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O
ur m

ain topic for today is the relationship between fate, foreknowledge, and freedom
 of the will. But, before we 

turn to that, letʼs finish up our discussion of the problem
 of evil.



This assum
p

tion -- that it is im
p

ossib
le for G

od
 to 

ensure that everyone freely chooses to avoid
 evil -- 

involves som
e sub

stantial assum
p

tions ab
out the 

nature of free w
ill. W

e w
ill turn to those after w

e 
conclud

e our d
iscussion of the p

rob
lem

 of evil.

Let’s turn to som
e w

ays of d
evelop

ing the argum
ent from

 evil to w
hich the free w

ill d
efense d

oes not seem
 to offer a 

solution.

These versions of the argum
ent grant that the existence of G

od
 is consistent w

ith the existence of s
o

m
e 

evil - and
 therefore grant that M

ackie’s argum
ent to the contrary is unsuccessful - b

ut argue that the 
existence of G

od
 is inconsistent w

ith the a
m

o
u

n
t and

 ty
p

e of evil that w
e find

 in the w
orld

.

O
ne kind

 of evil w
e ob

serve in the w
orld

 w
hich is im

m
ed

iately p
rob

lem
atic from

 the p
oint of view

 of the free w
ill d

efense 
is n

a
tu

ra
l e

v
il: evil w

hich is not d
irectly caused

 b
y hum

an free actions. The suffering w
hich results from

 various natural 
d

isasters is an ob
vious and

 im
p

ortant exam
p

le of evil of this kind
.

It is w
orth noting that m

any of the exam
p

les on w
hich w

e naturally focus are actually m
ixed

 cases: cases in w
hich 

the natural d
isaster in q

uestion is p
artly the result of hum

an free action, and
 p

artly not. S
o, for exam

p
le, though 

H
urricane K

atrina w
as a natural d

isaster, its effects w
ere certainly m

ad
e w

orse through p
oor m

anagem
ent of the 

relief effort and
 insufficient p

rotection for the city; p
erhap

s hurricanes are m
ad

e m
ore violent b

y hum
an-caused

 
clim

ate change; etc. B
ut it is very im

p
lausib

le that w
e can exp

lain all of the evil w
hich results from

 natural d
isasters 

in this w
ay; it is p

resum
ab

ly true that there w
ould

 b
e hurricanes, volcanoes, and

 earthq
uakes w

ithout hum
an 

intervention, just as these events occurred
 m

any tim
es b

efore hum
an b

eings w
ere on the scene.

O
ne m

ight d
evelop

 the ‘argum
ent from

 natural evil’ as follow
s.



This assum
p

tion -- that it is im
p

ossib
le for G

od
 to 

ensure that everyone freely chooses to avoid
 evil -- 

involves som
e sub

stantial assum
p

tions ab
out the 

nature of free w
ill. W

e w
ill turn to those after w

e 
conclud

e our d
iscussion of the p

rob
lem

 of evil.

O
ne m

ight d
evelop

 the ‘argum
ent from

 natural evil’ as follow
s.

The argum
ent from

 natural evil 
The argum

ent from
 natural evil 

The argum
ent from

 natural evil 
1

God exists.
2

If God exists, then God is om
nipotent.

3
If som

ething is om
nipotent, then it can bring about any state of affairs such that 

it is possible that it brings that state of affairs about.
4

If God exists, then God can bring about any state of affairs such that it is possible 
that God brings that state of affairs about.

2, 3

5
If God exists, then God is w

holly good.
6

If som
ething is w

holly good, it alw
ays elim

inates as m
uch evil as it can elim

inate 
w

ithout lim
iting the free w

ill of any being.
7

If God exists, then God elim
inates as m

uch evil as God can elim
inate w

ithout 
lim

iting the free w
ill of any being.

5, 6

8
If God exists, then God elim

inates all evil such that (i) it is possible that God 
elim

inates that evil and (ii) doing so w
ould not interfere w

ith the free w
ill of any 

being.
4, 7

9
If God exists, then there is no evil such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates 
that evil and (ii) doing so w

ould not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.
8

10
There is no evil such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil and (ii) 
doing so w

ould not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.
1, 9

11
Som

e evil exists w
hich is such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil 
and (ii) doing so w

ould not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.
C

There is and is not evil w
hich is such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates 
that evil and (ii) doing so w

ould not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.
10, 11

This argum
ent is a b

it of a m
outhful. B

ut it is, structurally, just like the earlier versions of the argum
ent. M

oreover, the 
conclusion of the argum

ent is still a contrad
iction, so, given that it is valid

, it m
ust still have a false p

rem
ise. A

s b
efore, 

the theist cannot reject 1, 2, or 5, and
 hence m

ust reject 3, 6, or 11. B
ut it now

 seem
s very hard

 to reject 3; and
 the free 

w
ill d

efense d
oes not seem

 to give us any reason for rejecting p
rem

ise 6.



This assum
p

tion -- that it is im
p

ossib
le for G

od
 to 

ensure that everyone freely chooses to avoid
 evil -- 

involves som
e sub

stantial assum
p
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out the 

nature of free w
ill. W

e w
ill turn to those after w

e 
conclud

e our d
iscussion of the p
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The argum

ent from
 natural evil 

The argum
ent from

 natural evil 
1

God exists.
2

If God exists, then God is om
nipotent.

3
If som

ething is om
nipotent, then it can bring about any state of affairs such that it is possible that it 

brings that state of affairs about.
4

If God exists, then God can bring about any state of affairs such that it is possible that God brings that 
state of affairs about.

2, 3

5
If God exists, then God is w

holly good.
6

If som
ething is w

holly good, it alw
ays elim

inates as m
uch evil as it can elim

inate w
ithout lim

iting the 
free w

ill of any being.
7

If God exists, then God elim
inates as m

uch evil as God can elim
inate w

ithout lim
iting the free w

ill of any 
being.

5, 6

8
If God exists, then God elim

inates all evil such that (i) it is possible that God elim
inates that evil and (ii) 

doing so w
ould not interfere w

ith the free w
ill of any being.

4, 7

9
If God exists, then there is no evil such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil and (ii) doing 
so w

ould not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.
8

10
There is no evil such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil and (ii) doing so w
ould not 

interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.
1, 9

11
Som

e evil exists w
hich is such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil and (ii) doing so w
ould 

not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.

C
There is and is not evil w

hich is such that (i) it is possible that God elim
inates that evil and (ii) doing so 

w
ould not interfere w

ith the free w
ill of any being.

10, 11

O
ne m

ight, then, think of rejecting 11. This is P
lantinga’s strategy, w

hich m
ight b

e p
arap

hrased
 as follow

s:

Though earthq
uakes and

 the like are not the result of hum
an free actions, they are the result 

of the free actions of nonhum
an agents, like fallen angels. S

o the free w
ill d

efense ap
p

lies to 
these events just as d

irectly as to events caused
 b

y hum
an choices.

P
lantinga d

oes not think that he know
s this to b

e true; b
ut he d

oes think that it is true for all w
e know

, and
 hence allow

s 
the theist to have a w

ay of b
locking the argum

ent from
 natural evil.

B
ut there are other w

ays of resp
ond

ing to this argum
ent, all of w

hich focus on p
rem

ises 6 and
 11.



This assum
p

tion -- that it is im
p

ossib
le for G

od
 to 

ensure that everyone freely chooses to avoid
 evil -- 

involves som
e sub

stantial assum
p

tions ab
out the 

nature of free w
ill. W

e w
ill turn to those after w

e 
conclud

e our d
iscussion of the p

rob
lem

 of evil.

The argum
ent from

 natural evil: the key prem
ises

The argum
ent from

 natural evil: the key prem
ises

6
If som

ething is w
holly good, it alw

ays elim
inates as m

uch evil as it can elim
inate w

ithout 
lim

iting the free w
ill of any being.

11
Som

e evil exists w
hich is such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil and (ii) doing 
so w

ould not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being.

B
ut there are other w

ays of resp
ond

ing to this argum
ent, all of w

hich focus on p
rem

ises 6 and
 11.

van Inw
agen (in the other op

tional read
ing) d

evelop
s a resp

onse along the follow
ing lines:

Though earthq
uakes and

 the like are not caused
 b

y hum
an free actions, our inab

ility to avoid
 the 

harm
 caused

 b
y them

 is. In p
articular, the event of hum

an b
eings rem

oving them
selves from

 the 
care of G

od
 - an event sym

b
olized

 in the Jud
aeo-C

hristian trad
ition b

y the story of the G
ard

en of 
E

d
en - p

laced
 hum

an b
eings in a w

orld
 in w

hich they w
ere sub

ject to natural forces w
hich they 

w
ere then unab

le to avoid
. 

To w
hich of the ab

ove p
rem

ises is van Inw
agen ob

jecting?

It seem
s that he m

ust b
e ob

jecting m
ainly to 6. A

fter all, even if van Inw
agen’s story w

ere true, G
od

 could
 still stop

 
natural d

isasters from
 hap

p
ening w

ithout interfering w
ith hum

an free w
ill, right?

The id
ea instead

 seem
s to b

e that p
art of the value of free w

ill com
es from

 one’s having resp
onsib

ility for the effects of 
one’s actions. A

nd
, if G

od
 w

ere to, in general, stop
 b

ad
 conseq

uences of free actions, this w
ould

 rem
ove that 

resp
onsib

ility.

