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Abstract

One stark difference between the past and the future lies in our ability
to shape the future in a way in which we are unable to shape the past.
This paper investigates what kind of beliefs about the future serve as
premises in our reasoning about how to act. If we think about belief
in terms of agents representing the world, we cannot lose sight of the
fact that agents are part of, and shape, the same world they represent.
Beliefs about the future appear to have a circularity about them: on
the one hand, they serve as premises for deciding what we will do. On
the other hand, what we decide we will do determines what we believe
about the future. I argue that beliefs in future-directed counterfactuals
play a central role in our practical reasoning and in how we conceptualize
the actual future. I defend a robust distinction between future-directed
counterfactuals and future-directed indicatives, and, contra Keith DeRose
(2010), argue that it is future-directed counterfactuals that we use in
deliberation about how to act. I argue that we construe the actual future
in hypothetical terms and dependent on what we do now, in contrast to
how we construe the actual past. This asymmetry in our belief content
about the past versus the future fits well with an account of the open

future in terms of counterfactual dependence.

1 A Circularity about Future-Directed Beliefs

Consider the following case:

TREE You are hiking in the mountains when melting snow frees a boulder in

front of you. The boulder begins rolling downhill. Below, you see a tree



directly in the path of the now accelerating boulder. You form the belief
that the boulder will hit the tree. Your belief is true: seconds later the

boulder smashes into the tree.

What is the content of your belief that the boulder will hit the tree? The answer
to this question seems relatively straightforward and unproblematic. We can
maintain that the content of one’s belief, when one believes that a future event
will occur mirrors the content of one’s belief that a past event did occur. If the
content of a belief that the boulder did hit the tree is given by applying a past-
tense WAS operator to a tenseless, temporal proposition the boulder hits the
tree, the belief that the boulder will hit the tree is given by applying a future-
tense WILL operator to the same temporal proposition: WILL(the boulder
hits the tree).! Opinions vary on whether the resulting tensed propositions are
analysable in terms of non-tensed notions.? Let us call a belief whose content is
given by applying the WILL operator to a temporal proposition a “WILL-belief”.

The picture becomes more complicated when we consider the role of future-
directed beliefs in practical reasoning. Many have recently highlighted the im-
portant role that (outright) belief plays in practical reasoning: in believing a
proposition outright, one is willing to rely on it, to use it as a premise in deciding

what to do.? Let us state this principle as follows:

(PR) One believes p outright when one is willing to use p as a premise in

practical reasoning.

For example, if you believe outright that it is currently pouring rain, you might
use this as a premise, together with your desire not to get wet, to conclude
that you should get your umbrella. (PR) is an attractive principle that explains
some plausible normative features of outright belief and highlights an important

difference between outright belief and (even very high) degrees of belief.*

Here 1 understand a ’temporal proposition’ to be a proposition that is true at some times
and false at others.

2For example, I think such propositions can be analysed in terms of tenseless, B-theoretic
relations of being earlier than and being later than the time at which the belief is held, however
in this paper 1 remain neutral on whether such tenseless analyses are possible.

3This thesis is most prominently defended by Timothy Williamson. In his (2000), he
writes, “Intuitively, one believes p outright when one is willing to use p as a premise in
practical reasoning” (p.99). Others who have argued for a similar thesis include Wedgwood
(2012), Schulz (2021), and Hawthorne (2004).

4 Although you may have an extremely high degree of belief in the proposition that your
lottery ticket will lose, you refrain from believing outright that your ticket will lose. The
difference is explainable in terms of your hesitancy to use the proposition that the ticket will
lose in a bit of practical reasoning for selling your ticket for a penny. See Hawthorne (2004)
and Williamson (2020).



Suppose we accept (PR). How should we characterize the content of beliefs
about the future in light of it? The question raises some complications. Belief,
on the one hand, is typically thought of as having a world-to-mind direction
of fit. A subject’s belief aims to correctly represent how the world is. But we
also cannot lose sight of the fact that agents are part of, and shape, the very
same world they represent. Beliefs serve as premises in our practical reasoning,
but practical reasoning also determines our beliefs. One way to come to believe
that you will bring an umbrella is by now deciding to bring an umbrella. Beliefs
about the future appear to have a circularity about them: on the one hand,
they serve as premises for deciding what we will do. On the other hand, what
we decide we will do determines what we believe about the future.

