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1 

Peter van Inwagen, in an influential paper and again in a recent book, has 

propounded an important argument for the incompatibility of free will and 
determinism. 1 Of the various replies that have appeared in response to his 
original paper, perhaps the most incisive is by David Lewis. 2 Although van 

Inwagen does not discuss Lewis in his new book (which was already at 

press by the time the paper appeared), he does elaborate upon his own 
original argument in a way which suggests a response to Lewis's critique. 

In this paper I shall set forth, and then evaluate, that response. 
van Inwagen points out that his argument represents one way of refining 

the following line of reasoning, which he calls the Consequence Argument: 

If determinism is true, then our acts are the consequences of  the laws of  nature and 
events in the remote past. But it is not up to us what went on before we were born, and 
neither is it up to us what  the laws of nature are. Therefore, the consequences of these 
things (including our present acts) are not  up to us. (ETW, p. 16) 

He presents two other elaborations of the Consequence Argument in his book, 

and observes that all three versions probably stand or fall together. Other 
defenders of one or another version of the Consequence Argument include 

Carl Ginet, James Lambl and David Wiggins. 3 Michael Slote has described well 
the deep family resemblances among the various formulations, and he too has 
suggested that the different versions probably all stand or fall together. 4 

Thus, if Lewis is correct in his critique of the specific version we shall con- 
sider here, then the other versions are probably in trouble too. Conversely, if 
van Inwagen's most recent discussion provides the basis for an adequate 
refutation of Lewis, then Lewis-style objections to the other versions can 
probably be refuted as well. 

Philosophical Studies 47 (1985) 339-356. 0031-8116/85.10 
(~) 1985 by D. Reidel Publishing Company 



340 TERENCE HORGAN 

2 

I begin with a summary of van Inwagen's argument and Lewis's reply, van 
Inwagen asks us to imagine the following scenario. There once was a judge, 

J, who had only to raise his hand at a certain time, T, to prevent the execu- 

tion of a certain criminal. J refrained from doing so at T, so that the criminal 

was subsequently executed. J was unbound, uninjured, and free from para- 

lysis. His decision came about only after a period of calm, rational, and rele- 

vant deliberation. He was psychologically normal. And he was not under the 

influence of drugs, alcohol, or anything of that sort. 
Van Inwagen uses 'To'  to denote some instant of time prior to J ' s  birth, 

'P0' to denote a proposition which expresses the total intrinsic state of  the 

world at To, 'P' to denote a proposition which expresses the total intrinsic 

state of the world at T, and 'L' to denote the conjunction into a single 

proposition of all the laws of physics. His overall argument consists of the 
following truth-functionally valid formal argument, together with an ac- 
companying commentary in defense of the six premises, s 

(1) If determinism is true, then the conjunction of P0 and L entails 
P. 

(2) It is not possible that J have raised his hand at T and P be true. 
(3) If (2) is true, then if J could have raised his hand at T, J could 

have rendered P false. 

(4) If J could have rendered P false, and if the conjunction of Po 

and L entails P, then J could have rendered the conjunction of 
Po and L false. 

(5) If J could have rendered the conjunction of Po and L false, then 
J could have rendered L false. 

(6) J could not have rendered L false. 

.'. (7) If determinism is true, J could not have raised his hand at T. 

Exactly analogous reasoning can be used to argue that if determinism is true, 

then nobody ever can act otherwise than he does act. 

In his original paper van Inwagen does not attempt to explicate the idiom 
'S can render [could have rendered].., false', but instead treats it as a fairly 
natural extension of our ordinary used of 'can' and 'could' as appended to 

action-verbs. Lewis, however, does undertake to give an explicit meaning 
to this term of art. In fact he considers two possible meanings, and he argues 
that neither will serve van Inwagen's purposes. 
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Lewis offers the following preliminary definition: an event wouM falsify 

a proposition iff, necessarily, if that event occurs then that proposition is 
false. Then come the two alternative definitions of  'could have rendered false'. 

First, an agent eouM have rendered a proposition false in the weak sense iff 
the agent was able to do something such that, if he did it, the proposition 

would have been falsified (though not necessarily by his act, or by any event 
caused by his act). Second, an agent couM have rendered a proposition false 
in the strong sense iff he was able to do something such that, if he did it, the 

proposition would have been falsified either by his act itself or by some event 

caused by his act. 
If we take the weak sense throughout the above derivation, says Lewis, 

then the compatibilist can plausibly deny Premise 6. He can claim that J 
was able to do something (e.g., raise his hand at 7) such that if he did it, 

some event or other would have falsified a law. The relevant event would be 

some relatively minor law-violation just prior to J 's  (counterfactual) act, just 
enough of a violation to smoothly graft this act onto the actual world's past. 

(This is what Lewis calls a "divergence miracle".) Lewis stresses that when 
one claims that J could have rendered L false in the weak sense, one does not 
thereby commit oneself to the fantastic claim that J could have broken a 
natural law. For, to break a law would be to do something such that, if one 

did it, then either one's act itself or else some event caused by the act would 
falsify L. I.e., to break a law would be to render L false in the strong sense. 