H
ow

ever, it seem
s that the p

rop
onent of the argum

ent from
 natural evil m

ight have a w
ay of resp

ond
ing to this sort of 

ob
jection; p

erhap
s they can m

od
ify the key p

rem
ises of their argum

ent as follow
s:



This assum
p

tion -- that it is im
p

ossib
le for G

od
 to 

ensure that everyone freely chooses to avoid
 evil -- 

involves som
e sub

stantial assum
p

tions ab
out the 

nature of free w
ill. W

e w
ill turn to those after w

e 
conclud

e our d
iscussion of the p

rob
lem

 of evil.

van Inw
agen (in the other op

tional read
ing) d

evelop
s a resp

onse along the follow
ing lines:

Though earthq
uakes and

 the like are not caused
 b

y hum
an free actions, our inab

ility to avoid
 the 

harm
 caused

 b
y them

 is. In p
articular, the event of hum

an b
eings rem

oving them
selves from

 the 
care of G

od
 - an event sym

b
olized

 in the Jud
aeo-C

hristian trad
ition b

y the story of the G
ard

en of 
E

d
en - p

laced
 hum

an b
eings in a w

orld
 in w

hich they w
ere sub

ject to natural forces w
hich they 

w
ere then unab

le to avoid
. 

To w
hich of the ab

ove p
rem

ises is van Inw
agen ob

jecting?

It seem
s that he m

ust b
e ob

jecting m
ainly to 6. A

fter all, even if van Inw
agen’s story w

ere true, G
od

 could
 still stop

 
natural d

isasters from
 hap

p
ening w

ithout interfering w
ith hum

an free w
ill, right?

The id
ea instead

 seem
s to b

e that p
art of the value of free w

ill com
es from

 one’s having resp
onsib

ility for the effects of 
one’s actions. A

nd
, if G

od
 w

ere to, in general, stop
 b

ad
 conseq

uences of free actions, this w
ould

 rem
ove that 

resp
onsib

ility.

H
ow

ever, it seem
s that the p

rop
onent of the argum

ent from
 natural evil m

ight have a w
ay of resp

ond
ing to this sort of 

ob
jection; p

erhap
s they can m

od
ify the key p

rem
ises of their argum

ent as follow
s:

The argum
ent from

 natural evil, version 2: the key prem
ises

The argum
ent from

 natural evil, version 2: the key prem
ises

6
If som

ething is w
holly good, it alw

ays elim
inates as m

uch evil as it can elim
inate w

ithout lim
iting the free 

w
ill of any being if that evil is not the result of any hum

an free action.

11
Som

e evil exists w
hich is such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil and (ii) doing so w
ould 

not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being, or the results of the free actions of any being.

B
ut are there any evils of the sort d

escrib
ed

 in (11)? 

A
 p

lausib
le exam

p
le w

ould
 b

e the suffering of anim
als in tim

es b
efore the existence of hum

an b
eings. You m

ight w
ant 

to think ab
out how

, if at all, the sort of story van Inw
agen tells could

 b
e ad

ap
ted

 to that sort of exam
p

le.



This assum
p

tion -- that it is im
p

ossib
le for G

od
 to 

ensure that everyone freely chooses to avoid
 evil -- 

involves som
e sub

stantial assum
p

tions ab
out the 

nature of free w
ill. W

e w
ill turn to those after w

e 
conclud

e our d
iscussion of the p

rob
lem

 of evil.

The argum
ent from

 natural evil, version 2: the key prem
ises

The argum
ent from

 natural evil, version 2: the key prem
ises

6
If som

ething is w
holly good, it alw

ays elim
inates as m

uch evil as it can elim
inate w

ithout lim
iting the free 

w
ill of any being if that evil is not the result of any hum

an free action.

11
Som

e evil exists w
hich is such that (i) it is possible that God elim

inates that evil and (ii) doing so w
ould 

not interfere w
ith the free w

ill of any being, or the results of the free actions of any being.

B
ut are there any evils of the sort d

escrib
ed

 in (11)? 

A
 p

lausib
le exam

p
le w

ould
 b

e the suffering of anim
als in tim

es b
efore the existence of hum

an b
eings. You m

ight w
ant 

to think ab
out how

, if at all, the sort of story van Inw
agen tells could

 b
e ad

ap
ted

 to that sort of exam
p

le.

The b
asic version of the argum

ent from
 evil focuses on the existence of s

o
m

e evil in the w
orld

. A
s w

e have seen, the 
argum

ent can b
e m

ad
e m

ore challenging if w
e focus on the existence of p

articular ty
p

e
s of evil. It can also b

e m
ad

e 
m

ore challenging if w
e focus on the a

m
o

u
n

t of evil w
e find

 in the w
orld

 - either the total am
ount, or the am

ount a single 
ind

ivid
ual m

ay have to suffer.

C
onsid

ering the am
ounts of evil w

e find
, one m

ight w
ell ask: even if free w

ill is a good
, is

 it re
a

lly
 th

a
t g

o
o

d
? Is it good

 
enough that it justified

 all of the suffering w
e find

 in the w
orld

?

W
e’ll return to this q

uestion, and
 the m

ore fund
am

ental q
uestion of w

hether and
 w

hy free w
ill is good

 at all, w
hen w

e 
d

iscuss the p
arad

oxes of om
niscience and

 om
nip

otence.



Letʼs now turn to our m
ain topic for today: the relationship between fate, foreknowledge, and freedom

 of the 
will.



A few classes ago we discussed the relationship between free will and the thesis of determ
inism

; for reasons we have 
discussed, the thesis of determ

inism
 has often been thought to pose a challenge to the reality of free will.

But there is even an older challenge to the possibility of freedom
: the challenge from

 fate. To say that our actions are 
fated is to say that it is already true now that we will do certain things in the future. It is im

portant to see that believing 
in truths about the future does not involve believing that determ

inism
 is true; to sim

ply say that there are truths about 
the future, one neednʼt think that the laws of nature are determ

inistic.

“The fatalist, then is som
eone w

ho believes that w
hatever happens is and alw

ays w
as 

unavoidable. H
e thinks that it is not up to him

 w
hat w

ill happen a thousand years hence, 
next year, tom

orrow
, or the very next m

om
ent.”

W
hat we want to know is: why m

ight one adopt this fatalistic attitude in response to reflection on the existence of 
truths about the future?

But m
any have thought that recognition of truths about the future is enough to m

ove us to adopt the attitude that Taylor 
(in the optional reading) calls fatalism

: 

The intuitive idea behind this challenge to the existence of free will is brought out nicely by the story of a certain 
unfortunate m

an, nam
ed O

sm
o.



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

The story begins with the writing of an interesting book:

Let us suppose that G
od has revealed a particular set of facts to a chosen scribe w

ho, believing (correctly) 
that they cam

e from
 G

od, w
rote them

 all dow
n. The facts in question then turned out to be all the m

ore or 
less significant episodes in the life of som

e perfectly ordinary m
an nam

ed O
sm

o. …
 The book w

as published 
but attracted no attention, because it appeared to be nothing m

ore than the record of the dull life of a very 
plain m

an nam
ed O

sm
o…

.

The book eventually found its w
ay into various libraries, w

here it gathered dust until one day a high school 
teacher in Indiana, w

ho rejoiced under the nam
e of O

sm
o, saw

 a copy on the shelf. 

O
sm

o picks up the book, and finds, to his astonishm
ent, beginning with the first sentence, a record of all of the events of 

his life. 

Letʼs first discuss the m
ain points of the story, before asking what the story shows about freedom

 of the will.

The intuitive idea behind this challenge to the existence of free will is brought out nicely by the story of a certain 
unfortunate m

an, nam
ed O

sm
o.



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

Let us suppose that G
od has revealed a particular set of facts to a chosen scribe w

ho, believing (correctly) 
that they cam

e from
 G

od, w
rote them

 all dow
n. The facts in question then turned out to be all the m

ore or 
less significant episodes in the life of som

e perfectly ordinary m
an nam

ed O
sm

o. …
 The book w

as published 
but attracted no attention, because it appeared to be nothing m

ore than the record of the dull life of a very 
plain m

an nam
ed O

sm
o…

.

The book eventually found its w
ay into various libraries, w

here it gathered dust until one day a high school 
teacher in Indiana, w

ho rejoiced under the nam
e of O

sm
o, saw

 a copy on the shelf. 

O
sm

o picks up the book, and finds, to his astonishm
ent, beginning with the first sentence, a record of all of the events of 

his life. ...O
sm

o, w
ith the book pressed tightly under his arm

, dashed across the street for som
e coffee, thinking to 

com
pose him

self and then exam
ine the book w

ith care. …
 O

sm
o becam

e absolutely engrossed …
 he sat 

drinking coffee and reliving his childhood, m
uch of w

hich he had all but forgotten until the m
em

ories w
ere 

revived by the book now
 before him

. H
e had alm

ost forgotten about the kitten, for exam
ple, until he read 

this observation: “Sobbing, O
sm

o takes Fluffy, now
 quite dead, and buries her next to the rose bush.”

O
sm

o then turns later in the book:

.. it occurred to him
 to turn to C

hapter 26, to see w
hat m

ight be said there, he having recently turned 26. H
e 

had no sooner done so than his panic returned, for w
hat the book said w

as true! That it rains on his birthday, 
for exam

ple, that his w
ife fails to give him

 the binoculars he had hinted he w
ould like like, and so on …

 
H

ow
, O

sm
o pondered, could anyone know

 that apparently before it happened? For these w
ere quit recent 

events, and the book had dust on it. Q
uickly m

oving on, O
sm

o cam
e to this: “Sitting and reading in the 

coffee shop across from
 the library, O

sm
o, perspiring copiously, entirely forgets, until it is too late, that he 

w
as supposed to collect his w

ife at the hairdresser’s at four.”