To further examine the question of how we should characterize the content
of beliefs about the future given their role in practical reasoning, consider the

following variant of the above case:

HIKERS You are hiking in the mountains when melting snow frees a boulder
in front of you that begins rolling downward. Below, you see a group of
picnicking hikers directly in the path of the now accelerating boulder. You
form the belief that the boulder will hit the hikers.

Suppose we assume, plausibly, that your beliefs and desires at this point provide
an argument for the conclusion that you should yell out and warn the hikers. As
a result, you do yell out “Watch out! Boulder!”, the hikers hear your warning,
and move out of the way just before the boulder flattens their picnic. What
future-directed belief served as a premise in the bit of practical reasoning which
led you to yell out and warn the hikers? It cannot be the WILL-belief analogous
to the belief formed in TREE, that WILL(the boulder hits the hikers). If you
treat WILL(the boulder hits the hikers) as a premise in your practical reason-
ing, you cannot derive a conclusion consistent with the boulder not hitting the
hikers. Using WILL(the boulder hits the hikers) might serve as a premise for an
argument with the conclusion that you ought to summon the mountain rescue
service, or you ought to run and check the casualties, but not for an argument
with the conclusion that you ought to perform an action that results in the
boulder not hitting the hikers.

So what future-directed beliefs serve as premises in the practical reasoning
employed in HIKERS? A lesson in how to think about the content of future-
directed beliefs that figure into practical reasoning can be learned from recent

literature on mental simulation in cognitive science. In some studies, such as



Battaglia, et. al (2013), subjects are asked to predict whether a configuration
of blocks will fall, and, if so, in what direction. The results are compared
with a computer-based ‘intuitive physics engine’; similar to the sort of engine
used in many computer games, that produces an output based on an input of
initial object states and force dynamics. The study found a strong correlation
between the human judgments and the judgments of the computer-based model,
hypothesizing that a cognitive process like this model plays a role in human
judgments about what will happen.

However, in cases in which the subject can intervene, the model must be
complicated. Rather than using the actual, present object-states and force
dynamics as input, simulating, and generating an output, multiple simulations
are run using inputs of hypothetical actions on the part of the subject, plus
present object-states and force dynamics.® It is not merely a matter of how
the actual, present situation will evolve, but rather how the present situation,
together with various hypothetical actions on the part of the agent, would evolve.
To apply this to HIKERS, the subject runs multiple simulations such as the

following;:

1. Run simulation with input: present object states, force dynamics plus

action: do nothing.

2. Run simulation with input: present object states, force dynamics plus

action: yell out warning.

3. Run simulation with input: present object states, force dynamics plus

action: jump in path of boulder.

Each simulation will generate its own output, for example, crush hikers, save
hikers, get crushed, respectively.

Let us return to our earlier questions: What is the content of the subject’s
future-directed beliefs when she runs these simulations? What serves as premises
in her practical reasoning? Our belief in, and knowledge of, many counterfac-
tuals is closely tied to mental simulation. This connection is explored at length
by Timothy Williamson in various places (2007, 2009, 2016). One way we gain
knowledge of counterfactuals is by imaginatively simulating how a hypotheti-

cal situation would evolve. Such simulations employ the imagination, but the

5An example of a study that models mental simulation involving agent intervention is
Allen, Smith and Tenenbaum (2020).



imagination is informed and disciplined by background knowledge and past ex-
perience. The simulation exercises above may lead the subject performing them

to endorse the following counterfactuals:

(1) If T were to do nothing, the hikers would be crushed.
(2) If T were to yell out a warning, the hikers would be saved.
(3) If T were to jump in the path of the boulder, T would be crushed.

The subject’s simulations involve imagining a scenario in which the antecedent
holds, and deriving the consequent by simulating how the scenario would re-
alistically evolve under such conditions. This imaginative exercise can lead to
the subject believing the above counterfactuals, and, assuming the method by
which they are derived is sufficiently reliable, the subject can know them.

