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From the Fixity of the Past to the Fixity of the Independent 

Forthcoming in Philosophical Studies 

Abstract: There is an old but powerful argument for the claim that exhaustive divine 

foreknowledge is incompatible with the freedom to do otherwise. A crucial ingredient in 

this argument is the principle of the “Fixity of the Past” (FP). A seemingly new response 

to this argument has emerged, the so-called “dependence response,” which involves, 

among other things, abandoning FP for an alternative principle, the principle of the 

“Fixity of the Independent” (FI). This paper presents three arguments for the claim that 

FI ought to be preferred to FP. 
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Suppose 1,000 years ago, God knew (and hence believed) that you would read this paper 

today. Given God’s essential omniscience, if you had done otherwise than read this paper 

today, God wouldn’t have had that past belief. So, if it was in your power to do otherwise, 

then it was in your power to perform an action that would have required the past to be 

different. But no agent has the power to perform an action that would have required the 

past to be different – the past is “fixed.” So, if 1,000 years ago, God knew that you would 

read this paper today, then it was not in your power to do otherwise. And there is nothing 

special about this particular example, so the result generalizes: divine foreknowledge and 
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the freedom to do otherwise are incompatible.1 Let’s call this the “incompatibility” 

argument. 

Several authors have marshalled a seemingly new response to the incompatibility 

argument, what I’ll call the “dependence response.”2 The dependence response has two 

key claims. Consider the premise in the argument above that no agent has the power to 

perform an action that would have required the past to be different. This premise is often 

called the principle of the “Fixity of the Past” (FP henceforth). Somewhat more formally, 

I’ll understand FP as follows: 

FP: Agent S can perform action X at time t (in world w) only if there is a 

world, w’, such that w’ has the same past as w up until t and S performs X 

at t.3  

The first key claim of the dependence response is that FP ought to be abandoned, in some 

sense, for an alternative principle, what I’ll be calling the principle of the “Fixity of the 

Independent” (FI henceforth). According to FI, it is not the past per se that is fixed, but 

rather those facts which are in no way dependent (in the relevant way) on the agent’s 

current behavior; if a fact, even a past fact, is dependent on the agent’s current behavior, 

then contra FP, it is not necessarily fixed. 

Now it’s a bit tricky specifying the relevant notion of “dependence,” but I’ll be 

understanding it in terms of explanatory dependence. Roughly, a fact, F1, is explanatorily 

 
1 This argument has been around, in some form or another, for quite some time. See Pike (1965) for the 
classic presentation. 
2 See Merricks (2009; 2011), McCall (2011), Westphal (2011), and Swenson (2016). For dissent, see 
Fischer & Todd (2011), Todd & Fischer (2013), and Fischer & Tognazzini (2014). Arguably, the 
dependence response even has ancient roots. See Origen (c. 246/2002). 
3 This formulation is slightly amended from Fischer (2011). For further discussion of FP see Fischer (1994; 
ch. 4) and Holliday (2012). 
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dependent on another fact, F2, just in case F2 at least partly explains F1; F1 is thus 

explanatorily independent of F2 just in case F2 does not even partly explain F1.4 The notion 

of explanation here is meant to be very broad: it is meant to include logical, conceptual, 

metaphysical, and even nomic/causal explanation. For example, the fact that the ball is 

colored is explanatorily dependent on the fact that it is red; the fact that the singleton 

{Socrates} exists is explanatorily dependent on the fact that Socrates exists; the fact that 

the window shattered is explanatorily dependent on the fact that Sam threw a rock at it.5  

Intuitively, FI claims that it is those facts which are in no way explained by the 

agent’s behavior at time t which are fixed for the agent at t. Somewhat more formally, I’ll 

understand FI as follows:  

FI: Agent S can perform action X at time t (in world w) only if there is a 

world, w’, such that all of the facts in w that are distinct from and 

explanatorily independent of the facts constituting S’s behavior at t hold in 

w’ and S performs X at t.6 

It is quite plausible that many of the facts about the past are in no way explained by any 

agent’s current behavior and, hence, there may be relatively few cases where FP implies 

that a fact is fixed but FI does not. (This also means that many of the cases that support 

FP would seem to support FI equally well.) But this is where the second key claim of the 

