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Andrea C. Bottani and Riccardo Fedriga

Ockham, Plantinga and the Row of Ants

1

For millennia, philosophers have discussed whether divine omniscience is compatible with human freedom – conceived of in a libertarian way – or not. If libertarianism is true, some actions are free and no action is free unless it is within the agent’s power to act otherwise. If God is omniscient, however, He completely knows how I will act in the future, which seems to entail that it is never within my power to act otherwise, provided I cannot change God’s past beliefs. Therefore, I am not free in the libertarian sense, or so it seems. In a nutshell, the problem is that every action that follows from a free choice entails a contingent view of the future, which nonetheless appears fixed to the constraint of the divine knowledge that foreknows it.1

This problem has a long history. It was addressed, discussed and purportedly solved by a number of authors, among which Augustine, Boethius, Anselm, Aquinas, Ockham, Molina and various open theists, and has raised renewed interest after Nelson Pike’s article “Divine Omniscience and Voluntary Action” (Pike (1965)).2 In his Tractatus de Praedestinatione et de Praescientia Dei respectu futurorum contingentium (see, Ockham (1969)), Ockham famously defended the compatibility of divine omniscience and human freedom by distinguishing between past propositions secundum vocem and secundum rem. In the words of Ockham himself:

Some propositions are about the present as regards both their wording and their subject matter. Where such [propositions] are concerned, it is universally true that every true position about the present has [corresponding to it] a necessary one about the past – e.g., ‘Socrates is seated’, ‘Socrates is walking’, ‘Socrates is just’ and the like. Other propositions are about the present as regards their wording only and are equivalently about the future, since their truth depends on the truth of propositions about the future. Where such [propositions] are concerned, the rule that every true proposition about the present has [corresponding to it] a necessary one about the past is not true.3

While propositions that truly refer to the past (secundum rem, as “ Socrates was sitting” are fixed and unchangeable, others that refer to the past only verbally (secundum vocem, as “ Peter was predestined”) remain epistemically undetermined, because they are waiting to receive their proper truth-value from a state of affairs happening in the future. All foreknowledge acts fall under the latter category. Far from fixing the future, they receive their truth-value from future facts. As Nelson Pike puts it, they describe “soft” rather than “hard” facts.4 Soft facts about the past are not properly about the past and so they fail to be “accidentally necessary”. Since William of Sherwood (XIII century), medieval philosophers and theologians call necessitas per accidens the principle according to which, if a certain event or state of affairs is in the past, then there is nothing that one could do about it now.5 In common words: what’s done it is done; what has been has been. Ockham’s idea is that past divine foreknowledge, however past, is not accidentally necessary, because it is about the future. So it is within our power to act in such a way that God would not have believed what in fact he does. In Fischer’s words, Ockham’s intuition is this:

Do not think of the past fact that Jones would write the paper as forcing Jones to write the paper, or constraining what Jones has it within his power to do. Rather, think of Jones’ free decision to write the paper as explaining why it was true that Jones would write the paper. In other words, says the Ockhamist, Jones’ free decision to write the paper is the explanatory ground of the fact that, at t1, it was true that he would write the paper.6

Ockham’s solution faces a number of problems. Among others, both the notion of accidental necessity and the related concept of a hard fact stand in need of a more precise definition; it is far from clear what it is for an action to be within one’s power; and the purported “way out” seems to presuppose eternalism, being ultimately unavailable to those who are sympathetic to some anti-eternalist conception of time (since the “softness” of divine foreknowledge precisely consists in its dependence on the future foreknown fact, which requires the reality of the future).

