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1. Introduction

Suppose someone has just flipped a coin and that, at this moment, the world is perfectly indeter-
ministic with respect to whether it lands heads or tails. Suppose further that a few moments later
the coin lands heads. Was it true when the coin was flipped that it would land heads?

If you answered ‘yes’, then you are probably what Arthur Prior would call an ‘Ockhamist,”’ by
which he meant someone who affirms the following thesis:

(O)  “For all p, if (it is the case that) p then it has always been the case that it
would be the case that p.””

(O) says that if at any time t it is true that p, then WILL(p) was true at all times prior to t. In other
words, IS(p) implies WAS(WILL(p)).

If you answered ‘no’, then you are probably what Prior would call a ‘Peircean.” As the Peircean
sees it, (O) is false. The mere fact that a coin lands heads at a given time implies only that it was
antecedently possible that it land heads, not that it was going to land heads. IS(p) implies only
WAS(Poss(WILL(p))).

It’s a safe bet that most philosophers today are Ockhamists. Frequently (O) is assumed without
any discussion whatsoever,” and when the Peircean alternative is discussed it usually receives a
supposedly quick and decisive refutation.* The popularity of Ockhamism isn’t surprising. It is
probably mandatory for anyone who wants to affirm both causal indeterminism and the existence
of a complete, unchanging set of truths about the future,” a group that includes most B-theorists
and many, if not most, A-theorists.

Bucking the trend, I want to argue, with Prior, that the Peircean view is correct. After clarifying
the issues (§2), I pose two problems for Ockhamism: (a) the assertion problem (§3-4), and (b)
the grounding problem (§5).® With respect to (a), I argue that Ockhamism cannot account for the
assertibility of claims about the future. With respect to (b), I argue that A-theoretical versions of
Ockhamism lack the ontological resources to ground truths about the future. Finally (§6), I refute
the charge that the Peircean must be a fatalist or deny bivalence.

2. Clarifying the Debate

Philosophers like precision. It’s what makes rigorous argumentation possible. Unfortunately,
natural language is often not nearly precise enough for philosophical purposes, so we often have
to regiment it, thereby developing a more precise philosophical language in the process. It’s
important, however, not to lose sight of the natural language moorings of our philosophical
terms. To that end, let’s look at the natural language roots of the future tense-operator WILL.

Obviously, WILL comes from “will,” but it is easy to see that “will” can carry several different
shades of meaning, not all of which are relevant. For example, “will” can carry an erotetic force



(i.e., express a desire that some state of affairs obtain), as when one asks imploringly, “Will you
marry me?” Additionally, “will” can carry an illocutionary force (i.e., function as a
performative), as when one says “I will pay you back,” thereby enacting a promise. Let’s set
those uses aside. Our concern is with “will” in its predictive use of making claims about the
future, and predictions need not carry any erotetic or illocutionary force at all.”

Used predictively, “will” points toward the future. It thereby carries what we might call future
temporal force. In addition, its predictive use can carry a causal force of one degree or another.
For example, sometimes it expresses a deterministic relation as in “If you let go of that rock, it
will fall”—the implication being that there is no real possibility of things turning out otherwise.
At other times “will” carries a lesser degree of causal force. If a mother warns her child, “Don’t
go outside without your jacket or you will catch a cold,” we don’t take her to be saying that the
outcome of a cold is causally inevitable, like the falling of a rock that is dropped, but only that it
has a relatively high likelihood of coming to pass, i.e., that the outcome is more or less probable.

Now, to have a rigorous tense logic we need to pin down the causal force of “will.” The
Ockhamist does this by defining a future tense-operator WILL that has no causal force at all. To
predict that an event WILL occur, says the Ockhamist, is simply to say that it does occur in the
future, nothing more. The Peircean, however, defines WILL so that its causal force is maximal.
To predict that an event WILL occur, says the Peircean, is to say that it causally must occur.
With this clarification in mind, let’s consider the first problem for Ockhamism.

3. The Assertion Problem

The principle of charity says that a person’s claims ought to be interpreted, if context allows, in a
manner that best preserves the rational assertibility of those claims. Here I take a claim p to be
rationally assertible for person S at time t if and only if S’s doxastic state at t is such that p seems
to S to be more likely true than not. Thus, when S seems to make a claim that we have good
reason to believe was not rationally assertible for him at the time, we don’t take his words at face
value—he’s more likely lying, joking, acting, or what have you—unless, of course, context
makes clear that’s what he really means. And since it’s not psychologically plausible for S to
genuinely claim that p if p is not rationally assertible for him at the time, any reasons we may
have to think that S’s claim is genuine and sincere are also reasons to think that he really does
believe that p is more likely than not-p.

These observations suggest that all genuine predictions carry causal force. Indeed, they suggest
that it must seem to the predictor that the outcome is at least probable in relation to the state of
the world at the time he makes the prediction.® Otherwise, the claim would not be rationally
assertible for him, and hence not charitably construed as a genuine prediction.

