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Abstract: It is widely thought that if one cannot effect outcomes without others’ assistance, then 

one has agential power to effect those outcomes only if one has power over those whose assistance 

one requires. The corollary is that someone who just happens to find herself amongst people who 

share her preferences and would be disposed to help effect her preferred outcomes, but over whom 

she has no power, is lucky, but not thereby more powerful. This view is false. It ignores the 

independent force of the power of numbers: the agential social power enjoyed by someone who 

finds herself amongst others disposed to act in concert with her, even if she has no power over 

them. The power of numbers is the power one may have in virtue of one’s position in social 

structures that shape preferences. It is the power enjoyed by members of persistent majorities. It is 

the power of whites in European and European-settler societies in virtue of their position in these 

societies’ racial structures. Sure, those with numbers on their side are lucky; but that’s just to say 

they are lucky to be powerful.  

 

It is widely thought that if an agent cannot effect outcomes without others’ assistance, then 

she does not have the agential power to effect those outcomes unless she has the requisite power 

over those whose assistance she requires. It is, on this widespread view, a matter of mere luck—

not agential power—if others over whom one has no power happen to be disposed to satisfy one’s 

preferences or interests. Thus a person who tries but cannot move boulders on his own, and who 

lacks power over those who could help move them, does not suddenly become more powerful if 

those others just happen to be disposed to move boulders on the same occasions he does, and would 

have successfully moved the boulders without him anyways. As Brian Barry has put it, he would 

be lucky to see his preferences satisfied, but not more powerful. He does not have the agential 
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power to effect the outcome.1 Similarly, in majoritarian polities, a member of a persistent majority 

does not have greater agential power than a member of a persistent minority simply because he 

happens to have numbers on his side and she doesn’t.2 He’s lucky, she’s unlucky, but there’s no 

power inequality. So says the common view. 

The common view is intuitive but false. It ignores the independent force of the power of 

numbers. This is the agential social power enjoyed by one who finds herself amongst others 

disposed to act in concert with her to effect the realization of her intentions, preferences, or 

objectives, even if she has no power over them. It is the power enjoyed by members of a persistent 

majority under majoritarian decision-making: if over a broad range of issues over time, conditional 

                                                 

* I am grateful to Veronica Ponce and the journal’s associate editors for comments on previous 

drafts. 

1 Brian Barry, “Is it Better to be Powerful or Lucky? Parts 1 & 2,” Political Studies 28, no. 2-

3 (1980): 183-194, 338-352. See also Alvin Goldman, “Toward a Social Theory of Power,” 

Philosophical Studies 23, no. 4 (1972): 221-268, 225. 

2 On persistent minorities, see Thomas Christiano, “Democratic Equality and the Problem of 

Persistent Minorities,” Philosophical Papers 23, no. 3 (1994): 169-190; Arash Abizadeh, 

“Counter-Majoritarian Democracy,” American Political Science Review  (forthcoming). For the 

view that persistent-majority membership does not itself imply greater agential power, see Harry 

Brighouse, “Egalitarianism and Equal Availability of Political Influence,” Journal of Political 

Philosophy 4, no. 2 (1996): 118-141. 
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on a voter supporting an alternative, a majority would also support it, then he has greater decision-

making power than a voter for whom there is no such correlation of voting intentions—even if he 

exercises no power over the persistent majority. It is the power whites in European and European-

settler societies have in virtue of their position in the racial structure. In short, it is the agential 

power one has to effect outcomes in virtue of one’s position in social structures that shape 

preferences and action-dispositions, and which one exercises by acting in concert with others. 

The common view does not deny that a group may together have and exercise collective 

power; rather, it holds that the group may have the collective power to effect outcomes without 

any individual member having the power to do so.3 Nor does the common view deny the possibility 

of an individual having and exercising power-with-others by acting in concert with them; rather, 

it holds that for one to have individual agential power-with-others, as opposed to merely being a 

member of a group with collective power, one must have the requisite power-over:4 those with 

                                                 

3 Brian Barry, “Capitalists Rule Ok? Some Puzzles About Power,” Politics, Philosophy & 

Economics 1, no. 2 (2002): 155-184, 181-82. 

4 On “power-with” and “power-over,” see Amy Allen, “Rethinking Power,” Hypatia 13, no. 

1 (1998): 21-40; Thomas Wartenberg, The Forms of Power (Philadelphia: Temple University 

Press, 1990); Arash Abizadeh, “The Grammar of Social Power,” Political Studies  (forthcoming). 

I take the expression “acting in concert with” from Hannah Arendt, On Violence (San Diego: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1969), but use it broadly for not just cooperation over shared goals, 

or even joint action with a shared intention, but also coordinated strategic interaction without 

shared goals or intentions, and even unwitting coordination. 
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whom one exercises power must also be those over whom one exercises power. Otherwise, the 

group’s collective power (supposedly) does not distribute to members. The common view reduces 

power-with-others to power-over-others. 

The requisite power-over may be either positive or negative. First, if an agent cannot effect 

outcomes without others’ assistance, she could nevertheless have the agential power to effect those 

outcomes if she can positively and unilaterally cause others to assist. (By “assist” or “help” I 

merely mean contributing to effecting the outcome—even if without any intention to help others 

realize their objectives.) Thus a person facing boulders she could not move on her own, but which 

she can nevertheless get others to (help) move—for example, by commanding, coercing, 

incentivizing, or even persuading or inspiring them—would, even on the common view, have the 

(indirect) agential power to move boulders. On a narrow interpretation of the common view, the 

requisite power-over must take this positive form: an agent without the direct, unilateral power to 

effect outcomes does not have the agential power to do so unless her power over others is sufficient 

to get them to (help) effect it. 

Second, an agent who cannot on her own effect outcomes might nevertheless be critical to 

a group’s collective power to do so, in the sense that she could unilaterally scuttle the group’s 

efficacy by acting otherwise. Here her contribution would be necessary or decisive for the 

outcomes. Thus although she may not be able positively to cause others to assist, she would 

nevertheless have negative power over the group with respect to those outcomes: but for her 

contribution, the group would not have the collective power to effect them. On a broad 

interpretation of the common view, the requisite power over potential assistors can be either 

positive or negative: an agent without the direct, unilateral power to effect outcomes may 

nevertheless have the agential power to do so, if she could either unilaterally cause others to help 
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effect them, or unilaterally scuttle the group’s collective power to do so. 

The narrow view is implied by the “intrinsic” account of dispositions defended by some 

philosophers. But theorists of power and coalition politics typically subscribe to the broad view, 

presumably because the narrow view, which reduces all agential power to unilateral power, is so 

implausible. Therefore, although I begin by making explicit where the narrow view falters, my 

primary target is the more plausible, broad view. I shall argue the broad view is an unstable halfway 

house between the evidently implausible, narrow view and the view defended here, namely, that 

sometimes an agent has the agential power to effect outcomes in virtue of acting in concert with 

others, even when she could neither unilaterally cause them to assist, nor unilaterally scuttle the 

outcomes. The broad view is an unstable halfway house because to reject the narrow view is to 

acknowledge that part of the basis of agential social power is the position agents occupy in relevant 

social structures; but the relevant social structures include those shaping the distribution of 

preferences. I begin with the narrow view because the broad view can resist the power-of-numbers 

thesis only by tacitly appealing to the narrow view’s assumption—which the broad view rejects—

that power is always unilateral. Pinpointing where the narrow view fails therefore helps expose 

the shifting between incompatible premises on which the broad view’s apparent plausibility rests. 

The power of numbers is one’s power-with-others that does not reduce to power-over-

others. According to the power-of-numbers thesis, having numbers on one’s side—having others 

disposed to act in concert with one to effect outcomes—increases one’s agential power and is not 

merely a matter of luck, even when one has no power over the others. The power of numbers may 

sometimes be grounded in power-over-others, but it is a distinct instance of agential power. 