In his famous paper “Ockham’s Way Out” Plantinga strived to clarify accidental necessity by completely detaching this notion from the idea that the past is fixed.7 It is not by contrasting the closeness of the past with the openness of the future that one can get clearer about accidental necessity, because the future is just as unchangeable as the past. Consider that, in order to change the past, one should be able to do an action A at t1 such that a proposition P, referring to the past and true at t1, becomes false at t2, after A is done, which is impossible. But then, changing the future must be equally impossible, for nobody is able to do at time t1 an action A such that before doing A, a proposition P regarding time t2 was true and after doing A that proposition is false. Take for example the proposition “Jones will write his article tomorrow at 7 p.m.”. If the proposition is true at 3 p.m., nobody can do anything at 4 p.m. that makes the proposition false after 4 p.m. Since the future is no less unchangeable than the past, accidental necessity is not to be identified with unchangeability and has nothing to do with the asymmetry in rigidity that past and future display.8

Having discarded temporal asymmetry as a criterion to define accidental necessity, Plantinga manages to define the notion in terms of power of an agent. If Jones was born in 1967, there is nothing in my power that I could do today to prevent that event from happening or to modify it in any way. So, that event is necessary per accidens.9 It is outside of my power, or so it seems. Here is a first tentative definition along these lines:


	D)
	p is accidentally necessary at t if and only if p is true at t and it is not possible both that p is true at t and that there exists an agent S and an action A such that (1) S has the power at t or later to perform A, and (2) if S were to perform A at t or later, then p would have been false.




The important point is that, in the defined sense, past acts of divine foreknowledge are not accidentally necessary. Indeed, as Plantinga argues: 1) Backtracking counterfactuals of the form “If X had refrained from doing Y at t2 then God would not have believed at t1 that X would do Y at t2” (t1 < t2) are true. 2) For many actions Y and many agents X, it is within X’s power to refrain from doing Y.

According to Plantinga, it is the counterfactual power of action that works as a signal of a missing accidental necessity.10 There are complications, however, and Plantinga imagines a case where a future action would be such that, were it to happen, even genuine past propositions (secundum rem, in Ockham’s words) referring to a hard fact would be false. Let us suppose that a colony of carpenter ants moved into Paul’s yard last Saturday; if the ants were to remain and Paul were to mow his lawn this afternoon, the colony would be destroyed. However, God intends that it be preserved. Paul will not mow his lawn this afternoon and God, who is omniscient, knew in advance this fact; but if he had foreknown instead that Paul would mow this afternoon, then he would have prevented the ants from moving in. So if Paul were to mow his lawn this afternoon, then the ants would not have moved in last Saturday. But it is within Paul’s power to mow this afternoon: if Paul has this power, then there is an action (mowing the lawn this afternoon) such that if he were to perform it, the proposition


	(E)
	That colony of carpenter ants moved into Paul’s yard last Saturday




would have been false. But (E) appears to describe a true hard fact, because it is strictly about the past. In the defined sense, (E) would not have necessitas per accidens: Plantinga concludes that not all true propositions strictly about the past (not even hard facts) are accidentally necessary in the defined sense.

Unfortunately, this kind of example can be reiterated in case of virtually all past objects and events: every individual S has the abstract power to perform an action A such that, if S were to do it, God, having foreseen it, would have refrained from creating a certain being Z, or from letting a certain event F happen. As a consequence, propositions strictly about the past (with a relation of strict implication) such as “Z existed” and “F happened” fail to be accidentally necessary and the facts that fall under accidental necessity in the defined sense become so rare that the definition seems to be hardly acceptable.11

In order to solve the difficulty, Plantinga drastically restricts the actions that an agent can perform in order to prevent non-accidentally necessary past objects or events from taking place to those he calls “basic actions” – where A is a basic action just in case an agent S can perform A directly, i.e., without having to perform another action B as a means to perform A.12 The issue is complex and controversial, so let us comment but cursorily on the difficulties faced by this proposal. A first problem is posed by the elusiveness of the notion of “basic action”. Another problem is that Plantinga is not completely clear about what he understands with our power to act so as to prevent a soft fact about the past (in particular, a divine act of foreknowledge) from taking place. As Hasker argues, to say that there are no compelling external forces preventing the agent from acting in that way is a petitio principii (it amounts to assuming that the past divine act of foreknowledge is not such a force). According to Plantinga, S has the power to act freely at t2 even if at t1 God already knows how S will act at t2, because S has the power to act at t2 in such a way that, if S were to act in that way, God would not have believed at t1 what He does (which means that His past foreknowledge is not accidentally necessary). However, Hasker argues, if the problem is showing that divine foreknowledge does not prevent our free will (understood in the libertarian way as the capacity of acting without any constraints upon one’s will), then free will is the demonstrandum and cannot be used as a premise, which is exactly what Plantinga seems to do. Indeed, Plantinga’s argument seems to go as follows: action A of S at t2 is free because S has the power to modify God’s belief at t1 in such a way that action A is free. This would be a vicious circle, with a premise in place of the conclusion and with the explanandum used as the proof of itself.13 Is there any way to escape Hasker’s criticism?
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Our aim is to defend the core of Ockham’s (and Plantinga’s) way-out by reinterpreting their compatibilism in new terms. We shall begin by arguing that God’s omniscience is incompatible with the openness of the future. Then we will show that, despite the closeness of the future, there is a fairly coherent modal sense in which it is within our power to act differently. For this modal sense to receive full articulation, a definition of hard fact is required. This is done in non-modal terms, i.e. in terms of actual grounding. So, let us begin.

