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Abstract
It is commonly held that Calvinism is committed to theological determinism, and therefore also to
compatibilism insofar as Calvinism affirms human freedom and moral responsibility. Recent
scholarship has challenged this view, opening up space for a form of Calvinism which allows for
libertarian free will. In this paper, we critically assess two versions of ‘libertarian Calvinism’
recently proposed by Oliver Crisp. We contend that Calvinism (defined along the confessional
lines adopted by Crisp) is implicitly committed to theological determinism, and even if it were not
so committed, it would still rule out libertarian free will on other grounds.

1. Introduction
It is commonly held that Calvinism is committed to theological determinism. 1 Calvinism also
affirms that humans make choices for which they are morally accountable, and those choices are
free in some morally significant sense. Thus, compatibilist freedom is typically assumed to be the
only kind of freedom consistent with Calvinism. However, recent scholarship has challenged the
standard paradigm, arguing that Calvinism is committed to neither determinism nor compatibilism,
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and thus that a Calvinist may consistently hold to a libertarian view of free will (at least with
respect to some human actions).2 Spurred by this reassessment of the Reformed tradition, Oliver
Crisp has explored the prospects of a ‘libertarian Calvinism’ in several recent publications,
concluding that it is a live option for Calvinists.3 In this paper, we critically evaluate his proposals.
We contend that Calvinism (defined along the confessional lines adopted by Crisp) is implicitly
committed to theological determinism, and even if it were not so committed, it would still rule out
libertarian free will on other grounds.
We will proceed as follows. First, we make preliminary remarks about some of the important
terms in the debate, such as ‘free will’, ‘theological determinism’, and the propositional content of
‘Calvinism’. Next, we provide an overview of Crisp’s case for libertarian Calvinism, noting
important differences between his 2014 and 2015 presentations, and situating them within the
broader framework of contemporary philosophical work on free will and moral responsibility.4
After this stage-setting, we argue against Crisp’s case for libertarian Calvinism. We accept for
argument’s sake the touchstone by which Crisp says that libertarian Calvinism should be
evaluated, that of consistency with the great Reformed creeds and confessions, particularly the
Westminster Confession of Faith (hereafter, WCF). Our argument is two-pronged: (1) WCF
affirms theological determinism, thereby directly ruling out the claim that humans have libertarian
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free will; and (2) even if WCF does not affirm theological determinism—perhaps because it is
metaphysically underdetermined—it makes various other claims which implicitly rule out
libertarian free will.

2. Preliminaries
2.1. Libertarian Free Will
Free will is a capacity, ability, or power to act in ways for which one may be held morally
responsible. 5 One approach to the nature of free will has been called libertarianism. 6
Libertarianism about free will is the conjunction of two theses:7

a. The free will thesis: Some people sometimes act freely and with moral responsibility.

b. The incompatibility thesis: Freedom and moral responsibility are incompatible with
determinism.

We will briefly unpack these two theses in reverse order.
Ginet expresses the incompatibility thesis thus: “I am an incompatibilist. I hold that it is not
metaphysically possible for there to be free and morally responsible action in a deterministic
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world.” 8 Vihvelin concurs, stating that “incompatibilism is the claim that necessarily, if
determinism is true, then the free will thesis [i.e., that someone is free] is false.”9 It is consistent to
affirm the incompatibility thesis but reject the free will thesis. Those who accept both the
incompatibility thesis (b) and the free will thesis (a) are called libertarians.
Turning now to thesis (a), the free will thesis. How should we understand the key concepts
in (a)? It is not easy to answer this question. Part of the reason for this difficulty is that there are
two conceptions of free will that philosophers have found important for describing what it is to
have free will.10 In this paper, we will endorse both conceptions as capturing the notion of free
will. These conceptions are:

c. The leeway conception: An agent, A, has free will only if A could have acted otherwise
than A in fact did.

d. The sourcehood conception: An agent, A, has free will with respect to action φ only if A
is the ultimate source or originator of A’s choice to φ.

Libertarianism endorses incompatibilist versions of (c) and (d).11 That is to say, the libertarian
thinks that the ability to act otherwise than one in fact did is incompatible with determinism. She
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will also think that being the ultimate source or originator of one’s action is incompatible with
determinism.12
To summarize: Libertarianism is the conjunction of (a) and (b), where (b) is understood as
the strong modal claim that no action can be both determined and directly free, and where (a) is
understood in terms of both leeway- and source-incompatibilism (i.e., (c) and (d)). This is how we
will understand the ‘libertarian’ qualifier in ‘libertarian Calvinism’.

2.2. Theological Determinism
Theological determinism may be broadly defined as the view that God determines all (not just
some) events in the world, including human choices and actions. Theological determinism is a
particular species of determinism simpliciter, the view that every event in the world is determined.
As Vihvelin has noted, ‘determinism’ is sometimes used in the literature as “an umbrella
term for a variety of different claims which have traditionally been regarded as threats to free
will.” 13 For the sake of clarity and precision, it will be useful to distinguish theological
determinism from some other important determinisms. First, theological determinism should be
distinguished from logical determinism, the thesis that all events in the world are determined by
broad logical or metaphysical necessities. For example, if (at least some) events are determined by
God’s decree, and that decree is ‘free’ in the sense that it is not logically (absolutely) necessary,
then logical determinism does not follow. 14 Second, theological determinism should be
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distinguished from both physical determinism (the thesis that every event is determined by prior
physical events) and nomological determinism (the thesis that every event is causally necessitated
by prior events, or states of the world, in conjunction with the laws of nature). 15 Theological
determinism may be consistent with these two other varieties of determinism, but it does not entail
either one.
Since theological determinism does not entail logical, physical, or nomological determinism,
arguments against the latter need not threaten the former. In particular, arguments purporting to
demonstrate that free will is incompatible with logical, physical, or nomological determinism
should not be taken as arguments against theological determinism—at least, not without
supplementary argumentation. Nevertheless, since theological determinism is a species of
determinism simpliciter, a sound argument for the incompatibility thesis (as defined above) would
show that theological determinism is incompatible with freedom and moral responsibility. Hence
if ‘Calvinism’ is defined in a manner that commits one (explicitly or implicitly) to theological
determinism, it follows that ‘libertarian Calvinism’ is logically inconsistent.
As defined here, theological determinism entails nothing specific about how God determines
events in the world. Does God determine events causally or non-causally?16 Does God determine
events directly or indirectly (e.g., through secondary causes)? Theological determinists may offer
a variety of answers to such questions, each of which in principle allows for a ‘both-and’ answer
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(perhaps, say, God determines some events directly and other events indirectly). If Calvinism is
understood to be committed to theological determinism, it does not immediately follow that
Calvinism is committed to particular answers to these subsidiary questions. At the same time,
depending on its other theological commitments, it may imply (or lean heavily toward) specific
answers to some such questions.

