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Forthcoming in the Australasian Journal of Philosophy
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Abstract: Many philosophers maintain that the ability to do otherwise is compatible with

comprehensive divine foreknowledge but incompatible with the truth of causal determinism. But

the Fixity of the Past principle which underlies the rejection of compatibilism about the ability to

do otherwise and determinism appears to generate an argument for the incompatibility of the

ability to do otherwise and divine foreknowledge as well. By developing an account of ability

which appeals to the notion of explanatory dependence, we can replace the Fixity of the Past

with a principle which does not generate this difficulty. I develop such an account and defend it

from objections. I also explore some of the account’s implications: including whether the

account is consistent with presentism.
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1. The Problem

Many philosophers are attracted to both of the following views:

(1)The ability to do otherwise is compatible with comprehensive divine foreknowledge. (I'll

call this foreknowledge compatibilism.)
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(2)The ability to do otherwise is incompatible with causal determinism. (I'll call this

determinism incompatibilism.)

I will call the conjunction of (1) and (2) the Compatibility Asymmetry. There is a significant

tension internal to the Compatibility Asymmetry. The very considerations usually appealed to in

order to support (2) also appear to undermine (1). In particular, arguments for the truth of (2)

usually appeal to something like the following principle:

Fixity of the Past (FP): An agent S can (at time t in world w) do X at t only if there is a

possible world w* with the same past up to t in which S does X at t.1

Causal determinism guarantees that facts about the initial state of the universe together

with facts about the laws of nature entail every fact about the future.2 So FP, together with a

similar Fixity of the Laws principle, can be used to generate an argument for determinism

incompatibilism.

The problem is that FP appears to also generate an argument against foreknowledge

compatibilism. On the supposition that God is infallible, there is no world where he falsely

believes that you perform a certain act. And since his beliefs (if they really constitute

foreknowledge) are part of the past, there is no world with the same past in which you do

otherwise than what God believed you would do. Thus, given FP, you cannot do otherwise. So

the Compatibility Asymmetry’s problem is that FP is needed to provide an argument for (2), but

FP also generates an argument against (1).

2. Possible Solutions

1 See e.g. Fischer and Pendergraft [2013].

2 Some philosophers simply define causal determinism in terms of this entailment.



3



The traditional Ockhamist solution to this problem is to distinguish between the ‘hard’

and ‘soft’ facts about the past, where soft facts about the past are in some sense temporally

relational, and thus not strictly facts about the past. For example the fact that Kennedy was shot

is a hard fact about the past. But the fact that Kennedy was shot 52 years before I wrote this

paper is a soft fact about the past. With this distinction at hand, it is then claimed that facts

involving God’s beliefs about the future are soft facts and that only the hard facts about the past

must be fixed.

One problem with this solution is that we lack a good account of the hard/soft fact

distinction that clearly places God’s beliefs in the soft category. In addition, there are plausible

arguments that God’s beliefs are hard facts about the past (or at least contain what Fischer has

called “hard elements”).3 At any rate, I will set Ockhamism aside and explore a distinct solution.

There is a prospect for a distinct solution. Trenton Merricks has recently defended (1) on

the grounds that “God’s beliefs about what an agent will do in the future depend on what that

agent will do in the future.”4 And Michael Bergmann has suggested that the crucial difference

between God’s beliefs and causal determinism is that God’s past beliefs are held “because of

what I’m doing now, not vice versa.”5 These proposals suggest is that the solution to the

Compatibility Asymmetry’s problem is not to be found in the distinction between hard and soft

facts, but rather by exploring the relationship between dependence and ability.



3See e.g. Fischer [1994] and Todd [2013].

4[Merricks 2011: 567]

5 Bergmann’s correspondence with Fischer, as reported in Fischer [2011: 222].
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Let’s call this approach to solving the Compatibility Asymmetry’s problem the

Dependence Solution.6 In order to assess the plausibility of the Dependence Solution it will be

helpful to answer several important questions. First,

(a) precisely how do facts about dependence connect with facts about ability? Proponents

of the Dependence Solution have yet to fully address this question. I will develop an account

which analyses ability partially in terms of dependence. Providing such an account will put the

Dependence Solution on firmer ground.

Here are two additional points that need to be taken up:

(b) Which sort of dependence matters for ability? And which sort of dependence relation

holds between God's past beliefs and our choices? (Proponents of the dependence

solution have not yet provided an in depth exploration of these questions.)