If we take the strong sense of 'could have rendered false' throughout van 

Inwagen's derivation rather than the weak sense, says Lewis, then the com- 

patibilist can plausibly deny Premise 5. Although J could indeed have ren- 

dered the conjunction of P0 and L false in the strong sense (say, by raising his 

hand at T), and although J could not have rendered Po false in the strong 
sense (or even in the weak sense), nevertheless J could not have rendered L 
false in the strong sense. For, i f J  had raised his hand at T then L would have 

been falsified not by J ' s  act or by any event caused by that act, but instead 
would have been falsified by a prior divergence miracle. 

This last point is clarified by examining the assumptions that lie behind 
van Inwagen's Premise 5. It is reasonably clear from his discussion that he 
infers Premise 5 from the following two propositions, each of which he 
evidently takes to be uncontroversial (and, indeed, analytic). 6 

(A) If S can render false the conjunction of two propositions p and q, 
then either S can render p false or S can render q false. 
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(B) If p is a true proposition that concerns only states of affairs that 
obtained before S's birth, then S cannot render p false. 

But principle (A), far from being uncontroversial, is entirely unwarranted 

under the strong sense of 'can render false'. For, the inference from (C) to 

(D) is invalid: 

(C) Necessarily, if the event E occurs then the conjunction of the 

propositionsp and q is false. 

(D) Either necessarily, if the event E occurs then p is false; or neces- 
sarily, if the event E occurs then q is false. 

Thus an event E might well falsify a conjunctive proposition (p and q) with- 

out falsifying either p or q, and hence an agent sometimes might well be able 
to render a conjunctive proposition false in the strong sense even if he cannot 

render either conjunct false in the strong sense: van Inwagen's judge is a case 

in point, relative to the propositionsPo and L. The judge can raise his hand at 
T, and under determinism this act would falsify (Po and L); but neither the 

act itself nor any of its effects would falsify either L or Po- (L would indeed 

be falsified, but by a prior divergence miracle.) 

So under Lewis's analysis, van Inwagen's argument fails under either 
reading of 'could have rendered false'. Its prima facie plausibility rests largely 

upon our tendency to equivocate between the two readings. 

There is controversy among philosophers about the way counterfactuals in 
general, and counterfactuals about human agency in particular, behave under 
determinism. Some philosophers, following Lewis, maintain that if the 
antecedent of a given counterfactual were true, then (a) the past would have 
been the same as it was in the actual world, up until just prior to the time of 
the antecedent, and (b) a minor last-moment divergence miracle would have 
occurred, just enough of a miracle to guarantee the truth of the antecendent. 8 
Others, however, maintain that if the antecedent were true, then the actual 
world's laws would have been unviolated but the past would have differed 
slightly, at each past moment of time, from the actual world's past. 9 Let us 
call the former approach the miraculous analysis of counterfactuals, and the 
latter approach the nonmiraculous analysis. And let us say that compatibilists 
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who advocate the miraculous analysis are divergence-miracle compatibilists, 
whereas those who advocate the nonmiraculous analysis are altered-past 
compatibilists. 

An altered-past compatibilist who wishes to reply to van Inwagen's argu- 
ment also can avail himself of Lewis's distinction between the two senses of 
'could have rendered false'. But rather than attacking Premise 6, he will claim 

that Premise 5 is false under both the weak sense and the strong sense of this 

phrase. If  we take the weak sense, he will say, then claim (B) above is false; 

for, J can do something (e.g., raising his hand at T) which is such that, if he 

did it, then Po would have been false. And if we take the strong sense, then 

claim (A) is false; for, although J can render (Po and L) false in the strong 

sense, J cannot render Po false in the strong sense and he cannot render L 
false in the strong sense. So according to the altered-past compatibilist, either 

(A) or (B) is false; and Premise 5 is false either way. l~ 

I shall remain neutral here about the vexing problem of how counterfactu- 
als behave under determinism. Rather than taking a stand on this contro- 

versial matter, I shall conduct the subsequent discussion disjunctively. I.e., I 
shall examine the crucial issues from the perspective of each kind of com- 

patibilist in turn. 

4 

In his recent book van Inwagen repeats and elaborates his original argument, 
but unfortunately he does not discusses Lewis's rejoinder. However, he does 
address the question of the meaning of 'could have rendered false', and my 

present concern is to examine his discussion of this matter in light of Lewis's 
critique. 

He first explicitly takes up the meaning of 'could have rendered false' in 
his 'Reply to Narveson', a paper that appeared after the original one and 

prior to the bookJ  1 There he offers this preliminary definition: a state of  

affairs entails the falsity of a proposition p iff it is not possible that this 
state of affairs obtain and p be true. Then he defines the key phrase this way: 

An agent S can render false the proposit ion p iff: either p is false or, if  p is true, then 
there is some state of  affairs A such that (a) S can (i.e., has it within his power to) 
bring about  A,  and (b)A entails the falsity ofp.12 

This definition is essentially equivalent to Lewis's definition of 'can render 



344 T E R E N C E  H O R G A N  

false in the strong sense'. Accordingly, it is of no help in evading Lewis's 

criticism. For, now the compatibilist can plausibly deny Premise 5 by denying 

claim (A), as explained above. 

(Interestingly, in the paper where he proposes this definition, van Inwagen 

defends Premise 5 by arguing at some length in favor of (B). He simply takes 

(A) for granted. Yet (A) is the really dubious claim, under his definition.) 