 
4 One might wonder about cases of overdetermination, where two unrelated facts are both full 
explanations for some third. This definition implies that the third fact is explanatorily dependent on both 
facts, which might seem strange. For the purposes of this paper, I’ll put the issue of overdetermination 
aside. Thank you to Ryan Wasserman for bringing this to my attention.  
5 See Swenson (2016, p. 660-61) for discussion of similar examples. For expository purposes, I’ll 
sometimes have the “explanatory dependence” relation take events rather than facts as relata. Nothing of 
substance hangs on this.  
6 This formulation is inspired by, albeit distinct from, Swenson's formulation (2016), as Swenson restricts 
FI to explanatorily independent past facts. 
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dependence response comes in, namely, that the relevant facts about God’s past beliefs 

are an exception: that, for example, 1,000 years ago God believed that you would read this 

paper today because you are reading this paper today, not the other way around.7 

If both of the key claims of the dependence response are correct, then the 

incompatibility argument is undermined. The relevant facts about God’s past beliefs, 

being dependent on our current behavior, are not necessarily fixed and so are not in 

themselves a threat to our freedom. However, while others have done a nice job of 

articulating the dependence response,8 not much has been done in the way of arguing for 

it. And even when arguments have been presented, they are often explicated in a 

somewhat confusing or dialectically suspicious way. John Martin Fischer, a prominent 

advocate of the incompatibility argument above, puts his thoughts about the dependence 

response like this:  

But why not accept the Dependence Solution? I simply find the fixity of the hard 

past extremely plausible… So, for me, it is dependence, and not hardness [of the 

past], that is neither here nor there, with regard to fixity… What we have, on the 

Dependence Solution, is this: some hard facts about the past have an additional 

feature – they are explanatorily dependent on the relevant action. But why would 

this in itself imply that the agent has control over the hard facts in question? (2017, 

pp. 82-84, emphasis in text.) 

 
7 One might wonder what sense of “because” is at play here. Wasserman (forthcoming) argues that the 
dependence theorist ought to understand it in a causal sense; others, like Merricks (2009), seem to 
understand it in a logical or metaphysical sense. I’ll set this issue aside, as I’ll be arguing that if God’s 
relevant past beliefs are explained in any sense by the agent’s behavior, then God’s relevant past beliefs 
are no threat to freedom. 
8 Again, see Merricks (2009; 2011), McCall (2011), Westphal (2011), Swenson (2016), Cyr & Law 
(forthcoming), and Wasserman (forthcoming). 
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In particular, Fischer seems open to the suggestion that God’s relevant past beliefs are 

explained, in some sense, by the agent’s behavior, but denies that this is germane to 

freedom. That is, he seems willing to grant the second claim of the dependence response 

but denies the first. And given the current paucity of arguments for either claim of the 

dependence response, it seems that this is a perfectly respectable position. More 

generally, for those sympathetic to the incompatibility argument, there isn’t much 

pressure to accept the dependence response. 

The goal of this paper is to add that pressure. I focus exclusively on the first claim 

of the dependence response, offering three arguments for the claim that FI is to be 

preferred to FP. In particular, I will be arguing that FP is at best a derivative principle, 

and that FI is the deeper principle. If successful, this implies that views like Fischer’s are 

untenable: that if facts about God’s relevant past beliefs are explained by facts about the 

agent’s behavior, then they are not necessarily a threat to the agent’s freedom.9 

1 The Asymmetry Between Past and Future 

The first argument centers around a commonplace asymmetry, namely, that although it 

is quite intuitive that the past is beyond our control or fixed, it is quite unintuitive that 

the future is beyond our control or fixed. On the contrary, most of us think of the future 

as being (somewhat) under our control. But what explains the difference? Why is the past 

beyond our control but not necessarily the future?10 

 
9 Arguably, other authors who deny the first claim of the dependence response but are willing to accept 
the second include Todd (2013a) and (unsurprisingly) Todd & Fischer (2013). 
10 Merricks (2009) also focuses on this asymmetry, although Merricks’s argument is unsatisfactory in at 
least two ways. First, he does not explicitly formulate FI and consider its relation to FP. Second, he does 
not spend adequate time considering alternative explanations of this asymmetry (or related ones). 
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Here is part of an answer: the past is beyond our control or fixed because it is 

beyond our “causal reach.” No effect precedes its cause. Hence, nothing we do now can 

have any kind of causal effect on the past. But the future is plainly within our causal reach 

– many of the things we do now could have a causal effect on the future.11  

This is only a partial answer, though. In order for this answer to be relevant, we 

must make something like the following presupposition: if a part of the world is beyond 

an agent’s causal reach, then that part of the world is fixed for the agent; otherwise, it isn’t 

(necessarily) fixed. But that presupposition is right in line with FI. If some event is beyond 

an agent’s causal reach, then the event is in no way causally explained by the agent’s 

behavior. And if we assume that the event is not explained by the agent’s behavior in some 

non-causal way, which seems plausible in ordinary cases, it follows that the event is 

explanatorily independent of the agent’s behavior. So, FI seems to imply that, in ordinary 

cases, if a part of the world is beyond an agent’s causal reach, then that part of the world 

is fixed for the agent. 