(c) Why does my account of ability render the Compatibility Asymmetry plausible?

3. Which Sort of Dependence Should the Account Appeal to?

In order to vindicate the Compatibility Asymmetry, our account of ability should appeal to a sort

of dependence which yields a significant difference between God’s past beliefs and determinism.

Not just any sort of dependence will do. John Martin Fischer argues that counterfactual

dependence is not well suited to play this role:



6 Other recent proponents of something like the Dependence Solution include McCall [2011] and

Westphal [2011)]. Of course, there is a natural way of interpreting Ockhamism on which it is a version of

the Dependence Solution. Ockhamism relies on the view that at least some soft facts depend (in a certain

sense) on our choices but the hard facts do not so depend. However, I am here interested only in nonOckhamist versions of the Dependence Solution. That is, I am only interested in solutions that eschew

worrying about whether particular facts are hard or soft and instead talk directly about dependence.
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On some views of the relevant counterfactuals, if causal determinism is true and I

actually perform some action X, the following ‘backtracker’ is true: ‘If I were to refrain

from X, the past would have been different all the way back’. Thus, on this sort of view

of counterfactuals, there would indeed be a counterfactual dependence of the past causal

facts on the behavior in question, so it would not be obvious that the relevant notion of

‘because of’ would be asymmetric.7

I think this line of reasoning is correct. If determinism is true, facts about the initial state

of the universe or the laws of nature counterfactually depend on our choices. But the

Dependence Solution relies on the claim that, unlike God's beliefs, facts about the initial state of

the universe and the laws do not depend on our choices. So appealing to counterfactual

dependence is not very promising.

Fortunately there is a better option available. I suggest that the Dependence Solution

appeal to the notion of explanatory dependence. Although explanation has sometimes been

thought of as pragmatic notion, the recent literature on dependence and grounding has brought to

light an objective notion of explanation. This provides an opportunity to develop the Dependence

Solution in a plausible way.

Like necessity, explanatory dependence comes in different varieties.8 Just as we have

logical, conceptual, metaphysical, and natural necessity, we also have corresponding types of

explanatory dependence. Here are some examples from the literature (where ‘A because B’

means ‘A explanatorily depends on B’):

Logical: Sam is ill or 2+2=5 because Sam is ill.

7 Fischer [2011: 223]

8 See Correia [2008]
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Conceptual: The vase is colored because it is red.

Metaphysical: The set {Socrates} exists because Socrates does.

Natural: Sam died because John stabbed him in the heart.9

Explanatory dependence is the broad or generic notion that captures what all of these different

cases of dependence (and perhaps other types of cases as well) have in common. This is the

notion of dependence I will appeal to in developing the Dependence Solution.10

Some might be skeptical that there is a non-gerrymandered, generic notion of explanatory

dependence. One might say, “Sure, there’s causation and metaphysical dependence, and there’s

the disjunctive property of being an instance of one or the other. But there’s no such thing as

generic explanatory dependence if it’s supposed to be anything but a disjunctive property. And

presumably a gerrymandered, disjunctive property isn’t what we should appeal to in developing

an account of ability.”

I’m not convinced by this objection. In my view there is a unified notion of generic

explanatory dependence, a unified notion of “making so”, of which causation, metaphysical

dependence, etc. are subtypes. Consider this example. Suppose A desires that more sets exist. B

creates Socrates (a causal relation). The set {Socrates} then exists because Socrates exists (a

metaphysical dependence or grounding relation). It seems clear that B’s actions explain the

existence of the set {Socrates}. If you doubt this, consider how A should react to B. Doesn’t it

9 These examples come from Correia [2005] and [2008] and Schnieder [2006].

10 Philosophers who reject the idea that there is an objective notion of ‘explains’ or ‘because’ may still be

able to adopt an account similar to mine. My view is that some ‘because’ claims capture the objective

structure of the world and as a result we can use the terminology of ‘because’ claims to develop an

objective account of ability. So long as one accepts that there is an objective structure of the world, it

should be possible to develop an account similar to mine using whatever terminology does capture this

structure.
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make sense for A to give B credit for making it the case that {Socrates} exists: for being an

explanation of the existence of {Socrates}? But it seems that the notion of explanation at play

here is the generic notion of explanatory dependence. After all, neither the causal relation nor the

metaphysical dependence relation appears to run all the way from B to the set {Socrates}. Only

the generic notion of explanatory dependence does (in virtue of the presence of causation or

metaphysical dependence at each link in the chain from B to {Socrates}).