I shall defend this thesis by arguing the inadequacy of the account of causation and causal 

power presupposed by the common view and defending the alternative presupposed by the power-
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of-numbers thesis. One may of course be lucky to have numbers on one’s side, but that is just to 

say one is lucky to be so powerful. Being lucky and being powerful are not mutually exclusive. 

Before proceeding, a preliminary set of remarks. First, by agential power I mean the power 

agents have to effect outcomes by exercising agency, i.e., by way of their intentional actions. 

Actions are intentional insofar as they are (a) constituted by the agent’s intention-in-action and, 

consequently, (b) responsive to the agent’s intentional states (subjective states with 

representational content).5 Thus for an agent efficaciously to exercise agential power, the agent-

outcome relation must satisfy two corresponding tests: it must (a) be effected by way of the agent’s 

intentional actions (the intentional-action test); and (b) be the object of an intentional state of the 

agent favouring it (the subjective welcome test).6 Consider a victim who would not have been 

mugged had he not taken out his wallet to give alms. Although the case satisfies the intentional-

action test—his action helped cause the outcome—the victim has not exercised power (over the 

mugger, for example) to effect the outcome: assuming it is wholly unwelcome, the outcome is not 

appropriately linked to his intentional states. (He does have the power to effect his own mugging, 

and would have efficaciously exercised it if, for example, he were an officer in an undercover 

                                                 

5 John  Searle, Making the Social World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 33. 

6 Many restrict the welcome test to intended effects, but I take a broader view: Arash 

Abizadeh, “Agential Power and Structural Power, Causal and Non-Causal,”  (working paper). Cf. 

D.M. White, “Power and Intention,” American Political Science Review 65, no. 3 (1971): 749-

759. 
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sting, intending to smoke out neighbourhood muggers by getting mugged.) 

Second, in using “effect” as a verb I do not mean it as a synonym for causing outcomes: I 

reserve it as a term for efficaciously exercising agential power, i.e., restricted to cases satisfying 

both the intentional-action and welcome tests. Whereas the unwitting victim causes his own 

mugging, he does not effect it: to cause an outcome is to affect what happens, but to effect what 

happens is, as the OED puts it, to “accomplish” or realize one’s intention, preference, or objective.7 

Partisans of the common view may wish to restrict the term to unilaterally effected outcomes or to 

outcomes one could unilaterally scuttle. But that would illicitly settle their dispute with the power-

of-numbers thesis by definitional fiat. Whether an agent who helps effect an outcome that he could 

not unilaterally scuttle has exercised agential power to effect the outcome is a substantive 

question—which I aim to resolve in the affirmative. 

Finally, agential power contrasts with structural power, by which I mean the passive power 

of agents in virtue of which outcomes they prefer—or that serve their interests—obtain, thanks to 

the social structures in which they find themselves, but not by way of any intentional action on 

their part.8  The fact that a man’s interests are served thanks to the position he occupies in society’s 

                                                 

7 See Peter Morriss, Power: A Philosophical Analysis, 2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 2002), 29-30. 

8 On “passive power,” see ibid. For this distinction between agential and structural power, see 

Abizadeh, “Agential Power and Structural Power.” By “structural power” I do not mean the power 

of structures, as some do (e.g. Clarissa Hayward, De-Facing Power (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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gender structure, without any intentional action on his part, would manifest his power in this 

passive, structural sense.9 Some (Morriss, Bourdieu) carve out a space for structural power in this 

sense, but others reject the concept, arguing that all social power reduces to agential power. Barry, 

for example, argues that wielding power should not “be extended so as to include cases where 

desired outcomes occur with no intervention” by the agent, and that one should “distinguish 

between those who do well by exercising power and those who are the passive beneficiaries of the 

activities of others”—on the grounds that notions of structural or passive power illicitly conflate 

power with prospects for success. Similarly, Dowding argues that being the passive beneficiary of 

social structures is a matter of “systematic luck,” not power.10 

Thus one way to challenge the common view would be to defend a concept of structural or 

                                                 

University Press, 2000)). 

9 Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001). 

10 Brian Barry, “The Uses of ‘Power’,” Government and Opposition 23, no. 3 (1988): 340-

353, 348; Keith Dowding, Rational Choice and Political Power (Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 1991). 

For the view that power must operate by way of actions, see Harold Laswell and Abraham Kaplan, 

Power and Society (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950), xiv; Herbert Simon, Models of Man 

(New York: Wiley, 1957), 11; Robert Dahl, “Power,” in International Encyclopedia of the Social 

Sciences, ed. David Sills (Macmillan Company, 1968), 410; Goldman, “Toward a Social Theory 

of Power,” 225-226, and the overview in Terence Ball, “Models of Power,” Journal of the History 

of the Behavioral Sciences 11, no. 3 (1975): 211-222. 
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passive power. That is a viable line of argument. But the argument here is distinct, and addressed 

even to those who reject structural power: the power-of-numbers thesis concerns a person’s 

specifically agential power in virtue of acting in concert with others. This mode of agential power 

is significant because it does not collapse into prospects for success, and because it shows why 

even those who reject structural power must acknowledge the role social structures play in 

enhancing one’s agential power even when one lacks agential power over those who act within 

those structures. 

I.  

The most promising way to motivate the narrow view is via the “intrinsic” account of 

dispositions—defended by David Lewis, for example—according to which an entity’s 

dispositional properties are its intrinsic properties, whose causal bases are independent of the 

entity’s relation to, or structural location within a system of, other entities.11 The narrow view can 

be so motivated because agential power is a conditional-dispositional concept: we analyze it in 

terms of outcomes that would or would not occur conditional on the agent’s hypothetical actions, 

and the extent to which those actions would contribute to effecting them.12 Conditional dispositions 

                                                 

11 The intrinsic dispositions thesis is typically defended granting one exception: dependence 

on laws of nature. David Lewis, “Finkish Dispositions,” The Philosophical Quarterly (1950-) 47, 

no. 187 (1997): 143-158, 147-48. See Sungho Choi and Michael Fara, “Dispositions,” in The 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward Zalta (2018). 

12 Morriss, Power, 22-23. 
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can be spelt out in terms of their characteristic manifestation, characteristic stimulus conditions, 

and the relevant counterfactuals.13 The characteristic manifestation of the agential power to effect 

outcomes is the outcomes in question, the stimuli are the agent’s intentional actions, and the 

counterfactuals concern whether and when the outcomes would obtain were the agent to undertake 

those actions. The narrow view can be motivated by presupposing that the dispositional property 

of having agential power is grounded solely in one’s intrinsic properties, not extrinsic properties 

such as one’s position within social structures.14 If agential power and its causal bases were the 

agent’s intrinsic properties, then the fact that others might be disposed to assist, independently of 

the agent’s power to get them to assist, would be irrelevant.  

Why should we think dispositions—and therefore agential power—are intrinsic properties? 

To motivate “the principle that dispositions are an intrinsic matter,” Lewis asks us to consider a 

fragile glass. This glass “is a perfect intrinsic duplicate of all the other fragile glasses off the same 

                                                 

13 J. McKitrick, “A Case for Extrinsic Dispositions,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 81, 

no. 2 (2003): 155-174; Choi and Fara, “Dispositions.” 