Thus FI, in conjunction with the claim that effects do not precede their causes, has 

a straightforward and powerful explanation for the asymmetry between the past and 

future in ordinary cases. It’s important to notice that none of this implies that FP is false. 

On the contrary, the asymmetry between past and future presupposes that something like 

FP is (generally) true. Nonetheless, there are two important and related implications to 

be drawn. First, it implies that FP, if true, is only contingently true. Consider worlds, if 

there are any, where effects routinely precede their causes, where there is rampant 

 
11 Many have discussed this claim, but a particularly insightful and pertinent discussion is in Sartorio 
(2015). 
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“backwards causation.” In such worlds, FI delivers results quite distinct from FP. For 

agents living in worlds with rampant backwards causation, the past is often within their 

causal reach and, hence, partly explained by their current behavior. Thus, FI does not 

imply that the past is fixed for such agents. 

Even some of the most ardent defenders of FP recognize this point. For instance, 

John Martin Fischer and Patrick Todd say “…if we can causally affect the past or directly 

change it, this would certainly call (FP) into question” (2011, p. 105 n14).  They even go so 

far as to say that the absence of backwards causation is a “prerequisite” of FP (p. 104). But 

this admission, that FP presupposes an absence of backwards causation, leads to the 

second implication: that FP, at best, is only a derivative principle, and that FI (or 

something similar) is the deeper, more general principle. And if FI is the deeper and more 

general principle, then in cases where FP and FI deliver distinct results, the deliverances 

of FI ought to be preferred.  

Perhaps the jump to FI here is too quick, though. In particular, let’s explore other 

ways that one could justify the asymmetry between past and future without invoking FI. 

I can think of at least three plausible suggestions: (i) appeal to the so-called “growing-

block” theory of time; (ii) appeal to the past being “over and done with”; and (iii) appeal 

to some principle less general than FI. Let’s take each suggestion in turn. 

The growing-block theory of time holds, roughly, that the past and present are real 

but the future is not, and the universe “grows” as time moves on. Many authors endorse 

the growing-block theory precisely because the past seems fixed while the future does not. 

According to these authors, the fact that the past exists, but the future does not, explains 
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this asymmetry.12 If this explanation is successful, then it would seem to vindicate FP 

without a commitment to anything like FI. 

There are at least two reasons for preferring FI’s explanation to the growing-block 

theory’s explanation. First, being a controversial view in the philosophy of time, the 

growing-block theory faces some pressing objections.13 In contrast, FI seems compatible 

with most any view in the philosophy of time and, thus, is the more ecumenical 

explanation.14 Surely, that is a point in favor of FI.  Second, and more substantively, even 

if the growing-block theory successfully explains the asymmetry of control over past and 

future, there is another asymmetry involving control that it fails to explain. While we 

presumably have control over some parts of the future, there seem to be parts of the future 

that we plainly do not have control over. For instance, while we seem to have some control 

over what happens on the surface of the Earth in the next ten minutes, we do not seem to 

have any control over what happens on the surface of Pluto in the next ten minutes.  

What explains this difference? Here’s a familiar suggestion: in ordinary cases, in 

order to have control over a part of the world, it needs to be within our causal reach. Given 

that much of the future, such as what happens on Pluto in the next ten minutes, is beyond 

 
12 For a thorough defense of the growing-block theory, see Tooley (1997). 
13 First, since the growing-block theory of time is a version of the A-theory of time, it inherits all of the 
objections to the A-theory. See Mellor (1998) and Sider (2001). Second, there are objections unique to the 
growing-block theory. See Merricks (2006), Forrest (2006), and Briggs & Forbes (2012) for discussion. 
14 It might be claimed that FI is inconsistent with Presentism, the view that only the present time is real, 
as FI seems to require cross-temporal relations, and Presentism has difficulty accommodating such 
relations. (Finch & Rea (2008) raise this worry for Ockhamist views and Presentism, but it seems a 
parallel worry could also be pressed on FI.) This is a deep issue, but the basic argument seems mistaken to 
me. Either Presentism can accommodate cross-temporal relations (like causation) or it can’t. If it can, 
then FI can be reformulated so as to be compatible with Presentism; if it can’t, then Presentism is too 
implausible to take seriously. See Swenson (2016, pp. 666-668) for a different take. 
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our causal reach, it follows that much of the future is beyond our control. But again, this 

suggestion seems right in line with FI. 

