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truth, then Y'is part of middle knowledge. It is this truth that justifies the move
I make here. For (3’) clearly entails the conjunction of (3") and (3*), and since
(3') itself is contingent, so is that conjunction.

28. For the reasoning that justifies this conditional, see note 27.

29. See note 27.

30. See note 27.

31. Note that the power being ascribed to CHN here is a power that the
assumed CHN has, not simply a power that CHN would have had had it not been
assumed.

32. Some might argue that the two cases are not parallel. Divine fore-
knowledge, they might say, does not make Cuthbert do anything, but divine
assumption of a human nature does make that nature necessarily impeccable.
Such an objection, though, simply trades on the ambiguity of “make”. If we
take “make” in the sense of “logically guarantee”, then being assumed does
make one impeccable. But, of course, in this sense of “make”, foreknowledge
too makes one act in a certain way. For example, God’s foreknowing that
Cuthbert will call Bert logically guarantees Cuthbert’s making the call. On the
other hand, if we take “make” in the sense of “causally guarantee”, then there’s
no reason to think God'’s foreknowledge makes Cuthbert do anything. But, by
the same token, there’s no reason to think that being assumed makes one do
anything either — at least, not so long as Molina is correct in claiming that an
assumed nature might not receive all the gifts it is “owed”.

33. The name, though widely used, is a bit misleading, since not all follow-
ers of Aquinas see themselves as advocating this account of divine providence.

34. For more on the infelicities associated with the Thomist view of provi-
dence, see my Divine Providence, pp. 84-94.

35. Earlier versions of a longer essay that included an ancestor of this paper
were presented to the Center for Philosophy of Religion Discussion Group at
the University of Notre Dame and at the Society of Christian Philosophers ses-
sion at the APA Eastern Division Meetings in December, 1998. I am grateful to
the members of the Center for their help with the paper, and to David Hunt,
William Craig, William Hasker, Hugh McCann, and two anonymous Faith and
Philosophy reterees for stimulating and challenging comments and questions.

EXPLANATORY PRIORITY AND
THE “COUNTERFACTUALS OF FREEDOM”

Wes Morriston

On a Molinist account of creation and providence, not only is there is a com-
plete set of truths about what every possible person would freely do in any
possible set of circumstances, but these conditional truths are part of the very
explanation of our existence. Robert Adams has recently argued that the
explanatory priority of these conditionals undermines libertarian freedom. In
the present essay, I take at close look at Adams” argument and at the Molinist
response of Thomas Flint. After showing that Flint’s response is inadequate, [
develop what I believe to be a more successful Molinist response to Adams’
argument. Along the way, I seek to provide some insight into the nature of
libertarian freedom and the proper interpretation of the much discussed
“principle of alternate possibilities.”

Is it the case that for each possible person there is a complete set of true
conditionals about what that person would do in any possible situation in
which that person exists and is free? The existence of such truths — com-
monly, if somewhat inaccurately’, referred to nowadays as the “counterfac-
tuals of freedom” — was the subject of heated debate in the sixteenth centu-
ry. The Jesuit theologian, Luis de Molina, and his followers held that they
were needed for an adequate account of providence and free will. The
Molinists referred to God’s knowledge of such conditionals as “middle
knowledge,” since it lies midway between his “free knowledge” of those
contingent truths that depend entirely on his own free choices, and his
“natural knowledge” of necessary truths that are independent of his will.
Although the counterfactuals of freedom are contingent, they are like nec-
essary truths in that they are completely independent of God’s will, and
God has no control over them.

According to Molinism, the counterfactuals of freedom are a bedrock
feature of reality, and they play a crucial role in the explanation of the exis-
tence of human persons. God created us and made us free, we are to sup-
pose, having taken fully into account his “middle knowledge” of what we
would do with our freedom. Had God been better pleased with what
some other possible set of free creatures would have done with their free-
dom, he would have created them instead. Had he been better pleased
with what we would have done with our freedom in some other possible
situation, he would have created us in that situation instead.

A great advantage of Molinism is that it allows those who hold it to
combine a full-blooded belief in libertarian freedom with the view that all
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human choices and actions take place in accordance with a detailed divine
plan. In the Molinist world, there is no such thing as brute chance, and
Providence rules all. It rules — not by compelling obedience, but by taking
into account what it knows about what every possible person would freely
do in any possible set of circumstances.

But are they really counterfactuals of freedom?