In his new book, however, he argues that the above characterization of 

'can render false' is not the appropriate one. He says: 

Let us suppose that in 1550 Nostradamus predicted that the Sphinx would endure till 
the end of the world. And let us suppose that this prediction was correct and, in fact, 
that all Nostradamus's predictions were correct. Let us also suppose that it was within 
Gamal Abdel Nasser's power to have the Sphinx destroyed. Then, I should think, it was 
within Nasser's power to render false the proposition that all Nostradamus's predictions 
were correct. But this would not be the case according to the [above definition], since it 
is possible in the broadly logical sense that Nasser have had the Sphinx destroyed and yet 
all Nostradamus's predictions have been correct. (ETW, p. 67) 

On this basis of this example, he proposes to define 'S can render p false' as 

follows: 

It is within S's power to arrange or modify the concrete objects that constitute his 
environment in some way such that it is not possible in the broadly logical sense that 
he arrange or modify those objects in that way and the past have been exactly as it in 
fact was and p be true. (ETW, p. 68) 

This is a considerably more liberal definition - that is, a considerably 

weaker definition. Also, the definition seems preferable to either of Lewis's, 

on one score at least: viz., it allows that Nasser has the power to falsify the 

proposition that all of Nostradamus's predictions are true. (Let us call this 

proposition 'N~.) Lewis, on the other hand, evidently must deny that Nasser 

can falsify N in either the strong sense or the weak sense. For, both of Lewis's 

definitions employ the same stringent not ion of an event's falsifying a propo- 

sition: an event E would falsify a proposition p iff E's occurrence strictly 
implies that p is false. 

Given that van Inwagen's definition seems preferable to either of Lewis's 

in its handling of the Nostradamus example, it now appears that Lewis's 

critique is flawed by his implausibly strong characterization of an event's 

falsifying a proposition. Can van Inwagen exploit this problem as a way of 

evading Lewis's criticisms, or will the problems simply re-appear in some- 

what altered form? This is the key question. 
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5 

Let us consider whether Lewis's definitions are really incapable of  accomo- 
dating the case of Nostradamus. One might try arguing as follows for the 
claim that Nasser actually can render false, in the strong sense, the proposi- 
tion that all of  Nostradamus's predictions are true; 

There is no single proposi t ion expressed by the sentence 'All o f  Nos t radamus ' s  predic- 
tions are true' .  Rather ,  we should distinguish two proposit ions,  N 1 and N~, either o f  
which can be expressed by this sentence.  Let  N1 be the proposi t ion van Inwagen has in 
mind:  a proposi t ion tha t  is true at a possible world w iff all o f  Nos t radamus ' s  predic- 
t ions in w are true at w. But  there is also N2,  a proposi t ion tha t  is t rue at a world w iff  
all o f  Nos t radamus ' s  actual-world predict ions are true at w. With his dist inction at hand,  
it turns out  that  there is one perfectly legitimate sense in which Nasser could have 
rendered false, in the  strong sense, the  proposi t ion tha t  all of  Nos t radamus ' s  predict ions are 
true. To wit: he could have rendered N 2 false in the  s trong sense. Thus  there is really 
noth ing  wrong with Lewis 's  two definit ions after all. 

Originally I was attracted by this line, but I now think it is a red herring. 

For, I don't  think that Nasser really can render N2 false in the strong sense, 
under Lewis's definition. 

In order to be able to render N2 false in the strong sense, Nasser must be 
able to perform some act A such that either A itself or one of its effects 

would falsify N2. Now, obviously the event which supposedly has this feature 
is the destruction of the Sphinx. But is the destruction of Sphinx, occurring 

at a time shortly after Nasser's order that the Sphinx be destroyed, an event 
which strictly implies the falsity o f N  2 - as required by the Lewis's definition 
of an event's falsifying a proposition? I think not. 

To see why not, suppose that when Nostradamus predicted that the 
Sphinx would last until the end of the world, he meant that it would last un- 
til the end of human civilization - not until the end of time. Consider a 
possible world with the following features: (a) Nostradamus makes all of his 
actual-world predictions; (b) Nasser orders the destruction of the Sphinx; (c) 

shortly thereafter, the Sphinx is destroyed by Nasser's men, as a result of  
Nasser's order; and (d) a split second after the Sphinx is destroyed, the 
Martians destroy the entire earth and everybody living on it. In this world 
the Sphinx-destruction occurs shortly after Nasser's order and as a result of 
his order, and yet Nostradamus's prediction about the Sphinx is not false. 
Since such a world exists, the proposition that the event in question occurs 
does not strictly imply that Nostradamus's prediction is false. Hence this 
event would not falsify Nostradamus's prediction, which means (a) that 
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Nasser cannot render this prediction false in the strong sense, and hence (b) 
that Nasser cannot render either N1 or N2 false in the strong sense. 

So it appears that Lewis's definitions cannot accomodate the Nostradamus 
case after all. Furthermore, it seems entirely natural to say that Nasser can 
render Nostradamus's prediction false, and hence that he can render false the 

proposition that all of Nostradamus's predictions are true. So van Inwagen 

seems justified in proposing a definition of 'can render false' which will 

accomodate these intuitions. 

