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CHAPTER 12
Aspasius on Providence

David Lefebvre

It has often been noted that the idea of a Peripatetic theory of providence
is, at the very least, odd—if not outright paradoxical.! Aristotle’s theology (if
we take this to refer to the teachings of Book x11 of the Metaphysics on the
prime mover), insofar as it implies a rejection of the anthropomorphic view of
divine action and an artisanal model of causation, seems to make providence
impossible—and yet, Aristotle’s philosophy is not devoid of the foundations
needed to build a sui generis conception of providence.? Nonetheless, it must
be acknowledged that Aristotle deliberately avoided making explicit references
to providence, thus distancing himself from Plato and Xenophon.? According
to our sources, Alexander of Aphrodisias was the first to develop a systematic
teaching on providence (and fate) within the Peripatetic school. However, he
was not the first Peripatetic to attribute a theory of providence to Aristotle.#
On this point as on others, Stoicism and Middle Platonism put pressure on
the Peripatos to update its doctrines, albeit in a minimal—or, one might say,
“superficial’—manner. That said, we possess very little information on this
subject from the Hellenistic and imperial Peripatos. In this context, Aspasius,
writing in the second century CE, represents an important case study. He is
the earliest extant commentator whose work has come down to us: apart from
doxographers and Adrastus,’ no other Peripatetic text on providence from this

1 Moraux (1970), 41; Sharples (1999), 159, and (2010), 206.

2 From the recent contemporary literature, see Babut (1974, 2019), 138-152; Bodéiis (1992), 191—
281; Broadie (1993), 396, and Horn (2016) from Metaph. X1110, 1075a11—25; and Sharples (2010),
206 n. 28. Sharples (2002a), 4-12 offers a still valuable status quaestionis on Aristotle’s theo-
logy.

3 On the providence of the god (or gods) in Plato, see Timaeus 3oc and 44c, as well as Laws X,
899d4-905d6; and Xenophon, Memorabilia 1 4, 1-19, and 1v 3.

4 See Fazzo (1999), 10 and 24 n. 27 (who quotes our passage from Aspasius) and Sharples in
Moraux (2001), 524.

5 See Petrucci (2015) and Fazio and Petrucci in this volume. We should consider the pseudo-
Aristotelian treatise De mundo dated “between the second half of the third century BCE and
the first half of the first century BCE, though a later date cannot be excluded” by Gregori¢ and
Karamanolis (2020), 8. See below n.18.
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period is available to us.® Furthermore, Aspasius demonstrates an extensive
and detailed knowledge of Aristotle’s corpus, particularly the treatises that are
most relevant to the problem of providence.” We also know that Alexander was
familiar with Aspasius’ commentaries.® While it may seem surprising that a
discussion of providence survived in his sole extant work—his commentary
on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (NE)*>—he briefly addresses the topic in his
commentary on a passage from NE 111 3, which deals with the objects of delib-
eration.1”

This stretch of text is not an isolated instance, which can be explained by
the fact that providence is a topic of concern to both ethics and physics. There
are several passages in both of his ethical treatises in which Aristotle intro-
duces themes closely tied to providence. Commentators often point to NE
X 7, 177b26-31 (on the divine nature of the human intellect) and 9, 1179a24-
26 (on the existence, ®omep doxel, of care, émipédela, on the part of the gods
for human affairs), as well as EE VII 10, 1242a32-35, and 12, 1244b7-10 (on
the philia between god and human being).!! As Aspasius’ extant commentary
covers books 1-1v and viI—viII of the NE, nothing has been preserved of his
commentary on these passages. In other sections where Aspasius might have
detected allusions to providence, he remains notably circumspect: regarding
NE 19, where, in the context of the discussion of the claim that happiness is “a
gift of the gods” (1099b11-18), Aristotle affirms that the study of this question
would be “more appropriate to another kind of investigation” (bi4), Aspasius
merely notes that Aristotle refers to a “more physical” type of enquiry (25.33).12

6 See Dragona Monachou (1994) for the period before Alexander; Moraux (1970), 41-65;
Sharples (2010), 196—210. On the period from 8o to 250 for the Platonic philosophers, see
Boys-Stones (2018), 323-343.

7 See Becchi (1994), 5368-5369; Barnes (1999), 8-13, attributes to Aspasius a commentary
on the Categories, De interpretatione, Physics, De caelo, De sensu, Metaphysics and pos-
sibly the Topics, as does Kupreeva (2016), 140-141. Moraux (1984) 240 does not believe that
Aspasius commented on the entire De caelo. The passage to be examined indicates that
Aspasius had a thorough familiarity with the De caelo and the Metaphysics.

Barnes (1999), 9-11.
Aspasius’ Commentary is dated shortly after 131 by Barnes (1999), 3.

10  Ifollow Bywater (1894) for the division of the NE into chapters.

11 See Moraux (1970), 51; Thillet (2003), 18-26; Fazzo (1999), 26—31; and Bodéiis (1992), 229—
242. In NE V111 7, 158b1n1-14, Aristotle examines friendships involving superiority without
mentioning the relationship between gods and humans. However, Aspasius uses this
example (178.30-179.1) to affirm that there is no friendship between god and human
beings, because the distance is too great. The gods can be “favourable” to human beings
without any philia.