2.3. The Content of ‘Calvinism’
In order to assess the viability of ‘libertarian Calvinism’ we need to understand the propositional
content that constitutes ‘Calvinism’. This is a vexed issue, not least because the label ‘Calvinist’
can carry various senses depending on the context (likewise ‘Reformed’). Furthermore, there is an
ongoing scholarly debate as to what counts as ‘mainstream’ or ‘historical’ Calvinism and how to
characterize the distinctives and boundaries of the Reformed tradition.17
For the purposes of our argument, we can largely side-step such complexities. Since our
critique is directed towards the version(s) of libertarian Calvinism proposed by Oliver Crisp, we
will adopt for argument’s sake the touchstone of Calvinist orthodoxy that he himself adopts,
namely, the Westminster Confession of Faith.18 In what follows, then, the content of ‘Calvinism’
will be understood to be the propositions affirmed by WCF.19 In our final section, however, we
will draw some tentative conclusions about the prospects of other versions of ‘libertarian
Calvinism’ where ‘Calvinism’ is understood differently.

The fact that some modern writers have styled themselves as ‘Reformed Arminians’ illustrates the point.
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persons, even though it does not require any particular non-materialist view (e.g., hylemorphic dualism versus
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3. Crisp’s Libertarian Calvinism
In contemporary philosophical-theological literature, Calvinism is commonly characterized as
affirming theological determinism and compatibilism (since orthodox Calvinists hold that humans
sometimes act freely).20 As we noted earlier, recent scholarship has questioned whether Reformed
theologians historically held to these views. Some have interpreted this scholarship as affirming
that the early Reformed theologians held to something like libertarian freedom, which would
commit those theologians to rejecting both compatibilism and determinism.21 This is somewhat
confusing given the recent scholarship’s claim that early Reformed thought excluded libertarian
freedom.22 In our judgment, the recent scholarship assumes an extreme form of libertarian free
will. It therefore remains an open question whether early Reformed theologians might have
endorsed a more moderate form of libertarianism.
Recently, Oliver Crisp has offered a philosophically informed account of what a moderate
libertarian Calvinism might look like. Crisp does not himself affirm libertarian Calvinism; rather,
he offers it as a way to broaden the set of views taken to be permissible for Calvinists, and as “an
ecumenical olive branch” to libertarian non-Calvinists.23 Nevertheless, Crisp’s specific proposal
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presents us with a useful test case for assessing the prospects for libertarian Calvinism more
generally.
Delineating Crisp’s libertarian Calvinism is complicated by the fact that he has presented
two distinct (and seemingly inconsistent) accounts. In this section, we will present both versions
(which we will dub ‘LC-α’ and ‘LC-β’ respectively) before comparing and contrasting them.

3.1. Libertarian Calvinism (LC-α) in Crisp 2014
LC-α is composed of four main theses:

LC1. God ordains whatsoever comes to pass.24
LC2. God causally determines the choices of the elect that lead to salvation.25
LC3. Free will and moral responsibility are incompatible with determinism.26
LC4. Some human beings are sometimes free and morally responsible.27

LC1 affirms God’s comprehensive decree as found in WCF 3.1. LC2 affirms the Confession’s
claim in 10.1 that salvation is monergistic. LC3 and LC4 jointly entail libertarianism. While LC3
finds no support in the Confession, LC4 is taken from various places (e.g., 3.1, 9.1, and 9.2). We
will briefly unpack each thesis in terms of how LC-α understands them.
As Crisp notes, LC1, LC3, and LC4 appear to be incompatible. How is it that God ordains
whatsoever comes to pass and yet humans can be said to be free in the libertarian sense? According
to libertarian Calvinism, the problem arises not from the scope of divine ordination but rather from
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a certain construal of how God ordains all things, specifically, the idea that LC1 affirms theological
determinism. LC-α denies that divine ordination is “determinist all the way down.”28 God ordains
human free actions, but does not causally determine them.
This immediately raises a question about LC2. If God’s ordaining is not deterministic, how
should we understand the claim that God determines “the choices leading to the salvation of an
individual”? 29 Here we must carefully distinguish the claim that divine ordination is not
“determinist all the way down” from the claim that divine ordination is not determinist at all. LCα affirms that some human choices and actions—those leading to salvation—are indeed
determined. God must do this because (as WCF 9.2 states) fallen humans are unable to “will to
any spiritual good accompanying salvation,” and so are unable to convert themselves, or even to
prepare themselves for conversion.
LC-α thus sees God’s universal ordination as a sort of complex state of affairs:

It looks like libertarian Calvinism is a sort of mixed or complex view about human freedom
and moral responsibility. Divine ordination includes elements of determinism (with respect
to choices leading to the salvation of an individual) and indeterminism (with respect to
many other mundane choices). . . . This does not appear to be incoherent, though it does
mean divine ordination is a complex of two different sorts of thing.30

Strictly speaking, what is “mixed or complex” in LC-α is not so much its view of freedom and
moral responsibility but rather its view of how God “brings about” human actions: some actions
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he brings about deterministically, while other actions he brings about non-deterministically.31 As
it happens, almost all views of divine ordination and providence allow that God determines some
human actions.32 What is distinctive about LC-α is the category of actions God deterministically
brings about, namely those actions leading up to an individual’s salvation.
Finally, LC3 and LC4 jointly entail libertarianism. This commits LC-α to some further
theses, namely:

LC5. Compatibilism is false.
LC6. Global determinism is false.