6 

The problem with Lewis's two definitions of 'can render false' is that they 
rely on too stringent a notion of an event's falsifying a proposition. Similarly 
with van Inwagen's earlier definition of 'can render false', which employs the 

(essentially equivalent) notion of a state of affairs entailing the falsity of a 
proposition. 13 Van Inwagen's revised definition handles this problem in a 
seemingly natural way: in effect, it builds into the definition of 'can render 

false' the idea that the falsifying of a proposition by a state of affairs is a con- 
text-dependent matter. The context, of  course, is provided by the actual past: 
an event or state of affairs falsifies a proposition iff it's not simultaneously 

possible for (a) that event to occur, (b) that proposition to be true, and (c) 
the past to remain as it actually was. 

This general approach really should be altered somewhat, in order to allow 
for any differences from actuality that would accompany the given event or 
state of affairs - viz., either a last-moment divergence miracle or a moderately- 

altered entire past. The relevant context, relative to a given event or state of 
affairs, should include not the entire actual past, but rather the past that 
would have existed had the event occurred) 4 

Furthermore, we really need to consider more than just the past if we 
want to accomodate our intuitive idea that Nasser can render false Nostrada- 
mus's prediction that the Sphinx will last until the end of civilization. For, 
presumably there exists a possible world with the following features: (a) 
Nostradamus makes all of his actual-world predictions; (b) Nasser orders the 
destruction of the Sphinx; (c) shortly thereafter, the Sphinx is destroyed by 
Nasser's men, as a result of his order; (d) a split second later, the Martians 
destroy the entire earth and everybody living on it; and (e) the past, prior to 
Nasser's order, is the same as our actual world's past, except for whatever 



C O M P A T I B I L I S M  A N D  T H E  C O N S E Q U E N C E  A R G U M E N T  347 

differences there would have been had Nasser ordered the destruction of 

the Sphinx. (In this world the Martians don't exist in the past; after Nasser's 
order, they literally appear from nowhere. Let's not forget just now broad 

'broadly logical possibility' really is.) In order to prevent such a world from 
undermining the claim that Nasser can render Nostradamus's prediction false, I 

think we should let the relevant context of Nasser's action include not merely 
the entire past that would have obtained had Nasser ordered the destruction 
of the Sphinx, but rather the entire past, present, and future that would have 

obtained. 
So let us say that an event E wouMfalsify in the broad sense a proposition 

p iff there is a true proposition q such that (i) if E were to occur then q 
would still be true, and (ii) necessarily, i fE  occurs and q is true then p is false. 
And now, using this liberalized definition in place of Lewis's more stringent 
definition of an event's falsifying a proposition, we can adopt almost ver- 
batim Lewis's definitions of 'can render false in the weak sense' and 'can 

render false in the strong sense'. Let us say that an agent can render a proposi- 

tion false in the weak and broad sense iff the agent is able to do something 
such that, if he did it, the proposition would be falsified in the broad sense 

(though not necessarily by his act, or by any event caused by his act). And let 
us say that an agent can render a proposition false in the strong and broad 

sense iff he is able to so something such that, if he did it, the proposition 

would be falsified in the broad sense either by his act itself or by Some event 

caused by his act. 
The important question, for our purposes, is whether these revised defini- 

tions will help van Inwagen's argument for the incompatibility of free will 
and determinism. How does the argument fare if we use 'can render false in 

the weak and broad sense', or 'can render false in the strong and broad sense'? 

In particular, what is the status of the crucial premises 5 and 6? 

Here we must bifurcate the discussion, in order to consider the matter 
both from the perspective of the divergence-miracle compatibilist and also 

from the perspective of the altered-past compatibilist. 

7 

Let us first adopt the viewpoint of the altered-past compatibflist. He will 
claim that if we use 'can render false in the weak and broad sense' throughout 
the argument, then Premise 5 is false because principle (B) above is false. 
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For, the judge J can do something (viz., raising his hand at T) such that, if he 
did it, then the proposition Po would have been falsified in the broad sense 
by some event or other; in particular, Po would have been falsified by an 
event occurring at To which did not occur in the actual world, and which was 
a remote causal ancestor of the judge's raising his hand at T. 

What if we take 'can render false in the strong and broad sense' throughout 

the argument? Now the altered-past compatibilist cannot say, as he did 
earlier in relation to Lewis's definition of 'can render false in the strong sense', 

that principle (A) is false with respect to the judge J. For, if determinism is 
true then J ' s  act of raising his hand at T not only would falsify (Po and L) in 
the broad sense, but it also would falsifyPo in the broad sense. (The proof is 

as follows. Assuming that determinism is true, L is a true proposition q such 

that (i) if J ' s  raising his hand at T were to occur then q would still be true, 

and (ii) necessarily, if J ' s  raising his hand at T occurs and q is true, thenP0 is 
false. Hence J ' s  raising his hand at T is an event which would falsify Po in the 
broad sense.) 