12 I quote the Greek text of Aspasius’ commentary from Heylbut’s edition (1889). I use the
translation by Konstan (2006) unless otherwise indicated.
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Aspasius does not elaborate further, but this clarification is significant:!® as
Moraux aptly put it, Aristotle’s metaphysical conception of god implies that
providence belongs exclusively to physics, since god’s relation to the world is
that of the mover to the moved.* Raising the question of whether the gods
might grant happiness as a gift is, therefore, an inappropriate way of analysing
god’s relationship to the world. Any sound examination of divine intervention
in the world must necessarily fall within the scope of physics. In his comment-
ary on NE VIII 1, 1155a16—22, Aspasius offers a more explicit treatment of the
quasi-providential aspects of nature. Aristotle explains here that there is a form
of friendship that exists “by nature” (¢voel), as seen in the reciprocal philia
between parents and offspring in humans as well as most animals, and that
a natural friendship similarly exists between individuals of the same species,
including human beings. Aspasius emphasises the teleological role of nature
in this context, stating: “Nature has necessarily organised things so that there
is friendship towards the little ones not only in human beings but also anim-
als” (1) pbaIg TPdg T& Eyyova @rAlay umyavatal dvayxaiwg, od pévov év avbpamols,
G weait €v Tolg dAhorg Lo, 159, 26—27); he adds that nature “necessarily made
those who are of the same species feel friendship with each other” (xal toig opo-
eBvéat 8¢ dvaryraiwg 1) pUaLg EvelpydaoTo Tpdg dANAOUS iAlay, 159, 30—31). While
the analogy between nature and a craftsman is not unusual in Aristotle’s phys-
ics,!® Aspasius’ commentary is noteworthy for making explicit, in this ethical
context, nature’s role as an agent that acts through conditional necessity. In
Aristotle’s original text, nature merely appears in the dative, without a corres-
ponding explication. While Aspasius does not talk explicitly about providence
in these passages, we can see that where it does emerge, it is in a physical con-
text.

The handful of lines from Aspasius’ commentary on NE 111 3 reflect this
general outlook. Despite the context, they do not involve any reference to the
ethical dimension of providence (the individual care exercised by the gods
to reward the virtuous and punish the wicked). Instead, Aristotle’s explana-
tions of the objects of deliberation, which are more on the order of physical

13 This is discussed in EE viI 14. Commentators have thought that Aristotle only wanted to
get rid of a question that he thought belonged to the poets. See Burnet (1900), 46 ad loc.,
according to whom the question belongs to a “theological” study, and Gauthier-Jolif (1970),
72-73.

14  Moraux (1970), 51-52, writes: “It was not by studying the relationship of God to man but
that of God to the world that the Peripatetics built their theory of providence” (my trans-
lation).

15  PA15,645a9, 119, 654b32; 14 711418; GA 111, 731224, etc.
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or ontological considerations, prompt Aspasius to digress briefly into phys-
ics and theology. He appears to rely on two key texts to clarify the role of
providence within a Peripatetic framework: Metaphysics x11 7 and the treat-
ise De caelo. From Aspasius’ perspective, however, this is hardly a digression,
but rather a response to an exegetical difficulty in Aristotle’s text. His com-
mentary at this point reflects, if not a misunderstanding, at least an over-
interpretation of a passage where Aristotle likely intended to maintain some
level of ambiguity or openness. Aspasius gives a strong doctrinal interpreta-
tion of a statement by Aristotle that could have been understood in a weaker
(i.e. doxographic) sense. We can reasonably infer that this bears witness to
a conception of providence developed by Aspasius elsewhere or, at the very
least, to a conception that was probably common doxa in the Hellenistic
and imperial Peripatos before Alexander of Aphrodisias. Put simply, this con-
ception holds that providence operates first in the heavenly regions of the
cosmos and then extends into the sublunary world, albeit in a “diminished”
way.16

In the following sections, I will: (1) place Aspasius’ position in its Peripat-
etic context, (2) outline the difficulties in the Aristotelian passage from NE 111 3
regarding the objects of deliberation, and (3) examine Aspasius’ commentary.

1 The Peripatos on Providence before Alexander

Sharples has summed up the standard view that providence is confined to the
heavenly regions of the cosmos with the slogan “No Sublunary Providence”
(nsP). In Alexander’s words, providence “stops at the moon”” and does not
extend below it into that part of the cosmos composed of the four elements
and subject to generation and corruption.!® Sharples identifies this as the cent-
ral tenet of the Peripatetic position on providence during the Hellenistic and
imperial periods before Alexander. The origin of this claim (at least chronolo-

16  Iborrow the expression from Kupreeva (2009), 146.

17  In the De providentia (59.6—12), Alexander attributes this claim to Aristotle, which is
nowhere to be found in the Aristotelian corpus. Sharples (2002a), 30, and (2007a), 603.