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

...O
sm

o, w
ith the book pressed tightly under his arm

, dashed across the street for som
e coffee, thinking to 

com
pose him

self and then exam
ine the book w

ith care. …
 O

sm
o becam

e absolutely engrossed …
 he sat 

drinking coffee and reliving his childhood, m
uch of w

hich he had all but forgotten until the m
em

ories w
ere 

revived by the book now
 before him

. H
e had alm

ost forgotten about the kitten, for exam
ple, until he read 

this observation: “Sobbing, O
sm

o takes Fluffy, now
 quite dead, and buries her next to the rose bush.”

Disregarding his wifeʼs plight, O
sm

o continues:

.. it occurred to him
 to turn to C

hapter 26, to see w
hat m

ight be said there, he having recently turned 26. H
e 

had no sooner done so than his panic returned, for w
hat the book said w

as true! That it rains on his birthday, 
for exam

ple, that his w
ife fails to give him

 the binoculars he had hinted he w
ould like like, and so on …

 
H

ow
, O

sm
o pondered, could anyone know

 that apparently before it happened? For these w
ere quit recent 

events, and the book had dust on it. Q
uickly m

oving on, O
sm

o cam
e to this: “Sitting and reading in the 

coffee shop across from
 the library, O

sm
o, perspiring copiously, entirely forgets, until it is too late, that he 

w
as supposed to collect his w

ife at the hairdresser’s at four.”

it now
 occurred to him

 to check the num
ber of chapters in this am

azing book: only tw
enty-nine! But surely, 

he thought, that doesn’t m
ean anything …

 no one could possibly know
 how

 long this or that person is going 
to live. …

 So he read along, although not w
ithout considerable uneasiness and even depression. …

 But then 
the book ended on a terribly dism

al note. It said: “A
nd O

sm
o, having taken N

orthw
est flight 569 from

 
O

’H
are, perishes w

hen the aircraft crashes on the runw
ay at Fort W

ayne, w
ith considerable loss of life, a 

tragedy rendered the m
ore calam

itous by the fact that O
sm

o had neglected to renew
 his life insurance.” A

nd 
that w

as all. That w
as the end of the book.

So that’s w
hy it had only tw

enty-nine chapters. Som
e idiot thought he w

as going to get killed in a plane 
crash. But, O

sm
o thought, he just w

ouldn’t get on the plane.  



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

Disregarding his wifeʼs plight, O
sm

o continues:

.. it occurred to him
 to turn to C

hapter 26, to see w
hat m

ight be said there, he having recently turned 26. H
e 

had no sooner done so than his panic returned, for w
hat the book said w

as true! That it rains on his birthday, 
for exam

ple, that his w
ife fails to give him

 the binoculars he had hinted he w
ould like like, and so on …

 
H

ow
, O

sm
o pondered, could anyone know

 that apparently before it happened? For these w
ere quit recent 

events, and the book had dust on it. Q
uickly m

oving on, O
sm

o cam
e to this: “Sitting and reading in the 

coffee shop across from
 the library, O

sm
o, perspiring copiously, entirely forgets, until it is too late, that he 

w
as supposed to collect his w

ife at the hairdresser’s at four.”

it now
 occurred to him

 to check the num
ber of chapters in this am

azing book: only tw
enty-nine! But surely, 

he thought, that doesn’t m
ean anything …

 no one could possibly know
 how

 long this or that person is going 
to live. …

 So he read along, although not w
ithout considerable uneasiness and even depression. …

 But then 
the book ended on a terribly dism

al note. It said: “A
nd O

sm
o, having taken N

orthw
est flight 569 from

 
O

’H
are, perishes w

hen the aircraft crashes on the runw
ay at Fort W

ayne, w
ith considerable loss of life, a 

tragedy rendered the m
ore calam

itous by the fact that O
sm

o had neglected to renew
 his life insurance.” A

nd 
that w

as all. That w
as the end of the book.

So that’s w
hy it had only tw

enty-nine chapters. Som
e idiot thought he w

as going to get killed in a plane 
crash. But, O

sm
o thought, he just w

ouldn’t get on the plane.  

(A
bout three years later our hero, having boarded a flight for St. Paul, w

ent berserk w
hen the pilot 

announced that they w
ere going to land at Ft. W

ayne instead. A
ccording to one of the flight attendants, he 

tried to hijack the aircraft and divert it to another airfield. The C
ivil A

eronautics Board cited the resulting 
disruptions as contributing to the crash that follow

ed as the plane tried to land.) 

Taylor thinks that we should approach the story of O
sm

o by a series of questions.



Taylor thinks that we should approach the story of O
sm

o by a series of questions.

First, we should ask: why did O
sm

o com
e to believe that he had no free will?

The answer is pretty clear: he cam
e to believe this on the basis of reading a book which detailed his future, 

and which was such that all of its predictions ended up being true. But of course he did not know anything 
about the book other than that all of its predictions were true; so his evidence was really just that there was a 
collection of truths about his future.

Second, was O
sm

o justified in believing that he lacked free will? And was he right?

Third - if you think that O
sm

o was right - we can ask: are we any different than O
sm

o? If so, how?

As m
entioned, the story of O

sm
o is a nice way to bring out the intuitive challenge to freedom

 of the will from
 

the existence of truths about the future. But is there any way to turn this intuitive challenge into a genuine 
argum

ent?

In fact, argum
ents of this sort, and concerns about what they show, 

are alm
ost as old as philosophy itself. O

ne prom
inent argum

ent of 
this sort can be found in the writings of Aristotle.



�������
�����������������
����������������������
�����


�������������������
����������
�!����������
��
���
�
����������������������������������������������
��

��������

��
�����

����
��
�����������
�������
��
�
������

�����
�����
���
�
�
�������
�������������
�����
�����
��������
���

����������������
����

���������
��
������
���!�
�
���
����������������

����
����������������
��
����
�����������������
�
�
��������������������������
������
�
������
�

��
���

���
�������
�
����������������

	�����������������������
!���
��
�����������
���������

�
����������
���!�����

���������������������
�������������������������

���������������!��������
�
��������
��������������

������������������������
�����
��
���������

������

����������������������

����������
������������������������������������


����������
�
��������������

�����������

���

�����
������
��������
�

�����
��
������
���

�����
�
���������

���

���
��
������
���������

���������

�����
��
����

��
���
��������������

����
�������������
����������


!�
�������������
����
���
��������������
�!���
��

�����


���������
���
����
����������������������

�
�����

���
�������������������������������
������
���

�����������!������������������������������������������

�
�������
��������
��
�����
�����������!������
�
������
��������������!�
�
������ �
������

The conclusion of the argum
ent Aristotle is considering is 

clear enough: he says that if this be so, there are no real 
alternatives; everything takes place of necessity.

But what are the prem
ises from

 which this conclusion is 
supposed to follow?



An ancient argum
ent for this conclusion was offered by Aristotle.
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The conclusion of the argum
ent Aristotle is considering is 

clear enough: he says that if this be so, there are no real 
alternatives; everything takes place of necessity.

But what are the prem
ises from

 which this conclusion is 
supposed to follow?

In the first paragraph of this passage, Aristotle considers 
the claim

 that every proposition - every claim
 - m

ust be 
either true or false. Here he seem

s particularly interested 
in propositions about the future: claim

s that som
e event 

will take place. 

The key claim
 here seem

s to be that if one m
an affirm

s 
that an event will happen and another denies it, one of 
the two m

ust be speaking truly. That is, if E is som
e 

future event:

Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.



An ancient argum
ent for this conclusion was offered by Aristotle.
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The conclusion of the argum
ent Aristotle is considering is 

clear enough: he says that if this be so, there are no real 
alternatives; everything takes place of necessity.

But what are the prem
ises from

 which this conclusion is 
supposed to follow?

In the first paragraph of this passage, Aristotle considers 
the claim

 that every proposition - every claim
 - m

ust be 
either true or false. Here he seem

s particularly interested 
in propositions about the future: claim

s that som
e event 

will take place. 

The key claim
 here seem

s to be that if one m
an affirm

s 
that an event will happen and another denies it, one of 
the two m

ust be speaking truly. That is, if E is som
e 

future event:

Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.

In the second paragraph, Aristotle says that there is a 
certain connection between truth and necessity; the 
central claim

 here seem
s to be that if it is true that 

som
ething has a property, then it necessarily has that 

property. So, applying that to our exam
ple, 

If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.



An ancient argum
ent for this conclusion was offered by Aristotle.

Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.

This already seem
s to be enough to get us to Aristotleʼs 

conclusion: the claim
 that whatever will happen will happen of 

necessity.

If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

Is this argum
ent valid? W

hat is the form
 of the argum

ent?
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An ancient argum
ent for this conclusion was offered by Aristotle.

Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.

This already seem
s to be enough to get us to Aristotleʼs 

conclusion: the claim
 that whatever will happen will happen of 

necessity.

If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

Is this argum
ent valid? W

hat is the form
 of the argum

ent?

P or Q
If P, then R
If Q

, then S

R or S

O
ne m

ight see it as having this form
:

This is a valid form
 of argum

ent; whatever sentences you 
substitute in for P, Q

, R, and S, you will get an argum
ent which 

is such that its prem
ises guarantee its conclusion - i.e., if its 

prem
ises are true, its conclusion always will be as well.
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An ancient argum
ent for this conclusion was offered by Aristotle.

Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.

This already seem
s to be enough to get us to Aristotleʼs 

conclusion: the claim
 that whatever will happen will happen of 

necessity.