On the other hand, the altered-past compatibilist can plausibly reject (B), 

relative to 'can render false in the strong and broad sense'. We have just 

established that if determinism is true, and if the nonmiraculous analysis of 

counterfactuals is correct, then J ' s  hand-raising itself - and not merely some 
event that occurs at the remote past time To - is an event that would falsify 
Po in the strong and broad sense. If we keep this fact well in mind, and if we 
assume that the nonmiraculous analysis of counterfactuals is correct, then it 

is not at all implausible to say that J can render Po false in the strong and 
broad sense. For, J can raise his hand at T, and this act itself is now being 

counted as a Po'falsifying event. It would be outrageous, of course, to claim 
that J can causally influence events in the remote past. But we are saying 
nothing so offensive when we assert that J can render Po false in the strong 
and broad sense. On the contrary, essentially all we are saying is that J can do 
something that he is causally determined not to do; and it is no surprise to 
learn that the compatibilist is committed to that. 

So the altered-past compatibilist will claim, with plausibility, that principle 
(B) is false in relation to each of our two recent renderings of 'can render 
false'; thus Premise 5 is false either way. Hence neither of these liberalized 
definitions of 'can render false' will serve van Inwagen's purposes, if counter- 
factuals receive the nonmiraculous analysis. 
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8 

Let us now adopt the viewpoint of  the divergence-miracle compatibilist. He 

will claim that if we use 'can render false in the weak and broad sense' 

throughout the argument, then Premise 6 is false. J can do something ( v i z . ,  

raise his hand at T) such that, if he did it, then the proposition L would have 

been falsified by some event or other. In particular, it would have been 

falsified by a prior divergence miracle. 
What if we take 'can render false in the strong and broad sense' throughout 

the argument? Now the divergence-miracle compatibilist cannot say, as he did 
earlier in relation to Lewis's definition of 'can render false in the strong sense', 
that Premise 5 is false by virtue of the falsity of Principle (A). On the con- 

trary, Premise 5 is now true. For, suppose that J could have rendered false, in 

the strong and broad sense, the conjunction of Po and L - say by performing 
some act A (e.g., the act of raising his hand at T) that is incompossible with 

the proposition P which describes the total instrinsic state of the world at T. 
Now if we assume determinism, it is necessarily true that i f J  performs A and 

Po is true, then L is false. (This is because (Po and L) entails P, and A is 
incompossible with P.) Furthermore, i f J  had performed A then Po still would 
have been true. (A divergence miracle would have preceded A, but the remote 
past as described by P0 would be .the same as in the actual world.) Hence J ' s  
performing A at T would falsify L, in the strong and broad sense. Therefore, 
if J can render (Po and L) false in the strong and broad sense, then J can ren- 
der L false in the strong and broad sense. 

(In this defense of Premise 5, we needed to assume determinism. So 

Premise 5 should be rewritten this way: 

If determinism is true, then i f J  could have rendered the conjunc- 
tion of Po and L false, then J could have rendered L false. 

But this change does not affect the truth-functional validity of  van Inwagen's 
derivation.) 

But although the divergence-miracle compatibilist cannot deny Premise 5, 
relative to "can render false in the strong and broad sense', he can plausibly 
reject Premise 6. We have just established that if determinism is true, and if 
the miraculous analysis of counterfactuals is correct, then J ' s  hand-raising i t -  

s e l f  - and not merely some event that occurs at the remote past time To - is 
an event that would falsify L in the strong and broad sense. If  we keep this 
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fact well in mind, and if we suppose that the miraculous analysis of  counter- 

factuals is correct, then it is not  at all implausible to say that J can render L 

false in the strong and broad sense. For, J can raise his hand at T, and this act 

itself is now being counted as an L-falsifying event. It would be outrageous, 
of  course, to claim that J can do something such that either the act itself, or 

one of  its effects, violates a law - that is, falsifies a law in Lewis's original 

strict sense of  event-falsification. But we are saying nothing so offensive when 

we assert that J can render L false in the strong and broad sense. On the 

contrary, essentially all we are saying is that J can do something that he is 

causally determined not to do, and it is no surprise to learn that the com- 

patibflist is committed to that. 
So the divergence-miracle compatibilist will claim, with plausibility, that 

Premise (6) is false in relation to each of  our two recent readings of  'can 

render false', Hence neither of  these liberalized definitions o f  'can render 

false' will serve van Inwagen's purposes, if counterfactuals receive the 

miraculous analysis. 

Lewis's concept of  an event's falsifying a proposition may well be overly 

stringent; the Nostradamus example seems to demonstrate this. But we now 

see that our proposed successor-concept, the notion of  an event's falsifying a 

proposition in the broad sense, is too inclusive to accomodate the intuitively 

natural claim that J ' s  raising his hand at T is neither (a) an event which would 

falsify Po under the nonmiraculous analysis of  counterfactuals, nor (b) an 

event which would falsify L under the miraculous analy.sis of  counterfactuals. 

And as we have seen, the effect of  this inclusiveness is that 'can render false 

in the strong and broad sense' will not  serve van Inwagen's purposes. (Nor will 

'can render false in the weak and broad sense'; for, this locution fares just the 
same as Lewis's original 'can render false in the weak sense'.) 

