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ABLENESS AND ABILITY: HORRISS ON FOWER
' AND COUNTERACTUALS

ABSTRACT

”Peter Horriss®s logical ability/ableness distinction breaks
down under analysis but a similar normative distinction is
igportant for understanding power and liberty. The breakdown
is_demonstrated under the test case of the power of a pivotal
voter in a committee. DBrian Barry argues that a pivotal voter
ﬁas pouwer as ableness not ability, but the paper demonstrates
ﬁhat a pivotal voter has neithef. Under standard measures the
*pouwer’ of the pivot is due to the chance ordering of all
Eommittee members’' preference schedules. Rather than power,
gééch has a resource which, uheq certain conditions obtain, can
ﬁé powerfully utilized. The power of the pivot depends upon
he realization that those conditions obtain thus the power

index literature requires modification.




Peter MHorriss has recently mads a diatinctiéﬁfﬂé%ﬁsan ‘ability?
and 'ableness' which is important for our undéféténding of
pouwer, freedom and related concepts.[2] However, Horriss’s
distinction only holds if we consider all ability-statements as
being reducible to statements referring to the physical
properties of individuals. ©Even then, however, his ’power as
ableness’ is not correctly described as what individuals are
able to do. Indeed it does not square with his vieurthat power
is a dispositional concept (brilliantly demonstrated against
Dahl, Polsby and others). This failure is instructive,
especially so since there is an important distinction betueen
ability and ableness which Morriss misses. The distinction
rests upon a subtle difference between the Oxford English

Dictionary’s definitions of ’ability’ and ’able’:

possibles; suitable or'sﬁff;cient power (generally);

faculty, capacity (to do or of doing somethingl.

Able:
4. Having the qualification for, and means of, doing
anything; having sufficient power (of whatever kind

is needed); in_such a position that the thing is

pdssible for one; qualified, competent, capable.’L3]

Abilities are those capacities we have which we may use under

particular conditions (power in a generic sense). Ablenesses




are those abilities when those particular conditions obtain
(power in a particular sense). However, there are, I think,
+wo senses of ableness which are contained in the quotation
from the OED. There is ableness where one is in such a
position that a thing is possible for one (what Morriss calls
the non-conditional sensel}; and ableness where one has the
gqualification for doing something. This latter has a normative
sense - beiﬁg qualified to do something may mean that one can
claiﬁ a legitimacy for doing it and is the difference betwueen .
‘can’ and 'may’ - as my primary school teacher used to say,
‘yes, gou can go to the toilet, but you may not’. The two
senses.ére closely linked, as shoun by considering Horriss’'s

example to bring out the ability/ableness distinction:

*The rich are able to feed off caviar and champagne;
the poor have to restrict themselves to beer and
pickles, and afe unable to eat more expensive food.
This is not due to any lack of masticatory ability on
their part, but because of the social and economic
environment they inhabit. They are unable to eat

caviar, whilst having the ability to do so.*[4]

The reference to the social and economic environment the
 'p06r inhabit which deprives them of ableness gives the
‘normative rather than the logical sense of ableness. The poor
"_do have the ableness to eat caviar if they break the law -
.steal caviar or stage a revolution after which it is equally

rationed. You may reply that the poor cannot steal caviar for

ta




it is too closely guwarded, or that the potenfiéii¢bsts of
stealing or gevolting are greater than the potential benefits
of succeeding. Therefore they are not able to eat caviar. But
if the caviar is too closely guarded then the poor ‘do not have
the ability to eat caviar for they do not have the ability to
steal it. Thus their lack of ableness to eat caviar is based
_upon tbeir:abilit;es, though not their masticatory ones.
Morriss wants to discount such subjunctive éonditionals on the
grounds that ablenesses &d not support description'or
manifestation conditionals. T uill_examine Horriss’s views on
counteractuals below. But the poor’s inability to stage a
revolutionris only discounted on normative.grounds not
pragmatic ones, for_the;; lack of aBleness here is justified by
reference to the econom;c_and social envircenment they inhabit.
Thus the poor are not able to eat caviar because they are not
able to sat it uithout'bféégiﬁg.the law. At primary school I
had the ability to gb to thé toilet but not the ableness; that
this too was in the.nqrmati§e sense is proved by the fact that
one day I di& leave the classroom to visit the toilet when
permission had not been granted. I could go, but I could not
go legitimately. Simi}arly the poor can eat caviar,_but they

rnay not eat it legitimately.