It is dubious that the growing-block theory could explain this second asymmetry. 

After all, according to the growing-block theory, none of the future exists – all events in 

the future are ontologically “on a par.” How could the growing-block theory give an 

explanation for why some, but not all, of the future is under our control? To be clear, I am 

not saying that the growing-block theorist is prohibited from offering an explanation for 

this second asymmetry. Instead, I am only claiming that the growing-block theory itself 

cannot explain it. Since FI can explain this asymmetry and the asymmetry between past 

and future, FI has more explanatory power. So even putting aside the controversy over 

the growing-block theory, we still have reason to prefer FI. 

Let’s move on to the second mentioned way of avoiding FI, namely, by appealing 

to the way in which the past, but not the future, is “over and done with.” Turning again to  

John Martin Fischer, he writes:  

To use an example from American football, the Atlanta Falcons “choked” 

terribly and lost the Super Bowl in the fourth quarter to the New England Patriots. 

I know that they would love to do something about this now; the Falcons would 

love to have access now to a possible world in which they did not lose the Super 

Bowl. But there is just nothing they can do about it, insofar as the game is now 

over-and-done-with. (2017, pp. 82-83.) 

According to this line of thought, every past fact is “over and done with,” and any fact that 

is “over and done with” is currently beyond any agent’s control. This proposal, if 
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successful, would also seem to explain the asymmetry between past and future without 

invoking anything like FI.  

I am quite sympathetic to the suggestion that the past is “over and done with,” but 

there are at least two reasons why FI as an explanation of the asymmetry between past 

and future ought to be preferred to this suggestion. First, this suggestion faces a dilemma: 

either the notion of “over-and-done-with-ness” is understood in a temporally neutral way 

– i.e. in a way such that “over-and-done-with-ness” doesn’t contain the notion of 

“pastness” or other temporally directed notions – or it is not so understood. If it is, then 

it is a coherent but unsatisfactory explanation for the asymmetry between past and future; 

if it isn’t, then it is no explanation at all, but a mere restatement of the asymmetry between 

past and future. Let’s take each horn of the dilemma in turn.    

One popular way of understanding “over-and-done-with-ness” involves the notion 

of “temporal instrinsicality.” For instance, John Martin Fischer and Neal Tognazzini 

claim it is plausible that “…fixity stems from over-and-done-with-ness, and over-and-

done-with-ness is a function of temporal intrinsicality…” (2014, p. 366).15 What exactly is 

it for a fact to be temporally intrinsic? It is a difficult notion to pin down, but the basic 

idea is straightforward enough: a fact is temporally intrinsic if it only involves (or 

requires) events at a particular time. For instance, the fact that John F. Kennedy was 

assassinated in 1963 is commonly said to be a temporally intrinsic fact because it only 

involves the events of a particular time, the year 1963. In contrast, the fact that John F. 

 
15 For clearly related but less lucid statements, see Pike (1965) and Hasker (1989). 
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Kennedy was assassinated 57 years prior to my writing this paper is not a temporally 

intrinsic fact because it also involves what happens in 2020, a time long after 1963. 

If we understand “over-and-done-with-ness” solely in terms of temporal 

intrinsicality, then “over-and-done-with-ness” is a temporally neutral notion. After all, it 

seems conceptually possible for there to be temporally intrinsic future facts. So far, so 

good. The problem is that it is unclear what “over-and-done-with-ness” has to do with 

control: just because a fact is temporally intrinsic, it does not follow that it is beyond our 

control or fixed. For instance, suppose it is a fact that Smith will be assassinated in 2063. 

If John F. Kennedy’s assassination counts as a temporally intrinsic fact, then surely 

Smith’s assassination does as well. But plausibly, Smith’s assassination is within our 

control: there seem to be steps that some of us could take to prevent Smith’s assassination. 

(e.g. Smith’s parents could decide to not have any children.) Hence, temporal 

intrinsicality by itself doesn’t seem to have anything to do with control.  