The future-directed beliefs that we form in a scenario like HIKERS are beliefs
in future-directed counterfactuals. We acquire these beliefs by simulating how
the scenario would evolve given various hypothetical actions. It is these future-
directed counterfactuals, derived through mental simulation, that we employ as
premises in our practical reasoning in cases like HIKERS. Many of the beliefs
we form about the future that figure into our practical reasoning are derived
by simulating how the future would evolve under various hypothetical circum-
stances. This applies not only to beliefs about the future of our immediate
physical surroundings as in HIKERS, but also more remote and less physics-
based scenarios, such as how a friend would react to cancelling a lunch date at
the last minute, or how a future election would turn out. The simulations we
run in such cases are arguably more complex than the simulations in HIKERS,
and involve different kinds of cognitive models. For example, in addition to an
intuitive physics engine, we also have something like an intuitive psychology en-
gine that simulates mental states and behaviors of others in various hypothetical

situations, such as cancelling a lunch date at the last minute.

2 Future-Directed Conditionals

In the previous section I proposed that future-directed counterfactuals serve as
the content of our beliefs about the future and the premises in our practical rea-
soning in scenarios like HIKERS. In this section, I wish to further bolster this

6The view that folk psychology involves mental simulation is defended by Nichols and Stich
(2003) and Goldman (2006), among others.



proposal by focussing on future-directed conditionals more generally. The aim of
the section is to defend a robust distinction between future-directed counterfac-
tual conditionals and future-directed indicative conditionals, a distinction that
has been challenged in the conditionals literature, and argue that it is future-
directed counterfactuals that serve as premises in our practical reasoning.
Identifying what distinguishes indicative conditionals from counterfactual
conditionals is about as controversial as it gets, and there is even less consensus
when it comes to future-directed variants of each.” First, it can be difficult to
tease apart future-directed indicatives from future-directed counterfactuals. A

sentence like:
(4) If it rains tomorrow, the picnic will be cancelled.

may well be taken to express an indicative conditional, yet it seems to express

the same thing as the conditional sentence expressed in the subjunctive:
(5) If it were to rain tomorrow, the picnic would be cancelled.®

At the very least, they don’t strike us as clearly distinct in the way in which
certain past-directed versions of each do, such as the well-known pair introduced
by Ernest Adams (1970):

(6) If Oswald didn’t kill Kennedy, someone else did.
(7) If Oswald hadn’t killed Kennedy, someone else would have.

(6) and (7) plausibly have distinct meanings and many endorse (6) but deny
(7). The conditional expressed by (6) is taken to be an example of an indica-
tive, whereas the conditional expressed by (7) is taken to be an example of a

counterfactual. However, a corresponding future-directed pair such as:
(8) If Putin doesn’t kill Zelenskyy, someone else will.
(9) If Putin were not to kill Zelenskyy, someone else would.

seem to stand or fall together: one who accepts (8) likely also accepts (9) and

vice versa.” In an effort not to pre-judge any of the relevant issues, let us call

"DeRose (2010) refers to the semantics of indicative conditionals as “a swamp” and Frank
Jackson warns us that “almost everything about indicative conditionals is controversial”
(1998).

8DeRose (2010) calls this latter conditional a “were’ed up” version of the former conditional
and argues that were’ed up future-directed conditionals express indicative conditionals.

9 Although T think there are situations where they can come apart. Suppose a reliable
oracle tells me that someone will kill Zelenskyy. If I think it is likely that Putin is the one
who kills him, I may endorse (8) but not (9).



sentences like (4) and (8) if-will sentences and sentences like (5) and (9) if-
would sentences. This asymmetry between past-directed pairs like (6) and (7),
on the one hand, and future-directed pairs like (8) and (9), on the other hand,
has led some to deny that what is expressed by if-will sentences like (4) and
(8) differs from what is expressed by if-would sentences like (5) and (9): the
meaning of the conditional expressed by both of these two types of sentences
is the same. Victor Dudman argues that counterfactual sentences like (7) are
just a past-tense form of a future-tensed indicative like If Oswald doesn’t kill
Kennedy, someone else will and since counterfactuals are just a past-tense form
of future-tensed indicatives, there is no future-tensed indicative / counterfactual
distinction.!® Keith DeRose (2010) has argued that (a) if-will sentences have
the same meaning as their “were’ed up” counterparts'!, (b) what is expressed in
both cases is an indicative conditional, and (c) it is indicative conditionals that
we use in deliberating about what we will do. In what follows, I will argue that
all three of DeRose’s claims are false: if-will sentences do not always express
the same thing as their were’ed up counterparts, there is a robust distinction
between future-directed indicatives and future-directed counterfactuals, and it
is future-directed counterfactuals, rather than indicatives, that typically figure
into our practical reasoning.