I myself have little idea how we might frame a single definition of  event- 

falsification under which both (a) the destruction of  the Sphinx falsifies 

Nostradamus's prediction, and yet  (b) J ' s  hand-raising at T does not falsify 

either Po or L. The concept of  event falsification turns out to be very elusive 

indeed. But even if such a definition can be found it won ' t  help van Inwagen's 
argument, because some important general morals can be extracted from the 
above discussion. 
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If the nonmiraculous analysis of counterfactuals is correct, then the morals 
are these, is First, any definition of event-falsification that is broad enough to 
make principle (A) true, under the corresponding definition of 'can render 
false in the strong sense', will be a definition which classifies J 's  raising his 
hand at T as a Po-falsifying event; so principle (B) will not be plausible, under 
that definition of 'can render false in the strong sense; and hence Premise 5 

will not be plausible either. Second, any definition of an event's falsifying a 
proposition that is stringent enough to make principle (B) plausible, under 
the corresponding definition of 'can render false in the strong sense', will be 

a definition which precludes J ' s  raising his hand at T from counting as a Po- 

falsifying event (or an L-falsifying event), even though this act certainly will 
still count as a (P0 and L)-falsifying event; so principle (A), and likewise 
Premise 5, will be false under that definition of 'can render false in the strong 

sense'. And third, regardless of how one defines event-falsification, principle 
(B), and likewise Premise 5, will be false under the corresponding weak sense 
of 'can render false'. 

If, on the other hand, the miraculous analysis of counterfactuals is correct, 
then the morals that emerge from the above discussion are these. First, any 

definition of event-falsification that is broad enough to make Premise 5 true, 

under the corresponding definition of 'can render false in the strong sense', 

will be a definition which classifies J ' s  raising his hand at T as an L-falsifying 

event; so Premise 6 will not be plausible, under that definition of 'can render 

false in the strong sense'. Second, any definition of an event's falsifying a 

proposition that is stringent enough to make Premise 6 plausible, under the 

corresponding definition of 'can render false in the strong sense', will be a 

definition which precludes J ' s  raising his hand at T from counting as an 
L-falsifying event (or a P0 -falsifying event), even though this act certainly will 
still count as a (Po and L)-falsifying event; so principle (A), and likewise 
Premise 5, will be false under that definition of 'can render false in the strong 

sense'. And third, regardless of how one defines event-falsification, Premise 6 

will be false under that corresponding weak sense of 'can render false'. 
So the upshot is that Lewis's essential criticism cannot be evaded by defini- 

tional maneuvering: there is no single definition of 'can render false' that will 
serve van Inwagen's purposes. This conclusion should be reassuring to com- 
patibilists, because arguments like van Inwagen's are perhaps the strongest yet 
provided by the incompatibilist camp. 16 
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A P P E N D I X  

The argument we have been examining is the first of three versions of the 

Consequence Argument presented in van Inwagen's book. I shall briefly ex- 

plain how the above discussion can be transferred to the other two versions. 

The second version may be paraphrased as follows. If free will exists, then 

at least one person 'has access' to at least one possible world other than the 

actual world. But nobody has access to any possible world in which L is not 

true, and nobody has access to any possible world whose total intrinsic state 

at each moment of time is different from the actual world's total intrinsic 

state at that time. So if determinism is true then nobody has access to any 

possible world other than the actual world, and hence free will does not exist. 

It is now clear how a compatibilist can respond to this argument. An 

altered-past compatibilist can plausibly deny the premise that nobody has 

access to any possible world which differs somewhat, at each moment of time, 

from the actual world. He can claim, on the contrary, that if determinism is 

true, then sometimes an agent can do something which is such that if he did it 

then his act would have been preceded by a sequence of minor differences 

from actuality, backward throughout time. This claim is not to be confused 

with the incredible claim that sometimes an agent can causally influence the 

past. 

A divergence-miracle compatibilist, on the other hand, can plausibly deny 

the premise that nobody has access to any possible world in whichL is not true. 

He can claim, on the contrary, that if determinism is true, then sometimes an 
agent can do something which is such that if he did it then his act would have 

been preceded by a divergence miracle. This claim is not to be confused with 
the outrageous claim that agents can sometimes perform acts which are 
miracles themselves or which cause miracles. 

Van Inwagen's third argument employs a modal operator, 'N'. 'Np' is to 
be rendered in English this way: 'p, and no one has, or ever had, any choice 

about whether p ' .  He adopts the following two plausible-seeming inference 
rules concerning this operator: 

(a) [3p [--Np 
q3) N(p ~ q), Np t- Nq 

With these rules at hand, he reasons as follows. Let 'Po ', 'L', and 'P' now be 
used as abbreviations for sentences, rather than as names of propositions. 
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'Po' goes proxy for a sentence expressing a proposition about the total 

intrinsic state of the world at some instant in the remote past, and 'P' can be 

replaced by any true sentence one likes. Now if determinism is true, then it 

follows that 

(1) ffl(P o andL .  D P )  

is true. From (1) we may deduce 

(2) [](Po ~ (t  ~2')) 

by elementary modal and sentential logic. Applying rule (o 0 to (2), we have: 

(3) N(eo ~ (L ~ P)). 

We now introduce a premise: 

(4) Neo. 

From (3) and (4) we have by rule (/3): 

(S) N(L D e ) .  

We introduce a second premise: 

(6) NL 

Then, from (5) and (6) by (~): 

(7) NP. 