For example, suppose someone playing roulette says before the wheel is spun, “The ball will
land on 20.” Knowing the odds are 1 in 36, we would normally not construe that as claiming
inevitability or even likelihood for the outcome. After all, if the gambler knows the odds, then
she knows that it is likely that the ball will not land on twenty. So to claim that the ball will land
on 20, or even that it will probably land on 20 would not be rationally assertible for her. If she
nonetheless insists that the ball will land on 20, it would suggest that she knows, or thinks she
knows, something we don’t that grounds her confidence—perhaps she believes the game is



rigged, or perhaps she has committed the gambler’s fallacy and falsely believes that the ball is
due to land on 20. In any case, absent indications that she really believes that the ball is likely to
land on 20, we would not construe her statement as claiming this. Instead, we would apply the
principle of charity and look for a plausible construal in the context that doesn’t have her
claiming something rationally unassertible for her. It is doubtful, then, that we should construe
the utterance as a prediction at all. It may be more plausibly construed as autobiographical (“I’m
guessing the ball lands on 20” or “I hope it lands on 20”) or as a performative (“I bet on 20”).

So genuinely predictive uses of “will”—as opposed to random guessing—carry not only future
temporal force, but also sufficient causal force to imply that the predicted outcome is at least
probable. Since we want a future tense-operator that fixes the causal force, we have to settle on a
particular probability. The Peircean proposal, which assigns WILL determinative causal force
(probability one), is the most natural expedient in this regard.” In sum, then, the assertibility of
genuine predictions guarantees that Peircean tense logic stays closer to natural language than
does Ockhamism and thus, all other things being equal, is to be preferred.

4. An Ockhamist Counterargument

Alfred Freddoso counters that the Ockhamist construal of WILL is needed to make sense of our
common practice of retrospectively predicating truth of successful predictions about future
contingents. Suppose, he says, that a coin has just been tossed and that its chances of its landing
heads or tails, respectively, are exactly 50-50. At that same moment, a person with accurate
knowledge of the odds forecasts, “The coin will land heads.” The claim, insists Freddoso, is not
that the coin will probably land heads but that it unqualifiedly will. He then notes that, if the coin
does land heads, then in retrospect we would ordinarily say that the person spoke truly when he
made the prediction. Colloquial speech, then, holds that a prediction is true at the time it is made
just in case things turn out as predicted, even though they might not have.'

As in the roulette example, Freddoso starts with an apparently genuine prediction about a future
contingent, but arrives at a different conclusion, namely, that “will” in its predictive use need not
have any causal force. He achieves this result by shifting focus from our use of the word “will”
to our use of the word “true.” And it must be conceded that we often do retrospectively predicate
“truth” of sentences saying that something “will” happen simply because it has happened. From
this Freddoso derives (O), the core Ockhamist principle that IS(p) implies WAS(WILL(p)).

In response, we should note first that attempting to derive a logical principle like (O) solely from
observations of colloquial usage is not generally a strong way to argue, for the flexibility of
colloquial usage often leaves the meaning of sentences underdetermined. Thus, it does not follow
from the fact that we often retrospectively predicate “truth” of a sentence like “X will obtain”
when it is clear that X has obtained, that the proposition expressed by the sentence was ante-
cedently true.

Furthermore, the Peircean will counter-charge that Freddoso’s example is either (a) not a genuine
prediction at all, or (b) it is a prediction, but one with causal force. On the one hand, since the
speaker in Freddoso’s example has no reason to prefer heads over tails, neither prediction is
rationally assertible for him. By the principle of charity, we should conclude that he is not pre-
dicting but just randomly guessing, in which case the statement’s meaning is merely something



like “I pick heads.” On the other hand, if he really does mean to assert that the coin will land
heads, then we have to wonder why he believes this. The natural answer is that he thinks the
coin’s landing heads is more probable. But the minute we bring probability into the mix, we no
longer have the noncausal usage of “will” that Freddoso wants. Thus, Freddoso fails to reconcile
Ockhamism with the requirements of rational assertibility.

For a full rebuttal, however, the Peircean must go further and give a positive account of our
linguistic behavior. Here the imprecision of natural language comes to his aid. Strictly speaking,
the Peircean truth conditions of “X will obtain at t” uttered at time u would include both X’s
obtaining at t and its being causally necessary at U that X be going to obtain at t. But outside of
philosophy, such strictness is not to be expected. So the Peircean will say that when we retro-
spectively predicate “truth” of contingently successful predictions and guesses we are speaking
loosely, but not inappropriately, because we recognize that part of the truth condition of “X will
obtain at t” has been fulfilled, namely, X’s obtaining at t.