To a number of philosophers, it has seemed that this entire picture is
logically incoherent — that the truths about the behavior of possible persons
under various possible circumstances could not be genuine counterfactuals
of freedom. For surely, if I am free to refrain from doing an act, then it must
not be the case that my so refraining has already been precluded by a set of
conditions that are part of the reason why I exist. But that is exactly how it
would be if the Molinist explanation were true. God created us at least
partly because he knew that we would make these choices and not others.

It is difficult to get the argument just right, however, and Molinists have
shown considerable ingenuity in dodging the bullet. In Divine Providence:
The Molinist Account,> Thomas Flint devotes an entire chapter to Hasker’s
version of the objection’, and another to that of Robert Adams*. Much can
be learned from a consideration of these arguments. In the present essay, I
shall take a close look at Adams’ version of the objection and at Flint’s
reply. Ishall try to show that Flint's response is not completely successful,
but I shall then try to develop a more adequate Molinist response to the
objection. Along the way, I hope to provide some insight into the nature of
libertarian freedom and the proper interpretation of the much discussed
“principle of alternate possibilities.”

Adams vs. Flint

Adams begins by trying to show that Molinism entails that the truth of
one’s counterfactuals of freedom is “explanatorily prior” to all one’s choic-
es and actions. He summarizes this part of the argument as follows.

(1) According to Molinism, the truth of all true counterfactuals of
freedom about us is explanatorily prior to God’s decision to
create us.

(2) God’s decision to create us is explanatorily prior to our exis-
tence.

(3)  Our existence is explanatorily prior to all of our choices and
actions.

(4) The relation of explanatory priority is transitive.
(5)  Therefore it follows from Molinism (by 1-4) that the truth of all

true counterfactuals of freedom about us is explanatorily prior
to all of our choices and actions.
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Adams then claims that

(SI) If I freely do A in C, no truth that is strictly inconsistent with
my refraining from A in C is explanatorily prior to my choosing
and acting asIdoin C.*

Given (5) and (SI), Adams thinks it follows that, for any act A and con-
ditions C, I do not freely do A in C. For suppose that [ do A in C.
According to Molinism, there is a true counterfactual of freedom (one
taken fully into account by God when he decided what and whom to cre-
ate) saying that if I were in C I would do A. This counterfactual is there-
fore explanatorily prior to my doing A in C (from 5 above). It is also strict-
ly inconsistent with my refraining from doing A in C. So (by SI) it follows
that I do not do A freely in C.

Evidently, the key notion here is that of “explanatory priority.” Adams
does not offer an analysis of this concept, as he thinks he is merely taking
over the Molinist’s notion of explanatory priority. This leaves an opening
for the Molinist, one that Flint is quick to exploit. The main thrust of Flint’s
response to Adams can be summarized as follows.

The kind of “explanatory priority” that is at issue isn’t “explanatory pri-
ority in general,” but rather “a specific kind of explanatory priority” — viz.,
“something’s being explanatorily prior to someone’s choosing and
acting.”” The most natural ways of understanding the kind of priority*
involved in Molinism, Flint thinks, are these:

(A) xis explanatorily prior to my choices and actions = x is true,
and there is no choice or action within my power that would
cause it to be the case that x is false.

(B) x is explanatorily prior to my choices and actions = x is true,
and there is no choice or action within my power such that,
were | 50 to choose or so to act, x would be false.

Flint first argues that (A) is of no use to Adams, on the ground that no
one who is “orthodox” with respect to God’s complete and infallible fore-
knowledge should accept (SI) when explanatory priority is interpreted in
line with (A). Flint thinks that no one has causal power over the past.
Consequently, no one has the power to cause God’s past knowledge to be
other than it was. It follows that even straight divine foreknowledge (with-
out middle knowledge) is explanatorily prior to one’s choices and actions
in the sense defined by (A). If, therefore, (SI) were accepted, an Adams-
style argument would quickly show that divine foreknowledge (with or
without middle knowledge) is incompatible with human freedom.’

Flint thinks (B) is no better from Adams’ point of view, since it casts
doubt on premise (4) of Adams’ argument. When explanatory priority is
interpreted in accordance with (B), Flint thinks there is no reason why a
Molinist should grant that it is a transitive relation. To see why, let T stand
for the true counterfactuals of freedom, D for God'’s decision about what to
create in light of T, and A for some action performed by one of God’s
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human creatures. Then, Flint thinks, the claim that the counfterfactuals of
freedom are explanatorily prior to God’s decision amounts to this.

(i) (D->T) & (~D—T) [Where — is the arrow of counterfactual
implication.]

The claim that God’s decision is explanatorily prior to the doing of A
amounts to this.

(i) (A—D)& (~A—D)

And the claim that the counterfactuals of freedom are explanatorily prior to
the action in question amounts to this.