18  See Sharples (1982); Sharples (2002a), 14-18, 22—30; Sharples (2003) and (2007a); Moraux
(1949), 33; Festugiére (1981), 221-263. Moraux (1984), 571 n. 33, sees in this claim a simpli-
fication due to the doxographic tradition. I leave aside here the De mundo, whose con-
ception of providence does not fall under Nsp and whose date is uncertain (n. 5 above).
See Sharples (2002a), 15, 25-26, Betegh and Gregori¢ (2020), 207—208, and Gregori¢ in this
volume.
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gically) is thought to be Critolaus of Phaselis, the scholarch of the Lyceum, as
reflected in fragment 15 W:19

Aristotle, son of Nicomachus, was a Macedonian from Stagira according
to some, but a Thracian in race according to others. He said that there are
two principles, god and matter, and that the things above the moon are
objects of divine providence, but the things below the moon exist without
providence and are borne along in some irrational way as chance has it.
He says that there are two world orders, that above and that below, and
that which is above is imperishable, but that which is below is subject to
passing away. And he says that the soul is the continuous activity of the
body. [...] Critolaus of Phaselis held the same opinions as Aristotle.20

The value of this testimony has been contested, as the opinions are not dir-
ectly attributed to Critolaus.?! This fragment forms part of a series in which
Epiphanius, having summarised the doctrine he attributes to Aristotle, asserts
that Theophrastus shared Aristotle’s views and Praxiphanes shared those of
Theophrastus, while Critolaus, in turn, aligned himself with Aristotle. Crit-
olaus’ position is characterised by its proximity to Stoicism (acknowledging
two principles: god and matter) as well as by its resistance to Stoic cosmo-
logical monism and its conception of providence.?? The fragment attributes
a strongly dualistic cosmological position to the Peripatetic school: the part
“above” the moon, which is incorruptible, is the object of “divine providence”,
while the part “below” the moon is corruptible and “ignored by providence”
(dmpovéntar). Moreover, sublunary motions are described as irrational and ran-
dom, which explains why they are not, in fact, “foreseeable” (taking dmpovéyta
literally here).23 Critolaus represents the most robust version of this cosmolo-

19  Wehrli (1969), 66.

20  Critolaus of Phaselis, Fr. 15 W (ap. Epiphanius, Adv. Haereses 111, 31 and 35): Aptototé\y)g
& Nuxopdiyov xartd: pév tvag Maxedav dmd Erayelpwy, g 8¢ #viot @p8E v 1o yévos. FAeye ¢
8o dpyas elvau, B2dv xal TAny, kol Td pév dmepdvw Thg aeAwg Belag Tpovolag Tuyydvew, T
3¢ xdTwbev Tig ceMvng dmpovénta Drdpxewy xal @opd Tt dAdYw pépeabar cg ETuyev. elvon 8¢
A€yeL 300 %6aUoVG, TOV dvew ol TOV XATw, Xal TOV UEV dvw dpBapTov, Tov 3¢ xdtw @BapTdy. xal T
Puymy evdehéyetay awpatog Aeyet. [...] Kprrdhaog 6 paonityg Ta odte t¢ Aptototédet éd8kaoe.
Translation Sharples (2010), 202—203, Text 22 O; with apparatus FHs&G Fr. 162, 326-327.

21 And, of course, due to the two other doctrines attributed to Critolaus: the two principles
and the definition of the soul. We cannot go any further into these questions here. See
Moraux (1970), 55; Sharples (1998), 101-105, and (2002a), 22—23; Hahm (2007), 85-89,
against Wehrli’s skepticism. The fragment is discussed in Kupreeva (2009), 142-150.

22 Diogenes Laertius vi1134,1-8 (SVF 1 85).

23 See Festugiere (1981), 226, and, e.g., MM 11 6, 1203a31.
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gical dualism. However, alongside this cosmological fragment, there is another
fragment, which suggests that, according to Critolaus, the action of providence
might extend to nature and human beings considered in general.24

A similar view can be found in Diogenes Laertius’ Life of Aristotle, albeit
with a potentially less pronounced dualism.?> In his account, earthly bodies
are said to be “organised” according to their “sympathy” with celestial bod-
ies. It should also be noted that, for Diogenes, the idea that the god exercises
providence in Aristotle does not prevent him from being considered “incor-
poreal” and “immobile”. Things are somewhat different again in Adrastus’ frag-
ment,?6 which emphasises that sublunary beings can only follow noble and
divine beings “by accident” (tév 8" évtabfa xatd cupuBePrrog Exeivolg Emouévev,
149.14-15). In this view, earthly beings are therefore not the intentional end of
the divine providence, but benefit from it “by accident”2”

The Nsp label thus conceals a range of positions that are challenging to
reconstruct.?8 The relative caution of the Hellenistic and post-Hellenistic Peri-
patos in elaborating a doctrine of providence is somewhat surprising, given the
potential of the materials found within Aristotle’s corpus to address such ques-
tions.2? This apparent minimalism did, however, allow the Peripatos to assert
a distinctive position relative to other philosophical schools. This position can
be situated in relation to four contemporary conceptions in the Hellenistic and

24  Thisis the hypothesis of Mayhew (Forthcoming), based on two texts by Plutarch, Political
Precepts, 42.15, and Pericles 7.7 (Frs. 35a and 35b W; Texts 22 K and L in Sharples 2010, 201).
Both texts use political analogies that can be given a theological meaning. The first (which
quotes two lines from Euripides) can be understood within the framework of the NsP doc-
trine, but the second seems likely to imply the god’s use of intermediaries. See Kupreeva
(2016), 147-148, and also Donini (1974), 112—113, based on the notion of “theoretical justice”
in Aspasius, 2.2—4.

25  Diogenes Laertius v 32, 3—6: Tov 3¢ 8gov dowuatov dméparve, xadd xat 6 ITAdtwv. Stateivety O¢
adtod Ty mpévotay péxpt TaV odpavinv xai elvat dxtvytov adtév: T § Emtyetar xartd TV TTpdS
tadta gupmdBetay oixovoueiobat. Things are slightly different in Hyppolytus, Refutation of
all Heresies, V11 19.2, who explains that under the moon there is neither order nor provid-
ence, “nature alone suffices”.