If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

And if the conclusion of this argum
ent is true, then, as Aristotle 

says, it seem
s that there are no real alternatives. If it is 

necessary that I will eat pizza for dinner, and hence im
possible 

that I not eat pizza, how can not eating pizza be a real 
alternative for m

e?

It thus seem
s that Aristotle provides us with an argum

ent 
against the possibility of free will which does not rely on any 
assum

ptions at all about the laws of nature, but which instead 
seem

s to rely only on purely logical principles about truth.

Is this argum
ent valid? W

hat is the form
 of the argum

ent?
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Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.
If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

It thus seem
s that Aristotle provides us with an argum

ent 
against the possibility of free will which does not rely on any 
assum

ptions at all about the laws of nature, but which instead 
seem

s to rely only on purely logical principles about truth.

Letʼs take a closer look at this argum
ent. Assum

ing it is valid, 
one can reject the conclusion only by rejecting one of the 
prem

ises. Letʼs consider the first prem
ise. Can one reject 

Aristotleʼs assum
ption that either the claim

 that som
ething will 

happen, or the claim
 that it will not happen, is true?

Later in the passage Aristotle gives an argum
ent against this 

response to prem
ise 1:
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This argum
ent seem

s to run as follows: suppose 
that prem

ise 1 is false. Then it is not true that 
either it is true that E will happen or true that E will 
not happen. So, it is not true that E will happen 
and not true that E will not happen. But this is a 
contradiction; hence our initial supposition m

ust be 
false. 

W
e can think of this as a reductio of the claim

 that 
the first prem

ise is false, and hence as an 
argum

ent for the truth of the first prem
ise:

1
N

ot (it is true that E w
ill happen or 

it is true that E w
ill not happen)

assum
ed 

for reductio
2

If N
ot (p or q) then N

ot-p and N
ot-q

3
N

ot (it is true that E w
ill happen) 

&
 N

ot (it is true that E w
ill not 

happen)

1, 2

4
It is not true that E w

ill happen &
 

it is not true that E w
ill not happen

3

5
If it is not true that E w

ill not 
happen, then it is true that E w

ill 
happen

C
It is not true that E w

ill happen &
 

it is true that E w
ill happen

4, 5

This looks like a powerful defense of the first 
prem

ise. Can we plausibly escape Aristotleʼs 
argum

ent by rejecting the second or third prem
ise, 

instead?



Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.
If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

It thus seem
s that Aristotle provides us with an argum

ent 
against the possibility of free will which does not rely on any 
assum

ptions at all about the laws of nature, but which instead 
seem

s to rely only on purely logical principles about truth.

This looks like a powerful defense of the first 
prem

ise. Can we plausibly escape Aristotleʼs 
argum

ent by rejecting the second or third prem
ise, 

instead?

At first glance, prem
ises 2 and 3 look difficult to deny. After 

all, there does seem
 to be a necessary connection between 

truth and what is the case - isnʼt it im
possible for it to be true 

that E will happen without E happening? And isnʼt this just 
what the second prem

ise says? 

Not quite. In fact, both prem
ises 2 and 3 are am

biguous 
between two im

portantly different interpretations.

Letʼs look at prem
ise 2. Here are two things that 

prem
ise 2 m

ight m
ean:

2A. The following claim
 is a necessary truth: if it 

is true that E will happen, then E will happen.

2B. If it is true that E will happen, then the 
following is necessary: E will happen.

Letʼs look at these two interpretations, beginning 
with 2B. Letʼs suppose that it is true that I will 
end class at 1:49 today. Does this im

ply that it is 
necessary that I will end class at 1:49 today - 
i.e., that it is im

possible that I not end class at 
1:49 today? 

It doesnʼt seem
 so; if we donʼt already think that 

it is im
possible for som

e event not to happen, 
why should learning that it is true that it will 
happen change our m

inds? Canʼt som
e claim

s 
be true, without being necessary?

So it seem
s that if prem

ise 2 of Aristotleʼs 
argum

ent is to be understood as 2B, then this 
prem

ise is false.

So letʼs see if, instead, 2A m
ight better serve 

Aristotleʼs argum
ent.



Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.
If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

It thus seem
s that Aristotle provides us with an argum

ent 
against the possibility of free will which does not rely on any 
assum

ptions at all about the laws of nature, but which instead 
seem

s to rely only on purely logical principles about truth.

This looks like a powerful defense of the first 
prem

ise. Can we plausibly escape Aristotleʼs 
argum

ent by rejecting the second or third prem
ise, 

instead?

At first glance, prem
ises 2 and 3 look difficult to deny. After 

all, there does seem
 to be a necessary connection between 

truth and what is the case - isnʼt it im
possible for it to be true 

that E will happen without E happening? And isnʼt this just 
what the second prem

ise says? 

Not quite. In fact, both prem
ises 2 and 3 are am

biguous 
between two im

portantly different interpretations.

Letʼs look at prem
ise 2. Here are two things that 

prem
ise 2 m

ight m
ean:

2A. The following claim
 is a necessary truth: if it 

is true that E will happen, then E will happen.

2B. If it is true that E will happen, then the 
following is necessary: E will happen.

So letʼs see if, instead, 2A m
ight better serve 

Aristotleʼs argum
ent.

2A, unlike 2B, seem
s to be true, which is of 

course good for Aristotleʼs argum
ent.

The problem
 with 2A is not that it is false, but 

that when we understand prem
ise 2 in this way, 

Aristotleʼs argum
ent turns out to be invalid.

Consider the following form
 of argum

ent:

pThe following is a necessary truth: if p, then q

Necessarily, q

Is this argum
ent valid? Can you think of any 

sentences you can substitute in for “p” and “q” 
which m

ake the prem
ises true and the 

conclusion false?



Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.
If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

Letʼs look at prem
ise 2. Here are two things that 

prem
ise 2 m

ight m
ean:

2A. The following claim
 is a necessary truth: if it 

is true that E will happen, then E will happen.

2B. If it is true that E will happen, then the 
following is necessary: E will happen.

So letʼs see if, instead, 2A m
ight better serve 

Aristotleʼs argum
ent.

2A, unlike 2B, seem
s to be true, which is of 

course good for Aristotleʼs argum
ent.

The problem
 with 2A is not that it is false, but 

that when we understand prem
ise 2 in this way, 

Aristotleʼs argum
ent turns out to be invalid.

Consider the following form
 of argum

ent:

pThe following is a necessary truth: if p, then q

Necessarily, q

Is this argum
ent valid? Can you think of any 

sentences you can substitute in for “p” and “q” 
which m

ake the prem
ises true and the 

conclusion false?

How about:

G
rass is green

The following is a necessary truth: if grass is 
green, then grass is green

Necessarily, G
rass is green.

Are the prem
ises of this argum

ent true? How about the 
conclusion? W

hat does this show about the form
 of 

argum
ent we are discussing?

Letʼs now apply this lesson to Aristotleʼs argum
ent.



Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.
If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

Letʼs look at prem
ise 2. Here are two things that 

prem
ise 2 m

ight m
ean:

2A. The following claim
 is a necessary truth: if it 

is true that E will happen, then E will happen.

2A, unlike 2B, seem
s to be true, which is of 

course good for Aristotleʼs argum
ent.

The problem
 with 2A is not that it is false, but 

that when we understand prem
ise 2 in this way, 

Aristotleʼs argum
ent turns out to be invalid.

Consider the following form
 of argum

ent:

pThe following is a necessary truth: if p, then q

Necessarily, q

Letʼs now apply this lesson to Aristotleʼs argum
ent.

W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

P or Q
If P, then R
If Q

, then S

R or S

But if we interpret 2 as 2A, it is not of this form
. Can you 

see why? W
hat would “P” and “R” be?



Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will 
not happen.
If it is true that E will happen, then necessarily E will happen.
If it is true that E will not happen, then necessarily E will not 
happen.

1.2.3.C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary 
that E will not happen. (1, 2, 3)

2A. The following claim
 is a necessary truth: if it 

is true that E will happen, then E will happen.

W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

P or Q
If P, then R
If Q

, then S

R or S

But if we interpret 2 as 2A, it is not of this form
. Can you 

see why? W
hat would “P” and “R” be?

Rather, if we interpret 2 as 2A (and 3 in the sam
e way) 

the argum
ent is of this form

:

P or Q
Necessarily, if P, then R
Necessarily, if Q

, then S

Necessarily R or necessarily S

Sum
m

ing up: it seem
s that we have two interpretations 

of Aristotleʼs prem
ise 2. O

n interpretation 2A, the 
prem

ise is true, but the argum
ent is invalid. O

n 
interpretation 2B, the prem

ise is false. So neither 
interpretation m

akes the argum
ent sound.

And this is not valid.

So it seem
s that the argum

ent we found in Aristotle is 
not convincing. But perhaps this is because we have not 
correctly interpreted the argum

ent with which Aristotle 
was concerned. 

A different interpretation would be that Aristotle had in 
m

ind an argum
ent often attributed to another G

reek 
philosopher during the 4th century B.C., Diodorus 
Cronus, which in antiquity was called the “M

aster 
Argum

ent.”  



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

The argum
ent . . . appears to have been 

proposed from
 such principles as these: 

there is in fact a com
m

on contradiction 
betw

een one another in these three 
positions, each tw

o being in contradiction to 
the third. The propositions are, that 
everything past m

ust of necessity be true; 
that an im

possibility does not follow
 a 

possibility; and that som
ething is possible 

w
hich neither is nor w

ill be true. Diodorus 
observing this contradiction em

ployed the 
probative force of the first tw

o for the 
dem

onstration of this proposition, "That 
nothing is possible w

hich is not true and 
never w

ill be." 

