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Abstract

This article compares Ammonius’ and Aquinas’ answers to the conflict between divine
determinate knowledge of the world and the contingency of future events. The first sec-
tion analyzes the Proclean distinction of the three degrees of knowledge that Ammonius
attributes to lamblichus and accompanies this with a commentary on Aristotle’s De interpre-
tatione 9. First, Ammonius stresses divine transcendence, according to which not even our

‘now’ is similar to the divine. Second, Ammonius applies the “Iamblichus’ principle” to the

knowledge of future contingents. This is in order to reconcile both divine foreknowledge
and natural contingency. From this, it is possible to conclude that the gods have a certain
knowledge that is ontologically superior to the object known. In a second section, Aquinas’
solution will be presented. In Aquinas” commentary, although not referring to the same
distinction, he identifies a similar phenomenon in which the same principle applies: certain
knowledge of a contingent present event does not alter its contingent nature. Aquinas
applies this principle to God, who knows not only the present but also the past and future
contingents, with one unique, transcendent vision. His emphasis on the transcendence of
divine knowledge and will also connects him to Ammonius.

Keywords: contingency; divine foreknowledge; necessity; Aristotle; lamblichus’ principle;
Ammonius; Aquinas

1. Introduction

Is there Fate in human affairs? Does God or the gods predestinate human lives? Does
the universe work in a completely determined way? Or if that is not the case, if everything
is not predetermined, does God know what will happen? Is there a divine foreknowledge
of future events? When we read Aristotle’s treatises, these kinds of questions seem to be
left aside—although it is a very interesting exercise to infer from physics and metaphysics
what could be said about these subjects. Despite not addressing the reality of Fate, Aristotle
offers a theology in Metaphysics XII, which is also enriched by several references to the
divine throughout his entire work. According to this theology, it is reasonable to hold
that God knows the world.! Some Aristotelian scholars maintain that God only knows
himself.2 However, a reason to distance oneself from these scholars’ position and sustain
God'’s knowledge of the world lies in Aristotle’s affirmation that God governs the world.
This governance is not only by causing the world’s order but also by leading it as a general
governs its army. This kind of government, proper to a military leader, requires knowledge
of what is being led.”

This paper will show, in the context of a logical discussion regarding the truth or
falsity of future singular propositions in which Aristotle defends the existence of the
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contingent, how two commentators, Ammonius and Aquinas, undertake this intellectual
task: developing a divine gnoseology in order to solve the dilemma of defending either
the contingency of events or divine foreknowledge. On the one hand, how can God’s
knowledge be perfect if he does not know the future contingents? But on the other hand,
how could there be real contingency when God already knows what will happen?

The problem of divine foreknowledge does not appear explicitly in Aristotle’s De
interpretatione 9. However, his commentators seem to understand that this is what is at
stake in the problem of the truth or falsity of the future contingent propositions. To resolve
the dilemma, they will consider not only Aristotle’s words but also appeal to other sources,
some earlier than and known to Aristotle, such as Homer, Parmenides, and Plato, and
others posterior to him, as Proclus and Iamblichus.

Therefore, it is of interest to compare how two commentators of different backgrounds,
one Greek and Pagan, Ammonius Hermiae, the other Latin and Christian, St. Thomas
Aquinas, turn to a divine gnoseology to save the contingency of the natural world without
taking perfection away from divine knowledge. Both commentaries are also connected
by the fact that Aquinas seems to have in mind not only Boethius’ commentary but also
Ammonius’ (Torrijos Castrillejo 2020, p. 152). As will be seen in the analysis of their
commentaries, both Ammonius and Aquinas need to place the divine reality beyond
the limits of natural beings.* Ammonius will propose that not only are the gods in an
eternal ‘now’, but also that their ‘now” is different from our ‘now’, stressing in this way
the transcendence of the divine substances. Aquinas’ solution does not reject Ammonius’
position. While Aquinas recurs to a spatial metaphor, his intention will be the same: to show
that God’s transcendence of causation is a limit that shapes our understanding while, at the
same time, making possible the harmony between his foreknowledge and the contingency
of future events.

2. Aristotle and the Knowledge of the Future Contingent

In De interpretatione 9, after stating whether propositions about past or present facts
are necessarily true or false, whether they be universal or singular (18°28-33), Aristotle
analyzes the situation of future singular propositions (18233-18P5), in which the problem
of saving contingency arises.

To discuss the situation of future singular propositions, Aristotle follows the following
steps. First, he addresses the question of whether everything happens by necessity or by
chance (18°5-1926). Second, he admits the evidence of human deliberation and action
(197-11).° Third, he distinguishes between necessary occurrences or omissions and the
contingent. The contingent is that which would either happen most of the time (¢mi o
TIOAU Bdtepov) or that which has a similar probability of occurrence or not (to uev 6méTep’
gtuxe) (1911-22). Fourth, he also needs to distinguish between the actual and potential
being of the facts expressed by the future contingent propositions (19223-29). Fifth, he
affirms what we could call ‘the necessity of the contingence’.® By this, Aristotle means that
it is necessary that some future event occur or not occur, such as a naval battle (19929-32).
Sixth, he acknowledges the relation of precedence of reality before the propositions whose
truth depends on the actual realization of facts (19232-39).” Lastly, Aristotle complements
the affirmation of the ‘necessity of the contingent’ by clarifying that neither of the members
of the disjunction is necessary (19239-"4), leaving the only possible inference that what
is necessary is only the possibility of one of the options happening or not. As it shows,
Aristotle does not address the problem of divine foreknowledge when he discusses the
nature of future contingent propositions in this brief chapter (less than three columns in
Bekker’s edition).
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If we ask ourselves why from these lines a discussion on divine foreknowledge will
arise among their commentators, we should consider that Aristotle provides throughout
his works the elements that are needed to face this problem: his Physics gives us a profound
analysis of contingent and necessary natural events (cfr. Oliva 2024, p. 7); his Metaphysics
settles the base to understand divine nature and its knowledge; his Organon, to which De
interpretatione belongs, produces the distinctions needed to analyze contingent and neces-
sary propositions. Although Aristotle does not directly address this subject, his philosophy
provides a suitable framework for exploring the problem of divine foreknowledge and
developing a response.