Caviar may be so scarce that not all may eat it,
legitimately or otherwise. Each person then has the
masticatory ability'to eat caviar but, necessarily due to its

scarcity, not all may eat it. Who then gets to eat it depends




upon the rules of the game. If these rules include man-—-nade
laws then those who are not able to eat it may be thus
resiricted in the normative sense of ableness. If the rules of
the game do not include man-made laws — the rules which exist
in Hobbes’s state of nature ~ then the strong and/or the lucky
will eat it. But then it will be their abilities which count
and studying their pouwer will require counteractual analysis.
This may be demonstrated by considering Brian Barry's example‘
of abieness in his excellent review of Horriss.[51 Barry’s
examp;e of ableness doeélnot contain the normative e#lement and
is thus a good test of thé Possibility of a non-conditional
sense of ableness. It does not pass the test. Firstly, Barry
' points out that power as ableness may wax and wane as others’®

preferences change. He says:

*Surely, however, the more natural way of describing
the phenomenon is to say that ny power, uwhile
remaining unchanged in amount, was inpsufficient to
Produce results initially but later became sufficient
aﬁ-a result of a change in the strength of your

resistance®.I[8]

But Barry does think that power as ableness is useful in some
...contexts and suggests that in the American Supreme Court each

Justice has equal power as ability, but

’suppose that there are two blocs of four Justices

which take opposite sides on every question that




comes before the Court. We shall, 1T éﬁs§ECt; feel
little resistance in saying that the*féﬁéiﬁihg
Justice, who socmetimes votes with one bloc and
sometimes with the other, has more power than his
brethren...Clearly, this is power as ablemness, since
it depends upon the preferences among the

Justices.*[7]

This exanple is different from Horriss’s poor/rich caviar case,
for therg the greater ableness of the rich is due to the
distribuiion of resources (i.e. what makes some rich and some
poorl; in the Justices example the greater ableness is merely
due to the distribution of preferences amongst the judges, for
their resources — one vote each — are equal. Can we claim that
the distribution of preferences amongst the Justices is a
resource? I think not, for then every condition in any state
of the world may be claimed as a resource for each of us. The
fact that it rains 0.5 cm today is hardly my resource if I need
to give ny plants ! ¢m of water, though it doés make it easier .

for me to water them.

It is not certain that the 'Pivotal Justice'® (hereafter PJ)
has more power (over the decisions of the Court) than the
cthers in any sense and Barry should not think so, given his
previously published vieuws oh pouer.fsj True, as the example
is set up, PJ always gets what he wants whereas the others only
get what they want, say, 50% ﬁf the time. But, as Barry points

cut in those earlier articles and later in his review, getting




what you want all the time i3 not the same a5 having pouwer {any
more thah not having *© water Y plants.at all gives me the
pouwer o water them) . PJ i3 just 1ucky that h€ is always able
1o get what he yants- His 1uck i3 due 10O his particular set of
:preferences and the fact that there® are always four cther
Justices who share pis views on each and every jSssSue. He onlYy
appears in the exanple denoted as PJ pecause ehe four others

who agree with him are not always the s5aBe four others. Would

Tue think that he€ had more pover than the others if he aluays
happened 1o VOte with the one bloc? 1f, that 35, his
preference syructure was the sane as four pother Justices ratheT

than different from all eight?

His differeqt preference gtructure does not give him
greater power over the results, since +he LUo blocs have theirl
reasols for voting together and he has ;gg;ggg for voting as he
does- The example ;s onlY (marginally) persuasive pecause the
preferences of the Justices in the tWo plocs are taken a5 given
put the preferences of PJ are not. But when PJ iS voting with
one of the blocS, any of the other four Justices sjn that ploc
has an equal claim 1O be Pivotal. poes this mean that TJ can
make:a claim TO be pivotal 100% of the time bul the otheT eight
only 50% of +the time? Hell, he Calls but 1 still.do not Seé how
that 15 supposed to give him more poweT than the cther
Justices, because each time PJ gets hié_ﬁayQ'one'of the otheTl

per his plans. The:fact that theYy never 40 18




they can do is a measure of their power for, as both Barry and

Morriss agree, power is a dispositional concept.