LC5 is just the contrapositive of LC3. LC5 states that it is impossible that there should be an action
that is both determined and free (and morally responsible). We may suppose that LC5 is supported
by the standard arguments for incompatibilism. LC6 is consistent with the determining of some
actions—which thereby results in their not being free or morally responsible actions—but LC6 is
inconsistent with the determining of all actions, since some actions are free and incompatibilism
is true. We will argue later that LC-α is not consistent with Calvinism (as previously defined).

3.2. Libertarian Calvinism (LC-β) in Crisp 2015

Crisp does not explain the nature of this indeterminist “bringing about” of all free and morally responsible actions.
Perhaps we need to distinguish between strongly and weakly “bringing about” of an action, and free and morally
responsible actions are weakly brought about. But this is only a distinction, the content of which is obscure to us. One
might think that Crisp could appeal to a Molinist story here, but libertarian Calvinism rules out Molinism by positing
that salvific choices are divinely determined. In any event, we do not wish to pursue this further here; we only note
that it is a problem for libertarian Calvinists to resolve.
32
Incompatibilists will want to say that if God determines a human S’s action 𝜙, then either A is not directly free, and
therefore S is not responsible for 𝜙-ing; or, if S is responsible for 𝜙 (perhaps as Pharaoh was responsible for his hard
heart even though God hardened it; cf. Ex. 9:12), then S was directly responsible for something prior to 𝜙, 𝜙′, and S’s
responsibility for 𝜙 ultimately traces back to 𝜙′.
31
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In Crisp’s “Girardeau and Edwards on Free Will,” we see some key differences from his earlier
(2014) presentation. 33 To appreciate the differences, first consider these remarks from Crisp’s
original description of libertarian Calvinism:

[T]here is a presumption among such theologians (I think, among almost all traditional,
orthodox Christian theologians) that human beings must be free in some sense in order for
their actions to be morally responsible. Moral responsibility is not decoupled from freedom
in this theological literature. Indeed, to decouple these two things would be regarded as a
step away from orthodox Christian belief.34

Crisp suggests here that “traditional, orthodox Christian theologians” take free will to be a
necessary condition for moral responsibility, and that libertarian Calvinists will be among them.
But when we turn to Crisp’s 2015 treatment, we see an apparent rejection of the view he had
attributed to “almost all traditional, orthodox theologians,” namely, that moral responsibility can
be decoupled from freedom.
To appreciate this shift, consider first what Crisp refers to as “libertarianism simpliciter.” He
states that libertarianism simpliciter is comprised of three key claims: first, that global determinism
is inconsistent with free will; second, that determinism is false; and third, that we can be held
morally responsible only for libertarian-free choices. 35 Crisp then states that while libertarian
simpliciter and libertarian Calvinism agree that “determinism is inconsistent with free will,” the
latter differs from the former in two ways. First, “libertarian Calvinists must deny that determinism
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is false.”36 Second, libertarian Calvinists deny that determinism “is necessarily inconsistent with
moral responsibility,” and therefore deny that “all choices that are determined are ones for which
we cannot be held morally responsible.”37 Thus, according to LC-β, free will is inconsistent with
determinism but moral responsibility is not inconsistent with determinism.
Here is the problem. According to LC-α, actions determined by God are “actions that are not
free and for which the fallen beings in question are not responsible.”38 But according to LC-β,
there are actions determined by God which are not free (because free will is inconsistent with
determinism) but for which the fallen beings in question are responsible. It appears, then, that LCβ has ‘decoupled’ moral responsibility from freedom and therefore, according to LC-α, LC-β has
“step[ped] away from orthodox Christian belief.”
But perhaps this is too quick. There may be a way to interpret LC-β such that Crisp does not
have libertarian Calvinism decoupling freedom from moral responsibility. According to the
standard ‘tracing’ principle accepted by almost all versions of libertarianism, an agent can be
morally responsible for performing a determined action only if we can trace the performance of
that action back to a prior libertarian free choice.39 A classic example of applying tracing to a case
of moral responsibility is the drunk driver. Suppose that once the alcohol content reaches a certain
level in Ted’s blood, this sets off a deterministic chain in Ted’s brain causing him to drive his car
drunk. Ted is morally responsible for driving drunk even though this is a determined action,
because we can ‘trace’ Ted’s decision to drive back to a prior directly free action on his part. On
such a ‘tracing’ approach, moral responsibility is not decoupled from freedom. The idea here is

36
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that an agent can be derivatively responsible for an action 𝜙 of which she does not meet the
libertarian control condition on freedom—and so 𝜙 is not a directly free action—if we can ‘trace’
𝜙 back to a prior action over which the agent did have direct control. Thus a ‘coupling’ of free
will and moral responsibility is preserved via tracing.
While the above tracing account allows a libertarian to affirm that some determined actions
are such that we can be derivatively responsible for them, we doubt this is what Crisp had in mind.
For when Crisp stated that libertarian Calvinism denies that determinism is necessarily inconsistent
with moral responsibility, that was in the context of distinguishing libertarian Calvinism from
libertarianism simpliciter. But surely Crisp does not hold that libertarianism simpliciter—a view
he describes as “typical” libertarianism—is committed to the view that only directly free actions
are ones for which agents are morally responsible. That would render libertarianism simpliciter
unable to explain our ascriptions of responsibility in a wide range of cases where the agent lacks
direct control over her action. Unless we are to envision standard libertarianism as a view lacking
in explanatory power, we ought to understand it as affirming that agents can be derivatively
morally responsible. Thus, libertarianism simpliciter does not assert that holding an agent morally
responsible for an action is necessarily inconsistent with that action being determined, since that
action could be traced back to a directly free action for which the agent is morally responsible. On
libertarianism simpliciter, it is only direct moral responsibility that is inconsistent with
determinism. Understood in this light, it seems that Crisp is claiming that libertarian Calvinism
must deny that direct responsibility is necessarily inconsistent with determinism. But on LC-β, a
determined action cannot be directly free. Thus, it appears LC-β does decouple freedom from
moral responsibility after all.