I suspect those sympathetic with the “over and done with” explanation will insist 

that it is not just a fact’s being temporally intrinsic which accounts for its fixity, but rather 

its being temporally intrinsic and past. But this suggestion brings us to the second horn 

of the dilemma: because this understanding of “over-and-done-with-ness” contains the 

notion of pastness, it seems that “over-and-done-with-ness” cannot genuinely explain the 

asymmetry between future and past. Under this understanding, to assert that any fact 

which is “over-and-done-with” is beyond our control just is to assert that the past, but not 

necessarily the future, is fixed. Or here’s another way to put it. We can simply reframe the 

question we are interested in as follows: why does it seem that temporally intrinsic past 

facts are (at least generally) fixed but not necessarily temporally intrinsic future facts? 
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Plainly, the “over and done with” explanation doesn’t answer that question. But this 

question doesn’t seem substantively different than the question we started with. 

So it seems as if “over-and-done-with-ness” cannot explain the asymmetry 

between past and future in a satisfactory way. Even if I am wrong about this though, there 

is still another reason to prefer FI’s explanation. Recall the second asymmetry mentioned 

above: that some of the future, but not all of it, is under our control. As we saw, FI has a 

straightforward explanation for this second asymmetry, namely, that some of the future, 

but not all of it, is within our causal reach. It’s hard to see how “over-and-done-with-ness” 

could explain this second asymmetry. Just as the growing-block theory says that none of 

the future exists, so it would seem that none of the future is “over and done with.” How, 

then, could “over-and-done-with-ness” explain why some of the future, but not all of it, is 

under our control? FI has more explanatory power. 

Again, a note of clarity. None of this is to say that the past isn’t “over and done 

with.” In fact, I am inclined to think of FI as being an explanation of, or even a partial 

precisification of, the past’s being “over and done with.” But if “over-and-done-with-ness” 

is to be a rival explanation for the asymmetry between past and future, then it seems 

inferior to FI.16 

  This leaves us with our third way of explaining the asymmetry between past and 

future while avoiding FI, namely, by adopting a less general principle. For instance, 

consider the principle we started this section with: if a part of the world is beyond an 

agent’s causal reach, then that part of the world is fixed for the agent. I argued that this 

 
16 Thank you to Neal Tognazzini for helping me get clear on this. 
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principle leads to FI, but perhaps this is mistaken. Why not simply accept this particular 

principle but deny the more general principle of FI? Such a position would easily explain 

why the past and some of the future is beyond our control, and importantly, it might be 

sufficient for the incompatibility argument. After all, it may be somewhat intuitive that 

the relevant facts about God’s past beliefs are in some way explained by our current 

behavior – that, in some sense, 1,000 years ago, God believed that you would read this 

paper today “because” you are reading this paper today.  But it is far less clear whether 

such facts are caused by our current behavior.17 For the purposes of the dependence 

response, it would be better to move from mere causation to explanation. Is there any 

reason to do so? That is precisely the concern of the next section. 

 

2 The Asymmetry Between the Hard and Soft Past 

There is a (in)famous distinction between so-called “hard” and “soft” facts about the past. 

The following are often held to be hard facts about the past: 

1. John F. Kennedy was assassinated in 1963. 

2. The Atlanta Falcons lost Super Bowl 51. 

Meanwhile, the following are often held to be soft facts about the past (supposing they are 

facts): 

3. John F. Kennedy was assassinated 57 years prior to my writing this paper. 

4. The Atlanta Falcons lost their final Super Bowl appearance, Super Bowl 51. 

 
17 Again, see Wasserman (forthcoming) for a discussion of this issue. 
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Different authors have proposed different ways of distinguishing between hard facts and 

soft facts,18 but we have already come across the basic idea: hard facts are “temporally 

intrinsic” facts about the past, whereas soft facts are “temporally extrinsic” facts about the 

past. As noted, (1) is plausibly a hard fact because it is solely about 1963, and fact (2) is 

solely about Super Bowl 51. However, (3) is not solely about 1963 as it also involves my 

writing this paper. Likewise, fact (4) involves (or requires) events that happen long after 

the time in question, namely, that the Falcons never make it back to the Super Bowl. 

While hard facts about the past like (1) and (2) seem fixed for all of us once the 

relevant time has passed, soft facts about the past like (3) and (4) do not. Although (1) has 

always been fixed for me, (3) has not: presumably, I could have refrained from writing 

this paper, and had I done so, (3) would not have obtained. And this seems correct even 

if (3) obtains in 1963. Likewise for (2) and (4): after the Falcons lost Super Bowl 51, there 

was nothing anyone could do to prevent (2) from obtaining, but there is plenty that could 

be done to prevent (4). (e.g. The Falcons could win a future Super Bowl.)  

Reflection on cases like these have convinced authors that FP ought to be restricted 

to the hard past. I agree. But now we have another asymmetry to explain: why does the 

hard past seem beyond our control or fixed, but not necessarily the soft past?  