5. The Grounding Problem

A common feature of all A-theoretical ontologies, whether that of presentism,'' Tooley’s grow-
ing universe model,' or McCall’s branch attrition model,” is that the future is not meta-
physically settled—indeed, for the presentist and growing universe theorist, the future doesn’t
even exist. This raises a further difficulty for A-theoretical versions of Ockhamism, for what is
there to ground the present truth of propositions about the future? Ockhamism says that future
facts themselves do this—but how can future facts ground present truths about the future if those
facts don’t even exist or, on McCall’s view, are susceptible to change?

To simply matters, let’s focus on presentism,'* the view that all of reality exists now, in the
present.”” Thus, for every state of affairs X, either X obtains now or it doesn’t obtain at all.
Hence, no non-present states of affairs obtain. According to the correspondence theory, however,
a proposition is true if and only if the state of affairs it posits obtains. Consequently, for the
presentist a proposition can be true if and only if the state of affairs it posits obtains now, in the
present. Thus, the presentist needs presently obtaining states of affairs to ground truths about the
future. Most presentists nowadays hold that such truths are grounded in presently obtaining
future-tense states of affairs.'® Thus, “Humans will land on Mars” is now true just in case our
going to land on Mars now obtains.

But what it is for a future-tense state of affairs to obtain? What could that possibly amount to in
concrete terms? Given presentism and correspondence, if a proposition about the future is now
true then it is true in virtue of what is now the case. Accordingly, what is now the case must
somehow bear upon what will be the case. But how can present reality bear upon a future that
does not yet exist?

The most obvious answer, I submit, is that the present bears upon the future in the manner of a
cause upon its effect. For example, we think it is now true that the sun will rise tomorrow. Why?
Presumably because we think the world in its current state is governed by laws that make highly
probable the sun’s rising tomorrow. It appears, then, that the future-tense state of affairs the sun’s
going to rise tomorrow consists in the present reality’s tending strongly (if not inexorably) in that
direction. We might say that, in that respect, the future is already present in its causes.'’



Indeed, as presentism and correspondence require, the present truth of “X will obtain” depends
entirely on X’s going to obtain now being the case. Thus, if present conditions were not sufficient
for its now being the case that X is going to obtain, then they would not be sufficient for the
present truth of “X will obtain.” But if present conditions are sufficient for its now being the case
that X is going to obtain, then X’s future obtaining is a necessary consequence of present condi-
tions. Thus, the future-tense proposition “X will obtain” is now true, strictly speaking, if and
only if present conditions are in fact sufficient, i.e., fully determinative, of the future obtaining of
X. This contradicts (O). Hence, given an A-theoretical ontology, grounding considerations
strongly favor Peircean tense logic over against its Ockhamist rival.

6. Peircean Tense Logic, Bivalence, and Fatalism

While it is fares well vis-a-vis Ockhamism on the issues of assertibility and grounding, some
think Peircean tense logic fares sufficiently badly elsewhere that we ought to prefer Ockhamism
nonetheless. A common charge is that the Peircean must either embrace logical fatalism or deny
bivalence. Since, presumably, neither is acceptable,'® Peirceanism must go. In other words, it
may be urged that the following theses constitute an inconsistent set:

(C) There are future contingents.
(P) The future tense-operator WILL carries determinative causal force.
(B) All propositions are either true or if not true then false.

The inconsistency emerges given the seemingly plausible assumption that the propositions
WILL(p) and WILL(not-p) are contradictories, in which case, by (B), one is now true and the
other false for all p. Given that consequence, (C) and (P) entail the denial of (B); (P) and (B)
entail the denial of (C); and (C) and (B) entail the denial of (P). Thus, the Peircean seems to be
faced with a dilemma: Either embrace fatalism or give up bivalence.

Now it may be that the Peircean can simply give up bivalence with equanimity. Such a move
would leave her in good company.'® But that concession is unnecessary because the dilemma is a
false one. The reason is simple: In Peircean tense logic WILL(p) and WILL(not-p) are not
contradictories, but contraries. WILL(p) holds when p is true in all causally possible futures.
WILL(not-p) holds when p is true in no causally possible future. But both are false when p is a
future contingent, i.e., when p is true in some but not all causally possible futures. In that case,
what is true is MIGHT(p), where MIGHT() is a future contingency operator equivalent to [not-
WILL(p) and not-WILL(not-p)].

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, I have argued that the Peircean / Ockhamist tense-logic debate turns on whether
the future tense-operator WILL is defined so as to carry either no causal force (Ockham) or
determinative causal force (Peirce). I then argued that Peircean tense logic is to be preferred
because (1) it better squares with our intuitions regarding the assertibility of claim about the
future and thereby stays closer to natural language, and (2) it has no problem grounding truths
about the future on an A-theoretical ontology, whereas Ockhamism does. Finally, I rebutted the
charge that Peirceanism leads to either logical fatalism or a denial of bivalence. On the contrary,
the Peircean avoids logical fatalism without denying bivalence by leading us to realize that
WILL(p) and WILL(not-p) are not contradictories.
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