3. Iamblichus’ Principle in Ammonius” Commentary to De Interpretatione 9

Ammonius Hermiae, a Neoplatonist commentator of Aristotle, educated in Athens under
Proclus and later on head of the Philosophy School of Alexandria in VI a. D, writes the first
extant commentary to Aristotle’s De interpretation (cfr. Griffin 2016, pp. 394-400; Rego 2025,
pp- 13-17). He might be the first to connect Chapter 9 with divine foreknowledge, inaugurat-
ing a tradition in which Boethius and Aquinas will follow. The Neoplatonists attempt to save
both divine foreknowledge and contingency in the sublunary world, as Torrijos Castrillejo
(2020, p. 154) points out. Ammonius is a pagan Neoplatonist who seeks to harmonize Plato
and Aristotle in his interpretations (cfr. Torrijos Castrillejo 2020, p. 154).

Ammonius’ commentary reflects De interpretatione 9's structure, as the following list

will show

i. Truth or falsity in future contingent propositions (Ammonius, In de interp. 9,
pp- 129,5-130,26).

ii. Relevance of the subject for science and human life (130,27-131,19).

iii. Arguments against contingency.

iii.a  The reaper (131,20-132,7).
iiib  The gods” knowledge of the world (132,8-135,11).

iv. The degrees of knowledge and the refutation of the argument based on divine
knowledge (135,12-137,11).

V. Counter-argument against necessity in human discourses (137,12-138,10).

vi. Convertibility of propositions and events and a new argument.

via  Convertibility of propositions and events (138,11-141,30).
vib  Three senses of the contingent (141,31-145,19).

vii. Final counter-argument against determinism.

viia Nature does nothing in vain and human deliberation (145,29-151,8).
viib  Contingency and being in potency (151,10-152,11).

viii.  Two kinds of necessity in propositions (152,33-154,20).

After presenting the argument of the reaper, Ammonius introduces a brief theological
section into this analysis, absent in Aristotle’s arguments for contingency. These are sections
in which Ammonius presents, on the one hand, the divine knowledge of the world as the
perfect and unique knowledge of the multiple and imperfect, and, on the other hand, the
theory of the diverse degrees of knowledge applied to divine knowledge, the so-called
‘lamblichus’ principle” (cfr. Torrijos Castrillejo 2020, pp. 154-55). This is an occasion on
which we can see how an interpreter of Aristotle considers it to be legitimate to go beyond
Aristotle’s words, and to make use of other doctrines—both those known to Aristotle, such
as those of his predecessors and others which he did not know- in order to explain the
compatibility between divine foreknowledge and the existence of the contingent events.®
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3.1. Ammonius and the Divine Foreknowledge of the Contingent

After presenting Aristotle’s doctrine on the truth or falsity of future contingent propo-
sitions [cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9, pp. 129,5-130,26] and having stressed the importance
that this matter has for the whole human life (for without contingency, without freedom,
any human effort would be senseless) [cfr. pp. 130,27-131,19], Ammonius addresses two ar-
guments against contingency. The first, a logical argument, is that of the reaper. Ammonius
solves it by focusing on the adverb ‘maybe’ (téx«) and how it modifies the verb. If the verb
expresses the action with determinacy, the supporters of this argument are committing the
fallacy of ‘begging the question’. If, however, the verb means the future contingent action,
then contingency is affirmed (cfr. pp. 131,31-132,7).

While the first argument is logical, the second is more grounded in reality (rpocy poctecsdmg).”
It is constructed on the perfection of the gods and the necessary perfection of their knowl-
edge. In this sense, we consider that for Ammonius, the problem of divine foreknowledge
of contingent future events is not only epistemological but also of an ontological nature. '’
As we have seen, Aristotle does not address this topic; yet, Ammonius is moved to do so
because those who misunderstood divine providence went so far as to think that divine
Fate determines the generation of the world’s beings, making the gods responsible for our
misdeeds [cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9, pp. 131,10-19].

The first thing Ammonius does, then, is to establish the epistemic ground on which this
matter is defined: it is a matter for theology or first philosophy'! (in reference to Aristotle’s
terminology when referring to metaphysics [cfr. Aristotle, Metaphys. VI 1: 102610-22]). The
theological question that needs to be addressed is if everything is governed in a determinate
way by the gods, or if there is room for contingency:

“In fact, the theologian inquires in which manner do the gods through providence
direct all things that are in the world, whether all the things that generate, generate
in a determinate manner and by necessity [. ..] or whether there are certain things

that occur contingently [. . 1712

Curiously enough, the rest of the discussion in this section will center on the divine
governance and direction of the world, rather than on the gods” knowledge of those events.
While of course these governance and knowledge are interrelated aspects of the relation
between the divine and the world, Ammonius seems more concerned with the compatibility
of divine foreknowledge and contingency than with divine government and necessity (at
least in this section). The reason may reside in the fact that Ammonius presupposes all
along a final counter-argument against necessity, which he presents at the end of the
chapter (cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9, pp. 145,29-151,8). In effect, the evidence of human
deliberation and the fact that nature does nothing in vain are sufficient to shift the initial
question from whether the gods govern the world in a determinate manner to whether the
gods know the future events determinately.