Thus, if determinism is true then no one ever has any choice about anything. 
Now, clearly there are various ways one might construe the locution 'has a 

choice about whether ' ,  just as there are various ways one might contrue the 
notion 'can render false'. Hence my remarks at the end of  section 9 are 

applicable, mutatis mutandis, to this argument. Do we interpret lines 4 and 6 
in such a way that they entail that no one can, or ever could, bring about a 

past-falsifying event or law-falsifying event - where J ' s  raising his hand at T 
counts (under determinism) as a past-falsifying event under the nonmiraculous 
analysis of  counterfactuals, and as a law-falsifying event under the miraculous 
analysis of  counterfactuals? If  so, then the altered-past compatibilist can 
plausibly deny line 4, just as he can plausibly deny Premise 5 of  the earlier 
argument by denying principle (B). And the divergence-miracle compatibiiist 
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can plausibly deny line 6, just  as he can plausibly deny Premise 6 of  the 

earlier argument. 

Or rather, do we interpret  lines 4 and 6 in such a way they only entail 

that  no one can, or ever could, bring about  an event that  would falsify a 

proposi t ion about  the past, or a law, in some suitably stringent sense of  

event-falsification? If  so, then the compatibil ist  can plausibly claim that  the 

operator  'N '  is non-agglomerative, just  as 'cannot  render false in the strong 

sense' is non-agglomerative under any definition of  event-falsification which 

precludes J ' s  hand-raising at T from being a past-falsifying or a law-falsifying 

evenf. Specifically, one can argue that  since J ' s  raising his hand at T would 

falsify the conjunctive proposi t ion (P0 and L ) w i t h o u t  falsifying either P0 or 

L,  under a suitably stringent sense of  event-falsification, it is therefore correct 

to say that  under the corresponding interpretat ion of  the operator  'N', the 

sentence 'N(P0 and L) '  is false even though the sentences 'NPo' and 'NL' are 
both  true. Hence 'N '  is non-agglomerative) 7 

But the inference rule (~) rests upon the principles of  agglomerativity and 

closure-under-entailment: agglomerativity takes us from 'Np' and 'N(p D q) '  

to 'N[p and (p D q)] ' :  and closure then yields 'Nq'. x8 Thus, if 'N '  is non- 

agglomerative then (/3) is invalid. 

So the compatibil ist  can claim, with justif ication, that  there is no single 

construal of  the operator  'N '  under which lines 4 and 6 are both true and rule 

(/3) is also valid - just  as he claims that  there is no single construal of  'can 

render false' under which Premise 5 and Premise 6 of  the earlier argument are 

bo th  true. 
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below. 
6 What he actually says, on p. 192 of  van Inwagen 1975, is that the following general 
principle is analytic: 

If p is a true proposit ion that  concerns only states of  affairs that  obtained 
before S ' s  birth, and if S can render the conjunction o f p  and q false, then 
S can render q false. 

But it is hard to see why someone would consider this principle analytic if he did not  
also consider both (A) and (B) analytic. 

Slote, 1982, points out that every version of  the Consequence Argument he knows o f  
employs some version of  the following modal principle, which he calls agglomerativity: 
If Necfp) and Nec(q), then Nec(p and q). Principle (A) is just such an agglomerativity 
principle. This becomes clear when we state it in the equivalent contraposed form: I f S  
cannot render p false, and S cannot render q false, then S cannot render (p and q) false. 
Thus, the fact that  agglomerativity does not  hold, under Lewis's definition of  'can render 
false in the strong sense', is highly relevant to versions of  the Consequence Argument 
other  than the one we are examining here. 
s Lewis defends this view in Lewis, David: 1979, 'Counterfactual dependence and time's 
arrow',  Nous 13, pp. 4 5 5 - 4 7 6 .  
9 See Bennett ,  Jonathan: 1984, 'Counterfactuals and temporal direction' ,  Philosophical 
Review 93, pp. 5 7 - 9 1 .  In this paper Bennett  replies explicitly to Lewis's arguments in 
Lewis, 1979. 
10 John Martin Fisher replies in much this way to the version of  the Consequence Argu- 
ment  given in Ginet, 1980. See Fischer, John Martin: 1983, 'Incompatibilism',  Philo- 
sophical Studies 43, pp. 127-137 .  His reply rests on a distinction very much like Lewis's 
distinction between the weak and strong senses of  'can render false'; see p. 130. 
11 Van Inwagen, Peter: 1977, 'Reply to Narveson', Philosophical Studies 31, pp. 89 -98 .  
2 Van Inwagen, 1977, p. 93. This definition is what  necessitates the strenthening of  his 

original Premise 2, which was ' I f J  had raised his hand at T, then P would be false'. 
13 I take it that there is no important  difference, at least none that  matters for our 
purposes here, between what  Lewis means by 'event '  and what  van Inwagen means by 
'state of  affairs'. 
14 If one adopts the nonmiraculous analysis o f  counterfactuals, then van Inwagen's 
official definition of  'can render false' fails to meet even minimal standards of  intuitive 
plausibility, and therefore cannot serve his purposes. Under his definition, altered-past 
compatibilists wind up commit ted to the proposit ion that if  determinism is true then J 
could have rendered L false. (This is because it not  possible that J should raise his hand 
at T, and the past be the same as it actually was, and L be true.) They are commit ted to 
this proposit ion even though they vigorously deny that  L would have been false i f J  had 
raised his hand at T. In the face of  this result, they can surely claim that  van Inwagen's 
definition is just too Pickwiekian to be plausible or interesting. Accordingly, they can 
deny Premise 6 relative to van lnwagen's definition, even though they are prepared to 
accept Premise 6 relative to any definition they consider reasonable. (Under a reasonable 
definition, a necessary condition for the truth of  the proposit ion expressed by 'J  can 
render L false' is that J can do something such that,  if he did it, L would indeed be false.) 