14 For the view that an entity’s power must be its intrinsic property, see R. Harré, “Powers,” 

British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 21, no. 1 (1970): 81-101. Isaac asserts that agents’ 

power concerns their “intrinsic nature,” but in fact recognizes that it depends on their social-

structural position. He finesses the matter by counting agents’ social identity in virtue of their 

social-structural position as part of their intrinsic nature. Jeffrey Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 74-75. 
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production line,” but a sorcerer has resolved to cast a spell that would, the moment it is struck, 

render it no longer fragile, thus aborting any breakage. Lewis argues the sorcerer’s glass is just as 

fragile as the others, i.e., disposed just like the others to break when struck, even though, unlike 

the others, given the sorcerer’s resolution, it will not break when struck: its disposition to break is 

“finkish.” Lewis’s intuition is that the dispositions of two intrinsically identical entities must 

themselves be identical.15 

Lewis’s intuition is mistaken. Many dispositional properties are extrinsic. Chiral objects16 

provide an arresting example: such objects are intrinsically identical, but they relate differently to 

external objects in virtue of being reverse, mirror images of each other; their dispositional 

properties are therefore not the same (e.g. drugs with chiral molecules are disposed to produce 

different effects). More obvious examples abound: weight, vulnerability, visibility, fragility, 

recognizability, and my key’s power to open my door are all extrinsic dispositions (my key would 

lose that power if the door’s lock were changed).17 More generally, a disposition is intrinsic only 

if its causal bases are wholly intrinsic, i.e., only if the entity’s intrinsic properties are themselves 

sufficient, when the disposition’s characteristic stimulus conditions obtain, for its characteristic 

                                                 

15 Lewis, “Finkish Dispositions,” 145-48. 

16 Robin Le Poidevin, “Space and the Chiral Molecule,” in Of Minds and Molecules, ed. Nalini 

Bhushan and Stuart Rosenfeld (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 

17 For a decisive refutation of the intrinsic dispositions thesis (and discussion of these latter 

examples), see McKitrick, “A Case for Extrinsic Dispositions.”  
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manifestation to obtain.18 This implies that the agential power to effect outcomes (the disposition’s 

characteristic manifestation) would be an intrinsic property only if the agent’s intentional actions 

(the disposition’s characteristic stimuli) were sufficient for the outcomes whatever the extrinsic 

conditions (e.g. regardless of what others would do). Other than for gods, this will rarely hold: to 

specify an intrinsic agential power, we would have to artificially cake into the relevant outcomes’ 

specification all of its other necessary conditions (such as others’ assistance or non-resistance).19 

So while in principle the agential power to effect some particular, suitably cooked up outcomes 

could be an intrinsic disposition, agential power in general is not; it is the agent’s extrinsic property 

or, if you prefer, an intrinsic property of the systemic context in which the agent is located.20 The 

sense in which agential power is a property of the agent is that it must be exercised (a) by way of 

her intentional actions (b) whose effects must be welcome to her. But the extrinsic fact that others 

are disposed to assist may very well be one of the causal bases of her agential power. 

Consider two worlds in which large boulders frequently block the way. Let World 1 be a 

world in which you do not have any power to effect the movement of boulders, World 2 a world 

in which you do. One way to spell out your agential impotence in World 1 might be to say the 

                                                 

18 Sungho Choi, “The Conditional Analysis of Dispositions and the Intrinsic Dispositions 

Thesis,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 78, no. 3 (2009): 568-590. 

19 In particular, we would have to specify the disposition such that its characteristic 

manifestation is an outcome-in-the-absence-of-finks-and-antidotes/maskers-and-mimickers. Ibid.; 

Choi and Fara, “Dispositions.” 

20 Cf. Morriss, Power, xxviii-xxxii. 
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following holds: on no occasion in which a boulder blocks the way is there an intentional action φ 

of which you are capable such that, were you to φ, you would see to it that the boulder is moved. 

To make this a plausible analysis, we would need to flesh out the notion of “seeing to” something. 

But what matters for our purposes is World 2. Assume that the fact you have some agential power 

to effect the movement of boulders in World 2 is explained by the following facts about that World 

(where “if” refers to material implication): 

(Boulder-moving power schema): On at least some possible occasions (in which a large 

boulder blocks the way), 

(a) if you were to φ (where φ-ing is some action of which you are capable), then the boulder 

would be moved (e.g. φ-ing might comprise your pushing the boulder); and 

(b) if you were to not φ, but everything else up to and including the moment at which you 

do not φ is the same as if you had φ-ed, then the boulder would not be moved. 

The schema’s conditions (a)-(b) are not necessary for your having agential power to effect 

boulders’ movement, but I take it they are jointly sufficient.21 The power schema works by 

                                                 

21 This schema corresponds to Lewis’s simple counterfactual dependence account of 

causation. As is widely recognized, the account does not provide a necessary condition for 

causation (it cannot account for preemption or causal overdetermination). David Lewis, 

“Causation,” The Journal of Philosophy 70, no. 17 (1973): 556-567; Michael McDermott, 

“Redundant Causation,” The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 46, no. 4 (1995): 523-

544; Murali Ramachandran, “A Counterfactual Analysis of Causation,” Mind 106, no. 422 (1997): 

263-277. 
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identifying hypothetical but possible occasions in which, were they actually to obtain, you would 

have helped cause the outcome. If such occasions are possible, as they are in World 2, then you 

have causal power ex ante. If such an occasion actually arises, and the outcome is welcome, then 

you have efficaciously exercised your power ex post. 

Now consider two versions of World 2. In World 2.a, the facts that explain the truth of the 

conditional specified in (a) make no reference to other agents: they are true solely in virtue of the 

strength of your muscles, the weight of the boulders, etc. Call such facts the non-social facts. In 

World 2.b all of the non-social facts (such as your muscles’ strength, boulders’ weight, etc.) are 

exactly the same as in World 1 (in which you lack the power to effect boulders’ movement). So 

the facts that explain the truth of (a) in World 2.b must also refer to other agents, i.e., they are 

(partly) social facts. Let the fact that explains the truth of (a) in World 2.b be the following: 

(c) If you were to φ, then two other agents would help effect its movement by δ-ing (e.g., 

they would push the boulder). 

Imagine that (c) explains (a) because, while your pair of hands is insufficient for moving boulders 

in World 2.b, three pairs of hands are sufficient (and at least three pairs are necessary) on some 

occasions. Condition (c) does not imply (nor does it rule out) a shared intention that each of you 

help effect the boulder’s movement by δ-ing (much less a shared intention that the three of you 

jointly move the boulder).22 It suffices that the other two would contribute to effecting its 

movement by δ-ing. 

                                                 

22 On shared intentions and joint activity, see Michael Bratman, Shared Agency (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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Now consider two versions of World 2.b. In World 2.b.i, what explains the truth of (c) is 

that your φ-ing causes the other two agents to δ. (Perhaps they are under your power.) But in World 

2.b.ii, what explains the truth of (c) is not that you cause them to δ—you are unable do so—but 

that in this world the circumstances in which you would be disposed to φ are precisely the 

circumstances in which the other two would also be disposed to δ. (Perhaps a structural condition 

causes all of your boulder-preferences to align.) Yet conditions (a)-(b) still hold, which, recall, is 

sufficient for you having some power to effect boulders’ movement. In World 2.a, you have power 

to effect boulders’ movement despite the non-assistance of the other two agents. In World 2.b, you 

have such power as well, but only thanks to their assistance. In World 2.b.i, you cause them to 

assist; in World 2.b.ii., you cannot do so, but they are disposed, through no agency of yours, to 

assist (perhaps even unwittingly). Yet since (a)-(b) are nevertheless fulfilled in World 2.b.ii, you 

have agential power to effect outcomes. Therefore—against the narrow view—you can have power 

to effect outcomes thanks to others’ assistance, even when you have no positive power over them 

to get them to assist. 

It may be objected that the fact that you have agential power is a property of yours, and 

therefore the fact that others are independently disposed to assist you is not one of the properties 

in light of which your agential power should be analyzed. The objection as stated is a non sequiter: 

that others are disposed to assist you is (as the preceding pronoun indicates) a property of yours. 

It is not, of course, an intrinsic property of yours, so the objection may be reformulated as follows: 

(1) the fact you have agential power is an intrinsic property of yours, the causal basis of which 

must be your intrinsic properties; (2) the fact others are independently disposed to assist you is not 

one of your intrinsic properties; (3) therefore, their disposition could not be a basis for your agential 

power. But we have already seen why the objection’s first premise is false: the causal basis of your 
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disposition to effect the boulders’ movement in World 2 comprises, for example, not just your 

muscular strength, which, let us grant, is an intrinsic property of yours, but also the boulders’ 

weights, which are not. Although we speak of an agent’s power, even his agential power to effect 

outcomes is his power within a particular systemic context—not a property wholly intrinsic to him. 