FI has a straightforward and powerful answer: at least generally, the hard past is 

in no way explained by any agent’s current behavior whereas the soft past often is. 

Plausibly, the fact that Kennedy was assassinated in 1963 is in no way explained by my 

current behavior, certainly not my writing this paper right now. But the fact that Kennedy 

 
18 The classic proposal is the “entailment criterion.” See Adams (1967). More recently, Todd (2013b) has 
given an importantly different (and to my mind, far more plausible) proposal.  
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was assassinated 57 years prior to my writing this paper is explained, in part, by my 

writing this paper right now. That is, fact (1) but not fact (3) seems explanatorily 

independent of my current behavior. Hence, FI implies that (1), but not necessarily (3), is 

fixed for me. Similarly for (2) and (4): after the Falcons lost Super Bowl 51, no agent’s 

behavior explains (2), but some agent’s current (or future) behavior does explain (4).  

Here’s the important point though: the way in which soft facts are explained by an 

agent’s later behavior is not obviously a causal kind of explanation. It seems bizarre to 

think of an agent’s later behavior as causing earlier soft facts to obtain, at least in the 

typical sense of “cause.” At minimum, such an admission would admit of rampant 

backwards causation. But if an agent’s later behavior does not cause soft facts about the 

past to obtain, then the less general principle given in the previous section cannot explain 

why soft facts are not necessarily fixed. Recall that principle: if a part of the world is 

beyond the agent’s causal reach, then that part of the world is fixed for the agent; 

otherwise, it is not necessarily fixed. Since no agent’s current behavior causes soft facts to 

obtain, this principle cannot explain why the hard past but not the soft past is fixed. On 

the contrary, if this weaker principle is taken at face value, it seems to imply that the soft 

past is fixed for us precisely because the soft past is beyond our causal reach. Meanwhile, 

FI not only avoids this problematic implication, but also explains why the hard past, but 

not necessarily the soft past, is beyond our control. 

So reflection on hard and soft facts gives us reason to endorse FI, the more general 

principle, over a less general principle. Before closing this section though, I’d like to point 

out one more related phenomenon that FI can explain. While some of the soft past seems 
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to be under our control, not all of it is.19 Consider once again fact (3): that Kennedy’s 

assassination occurred 57 years prior to my writing this paper. As noted, this soft fact does 

not seem fixed for me now. In contrast, consider fact (4): that the Atlanta Falcons lost 

their final Super Bowl appearance. While (4) may not be fixed for everyone, it does seem 

fixed for me – barring a drastic change in careers, it doesn’t seem at all up to me whether 

the Falcons ever make it back to the Super Bowl.  

Given that both (3) and (4) are soft facts though, why should one be fixed for me 

but not the other? FI again has a straightforward answer: (3), but not (4), is partly 

explained by my current behavior. Hence, FI implies that (4), but not necessarily (3), is 

fixed for me. FI not only explains why the hard past, but not necessarily the soft past, is 

fixed; it also explains why only some of the soft past is not necessarily fixed. 

In my view, the arguments of these last two sections give us good reason to think 

that FP is, at best, merely derivative of FI. But it must be admitted that the arguments do 

not challenge the intuitive appeal of FP – if anything, they rely on it. And this leaves an 

option for those who embrace the incompatibility argument. Such authors could “dig in 

their heels” and claim that, regardless of whether FI is true, and regardless of what 

accounts for the truth of FP, the deliverances of FP are simply too intuitive to give up – 

that even if some parts of the (hard) past depend on our current behavior, it is just too 

bizarre think that any part of the (hard) past could be under our control. (Recall Fischer’s 

comments at the beginning.) If anything, the implication that certain (hard) facts about 

the past may be under our control is a strike against the claim that FI undergirds FP. 

Under such a response, it would seem that we are stuck between the intuitive pull of FP 

 
19 See Fischer (1986) for discussion of this point. 
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on one side and the more theoretical arguments for FI on the other. Why should we go 

the way of FI?  

It is precisely this challenge that is the focus of the next section. I claim that FP is 

not all that intuitive, at least once it is reformulated in terms that are friendly to modern 

physics, and so must be justified by some deeper principle such as FI. I turn to the 

argument now. 

 

3 The Argument from Relativity 

Crucial to FP is the notion of “the past.” But it is well known that “the past” is not a well-

defined notion in standard interpretations of relativity. Hence, if FP is to respect such 

interpretations, it must be reformulated in terms that are well-defined within the theory.  