4. A Partial Account of ‘Can’

As Lewis [1976] points out, An agent has the ability to perform an act only if her

performing it is compatible with certain facts. Various accounts of ability require compatibility

with different facts. For example, determinism incompatibilists require that facts about the past

and the laws of nature be held fixed in evaluating ability claims. Compatibilists, by contrast,

claim that not all such facts should be held fixed.

My proposed account will run along the following lines. When evaluating ability claims,

we should hold fixed all facts that do not depend on the agent's actions. In order for it to be true

that an agent can do A at t, her doing A must be compatible with all of the facts that do not

depend on the act(s) she performs at t.11

So far I have been using the term ‘ability’. However, talk of abilities is ambiguous

between general abilities and “in the moment” abilities. This is because the later notion involves

opportunities as well as general abilities. The following case illustrates the distinction. Suppose

Bob is an excellent piano player who is currently tied to a chair far from any pianos. In this case

Bob has the general ability to play the piano, but lacks the opportunity to play the piano.



11 Thanks for to an anonymous referee for suggesting this way of presenting my account.
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Following Christopher Franklin [2011], we can use the term ‘can’ so that it applies to an agent

when and only when he has both the general ability and the opportunity to perform the act in

question. Here is Franklin’s account of ‘can’:

An agent S can Ø at t in possible world W iff S has the [general] ability and opportunity

to Ø at t in W.12

I shall presume that it is this sense of ‘can’ that defenders of the Compatibility Asymmetry are

concerned with. They want to show that an agent can have both the general ability and

opportunity to do otherwise despite God’s foreknowing what he will do, but that an agent cannot

have both the ability and opportunity to do otherwise if his act is causally determined.

We can now give a partial account of ‘can’ which appeals to explanatory dependence. I

will not attempt to give an account of general abilities. I think it should be granted that general

abilities are compatible with both determinism and divine foreknowledge. Rather I think it is

promising to use our notion of dependence in order to analyze the opportunity condition. Here is

my suggested account:

No Independence Account: S has the opportunity to do A at T in W iff there is a

possible world in which all of the facts in W that do not explanatorily depend on S’s

choice(s) at T still obtain and S does A. [Here and throughout, when I say ‘depends on’ I

mean ‘at least partially depends on’.]

The No Independence Account arguably provides a deeper account of

ability/opportunity than other accounts on offer. Incompatibilists insist that all the facts about

the past and the laws of nature need to be held fixed. Compatibilists demur. The No

12 p. 695. Franklin calls this account “semi-stipulative”, but my use of it is meant to capture a nonstipulative, pre-theoretical notion. Franklin’s formulation follows Austin [1956].
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Independence Account provides a potential explanation (in terms of explanatory dependence)

of why such facts should (or should not) be held fixed.13

5. Using the Account to Save the Compatibility Asymmetry

The No Independence Account leads to the following principle:

Fixity of the Independent Past (FIP): An agent S can (at time t in world w) do X at t

only if there is a possible world w* in which all of the facts in w up to t which do not

explanatorily depend on S’s choice(s) at t hold and S does X at t.

In my view the Dependence Solution can vindicate the Compatibility Asymmetry by endorsing

the Fixity of the Independent Past and rejecting the original Fixity of the Past (FP) principle.

If we replace the original FP principle with FIP we can avoid the problem the Fixity of

the Past created for foreknowledge compatibilism. So long as God’s beliefs explanatorily depend

on our future choices, FIP does not yield the result that we cannot do otherwise than God

believes we will do. Furthermore, this dependence claim is plausible if we assume that causal

determinism is false. Given the falsity of determinism, it appears that there are no present or past

conditions sufficient to guarantee that certain future choices will be made. But, given God’s

essential omniscience, it would appear that the full explanation of God’s beliefs must include

something that does guarantee the truth of his beliefs. Thus, his beliefs must be explained by

something located in the future, most plausibly by the choice itself.14



13 I owe this observation to an anonymous referee.

14 Of course this argument will not persuade those who think that God lacks beliefs about future

contingents.
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