And in social contexts, the extrinsic systemic context includes both non-social properties, such as 

boulders’ weights, and social properties, for example concerning other’ dispositions. 

The point is this: if there are occasions in which (a) is true, and if on all those occasions 

your contribution is necessary for the outcome (satisfying (b)), then, as far as your power to effect 

boulders’ movement is concerned, it makes no difference if (a) is true because (some set of) 

boulders are fairly light or because, despite being very heavy, in (some) circumstances in which 

you would want to effect their movement and you φ, four extra hands would pop in and lessen the 

burden. As far as your boulder-moving power is concerned, a world in which (some) boulders are 

light is equivalent to one in which they are heavy but will be lightened by two pairs of hands that 

could not lift them on their own, but that help lift with you every time you want to effect their 

movement—i.e., in which they are heavy but in a finkish-dispositional way. But the narrow view 

cannot explain your power to move boulders in World 2.b.ii, because you have no positive power 

over the assisting agents: you cannot and do not cause them to assist. 

II.  

Since we are ultimately concerned with agential social power, lest anyone be tempted by 

the (erroneous) objection that moving boulders misses what is significant for social power, 
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consider a parallel case of voting power.23 Take majority-rule voting with three voters {v1, v2, v3} 

and two alternatives (where each voter can vote either YES or NO). This structure has eight logically 

possible complete vote configurations or “divisions”: (y,y,y), (n,y,y), (y,n,y), (n,n,y), (y,y,n), 

(n,y,n), (y,n,n), and (n,n,n). Assume that voting inclinations are independent (not correlated) and 

that voters face arbitrary alternatives, such that voting YES or NO is equiprobable for each. These 

two assumptions together imply that all logically possible divisions are actually possible given the 

circumstances—indeed, they are equiprobable. 

Whatever voting power any voters have here, it is at least partly in virtue of their position 

in the voting structure—a further knock against the intrinsic view of agential power. Moreover, on 

at least some occasions, some voters efficaciously exercise their voting power to effect the 

outcome ex post. I take it the following schema, echoing the boulder-moving schema above, is 

sufficient (albeit not necessary) to explain a voter’s power in this scenario (where “if” refers to 

material implication): 

(Voting power schema): On at least some possible occasion, 

(a) if vi were to vote in favour of an outcome, then the outcome would obtain; and 

(b) if vi were to not vote in its favour, but all other voter’s votes remain the same as in (a), 

then the outcome would not obtain. 

The schema attributes some voting power to a voter insofar as she would be decisive or necessary 

                                                 

23 For classic measures of voting power, see Dan Felsenthal and Moshé Machover, The 

Measurement of Voting Power (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 1998); “A Priori Voting Power,” 

Political Studies Review 2, no. 1 (2004): 1-23. 
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for the outcome on at least one possible occasion (i.e., holding everyone else’s votes constant, she 

could have changed the outcome by voting differently). This provides another knock against the 

narrow view. For in this voting structure no voter has the unilateral voting power to effect 

outcomes in any division (unlike in dictator-rule or unanimity-rule voting): no voter’s vote is 

sufficient to effect any particular outcome. Efficaciously to exercise her voting power to effect an 

outcome, a voter must always do so with at least one other voter’s assistance. The narrow view is 

therefore forced to conclude—implausibly—that ex ante no voter has any agential power to effect 

outcomes on any occasion in this scenario. 

The broad view, by contrast, is not forced to draw this implausible conclusion. Consider 

division (n,y,y). Here, v2 and v3 together effect a YES-outcome, despite v1’s resistance, and do so 

only thanks to acting in concert. Nevertheless, although neither v2 nor v3 effect the outcome 

unilaterally, the collective power of v2 and v3 together to effect the outcome is hostage to each of 

v2 and v3. Each is decisive for the outcome and hence critical to the successful group’s collective 

power: each has the negative power to scuttle the outcome (by voting with v1). The broad view 

therefore considers that each would have ex post efficaciously exercised agential power to effect 

the outcome on such an occasion and, a fortiori, that ex ante each has some power to do so. 

We are now in a position to see precisely where the narrow view goes wrong and why it, 

but not the broad view, runs afoul of this voting scenario. The problem stems from a mistaken 

view of causation embedded in the narrow view. Recall: the notion of having agential power is to 
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be analyzed at least partly in terms of one’s ability to cause outcomes by way of one’s actions.24 

Since agential power is a conditional-dispositional concept, to know whether an agent has, ex ante, 

the power to effect outcomes within a given structural context, we ask whether there exist 

circumstances within that context in which, were she hypothetically to undertake some actions of 

which she is capable, she would have helped effect the outcomes ex post. Ex ante, an agent has 

the power to effect outcomes if there exist possible occasions in which she would have 

efficaciously exercised her power, ex post, to effect them. Since at least one way to effect outcomes 

is to help cause them, this implies that if there are possible circumstances in which the agent’s 

actions would have ex post helped cause the outcome, then ex ante she has some power to effect 

those outcomes. Thus a voter has voting power in virtue of the fact that there are actually possible 

divisions in which her vote would help cause the division outcome. 

The problem with the narrow view is that it assumes an agent has helped cause an outcome 

by way of her actions only if her actions were sufficient for the outcome—either directly or 

indirectly. The broad view, by contrast, presupposes a different account. Since a voter whose 

actions are insufficient but necessary for the outcome could not have effected the outcome on her 

own, she could have done so only with others’ independent assistance. Yet on the broad view, such 

a voter nevertheless would have had individual power to effect the outcome in virtue of her 

negative power over the others: she could have scuttled the outcome had she withdrawn her 

support. This is precisely what the power schemas above presuppose: that an agent whose action 

                                                 

24 This formulation leaves room for non-causal power. Abizadeh, “Agential Power and 

Structural Power.” 
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was insufficient but nevertheless necessary for the outcome has efficaciously exercised her causal 

power to effect it ex post.  

III.  

The broad view, despite avoiding the implausible conclusion that no voter has voting power 

in the scenario above, runs afoul of other voting scenarios. Compare the decision-making power 

of voters deciding from amongst two exogenously given alternatives (YES or NO). (By “decision-

making” power here I mean the combination of voting power and informal power over others with 

voting power.) Take as the baseline for comparison the three-voter majority-rule scenario above. 

Call this Scenario 0. Now imagine three alternative scenarios that vary the baseline. Scenario 1 is 

exactly the same except that v1’s vote has a weight five times everyone else’s: in effect, he has 

four extra votes which he cannot split. v1’s decision-making power is dramatically greater in 

Scenario 1 relative to the baseline. Indeed, this voting structure turns v1 into a “dictator” and the 

others into “dummies”: since he casts a bloc of five votes, and the other two voters have only two 

votes combined, the outcome will be whatever he votes. Now consider Scenario 2, which is exactly 

like Scenario 0—in particular, everyone’s vote is weighted equally—except here there are four 

additional voters v4–7 over whom v1 has so much informal power that he always causes them to 

vote with him. Whenever v1 is inclined to vote for an alternative, he can make it the case that a 

majority of at least five voters is inclined to do so. (The voting intentions of v1, v4, v5, v6, and v7 in 

Scenario 2 are therefore not independent, and hence divisions are not equiprobable: some logically 

possible divisions are not actually possible under the circumstances.) The increase in v1’s decision-

making power in Scenario 2 relative to Scenario 0 is precisely the same as in Scenario 1. Note that 

the common view, on both narrow and broad interpretations, can account for these rather evident 
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conclusions. 

Now consider Scenario 3, which is exactly like Scenario 0 except here there are four 

additional voters over whom v1 has no power—and who have no power over him or over each 

other—but who have exactly the same preferences he does. As in the previous two scenarios, 

whenever v1 prefers an alternative and votes for it, it receives at least five votes and is selected as 

outcome. 