The fact that PJ always gets what he wants is not enough to
wants, he just gets what he happens tco want. ©PJ does not get
whatever he wants because he only has the choice betusen the
two options favoured by the two blocs. Whether he can get what
he wants depends upon what happens to be the distribution of
preferences amongst the Justices., This is the important, and
much misunderstood (and ignored) point about Barry’'s eoncept of
luck. Barry defines ’luck’ as the probability of getting what
you want without trying. HNow it is true that one may becone
pouwerful through luck, but that is not the same as being lucky
without power. PJ is not lucky that he is powerful and can
thus get what he wantss3 for his luck over the distribution of ;
preferences does not affect the basis of his power, VviZz one
vote out of nine. Rather he is lucky that he happens to get
what he wants despite having no more powér than the other -
Justices, for he, by hypothesis, has nco power over the
distribution of preferences and if this should happen to change
he would no longer gets what he wanfs. PJ may have been lucky
to have been made a Justice in the first instance: the basis of
his one vote wouwld then be luck, but that is a different matter

entirely.

These issues reflect upon what it is to be a pivetal voter

and the power that being pivotal brings. Being pivotal,




happening to be pivotal or being lucky that one is pivotal,
undoubtedly brings power. But happening to get what one wants
and happening to be pivotal is not in itself a form of power;
rather it is the realization that one is pivotal which brings

power. In other words being pivotal is a resource which may be

used by holder tc a greater or lesser extent and resources

should not be equated with power itself.

When Shapléy and Shubik set up their argument they first
imagined a voting system where each member votes in temporal
turn. Then, admitting that this is an unusual procedure, they
defined the pivotal person as the ’last member where support is
needed for passage of the bill to be assured’.fS8] But a pivot
may better be defined as *the member who makes a minimal
factually minimum KHD]'winning coalition in a sSequence’.[10]
The pivotal membér is thus the [{n + 1)/2]th or the [(n/2) +
11th member. The Shapley-Shubik power index gives the power of
the pivot P to any member, i, by:

Pi = sequence where i pivots/n!

For the 9 justices the Pi of each is 40320,/382880 or 1/9. But
that refers to their ability again, or rather to the formal
resources they have to bring to any decision, Vviz one vote.

The Shapley-Shubik index assumes that preferenceé are
randomized, in order to depict power as a pure function of the
voting rules. HMorriss wants more. He wants io investigate the

pouer of actors 'given the actual f(or predicted) voting pattern

of all the other voters. The assumption that all
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configurations count equally has to be re?i;ced by an
assessment of which configuraticons will occur, and how
often’.[11] He thus wants to bring the actual preferences of
the voters into the equation somehow. This is a fair encugh
aim. Careful studies of\§upreme Court Justices have shoun-tha
they tend to vote on ideclogical issues as might have been
predicted from their previous reputation as liberals or

conservatives.[12]1 Thus the entry of a liberal to a Court

dominated by conservatives does not bring that Justice great
power. We may all be well aware that her entry will not affect
decisions on these ideological issues; the Court will continue
cn its conservative path; But we must not make the mistake of
concluding from this undoubted fact that the gtherrtsay 7)
conservative Justices each have greater power than the new

appointee. The individual power that eackh has is no more than

179 for egach caﬁnot get their way (whatever that is) either,
except in so far as they happen to agree. The distribution of
preferences is such that each member of the conservative bloc
happens to get their way.  As a bloc or groﬁp they have greater
power, however, and if the bloc is formed through deliberate
action on the Pre51dent (uhxch it generally has been), then-thg
power of that bloc is not mere chance. But then we are

discovering that the basis of that conservative-bloc power is

Presidential.

The basis of group power is not always mere agreement in

preference ordering - though the Justices. example may seen to
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'__ suggest 80, Which is one reason perhaps why the committee pouer

literature is virtually ignored by community power studies.
Rather group power is generated by deliberative acticn which
keeps the group together. Coalition theory, which grew out of
.the coennittee power literature, assumes this 'party’® discipline
by the shared preferences within the different groups and it
too needs to take account of deliberative action in order to

fully specify situations.