14

In light of this substantial shift, we can generate a different list of libertarian Calvinism’s
essential elements. LC-β still affirms LC1, LC2, and LC4, but LC3 must be amended:

LC3*. Free will is inconsistent with determinism but moral responsibility is not inconsistent
with determinism.

Before moving forward, we wish to make two observations about the second conjunct of
LC3*. First, LC3* should be understood as saying that if S’s action 𝜙 is determined (either locally
or globally) then 𝜙 cannot be (directly) free, but S could still be (directly) morally responsible for
𝜙. Second, as Crisp understands it, LC3* does not entail that any action for which a person is
directly morally responsible may be determined, only a certain subset of actions. Precisely which
actions are those? In the course of describing LC3*, Crisp states that according to Reformed
theology, “No human being can save herself or himself . . . So all choices that yield salvation are
not choices fallen beings are capable of making.”40 However, “Reformed theologians have also
traditionally claimed that all human beings are responsible for failing to avail themselves of the
salvation offered by the work of Christ.”41 Thus, it appears that the morally responsible actions
that are compatible with determinism are only those actions which constitute failing to avail
oneself of Christ’s salvific work.
But why think that the inability to avail oneself of Christ’s saving work shows that moral
responsibility is compatible with determinism? 42 Perhaps the idea is that if S can be directly

Crisp, “Girardeau and Edwards,” 84.
Ibid., 85.
42
It is questionable whether omissions may be described as actions at all. Some omissions may be; see Randolph
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doubtful that every case of failing to avail oneself of Christ’s salvific work may be described as an action. For ease of
discussion, we will proceed as if such omissions are actions.
40
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morally responsible for something even though S could not do otherwise, then moral responsibility
is compatible with determinism, since the only reason determinism would rule out moral
responsibility is by ruling out the ability to do otherwise. But if this is so, LC3* looks decidedly
ad hoc. It is not clear to us why only failing to avail oneself of Christ’s salvific work would be
consistent with being both morally responsible and unable to do otherwise. This is largely because
the reasons to which Crisp appeals in defense of this notion generalize to a broader range of actions
than just failing to come to Christ. However, we will delay pressing this objection until §4.2.
In light of the above analysis, we may now list the points of agreement and disagreement in
Crisp’s two versions of libertarian Calvinism.

LC-α:
•

Global determinism is false.

•

Both free will and moral responsibility are incompatible with determinism.

•

Some non-salvific choices are free and morally responsible.

•

Salvific choices are neither free nor morally responsible.

LC-β:
•

Global determinism is false.

•

Free will is incompatible with determinism but moral responsibility is not necessarily
incompatible with determinism (it depends on whether the agent failed to do something).

•

Some non-salvific choices are free and morally responsible.

•

Salvific choices are morally responsible but not free.43

Again, Crisp is unclear whether both failing to accept Christ’s salvific work and choosing to accept it are acts and
omissions for which we are responsible, or only the first.
43
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In the next section, we will present three distinct arguments against libertarian Calvinism that apply
to both LC-α and LC-β.44

4. Against Libertarian Calvinism
4.1. Calvinism and Theological Determinism
As we noted earlier, Calvinism is routinely characterized in the literature as a variety of theological
determinism. Crisp’s proposal directly challenges that characterization. We will now argue that
the Calvinism represented by WCF does indeed affirm theological determinism; specifically, an
active theological determinism according to which every event (including human free choices)
find its ultimate determination in the will of God alone.
Consider first the following statements from chapter 3 of WCF (“Of God’s Eternal Decree”):

God, from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, freely, and
unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby neither is God the author
of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures; nor is the liberty or contingency
of second causes taken away, but rather established. (3.1)

Although God knows whatsoever may or can come to pass upon all supposed conditions,
yet hath he not decreed anything because he foresaw it as future, or as that which would
come to pass upon such conditions. (3.2)

For conciseness, we will use “libertarian Calvinism” and “Calvinism” as shorthand for “Crisp’s versions of
libertarian Calvinism” and “Calvinism as represented by WCF,” respectively.
44
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WCF is clear that God ordains or decrees (the two terms are treated as equivalent) all events within
the creation (“whatsoever comes to pass”). Crisp rightly observes that divine ordination as such
doesn’t entail theological determinism. In principle, God could ordain some events without
determining them (e.g., he could ordain them by a passive divine permission or through “weak
actualization” based on his knowledge of counterfactuals).
However, WCF goes further: it also denies that God’s decree depends on knowledge of what
will or could take place, or on knowledge of what would take place if certain conditions were met
(i.e., knowledge of hypothetical conditionals of the form if X were to occur then Y would also
occur). The central concern of 3.2 is to repudiate the notion that God’s decree is conditioned, even
in part, on factors within the creation that are independent of him (which would include, of course,
libertarian free choices). God alone is the source of his eternal decree. God doesn’t ‘consult’
anything extra se when he formulates his decree. To put the point in a quasi-syllogistic form: every
event takes place according to God’s eternal decree; God’s eternal decree is not determined in any
respect by anything external to or independent of God; therefore, every event is ultimately
determined by God alone.45
One of the underlying theological concerns in WCF 3.2 is to preserve God’s aseity and
independence. In this regard, it’s instructive to connect 3.2 with assertions in the preceding chapter
(“Of God, and of the Holy Trinity,” emphasis added):

There is but one only, living, and true God, who is infinite in being and perfection, a most
pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or passions; immutable, immense, eternal,

The ‘ultimately’ is required to avoid a collapse into occasionalism. To say that every event is ultimately determined
by God is consistent with some events also being proximately determined by creaturely causes. WCF itself takes care
to distinguish primary and secondary causes (3.1, 5.2).
45
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incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most holy, most free, most absolute; working all
things according to the counsel of his own immutable and most righteous will, for his own
glory… (2.1)