The question is whether v1’s decision-making power in Scenario 3 is once again greater 

relative to the baseline. I suspect readers will have different, perhaps even ambivalent, intuitions 

here. The power-of-numbers thesis answers affirmatively, the common view negatively. Even the 

broad view answers negatively because, on this view, for v1’s decision-making power to increase 

thanks to the assistance of the four additional voters, either they assist because v1 positively gets 

them to assist, or the collective power of the five voters acting together is hostage to v1. Neither is 

the case. Ex hypothesi, v1 does not cause the others to vote with him; and since the five voters 

always vote together, v1 is never critical to the group’s collective power. 

I shall vindicate the affirmative answer in six steps. First, I distinguish two approaches to 

motivating the broad view: one according to which actors whose actions are neither sufficient nor 

necessary for an outcome do not help cause it; and another that concedes actors may, under such 

circumstances, help cause the outcome, but denies they efficaciously exercise any power in doing 

so. Each approach explains the broad view’s negative answer and helps account for the intuitions 

in its favour. Second, I expose the inadequacy of the account of causation presupposed by the first 

approach and suggest a more plausible alternative—which supports the power-of-numbers thesis. 

Third, I consider two versions of the second approach, and argue both fail. Fourth, I confirm the 

broad view’s inadequacy by noting three further implications—whose erroneousness is much more 
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intuitively evident. Fifth, I consider and reject the most promising attempt to salvage the broad 

view. Finally, I give a theoretical explanation, implicit to the power-of-numbers thesis, for why 

v1’s power increases in Scenario 3. (I answer objections to my own view in the next section.) 

Recall that the broad view does not run afoul of Scenario 0 because it is not committed to 

the implausible account of causation presupposed by the narrow view. The broad view 

acknowledges that, when an actor’s actions are insufficient to effect an outcome, she has 

nevertheless efficaciously exercised power to effect it—despite requiring others’ assistance—if 

she could have unilaterally scuttled it. This presupposes that an actor helps cause an outcome 

whenever her actions are necessary for it (even if insufficient). Thus in some divisions in Scenario 

0, such as (y,n,y), but for v1’s vote in favour, the division outcome would not have obtained. This 

is why the broad view acknowledges that v1 has some power ex ante in Scenario 0: it does not, as 

the narrow view does, reduce power to unilateral power. 

Yet the broad view also presumes that an agent whose actions are not sufficient has 

efficaciously exercised power only if she could have unilaterally scuttled the outcome. Earlier I 

suggested there are two approaches to motivating this premise. The first and most obvious is to 

say the power in question is the power to cause outcomes, and that one’s actions cause an outcome 

only when they are either sufficient or necessary for it. This causal premise would explain the 

conclusion that v1’s decision-making power is not greater in Scenario 3 than 0: v1’s vote is not 

decisive (nor sufficient) in any division in which the additional voters vote with v1. Those divisions 

therefore do not count as ones in which v1 has efficaciously exercised causal power to effect the 

outcome ex post. 

This account of causation is superior to the account embedded in the narrow view. It is 

nevertheless still mistaken. It runs afoul of causally overdetermined outcomes. Consider the case 
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of: 

Three Small Assassins. The victim is tied up in the car’s trunk. None of the three assassins 

is strong enough to push the car over the cliff by himself, but any two together are 

sufficient. All three push, killing the victim.25 

No assassin’s action was sufficient to effect the outcome. Nor was any assassin’s action necessary: 

if any single assassin had refrained from pushing, the other two assassins’ pushing would have 

been sufficient. Hence none satisfies the but-for test. Yet each played a causal role in effecting the 

outcome. The outcome is causally overdetermined, not non-determined, by the assassins’ actions. 

They each efficaciously exercised their power-with the others to effect the outcome. 

The first approach to motivating the broad view therefore fails. Nor can it be salvaged by 

arguing that the mereological sum of the antecedent conditions collectively causes the 

overdetermined outcome, even though no single member element plays any causal role.26 Such an 

argument requires positing a collectivity with an emergent systemic property, i.e., the property of 

a system whose component parts do not have that property, even though the systemic property 

supervenes on, and nomologically depends on, the parts’ properties and their arrangement.27 But 

                                                 

25 Matthew Braham, “Social Power and Social Causation,” in Power, Freedom, and Voting, 

ed. Matthew Braham and Frank Steffen (Berlin: Springer, 2008). 

26 David Lewis, Philosophical Papers: Volume II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 

212. 

27 On emergent systemic properties, see Achim Stephan, “Varieties of Emergentism,” 
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as Jonathan Schaffer has argued, this is deeply implausible for causal properties, because, amongst 

other things, it fails to explain why, if the individual elements play no causal role, the entity that 

does play a causal role must have any of its (causally inert) elements as members.28 

The power-of-numbers thesis, by contrast, presupposes an account of causation that 

correctly recognizes that each contributor to a causally overdetermined outcome is (at least 

partially) causally efficacious. One way to account for this efficacy is via a NESS test: when an 

individual agent’s action was not necessary for an outcome ex post, we test to see whether it was 

nevertheless a necessary element of a sufficient set of conditions, which set is a proper subset of 

the actual set of conditions that was sufficient. If yes—and if the potential cause was not pre-

empted by other causes—then it was causally efficacious.29 For example, of the set of three acts 

                                                 

Evolution and Cognition 5, no. 1 (1999): 49-59. 

28  Jonathan Schaffer, “Overdetermining Causes,” Philosophical Studies 114, no. 1 (2003): 

23-45. 

29 Richard Wright, “Causation in Tort Law,” California Law Review 73 (1985): 1735-1828; 

“Causation, Responsibility, Risk, Probability, Naked Statistics, and Proof,” Iowa Law Review 73, 

no. 1001-77 (1988). On preemption, see McDermott, “Redundant Causation”; Ramachandran, “A 

Counterfactual Analysis of Causation”; Jonathan Schaffer, “Trumping Preemption,” The Journal 

of Philosophy 97, no. 4 (2000): 165-181; Christopher Hitchcock, “The Intransitivity of Causation 

Revealed in Equations and Graphs,” The Journal of Philosophy 98, no. 6 (2001): 273-299; Peter 

Menzies and Helen Beebee, “Counterfactual Theories of Causation,” The Stanford Encyclopedia 
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of pushing by the assassins, there are three proper subsets that would still be sufficient for effecting 

the victim’s death, namely, pushing by the first two, by the first and third, and by the last two; and 

since each assassin has a necessary action in two of these proper subsets, each is a partial cause of 

the actual outcome. (The degree of causal efficacy can be given, in simple cases in which all 

sufficient proper subsets have only one less element than the original sufficient set, by the 

proportion of such once-removed sufficient proper subsets of which the individual’s action is a 

necessary element.30 For example, the division in Scenario 0 in which all vote YES has three such 

proper subsets (the votes of {v1, v2}, {v1, v3}, and {v2, v3}). Each voter’s action is a necessary 

element of two of these proper subsets, which yields ⅔ partial efficacy for each voter in this 

division. In more complex cases, in which these proper subsets have their own sufficient proper 

subsets, we determine the action’s causal efficacy in the initial proper sufficient subset recursively, 

by checking its once-removed sufficient proper subsets, etc.31) 

                                                 

of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition)  (2020). 

30 For similar approaches, see Goldman, “Toward a Social Theory of Power,” 241; Richard 

Tuck, Free Riding (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008); Braham, “Social Power and 

Social Causation”; Matthew Braham and Martin van Hees, “Degrees of Causation,” Erkenntnis 

71, no. 3 (2009): 323-344. 

31 For a defence and characterization of a recursive measure of voting power recognizing 

partial efficacy, see Arash Abizadeh, “A Recursive Measure of Voting Power with Partial 

Decisiveness or Efficacy,” (working paper); Arash Abizadeh and Adrian Vetta, “A Recursive 

Measure of Voting Power that Satisfies Reasonable Postulates,” (working paper). 
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The second way to motivate the broad view’s premise is to concede that an actor whose 

action is neither sufficient nor necessary may play a causal role in producing the overdetermined 

outcome, but deny that such a contribution amounts to efficaciously exercising power to effect it. 