Little is known of the life of Cronus, and none of his writings survive. But the M
aster Argum

ent was m
uch 

discussed in antiquity; one im
portant sum

m
ary of the argum

ent was given by Epictetus, a G
reek philosopher who 

lived in the 1st and 2nd centuries A.D., in his D
iscourses.

A different interpretation would be that Aristotle had in m
ind an argum

ent often attributed to another G
reek 

philosopher during the 4th century B.C., Diodorus Cronus, which in antiquity was called the “M
aster Argum

ent.”  

Epictetus isolates three propositions:

E1. Everything past is necessary.
E2. An im

possibility cannot follow from
 a possibility.

E3. Som
ething is possible which is not and will not be true.

According to Epictetus, Diodorus tried to show that E1 and E2 im
ply the falsity of E3. W

hat would it m
ean for E3 to 

be false? If it is not true that som
ething is possible which is not and will not be true, it follows that everything which is 

and will be true is necessary - which is just the conclusion for which Aristotle aim
ed.

O
ur question then is: how can E1 and E2 be used to show that the future is necessary?



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

A good way to approach this question is by recalling the first prem
ise of Aristotleʼs argum

ent:

1. Either it is true that E will happen, or it is true that E will not happen.

Recall that Aristotle argued that denying this led to contradiction; so this claim
 m

ust be not just true at the present 
m

om
ent, but also true at every m

om
ent, since truths of logic are eternally true. So the following m

ust be true:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

PAST-1, together with Epictetusʼ claim
 E1, seem

s to im
ply:

But we now have the m
akings of an argum

ent for the conclusion of the argum
ent Aristotle discussed. Consider 

prem
ises 2 and 3 of Aristotleʼs argum

ent, under interpretation 2A:

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.

3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.
E2. An im

possibility cannot follow from
 a possibility.

E3. Som
ething is possible which is not and will not be true.

According to Epictetus, Diodorus tried to show that E1 and E2 im
ply the falsity of E3. W

hat would it m
ean for E3 to 

be false? If it is not true that som
ething is possible which is not and will not be true, it follows that everything which is 

and will be true is necessary - which is just the conclusion for which Aristotle aim
ed.

O
ur question then is: how can E1 and E2 be used to show that the future is necessary?

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                         



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.
3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.

C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary that E will not happen. (NEC-1, 2A, 3A)

A
n interpretation of the M

aster A
rgum

ent of D
iodorus C

ronus

This argum
ent is quite sim

ilar to the argum
ent we found in Aristotle. It has exactly the sam

e conclusion, and uses two of 
the sam

e prem
ises (on one interpretation), 2A and 3A. But this argum

ent seem
s to succeed where Aristotleʼs failed, 

because of two additions.

These are, first, prem
ise E1, which says that the past is necessary, and, second, that the first prem

ise assum
es not just 

that either it is true that E will happen or that E will not happen, but that this was also true in the past. (This is the 
difference between prem

ise 1 in Aristotleʼs argum
ent and PAST-1 above.)

The second assum
ption seem

s quite plausible. How about the first assum
ption, that the past is necessary?

This m
ight at first seem

 odd; couldnʼt you have decided to skip class today? And doesnʼt this m
ean that a certain past 

event, nam
ely your com

ing to class, is not necessary?

It certainly seem
s to. But when the ancients used “necessary” in argum

ents of this sort, they m
eant som

ething a little 
broader than we have m

eant. They m
eant som

ething like: “outside of m
y control” or “true no m

atter what I do.” O
n this 

interpretation, it looks like E1 is quite plausible - for just the reasons discussed in connection with van Inwagenʼs 
consequence argum

ent.

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                                                            (PAST-1,E1)



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                                                            (PAST-1,E1)

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.
3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.

C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary that E will not happen. (NEC-1, 2A, 3A)

A
n interpretation of the M

aster A
rgum

ent of D
iodorus C

ronus

So it seem
s that we have good reason to believe PAST-1, E1, 2A, and 3A - and these are all of the independent 

prem
ises in the argum

ent. But rem
em

ber the worry we had about Aristotleʼs argum
ent using 2A and 3A: the worry there 

was not that a prem
ise was false, but that the argum

ent was invalid. Does the conclusion of the M
aster Argum

ent really 
follow from

 NEC-1, 2A, and 3A?

This last step of the argum
ent seem

s to be of this form
:

Necessarily P or necessarily Q
Necessarily (if P then R)
Necessarily (if Q

 then S)

Necessarily R or necessarily S

Is this valid? How m
ight you argue that it is, or is not?

How about the earlier step from
 PAST-1 and E1 to NEC-1? Does its being true in the past that either P or Q

 im
ply that 

either P was true in the past or the Q
 was true in the past? Does this m

atter?



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                                                            (PAST-1,E1)

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.
3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.

C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary that E will not happen. (NEC-1, 2A, 3A)

A
n interpretation of the M

aster A
rgum

ent of D
iodorus C

ronus

The M
aster Argum

ent seem
s to provide a serious challenge to the reality of free will - and one which only assum

es that 
the past is out of our control, along with som

e plausible-seem
ing logical principles.

It is hard to know how to respond to this argum
ent. It appears valid, and it has only four independent prem

ises: PAST-1, 
E1, and 2A and 3A. 2A and 3A seem

 trivially true. This m
eans that if we want to defend the reality of free will, we have 

just two options.

First, we can deny prem
ise E1: w

e can say that, in at least som
e cases, w

e have control now
 over how

 things 
w

ere in the past. W
eʼll consider this line of reply further below. 

Second, w
e can deny that there are any truths about the future. In the context of the above argum

ent, this involves 
denying the first prem

ise, PAST-1.



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                                                            (PAST-1,E1)

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.
3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.

C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary that E will not happen. (NEC-1, 2A, 3A)

A
n interpretation of the M

aster A
rgum

ent of D
iodorus C

ronus

Second, w
e can deny that there are any truths about the future. In the context of the above argum

ent, this involves 
denying the first prem

ise, PAST-1.

But rem
em

ber the defense we considered of prem
ise 1 of Aristotleʼs argum

ent:

But the sam
e sort of argum

ent can be given in favor of PAST-1:
1

N
ot (it is true that E w

ill happen or 
it is true that E w

ill not happen)
assum

ed 
for reductio

2
If N

ot (p or q) then N
ot-p and N

ot-q

3
N

ot (it is true that E w
ill happen) 

&
 N

ot (it is true that E w
ill not 

happen)

1, 2

4
It is not true that E w

ill happen &
 

it is not true that E w
ill not happen

3

5
If it is not true that E w

ill not 
happen, then it is true that E w

ill 
happen

C
It is not true that E w

ill happen &
 

it is true that E w
ill happen

4, 5

1
N

ot (it w
as true in the past that E w

ill happen 
or it w

as true in the past that E w
ill not 

happen)

assum
ed 

for 
reductio

2
If N

ot (p or q) then N
ot-p and N

ot-q
3

N
ot (it w

as true in the past that E w
ill happen) 

&
 N

ot (it w
as true in the past that E w

ill not 
happen)

1, 2

4
It w

as not true in the past that E w
ill happen &

 
it w

as not true in the past that E w
ill not 

happen

3

5
If it w

as not true in the past that E w
ill not 

happen, then it w
as true in the past that E w

ill 
happen

C
It w

as not true in the past that E w
ill happen &

 
it w

as true in the past that E w
ill happen.

4, 5



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                                                            (PAST-1,E1)

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.
3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.

C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary that E will not happen. (NEC-1, 2A, 3A)

A
n interpretation of the M

aster A
rgum

ent of D
iodorus C

ronus

Second, w
e can deny that there are any truths about the future. In the context of the above argum

ent, this involves 
denying the first prem

ise, PAST-1.

However, letʼs think a bit m
ore closely about this style of argum

ent. In particular, letʼs think about prem
ise 5.

1
N

ot (it w
as true in the past that E w

ill happen or it w
as true in the past that E w

ill not happen)
assum

ed for 
reductio

2
If N

ot (p or q) then N
ot-p and N

ot-q
3

N
ot (it w

as true in the past that E w
ill happen) &

 N
ot (it w

as true in the past that E w
ill not happen)

1, 2
4

It w
as not true in the past that E w

ill happen &
 it w

as not true in the past that E w
ill not happen

3
5

If it w
as not true in the past that E w

ill not happen, then it w
as true in the past that E w

ill happen
C

It w
as not true in the past that E w

ill happen &
 it w

as true in the past that E w
ill happen.

4, 5

If we deny that there are any truths about the future, we should not, it seem
s, begin to think that every claim

 about the 
future is for that reason false. After all, if the claim

 that E will happen is false, then it seem
s to follow that E will not 

happen - but this, just as m
uch as the claim

 that E will happen, is a claim
 about the future.

Rather, it seem
s, we should think of claim

s about the future as sim
ply lacking a truth-value - as “indeterm

inate.” If we 
think of them

 this way, then it seem
s that we should reject the rule of classical logic known as the Law

 of the Excluded 
M

iddle - which says that for any proposition P, either P or not-P m
ust be true.



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                                                            (PAST-1,E1)

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.
3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.

C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary that E will not happen. (NEC-1, 2A, 3A)

A
n interpretation of the M

aster A
rgum

ent of D
iodorus C

ronus

1
N

ot (it w
as true in the past that E w

ill happen or it w
as true in the past that E w

ill not happen)
assum

ed for 
reductio

2
If N

ot (p or q) then N
ot-p and N

ot-q
3

N
ot (it w

as true in the past that E w
ill happen) &

 N
ot (it w

as true in the past that E w
ill not happen)

1, 2
4

It w
as not true in the past that E w

ill happen &
 it w

as not true in the past that E w
ill not happen

3
5

If it w
as not true in the past that E w

ill not happen, then it w
as true in the past that E w

ill happen
C

It w
as not true in the past that E w

ill happen &
 it w

as true in the past that E w
ill happen.