26  Adrastus, ap. Theon, De utilitate mathematicae, 149.4-15.

27  See the same reference to accident in Aétius (II 3.4). On the meaning of this expression,
see Fazio and Petrucci here p. 311-312.

28  See Sharples (2002a), 22—26.

29 Inaddition to the references cited above from the Ethics and Metaphysics, one might add
GC 1110, 336b30—32; DC 1 4, 271a33, and 11 9, 291a18—26. In this passage, Aristotle explains
that everything happens as if nature had foreseen what would have happened (&onep
76 uéMov €oeabat mpovoovay THs pioews, 291a24—25), if the heavenly bodies moved in a
mass of air or fire: the sound produced would be transmitted to earth and produce violent
destruction.
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imperial periods before Alexander:3 (i) Epicurean anti-providentialism, which
flatly denies divine care or intervention in the world;3! (ii) Middle Platonic
providentialism, as seen in figures like Atticus, who argued that a transcendent
god, creator of the cosmos according to the artificialist model of the Timaeus,
demonstrates, through the world’s soul, moral and retributive concern towards
the world and human beings;32 (iii) Stoic pan-providentialism, which assumes
that pronoia penetrates and governs the entire cosmos, extending individual
and benevolent care to (almost) all particular phenomena and human beings;33
(iv) Hellenistic and post-Hellenistic Peripatetic providentialism, which main-
tains that an immobile and non-demiurgic god exercises a purely kinetic and
non-intentional providence, confined to the heavenly regions within an eternal
cosmos.3* This providence is transmitted to the sublunary world through a
series of intermediaries, such as the celestial spheres and the motions of the
sun and moon. However, it is impossible to claim in this context that generation
and corruption on earth are the purpose of the first unmoved mover, let alone
that moral providence or divine justice exists in the sublunary world. Adrastus
reflects this view with his assertion that natural realities “follow” an order, but
only “by accident”.

This background explains the criticism of Atticus, who equates Aristotle
with Epicurus on the grounds that neither of them offers divine care for human
affairs, divine justice, or fear of the gods among the wicked.3> The doctrine Alex-

30  Inhis Discourses 112, Epictetus distinguishes five positions on providence. Sharples (2003)
identifies them.

31 Cic., ND 1 VIII, 18—20.

32 See Boys-Stones (2018), 324; Burns (2020), 26—-30; Chiaradonna (2023), 29—41. A full ac-
count of the different nuances in Middle Platonic conceptions of providence—especially
in Apuleius and Pseudo-Plutarch—goes beyond the scope of this discussion. On this see
Sharples (2003). On Atticus, in particular, who was a proponent of a literal reading of the
Timaeus, see Michalewski (2024), 46—62. It is perhaps worth outlining here how Atticus
portrays Aristotle’s cosmology (see Frs. 3.1, 7-11, and 8.12, 2—4 Des Places). His interpreta-
tion constitutes another version of the broader Nsp doctrine. According to Atticus, what
defines the Aristotelian cosmos is the absence of governance by a soul, as in Plato’s sys-
tem. Instead, celestial realities are governed by fate, earthly realities by nature and human
affairs by reason, prudence and the soul. Atticus distinguishes between a primary (non-
psychic) principle, which serves as a source of motion, and nature, which functions as a
final (non-animate) cause. Thus, while celestial realities follow a certain order, no divine
providence oversees human affairs.

33  SVFI1176 and 11 528, 933 and 937. However, the scope of providence remains unclear (i.e.
everything including the details or just the main things). On this, see Sharples (2003), 10—
112; Algra (2014), 119-126.

34  See Critolaus’ arguments on this point (Frs. 12 and 13 W) and Falcon in this volume.

35  Fr. 3.7-10 Des Places and Text 22 N in Sharples (2010), 202. See Michalewski (2017) and
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ander presents in his treatise (lost in Greek) on Providence and in his Quaes-
tiones (125,1119 and 21) is a response to Atticus’ criticisms and the limitations of
the earlier Peripatetic views.36 Alexander addresses these issues within a purely
physical or cosmological framework embedded in a set of theoretical con-
straints that are distinctively Peripatetic: the heavenly regions do not require
providence (as they are eternal and inherently well-ordered),3” while the sub-
lunary world cannot benefit from providence either primarily (as this would
make it the purpose of what is superior to it) or accidentally (as this would no
longer constitute providence in the true sense).3® For Alexander, providence,
via the regularity of celestial motion, especially that of the sun, relates only to
the sublunary part of the cosmos, insofar as it ensures the reproduction of liv-
ing species, following Physics 11 2, 194b13, and does not concern individuals. In
this sense, Alexander takes Aristotle to mean that “things here below are not
alien to providence” (odx dmpovénta xat’ adTov ta THdE).32

2 Nicomachean Ethics 111 3

The starting point for Aspasius’ development with regard to providence is a pas-
sage from NE 111 3, in which Aristotle examines the types of objects about which
there is deliberation (BovAevtév) and distinguishes between various causes of
natural phenomena. It is no surprise, then, that this section sparked discussion
during Hellenistic period. The passage reads as follows:

Well, no one deliberates about eternal things, as for example about the
universe or about the fact that the diameter and side of a square are
incommensurable. But for that matter neither does anyone deliberate
about things which involve change, but which always occur in the same
pattern, whether from necessity, or also by nature,*° or through some

(2024), 58-59. As a rule, Atticus opposes any attempt to reconcile Plato and Aristotle. He
therefore emphasises the doctrinal differences between them in every part of their philo-
sophy, particularly ethics. It is therefore as a result of the supposed proximity between
Aristotle’s ethics and that of Epicurus that Atticus associates the two philosophers.