Now at first glance, this might seem like a small issue for FP as there are plenty of 

proxy notions of “the past” in relativity. Perhaps FP can be reformulated using one of 

these proxy notions. But the problem runs much deeper than this, for if FP is reformulated 

using one of these proxy notions, FP loses much of its intuitive appeal. Let’s walk through 

the argument. 

While there are several ways to reformulate FP in relativistic terms, for purposes 

of space, I will only consider the one that seems most in line with the spirit of FP. Suppose 

we restrict FP to the facts (or events) on or in the past light cone of the agent’s current 

behavior. Very roughly, a fact (or event) is on or in the past light cone of an agent’s current 

behavior just in case something could travel from the fact (or event) to the agent’s current 
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behavior without exceeding the speed of light.20 For example, Kennedy’s assassination in 

1963 is in the past light cone of our behavior – there is no difficulty in getting from 

Kennedy’s assassination to whatever activity we are engaged in now without exceeding 

the speed of light – and thus his assassination is fixed for us according to this restricted 

version of FP. Call FP so restricted “FP-CONE.” 

There are at least two problems with FP-CONE worth mentioning. The first problem 

is that, given standard assumptions, it appears equivalent to a principle about the fixity 

of certain causal facts. It is commonly supposed that every cause must obtain (or occur) 

on or in the past light cone of its effect. If so, then FP-CONE appears equivalent to the claim 

that every fact that is potentially causally relevant to the agent’s current behavior is fixed. 

This equivalence makes one wonder whether it is the fixity of the past per se that 

undergirds FP-CONE, or whether it is the fixity of certain (potentially) causally relevant 

facts. If causation is doing all of the work, then FP-CONE is yet again a short step away 

from something like FI.  

The second and more significant problem is that, deeper principles aside, FP-CONE 

simply lacks much intuitive support. To see this, suppose that an astronomer, Galileo, 

starts scribbling in his notebook while observing a distant star, and plans to observe the 

star for another hour. However, from Galileo’s point of view (or “frame of reference”), the 

star has already gone supernova thousands of years ago. If Galileo stays put and continues 

to observe the star, he will receive light from the supernova and witness its immediate 

destruction in thirty minutes. That is, while the supernova is part of the distant past 

 
20 This restriction is arguably the most in line with the spirit of FP because past light cones are the closest 
one gets to an “absolute past” in standard interpretations of relativity. 
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relative to Galileo’s point of view (or frame of reference), it lies just outside the past light 

cone of his current behavior.  

Intuitively, the supernova is fixed for Galileo, being part of what Galileo would 

deem the distant past. And because of that, it would seem that Galileo cannot observe the 

star for another hour. But FP-CONE does not deliver these results. Given that the 

supernova is outside Galileo’s past light cone, FP-CONE does not insist that the supernova 

is fixed and, hence, does not imply that Galileo cannot observe the star for another hour. 

To make matters worse, while the supernova is outside Galileo’s past light cone, it 

could be inside his friend’s past light cone who is watching the supernova from down the 

road (to use an unrealistic example). FP-CONE implies that the supernova is fixed for 

Galileo’s friend, but not (necessarily) for Galileo, despite the fact that both would deem 

the supernova as having occurred at the same time, thousands of years in the past.21  

This seems particularly problematic. Arguably, the driving force behind FP is the 

intuition that certain facts are “over and done with” and beyond our control (even if “over-

and-done-with-ness” doesn’t explain why such facts are beyond our control). But it would 

seem that the supernova is “over and done with” for both Galileo and his friend down the 

road, since both would deem the supernova as having occurred long ago, thousands of 

years in the distant past. This suggests that FP-CONE does not capture whatever intuitive 

appeal FP is said to have – it seems like the shift from FP to FP-CONE comes at an immense 

cost. 

 
21 To be clear, the situation is this: Galileo and his friend are at rest relative to one another, and so will 
eventually judge the supernova to have occurred at the same time in the past. But since Galileo is a bit 
further away from the supernova, he has to wait a while longer to witness it and make that judgment. 
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Here’s another way to see this point. Cases like Galileo and his friend highlight that 

it is a fickle matter, in some sense, which facts lie on an agent’s past light cone at a certain 

time. It is fickle because which set of facts lie on an agent’s past light cone is determined 

by the agent’s spatial position (at that time). But this fickleness makes the explanatory 

question behind the first argument all the more pressing. Recall that we first asked: why 

is the past fixed but not necessarily the future? Under FP-CONE, this question becomes: 

why are the facts on my past light cone fixed but not, necessarily, the facts outside my past 

light cone? That is, why draw the line there and not somewhere else? In view of cases like 

Galileo and his friend, these questions seem to demand an answer. In contrast to a 

Newtonian setting, it does not seem at all plausible to simply “dig in one’s heels” and 

assert that FP-CONE is true, regardless of what accounts for its truth. It is simply unclear 

what a fact’s being inside or outside my past light cone itself has to do with its being 

(possibly) under my control. And that means FP-CONE lacks much intuitive appeal. 