(iii) (A—T) & (~A—T)

If explanatory priority were transitive, Flint says that we would be able
to derive (iii) from (i) and (ii). But Flint thinks we cannot do thls.. Since
counterfactual implication is not in general transitive, neither conjunct of
(iti) follows from (i) and (ii). This does not matter in the case of the left-
hand conjunct, since (A—T) is obviously true. But Flint thinks we are left
without any reason to believe the right-hand conjunct of (iii). .

Let me try to put all of this a bit more intuitively. Interpreted in accor-
dance with (B), the heart of Adams’ argument goes like this:

(B1) There is nothing God can do such that, were he to do it, any of
the counterfactuals of freedom would be false. (In this sense,
they are explanatorily prior to any decision God might make.)

(B2) There is nothing we can do such that, were we to dq it, God
would not have acted as he did in creation. (In this sense,
God’s creative act is explanatorily prior to our choices and

actions.)

Since Adams thinks that explanatory priority is a transitive relation, he
thinks it follows that:

(B3) There is nothing we can do such that were we to do it, any of
the counterfactuals of freedom would be false. (In this sense,
the counterfactuals of freedom are explanatorily prior to our
choices and actions.)

A Molinist must deny (B3). For consider. If I freely do A in C, then (say
the Molinists) the counterfactual of freedom, C—A must have been true of
me. If I had not done A in C, C—~A would have been true of me instead.
Since I did A freely, I must have been free not to do A — in which case, |
must have been free to do something such that, had I done it, C—~A, and
not C—A, would have been true of me. It follows that I am free to do
something such that the counterfactual of freedom that is in fact true of me
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(C—A) would instead have been false. This does not mean that I can cause
it to have been false, but it does mean that I have what Flint calls “counter-
factual power” over my counterfactuals of freedom.

So where does Adams'’s argument go wrong? On Molinism (B1) is true.
What about (B2)? A Molinist might deny (B2), arguing that we have “coun-
terfactual power” over (some of) God’s creative decisions. But there is
another option. Since the inference from (B1) and (B2) to (B3) is not formal-
ly valid, the Molinist does not iave to deny (B2). He can instead claim that
explanatory priority is not, on the account offered by (B), a transitive rela-
tion, in which case (B3) is not entailed by (B1) and (B2). This, as we have
seen, is the line that Flint takes.

Explanatory priority

We seem to have arrived at an impasse. The anti-Molinist says that
(B)-type explanatory priority is a transitive relation and that (B1) and (B2)
entail (B3). The Molinist replies that — on Molinism — (B1) and (B2) do not
entail (B3), because (B)-type explanatory priority is 1ot a transitive relation.
But before letting it go at that, let’s take another look at the concept of
explanatory priority. Do either of Flint’s formulations succeed in capturing
this key notion?

[ think the answer to this question is no. Whatever explanatory priority
is, it must surely have something to do with explanation. A true proposi-
tion P is not explanatorily prior to a true proposition Q unless P is in some
way involved in the explanation of Q - involved, that is, in the answer to
the question, “Why is it that Q?” None of Flint’s formulations satisfy this
simple requirement. Suppose, for example, that it is a fact (unbeknownst
to us) that:

(P) There are exactly ten boulders on the moon nearest to Jupiter,
each of which weighs exactly 1.333 tons.

Plainly, we have neither causal nor counterfactual power over (P).
There is nothing we can do that will cause (P) to have been false, and noth-
ing we can do or decide such that were we to do or decide it (P) would
have been false. So on either of Flint’s analyses, (P) is “explanatorily prior”
to our choices and actions. But it would be quite a stretch to insist that (P)
is in any way involved in the explanation of our choices and actions.

Flint’s mistake occurs right at the beginning of his discussion, when he
writes:

Note first of all that the concept that is needed for Adams’ argument
isn’t explanatory priority in general, but a specific kind of explanato-
ry priority— something’s being explanatorily prior to someone’s
choosing and acting. It is this kind of explanatory priority, I think,
that we need most to examine.”

Adams’ argument does indeed turn on the claim that the counterfactu-
als of freedom are “explanatorily prior” to “someone’s choosing and act-
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ing.” But I see no reason to distinguish a different sense of explanatory pri-
ority for each different explanandum. The relation of explanatory priority
may be the same for many different explananda.

Flint offers the following defense of his approach.