36  Sharples (1987), 1216, and (2007a), 602; Guyomarc’h (2015), 289—291.

37  De Providentia 59.13—-63.1; Quaest. 1 25.41.4-19 and 11 19.63.10-15.

38  De Providentia 53.1-13 and 63; Quaest. 11 21.68.19—69.31. On this dilemma, see Sharples
(1982), 204—208, and Sharples (2002a), 30.

39  Alexander of Aphrodisias, In Meteor. 83.9—9. On the Alexandrian doctrine of providence
in a broader context, see Rashed (2007), 294—304, and Rashed (2011), 142-161.

40  The xai (translated by “also”) in 1m2a24 is found only in K®, not in Aspasius (71.23) or the
Anonymous Commentary.



258 LEFEBVRE

other cause, e.g. turnings and risings of celestial bodies; nor about things
that happen sometimes one way, sometimes another, like droughts and
rainstorms; nor about things that happen from chance, like discovering
a cache of treasure. But there is no deliberation, either, about all human
affairs, as for example no Spartan deliberates about how Scythians might
best manage themselves politically—for none of these things will come
about through our agency. What we do deliberate about are the things
that depend on us and are doable, and these are in fact what is left once
we have been through the rest. For the causes of things seem to be nature,
and necessity, and chance, and then, in addition to these, intelligence and
everything that occurs through human agency [...].#

The end of the text (1112a31-32) shows that Aristotle proceeds by elimination,
drawing from a list of four causes inherited from the tradition:*2 nature, neces-
sity, chance and intellect (and everything that comes from human beings).
While the standard lists of causes in Plato’s and Aristotle’s works typically dis-
tinguish between nature, art and chance,*3 the list given here—nature, neces-
sity, chance and intellect (or the human being)—is less common.** Notably,
Aristotle omits art, but includes intellect, which encompasses all practical and
technical human activities. On this basis, he excludes four groups of entities
from the scope of deliberation:

Group 1: Eternal beings, exemplified by the world and the incommensurab-
ility of the diagonal to the side of a square.

Group 2: Beings in motion that always occur in the same way. Aristotle gives

v

three causes for this type of phenomena: eit’ €& dvdryxng eite xai pvoet 1) S1d Tvar
aitiov dAAy (1112a24—25). He also lists two examples: the solstices and the rising
of the stars.

41 NE I 3, m2a21-33 (Bywater): mepl & t@v dudlwv 0ddels Bouedetar, ofov mepl T0d xbapov §)
Thg Stapétpou xal TG TAEUPAS, 8Tt daVppETPOL GAN 003E Trepl TGV &V X1V OEL, Gel 3€ xorTd TadTd
ywopévwv, it € dvdryns elte xal piaet 1) 816 Twva altiory &Ny, ofov Tpomv il dvortoddyv. ovdE
nepl OV dMote ENhag, olov alypdv xal SuBpuv. 0082 mepl TaV dmd oy, olov Byoaupod ebpé-
aewg. BN 00dE Tepl TAV dvBpwmivey drdvtwy, olov i dv Zxdfat dptota TolTedowTo 0ddelg
Aoxedapoviov BovAedetat. ob yap yévort &v TouTtwy 00Bev 3’ v, Boudevdpeba ¢ mepl TGV
¢’ v xol Tponet@v: TadTor 82 xal Eott Aowmd. abtion yap Soxobow elvau @iag xal dvdywn xal
TUXY), €Tt 88 volg xai v 6 SU'dvBpamov. Translation Rowe in Broadie and Rowe (2002) with
minor changes.

42 See the Soxobaow (1112a32).

43  Gauthier-Jolif (1970) 199. See Plato, Laws x 888e; Aristotle, Metaph. v11 7,1070a6; Phys. 116,
198a9—-10; APo. 11 11, 95a7, etc.

44  See EE1I6,1223a11-13; Protreptic B 11 Diiring and somewhat differently Rhet. 110,1368b32—

37.
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Group 3: Phenomena that occur irregularly, such as droughts and rains.*>
Group 4: Events that happen by chance (amo toxys).

What remains is the domain governed by intellect and dependent on human
beings, in which Aristotle locates the objects of deliberation. While Aristotle’s
reasoning is clear and straightforward, it is essential that we delve into the
physics or ontology underlying this argument, as this is the aspect that is of
particular interest to Aspasius. The relationship between the three causes men-
tioned at the end of the text (necessity, nature and chance, 1112a32) and the
four excluded groups of beings is not entirely transparent. The four groups
do not correspond directly to the three causes, with two of the three causes
being assigned to group 2 (1112a24—25): the cause of the first group of entit-
ies is unspecified (but is undoubtedly necessity); the second group has at least
two causes (necessity and nature), but another unnamed cause (which cannot
be chance) is also mentioned; no explicit cause is assigned to the third group
(presumably nature); and the fourth group encompasses everything related to
chance.