God hath all life, glory, goodness, blessedness, in and of himself; and is alone in and unto
himself all-sufficient, not standing in need of any creatures which he hath made, nor
deriving any glory from them, but only manifesting his own glory in, by, unto, and upon
them. … In his sight all things are open and manifest, his knowledge is infinite, infallible,
and independent upon the creature, so as nothing is to him contingent, or uncertain. (2.2)

The reasoning behind 3.2 is straightforward: If God’s eternal decree were conditioned on factors
within the creation independent of him, God would not be “most free, most absolute.” There would
be external constraints on God’s decree.46 Likewise, if the decree had to incorporate factors within
the creation independent of God, God would not be all-sufficient: the decree would depend on
factors external to God which are not ultimately determined by him.
Furthermore, WCF explicitly states that God’s knowledge is not dependent on the creature,
which would seem to rule out variations on the Molinist model of divine ordination, according to
which God’s eternal decree is based in part on his ‘middle knowledge’ of what his creatures would
freely choose if placed in particular circumstances.47

One might think that there have to be some external constraints on God’s decree, such as the laws of logic, which
are independent of God. However, this need not be so. Some theists favor a nominalist (or broadly non-realist) view
of the laws of logic, which would pose no threat to divine aseity. Other theists have taken the view that the laws of
logic are ultimately identical to divine attributes or divine thoughts, in which case they would not be external
constraints on God. For a survey of views on God’s relationship to abstract entities, see Paul M. Gould, ed., Beyond
the Control of God?: Six Views on the Problem of God and Abstract Objects (New York: Bloomsbury Academic,
2014).
47
In correspondence with John Martin Fischer, Michael Bergmann proposed that one way to distinguish God’s
foreknowledge of human free choices from past facts which causally determine those choices is to say that the former
46
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In sum, WCF teaches not only that God decrees all things but also that God’s decree is not
conditioned by or dependent on anything external to him, such as the libertarian free choices of
his creatures. Consequently, it’s hard to see how one could consistently affirm the theological
tradition represented by WCF yet reject theological determinism. If God ordains all things
according to an infallible and immutable decree, and that decree originates entirely in God, how
could it fail to be the case that God alone ultimately determines all things?
Such a robust form of theological determinism is incompatible with both versions of Crisp’s
libertarian Calvinism.48 Indeed, it poses a challenge to any version of libertarian Calvinism where
the ‘Calvinism’ part affirms that God ordains every event (as in WCF 3.2) and includes traditional
Reformed affirmations of divine aseity and independence (as in WCF 2.1-2).

4.2. Libertarian Calvinism, ‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can’, and Leeway-Incompatibilism
Suppose that, contrary to the preceding argument, WCF is metaphysically underdetermined to the
extent that it need not be read as implying theological determinism. Even so, it would not follow
that WCF is consistent with libertarianism, because WCF may threaten libertarianism in ways
other than affirming determinism. For example, WCF appears to conflict with the maxim that
‘ought’ implies ‘can’, and therefore with the so-called Principle of Alternative Possibilities. WCF

obtains “because of what I do now, not vice versa.” Bergmann suggested that this move allows one to maintain the
compatibility of divine foreknowledge and human free choices while affirming (as libertarians wish to do) the
incompatibility of causal determinism and human free choices. Bergmann’s distinction is relevant to the present
argument in this way: WCF insists upon the absolute independence of God’s knowledge, which is just to say that God
does not know what he knows about human free choices because of those choices. This further underscores the
difficulty of distancing WCF from theological determinism. John Martin Fischer, “Putting Molinism in Its Place,” in
Molinism: The Contemporary Debate, ed. Ken Perszyk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 222. Cf. Philip
Swenson, “Ability, Foreknowledge, and Explanatory Dependence,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 94, no. 4
(2016): 658–71.
48
Both LC3 and LC3*, when conjoined with LC4, entail that determinism is false.
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thus rules out a major motivation for affirming the version of libertarianism Crisp ascribes to
libertarian Calvinism.
Crisp makes it clear that LC-α requires leeway incompatibilism. Recall that leeway
incompatibilism is the thesis that S’s action A is directly free and directly morally responsible only
if S could have done other than A. Although leeway incompatibilism understands this ability to do
otherwise to be incompatible with determinism, it is not obvious that the ability to do otherwise is
necessary for freedom. For example, ‘classical compatibilists’ and the ‘new dispositionalists’ have
offered analyses of the ability to do otherwise that are compatible with determinism. More
importantly, some philosophers have argued that moral responsibility does not require the
(incompatibilist) ability to do otherwise. Perhaps the most famous argument comes from so-called
Frankfurt-style counterexamples, named after Harry Frankfurt. Also important is John Martin
Fischer’s semi-compatibilist view, which offers a sophisticated account of the freedom (or,
control) condition on moral responsibility, showing that the kind of control (or, freedom) needed
for moral responsibility does not require the (incompatibilist) ability to do otherwise. The upshot
is that if the incompatibilist understanding of the ability to do otherwise is not necessary for moral
responsibility, it does not seem to be necessary for the sort of freedom we care about, namely, the
freedom necessary for moral responsibility.
In response to these compatibilist proposals, leeway incompatibilists will often appeal to
Kant’s maxim that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ (OIC). This maxim states that a person ought not to do
an action 𝜙 only if she can do something other than 𝜙. OIC is “an important motivation for leewaybased approaches.” 49 This is because leeway incompatibilism seems to be committed to the