What could motivate such a claim? Partisans of the broad view might argue that merely helping to 

effect an outcome does not amount to efficaciously exercising power, on the grounds that 

exercising power requires effecting the outcome on one’s own, not just helping to effect it. This 

argument also fails: what distinguishes the broad from narrow view is precisely the former’s 

rejection of the assumption that efficaciously exercising power implies effecting the outcome 

unilaterally. Recall: the broad view counts v2 and v3 as having each efficaciously exercised 

power—as having each effected the outcome—in division (n,y,y) of Scenario 0, despite the fact 

that neither can effect it unilaterally without the other’s assistance. It thereby assumes that to help 

effect an outcome is to effect it—in the sense relevant for saying that one has efficaciously 

exercised power. This vindicates my earlier suggestion that the broad view is an unstable halfway 

house: this approach requires reverting to precisely the assumption underwriting the narrow view 

that the broad view officially rejects. 

Alternatively, to drive a wedge between causation and power, partisans of the broad view 

might appeal to the widely held view that agential (social) power presupposes the capacity to 

overcome others’ resistance. The classic formulation is Max Weber’s, who defined social power 

(Macht) as “the probability [or possibility: Chance] that one actor within a social relationship will 
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be in a position to carry out his own will even despite resistance.”32 Thus even if one helps cause 

the outcome, if one could not have done so if those with whom one acted in concert had resisted 

or opposed, then, on this view, one’s causal role does not amount to efficaciously exercising power 

to effect it. 

The resistance thesis also provides a more direct objection to the power-of-numbers thesis, 

which appeals to a kind of social power one has with others’ assistance, but not necessarily despite 

anyone’s (hypothetical) resistance. A person who can move boulders only by relying on other 

agents independently disposed to assist may not be able to overcome their resistance, and move 

boulders, if they were to oppose. The notion of power-of-numbers therefore seems inconsistent 

with the widespread thesis that (social) power presupposes the ability to overcome resistance. 

The second approach also fails. First, the resistance thesis is false, as two examples readily 

demonstrate. One’s capacity to effect mental states, dispositions, and actions in others is clearly a 

kind of (social) power: the power one has over others. But not all power-over presupposes the 

capacity to overcome the resistance of those over whom it is exercised (or of anyone else). 

Consider a teacher who can educate her students only with their willing cooperation. She exercises 

power over them—shaping their beliefs, preferences, and actions, even getting them to do things 

                                                 

32  Max Weber, Economy and Society (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 53, 

translation modified. See also Alvin Goldman, “On the Measurement of Power,” Journal of 

Philosophy 71, no. 8 (1974): 231-252, 231; Barry, “The Uses of ‘Power’,” 341; Braham, “Social 

Power and Social Causation.” 
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they would not have otherwise done—but she would not be able to effect her intended pedagogical 

outcomes if she encountered their resistance. The resistance thesis mistakenly rules out this kind 

of welcome power-over.33 

Consider, moreover, voting power under unanimity-rule voting. Take the configuration in 

which everyone unanimously votes in favour of a proposal. Each voter’s vote is here decisive: if 

she were to vote differently, with everyone else’s vote held constant, the outcome would be 

different. Therefore, she not only exercises her voting power to help effect the actual outcome, she 

could also effect the alternative outcome if she so wished. Yet she does not and could not, despite 

all her efforts, overcome anyone’s resistance to adopting a proposal: if anyone else had opposed, 

the proposal would have been rejected. Under unanimity rule, no one can overcome the resistance 

of anyone to proposals. But unlike randomly determined outcomes, or outcomes externally 

imposed by an autocrat, the outcome here is clearly determined by the voters themselves. 

Second, as the unanimity-rule example demonstrates, the resistance thesis is in any case 

inconsistent with the broad view. The broad view acknowledges that the voters who unanimously 

vote for a proposal each efficaciously exercise power to effect the outcome, even though none 

could have overcome anyone’s resistance. To motivate the broad view and its rejection of the 

power-of-numbers thesis by appealing to the resistance thesis is again to shift to the narrow view. 

The broad view is once again exposed as an unstable halfway house. 

I conceded that pre-theoretic intuitions about whether v1 has greater voting power in 

Scenario 3 may be ambivalent and therefore not unequivocally against the broad view’s negative 

                                                 

33 See feminist accounts of empowerment in Allen, “Rethinking Power.” 
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verdict. I therefore turned to theoretical critique, to show that the purported grounds for motivating 

the broad view—grounds that could explain the intuitions in its favour—are either implausible or 

inconsistent with the broad view itself. I shall now tighten the vice. Once we relax the equiprobable 

divisions assumption, as in Scenario 3, and therefore turn to so-called a posteriori voting power—

voting power in light of not just the formal voting structure but also the structure of voting 

inclinations34—the broad view yields other verdicts that are much more evidently implausible. For 

one thing, the broad view is forced to conclude that v1’s voting power not only does not increase, 

but decreases in Scenario 3 relative to the baseline. Worse, it is forced to conclude that whereas v1 

has some voting power in the baseline, he has none in Scenario 3. Ex ante, v1 is free to vote YES or 

NO, but, by hypothesis, however he votes in Scenario 3, voters v4–7 vote with him (and, since v1 

has no informal power over them, there is nothing he can do about that). Although the formal 

voting structure comprises 128 logically possible divisions, the structure of voting inclinations in 

Scenario 3 whittles this down to eight actually possible divisions, namely, those in which v1 and 

v4–7 vote together: (y,y,y,y,y,y,y), (y,n,y,y,y,y,y), (y,y,n,y,y,y,y), (y,n,n,y,y,y,y), (n,y,y,n,n,n,n), 

                                                 

34  George Tsebelis and Geoffrey Garrett, “Agenda Setting Power, Power Indices, and 

Decision Making in the European Union,” International Review of Law and Economics 16, no. 3 

(1996): 345-361; Geoffrey Garrett and George Tsebelis, “Why Resist the Temptation to Apply 

Power Indices to the European Union?,” Journal of Theoretical Politics 11, no. 3 (1999): 291-308. 

Defenders of a priori power acknowledge the significance of a posteriori power. Felsenthal and 

Machover, “A Priori Voting Power.” Although Barry held that voting power is always a priori and 

denied that voting power can be interpreted or measured as a probability, he is idiosyncratic. 
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(n,n,y,n,n,n,n), (n,y,n,n,n,n,n), (n,n,n,n,n,n,n). The broad view is forced to conclude that v1 has no 

voting power in Scenario 3 because in none of these eight divisions is v1 decisive for the outcome: 

v1 therefore fails to satisfy the voting power schema above, which the broad view deems necessary 

for having power. The broad view implausibly concludes that shifting from Scenario 0 to 3 is 

catastrophic for v1’s decision-making power—the only consolation being that he is now 

supposedly extremely lucky. 

Worse still, the common view is forced to conclude that no individual has any decision-

making power whatsoever in Scenario 3. This is because no one’s vote is decisive in any of its 

eight possible divisions: none could unilaterally scuttle the group’s efficacious exercise of 

collective power to effect the outcome. But it is false that each voter is powerless here: outcomes 

are determined by how voters vote. While the narrow version of the common view runs afoul of 

Scenario 0, both views run afoul of Scenario 3. 

A parallel problem arises in Scenario 0, not for every division, but for particular ones. Take 

the division in which all three voters vote YES: because no voter is decisive, none was in a position 

to change the outcome (holding the other two votes constant). The broad view therefore presumes 

this outcome is not effected by the efficacious exercise of any particular voter’s voting power. This 

is false: the outcome is caused by their votes. Again, this is a case of causal overdetermination, 

not non-causation or non-determination. What the broad view fails to recognize is that in such 

cases, at least some of the conditions that help determine the outcome are partially rather than fully 

efficacious or necessary. 

One might hope to salvage the broad view’s verdicts in such cases, and account for 

overdetermined cases, by appealing to the collective power of the group who favour the outcome. 