PJ in Barry’s example is not a 'pivotal® voter in an
'ihteresting sense of the term, interesting, that is, to
considerations of pouef rather than luck. 1f PJ votes as he

does purely on his preferences then he has no greater claim to

"be pivotal than the others, for he is behaving just as they are
““and any one of the five winning voters has an egual claim to be
pivotal (i.e. none is) for they are indistinguishable except by
“definition. The greater power of pivotal voters, for example
“small parties in hung Parliaments, comes about not because they
”fhappen 10 vote one way or another on each issue before then,
ﬁtﬁut because their actions change as a result of their
f?éalization that they are pivotal. Pivotal voters behave
?fdifferently from other wvoters. They use the fact of their
' §ivota1 position in order to achieve a greater number of
'ffreferable outcomes than they otherwise could. (Not
i*nécessarily a greater humber of desired coutcomes than non-

“pivotal voters, note, just more than the pivotal voter could if

"-§h§ were non-pivotal with the same amount of luck.)




This greater power is power to bring'dﬁdui outcomes beyond
that of the particular issue under vote. Consider the case
where the two blocs of four voters are parties with party
discipline and the extra voter is an ’'independent®'. Here the
independent does have pouwer to get sgme of his desires for he
can use his position as an independent to bargain with each of
the two blocs. He may vote with one bloc on one issue over
which he is indifferent (or leads the blocs to believe he is

indifferent) in return for their support on issues where he

holds stronger preferences than they. He thus has pouer to get

some of the outcomes he wants by agreeing to vote one way or

another. But here we have power as ability - the power to
bargain - and not ableness (see below). For the independent
voter will only.;hoose t0 support one bloc or the other on each
vote dependent updh (a) his preferences with regard to the
issue being voted upon, and (b) whethér he can persuade either
bloc to agree to vote for some other policy which he wants in
return for his suppori on this issue. The measure of his pouwer
is how much Eé can,get of what he wants through his ability to
bargain.ﬁith.the two blocs. If he can get everything he wants
simply by voting with either of the blocs on each issue, then
he is just exceptionally lucky; but his power is to put new
issues onto the agenda and to get those policies he supports
through. In deing so he may vote with one bloc on issues to

which he is indifferent or even opposed, as long as the

strength of his dislike of those policies is less than the

strength of his desire for the issues he is able to get onto




the agenda. Formal coalition theory may thus give important
insights into the behaviour of leading actors and the pouers

they had.[13]

Being pivotal {(or rather the recognition that one is

. pivotal) entails being able to get other things done. It is a

resource which brings power. One may become pivotal because
" one is the last person to be asked to vote a particular way and
“‘realizes how important one’s own vote is. In some Indian

states villages vie with each other to be last to promise their

votes for that way they can gain other (usually monetary)

 rewards.[141 Bargaining strategies such as pre-commitment or

5Jkeeping one’s true preferences hidden are what gives the
"5 ?pivota1‘ voters power and the game which leads some to be
';ﬁivotal is what makes them pivotal rather than just the fact of

.fsdme definition. This problem of the ‘*pivotiality’ of voters

~occurs in all of the power indices because they do not denocte

_;fhe'§ivota1 voter by anything other than definition. The

- p;Q0;a1 voter is always the one with the floating'preferences,
;§ﬁ£ pouer is the power to get what you want, not getting what
:§§u can in order to prove you are powerful.l15] The problemn
fﬁ}fh power indices is one which haunts much of mathematical
ééé%omics and political science. How does one dencte the
g@fors who are the prime cause of the outcomes under
.&%géussion?tlel If one does it by definition, how has one
 ;a£$é11y explained those outcomes? It is a problem for

_¢ounteractua1 analysis, for the causal actor will be the causal




actor in all possible worlds like the actual one in the

relevant fespects in which she acts like that. The cause in
the actual world will include her reasons for acting as she
does in this world which may not be the same reason in all
worlds. Thus the definitional denotation is not enough, for

mathematics holds in all logically possible worlds.[17]

I believe that power as ableness will always be found to
wanting once the examples of its use are examined carefully.
Either it collapses into power as ability or it turns out not
toc be an example of power at all. Horriss does not agree
because of his rejection of possible worlds theory for his
version of the suppositionist approach to counteractual
analysis allows him to isolate a belief and imagine its

contradiction without worrying about how it affects our other

beliefs.[18] I cannot produce a full account of why this is an
error here (or perhaps anywhere) but offer in its place the ke
reasocn. Morriss's supfositionist approach assumes, in advance,
that any chosen belief is privileged in the sense that it
cannot be challenged even if it contradicts other beliefs which
we hold. It thus assumes that the assumptions of its
supposifions make sense. That is, it assumes that there are
not good reasons which entail their rejection. For example, it
precludes.our asking *why do the Justices vote the way they
do?’ as a query which may affect our analysis of our concept of
power. A possible worlds approach gives us worlds in which we

may ask all of the questions we can ask in the real world. In
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this case we ask, ’why do the Justices vote the way they do?’