Consequently, Ammonius first presents three options regarding divine knowledge
of the future contingent events: (1) the gods have a determinate knowledge (&pLopévwg
{oaot), or (2) they have absolutely no notion, or (3) they have indeterminate knowledge
(46pLoTov yvEaLy), just like us.'® The second option is quickly abandoned because it is
impossible that the gods, immaterial intelligences,'* could ignore anything about the beings
they guide and regulate (cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 132,13-19). Additionally, Ammonius
affirms that, on one hand, the nature and order of the world are not spontaneously generated
and, on the other hand, that the leisure of the gods is not affected by the government of the
world, because the gods are not like us. Rather, the gods are like the king sun, who effortlessly
illuminates the entire visible world, with its rays reaching all bodies. In effect, the gods benefit
every single being except those who, due to their malice, voluntarily reject their beneficent
action, such as the ones who hide from or close their eyes to the sun. These, nevertheless,
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are still subject to the divine punishment and correction (cfr. pp. 132,19-133,12). To support
this argument, he cites Plato’s Athenian Stranger, who says that there is no place where the
wrongdoer may hide to avoid the punishment of the gods."

After resorting to the sun as a model of how the divine can relate to the world of
generations, Ammonius rejects options (2) and (3):

“[...]itis not possible either that the gods ignore our affairs nor that they have an
indefinite (&6ptoTov) knowledge about them, as if they were making conjectures
(eikdlovTag) about their outcomes.”

He not only cites several important authorities to support this rejection but also appeals
to common, incontrovertible notions about the soul. The authorities cited are important
because they demonstrate agreement across three stages of Greek philosophy: first, one
of the most important Presocratics, Parmenides; then Plato; and finally, Aristotle himself
(cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 133,16-24).!7 But what is the common doctrine in these
authors that enables Ammonius to affirm the determinate manner of divine knowledge?
These authors commonly hold that, among gods, there is neither past nor future since they
are eternal.

Regarding Parmenides, Ammonius says that this doctrine is to be found not only in
Plato’s works but also directly in Parmenides” words. Blank (Blank 2013, p. 123 nn. 31-32)
identifies some of these passages: In Plato’s Parmenides, the One has no age, since it is
neither older (mpeoBOTepov) nor younger (vewtepov) nor of the same age as anything (v
aOThv MAiav) [cfr. Plato, Parm. 140 e ff]. In Parmenides’ fragment number 8, there is
no “was” nor “will be”, but only “is now”.18 In respect to Ammonius’ reference to Plato,
Ammonius refers to Timaeus (&g 6 Tipatog fHudig €6idx&e). Again, Blank (2013, p. 123 n. 29),
identifies this passage where Plato distinguishes the “was” and the “will be” as forms of
time. These forms of time would be mistakenly applied to the eternal substance. Therefore,
having rejected past and future forms, only “is” (10 €0T1v) can be properly predicated
of the One.'” Lastly, Blank (2013, p. 123 n. 30), connects this with Aristotle’s Metaphys.
XII 107272427, where the first sphere is said to be eternal. Setting aside the possibility
that Aristotle may also be referring to something that moves the first sphere,?’ Aristotle
affirms God’s eternity when he states that the divine life is eternal (cfr. Metaphys. XII 7:
1072P26-30).

With this, Ammonius stresses the fact that the gods are the principle of all beings
(0edv apxiic exOvTwY TPOG To VT AdYoV [cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 133,25])
and that in them, there is neither past nor future. Rather, they dwell in a “unique eternal
now” (€v évi 16 VUV 0Tl T8 adwviw Wpvuéve [cfr. p. 133,26-27]) that remains so that
everything else may change.”! And so, any conjectural knowledge (cikaoTikiy YV&OLY) is
far from the gods and from the perfection of rational life (cfr. p. 133,29-30). In addition,
Ammonius affirms, on the one hand, the preeminence of the divine knowledge above our
human knowledge, and, on the other hand, the fact that the gods must know their effects
and whatever their effects may do. The latter is known only with certain knowledge (cfr.
pp. 133,13-134,7).

Indeed, this world is caused by them, since the gods are causes of all things, and
they must exert their providence in a manner according to their immutable nature, just as
the sun illuminates just by existing, and without any deliberation. Prayer (1o elxeo0xt),
in a sense, as seen in piety and everyday experience, makes manifest the fact that gods
order (dtxtdTTe 0O xL) the contingent events (ta évoexOueve) and that they have a definite
knowledge (bpLopévwg yivooke o) of their development:

“[...] it is evident that we must say that all contingent things are established by

the gods and that their outcomes are determinately known to them”.??
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This leads us to recognize that, more so among flowing things than among eternal
things, it is necessary to have “a great demiurgic and provident cause that always exists in
the same way”,?* without which the world of generation and corruption can neither exist,
be preserved, nor be ordered.

This strong affirmation of divine providence, however, sets out the basis for the
argument against contingency that Ammonius presupposed all along, because it could
end up simplifying the options into only two: either (1) the gods have a determinate
knowledge of things, which the gods foreknow, and, therefore, the contingent does not
exist, or the gods (2) do not know things, or, at most, returning to option (3), they know
them without being sufficiently concerned with them. But (2) and (3) have already been
ruled out. Therefore, it would appear that the only remaining option is (1) foreknowledge,
and thus the contingent (to évdexénevov) would disappear (cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9,
pp- 134,8-135,11).

3.2. The Degrees of Knowledge and the Refutation of the Argument Based on Divine Knowledge
(135,12-137,11)

Ammonius refutes this last argument against the contingent due to divine knowledge
of the world by employing the degrees of knowledge. Ammonius attributes these degrees
to Iamblichus, but Blank (2013, p. 123 n. 33), identifies a precedent for this distinction
in a text by Proclus: De providentia et fato 64 (cfr. also, Mignucci 2013, p. 75; Baltzly 2019,
p- 42). Indeed, if we look into this passage, Proclus affirms that even if what is known is
indeterminate, a determinate knower will know with determinacy:

“If the knowable is indeterminate and the knower determinate, the knowledge
is not made indeterminate by the knowable, but rather it is determined by
the knower.”