Of course, none of this is to suggest that FP-CONE (or any other relativity-friendly 

restriction of FP) is false.22 I only claim that FP-CONE lacks a sufficient amount of intuitive 

appeal to justify the “digging in one’s heels” response. But it’s also important to notice 

that FI has no problem with relativity. First, FI requires no reformulation because it does 

not make use of any notion such as “the past” that is not well-defined in relativity.23 

Second, FI delivers intuitive results. To return to Galileo’s case, plausibly the supernova 

 
22 Here are two other ways of formulating FP in a standard relativistic setting: (i) restrict FP to all of the 
facts deemed past from the agent’s frame of reference and (ii) restrict FP to all of the facts outside of the 
agent’s future light cone. While I cannot fully elaborate here, both of these suffer problems. In short, (i) 
suffers a version of the second problem that FP-CONE faces, namely, that it appears somewhat arbitrary, as 
an agent’s frame of reference is determined by her velocity; meanwhile, (ii) suffers a version of the first 
problem, namely, that it is equivalent to holding fixed all of those facts that are causally independent of 
the agent’s current behavior. Thanks to Neal Tognazzini for help here. 
23 It is true that the notion of global time is not well-defined in certain models of relativity, but FI need 
only be formulated in terms of a local time. 
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is in no way explained by Galileo’s behavior nor his friend’s. If so, then FI implies that the 

supernova is fixed for both Galileo and his friend, and regardless of their spatial 

positions. More generally, the shift to relativity does not seem to undermine the intuitive 

appeal of FI or its implications whatsoever. That seems like a significant point in favor of 

FI. 

In closing this section though, I’d like to consider a very different response that 

those sympathetic to FP might give. So far, we have been considering how to best 

understand FP within standard interpretations of relativity. But there are several non-

standard interpretations or relativity, ones that allow for absolute notions of the past, 

present, and future. If the advocate of FP were to adopt such an interpretation, then FP 

wouldn’t require any reformulating at all. Is this a viable option for those sympathetic to 

FP?  

These are deep waters, but there are two reasons why FI is still to be preferred to 

this proposal. First, and most obviously, non-standard interpretations of relativity are 

extremely controversial. Insofar as FI does not need to take a stand on this issue, but FP 

does, that is a reason to prefer FI. Second, setting aside the controversy, it is still not clear 

that non-standard interpretations can save the intuitive appeal of FP. In short, non-

standard interpretations of relativity typically privilege some point in spacetime, frame of 

reference, or foliation of hyperplanes.24 The past, present, and future are then defined 

relative to the privileged entity. However, all parties admit that it is extremely unlikely 

that the privileged entity agrees with us (exactly) on what is past, present, and future. 

There will almost certainly be facts we would deem past and “over and done with” that 

 
24 See Godfrey-Smith (1979), Forrest (2008), and Crisp (2007), respectively. 
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are actually future and vice versa. To use Galileo’s case, it is possible that Galileo would 

deem the supernova as having occurred long before his scribbling in his notebook, but 

that it “really” occur long after his scribbling. Surely though, the supernova is “over and 

done with,” or at least fixed, for Galileo at the time of his scribbling. Thus, under this 

suggestion, FP again lacks the intuitive motivation it has in a Newtonian setting. So even 

if standard interpretations of relativity are to be rejected, non-standard interpretations 

do not obviously help FP.  

 

4 Concluding Remarks 

This concludes my case for why FI ought to be preferred to FP. In short, not only can FI 

explain whatever intuitive appeal FP might have, but it can also explain much more and 

in an ecumenical way. All else being equal, this gives us good reason to think that FI is the 

deeper principle behind FP, and that FP is at best a derivative principle. If so, then it 

appears as if the first key claim of the dependence response is vindicated: that contra 

authors like Fischer, if God’s relevant past beliefs are explained by the agent’s relevant 

behavior, then the agent’s freedom is not threatened by such beliefs. Of course, this still 

leaves the second claim of the dependence response, that God’s relevant past beliefs are 

in fact explained by the agent’s relevant behavior. If the arguments of this paper are 

successful, then the dependence response stands or falls with that claim. 
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