If one adopts the miraculous analysis, on the other hand, then van Inwagen's defini- 
tion o f  'can render false' is more plausible: for, under this analysis his definition is con- 
siderably closer to the definition o f  'can render false in the strong and broad sense' 
which I am about  to propose. But his definition is still somewhat  inadequate intuitively: 
for instance, it commits the divergence-miracle compatibilist to saying that if determinism 
is true then J can render false the proposit ion that J ' s  acts are never law-violations - 
where a law-violation is an event which falsifies L in Lewis's strict sense. (This is because 
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necessarily, if J raises his hand  at T and the past is exactly as it was in the  actual world 
(so tha t  there is no prior divergence miracle), then  J ' s  raising his hand  at T is itself a 
law-violation.) In any case, ul t imately it  doesn ' t  much matter ,  f rom the perspective of  
divergence-miracle compatibi l ism, whether  van Inwagen 's  definit ion is intuitively reason- 
able or not .  For,  I shall argue below tha t  if the miraculous analysis o f  counterfaetuals  is 
correct, t hen  Premise 6 is false under  the  definit ion o f  'can render false in the  strong and 
broad sense '  I shall now propose.  And  a parallel a rgument  can be used to show that  
Premise 6 is also false under  van Inwagen 's  official definit ion.  
1 s Some of  the  claims in this and the  nex t  paragraph only hold  if determinism is true. 
But  what  we are interested in knowing,  of  course, is what  the  compatibil is t  will say 
about  Premise 5 and Premise 6 when  he  is supposing tha t  de terminism is true.  
1~ After  this paper had gone to press I sent a copy to David Lewis, who sent me a set o f  
detailed, and very helpful,  comments .  I thank  h im for them,  and I shall briefly remark  
upon  them here. In relation to the Nos t radamus  example,  he points  ou t  tha t  Nasser can 
indeed render N~ false in the  weak sense; i t 's  jus t  tha t  the  falsifying-event will be no t  
merely the des t ruct ion of  the  Sphynx ,  bu t  rather a complex event which includes the  
dest ruct ion and also includes a subsequent  chunk  of  h u m a n  history.  This is true,  and I 
was mis taken to suggest otherwise.  Still, it seems initially that  there should be a strong 
sense in which Nasser can render N 2 false - a sense in which the N 2 -falsifying event is 
actually an  effect o f  Nasser 's own act. And  the Martian example  does seem to show that  
Lewis 's  own  definit ion of  'can render  false in the  strong sense '  does no t  fit the  bill. This  
suggests tha t  there might  be a sense o f  'can render false' which is weaker than  Lewis 's  
s trong sense, stronger than  Lewis 's  weak sense, and capable o f  rendering all o f  van 
Inwagen's  premises s imul taneously  plausible. The appropriate candidate,  I suggested, was 
my  'can render false in the  s trong and broad sense':  bu t  it turned ou t  no t  to serve van 
Inwagen 's  purposes  after all. 

Lewis also ment ions  a very weak sense o f  'can render false': an agent can render a 
proposi t ion false in the  simple sense iff he  is able to do something such that ,  if  he did it, 
the proposi t ion would be false. He demons t ra tes  that  under  some plausible assumptions ,  
my  "s t rong and broad sense"  o f  'can render false'  (or rather,  a slight revision of  it which 
he argues is independent ly  motivated)  turns  ou t  to be equivalent to the  simple sense: and 
so does m y  "weak and broad sense."  I take it that  this ( somewhat  surprising) result  
actually reinforces the  point  I make  at the  end o f  the  paper - v/z., tha t  definit ional 
maneuvering cannot  help van Inwagen evade the  sort of  objection which Lewis originally 
raised. It  also suggests that ,  contrary to one 's  initial expectat ions,  there probably is no 
interesting sense o f  'can render false' which is stronger than  Lewis 's  weak sense bu t  
weaker than  his strong sense. 

7 In this paragraph I have used 'P0 ', 'L' ,  and 'P'  in each of  van Inwagen 's  two ways. I 
t rus t  tha t  m y  usage is clear in any given instance.  
18 This  fact  is pointed  ou t  by Slote, 1982, who stresses tha t  mos t  versions of  the  Con- 
sequence Argumen t  employ  a modal  principle like (~). He gives examples  o f  various 
modali t ies which allegedly do no t  obey this principle, and then provides reasons for 
thinking tha t  modali t ies like van Inwagen 's  'N' do no t  obey it either. His discussion is 
similar in spirit to Lewis, 1981 and to the present  paper, a l though he  does no t  say 
whether  it is agglomerativity or closure under  enta i lment  which should be rejected, and 
he does no t  consider the possibility of  interpret ing modali t ies like 'iV' in such a way tha t  
(/3) is valid bu t  either 'NP0'  or 'NL' is false. 
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