ToU 00V YvwoTol 6vTog doploTov, ToD 8¢ YLIVHOKOVTOG GPLOHEVOL, OV dLd TO
YVWOTOV GOPLOTAIVEL Kol 1) YVEOLG, GAAL dLd TO Yiviokov opileTat. (Proclus,
De prov. et fato, ed. Boese, 64,46, p. 169)

And this applies even more to divine knowledge because they know “determinately
what is indeterminate” (bptopévwg t& ddprotoe [ibidem, 64,10, p. 169]).

Relying on Timaeus’ and Parmenides” understanding of divine knowledge, Ammonius
stresses divine transcendence and omniscience. The gods know the temporal, eternally; the
divisible, indivisibly; the manifold, unitedly; and the generated, ingenerately (cfr. supra
notes 15 and 16).2* Such is the distance between the temporality of the world and the
eternity of the divine that the gods are not only unaffected by the “was” and “will be”
of the universe but also, neither is their “is” like the temporal “is”. This reinforces the
possibility that their divine essence is not constrained by the “was”, “is” and “will” that
structure the knowledge of the past, present, and future of things in the world of generation
and corruption.25

Let us consider the divine present referred to by the verb “is”. At this point, we
notice that Ammonius has taken a further step to Parmenides, Plato, and Aristotle. Indeed,
although all of them deny that the “was” and the “will be” can be predicated of the divine,
Parmenides and Timaeus (or Plato) nevertheless still recognize the possibility of predicating
the “is”. Ammonius goes further and denies the possibility of predicating the temporal “is”
of the gods. Their “is” is different: it is related to the eternal.® By affirming this, Ammonius
considers that he is explaining the true meaning of Parmenides” words.

Therefore, it is only natural that Ammonius makes use of this lamblichus’ distinction.
How can the determinacy of the divine knowledge coexist with the indeterminacy of the
future contingent events? It is by knowing as to which kind of knowledge this relation of
knower and knowable belongs. The solution that Ammonius proposes is, as per lamblichus,
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that there are three different degrees of knowledge. These degrees refer to the relationship
that the subject of the action of knowing has regarding its object of knowing.

The criterion for the degrees of this relationship is the level of perfection. The ontologi-
cal dignity of the knower may be superior, identical, or inferior to the ontological dignity of
the known. In the first case, the ontological dignity and intelligibility of the act of knowing
will be superior to those of the object known, as is the case when the human mind knows
singular realities, elevating them to a universal state: the knowledge is superior to the
object known. In the second case, the ontological dignities of the knower and of the object
known are identical or congruent, as when we humans examine ourselves introspectively,
knowing our own essence. In the third case, the cognitive potency is inferior to the object
known, as when we humans contemplate the divine and the way the gods govern the
world (cfr. Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 135,12-32).

When we apply these degrees of knowledge to a divine and transcendent knower,
such as the gods, we find a way to refute the dilemma posed by the second argument that
forced us to choose between providence and contingency. This dilemma only holds as
long as the determinate knowledge of the gods transfers its determinacy to its object of
knowledge, reducing contingency to a mere illusion. But Ilamblichus’ distinction permits us
to understand option (1) in a different way: the known is not transformed by the cognitive
power. Here, indeed, we are working with the first degree presented by Ammonius: the
relation between the contingent and the divine knowledge is similar to the one between
human knowledge and singular things. It is a superior power, an excelling one, in this case,
which knows a clearly inferior object. The known, which is indeterminate, is inferior to the
knowledge, which is determinate:

“Yet they know the contingent in a manner superior to the nature of those [contin-
gent things]. For that reason, having an indeterminate nature and being possible
either that they happen or not, we must say that those [the gods], since they antic-
ipate the knowledge of them in a superior manner than their [of the contingent]
nature, know them determinately.”

YIVOOKELY UEVTOL TA EVOEXOUEVX KPELTTOVWG THG adTEV EKelvwY @UoEwg,
dLomep TaAlTA HEV adpLoToVv ExeLy THY @OOLY dUvaolod Te Kol exPaively kol
un ékPaively, ékelvoug d¢ dte KpelTTOVWG ThG PUOEWS XUTEY TNV YVEOLY
xOTEV TPOEANPOTAG GPLopéVwg Kol TalTo eidévaL. (Ammonius, In de interp. 9,
p- 136,11-15)

Iamblichus’ distinction was applied to human knowledge. Yet, magisterially, Ammo-
nius applies it to divine knowledge. If we are capable of universally knowing something
that has an individual nature, without affecting its nature, how much more will the divine
be able to know the contingent, indetermined things that may occur or not, in a determinate
way, without affecting their indeterminacy? If we, imperfect knowers as we are, may
know universally what is particular, why would the gods not know determinately what
is indeterminate in itself? If we can achieve this intellectual operation, and we can, how
much more will the gods be able to know in a godly manner, that is, determinately, the
contingent, without altering the nature of the contingent?

Ammonius recognizes that to understand these distinctions, we need metaphysical
instruction, as the references to Parmenides and Plato had shown. For that reason, he
presents another argument based on a common human experience. In medical affairs, the
results are always contingent; we cannot guarantee the outcome of a particular medical
treatment. However, when death or healing follow necessarily from certain causes, physi-
cians dare to anticipate the outcome of the process, whether it be death or health. If, in some
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cases, human science may predict certain contingent outcomes, how much more should the
absolutely transcendent divine intelligences know the contingent (cfr. pp. 136,1-137,11)?

Lastly, Ammonius addresses an objection. If the gods do know the future in a determi-
nate way, why do the oracles fail, or, at least, are imprecise and ambiguous? To answer this
objection, Ammonius offers two reasons. The first one, relying on Syrianus, is that we must
not confuse the prophetess’s knowledge with the gods” knowledge. That is why he says
that “in effect, what is illuminated is not as what illuminates”.?” And in the second place,
the ambiguity of the oracles might be willed by the gods themselves, because they want us
to use our intelligence to interpret them (cfr. pp. 137,12-138,10).