If it is due to some sort of party discipline then PJ has power

because he is able to exploit the fact that he is (relatively)

indifferent to what each bloc cares about and is able to

bargain to vote with one bloc or the other if they help to
‘provide him with that to which he is not indifferent. If the
blocs are not parties (the Justices example proper), then PJ is
.m0t really pivotal, it is just that sometimes he agrees with
one group and sometimes with another. He is noc more decisive

“..than any of the others he votes with: he is just luckier than

3gthey are. Barry defines luck as the probability of getting
what you want without trying, yet PJ has to vote to get what he

~-wants. Whilst in a sense, then, he is trying, he does not have

. to0 try very hard. ' On each issue he votes and zgets what he
iuants 100% of the time, due merely to his luck over the nature
: ﬂof the preference schedules of all the Justices. And that is

_pretty damn lucky.

i Playing fast and locse with examples is of course an

dnhappy habit that possible worlds theorists are just as likely

td E§mmit as anyone else, but at least the theory allows us to
-ﬁegahine and re-examine counteractual statements to see which
v%éiants are the ones we are interested in (the ones in the
ﬂééxest possible world to the actual one to use.their_technical
iéﬁguage). The beliefs which may be held to_b¢ s£eadiest are

ﬁthbse governing natural laws, but even_thdsé_beliefs may be




challenged by imagining what evidence would make us re—-examine

themnm.

The breakdown of Morriss®s distinction between ability and
ableness is important, for he holds that pouwer as ableness is

power in the important sense. He claims that an ’ability-

sentence contains (explicitly or implicitly) counterfactual
descriptive and manifestation conditionals® whereas an

'ableness—-sentence cannot contain counterfactual descriptive o

manifestation conditionals.'[19]1 The former is descriptive of
the conditions under which the conditional holds (for example
the conditions under which sugar will dissolve in water) and
the latter denotes the conditionals which hold when those

conditions obtain (when the water and sugar actually do come

together).[20] He goes on)

'For this reason, social and political power is

usually a sort of ableness and not an ability, in @

social philosophy we are not usually interested in

what people could do if they had resources that in

fact they do not have.'[211]

But it is simply false that ableness—sentences cannot contain
counteractual descriptive or manifestation conditionals and
Morriss thinks so because he only considers such sentences uitg;
reference to past and future tenses, rather than with other
possible worlds.[22] Thus the sentence 'l cannot read it today

(my glasses are broken)’ implicitly contains the descriptive
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conditional *if my glasses were not broken I could read it
“today’. The importance of counteractual conditions is that
“they specify the resources that 1 require in order to be able
:to‘read. In this sense ableness is what we are interested in,
for it is the resources of those who have power to do x that
'giﬁe them that power to do x. Importantly then, we need fhe
:édunteractual analysis to understand power in society. In
§rder to map the power structure of a given society we need to
;ﬁgp out which naturally possible world it éﬁ?ears ih, uhere the
iéef of naturally possible worlds are those 16gica11y possible
oﬁes in which the natural laws of the actual world hol&. Or as

Popper urites:

A statement may be said to be naturally or
physically necessary if, and only if, it is deducible
'}_from a statement function which is satisfied in all
worlds that differ fromr our own world, if at all,

only with respect to initial conditions. '[231]

When we understand the naturally necessary conditions of power

ascription, i.e. the resources needed in the actual world in

’deer to get things done, we can look and see who holds those

esources. MNorriss believes that ableness-statements do not

contain manifestation and descriptive conditionals but merely

mply them.{241 They do not contain descriﬁpive conditionals,
EI_ﬁhink, because we do not need to know ail_the descriptive
conditionals in order to understand the mééhing of the