49

Timpe, “Leeway vs. Sourcehood Conceptions of Free Will.”
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Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP), which asserts that a person is morally responsible for
what she has done (or failed to do) only if she could have done otherwise.
OIC and PAP appear to be closely related. For example, Frankfurt notes that “the appeal of
PAP may owe something to a presumption that it is a corollary of the Kantian thesis that ‘ought’
implies ‘can’.”50 While Frankfurt goes on to reject this presumption, Nelkin thinks that it is largely
correct.51 To see why, she asks us to consider a version of PAP as applied to blameworthy action
(PAP-B), which states that a person is morally blameworthy for what she has done only if she
could have done otherwise. Nelkin is not alone in thinking that OIC yields PAP-B. Copp and
Widerker have both argued that OIC entails PAP-B.52 Roughly stated, suppose that Jack does
something blameworthy, like pulling his sister’s hair. Then, it seems like Jack ought not to have
pulled Demi’s hair. But from OIC, if Jack ought not to have pulled his sister’s hair, then he could
have done something other than pull her hair. This entails that Jack is blameworthy only if he could
have done otherwise. The conclusion is just PAP-B.53 Copp and Widerker have used this insight
to argue for PAP (in general) in the face of Frankfurt-style counterexamples.54 Any argument
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Harry G. Frankfurt, The Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 95.
Dana Kay Nelkin, Making Sense of Freedom and Responsibility (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 99.
52
David Copp, “‘Ought’ Implies ’Can’, Blameworthiness, and the Principle of Alternate Possibilities,” in Moral
Responsibility and Alternate Possibilities, ed. David Widerker and Michael McKenna (Burlington, VT: Ashgage,
2006), 265–300; David Copp, “‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can’ and the Derivation of the Principle of Alternate Possibilities,”
Analysis 68, no. 297 (2008): 67–75; David Widerker, “Frankfurt on ‘Ought Implies Can’ and Alternative
Possibilities,” Analysis 51, no. 4 (1991): 222–24.
53
As we noted, this is a basic statement of the argument. As Copp points out, the derivation “requires a few additional
premises, including a finely nuanced view about blameworthiness.” Copp, “‘Ought’ Implies ’Can’, Blameworthiness,
and the Principle of Alternate Possibilities,” 266. We should also note that the Widerker-Copp argument for the
entailment has received a lot of attention in the literature. See, e.g., Widerker, “Frankfurt on ‘Ought Implies Can’ and
Alternative Possibilities”; Gideon Yaffe, “‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can’ and the Principle of Alternate Possibilities,” Analysis
59, no. 3 (1999): 218–22; Ira M. Schnall, “The Principle of Alternate Possibilities and ‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can,’”
Analysis 61, no. 4 (2001): 335–40; Gideon Yaffe, “More on ‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can’ and the Principle of Alternate
Possibilities,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 29, no. 1 (2005): 307–12; Copp, “‘Ought’ Implies ‘Can’ and the
Derivation of the Principle of Alternate Possibilities.”
54
Frankfurt, The Importance of What We Care About, 1–10. While Frankfurt cases have become increasingly
sophisticated in response to challenges, we present here a basic “prior sign” case. Pat is at the polling station,
deliberating about whether to vote for mayoral candidate Tannen or McFly. Black, an evil neurosurgeon, has implanted
a device in Pat’s brain that allows Black to monitor Pat’s neural states. Black’s device allows him to alter Pat’s neural
states if the situation requires it, and make Pat do whatever Black wishes. For reasons that need not concern us, Black
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against PAP, then, requires that we reject OIC (since OIC entails PAP). But since (it is claimed)
OIC enjoys more intuitive support than speculative Frankfurt-style counterexamples, we ought to
reject the latter and not the former.
The upshot is that, for the leeway incompatibilist, OIC seems to be more basic to libertarian
free will than PAP, since the latter can be derived from the former. Thus, if the libertarian were to
reject OIC, there would seem to be little motivation to accept PAP (and thus, PAP-B) as well. But
if the libertarian were to allow that some people could be held directly morally blameworthy for
failing to do what is morally required of them even though they could not do otherwise, then it
looks like the libertarian has conceded that the freedom necessary to be held morally responsible
for an action is not ruled out by determinism. It seems plausible, then, that if one’s views conflict
with OIC, they also conflict with leeway incompatibilism.
This invites the following objection to libertarian Calvinism: Calvinism rejects OIC, and
therefore Calvinism undercuts a major motivation for versions of libertarianism which endorse the
leeway condition. When discussing the Reformed claim that choices resulting in salvation are not
choices fallen humans are capable of making apart from divine grace, because all humans are in
bondage to sin, Crisp himself notes that Calvinism requires abandoning OIC. He points out that
“Reformed theologians have traditionally claimed that all human beings after the Fall are morally
responsible for failing to avail themselves of salvation offered by the work of Christ,” even though
they are unable to avail themselves of the salvation offered through Christ.55 In response to the
charge that this is unfair because, “surely ‘ought’ implies ‘can,’” Crisp states, “it appears that the