At this point, we can address a question raised by Sorabji (2013, pp. 5-7), according
to whom there is a problem with foreknowledge, of which Ammonius does not seem to
be very conscious. If the gods can know nothing as past or future, because in them there
is no past or future, and their knowledge of future contingent events is both “infallible”
and “irrevocable”, then the future is “inevitable”, and the deterministic position wins.
By setting divine knowledge outside of the temporal past and future, Ammonius avoids
foreknowledge (a term which implies being inside time) and thus also avoids ‘irrevocability”
of divine ‘knowledge’, while preserving its ‘infallibility’. However, Sorabji affirms that
this thesis is incompatible with sustaining divine omniscience, and Ammonius would not
have seen the problem. Sorabji makes a fine point showing the inadequacy of the term
“foreknowledge” to describe a knowledge that is not restricted to the temporal succession
of human knowledge. Notwithstanding that, we have to bear in mind that all along this
section, Ammonius is presupposing the transcendence of divine knowledge, as it shows
in the manner in which he differentiates this human and natural “now” from that divine
“now”. In this sense, it might be necessary to presuppose that all vocabulary predicated by
Ammonius of the gods needs to be considered as a human way of expressing something
transcendent. In consequence, the use of the term “foreknowledge” would be a kind of
metaphor to express “temporally” an atemporal and determinate knowledge of future
contingent events.

4. Aquinas’ Commentary on De Interpretatione 9

Thomas Aquinas, as does Ammonius, dedicates a section of his commentary to the
relation between the divine and the contingent. Indeed, since God is his knowing and
willing (“nam intelligere Dei et uelle eius est ipsum esse ipsius” [Thomas Aquinas, In
Periherm. 1lect. 14, p. 77 1. 341-342]), with his knowing, he knows every knowable
object (“suum intelligere et suum intelligibile comprehendit omnem cognitionem et omnem
cognoscibile” [cfr. p. 77 1. 345-347]), including the contingent, and with his willing he
wills every good (cfr. p. 77 1. 341-355). However, if put this way, everything may seem to
occur by necessity due to divine providence (cfr. p. 77 1. 356-364). However, making this
assumption depends on treating divine knowledge and will as if they were like ours, when
in fact they are very different (cfr. p. 77 1. 365-368).

As Ammonius did, Aquinas sees the need to place the divinity in a transcendental
realm.?® To show the degree of difference between human and divine knowledge of the
events that develop in time, Aquinas makes use of an example based not in the category of
time, but in the category of place. If we want to understand how God relates to past, present,
and future events, we must not view these events within the limits of time, but rather step
out of time, since God transcends time.?” If we think spatially, we might compare temporal
events to different people walking on a road. If we are inside the place, walking on the road,
some men will precede us, and others will follow. We might see those who are beside us
and some who precede us yet not see those who are behind us. God’s knowledge, instead,
could be compared to the vision of a man in a high tower with a view of the entire road,
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seeing every traveller at once. To him, there would not be a difference between the first
and the last of the travellers.>’ We, humans, know present things when they are existent
in act and somehow perceptible by sense; we know past things when we know things as
remembered; and we do not know future things in themselves because they do not yet exist.
However, we may know future things in their causes: with certainty, if they are completely
determined; with conjecture, if the most probable outcome is their occurrence. If they
are of those things that equally may or may not occur, however, we do not know them
at all, because we can only know something as long as it is in act, says Aquinas, basing
his statement on Aristotle’s Metaphysics IX (cfr. Thomas Aquinas, In Periherm. 1 lect. 14,
pp. 77-78 1. 369-414).

But God is not limited by the perspective of the road. Rather, from the point of view
of the tower, as if from the summit of eternity (“quasi in arce aeternitatis constitutus”), his
gaze sees all, and what is future, he sees not in its cause, but in itself. He is absolutely
outside the order of time, seeing everything eternally, although it occurs within time.>!
As we can see, the doctrine of the absolute transcendence of the divine in relation to this
world, on which Ammonius” argument rested, is also present in Aquinas.

We have to bear in mind that the shift from a temporal to a spatial explanation implies
a different kind of explanation. When Ammonius affirms that the divine substances” “now’
is different from our “now”, he is not making a metaphor; he is affirming a metaphysical
thesis, according to which the gods are not limited beings as the beings of the sublunary
world. On the other hand, when Aquinas proposes the image of the tower and the road,
he is making a metaphor to describe the connection between eternity (the gaze from the

7 ’

tower) and time (the past, present, and future). It is important to understand that the vision
from the tower represents a reality that is not temporal, as the travellers on the road, and,
therefore, it is not only “out of time”, but also “out of space”, so to speak. In consequence,
this metaphor does not challenge Ammonius’ interpretation, but rather complements it, as
an example or metaphor that tries to represent in an image what the metaphysical thesis
of divine transcendence means. Similar is the role of the metaphor of the king sun, which
Ammonius provides in his commentary, with which he also seeks to express the causal
relation between the gods and the creatures from our world.

Although Aquinas does not reproduce Ammonius’ distinction of the three degrees of
knowledge, some aspects of this doctrine are recognizable in the following comparison that
he makes. Indeed, as Ammonius told us that the act of knowing did not affect the nature of
the object known—such as when we know universally the singular thing, we do not alter the
nature of the individual thing—similarly, Aquinas says the following: we know the present
contingent in a completely certain and infallible manner, as when we see Socrates having a
seat. Our knowledge of the present contingent is certain and infallible. God, being in the
tower of eternity, sees the entire temporal world as we see the present. And for that reason, it
is possible that he also sees the contingent in a completely certain and infallible manner, not
only the present contingent, but also the past and future contingent, as he does:

“And, thus, it remains that God knows with complete certainty and infallibility
everything that develops in time, and, nevertheless, those things that happen in
time are not or develop not by necessity, but contingently.”