Suppose that:


–S is a subject;

–A is an action;

–“does” is an abbreviation of “does, did or will do” (the same, mutatis mutandis, for “is true”, “knows” and the like.

–At t2 S does A.



Assume that:


	(i)
	the future is open: the proposition that S does A at t can be definitely true (or false) at t2 and neither true nor false at t1 (t1 < t2)


	(ii)
	A proposition is a function from possible worlds and times to truth-values (and not a function from just possible worlds to truth-values). [(ii) follows from (i). If the future is open, at least some propositions must have definite truth-values at t2 that they fail to have at t1].


	(iii)
	If S believes a proposition P at a time t, S’s belief is true just in case P is true at t (if I believe now that it is raining, for example, my belief is true just in case the proposition that it is raining is true now. And, if I believe now that it will rain tomorrow, my belief is true just in case the proposition that it will rain tomorrow is true now). Therefore, if at t S believes that p, then at t S knows that p just in case at t it is true that p (and, of


	
	course S, is justified in believing that p). And, if God is omniscient, at t God knows that p just in case at t it is true that p – just in case at t p.


	(iv)
	God exists either in time or out of time (inclusive).


	(v)
	God is omniscient.




In case God exists in time, His omniscience can consist in one of two distinct abilities:


	(v1)
	at every time at which God exists, God knows everything that is true at that time.


	(v2)
	At every time at which God exists, He knows, for every time, everything that is true at that time.




Let us say that God is omniscient1 iff (v1) is the case, while He is omniscient2 in case (v2) is the case. Obviously, omniscience2 entails omniscience1. If determinism were true, moreover, omniscience1 would entail omniscience2, for the total set of present truths would entail the total set of future truths (as well as of past truths, if one accepts some version of a strong, bi-directional determinism). In a non-deterministic world, however, omniscience1 is not equivalent to omniscience2 but weaker than the latter. A world where the future is open is a fortiori non deterministic. Therefore, in no such world omniscience1 entails omniscience2.

On the other hand, if the omniscient God is out of time, then, for any time, He knows everything that is true at that time, but there is no time at which He knows that, so He is neither omniscient1 nor omniscient2. Let us say that in such a case He is omniscient3. Omniscience3 is the exact atemporal analogue of omniscience2.

With this battery of notions and assumptions in hand, we can prove what follows.

1) IF THE FUTURE IS OPEN, GOD IS IN TIME, AND GOD IS OMNISCIENT1 BUT NOT OMNISCIENT2, THEN AT t1 GOD DOES NOT KNOW THAT S DOES A AT t2:


	1)
	At t1 it is neither true nor false that at t2 S does A
	From the openness of the future


	2)
	At t1 it is not true that at t2 S does A
	From 1


	3)
	At t1 God does not believe that at t2 S does A
	From 2, modulo (iii) and (iv)1


	4)
	At t1 God does not know that at t2 S does A
	From 3, by definition of knowledge