4, 5

Rather, it seem
s, we should think of claim

s about the future as sim
ply lacking a truth-value - as “indeterm

inate.” If we 
think of them

 this way, then it seem
s that we should reject the rule of classical logic known as the Law

 of the Excluded 
M

iddle - which says that for any proposition P, either P or not-P m
ust be true.

And if we give up the Law of the Excluded M
iddle, we will want to reject the idea that not-not-P im

plies P - the rule of 
double-negation elim

ination. This has two consequences for the proposed reductio argum
ent in favor of PAST-1.

First, and m
ore sim

ply, if we reject double-negation elim
ination, then we can reject prem

ise 5.

Second, if we reject double-negation elim
ination, then reductio ad absurdum

 is not, in general, a legitim
ate form

 of 
argum

ent. Can you see why? (Think of a reductio argum
ent as an attem

pt to show that P is true by showing that not-P 
is not true.)



W
hy, exactly, did we think that Aristotleʼs argum

ent was 
valid in the first place? That was because we took it to 
be of the form

:

PAST-1. In the past it was either true that E will happen, or it was true that E will not happen.

NEC-1. Either it is necessary that it is true that E will happen, or it is necessary that it is true that E will not happen.   
                                                                                                                                                            (PAST-1,E1)

2A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will happen, then E will happen.
3A. It is necessary that: if it is true that E will not happen, then E will not happen.

E1. Everything past is necessary.

C. Either it is necessary that E will happen, or it is necessary that E will not happen. (NEC-1, 2A, 3A)

A
n interpretation of the M

aster A
rgum

ent of D
iodorus C

ronus

Thus it seem
s that we can escape the M

aster Argum
ent against the possibility of free will if we are willing to give up the 

idea that there are truths about the future (and, in so doing, also give up the Law of the Excluded M
iddle).

Further, this sort of response to the challenge fate poses to free will runs into an obvious com
plication in a theological 

setting. After all, a traditional attribute of G
od is om

niscience - and this is taken to include knowledge of the future, 
including future hum

an free actions. But if G
od know

s things about the future, doesnʼt it follow that there m
ust be truths 

about the future? And, if so, it looks like PAST-1 will be true, leaving us without a response to the M
aster Argum

ent.

It is worth noting a connection between this sort of response to the M
aster Argum

ent and an argum
ent we have already 

discussed: M
cTaggartʼs proof of the unreality of tim

e. Rem
em

ber that in response to that argum
ent, we saw that one 

possible view was to adopt a B-theory of tim
e, and deny that there are any sim

ple properties of being past, present, or 
future (other than past, present, or future, relative to a certain tim

e in the B-series). If we adopt this view, then it does not 
seem

 as though we can deny that there are any truths about the future while accepting that there are truths about the 
past and present.

In fact, m
atters are worse than this. As Jonathan Edwards shows in the reading for today, divine foreknowledge raises 

its own problem
s for the possibility of free will.



E
d

w
ard

s lays out his argum
ent in four num

b
ered

 p
aragrap

hs, each 
of w

hich corresp
ond

s to a p
rem

ise in his argum
ent. The first is this 

one:In other w
ord

s:

1. W
e have no choice ab

out p
ast events.

In fact, m
atters are worse than this. As Jonathan Edwards shows in the reading for today, divine foreknowledge raises 

its own problem
s for the possibility of free will.

Edwards was an 18th century Am
erican philosopher, theologian 

and preacher, perhaps best known now for his serm
on, “Sinners 

in the Hands of An Angry G
od.”
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ises 1 and
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s’ argum

ent ob
viously 

im
p

ly a further claim
 ab

out the status of G
od

’s 
foreknow

led
ge of our actions.
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A
s elsew

here, E
d

w
ard

s is using “necessary” to m
ean, in p

art “b
eyond

 our control” or “som
ething w

e d
on’t have 

any choice ab
out.” If w

e focus on this, then E
d

w
ard

s’ p
oint here looks very sim

ilar to one of the key p
rem

ises in the 
conseq

uence argum
ent for the incom

p
atib

ilism
 of free w

ill and
 d

eterm
inism

: the no choice p
rincip

le.
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out p
, and

 no choice 
    ab

out the fact that if p
, then q
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4. If w
e have no choice ab

out p
, and

 no choice 
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out the fact that if p
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e have no 

    choice ab
out q
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E
d
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d
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o
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b
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 connection b

etw
een som
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eing know

n, and
 its b

eing 
true. A

n ind
issolub

le connection is one that cannot b
e b

roken - i.e., a connection w
hich is im

p
ossib

le to 
b

reak. A
nother w

ay to p
ut this is to say that the connection b
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een som

ething b
eing know

n and
 its b

eing 
true is a necessary one.

For our p
urp

oses, w
hat is im
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ortant is that if s
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 is
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c
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h
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 c
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u

t. W
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on’t, for exam
p

le, have any choice ab
out the fact that there are no round
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uares -- and
 this is p

recisely b
ecause it is im

p
ossib

le for there to b
e any round

 sq
uares. A

nd
 this is just 

another w
ay of saying that it is a necessary truth that there aren’t any.

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

E
d

w
a

rd
s
’ a

rg
u

m
e

n
t fo

r th
e

 in
c

o
m

p
a

tib
ility

 
o

f fre
e

 w
ill a

n
d

 d
iv

in
e

 fo
re

k
n

o
w

le
d

g
e



1. W
e have no choice ab

out p
ast events.

2. In the p
ast, G

od
 had

 foreknow
led

ge of our future 
    actions.

4. If w
e have no choice ab

out p
, and

 no choice 
    ab

out the fact that if p
, then q

, then w
e have no 

    choice ab
out q

.

E
d

w
ard

s is saying that there is an in
d

is
s
o

lu
b

le
 connection b

etw
een som

ething b
eing know

n, and
 its b

eing 
true. A

n ind
issolub

le connection is one that cannot b
e b

roken - i.e., a connection w
hich is im

p
ossib

le to 
b

reak. A
nother w

ay to p
ut this is to say that the connection b

etw
een som

ething b
eing know

n and
 its b

eing 
true is a necessary one.

For our p
urp

oses, w
hat is im

p
ortant is that if s

o
m

e
th

in
g

 is
 a

 n
e

c
e

s
s
a

ry
 tru

th
, it is

 n
o

t s
o

m
e

th
in

g
 th

a
t w

e
 

h
a

v
e

 a
n

y
 c

h
o

ic
e

 a
b

o
u

t. W
e d

on’t, for exam
p

le, have any choice ab
out the fact that there are no round

 
sq

uares -- and
 this is p

recisely b
ecause it is im

p
ossib

le for there to b
e any round

 sq
uares. A

nd
 this is just 

another w
ay of saying that it is a necessary truth that there aren’t any.

S
o let’s sup

p
ose w

e grant E
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 that 

N
ecessarily, if som

eone know
s that p

, then p
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s to follow
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e have just said
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out the fact that if G
od
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s that w
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ill p
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 som
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ill p
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 that action.

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
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 som
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    w
ill p
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B
ut now

 focus on p
rem

ises 3, 4, and
 5. 

P
rem

ise 3 m
entions som

ething that w
e have no 

choice ab
out. 

P
rem

ise 5 says that if w
e have no choice ab

out 
that thing, then w

e have no choice ab
out our 

future actions. 

P
rem

ise 4 says that if b
oth those things are the 

case, then w
e also have no choice ab

out our 
future actions.

Therefore, it seem
s to follow

 from
 p

rem
ises 3-5 

that:

C
. W

e have no choice ab
out w

hether w
e w

ill 
     p

erform
 som

e future action.

B
ut of course, if this is true, then w

e have no 
free w

ill.
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out p
ast events.

2. In the p
ast, G

od
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 foreknow
led

ge of our future 
    actions.

4. If w
e have no choice ab

out p
, and
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    ab
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, then q
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e have no 

    choice ab
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out the fact that if G
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C
. W

e have no choice ab
out w

hether w
e w

ill 
     p

erform
 som

e future action.

__________________________________________

This argum
ent is sim

ilar in form
 to the conseq

uence argum
ent. In that argum

ent w
e 

assum
ed

 that d
eterm

inism
 is true and

 d
erived

 the result that w
e have no choice ab

out 
future actions. That argum

ent, if successful, estab
lished

 the cond
itional claim

 that if 
d

eterm
inism

 is true, th
e

n
 w

e have no free w
ill.

In th
is argum

ent w
e assum

e not that d
eterm

inism
 is true, b

ut rather that G
od

 know
s w

hat 
actions w

e w
ill p

erform
 in the future. From

 this assum
p

tion w
e d

erived
 the result that w

e 
have no choice ab

out future actions. S
o

 th
is

 a
rg

u
m

e
n

t, if s
u

c
c

e
s
s
fu

l, e
s
ta

b
lis

h
e

s
 th

e
 

c
o

n
d

itio
n

a
l c

la
im

 th
a

t if G
o

d
 k

n
o

w
s
 o

f o
u

r fu
tu

re
 a

c
tio

n
s
, th

e
n

 w
e

 h
a

v
e

 n
o

 fre
e

 w
ill.