“Sic igitur relinquitur quod Deus certissime et infallibiliter cognoscat omnia
que fiunt in tempore, et tamen ea que in tempore eueniunt non sunt uel fiunt
ex necessitate, sed contingenter.”. (Thomas Aquinas, In Periherm. 1 lect. 14,
p- 78 1. 432-436)

For Aquinas, the certainty and infallibility of our knowledge of the present do not
affect the contingency of the object known. In the same way, God’s completely certain and
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infallible knowledge of all temporal events does not affect their contingent nature, not even
in the case of the future contingents.

Finally, attending to the divine will, Aquinas shows that it is a certain cause of the
entire being, in all its differences, whether it be the necessary being or the possible being.
Thus, from the same divine will derive necessity and contingency in things, putting some
necessary causes for what it wanted to be necessary, and contingent causes for what it
wanted to be contingent (cfr. pp. 78-79 1. 437-461).

5. Conclusions

This article presented two commentators of Aristotle who, when faced with the
determinacy of the truth and falsity of future contingent propositions in Aristotle’s On
Interpretation 9, do not hesitate to turn this logical problem into a strong debate about the
compatibility between contingency and God’s foreknowledge. One is Greek and pagan;
the other is Latin and Christian. They are Ammonius, head of the Philosophy School of
Alexandria, and Saint Thomas Aquinas, friar of the Order of the Preachers, respectively.
They face different arguments against contingency in the natural world and argue against
them. This article focused on the arguments based on the perfection of divine knowledge,
which seems to exclude any possibility of a real contingency in the world. In effect, we
have three options. First, that the gods have a determinate knowledge of the future, and
there is no room for contingency. Second, that they have absolutely no knowledge of the
temporal things. Third, that they have an indeterminate knowledge, like us. Options two
and three are compatible with contingency, but they suppose a weak version of divine
knowledge. Only the first option supposes divine perfection, but it eliminates contingency.
This was the dilemma that Ammonius and Aquinas encountered.

Both commentators sustain a strong notion of divine perfection. Moreover, the com-
plete transcendence of the gods (Ammonius) or God (Aquinas) in relation to the finite
and changing world is firmly established by both philosophers, following a philosophical
tradition that Ammonius connects with Plato and even with Parmenides. Ammonius goes
further: while for Plato, only “is” can be predicated of the divine, Ammonius stresses
the difference between the divine and nature, saying that the divine “is” is of an entirely
different nature than the temporal “is”.

Since divine knowledge is so powerful, Ammonius makes use of a Proclean distinction
that he attributes to lamblichus (‘lamblichus’ principle’), in order to save the contingent. As
humans, we may relate to our objects of knowledge in three different degrees of perfection.
We may know something inferior to us, as when we know the singular things and our
knowledge has an intellectual and universal dimension, which is superior to the sensible
and singular nature that is known. We may also know something equally intelligible to our
knowledge, as when we contemplate our own essence. And we may also have a knowledge
that is inferior to the object known, as when we consider the divine providence of the world.
In none of those cases, the nature of the knowledge affects or alters the nature of the object
known. If we apply this distinction to the problem of divine perfect knowledge and the
contingent future events, we can see that we can save both. Here, we have the first degree
of knowledge, where the knower is more perfect than the object known. The gods have a
determinate (superior) knowledge of the indeterminate future contingent events, without
altering their indeterminate nature. Thus, both divine perfect knowledge and imperfect
contingent events are saved.

Aquinas also stresses the difference between the divine transcendence of knowledge
and will in relation to human knowledge and will. Everything is known to God and
willed by Him. However, to avoid the impression that everything happens by necessity,
Aquinas likens the temporal “before” and “after” of the succession of events to the “before”
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and “after” related to place. Thus, he compares our knowledge of the past, present, and
future contingent events to the knowledge that a man on a road has of the fellow travellers
who walk past him, those who are ahead of him, and those who are behind him. God’s
knowledge is not like ours. It is similar to the vision that a man in a high tower could have
of the whole road, to whom the first and the last traveller would be seen in a single view
of the road. God sees everything, past, present, and future, in a unique act of knowledge.
Aquinas states that this knowledge is not like our knowledge, which is by perception,
memory, or conjecture, but is in one single vision, seeing each thing in itself, not in its
causes, and with complete certainty and infallibility.

Although Aquinas does not recur to lamblichus’ distinction of the three degrees of
knowledge, we still can recognize in his argumentation a similar procedure. He applies
Iamblichus’ principle when he compares divine foreknowledge of future contingent events
to human knowledge of present contingent events. Just as we know determinately present
contingent events, which remain contingent even though we know them determinately,
God knows future contingent events determinately, without altering their contingent nature.
This is the first degree of Ilamblichus’ principle, where the knowledge is superior to the
nature of the known. Indeed, whereas our knowledge of the future contingent may not
be determinate, our knowledge of the present contingent events is certain and infallible.
And this does not affect the contingent nature of the event. If there is no difference between
the present, the past, and the future for God, and we can certainly know the present
contingent, how much more so can God know not only the present contingent but also the
future contingent without destroying the contingent nature of future events? Therefore,
God’s knowledge, being of a superior quality than its object, can determinately know the
contingent events without destroying their contingency. This subtle use of lamblichus’
principle further links Aquinas’s commentary to Ammonius’.
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Notes