Given Aspasius’ focus, the discussion can be narrowed down to the three
causes mentioned in the second group: “either by necessity, or also by nature,
or by some other kind of cause” (1112a24—25). The three words are coordinated
(elt’ €€ dvdynys elte xal @boet §) Sid Twva aitioy dAAY, 1m12a24-25), and Aris-
totle adds an unnamed “other cause”. This lack of specificity raises interpret-
ative issues. Notably, Aristotle’s statement confirms that all three terms refer to
causes. Aristotle later reiterates that nature and necessity are among the causes
(1112a31-32). While Aristotle’s definition of nature as a principle and cause is
well-established,*¢ things are different with necessity. The expression & dvdy-
xvs generally denotes events that “always” occur (the two terms are convertible)
and is often contrasted with wg ént T woAd, which refers to how natural phe-
nomena typically occur, rather than a causal explanation.*” Now, in our text,
necessity seems to be understood not as a modality according to which phe-
nomena occur, but as a cause in its own right. It is placed alongside nature and
framed as a distinct causal principle. The phrase concludes with the mention of
“some other cause” (3t tva aitioy M), reinforcing the notion that necessity

45  Onthe explanation of droughts (when dry exhalation becomes more important than wet
exhalation) and rains, see Meteor. 11 5, 360a33—-b26, and 8, 366a33—b14.

46 Phys.111,192b20-23.

47  Phys. 11 5,196b10-17; APr. 113, 32bg—10; Metaph. v 30, 1025a15; GA 1V 4, 770b10-11; GC 11 9,
335a34-ba.
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is indeed presented as a cause, although Aristotle does not provide a precise
definition of it. As we will see, this point is of central importance in Aspasius’
commentary.

Before addressing Aspasius, let us examine how commentators have inter-
preted this passage. Broadly speaking, two main approaches emerge:

(1) The standard interpretation: Modern commentators have generally under-
stood Aristotle to be distinguishing two classes of exclusive phenomena. On the
one hand, there are those moved in a necessary manner (i.e. celestial bodies).
On the other, there are all natural sublunary phenomena, such as the motions
of simple bodies and biological phenomena, which occur “most of the time”.48
This interpretation suggests that the four groups excluded from deliberation
follow a top-down order, from the outermost to the innermost regions of the
cosmos, and from the most necessary to the most random:
Group1:  Eternal and necessary phenomena, such as the world and the
properties of mathematical entities.
Group 2.1:  Beings always moved in the same way by necessity: celestial bodies.
Group 2.2: Beings always moved in the same way by nature: sublunary beings.
Group 3:  Natural phenomena that occur irregularly, such as droughts and
rains.
Group 4:  Events that occur by chance.

This interpretation subdivides Group 2 by distinguishing between what be-
longs to necessity and what belongs to nature. However, it also raises several
issues. The two examples provided at 1112a25—26 at the end of the descrip-
tion of Group 2 (the solstices and the rising of the stars) do not support this
subdivision, since they pertain to astronomical phenomena, even though they
are supposed to illustrate all the phenomena in this group. Moreover, as Stew-
art has noted, necessity and nature are not mutually exclusive in Aristotle’s
philosophical framework: celestial bodies, whose motions are necessary, also
move “according to nature”, and necessity is not absent from motions occurring
according to nature.*? Finally, it is false to claim that natural sublunary phe-
nomena always occur in the same way, as is required for inclusion in Group 2.
Natural phenomena display a regularity that prevents them from fitting neatly
into either Group 2 or Group 3. As Aristotle famously states: “Everything that is

48  See Stewart (1892), 253—259; Burnet (1900), 126; Tricot (1959, 1987), 133 n. 2 ad loc. Frede
(2020), 474, brings the three causes together by speaking of what is “naturally necessary”.

49  See APo. 111, 94b37-95a3, and Stewart’s lengthy commentary cited in the previous note.
This likely accounts for the xai in K at 1112a24: ete xal @ioeL
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by nature occurs either always or for the most part.”>° Yet phenomena occur-
ring “for the most part” are not explicitly accounted for here.

Furthermore, this interpretation largely overlooks the third, unnamed cause
mentioned in the passage. Commentators have mostly remained silent on this
point. Within an Aristotelian context, this other cause could refer to the sep-
arate substance (the prime mover of the motion of the heavenly bodies)>! or
to the matter of celestial bodies (the fifth element or aether). Both interpreta-
tions are supported by the astronomical examples at the end of the sentence,
but it is unlikely that these two astronomical examples were given by Aristotle
to illustrate only the last cause left anonymous by Aristotle.

As a result, an alternative reading of this passage emerges. Group 2 likely
refers to phenomena that always occur in the same way, specifically all astro-
nomical phenomena. These phenomena are described as occurring “either by
necessity, or by nature, or by some other cause”. The “third cause” could plaus-
ibly refer to either the prime mover or the material cause of celestial bodies—
points on which Aristotle deliberately avoids taking a position in this ethical
context. A significant implication of this interpretation is that natural sublunar
beings are ultimately excluded from mention in any of the four groups.

(11) A contextual interpretation: In this ethical context, Aristotle may be delib-
erately refraining from becoming embroiled in a controversy over the precise
physical causes of these phenomena. Whether these phenomena are explained
by necessity, nature or some other cause is irrelevant for his purposes, as they
are excluded from deliberation in any case. The essential point is that no delib-
eration is possible concerning the uniform motion of celestial bodies, which
serves as the paradigmatic case of an eternally moving object. This perspective
aligns with the interpretation offered in the Anonymous Commentary, which
was written after Aspasius. The Anonymous suggests that Aristotle’s primary
aim is not to specify the exact causal hierarchy, but to underline the absence of
deliberation regarding such phenomena in the context of ethical enquiry:52

50  Phys. 11 8,198b34-36.

51 This is the solution adopted by Thomas Aquinas, one of the few commentators, to my
knowledge, to attempt to identify the unnamed third cause (Commentary on Book 111,
Lectio v11, § 461).