Of course, pointing to cases where an if-will sentence seems to express
the same thing as an if-would sentence is a bad argument for the conclusion
that there is no substantive distinction between future-directed indicatives and
future-directed counterfactuals. After all, there are past-directed pairs that are

similarly difficult to distinguish, such as,

(10) If Homo sapiens interbred with Homo neanderthalensis, there are
traces in modern human DNA.

(11) If Homo sapiens had interbred with Homo neanderthalensis, there

would be traces in modern human DNA.

And this does nothing to undermine the existence of a robust indicative / coun-
terfactual distinction evidenced by pairs like (6) and (7). It is not difficult to

10That counterfactuals just are past-tensed versions of indicatives goes by the name “the
relocation thesis” and has been defended most prominently by Dudman (1983, 1984) and is
discussed by Bennett (2003, 13-15, 350-355).

HDeRose (2010) notes, however, that *were’ed up counterparts have “a couple of additional
components to their meaning”: they can call attention to the possibility that the antecdent is
(or will be) false and they cannot be felicitously asserted on deliberationally-useless grounds.



come up with future-directed pairs of conditionals that demonstrate a clear dif-
ference between indicatives and counterfactuals, like Adams’ past-directed pair.
Here is a variant of one provided by Adam Morton (2004): Staff Sergeant James
is a bomb disposal expert sent to investigate a patch of dirt on the side of the
road that likely contains a landmine. Given his expertise, he would never step
on a patch of dirt unless he was certain it was safe. His colleague, Sanborn,
watches from a safe distance, knowing full well that James would never step
anywhere he didn’t know was safe. Sanborn says to his colleague standing next

to him:
(12) If Sgt James steps on that patch of dirt, it won’t explode.

And given James’ expertise, Sanborn’s utterance is plausibly true and/or fe-
licitously assertable.!? But given the high likelihood that there is a landmine
buried in the dirt, the following conditional utterance is likely judged true in

Sanborn’s context:
(13) If Sgt James were to step on the patch of dirt, it would explode.

(12) and (13) are plausibly taken to express an indicative and a counterfactual
respectively. (12) expresses something about how we would revise our beliefs
upon receiving the unexpected news that Sgt James steps on the patch of dirt.
(13) is not about how we would revise our beliefs in light of unexpected news,
but rather makes a claim about the causal dependence of distinct events.

Here is another such case; this time my own: Emily is an alternate for her
local basketball team. She’s not planning to attend tonight’s game because, as
far as she knows, all the regular players are able to play. Her roommate asks

her if she is attending the game tonight. She replies:
(14) No. If T were to attend the game tonight, I would not be needed.

At the same time recognizing that there’s always a small chance that one of
the regular players won’t be able to play at the last minute, Emily can also

felicitously assert:
(15) If T attend the game tonight, I will be needed.

Pairs such as (12) - (13) and (14) - (15) convincingly show that there is a
substantive indicative / counterfactual distinction in the future-directed, as well
as the past-directed, case.

121 remain neutral on the controversial question of whether indicative conditionals have
truth-conditions or merely assertability-conditions.



As many have noted, indicative conditionals express something epistemic in
the sense that they concern how we would revise our beliefs in light of new, po-
tentially unexpected, information, such as learning that Oswald didn’t in fact
kill Kennedy. Counterfactuals, in contrast, oftentimes express dependency rela-
tions, frequently (but not always) causal, between distinct events. My diagnosis
for why future-directed indicatives are more difficult to tease apart from future-
directed counterfactuals than their past-directed counterparts is that oftentimes
what we expect to learn in the future is tied up with the causal dependence of
the future on the present and earlier future events.'®> What we expect to learn
about the future is frequently based on reasoning about how we take the future

to causally depend on earlier events. Consider the above pair:
(4) If it rains tomorrow, the picnic will be cancelled.
(5) If it were to rain tomorrow, the picnic would be cancelled.

If T come to learn tomorrow that it is raining, I will come to believe that the
picnic will be cancelled and this is due to the fact that the cancellation of the
picnic is causally dependent on tomorrow’s rain. But examples like the ones
involving Sgt James and Emily demonstrate that we can indeed distinguish
between in fact learning something unexpected in the future, and how the future
would evolve under hypothetical circumstances.