1

The works of the classical authors will be cited in the accustomed way, using the abbreviations of their works and referring to
the pages of the standard editions. We have prepared the translations of all the texts cited in this article, according to the Greek
or Latin version of the following editions: Diels and Krantz (2004) for Parmenides and Anaxagoras’ fragments (DK); Burnet
(1900-1907) for Plato’s Parmenides (Parm.), Laws (Leg.), and Timaeus (Tim.); Bekker and Gigon (1960) for Aristotle’s On interpretation
(De interpret.), Metaphysics (Metaphys.) and On the Heavens (De caelo); Boese (1960) for Proclus’ De providentia (De prov. et fato); Busse
(1897) for Ammonius’ Commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretion (In de interpret.); Aquinas (1989) for his Commentary on Aristotle’s
On interpretation (In Periherm.); and Cathala and Spiazzi (1971) for Aquinas’ commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics (In Metaphys.).
The main argument to consider that God only knows himself is that Aristotle says that the divine immaterial substance is
essentially ‘intellection of intellection’, being himself the object of his knowing: xbToV dpx voel, elmep E0Ti TO KPATLOTOV, Kol
g0V H vonoig voroewg vonaoig (Metaphys. XI19: 1074°33-35). In this way, the possibility of God knowing something other
than himself could imply introducing change, potentiality in God (who is pure act according to Aristotle), and it would also
imply worsening his knowing, as a change in the object of knowledge would mean a poorer act of knowledge. Among these
interpreters, we could name some: Zeller (1862, pp. 277-81); Ross (1923, pp. 182-86); Ackrill (1981, pp. 132-34); Hoffe (2006,
pp- 157-60); Menn (2012, pp. 446—48), and, at least in part, Reale (2004, pp. 1288-89 n. 15).
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The interpreters who sustain this interpretation do not deny the fact that the core of God’s knowledge is knowing himself, as
Aristotle explicitly says. However, they tend to understand this statement as one not exclusive: the fact that God essentially
knows himself does not exclude that he knows things other than himself. And there could be three main reasons for this. First,
being God the principle from which depends the world [k Totaxtng dpox dpXiic ApTnTAL 6 00paXVOG Kl 1y POOLG (Metaphys. XII
7: 1072°13-14)], i.e., being an efficient cause of the world, and being himself of an intellectual nature, he necessarily knows what
he causes. Second, being himself on top of what ‘being’ means, if we consider a scale of beings, knowing himself would mean to
know ‘being’. Thus, in his knowing himself, he would already know all that could be. Third, shortly after talking of the nature of
God as “intellection of intellection’, he considers the relation of God to the world as the one that a general would have with his
army, reckoning that the army not only has an internal order, but also that it receives an order from its general (107513-15). To
be the efficient cause of an order would demand an intellectual activity from the general. Thus, since God is the efficient cause
of the order of the world, God would have to know the world. Among these interpreters, with their differences, we can name:
Aquinas (In Metaphys. XII, lect. 11 nn. 15-16), Brentano (2015, pp. 245-52), Berti (2008, pp. 156-59). For general presentations of
the subject, see Vigo (2006, pp. 182-84); Charles (2012, pp. 250-54).

As Sorabji (2013, p. 6) shows that Ammonius does.

[...]op&uev yap 6TLE0TLV Gp) T TGV ECOUEVWY Kol &7t0 TOD BovAedeoBat kol amod Tob mpaéad Tu [. . .] (Aristotle, De interpret. 9
1927-9).

yevéoDal pévTol 1) un yevéoBal dvarykoiov (Aristotle, De interpret. 9 19232).

gmel opolwg ol Adyol 3ANOelg Homep Ta mMpdypata, dSHA0V 6TL 60x 0VTWG EXEL HOTE OMOTEP” ETUXE Kol T EVXVTix EVOEXETO L,
avdrykn opolwg é€xelv kol THY dvti@ooly (Aristotle, De interpret. 9 19232-35).

For a very detailed analysis of Ammonius’ commentary, see Mignucci (2013). In this work, he analyzes different ways of
interpreting the determination of future contingent propositions, of which one is that there could be different future contingent
events belonging to different future histories of the world (Mignucci 2013, pp. 66-70). However, we will not follow his analysis,
because its perspective is different from ours: he seems to be analyzing the indeterminacy of future contingents’ knowledge from
a human perspective, while we are focusing, as Ammonius and Aquinas explicitly do, on divine knowledge.

Baltzly (2019, pp. 23-26) informs us that the term “poryportelddng” appears just once in Plato and never in Plotinus, Porphyrius,
or lamblichus, but it appears in the Athenian School, in which Ammonius studied. Baltzly considers its appearance in Proclus’
commentary to the Timaeus (in Tim. II. 193.9), where it means to conduct an exegesis in which Plato’s text is connected to things.
We thank Dr. James Cleary for this reference.

Sorabji (2013, p. 5) agrees.

EKTELVOUEVOY OE TO Bewpn e Kad ETTL TRV TIPOTNV PLA0TOQlaY e0pYioelg (Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 131,4-5).

(MTHOEL Yap K&l 6 BeOAGYOG KT Tiva TpOTOV LTTO THG TTPOVOlXG SLXKVBEPVATHL TA €V TE KOO TPSYUXTX, KXL £(TE TIEVTX
OPLOHEVWG Kl €& avdykng viveTol Ta yivopeve, kxBdmep To emi TV ddlwy LTEPXOVTR, f EOTL TLVA Kol EVOEXOHEVWG
ekBaivovra[...] (Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 131,5-8).

ol Beol, paotly, Htol dpLopévwg toaot THY EKPaOLY TBV EVOEXOUEVWY 1) TTXVTATTXOLY OVdEHiXY XOTEGV EXOVOLY EVVOLXY 1)
KxOdmep NLElG A6PLOTOV XOTEY EXOVOL THV YV&EOLY (Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 132,11-13).

Here, the lesson of Anaxagoras resounds, where the voUg does not mix with matter, but, notwithstanding that, the former rules
over the latter. Cfr. Diels-Kranz 59 B 11-12, p. 37; Torrijos Castrillejo (2014, pp. 179-82, 395-96).

Cfr. Plato, Leg. X 904 c-905 d, as signaled by Blank (2013, p. 122 nn. 25-26).

oUTe Ay VoeTY Td NUETEPX TOVG BE0LG SLVATOV 0UTE AOPLOTOV XVTHV YVEOTLY EXELY, DOTEP EIKALOVTHG TTEPL TGV EKBNTOHEVWY
(Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 133,15-16).