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

M
ost trad

itional C
hristian view

s, as w
ell as the view

s of m
any other religions, hold

 b
oth that 

w
e have free w

ill, and
 that G

od
 know

s in ad
vance w

hat w
e are going to d

o. To d
efend

 this 
view

, one need
s to find

 a flaw
 in E

d
w

ard
s’ argum

ent.
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O
n the face of it, there are four p
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ight reject: 1, 2, 4, and

 5. B
ut it is 
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orth noting at the outset that there is an im

m
ed

iate p
rob
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, from

 the p
oint of view
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ith rejecting p
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oint of religious b
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ut, as w

e noted
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free w
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efense, this sort of exp

lanation only m
akes sense if free w
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.
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1. W
e have no choice ab

out p
ast events.

2. In the p
ast, G

od
 had

 foreknow
led

ge of our future 
    actions.

4. If w
e have no choice ab

out p
, and

 no choice 
    ab

out the fact that if p
, then q

, then w
e have no 

    choice ab
out q

.
5. W

e have no choice ab
out the fact that if G

od
 

    know
s that w

e w
ill p

erform
 som

e action, then w
e 

    w
ill p

erform
 that action.

C
. W

e have no choice ab
out w

hether w
e w

ill 
     p

erform
 som

e future action.

__________________________________________

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)
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p
tion of the argum

ent is that G
od

 knew
 in

 th
e

 
p

a
s
t w

hat w
e w

ill d
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e. This view
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od
 

and
 tim
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as d

enied
 b

y Thom
as A
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m
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__________________________________________
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od
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ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p
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 a certain action. (1,2)

If A
q

uinas is right ab
out this, then it looks like 
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d

w
ard

s’ argum
ent is false.
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q

uinas’ resp
onse to this 

argum
ent is not that w

hat A
q

uinas says ab
out G

od
 

existing outsid
e of tim

e is false, b
ut that, even if he 

is right, there seem
s to b

e a w
ay to reform

ulate 
E

d
w

ard
s’ argum

ent and
 still show

 the 
incom

p
atib

ility of free w
ill and

 d
ivine 

foreknow
led

ge.
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 a certain action. (1,2)

If A
q

uinas is right ab
out this, then it looks like 

p
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ise 2 of E
d

w
ard

s’ argum
ent is false.

O
ne m

ain p
rob

lem
 w

ith A
q

uinas’ resp
onse to this 

argum
ent is not that w

hat A
q

uinas says ab
out G

od
 

existing outsid
e of tim

e is false, b
ut that, even if he 

is right, there seem
s to b

e a w
ay to reform

ulate 
E

d
w

ard
s’ argum

ent and
 still show

 the 
incom

p
atib

ility of free w
ill and

 d
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foreknow
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ge.
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ulation m

ight w
ork. W
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ises 1 and
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still to d
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1*. W
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e of tim
e.

2*. G
od
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led
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e of tim

e.
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od
’s having know

led
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A
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rem
ises 1* and

 2* as p
lausib

le as the original p
rem

ises 1 and
 2? If so, then A

q
uinas’ view

 shifts the 
p

rob
lem

 of free w
ill and

 foreknow
led

ge, b
ut d

oes not solve it.

H
ow

 m
ight A

q
uinas argue that 1*, unlike 1, is false?



A
q

uinas’ ob
jection focuses on p

rem
ise 2 of E

d
w

ard
s’ 

argum
ent. A

 q
uite d

ifferent rep
ly focuses on p

rem
ise 1 

of E
d

w
ard

s’ argum
ent.

This rep
ly to the 

p
rob

lem
 of free w

ill 
and

 foreknow
led

ge 
is often associated

 
w

ith W
illiam

 of 
O

ckham
, an 

E
nglish 

p
hilosop

her and
 

theologian w
ho 

w
as b

orn ab
out 15 

years after 
A

q
uinas’ d

eath, in 
1288.

The d
enial of p

rem
ise 1 m

ight, at first glance, seem
 rid

iculous. A
b

sent tim
e m

achines, how
 can w

e have 
p

ow
er over the p

ast?
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2. In the p
ast, G

od
 had

 foreknow
led

ge of our future 
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4. If w
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, and

 no choice 
    ab

out the fact that if p
, then q

, then w
e have no 

    choice ab
out q

.

5. W
e have no choice ab

out the fact that if G
od

 
    know

s that w
e w

ill p
erform

 som
e action, then w
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    w

ill p
erform

 that action.

C
. W

e have no choice ab
out w

hether w
e w

ill 
     p

erform
 som

e future action.

__________________________________________

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)
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q

uinas’ ob
jection focuses on p

rem
ise 2 of E

d
w

ard
s’ 

argum
ent. A

 q
uite d

ifferent rep
ly focuses on p

rem
ise 1 

of E
d

w
ard

s’ argum
ent.

The d
enial of p

rem
ise 1 m

ight, at first glance, seem
 rid

iculous. A
b

sent tim
e m

achines, how
 can w

e have 
p

ow
er over the p

ast?

To see w
hy this m

ight not b
e rid

iculous, consid
er the overlooked

 p
hilosop

hical p
rob

lem
 of the incom

p
atib

ility 
of free w

ill and
 room

m
ate foreknow

led
ge.

It seem
s that som

etim
es, your room

m
ate can know

 w
hat you w

ill d
o; for exam

p
le, the follow

ing m
ight b

e true:

A
s 10 am

 tod
ay, your room

m
ate knew

 that you w
ould

 eat a ham
b

urger for lunch.

N
ow

 im
agine that at noon you are in the d

ining hall, ab
out to grab

 a ham
b

urger, w
hen you are sud

d
enly 

overcom
e w

ith an unlikely d
esire for a fish sand

w
ich. D

o you have a choice ab
out w

hether you w
ill choose the 

ham
b

urger or the fish sand
w

ich? It seem
s that you d

o. B
ut then it also seem

s that you have a choice ab
out 

w
hether your room

m
ate, at 10 am

, knew
 that you w

ould
 eat a ham

b
urger for lunch. A

fter all, if you had
 

chosen the fish sand
w

ich, your room
m

ates b
elief that you w

ould
 eat a ham

b
urger w

ould
 have b

een false, and
 

hence n
o

t a p
iece of know

led
ge.
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2. In the p
ast, G

od
 had

 foreknow
led

ge of our future 
    actions.

4. If w
e have no choice ab

out p
, and

 no choice 
    ab

out the fact that if p
, then q

, then w
e have no 

    choice ab
out q

.
5. W
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out the fact that if G

od
 

    know
s that w

e w
ill p
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 som
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    w
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 that action.

C
. W
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hether w
e w

ill 
     p
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 som

e future action.

__________________________________________

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

This rep
ly to the 
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rob
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 of free w

ill 
and

 foreknow
led
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is often associated
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ith W
illiam
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O
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, an 

E
nglish 

p
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her and
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ho 

w
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orn ab
out 15 

years after 
A

q
uinas’ d

eath, in 
1288.
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hence n
o
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led
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B
ut, if this story is true, it follow

s that you d
o som

etim
es have a choice ab

out p
ast events: you had

 a choice 
ab

out w
hether, in the p

ast, your room
m

ate knew
 that you w

ould
 eat a ham

b
urger for lunch.

A
nother q

uestion you m
ay w
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er: d

o you have a choice ab
out w

hether, at 10 am
, it w

as tru
e that 

you w
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 eat a ham
b
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 w
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 this affect the M

aster A
rgum

ent for fatalism
?
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w
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argum
ent. A

 q
uite d

ifferent rep
ly focuses on p

rem
ise 1 

of E
d

w
ard

s’ argum
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B
ut, if this story is true, it follow

s that you d
o som

etim
es have a choice ab

out p
ast events: you had

 a choice 
ab

out w
hether, in the p

ast, your room
m

ate knew
 that you w

ould
 eat a ham

b
urger for lunch.

N
ow

 can you im
agine a variant of the case in w

hich you have a choice ab
out w

hether your room
m

ate even 
b

elieved
 that you w

ould
 eat a ham

b
urger for lunch?

This d
oes not seem

 p
ossib

le: it seem
s that w

hile you d
o have a choice ab

out w
hether your room

m
ate at som

e 
tim

e in the p
ast knew

 som
ething ab

out your b
ehavior, you d

o not have a choice ab
out w

hether your 
room

m
ate at som

e tim
e in the p

ast b
elieved

 som
ething ab

out your b
ehavior. This m

ight lead
 you to think that 

there are som
e p

ast events that w
e d

o have a choice ab
out, and

 som
e that w

e d
o not. This is w

hat O
ckham

 
thought. O

ne m
ight exp

ress this id
ea b

y saying that som
e facts ab

out the p
ast are h

a
rd

 fa
c

ts -- facts ab
out 

w
hich w

e have no choice -- w
hereas other facts ab

out the p
ast are s

o
ft fa

c
ts -- facts ab

out w
hich w

e d
o 

have a choice.
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ifferent rep
ly focuses on p
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ise 1 

of E
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w
ard
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oes not seem
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ossib

le: it seem
s that w

hile you d
o have a choice ab

out w
hether your room
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ast events that w
e d
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e that w
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o not. This is w

hat O
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thought. O

ne m
ight exp

ress this id
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y saying that som
e facts ab
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ast are h

a
rd
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c
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out 

w
hich w

e have no choice -- w
hereas other facts ab

out the p
ast are s

o
ft fa

c
ts -- facts ab

out w
hich w

e d
o 

have a choice.

Let’s grant that there is such a d
istinction b

etw
een hard

 and
 soft facts. For O

ckham
’s rep

ly to this argum
ent to 

w
ork, w

e need
 m

ore than the id
ea that there is such a d

istinction: w
e also need

 to assum
e that facts ab

out 
w

hat G
od

 know
s are soft facts.
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ge of our future 
    actions.