Having defended the distinction between future-directed indicatives and future-
directed counterfactuals, we can ask the question: which of these most plausibly
figures into our practical reasoning? There are compelling reasons for claiming
that it is future-directed counterfactuals. There is a version of (12) If Sgt Jamnes
steps on that patch of dirt, it won’t explode, perhaps stated in the first-person,
that Sgt James himself may well endorse: he may well think that the only cir-
cumstance in which he steps on the patch of dirt is one where he has ascertained
its safety. But given his current predicament and his high credence that there is
a landmine buried under the patch of dirt, this conditional does not figure into
his practical reasoning. His next steps are instead guided by the counterfactual
If I were to step on the patch of dirt, it would explode. This counterfactual,
together with his desire not to get blown up, explains why he chooses the steps
he takes. Similarly, it seems that in deciding whether to drive to the game or

133chulz (2019) provides a similar diagnosis: “...forward-looking indicative conditionals are
usually about the future and knowledge of the future can often only be gained indirectly by
combining knowledge about the present or the past with knowledge about causal dependen-
cies...Such causal connections will normally also support the corresponding counterfactual”
(p-1209).



stay home, Emily ought to employ the counterfactual (14) If I were to show
up to the game tonight, I would not be needed in her practical reasoning rather
than the indicative (15) If I attend the game tonight, I will be needed.

Another reason in favour of taking the conditionals that figure into our prac-
tical reasoning to be counterfactuals rather than indicatives, is that we have use
for, and rely on, future-directed conditional premises even when we are certain
or near certain that their antecedent is false. This is a feature that distin-
guishes counterfactuals from indicatives. In distinguishing between indicatives
and counterfactuals, Jonathan Bennett notes that whereas counterfactuals are
“zero-tolerant”, indicatives are “zero-intolerant”. Bennett (2003, p.55-57) says
that we have “use for” counterfactuals even when we assign zero credence to
their antecedent (zero-tolerant), but we do not have “use for” indicatives when
we assign zero credence to their antecedent (zero-intolerant). A natural way of
making sense of Bennett’s notion of whether we have a “use for” a given con-
ditional is whether we would employ it in our reasoning. To have a use for a
conditional is for it to be relevant in one’s theoretical and practical reasoning.
Consider again the case involving Sgt James. Having ascertained that there is
a live landmine buried under the patch of dirt, he knows with certainty that he
will not step on it. Nonetheless, he still has a use for If I were to step on it,
it would explode. In fact, this is how he might explain his decision not to step
on it, were someone to ask or were he to justify his actions. Another case: Jim
has an exam tomorrow and decides to spend the evening studying for it. His
friend, Hal, asks him why he plans to stay in and study, rather than join him at
the pub. Jim says “If I don’t study, I will not pass the exam”. This seems like
a good justification and an informative, non-trivial claim. But it is difficult to
make sense of the fact that the utterance provides good justification and is non-
trivial if it is interpreted as expressing an indicative conditional. After all, Jim
knows (let us suppose) that he will study and so assigns a low (perhaps zero)
credence to the antecedent. Despite this, he still has a use for the conditional,
it serves as his justification to Hal for his staying home. This suggests it is a
zero-tolerant counterfactual, rather than a zero-intolerant indicative, that Jim
bases his decision on.'* So the fact that we see many future-directed condition-

als with antecedents we know to be false as worthy of endorsement, assertion,

14 Consider a past-directed case. Jim studied last night and took the exam this morning. He
has little use for the indicative “If I didn’t study, I didn’t pass” since he knows he did study.
But he endorses and does have use for the counterfactual “If I hadn’t studied, I wouldn’t have
passed”.

10



and reliance in our theoretical and practical reasoning, suggests that they are
zero-tolerant counterfactuals rather than zero-intolerant indicatives.

This example involving Jim illustrates that, although there is a distinction
between future-directed counterfactuals and future-directed indicatives, this dis-
tinction does not always line up with the distinction between if-will and if-would
sentences. The if-will sentence expressed by Jim: “If T don’t study, I will not
pass the exam” is plausibly interpreted as a future-directed counterfactual rather
than a future-directed indicative. The context is such that, given his decision to
stay home and hence his low (perhaps zero) credence in the antecedent, taking
Jim to be expressing an indicative would be uncharitable. In some contexts,
whether an if-will expresses an indicative or a counterfactual may not matter
much, such as in a typical utterance of "If it rains tomorrow, the picnic will be
cancelled.” However, in other contexts where one’s knowledge of the future and
causal dependency between future events come apart, if-wills may plausibly be
interpreted as expressing future-directed counterfactuals, as in an utterance of
"T will bring my umbrella. If I don’t bring it, I will get soaked". Interpreting the
if-will conditional as expressing an indicative would be to attribute an odd and
sudden change of mind to the speaker, substantially favoring the counterfactual
interpretation.