If at t1 God does not know that at t2 S does A, nothing in God’s knowledge prevents S from abstaining from doing A at t2. So, if God is in time and God is omniscient1 (but not omniscient2), His omniscience may seem to stop threatening human freedom. But it is not clear that it does. Consider that, either at t1 it is permanently neither true nor false that at t2 S does A, or at t1 this “becomes” true when, with the flowing of time, t2 becomes present. In the former case, nobody at t1 could make a true prediction about S’s doing A at t2. Both the proposition that at t2 S does A and its negation are indeed permanently non-true at t1. If X believes at t1 that S will do A at t2, and then, when t2 becomes present, S does A at t2, it would be incorrect to say that X ’s belief was right, i.e., that X ’s prediction was veridical. But this is utterly implausible. In the latter case, X ’s belief is neither true nor false “before”, and “then” true at the very same time, i.e. at t1. This kind of paradox is implied in the very idea of changing the past, and seems to entail a contradiction. The contradiction cannot be dispelled by postulating that X ’s belief can be both true and non-true at t1 relative to different times (neither true nor false at t1 relative to t0 and true at t1 relative to t3, for example), for this would close the future once again. The reason is that X’s belief is true at t1 relative to t2 just in case S does A at t2. So, if X’s belief is true at t1 relative to t2, S cannot refrain from doing A.

2) IF THE FUTURE IS OPEN, GOD IS IN TIME, AND GOD IS OMNISCIENT1 BUT NOT OMNISCIENT2, THEN WHAT GOD KNOWS AT t1 IS INCOMPATIBLE WITH WHAT HE KNOWS AT t2:


	1)
	At t1 it is neither true nor false that at t S does A
	From the openness of the future


	2)
	At t1 God knows that it is neither true nor false that at t2 S does A
	From 1 and (v)1


	3)
	At t1 God knows that it is not true that at t2 S does A
	From 2


	4)
	At t2 is true that S does A
	By hypothesis


	5)
	At t2 God knows that it is true that at t2 S does A
	From 4 and (v)1


	6)
	At different times God knows that it is true and it is not true that at t2 S does A
	Fom 3 and 5




3) IF THE FUTURE IS OPEN, GOD IS IN TIME, AND GOD IS OMNISCIENT2, THEN GOD’S KNOWLEDGE AT A SINGLE TIME IS INCOHERENT. BUT NO KNOWLEDGE CAN BE INCOHERENT, BY DEFINITION OF “KNOWLEDGE”:


	1)
	At t2 it is true that at t2 S does A
	By hypothesis


	2)
	God is omniscient2
	By hypothesis


	3)
	At t1 God knows that at t2 it is true that at t2 S does A
	From 1, 2


	4)
	At t1 God knows that it is true that at t2 it is true that at t2 S does A
	From 3 and ‘p iff it is true that p’


	5)
	At t1 it is neither true nor false that at t2 S does A
	From the openness of the future


	6)
	At t1 God knows that it is neither true nor false that at t2 S does A
	From 5, 2


	7)
	At t2 S does A iff at t2 it is true that at t2 S does A
	Assumption


	8)
	At t1 God knows that it is neither true nor false that
	From 6, 7


	
	at t2 it is true that at t2 S does A
	


	9)
	At t1 God knows that it is not true that at t2 it is true
	From 8


	
	that at t2 S does A
	


	10)
	At t1 God knows that it is true and it is not true that
	From 4, 9


	
	at t2 it is true that at t2 S does A
	


	11)
	God’s knowledge at t1 is incoherent
	From 10




4) IF GOD EXISTS OUTSIDE OF TIME, AND GOD IS OMNISCIENT3, THEN THE FUTURE CANNOT BE OPEN (PACE BOETHIUS).

Why should one endorse 4)? The so-called Boethian solution is grounded in the idea of a tenseless God roughly as follows.14 Suppose God exists, God is outside of time and God is omniscient. Given that God is outside of time, He has no temporal states, so it is not the case that at t1 God knows that at t2 S will do some action A. Boethius argues that, if at t1 God does not know that at t2 S will do A, then at t1 S has still the power to act differently at t2. At t1, S can still abstain from doing A at t2. But it is not clear that this is the case. Consider that, even if it is not the case that at t1 God knows that at t2 S will do A, certainly it is the case that at t1 it is true that God (atemporally) knows that at t2 S does A. Similarly, it is not in time that 2 + 2 = 4, for this is an atemporal truth. But since this is atemporally true, it is a fortiori true at the present time too, and at any other moment. If at t1, and at any other moment, it is (atemporally) true that at t2 S will do A, how could S abstain from doing A in any way? If atemporally God knows that p, then atemporally it is true that p. But if atemporally it is true that p, then at any time it is equally true that p. Consider Fine’s distinction between eternal and sempiternal truths, where an eternal truth is a proposition that is true “regardless of the time” while a sempiternal truth is a proposition that is true “whatever the time”. And consider that, as Fine rightly insists, all the eternal truths (as 2 + 2 = 4) are a fortiori sempiternal.15 Whether the Divine knowledge that closes the future preventing S from doing otherwise is located in time or outside of it, it does not seem to make a big difference for S’s incapacity to do otherwise.