wants Pat to vote for Tannen. If Black detects that Pat is about to vote for McFly, Black will activate his device and
ensure that Pat chooses to vote for Tannen instead. As it turns out, Pat chooses on his own to vote for Tannen, and
Black never has to activate his device. The proponent of FSC claims that in this case Pat’s choice is free and Pat is
morally responsible for making it, even though Pat could not have chosen otherwise than he did.
55
Crisp, “Girardeau and Edwards,” 85.
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Reformed theologian must deny this.”56 Thus, we find libertarian Calvinism to be caught in a
tension: the libertarian part accepts OIC, but the Calvinist part rejects OIC.
While we think that WCF makes further assertions that undermine OIC (cf. WCF 15.6, 16.7,
and 21), Crisp’s admission that libertarian Calvinists must reject OIC is enough for our purposes.57
For since libertarian Calvinism must reject OIC, then, given the relationship between OIC and
PAP, it appears that libertarian Calvinists should also reject PAP.58 It is not clear what remains of
leeway libertarianism once it is forced to give up OIC and PAP. If libertarian Calvinism is forced
to hold that some people can have obligations they’re unable to discharge, and that some people
meet the freedom condition required for moral blame even though they’re unable to do otherwise,
why endorse libertarian Calvinism at all?
In response, Crisp might reply that LC-β is not affected by this argument because it denies
that salvific choices are free (in the libertarian sense). In effect, LC-β restricts PAP (and by
implication OIC) to a certain class of choices, namely, non-salvific ones.59 However, the moves
Crisp appeals to in defense of LC-β on this point only further undermine its libertarian credentials.
Crisp cites Harry Frankfurt’s The Importance of What We Care About (1988) as providing
resources for LC-β’s denial that alternative possibilities are needed for moral obligation or moral
responsibility when it comes to salvific choices.60 There are two relevant chapters in Frankfurt’s
book: “Alternate possibilities and moral responsibility,” and “Freedom of the will and the concept
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Of course, we mean, and we think Crisp means, only that Calvinists must reject OIC when ‘can’ is understood in
the way the incompatibilist leeway theorist intends. Thus, while libertarian Calvinists must reject the standard
libertarian version of OIC, compatibilist Calvinists could affirm a compatibilist version of OIC.
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of a person.” The former invokes the (in)famous Frankfurt-style counterexample (FSC), and the
latter is an early statement of what have been called ‘mesh theories’ of free will. Whichever chapter
Crisp has in mind, it is our contention that endorsing either of them undermines libertarianism.
Consider first FSCs. Briefly, in a FSC, an agent does what she wants to do and she does it
on her own. However, there is another person—a ‘counterfactual intervener’—waiting in the
wings, ready to forcibly override the agent’s action if it looks like she is not going to do what the
intervener wants her to do. If FSCs succeed at all, then they succeed in showing that having the
(incompatibilist) ability to do otherwise is not a requirement of any morally responsible action.
This is because, as arbitrary cases, FSCs generalize to any (ostensible) case of morally responsible
action. Crisp says that libertarian Calvinism is a hybrid view where “many mundane choices we
now make every day” are such that they are “not consistent with divine determinism.”61 However,
since FSCs employ arbitrary cases, one needs a principled reason for restricting FSCs in the way
LC-β is forced to restrict them.
Second, consider mesh theories. Generally speaking, according to mesh theories free will is
importantly about our choices and actions, and how those choices and actions ‘mesh’ with our
inner states. If we are able to act on our own reasons and desires to be the kind of person we desire
to be, then, as long as the relationship between our desires are of the right kind (they internally
‘mesh’), it doesn’t matter if our actions or desires have been determined. It is the lack of an internal
mesh between our internal states that undermines free will and moral responsibility. Thus, if
Frankfurt’s mesh theory is correct, there seems to be little ground upon which to deny
compatibilism about freedom. Again, if Crisp is suggesting that a mesh theory only ‘works’ when
considering a very narrow range of ‘non-mundane’ actions, Crisp needs to offer a principled reason
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for why this is the case. In sum, LC-β appears to make some damaging concessions which render
its affirmation of incompatibilism wholly obscure. By appealing to either FSCs or mesh theories,
LC-β seems to give away the store, all but conceding that moral responsibility in general is
consistent with determinism.
As we indicated earlier, there may be a possible way out for libertarian Calvinism. Thus far
we have spoken in broad terms about OIC and PAP. A rigorous analysis of these concepts will
reveal several subtleties that affect our understanding of them. Crucially, for our purposes, both of
them only apply to cases of direct freedom or moral responsibility. Thus, for OIC, if an agent
ought not 𝜙 at time t, then either the agent can do other than 𝜙 at time t, or the agent could have
done other than 𝜙 at some time t′, where t′ < t. For example, having earlier promised to pick you
up from the airport, I’m obligated to do so. But now I would rather stay home and watch The
Walking Dead, so I take a drug rendering me unable to get up from my couch. Presumably I’m
still obligated to pick you up from the airport, even though I cannot now do so. Our revised OIC
says that if I’m obligated to pick you up from the airport at t, but I cannot pick you up at t, then I
could have picked you up at t. For PAP, to say that an agent is blameworthy for 𝜙-ing at t is to say
that either the agent could do other than 𝜙 at t, or we can trace the agent’s blameworthiness back
to a time when the agent could have done other than 𝜙.
With such considerations in mind, the libertarian Calvinist could perhaps claim that even
though fallen humans cannot now come to Christ on their own, they’re nevertheless responsible
for their fallen state and for not coming to Christ because their inability traces back to a time when
they were able to come to Christ on their own. In this way, libertarian Calvinism reconciles
inability to come to Christ with moral responsibility for failing to come to Christ by maintaining
that the responsibility is indirect rather than direct.
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There are, however, several problems with this proposal. First, we demonstrated in §3.2 that
LC-β denies that direct moral responsibility is always incompatible with determinism. Second, if
Crisp were to appeal to this tracing interpretation, there would be no need to appeal to either FSCs
or mesh theories at all. Finally, we note that this tracing option is not open for Calvinists, because
WCF 7.1-4 makes it exceptionally clear that the “original corruption, whereby we are utterly
indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to all evil” is something
that obtains in all humans from birth: “the same death in sin, and corrupted nature, conveyed to all
their posterity descending from them by ordinary generation.” Thus, there is no place (or rather,
time) for a prior, directly free and responsible choice that can ground the derivative responsibility
required by this tracing solution.62
To summarize: LC-α is incoherent simply because the libertarian part depends on OIC and
PAP, while the Calvinism part denies both. LC-β seeks to restrict OIC and PAP to non-salvific
choices, but it does so arbitrarily; the compatibilist strategies it deploys in order to preserve moral
responsibility for salvific choices are unrestricted, and thus one who endorses those strategies
ought to renounce incompatibilism altogether.

