
} eategorize the fragility of objects in terms of their Uﬂoﬁwﬁ_rw .
f:cxr - and telate these to the no:c:_oum. under Ew:rw :m
sty dead (under some probability distribution) to certain oEMoBMm. mzhmm
ok .5: vhna, we woudd measure the structural properties of t % C %ﬂmﬁzn
, . {u the probability of its breaking when 9.02.»& un En forent
b forees, temperature, humidity and ﬂ.rﬁ nc;m:_osm.r.w:. e
types of china break under nomm::.umm that o_.:. H mm@. oes
e pHena . we _L.E::;ﬁm i appropriate ways, a.amoéw w:n, ,aw.Eznsr_w o
Cstenvenes, nowe the type of china %B,H:n divine mmoi vaw:wow.ﬁw:rﬂ
wed wwnlily our laws accordingty. In me_a”w.nxasﬁn.?vw h_wc| irther
b st by suggesting ways in which our divine agent EF?nanwaﬁ we do
st W madify our account of Tragility, 55.2, the no:a,:o.:m «Eﬂ [ hieh
china is dropped, These always alter in some manner o.awunm by the
s 1o ensure the china breaks. On the other hand, we mig ww_:k 2.6
e apent has a new way of breaking china and then we m:mw:;mw,,a o
n,_.c:m mechanisms for the same aamoogw. Generally %nw.Bm "
. we. such mechanisms can often be refated with more m@;@wm«_ MF,no:m“ﬁw
4chvnry both. However, prior o the discovery of m.:ew asaal.w__qw n%mw;nw

" i lv work with differeat mechanisms. As mc_::& oul n.:. Wb r MJ&_
: cnt structural properlies may underlie Aﬁ same a._%w,fw:ow. !
w1 tios does not mean that those structural properties do not fully 56_ p:
w; waitions. {To repeat, they do so under certain conditions, v.ﬁ these
" s e be specified as part of the dispositional E.m.u_vm:«.,w So ncaﬂwmmﬂ
fiish circumstances we can still reduce the disposition 1o z

it i : iscover real
fies tlaking the intuition-pump seriously) und can discov ¢
N 17

.,.; .
Capwrpties i mechanisms.
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Morriss makes strance use of (e Folic. 10 .
rkes strange use of the finkist disposition example. He suggests

that the powers of actors might indicate different things “It

=

m:‘:n:‘:‘c, whilst the other’s wou d come from the leader's personality’
{Morriss, 2002, NxxL Yes Bur why Is this statement a critic] 1 oof ,Ex_. )
.>c_c § may huve very similar powers based on very differen resources, which
I ?.aﬁz.c_w why it _J of interest 1o carry out tie reduction of ner:E.:.n their
powers in terms of their resources ather than leaving them as cg_::r‘z_,c:,
::_ﬁu:.:.w. F&Ed Morriss and some of the realists :.nrz.m:.n. Ry .vc._: g0
WIODE I3 mSIsting on a strang ontological distinetivn between an actor and M:
:i?&.._m_ ,.Ec.r that we cither have individuadist or structural explanations of
POWET In society.

their powers could be very differens: the power of one derives from the sociyl

‘ s 1 have wried 1o expluin elsewhere the two are nol
contraries. Only individuals aet, but their preferences are shaped and thor
actions enabled and constrained by their resources and those of others around
them Quﬁ:i.&:w, FO9T, 1994, 1906, 2001 Dowding and Hindmoor, 97 One
person Suctionds (part of ) another’s structure deep down into their preferences
:..vc;,.&:m, 26031). Again | repeat that in the social seiences most explanation 7
givenan terms of wypes - leader s, dictalors. capitalists and so on, We ,n:.m
:.._E,n.w?d i the types of resourees thal these actors have, and the r.:u.:.:us?z_;.
of these resources relative ro other distributions. ™ This does 1oy imply 2,
course. that we cannot use these Lypes when we investigate the powe p:.._ﬂm_,.n__
actors. But our knowledge of their resources will be _:m.:::ﬁ_ by what we have
%zc‘c,\n_‘ﬁm_ both theoreticaily and empiricatly from the resources of uthers 5,
nilar and often dissimilar Hualions. , . .

What is the Fallacy of the Vehicle Faillacy?

wactous. s vignoratio elenchi’ supposedly
fact arguing agningt semething else. Kenny and
forriss argue :,r: one cannot reduce the dispositional coneepl of ,?:«ki,, to
the properties of the object to which the power is atiributed. But one can, Whin
::a. canot do iy analyse the casunl eflects of those properucs without also
taking into account the praperties of other objects. That is what they should
have been demonsirating. Bul that is true of all features of aft c_uwr.n.?m :.z._nri
ATy property of un obiect can only be defined in terins of binary
?.csn:_nm - the relations of that object (and its properties) 1o other avwciw
?_,:a their properties) {Dowding, 1991 15). Hepce we cannot identity an om.,cc.m
;;:55, wking into account other objects, nor can we measure s v,_:;_m.i
U_.c,nn_.:mm, causal properiies, powers or whatever. Not understanding this
fogical feature of our descriptions of the unjyverse causes almost as ﬂ:_r‘:
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vefuting one thing, while
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scientific theoretical discourse as misundersianding the
eftoken distinction in explanatory contexis {see Dowding,

¢ sencloubludly 15 a resource of aclors, but we can only analyse that
iwiship to the resources of other actors, How much we can buy
BTN 1B 0T POsSession in part depends upon kow much money is in
sann ot ottiers. The power of meney is relative to its distribution. This
Heat strategic considerations must enter into the very essence of the
o power. How rouch power people have, what resources they have,

wr st boe composed of their fuck. We may have no control over what

wo o lve. or what resources others have. Ner indeed over our
#es o1 those of others (though we miay have some power in beth cases).
fat pvason | think the analysis of both power and luck is important, but
t that analysis by looking at scrars’ rescurces, and the strategic
sty 41 which they find themselves.

15 vssay by suggesting {following the lead of Morriss) that what
siie by the term “capabilities’ is actually a form of individual power,
wxs. And for Sen, crudely speaking, justice requires we maximize
sty fwhat people do with their capabilities) and equalize capabil-
forthe extent that capabilities are power, and to the extent that I am
et we G best measure individual power in terms of resources, then
- lies account of what egalitarian justice requires is not so distinet
s Dhworkin's (2002) resource account that Sen criticizes in building up
ew approach. To be sure, my account of what individual resources
than Dworkin’s, and in that broader account might lic the
sone between Sen and Dworkin, Nevertheless, 1 believe that working
casurement of power, or capabilities, will lead us 1o examining
es and in that sense, Sen’s capabilitics account at base, is

salsted: 3 November 2007
s cepteds [0 February 2008

Hhus paper was first presented at the PSA conference in Leicester 2003, 1 thank the
ventarly Patrick Dunleavy and Peter Morriss for their comments, | also thank
and an anonymous releree for comments and especially Martin van Heas for
s drwassions of related issucs over the years.

Fleurbaey, MS is the closest counterexample I can think of, but is not really

@ made to the second (2002) edition of Morriss's book first published in 1987,
identical apart from minor typopraphical changes and o pew jong

fotabiclion
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my terms, fuck,
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the concept of freedom
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szitlion is measured) luck ¢ Vppears.
See Dowding and van Hees (2003} for more on the tportance of type and token
Measurement of vights und freedoms. in relationship o different mens
Diowd the (2008d) and in the social SCIENCes more cenerally in Powding {2008¢).
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the conditions in which it easit

in
faenee of divergence of actors’
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t theoreticy
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el institetions of the U demonstraies, power does re-enter when those
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