3

The moral to be drawn from 1–4 is probably that Divine Omniscience, however co-inceived of, does not seem to get smoothly along with the openness of the future. So, suppose the future is closed. What would it be of S’s power to do otherwise in such a case? Is there any sense in which one might be said to be able to act otherwise in case the future is closed? Well, the future might be closed even in a non-deterministic universe. A block universe might be such that none of its temporal slice (completely) determine its subsequent slices (and each is compatible, looking in the backward direction, with more than one series of preceding slices).16 Possibility of doing otherwise might simply be logical, and physical, and chemical, and biological, and so on, compatibility of many alternative actions, with the same past.

This past, however, must be purified from “soft facts”, including facts of Divine foreknowledge. This is necessary, for no two alternative actions can be both compatible with a past in which God knows that only one of them takes place. If God knows at t1 that I do A at t2, it is true at t1 that I do A at t2, which is (logically) incompatible with my doing B instead of A at t2. How to give a clear-cut distinction between hard and soft facts about the past?

Suppose Riccardo builds a time machine, gets on the machine, writes “500 years back” on a quadrant and press the button ‘start’. After about ten minutes the notice “here we are” appears on the quadrant just beside the phrase “500 years back”. Getting off the machine, the time traveler finds himself in Duomo Square, Milan, at noon of 1st November 1614, exactly 500 years before his departure. Call ‘A’ the traveler’s action of pressing ‘start’ and ‘F’ the machine appearance in Duomo Square at noon of 1st November 1614. If Riccardo had abstained from doing A, F would not have occurred. But F is a hard fact about the past, and it is not in Riccardo’s power to bring about that a hard fact about the past had not occurred. Therefore, it is not in Riccardo’s power to abstain from doing A.

It is assumed that F is a hard fact about the past when Riccardo does A. In a sense, however, the arrival to Duomo Square at noon of 1st November 1614 is in Riccardo’s future when Riccardo does A (not in the subjective future of his personal time, but in the objective future of the physical time in which Riccardo is located: the physical time flowing inside the machine). It is not in question, of course, that F occurs 500 years before A: it does, but only outside the machine. Inside the machine, however, the temporal order is quite reversed, and F occurs ten minutes after A. It looks as if there were two temporal orderings. Many events, for example the Waterloo battle, have a place in the former ordering but not in the latter. Others, for example Riccardo yawning during the time journey, have a place in the latter ordering but not in the former. The only two events that have a place in both orderings are F and A, which occur in a reversed order in the two orderings. If you put the orderings together, you have a circle. No circle, of course, is an ordering, which becomes clear if one realizes that A can be seen both as a soft fact and as a hard fact about the past from any other point of the circle (the same can be said of every point of the circle: in the circle, any point is at once past and future relative to any other point).

When there is anything like such a temporal and causal circle, our intuitions about which facts are “hard” and which are “soft” become hopelessly confuse. No fact seems to be “absolutely hard” or “absolutely soft”, even though they seem to be more or less hard insofar as they are more or less near in the past (the nearer in the past, the harder – just as, the less near in the past they are, the nearer in the future and so the less hard). Even in cases where such a temporal and causal circle occurs, grounding does not seem to become circular.17 The reason why F occurs, indeed, is clearly that Riccardo does A, not the reverse, even though A is subsequent to F in the “common” temporal order. So, A follows F in the common temporal order while preceding F in the order of grounding. Likewise, S’s doing an action follows in the temporal order the divine foreknowledge that S will do that action, but nevertheless it is the ground of that foreknowledge, in the plain sense in which, for any p, it is the fact that p that grounds the knowledge that p, and not the reverse (nothing can be a fact because someone knows that it is a fact; rather someone can know that it is a fact because it is a fact). So, God knows that S will do A because S will do A, and not the reverse. If this is true, one might give a definition of “hard” versus “soft” in terms of grounding, regardless of temporal order, roughly along the following lines.