It is not strange to see Ammonius showing the accordance between different philosophical authorities, since he, as director of the
Alexandrian School of Philosophy and as commentator of Aristotle, was committed to showing the accordance between Plato
and Aristotle, following a principle of agreement between these two authorities. Cfr. Goldin (2023, p. 60); Chriti (2021, pp. 42-43);
Griffin (2016, p. 403); Sorabji (2020, p. xxxi).

00d€ o’ fiv 008" EoTaut, emel VOV 0TIy Opod may, v, ovvexég (DK 28 B 8 1. 5).

7z

TabTX d¢ mMEvTx pépn xpdvov, kol TO T fv 16 T/ EoTol XpOVOU YEYOVOTX €101, & &N @E€povTEG AocvBdvOopeY €l TRV &ldLoV

\ oo

000ty 00K 6p0&G. AéyoLLeY Yap &1 &G fiv E0TLY Te Kol E0TAL, Tf O¢ TO E0TLY HOVOV KXTA TOV AANOT AdyoV TTpoonKkeL, TO O¢ Hiv
T6 T EoTaL TTEPL TNV €V XPOVW YEVEDTLY loboxv mpémel AéyeoBat (Plato, Tim. 37 d-38 a).

As could be the immaterial substance (¢0t1v oboio Tig dtdLog kol dxivnTog kol kexwpLopévn T&v ododntésv [107323-13]), to
which Aristotle refers in Metaphys. XII and in De caelo I, where Aristotle speaks of the substances that exist beyond the last sphere
of the universe, the ‘“tékei’ (279218). Cfr. Rego (2019).

TPONYELOB XL VAP &VEYKN TO TXVTEAGG ApeTEPANTOV TOD 6TTWooUV HeTaBAAAOVTOG, Iva Kol pévn pnetx3dAAov (Ammonius,
In de interp. 9, p. 133,23-24).

[...] dfidov &L kaxl StxTdTTECOXKL OO TEHV OedV Ta EVOEXOIEVX PNTEOV Kol GPLOUEVWG YIVOOKETOXL XOTEHV TNV EKPROLY
(Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 135,24-26). Cfr. ibid., pp. 134,8-135,6.
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2 u TOAATIG TUYXEVOVT THG T&V del HOXVTWE EXOVTWY IMULOVPYLKTG Te Kol TpovonTikfg aitiog (Ammonius, In de interp. 9,

p. 134,31-32).
2% In Ammonius phrasing also resound Proclus’s words: dxpévwg HEV T& KXTA XPOVOV, <OG EITTOUEV>, AOWHATWG OE TA COHXTX,
GBAWG KAl T& EVUAL, GPLOUEVWE T& AOPLOTH, E0TOTWE T& F0TAHTX, Ko dyeVVATWG T& YevvnTd (Proclus, De providentia et fato,
64,8-11, p. 169).
25 Itis very helpful to listen to Sorabji (2013, p. 6), when he says that strictly speaking, in Ammonius, there would not be ‘divine

foreknowledge’, but rather ‘timeless knowledge’, since the gods are not restricted by the limits of time.
26 {16vov 8¢ TO E07TL, KAl TOUTO 00 TO CLVAPLOHOVILEVOY TG Te HV Kol T6 £0Toi Kod GVTLOLXLPOVILEVOV XOTOIG, GAA TO TP TTEOTG
XPOVLKTIG ELQATEWG ETLVOOULEVOV KOl TO ATPETTOV OTEV KXL AUETEBANTOV ONpaivov, émep ke 6 péyag Iappevidng mavi

TE vonTE LTdpXeLY dmo@advetal (Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 136,20-24).
27

28

0V yap 7 TO EAAXUTIOLLEVOV TOLOUTOV E0TLY OlOV TO EAAEpTToY (Ammonius, In de interp. 9, p. 137,19-20.

As Torrijos Castrillejo (2020, pp. 162-63) puts it, both contingent and necessary events are created by God, who needs to be
understood not only outside the order of temporality, but also outside the order of beings, i.e., created and finite beings.

29 “Nam primo quidem ex parte cognitionis uel sciencie considerandum est quod ad cognoscendum ea que secundum ordinem
temporis eueniunt, aliter se habet uis cognoscitiua, que sub ordine temporis aliqualiter continetur, aliter illa que totaliter est extra
ordinem temporis” (Thomas Aquinas, In Periherm. 1lect. 14, p. 77 1. 369-374).

30 “sji autem esset aliquis extra totum ordinem transeuntium, utpote in aliqua excelsa turri constitutus, unde posset tota uia uidere,
uideret quidem simul omnes in uia existentes, non sub ratione precedentis uel subsequentis, in comparatione scilicet ad eius
intuitum, sed simul omnes uideret, et quomodo unus eorum alium precedit” (Thomas Aquinas, In Periherm. 1lect. 14, p. 77
1. 387-393). Cfr. Torrijos Castrillejo (2020, pp. 160-61), who shows the connection between the ‘turris” and the ‘speculatio’, which
could also be a way of foreseeing the evils that may be ahead of us.

31 “Sed Deus est omnino extra ordinem temporis, quasi in arce eternitatis constitutus, que est tota simul, cui subiacet totus temporis
decursus, [secundum unum et simplicem eius intuitum] et ideo uno intuitu uidet omnia que aguntur secundum totum temporis
decursum, unumquodque ut est in seipso existens, non quasi sibi futurum quantum ad eius intuitum prout est in solo ordine
suarum causarum (quamuis et ipsum ordinem causarum uideat), sed omnino eternaliter sic uidet unumquodque eorum que sunt
in quocunque tempore, sicut oculus humanus uidet Sortem sedere in seipso, non in causa sua” (Thomas Aquinas, In Periherm. 1

lect. 14, p. 78 1. 414-426).
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