Statement 'I cannot read it today fop'my_glaSSes are broken’;




but then nor do all the descriptive conditionals need to be
known in order to understand ability-statements: for example,
1 can read’ implies that 'I can read if I do not have a
blinding migraine’. If the latter is not an example of a
descriptive conditional of an ability rather than an ableness—
statement I have lost the sense of what ability-statements are,:
unless they are statements about individuals which are .
contain no reference to what they may do. This latter view mayg
be the case, for Morriss does not think that we need to study
individual rescurces to understand individual power, because he;
believes that such analyses commit the ’vehicle fallacy’. The
vehicle fallacy is confusing the dispositional property of an
object with its vehicle. He quotés Benn, ’the power to ﬂ
extinguish a flaﬁe is possessed alike by a bucket of water, a
coid wind, or a quantity of pyrene foam, each possessing the
same power by quite different properties’.[25] This is quite
true, but examining those properties is surely the way in uhich_
t0o understand why each is able to extingnish the flame.

Examining the different ways in which groups of people may

bring about desired outcomes is surely the way te understand
power in socilety. Morriss misses this point because he
denigrates the vehicle of power to ’'subvisible structures’® when
he writes *It is either false or empty to claim that someone
who can speak french has a different subvisible structure from
someone who cannot®.[28] But who would claim that the

resources which allow someone to influence government are due w




to their subvisible structures? It is the equating of

individual {genetic) potentialities with ’ability’ and

résources with 'ableness’® that leads Morriss to the latter as

f ihe better analysis of power, but'surely in deing so is not
: Horriss committing the vehicle fallacy with regard to abilities
';rather than power? .is it not simply false or empty to claim
f;ﬁét someong who has the ability to speak French has different

~subvisible structure than someone who cannot?

The logical distinction between the ability and ableness

' breaks down under closer analysis, which means that we cannot
j'merely dismiss realist accounts of power([27] on the grounds

3:¢hat they attempt to analyse the powers that we see in terms of

fa causal mechanism that we do not see (though it is true that
jthey will have problems in identifying a mechanism which does

this).

The normative distinction noted in the quotes from the OED
.Should n0£ be denigrated, however, particularly when we are
Eonsidering the question of human liberty rather than human
:éouers. It is sometimes held that individual power is a subset
Qf'freedom, for what one is able to do one is free to do, but
:Uﬁe is also free to do some things that one, as it happens,
éoes not have the power to do. But this cannot be right, for
'tﬁen the coﬁscientious objector cannot say that he is not free
£0“refuse military service when he is in gaocl for so refusing.
ﬁere he does have the power to refuse and was prepared to,

given the State's incentives against his refusing, but he was
_ g




not free to de so. He can refuse but he may not and with

regard to liberty the normative distinction between ability an
ableness is important. What matters for political freedom in
society are the state backed incentives for or against action;
what matters for pouer are the rescurces one has to overcome‘
negative incentives and make use of the positive ones. Huch.

more can be said on this topic but I will leave it aside.

. How are we to go about studying the resources of groups to

bring about desired outcomes? Brian Barry writes:

*It would be highly convenient if 'power’ could be
made to work in the same way as ’income’ does in
economics, and much analysis has proceeded as if this
was feasible...But when we study power we do not have
any similar way of rendering commensurable all the
outcomes that people could get by overcoming

resistance, *[28])

However, the problem is not so much that pouwer is not like
income, but rather that the number of goods that people are
trying to buy is so much smaller in the political market and
the goods.they exchange are not numeraire.[28] If we study the
resources of everyone and how these resocurces nay be used to
get the desired outcomes we have an analogy with the market for
goods. The number of goods is more limited in the pouwer case
and not only are individuals trying to buy the same goods but

they are also trying to persuade the manufacturers to produce
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:goods of a different nature. In the same way that the rich in
jﬁoney may price the poor out of some goods in the economic
gﬁafkéiplace, so those rich in resources may price the poor in
‘resources out of goods in the political marketplace. True,
fhere_is no one medium of exchange, but rather several goods to
,ﬁé'exchanged in a never—éhd;ng barter'system. But uhen.
:stﬁdying power in sociefjlue should be studying which rescurces
Vére_being bartered for uhiqh outcomes. The models of the
é#onomic and political mafketplaces are not so dissimilar; it

is just that, as always, the political scientist has the harder

'pb.
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