A fact about the past is strongly hard just in case it is grounded only in the past while it is weakly hard just in case it is ultimately grounded in the past. (Accordingly, the present fact that at t3 God will know that at t1 Paul did Y is weakly hard, for it is ultimately grounded in Paul’s having done Y in the past by being directly grounded in a future divine knowledge of that action; but divine past foreknowledge is neither strongly nor weakly hard for it is grounded in future facts, so it is a soft fact). A fact about the past is accidentally necessary just in case it is strongly hard. Interpreted in modal terms, accidental necessity is a relation between worlds, while interpreted in terms of grounding it is an intra-world relation between actual facts: the latter is, at any rate, weaker than the traditional notion of accidental necessity. An action’s being within one’s power, however, remains a modal notion: Y is within X’s power at t just in case there is a world W such that X does Y in W, and the same strongly hard facts occur before t in W and in the actual world.

Summing up: S is free in doing A at t iff it is in S’s power to abstain from doing A. And to abstain from doing A at t is in S’s power iff A’s abstention from doing A at t is (logically, physically, biologically, chemically and so on) compatible with t’s past, i.e., with the sum total of the world’s slices that are antecedent to t, purified from soft facts. Plantinga treats accidental necessity as a strictly modal notion: a fact about the past is accidentally necessary only in case there is no possible action that is capable of preventing it from taking place.18 On the other hand, he seems to understand the notion of a hard fact essentially in terms of strict “about-ness”: a hard fact is strictly about the past (it is, so to speak, intrinsic to the past). Moreover, he believes that some hard facts are not accidentally necessary insofar as there are some facts that are strictly about the past, yet the possibility of acting so as to prevent them from taking place obtains.19 We prefer to make of two notions one, by giving up the distinction between hard facts and accidentally necessary facts. Hard facts are nothing over and above accidentally necessary facts, and are conceived of in non-modal terms, as facts that are actually grounded in the past.
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In order to remain true to Ockham’s approach and avoid bending his thought to fit a contemporary framework, one must safeguard three fundamental assumptions: i) ontological parsimony, i.e. the principle that one ought not to posit the actual existence of multiple and superfluous things (res)20 by e.g., turning connotative terms into real beings; ii) the non-modality of temporal relations, according to which the term ‘time’ itself defines connotation21; and iii) the doctrine of divine simplicity, which grounds the other two. Subscribing to divine simplicity means to stick to an integrated consideration of the ontological and the theological level, just as Ockham does; but as our analysis is concerned with providing a critical reconsideration of Plantinga’s position, which separates the two levels, we opted for considering them separately too. Neo Ockhamist thinkers, like Plantinga and – from a different standpoint but in a similar methodological perspective – Hasker, seem to focus on only one of the two poles that constitute the relation between facts and acts of foreknowledge that Ockham regards as unavoidable. As a consequence of this approach, they are led to build a kind of “bridge relationships” or trans-world relationships between possible worlds, such that the ontic relatum (located in a world w1, w2, w3 and so on, according to necessity) can make the propositions of divine foreknowledge true. But this makes their solutions appear as dangerously ad hoc, that is, built just in order to justify the apodictic statement about human free will. In contrast with this approach, and in line with Ockham’s principles,we propose to merge the two notions into one, by treating hard facts on a par with accidentally necessary facts. Hard facts are always accidentally necessary, and are defined in terms of grounding, in a non-modal way (so that only the actual world is relevant in order to establish whether some facts are hard or not). We argue that, thus understood, Ockham’s way-out is by and large more viable than in Plantinga’s modal interpretation.