One prima facie worry with taking the conditionals that are employed in
practical reasoning in cases like HIKERS to be future-directed counterfactuals
is that in deciding what one will do, one considers what will actually be the
case. Don’t counterfactuals concern non-actual possibilities? Don’t they in-
volve considering how alternative, non-actual histories would go? This worry is
misplaced. As many have noted, counterfactuals are poorly named.'® Although
frequently we take the antecedent of a counterfactual to be ‘counter to fact’ or
non-actual, there are many instances of counterfactuals that do not involve this
commitment. Such cases are given by Alan Ross Anderson (1951). Suppose a
doctor is examining an ill patient Jones and attempting to diagnosis him based

on his symptoms. She notes:

(16) If Jones had taken arsenic, he would have shown just exactly those

15The name ‘subjunctive conditional’ is no better since many conditionals that are plausibly
interpreted as what I am calling ‘counterfactuals’ here are not expressed in the subjunctive,
such as Jim’s utterance “If I don’t study, I will not pass”. I am not happy about using the name
‘counterfactual’ for the sort of future-directed conditionals that I believe figure into practical
reasoning since it is crucial to my view that believing and asserting such a conditional need
not, and frquently does not, involve commitment to the antecdent being counter to fact/false.
I reluctantly use the term to be consistent with its use in the conditionals literature.

11



symptoms which he does in fact show (Anderson, 37).
Or consider an environmental historian of the Americas noting:

(17) If there had been intensive agriculture in the Pre-Columbian Amer-
icas, the natural environment would have been impacted in specific
ways. That is exactly what we find in many watersheds. (“Counter-
factuals” entry, SEP)

In these instances of past-directed counterfactuals, we do not take the antecedent
to be false or non-actual, but, on the contrary, we may use such counterfactuals
in abductive arguments for the truth of antecedent: that Jones in fact took ar-
senic or that there in fact has been intensive agriculture in the Pre-Columbian
Americas. What I take to be essential to counterfactuals is that we treat the
antecedent as hypothetical without commitment to it being actual. This is,
of course, compatible with, but does not require, the presupposition that the
antecedent is non-actual. In considering counterfactuals, we consider a hypo-
thetical situation while either being committed to, or agnostic about, whether
it is non-actual. Oftentimes, context will determine whether the presupposition
is in play.

I suggest that our beliefs about the future, in a case like HIKERS, involve
beliefs in various counterfactuals, but believing these counterfactuals does not
involve commitment to the antecedent being non-actual. In believing various
future-directed counterfactuals in cases like HIKERS, we are not entertaining
beliefs about futures that we take to be non-actual. Instead, believing these
counterfactuals involves various beliefs about what the future would be given
various hypothetical suppositions involving the present state of the world com-
bined with possible actions on the part of the subject. Belief in each counter-
factual involves belief in a future that would come about were certain actions
performed. Prior to deciding, these counterfactuals represent hypothetical fu-
tures, and the agent brings about the actual future by deciding what action
to perform. The way in which we represent the future is nicely described by

Jenann Ismael:

When one is looking into the future, one represents one’s own choices
in hypothetical form, sees a range of actions that directly or indi-
rectly depend on them, and makes the choice by imaginatively trac-
ing out their downstream consequences and comparing the results.

The choice itself is the product of this imaginative exploration and

12



the decision-maker is right to treat it in that context in hypothetical
form (Ismael 2013, 163).

This quote captures the hypothetical stance we adopt towards our range of
actions and their downstream consequences. It also echoes the mental simulation
account of how these hypotheticals are arrived at by “imaginatively tracing out
their downstream consequences” as a process of “imaginative exploration”. It
is precisely this imaginative exploration that allows us to arrive at the future-

directed counterfactuals that we employ in our practical reasoning.

3 The Actual Future and OF-Counterfactuals

I wish to further explore the idea that our beliefs about the future involve
believing counterfactuals of a certain sort by considering how our conception
of actuality interacts with past-directed vs future-directed counterfactuals. Our
attitudes towards the actual future differ in interesting ways from our attitudes
towards the actual past. I think this asymmetry supports the idea that we
construe the actual future, at least in part, in hypothetical terms and dependent
on what we do now, in contrast to how we construe the actual past. I suggest
that this asymmetry in how we construe the actual future vs the actual past is
central to how we mentally represent the future as open in contrast to the past.