And 1 say this not only because it is the kind of explanatory priority
that is employed in Adams’ argument, and thus the only kind Qf
explanatory priority that Adams really needs, but also be_tcal.lse. it is
the principal kind of priority that the Molinist needs to discriminate
between middle knowledge and free knowledge. In saying that mid-
dle knowledge is distinct from and prior to free knowledge, the
Molinist means to say that the former is independent of God’s will,
while the latter is not. For any element of his free knowledge, there
were actions within God’s power which would have led to that
proposition’s being false. No element of his middle k.nowledge is
thus dependent upon his action; what he knows by middle knowl-
edge are facts about which he can do nothing.”

It is certainly true that Molinists think that the truth of the counterfactu-
als of freedom is fixed independently of God’s will. But that makes them
explanatorily prior only because his knowledge of those truths is part of the
explanation of his decision about what to create. The counterfactuals of
freedom are explanatorily prior to God’s creative will because they are a
critical element in the story that explains why God chose to (weakly) actual-
ize this world rather than any other possible one. o

In the following passage, Flint acknowledges that the priority we are
interested in here is priority in the order of explanation.

Explanatory priority for Adams, then, is supposed to be priority in
the order of explanation, and priority in this sense has to do with
what is and isn’t “data that God takes into account”’—that is, with
facts of which he is aware but over which he has no control.”

This is exactly right. Nevertheless, Flint seeks to refute Ada'mi’ argument
by considering a series of accounts of “explanatory priority” that have
nothing directly to do with the order of explanation. 1t is hardly surprising
that none of them serves the needs of Adams’ argument.

I do not have an especially deep or illuminating analysis of explanatory
priority to offer. Nevertheless, I think we Can.make some progress in getting
the issue properly focussed. As a start, we might try something like this.

(EP) P is explanatorily prior to Q = Q is not self-explanatory; and P is
part of the explanation of Q.

This is obviously correct, as far as it goes. Unless a thing is self-explana-
tory (as God is sometimes supposed to be), the explanans gxg}lams ”the
explanandum, and not the other way around. In that sense, it is “prior” to
the explanandum. But what is an explanation? Which of the various senses
of the word “explanation” do we have in mind here?
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Suppose we are interested in finding the explanation of an event E.
Then what we want to find, I suggest, is a set of conditions, €1--Cp-- such
that (i) ¢y..cy, - are not simply a redescription of E; and such that (ii) C1-Cpp
answer the question, “Why did E occur?” The conditions cj..c,.. of a good
explanation need not be causally sufficient for the occurrence of E. But it
must at least be the case that they influenced the occurrence of E, making it
more probable —all other things being equal - that E would occur.®

For example, an explanation of a high tide will provide a causally suffi-
cient explanation. The moon, the water, and the rest of the earth, and their
positions relative to one another, as well as the inverse square law of attrac-
tion — all will play their parts in the explanation. Given these conditions, the
tide rmust be high. In contrast to this, an explanation of the disintegration of
a uranium atom at a particular time will not be causally sufficient for its
explanandum. The elements of the explanation will include the internal state
of the atom prior to its disintegration, as well as statistical laws about the
frequency with which atoms in that state behave in certain ways. Similarly,
a satisfactory explanation of a murder need not delineate causally sufficient
conditions. But it will say what influenced the murderer’s behavior.

In all such cases, the elements of the explanation are distinct from the
event explained. They are also “prior” to the event in the sense that, how-
ever indeterministically, it flows from them, and not the other way around.
Given this (admittedly rough) understanding of explanation and explana-
tory priority, the main premise of Adams’ argument — (SI) - is quite plausi-
ble. If1do an act A and my refraining from doing A is strictly inconsistent
with some part of the explanation of my doing A, then surely I cannot be
free to refrain from doing it. To put it differently — if the explanation of an
act is so good that it logically entails that I do A, then no libertarian should
think I am free to refrain from doing A.

So far, so good. But is explanatory priority in the sense of (EP) a transi-
tive relation? It is not at all clear that it is. Suppose a long and tender kiss
was a key factor in getting may parents into bed the day I was conceived.
Then perhaps that kiss is part of the explanation of my existence. Let us
suppose (at least for the sake of argument) that my existence is part of the
explanation of my writing this paper. Does it follow that my parents’ kiss
is part of the explanation of my writing this paper? Surely that would be a
bit of a stretch?

However, some philosophers may think my parents’ kiss is part of the
total explanation of my writing this paper, where a total explanation
includes everything that contributes — however indirectly ~ to the explana-
tion of my act. If such a concept is defensible, then perhaps (EP) could be
replaced by the following principle:

(EP) P is explanatorily prior to Q = Q is not self-explanatory; and P is
part of the fotal explanation of Q.

Or perhaps better:

(EP*) P is explanatorily prior to Q = Q is not self-explanatory; and
either (i) P contributes directly to the explanation of Q, or (ii) P