52 On the date of the anonymous commentator, see Eliasson (2013), 200, and Natali (2023),
1—4 and 18—20, for a comparison between him and Aspasius. Like Eliasson, I refer to the
author of this commentator as “the Anonymous”.



262

LEFEBVRE

(1) “About eternal things no one deliberates”, e.g. about whether the world
or god is or is not, no one in his right mind deliberates, because these
things exist always and by necessity, nor [no one deliberates on the fact]
that the diameter is incommensurable with the side of a square (for
this too is necessary); (2) and [no one deliberates] either “about mov-
ing beings”, for these things, without being eternal, always occur in the
same way, and they too possess a necessary and definite generation and
movement. But, since these things occur according to some, in one way,
according to others, in another, and the object was not now to speak of
this, he said “by nature or by some other cause.” (3) But there is no delib-
eration either about things that do not always occur in the same way but
most often, by nature, e.g. canities or teething; (4) [no one deliberates]
“either about what happens by chance” and rarely, as about the discovery
of a treasure (for it was not discovered by prior deliberation), “or about all
human things”.53

The Anonymous comments on each Aristotelian expression:

Group1: Necessity is identified as the cause of eternal beings (the world and

geometric properties). The Anonymous adds god to this list.

Group 2: He sets apart from the rest of the expression the phrase “either by

53

nature or by some other cause.” His description of the phenom-
ena belonging to this second category is vague, but the entities in
question are most likely celestial phenomena—beings that are all in
motion yet whose motion exhibits a definite regularity. He explains
that this open formulation reflects Aristotle’s indifference, in this
context, to giving the correct causality. Since the causes of these
phenomena are debated and not the subject of enquiry at this point
(obx fiv 8¢ vOv 6 Tpoxeipevov), there is no need to investigate what “by
nature” means here, nor to identify the “other cause”.

Anonymous commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, cAG XX, 149.14—25: {Ilepl ¢ t@v
8udiwv 00delg Bovhevetal,y olov mepl Tod xdapov # Bedv elvan 7 i) elvar 0v8els vodv Exwy Bov-
Aevetar, 8t ot del xol €€ dvdrywng o ToladTar, 0032 Tt dolppeTpog V) SidpeTpos T TAEupd
(Gvorywatov yap xai Todt0), olite {mepl @V v xtwoel, ) TadTa Ydp olx del uév Eatty GAN duoiwg
yivetay, xat dvaryxaiov xal adtd plapévy Exel T Yéwnaly Te xal xiwaw. el 3¢ Tveg Hev
oltwg, TvEg 8¢ xelvag adtd Aéyouat yiveaBat, odx v 8 vy 16 Tpoxelipevov mepl TodTwy Aéyew,
elne 16 elte pvoet 1) 8V &y altiow.y 4NN 002 mepl TV oly dpolwg pév del ywouévwy AN
g &l T melotoy, uoeL 82, olov Tod moAtobabar 1) d8ovtoguely, {odE mepl TAY dmd ThXMS)
xail € EhortTov, olov ebpéatws Byaavpod (00 Yap St To TpofovAeubival edpédy) (oddE mepl AV
dvBpwmiedv mdvtwy. ) My translation. I have inserted the numbers.
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Group 3: In Group 3 of NE 111 3, the Anonymous places natural phenomena,
things that occur not always in the same way, but most of the time
and by nature; he gives the examples of the greying of hair and the
growth of teeth.54

Group 4: Finally, he also recognises the group of phenomena that occur by
chance.

A defining feature of the Anonymous Commentary is that Group 2 unifies neces-
sary motions of the heavenly regions, while natural phenomena are assigned
to Group 3, with both occurring “by nature”. Furthermore, the Anonymous
applies a sound exegetical principle: since the precise explanation of these phe-
nomena falls outside the domain of ethics, there is no need to identify the
unnamed third cause. Instead, he views Aristotle’s discussion as a dialectical
development, in which various opinions are enumerated without a definitive
stance being taken.5® That is why I call this interpretation contextual. Unlike
the Anonymous, Aspasius takes the entire passage seriously, so to speak. I sug-
gest that he has a rather systematic or unified conception of Aristotle’s philo-
sophy, a view likely reinforced by his comprehensive perspective on his entire
philosophical system. He adopts a Type I interpretation, but one that diverges
from the standard reading.

3 Aspasius on Nicomachean Ethics 111 3

To fully grasp Aspasius’ commentary, we must return to the Greek text. The
passage is presented here as it appears in Heylbut's edition, with section letters
added for clarity, followed by my translation (71.16-34):

(7116) T4V ) TparypdTWY
(7117: &) T& pév goTw Gid xol del woadTwg Exovta, olov 6 xdopog dyEv-
w|Tog Yap xai &idtog, xat 1) SdpeTPOG ATVUUETPOS T]) TOD TETparywvou TAEVPQ.

54  This distinction is found in Aspasius (see below p. 277) and has its origins in Aristotle (EE
11,1214a15-18; 11 8, 1224b31-35).