Suppose that last night you turned down a friend’s invitation to go to the

pub and you stayed home instead. Consider the following counterfactual:

(18) If T had gone to the pub last night, I would have actually gone to
the pub last night.

Although ‘actually’ has many senses, I am interested here in the rigidifying
reading of ‘actually’ according to which it refers back to the world of the context
of evaluation as opposed to the counterfactual world at which the antecedent
holds, as in the example “If Max ate less, he would be thinner than he actually
is.”16 On this reading, (18) seems clearly false: after all, you did not actually
go to the pub last night. This is borne out by the Lewis-Stalnaker analysis of
counterfactuals: in the closest world in which you go to the pub last night, it is

false back here in the actual world that you went to the pub last night.

16The example is Lewis’s from his “Anselm and Actuality” in which he distinguishes the
rigidifying reading from a non-rigid reading. ‘Actually’ actually has several different uses,
including acting as a discourse marker.

13



Now suppose a friend has invited you to the pub tonight and you are gen-
uinely undecided about whether to go or whether to stay home. You consider

the following counterfactuals:

(19) If T were to go to the pub tonight, T would actually go to the pub
tonight.
(20) If T were to stay home tonight, I would actually stay home tonight.

It seems plausible to maintain that (19) and (20) are both trivially true. We
lack the intuition that one of them is false in the way we do with past-directed
counterfactuals like (18). At the very least, there seems to be an asymmetry in
how we evaluate past-directed counterfactuals containing a rigidifying ‘actually’
in the consequent versus how we evaluate future-directed counterfactuals con-
taining a rigidifying ‘actually’ in the consequent. Similarly, at the time of your

deliberation, it seems acceptable to judge both of the following counterfactuals

as true:
(21) If T were to decide to go to the pub, I would actually go to the pub.
(22) If T were to decide to stay home, I would actually stay home.

In contrast, in the case in which you turned down a friend’s invitation to go to

the pub last night and you stayed home, the following is plausibly false:

ad decided to go to the pub last night, I wou ave actually
23 If T had decided h b1 ight, I ld h 1
gone to the pub last night.

Again, you did not actually go to the pub last night, so at the closest world
in which you decided to go, it is false back here in the actual world that you
went to the pub last night. Given our role in shaping our (actual) future, what
the actual future will be in many cases depends on what we do now in a way
in which our actual past does not, and this dependence of the actual future on
what we do now is reflected in the relevant counterfactuals. Obviously, in many
cases, how the actual future will be does not depend on what I do now, and so

counterfactuals like:

(24) If T were to decide to go to the pub this evening, it would actually

rain in Melbourne tomorrow.

are plausibly false if it fails to actually rain in Melbourne tomorrow, regardless

of whether I decide to go to the pub. However, there are some future-directed
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counterfactuals, like (21) and (22) that state a dependence of the actual fu-
ture on what we do now. I call these ‘open future counterfactuals’ or ‘OF-
counterfactuals’, for short.

Let us return to HIKERS. When you observe the boulder beginning to roll
down the mountain, you consider various ways in which the actual future de-
pends on what you do now. If you were to do nothing, the hikers would be
crushed in the actual future. If you were to yell a warning, the hikers would
be saved in the actual future. These observations motivate a modification of
the above proposal where instead of taking the counterfactuals (1)-(3) as the
content of the subject’s belief, we take as the content of the subject’s belief the

following OF-counterfactuals:

(25) If T were to do nothing, the hikers would be actually crushed.

(26) If T were to yell out a warning, the hikers would actually be saved.

(27) If T were to jump in the path of the boulder, I would actually be
crushed.

I propose that it is these OF-counterfactuals that we believe outright, and
that figure into our practical reasoning. Furthermore, assuming the simula-
tion that you used to derive the counterfactual is sufficiently accurate, the OF-
counterfactuals that you come to believe may well be true at the time of delib-
eration and, assuming the process by which you arrived at them is sufficiently
reliable, they can be known. Prior to deciding, these counterfactuals represent
the hypothetical futures that would become actual were you to perform the
action described in the antecedent.