Sometimes, it might be argued, (1) a group of voters can have and efficaciously exercise collective 
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power to effect outcomes (2) without the group’s collective power distributing amongst members, 

i.e., without its members having any individual agential power in virtue of their membership of 

the group, or without the group’s collective power being grounded in its members’ individual 

power.35 Call this phenomenon distributive power-blockage. The broad view would then hold that 

power-blockage occurs whenever an individual has no power, whether positive or negative, over 

the group with collective power to effect the outcomes. 

The phenomenon of power-blockage once again requires positing a collectivity with an 

emergent systemic property: it requires positing a group that, in virtue of the properties and 

arrangement of its individual members, has and exercises the agential power to effect outcomes, 

even though no individual member either has or exercises any agential power to do so. 

Since agential power must be exercised by way of intentional actions, the only plausible 

candidates for distributive power-blockage are cases of joint intentional action. Indeed, since 

agential power is normally predicated of an agent, the most promising candidate for power-

blockage is collective power exercised by the joint intentional action of a group agent36—one 

capable of intentional action and for whom outcomes can be said to be welcome or unwelcome. 

Yet if power-blockage were restricted to group agents—for example, voters organized as a 

political party voting as a bloc—then, because voters in Scenario 3 do not form a group agent, the 

                                                 

35  Barry, “Capitalists Rule Ok?,” 181-82. Cf. Thomas Simpson, “The Impossibility of 

Republican Freedom,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 45, no. 1 (2017): 27-53, 37-39. Arendt holds 

that power-with is always the property of a group, never the individual. 

36 Christian List and Philip Pettit, Group Agency (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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power-blockage objection could not salvage the common view: its broad interpretation would still 

be forced to conclude that voters in that Scenario have no voting power and that outcomes are not 

caused by the voters’ exercise of voting power. (That they do not form a group agent follows from 

the fact that, ex hypothesi, they have no influence over each other’s votes.) 

It may be possible, however, to attribute non-distributed agential power to a collectivity 

even when it does not form a group agent. This could be the case if collective power were exercised 

by way of the group members’ intentional actions that (a) are intended by, and (b) effect outcomes 

welcome to, each member. If the first condition is met, then the individuals’ intentional actions 

may together qualify as joint intentional action, and hence instantiate jointly exercised agential 

power even absent a collective agent; if the second condition is met, then the case could qualify as 

efficaciously and jointly exercised agential power. Clearly, the outcomes in Scenario 3 are 

welcome to each of the five voters who vote together. What about the first condition? Do the five 

successful voters engage in joint intentional action? They might, if each of them intends not only 

that he himself votes for the outcome, but also that they all do so together, by way of their shared 

intention that they vote together for the outcome; Bratman argues that this can yield joint 

intentional action because, in light of rational norms of planning, such an intention implies the 

disposition to support others’ contributions.37 

Even with this concession, however, the power-blockage objection cannot salvage the 

broad view. All we have to do is inquire about cases of overdetermination without joint intentional 

action—a case in which voters happen to vote for the same outcome, perhaps on the expectation 
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that others will too, but without any intention that others do so, or, indeed, perhaps even without 

expectations about or awareness of others. In such cases, where co-action is not jointly intentional, 

nor even strategically coordinated or even witting, there would be no question of joint intentional 

action, and hence no group whose collectively exercised agential power could be ungrounded in 

its members powers and undistributed amongst them. The common view would therefore be stuck 

with the false conclusion that, in such cases, outcomes are not causally effected by the voters’ 

exercise of power.38 

A last-ditch reply might be to argue that, in such cases, the outcome is caused by the 

passive, not agential, power of the collectivity. But this misses outcomes’ causal dependence on 

group members’ choices: the outcome is effected by way of actors’ intentional actions—the 

distinguishing feature of agential power. 

The power-of-numbers thesis, by contrast, not only recognizes that individuals can help 

                                                 

38 Most accounts of joint intentional action require that each have an intention that she and the 

others act together (rather than an intention to contribute on the expectation that others will too). 

But on the weaker account defended by Sara Rachel Chant and Zachary Ernst, “Group Intentions 
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valid, it is hard to see how joint intentional action so-understood could satisfy the conditions for 
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cause overdetermined outcomes, but also that in such cases they can efficaciously exercise power 

and hence effect the outcome. It therefore yields the correct verdicts for Scenario 3. 

The upshot is that v1’s decision-making power is in all three alternative scenarios greater 

than in the baseline. In Scenario 1, v1’s power to effect outcomes is greater solely in virtue of the 

position he occupies in the social structure constituted by the formal-institutional rules of the 

decision-making procedure; in Scenario 2, his power is greater in virtue of the position he occupies 

in the social structure constituted by relations giving him informal power over other voters (e.g. 

society’s class, wealth, or educational structure); in Scenario 3, his power is greater in virtue of 

the position he occupies in the social structures that shape preferences. In Scenario 1, v1’s agential 

power is increased by changing the formal-institutional structure of decision-making in his favour, 

i.e., by altering the voting function that maps vote configurations to outcomes, whereas in Scenario 

3, v1’s agential power is increased via the structure of the distribution of preferences, and therefore 

the probability of divisions that the voting function maps onto outcomes. 

The decision-making power of v1 increases in not just Scenario 1 but also Scenario 3 

because there is no relevant ontological difference between a social structure constituted by 

formal-institutional decision-making rules and one constituted by voting inclinations. Saying that 

a social structure is constituted by formal-institutional rules is just shorthand for saying it is 

constituted by the dispositions of actors guided by those rules. A mathematical function that maps 

the set of votes onto an “outcome” does not itself produce any social outcomes and is not itself the 

basis of anyone’s social power. One’s position in a social structure constituted by formal-

institutional rules can be the basis for power to effect outcomes only to the extent that the formal-

institutional rules actually do guide agents’ intentions and actions. If a voting procedure’s 

outcomes were ignored by the relevant social actors, then voters would not have any power, in 
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virtue of their formal standing in the decision-making process, to effect the social outcomes in 

question—as voters who vote in sham elections under dictators inclined to overturn unwelcome 

results, or those who live under failed states incapable of implementing the results, can testify. 

That the power of numbers is a kind of agential rather than passive, structural power is 

made clear by comparing v1 in Scenario 3 to a non-voter in Scenario 1 whose preferences perfectly 

coincide with the dictator’s. The non-voter has zero voting power, but occupies a position in the 

social structures that shape preferences such that, conditional on her preferring an alternative, it 

will always be selected—but not via any intentional action of her own. If we count this as a kind 

of power, then it would have to be a purely passive, structural kind. This contrasts sharply with the 

case of v1 in Scenario 3: v1’s position in the structures that shape preferences in Scenario 3 helps 

explain why outcomes will coincide with his preferences in virtue of his ability to act in concert 

with others to effect the outcome. He has this power thanks to his position in preference-shaping 

social structures, to be sure, but it is nevertheless agential power. 

IV.  

One potential argument against my thesis stems from the view some have that social power 

is constant sum (or always relative to and inversely related to others’ power). Hobbes seemed to 

suggest such a view in Elements of Law when he wrote that “because the power of one man 

resisteth and hindreth the effects of the power of another, Power simply is noe more, but the 

excesse of the Power of one above that of another.”39 If social power were constant sum, then the 

                                                 

39 Elements of Law 8.4, Harley MS 4325. See Peter Blau, Exchange and Power in Social Life 
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notion of power-of-numbers would be ruled out: the ability of one agent to assist another could 

count towards the other’s power only if the former’s ability were under the latter’s power. 

A simple example suffices to rebut the constant-sum thesis.40 Compare majority rule, 

where each voter has some agential power to effect outcomes, to random rule, where no voter has 

any. Overall agential power is zero in the latter case, greater than zero in the former. We can 

therefore increase voters’ overall power to effect outcomes by switching from random rule to 

majority rule. It follows that power cannot be constant-sum between them.41 

A more serious objection is grounded in the conditional-dispositional nature of agential 

power. An agent’s power to effect outcomes is not relative to her actual intentions, preferences, or 

objectives. She cannot increase her overall power, for example, by restricting her preferences to 

the outcomes she can effect. When an agent refrains from intending to try to effect outcomes that 

she cannot effect, or gets herself to stop preferring such outcomes—sour grapes!—she does not 

thereby increase her overall power: she is adapting or even submitting to her powerlessness. To 

discern someone’s agential power to effect a range of outcomes, we ask whether she could effect 

those outcomes were she to want to do so; we do not solely ask whether she can effect the outcomes 

she actually prefers. To measure an agent’s power we must abstract from her actual preferences 

                                                 

(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1964), 118. 