Indeed, we point out that, in contrast with Plantinga, Ockham postulates a relationship of bringing about which occurs completely inside this single world, which the principle of ontological parsimony and the doctrinal grounding of faith conceive of as unique. This relationship does not occur across a number of maximal sums of states of affairs (i.e. possible worlds) but across different planes within the same world – which, incidentally, guarantees a more solid grounding than that granted by the unstable range of possible worlds. Thus construed, the relationship does not need a plurality of worlds; it simply moves along a single axis, where the intensity of the entailment obtaining between events is variable, depending on whether it is the ontic or the epistemic plane that is taken into account. Once the principle by which an individual S has the possibility to act without her actions being already determined is affirmed, the free act E and the free act non-E determine which relation is brought about by the implication/capacity: the one with proposition Y or the one with proposition X. In this way, the incompatibility between the freedom of human will and the necessitating foreknowledge of God is solved by moving them both into different worlds (states of affairs), in a disposition, as it were, which links the divine act of knowledge with the corresponding factual event; such a link does not constitute a simple logical possibility but rather a possible and existing state of affairs (even in the peculiar form of a possible world). This approach enabled Ockham to account for those propositions (e.g. future contingents, prophecies) that are neither true nor false as far as the reference is concerned, given that they rest on future states of affairs that are not yet closed. Such propositions, however, are determinately true according to a truth-value that rests on the premises confirmed by logica fidei (i.e. an epistemic logic of religious belief) and not on the accidental necessity of the past. In Ockham’s view, theology is the language that provides the viator (i.e the man walking this path of life) with the pragmatic rules for connecting res on the plane of ontological grounding. Those rules, nonetheless, are not to be understood as actual components of reality, insofar as they are mere connotative terms by which human language is able to understand the relationships that occur between actual things.

The interest in recovering Ockham’s original solution, therefore, does not lie with the requirements of philological strictness or historical accuracy; rather, it is due to the fact that Ockham’s theory provides a clear and efficient tool for discussing the problems of theological compatibilism: namely, the notion of a unique world, the uniqueness of which guarantees the grounding’s necessity and in which events must be conceived of as poles in a relationship of variable intensity. It is in this area of Ockham’s thought that one may find an answer to the still open question concerning whether Ockham’s way-out is, in any sense, available to non-eternalists too.
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Paul Clavier

The Importance of Being Timeless

Eternity is very long, especially toward the end.

A great amount of literature has been devoted to the relationship of God to time. Can we conceive of a timeless personal being? Or even of a timeless being at all? And, granted that the concept of a timeless being be free of contradiction, is it compatible with other attributes or attitudes traditionally ascribed to God, like omniscience, interactive dialogue with created beings, providence, foreknowledge? If, as Nelson Pike suggests, timelessness is not to be deduced from other divine attributes, on which grounds are we to discuss whether it may be ascribed to God?

Another concern is the great variety of views about the nature of time, not only in philosophical debates, but even in everyday’s worldview. Because of this variety, it is not easy to get an univocal description of “timelessness”. I will assume the following: ascribing timelessness to God would not be relevant if we were adopting the thesis of “unreality of time”. If time does not exist, if there are no truly temporal relations nor properties, being timeless amounts to a tautological predicate. In order to be relevant, God’s timelessness has to be contrasted with truly temporal modes of existence. Let us grant that some beings, and in particular some agents are – at least partly – temporal beings. Let us assume that there is the A-series of time, that we experience as a passage of the time, consisting in past, present and future instants relatively to the frame of reference of a temporal observer. Let us grant that tensed propositions describe something very important about the world. I will first run through arguments pro and contra divine timelessness. I will then inquire into what a timeless God is supposed to miss. By the way, I will shortly consider some unexpected advantages of divine timelessness as regards the problem of theodicy. I will then focus on the traditional problem of compatibility of God’s omniscience and libertarian freedom, and consider to which extent God’s timelessness can solve the riddle. I will finally inquire into whether a timeless sovereign God undermines the libertarian freedom of creatures.

1Eighteen short arguments for and against divine timelessness

Let us first spell out some motives of denying or of ascribing timelessness to God. One reason for preferring a temporal God is the worry of keeping the highest possible amount of analogy between our current concepts and the concepts involved in various versions of theism. This can be expressed through the following argument:

1.
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