This raises some delicate issues about the truth-value of certain counterfac-

tuals before and after deliberation. On the current proposal

(21) If T were to decide to go to the pub, I would actually go to the pub.
and
(22) If I were to decide to stay home, I would actually stay home.

are both true on, say, Friday evening when I am undecided about whether to
go to the pub. However, after staying home for on Friday evening, the following

counterfactual:

(23) If T had decided to go to the pub last night, I would have actually
gone to the pub last night.
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is false Saturday morning. Is this shift in truth-value problematic? I’'m not
convinced it is. It may well be that the sentence (21) expresses a truth whereas
the sentence (23) expresses a falsehood, but it doesn’t follow that there is a
unique counterfactual expressed by both sentences that changes in truth-value
between the earlier and the later time. The difference in tense may mean that
different counterfactuals are expressed by (21) on Friday and (23) on Saturday,
and it may be that the referent of 'actually’ differs between the earlier and the
later context.

4 OF-Counterfactuals and the Open Future

One of our strongest, most fundamental intuitions about the nature of time is
that the past is fixed, settled, and closed, whereas the future is unsettled and
open. What exactly does this asymmetry in openness amount to? How is it best
understood? There are various ways in which philosophers have attempted to
characterize the asymmetry in openness between the past and future: in terms
of an asymmetry in knowledge of past and future, an asymmetry in truth-value:
bivalence fails for future contingents in a way in which it does not for past
contingents, in terms of an ontological asymmetry: the future involves numerous
branches whereas the past involves a singular trunk, or our world is a growing
block where past events are ensconced in spacetime and future events have yet
to be. I do not find any of these attempts at characterizing the asymmetry in
openness to be plausible for reasons that I have given elsewhere.!”

The account of the asymmetry in openness between past and future that I
find most attractive is that briefly offered by David Lewis in “Counterfactual
Dependence and Time’s Arrow” (1979). Lewis claims “The literal truth is just
that the future depends counterfactually on the present. It depends, partly, on
what we do now...In short, I suggest that the mysterious asymmetry between
open future and fixed past is nothing else than the asymmetry in counterfactual
dependence” (Lewis, 1979, p.38). The future state of my office floor depends on
what happens presently, such as whether I presently knock over my coffee mug,
in a way in which the past state of my office floor does not. The future state
of the news cycle depends on whether a political scandal breaks out today in a
way in which the past state of the news cycle does not. The future state of the

surface of Mars depends on whether there are Martian meteor showers today in

17See Torre (2012) and (2023).
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a way in which the past state of the surface of Mars does not.

Lewis’s characterization of the asymmetry in openness between the past and
the future is a metaphysical characterization. It is a fact about our world:
that future states of it counterfactually depend on the present in a way in
which past states of it do not. As an account of openness, it is broader than,
and is not rooted in, human agency or human representation, as the above
example involving Mars demonstrates. It makes no attempt to characterize the
asymmetry in our representations or attitudes about the world, but rather an
asymmetry in our world itself.

What I have offered in this paper is an account of the asymmetry in our
doxastic attitudes about the past versus the future. When it comes to beliefs
about past events, the content is plausibly characterized by applying a past-
tense WAS operator to a tenseless description of a state or event that our belief
concerns, as in WAS(the boulder hits the tree). If we were mere observers of
our world, in the business of representing past, present and future states of the
world we inhabit, a similar account could be given for beliefs about the future.
The content could plausibly be characterized by applying a future tense WILL
operator to a tenseless, temporal proposition, for example, WILL(the boulder
hits the tree). But, we are not merely in the business of representing past,
present and future states of the world we inhabit. We play a causal role in
bringing about the very future states and events that we seek to represent. This
leads to the circularity about future belief described in Section 1. To accom-
modate this feature and to explain how our representations of the future figure
into our practical reasoning, we must recognise an asymmetry in our doxastic
attitudes about the past versus the future. Whereas beliefs about the past can
be characterized in terms of WAS-beliefs, beliefs about the future substantially
involve representing how hypothetical futures depend on what we do now. And
this dependency of the actual future on what we do now is represented in terms
of future-directed counterfactuals.

The asymmetry in belief content fits well with metaphysical theory of open-
ness proposed by Lewis. According to Lewis’s theory of openness in terms of
counterfactual dependence, the future state of the hikers depends on what you
do now. Fortunately for the hikers, this fact about the world is mirrored in your

beliefs about how their future depends on what you do now.'8
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