40 Cf. Talcott Parsons, “The Distribution of Power in American Society,” World Politics 10, 

no. 1 (1957): 123-143. 

41 See Morriss, Power, 185-186; Felsenthal and Machover, Measurement of Voting Power. 
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and counterfactualize over them.42 

The problem is that by abstracting from an agent’s actual preferences, one cannot then 

appeal to their content to determine whether he has numbers on his side within a particular social 

structure. Consider a society in which Blacks tend to favour pro-racial-justice policies, whereas 

the white majority tend to oppose. The white person has numbers on his side; his Black counterpart 

does not. In determining the former’s power-of-numbers under majoritarian decision-making, 

however, we cannot appeal to his racial-policy preferences: we cannot determine his membership 

of the persistent majority by appealing to his actual preferences. Recall: we must counterfactualize 

over his preferences; and if he were to prefer more state support for racial justice, then, like his 

typical Black counterpart, it seems he would fail to have numbers on his side. 

The upshot is that it is incoherent to define the collectivity with which one acts in concert, 

and that is supposed to be the basis for one’s power-of-numbers, directly in terms of shared 

preferences: since in assessing anyone’s agential power we must abstract from the content of her 

preferences, we would ipso facto have to abstract from her membership of the group so-defined, 

and hence fail to register any power-of-numbers for anyone. 

The solution is to define the relevant group not in terms of shared preferences, but in terms 

of its members’ shared position within a social structure (such as racial identity) that causally 

explains those shared preferences. We specify the white person’s membership of a persistent 

majority, for example, not by appealing to his racial-policy preferences, but to his position in the 

                                                 

42 Matthew Braham and Manfred Holler, “The Impossibility of a Preference-Based Power 

Index,” Journal of Theoretical Politics 17, no. 1 (2005): 137-157. 
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racial structure, which social structure shapes his and others’ racial-policy preferences. Although 

we counterfactualize over his actual policy preferences, we nevertheless register the fact that his 

policy preferences—whatever they may be—are positively correlated with a persistent majority 

defined in terms of the preference-shaping racial structure: conditional on the white person 

favouring a racial policy, a majority will also be in favour.43 

This implies that not just any correlation in preferences can ground an agent’s power-of-

numbers. Consider three reasons why an individual’s preferences might correlate with others 

disposed to act in concert. First, the correlation might be due to a group member’s power to shape 

other’ preferences in her own image. This corresponds to Scenario 2, in which v1 exercises 

informal power over v4–7 to shape their preferences and thereby to forge his power-of-numbers to 

effect outcomes by voting in concert with them. Second, the correlation might be due to group 

members’ position in a social structure (other than one constituted by the power relations between 

them) which shapes their preferences. This furnishes one interpretation of Scenario 3, in which the 

power-of-numbers of v1 and v4–7 is explained by their position in the preference-shaping social 

structure. Finally, the correlation might be due to sheer chance, lacking any systematic social-

structural explanation—which yields an alternative interpretation of Scenario 3. Because one 

cannot coherently analyze an agent’s power-of-numbers on the basis of a group defined directly 

in terms of shared preferences—which is all we have here—this case indeed amounts to mere luck 

without power-of-numbers. In other words, the common view holds only for the case of fluke 

correlation. Fluke convergence of preferences over a single policy question is of course possible, 

                                                 

43 See Abizadeh, “Counter-Majoritarian Democracy.” 
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but the greater the range of issues over which a correlation holds, the more improbable it is. 

This analysis yields a surprising but significant implication for social theory: the fact that 

an agent’s preferences are under the causal power of another does not negate the fact that the 

former might also enjoy power-of-numbers. The common view, which wholly reduces power-with 

to power-over, misses this phenomenon. For example, in Scenario 2, v1’s voting power—including 

his voting power-of-numbers—is equal to that of v4 through v7: their positions are perfectly 

symmetrical. What is distinct about v1’s overall decision-making power to effect outcomes is his 

informal causal power over the voting power of the other four. The four other voters’ power-of-

numbers is wholly subject to v1’s informal power, but they still have power-of-numbers to effect 

voting outcomes, a voting power they would not have had without the correlation in voting 

inclinations. 

We are already familiar with the phenomenon in which being subject to another’s power 

does not negate but coexists with one’s own power. The fact that a dear friend helps shape your 

character such that you prefer to lift boulders for him does not imply you lack the agential power 

to refrain from lifting boulders: because agential power is relative to counterfactualized 

preferences, the fact that another shapes one’s preferences does not reduce one’s agential power. 

What is novel about the power-of-numbers case is that being under another’s power may 

be the causal basis for one’s power. This phenomenon of empowering subjection sheds 

considerable light on the sense in which people, by subjugating their preferences to those of a 

group, or by being dominated by other members, may nevertheless correctly feel empowered in 

virtue of their ability to act in concert with them—as when a populist leader’s followers feel 

politically empowered in being united against racial minorities even though they themselves are 
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pawns of their leader.44 (Of course if one’s subjection to another reduces one’s feasible options, or 

impairs one’s functioning as an agent—severing the connection between one’s actions and 

intentional states, or distorting one’s awareness of otherwise available courses of action and their 

efficacy—then it may very well reduce one’s agential power.45) 

Recognizing the power of numbers is also of great significance for normative theory. In 

ethics, we are concerned with the presence and degree of agential power because we often assume 

that normative responsibility for outcomes presupposes some degree of agential power to effect 

them. In political philosophy, no less than in social theory, we are often concerned with the societal 

distribution of agential power. Neo-republican theorists, for example, think justice requires 

minimizing domination, and construe relations of domination as at least in part constituted by the 

fact that dominators have agential power over the dominated.46 Many democratic theorists, in turn, 

take democratic equality to require equal agential power in political decision-making. By failing 

to recognize power-of-numbers as a genuine form of agential power, such theorists often fail to 

recognize the intrinsic, rather than merely instrumental, threat that the phenomenon of persistent 

                                                 

44 See Abizadeh, “Grammar of Social Power.” Cf. Patchen Markell, “The Insufficiency of 

Non-Domination,” Political Theory 36, no. 1 (2008): 9-36, on “involvement.” 

45 See Morriss, Power, on “epistemic power.” 

46  Frank Lovett, A General Theory of Domination and Justice (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2010). 
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minorities poses to democratic equality.47 

The power-of-numbers thesis is significant for these domains because it alerts us to a kind 

of individual agential social power typically neglected in analyses of power, equality, and 

oppression. Yes, one may have agential power in virtue of the position one occupies in structures 

constituted by formal-institutional decision-making rules. Yes, one may also have agential social 

power in virtue of one’s position in structures constituted by relations of power over agents with 

formal-institutional standing in decision-making. But one may also have agential social power in 

virtue of one’s position in social structures—social structures such as race, ethnicity, class, and 

gender—that shape people’s preferences. Such structures may ground an agent’s structural power, 

if there is such a thing, but I have argued they also ground specifically agential power. We cannot 

fully understand social inequality, oppression, and the relative power of socially privileged 

individuals—and the relative powerlessness of those in the minority—without understanding the 

power of numbers. Nor can we fully understand what draws people to join hands to act in concert 

with others, even when that requires allowing these others great influence in shaping one’s own 

preferences and identity. Having numbers on one’s side is a kind of agential social power, not a 

matter of mere luck. Certainly, one might be lucky to have numbers on one’s side. But that is just 

to say one is lucky to be—at least in one respect—so powerful. 

                                                 

47 E.g. Brighouse, “Egalitarianism and Equal Availability of Political Influence,” 139-140. Cf. 

Abizadeh, “Counter-Majoritarian Democracy.” 