4. If w
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, then q
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.
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od
 

    know
s that w
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__________________________________________

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

A
t first, this m

ight seem
 very p

lausib
le: after all, w

e have alread
y seen that facts ab

out w
hat your room

m
ate 

know
s are soft facts. W

hy not then also facts ab
out w

hat G
od

 know
s?

This rep
ly to the 

p
rob

lem
 of free w

ill 
and

 foreknow
led

ge 
is often associated
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ith W
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 of 
O

ckham
, an 
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nglish 

p
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her and
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ho 
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out 15 

years after 
A
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eath, in 
1288.
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ent to 

w
ork, w

e need
 m

ore than the id
ea that there is such a d

istinction: w
e also need

 to assum
e that facts ab

out 
w

hat G
od

 know
s are soft facts.

E
d

w
a

rd
s
’ a

rg
u

m
e

n
t fo

r th
e

 in
c

o
m

p
a

tib
ility

 o
f 

fre
e

 w
ill a

n
d

 d
iv

in
e

 fo
re

k
n

o
w

le
d

g
e

1
. W

e
 h

a
v
e

 n
o

 c
h

o
ic

e
 a

b
o

u
t p

a
s
t e

v
e

n
ts

.

2. In the p
ast, G

od
 had

 foreknow
led

ge of our future 
    actions.

4. If w
e have no choice ab

out p
, and

 no choice 
    ab

out the fact that if p
, then q

, then w
e have no 

    choice ab
out q

.
5. W

e have no choice ab
out the fact that if G

od
 

    know
s that w

e w
ill p

erform
 som

e action, then w
e 

    w
ill p

erform
 that action.

C
. W

e have no choice ab
out w

hether w
e w

ill 
     p

erform
 som

e future action.

__________________________________________

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

A
t first, this m

ight seem
 very p

lausib
le: after all, w

e have alread
y seen that facts ab

out w
hat your room

m
ate 

know
s are soft facts. W

hy not then also facts ab
out w

hat G
od

 know
s?

B
ut think for a m

om
ent ab

out w
hy you had

 som
e control over w

hether, tw
o hours ago, your room

m
ate knew

 
w

hat you w
ould

 d
o: this w

as b
ecause you had

 the p
ow

er to d
o som

ething w
hich is such that, if you d

id
 that 

thing, your room
m

ate’s b
elief w

ould
 have b

een false, and
 hence w

ould
 not have b

een know
led

ge. B
ut d

o w
e 

have the p
ow

er to d
o som

ething w
hich is such that, if w

e d
id

 that thing w
e w

ould
 have m

ad
e one of G

od
’s 

b
eliefs false? This seem

s unlikely; it d
oes not seem

 to b
e w

ithin our p
ow

er to m
ake G

od
 less than om

niscient.

This rep
ly to the 

p
rob

lem
 of free w

ill 
and

 foreknow
led

ge 
is often associated

 
w

ith W
illiam

 of 
O

ckham
, an 

E
nglish 

p
hilosop

her and
 

theologian w
ho 

w
as b

orn ab
out 15 

years after 
A

q
uinas’ d

eath, in 
1288.
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3. W
e have no choice ab
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od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

B
ut think for a m
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ent ab

out w
hy you had

 som
e control over w

hether, tw
o hours ago, your room

m
ate knew

 
w

hat you w
ould
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o: this w

as b
ecause you had

 the p
ow

er to d
o som

ething w
hich is such that, if you d

id
 that 

thing, your room
m

ate’s b
elief w

ould
 have b

een false, and
 hence w

ould
 not have b

een know
led

ge. B
ut d

o w
e 

have the p
ow

er to d
o som

ething w
hich is such that, if w

e d
id

 that thing w
e w

ould
 have m

ad
e one of G

od
’s 

b
eliefs false? This seem

s unlikely; it d
oes not seem

 to b
e w

ithin our p
ow

er to m
ake G

od
 less than om

niscient.

S
o w

hy m
ight facts ab

out w
hat G

od
 knew

 1000 years ago b
e soft facts, rather than hard

 facts? This is the key 
q

uestion w
hich d

efend
ers of O

ckham
’s solution to this p

rob
lem

 m
ust answ

er. That is, they m
ust exp

lain w
hy it 

is the case that

E
ven though it is im

p
ossib

le for m
e to change the p

ast, it is now
 in m

y p
ow

er to p
erform

 som
e action 

w
hich is such that, if I p

erform
ed

 that action, G
od

 w
ould

 have had
 d

ifferent b
eliefs 1000 years ago.

The d
ifficulty for the d

efend
er of this solution is, that is, to exp

lain how
 w

hat G
od

 b
elieved

 1000 years ago is 
not som

ething w
hich is now

 com
p

letely out of m
y control. This rep

ly to the 
p

rob
lem

 of free w
ill 

and
 foreknow

led
ge 

is often associated
 

w
ith W

illiam
 of 

O
ckham

, an 
E

nglish 
p

hilosop
her and

 
theologian w

ho 
w

as b
orn ab

out 15 
years after 
A

q
uinas’ d

eath, in 
1288.



The strategies of A
q

uinas and
 O

ckham
 are each w

ays 
of trying to show

 that free w
ill and

 d
ivine 

foreknow
led

ge are c
o

m
p

a
tib

le. B
ut one m

ight, of 
course, also sim

p
ly accep

t E
d

w
ard

s’ argum
ent, and

 
say that d

ivine foreknow
led

ge and
 free w

ill are 
in

c
o

m
p

a
tib

le
.
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c
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e

 w
ill a

n
d
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k
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o
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le
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g
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e have no choice ab
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ast events.

2. In the p
ast, G

od
 had

 foreknow
led

ge of our future 
    actions.

4. If w
e have no choice ab

out p
, and

 no choice 
    ab

out the fact that if p
, then q

, then w
e have no 

    choice ab
out q

.
5. W

e have no choice ab
out the fact that if G

od
 

    know
s that w

e w
ill p

erform
 som

e action, then w
e 

    w
ill p

erform
 that action.

C
. W

e have no choice ab
out w

hether w
e w

ill 
     p

erform
 som

e future action.

__________________________________________

3. W
e have no choice ab

out G
od

’s know
ing that in 

    the future I w
ill p

erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

D
efend

ers of this p
osition m

ust, then, either d
eny that 

w
e have free w

ill, or d
eny that G

od
 know

s in ad
vance 

w
hat w

e are going to d
o. W

e have alread
y consid

ered
 

som
e of the p

rob
lem

s w
ith d

enying the existence of 
free w

ill; let’s consid
er w

hether it is p
lausib

le to d
eny 

the existence of d
ivine foreknow

led
ge. (W

e’re asking, 
of course, w

hether it is p
lausib

le for a religious b
eliever 

to d
eny d

ivine foreknow
led

ge; atheists of course d
eny 

that there is any such thing.)

A
n initial p

rob
lem

 facing this strategy is to exp
lain w

hy this is not sim
p

ly a d
enial of the thesis that G

od
 is om

niscient.

H
ere I think that one w

ho d
enies d

ivine foreknow
led

ge should
 say som

ething like this:

“To say that G
od

 is om
niscient is to say that G

od
 know

s all the facts. To d
eny that G

od
 is 

om
niscient, then, is to say that there is at least one fact that G

od
 d

oes not know
. B

ut I am
 

not saying that. I am
 not saying that b

ecause, w
hile I a

m
 saying that G

od
 d

oes not know
 

w
hether, in five m

inutes, I w
ill sing the fight song, I am

 n
o

t saying that there is a fact 
ab

out w
hether, in five m

inutes, I w
ill sing the fight song. I d

on’t think that there are such 
facts; ind

eed
, I d

on’t think that there are any facts (yet) ab
out w

hich free actions I w
ill and

 
w

ill not p
erform

. S
o, I d

on’t think that there are any facts that G
od

 d
oes not know

.”

Is this a sufficient rep
ly to the ob

jection? 
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out G
od

’s know
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    the future I w
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erform
 a certain action. (1,2)

D
efend

ers of this p
osition m

ust, then, either d
eny that 

w
e have free w

ill, or d
eny that G

od
 know

s in ad
vance 

w
hat w

e are going to d
o. W

e have alread
y consid

ered
 

som
e of the p

rob
lem

s w
ith d

enying the existence of 
free w

ill; let’s consid
er w

hether it is p
lausib

le to d
eny 

the existence of d
ivine foreknow

led
ge. (W

e’re asking, 
of course, w

hether it is p
lausib

le for a religious b
eliever 

to d
eny d

ivine foreknow
led

ge; atheists of course d
eny 

that there is any such thing.)

A
 second

 kind
 of w

orry ab
out the d

enial of d
ivine foreknow

led
ge com

es sp
ecific view

s w
hich are a p

art of the b
eliefs of 

various religions. 

In the case of C
hristianity, for exam

p
le, various p

assages in b
oth the O

ld
 and

 N
ew

 Testam
ents seem

 to im
p

ly the 
existence of d

ivine foreknow
led

ge. C
onsid

er, for exam
p

le the follow
ing w

ell-know
n p

assage from
 the G

osp
el of 

M
atthew

, in w
hich Jesus is sp

eaking to P
eter:

“Truly, I tell you, this very night, b
efore the rooster crow

s, you w
ill d

eny m
e three tim

es.”

O
ne w

ho d
enies d

ivine foreknow
led

ge seem
s forced

 into saying either that Jesus d
id

 not really know
 w

hat he said
, or 

that P
eter’s d

enial w
as not free. O

ne thing to think ab
out is w

hether these are the only op
tions, and

 w
hether either of 

these is p
lausib

le.