4.3. Libertarian Calvinism is Inconsistent
We argued above that a consistent and principled form of libertarian Calvinism must reject the
‘ought’ implies ‘can’ maxim, yet doing so would remove much of the motivation to be a libertarian
about ‘mundane’ human choices. The problems do not end there, however, for we will now argue
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that libertarian Calvinism suffers from internal inconsistency at another point. To see why, recall
that libertarian Calvinism (whether α or β) affirms that God determines the choices of the elect
leading to salvation (LC2). Libertarian Calvinism also affirms incompatibilism (LC3 or LC3*),
which entails that compatibilism is false (LC5). Consider now WCF 10.1:

All those whom God hath predestinated unto life, and those only, he is pleased, in his
appointed and accepted time, effectually to call, by his Word and Spirit, out of that state of
sin and death, in which they are by nature, to grace and salvation, by Jesus Christ;
enlightening their minds spiritually and savingly to understand the things of God, taking
away their heart of stone, and giving unto them a heart of flesh; renewing their wills, and,
by his almighty power, determining them to that which is good, and effectually drawing
them to Jesus Christ: yet so, as they come most freely, being made willing by his grace.
(emphasis added)

This presents quite a problem for libertarian Calvinism. According to WCF 10.1, God’s
predestination operates in such a way that the elect “come most freely” to a saving knowledge of
Jesus Christ. Yet, libertarian Calvinism holds that fallen human beings “have no freedom to choose
to be reconciled to God.”63 Consider a fallen human, Jones. Libertarian Calvinism, in keeping with
Calvinism, states that Jones “cannot contribute to his being saved, he cannot choose to be saved.
Nor can he choose to choose to be saved. … So Jones cannot have a first- or second-order free
choice that might contribute to his being saved.”64 The problem is acute: WCF asserts that the elect
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freely come to acquire salvation, yet libertarian Calvinism explicitly denies that salvific choices
are free; hence, it contradicts the very Calvinism it seeks to accommodate.65
This situation, of course, is troublesome enough. But matters are even worse than they first
appear. In keeping with historic Calvinism, libertarian Calvinism affirms that God determines the
elect’s coming to have a saving knowledge of God. Unregenerate persons are incapable of making
choices that lead to salvation apart from divine grace (9.3), and so “God has to ensure their
salvation by determining that outcome.”66 In order to determine the outcome, God must, among
other things, determine the “choices leading to the salvation of an individual.”67 So Calvinism
affirms that God determines the actions and choices leading to an individual’s salvation, and the
individual comes freely to his state of salvation. Calvinism therefore entails that some (directly)
free choices are determined, which is just to say that Calvinism entails compatibilism. But since
the libertarianism of libertarian Calvinism entails incompatibilism, it follows that libertarian
Calvinism entails both compatibilism and incompatibilism, which is to say, libertarian Calvinism
entails a contradiction.

5. The Prospects for Libertarian Calvinism
Crisp’s project of exploring how much philosophical latitude the Reformed theological tradition
allows is an important and worthy one. It would be particularly significant if it turns out that
Calvinism, contrary to common assumption, is consistent with an affirmation of libertarian free

Could the libertarian Calvinist claim that this ‘freedom’ is merely psychological in nature, rather than the robust
metaphysical sort of freedom that libertarians and compatibilists are typically concerned about? We consider this
unlikely. WCF seems to reflect a concern to uphold a robust sort of freedom: we’re told that the elect come most freely
and are made willing. Furthermore, these affirmations come immediately after claims about predestination, effectual
calling, and determination, which is precisely the point where such assurances might be deemed necessary. A merely
psychological sort of freedom would not be threatened by determinism.
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will. We have argued, however, that Crisp’s libertarian Calvinism is (i) inconsistent with the
implied theological determinism of WCF, (ii) undercut by WCF’s rejection of the ‘ought’ implies
‘can’ principle, and (iii) internally inconsistent with respect to whether salvific choices are free.
Since our arguments are directed specifically at Crisp’s proposals, we do not claim that our
objections will hold against all versions of libertarian Calvinism. There may well be other
understandings of ‘Calvinism’ that can accommodate a libertarian view of free will. Nor do we
claim that WCF (or any other Reformed symbol) should be taken as the ‘gold standard’ of Calvinist
orthodoxy. We do suggest, however, that the burden of proof has been shifted: any future proposals
for a ‘libertarian Calvinism’ ought to justify their Calvinist credentials, specify their theological
and soteriological commitments, and explain how they evade the objections we develop here.
Considering this challenge, it is worth asking what attractions ‘libertarian Calvinism’ might
hold. Perhaps there are some theologians who, in keeping with the Reformed tradition, wish to
affirm a consistently monergistic view of salvation but are also persuaded by the philosophical
arguments for incompatibilism and thus wish to endorse libertarianism. Leaving aside the question
of whether incompatibilism has the upper hand in the ongoing (and highly complex) debates over
the necessary conditions for free choice, we must note that neither version of Crisp’s libertarian
Calvinism actually reconciles these two desiderata. Rather, human choices are partitioned into two
categories—salvific and non-salvific—and only the latter are accorded the status of being free and
morally responsible. This is a segregation rather than a reconciliation. Moreover, as we observed
in our discussion of Crisp’s appeal to FSCs, it appears to be a quite unprincipled segregation.
Another possible attraction is that libertarian Calvinism presents a softer, gentler form of
Calvinism, one that avoids the offense of theological determinism and the specter of a micromanaging Deity who causally determines not only whom you’ll marry but what you’ll drink at the
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wedding. Crisp suggests that libertarian Calvinism presents something of an “ecumenical olive
branch” to libertarian non-Calvinists: a room within the Calvinist castle for those who cannot
stomach full-blown theological determinism. It seems to us that such hopes are misguided. For the
one Calvinist tenet that non-Calvinists typically find most unpalatable remains untouched in
Crisp’s libertarian Calvinism, namely, the doctrine of double predestination. According to both
LC-α and LC-β, the most consequential choices any person can make in life, namely, those choices
on which that person’s eternal destiny depends, are causally determined by God and not free.
Arguably this view is even less appealing than that of the non-libertarian Calvinist, who at least
wishes to maintain that such choices are made freely (albeit in the compatibilist sense). In any
event, it’s hard to see why a libertarian non-Calvinist would find libertarian Calvinism to be more
theologically tolerable than compatibilist Calvinism.68
We tentatively conclude that the prospects of developing a ‘libertarian Calvinism’ that is
both philosophically coherent and theologically well-motivated are dim.69
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