55  Thisdoesnot prevent the Anonymous from commenting a few lines below on the enumer-
ation of the four causes (1112a32-33). He then specifies (although it may well be a gloss)
that “according to these men, what is called fate would belong to nature because what
belongs to fate is neither inevitable nor necessary” (el 3¢ dv xal 1) elpapuévn Aeyopévy) xata
To0ade Tog Gvdpag LTO THY PUaW. ob Ydp amapaPatov T eipappévov 008’ dvaryxaiov, 150.2—4).
On this passage see Sharples (2007a), 596. As Sharples (2007a), 598, notes, Aspasius refers
to fate and necessity further on, too. We return to this below p. 282.
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mepl 31) TGV TolohTwY 00elg BovAgveTal, 0VIE TAG AV YEVOLTO 1) SIAUETPOG TUU-
UETPOS, GAN elmtep dipar, (el €l dodppetpds éatt, Bovdedetat 3e 0dSauAS.

(71.20: b) da § éotly, & odx del pév Eoty, yivetar 8¢ del woadtwg, olov
Gvartor) datpwy xal SValg xal Tpomais ToUTwWY Yap 0VdEY Mév del éaTt, YiveTa
3¢ woadTwg: 003 mepl TAV TolohTwY Bouly) EoTw. & dvdyxng & elte gloel §
S1d Tvar dA aitiav 6 Toladtd gyat yiveabor woadTwg, dvayxny Aéywv od
™V BlagTtieny 00dev yap T@V &v @ odpavd Bl yivetat &N dvdryy wvé-
ponce T Tpévotay Tod del woadTwg xvodvTog Sid T TaVTY) TaVTWS KIVeEDY xal
undémote dMwg evdéxeabal. dvoryxalov yap Aéyetat To pv) évdexduevov dAAwg
Exew. TJ) Tolo0Ty) Yolv dvdryxy) ol xwiaelg Tév daotpwy xal al dvatoral dVaelg
ol TPoTa 1) PUTEL 1] }orTd VTV XATA PUTLY YO XIVETTOL TA EV TG 0VPaVE ) il
QUPOTEPOLS” TH) YAP PUTEL TOV PEPOUEVY TUUPWVOTATY) €TV 1) Tod xtvodvTog
TpOVOLAL.

(71.31: ¢) Evior 8¢ EaTwy & ylveTan pév xatd @i, dtaxtotépay 8¢, olov adypol
xai 8pPpot. obde Tepl TovTwy BouAedovtat dvBpwot.

(71.32: d) &M 8¢ oty & g ETuye oupPaivel, olov Ta dard Tixmg: SHtov 3
8t 003e mepl TovTwY elot BovAai 0ddels yap Poviedetal mepl Broavpod ebpé-
TEWS.

Among things,

(a) some are eternal and are always the same, like the world (indeed,
it is ungenerated and eternal) and the diameter incommensurable
with the side of the square; no one deliberates about this kind of
thing, nor how the diameter would be commensurable, but if it is
true that the geometer makes something, he investigates whether it
is incommensurable, but he in no way deliberates.

(b) But there are other things which, without being eternal, always
occur in the same way, such as the rising and setting of the stars
and the solstices (indeed, none of these things are eternal, but they
eternally occur in the same way); nor is there any deliberation about
them. He says that it is “by necessity or by nature or by some other
cause” that these kinds of things occur in the same way, by “neces-
sity” he means not forcible necessity (indeed, none of the things in
the heavens occur by force) but he has called “necessity” the provid-
ence of that which always moves in the same way by the fact that
it moves absolutely, i.e. it is not possible for it ever to do anything
else (for that is said to be necessary which cannot be otherwise).
It is therefore by such a necessity that [occur] the motions of the
stars (sunrises, sunsets, and solstices) either by nature or according
to nature (for the things in the heavens move according to nature)
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or also by both56 (for the providence of what moves is perfectly in
harmony with the nature of the things transported).

(c) But there are certain things which, while occurring according to
nature, occur according to a more disorderly nature, such as
droughts and storms. Human beings do not deliberate on these
things either.5

(d) But certain things happen as they happen, such as things that hap-
pen by chance. There is obviously no deliberation about this either,
because nobody deliberates about the discovery of a treasure.

Aspasius gives a linear commentary on Aristotle’s text, closely following its
structure. It identifies and comments on the four NE 111 3 groups. He adds par-
enthetical explanatory clauses with ydp, he clarifies Aristotle’s statement on the
eternity of the world (explaining that it is “ungenerated”)>® and he differenti-
ates between deliberation and investigation in the case of the geometer. Most
notably, Aspasius highlights the ontological framework underpinning Aris-
totle’s argument. He elucidates the underlying reasoning by showing that Aris-
totle distinguishes between things based on two key variables: (1) whether they
are eternal or not; (2) whether they always behave in the same way or not. The
distinction between these two criteria lies in the fact that ungenerated beings
(e.g. the world itself and mathematical entities) are eternal, whereas astronom-
ical motions, while not identical and eternal in themselves, nonetheless always
occur in the same way (e.g. the rising of the stars). Aspasius approaches the text
in a different way than the Anonymous, interpreting it within what he perceives
as its physical (or cosmological) and metaphysical framework, drawing on De
caelo, the Meteorologica and the Metaphysics. As will be seen, Aspasius does
not treat ethics in isolation from the rest of the corpus; instead, he draws on

56  Konstan has suggested a correction to Heylbut's text, taken up by Sharples (Konstan 2006,
72,194 1. 153, and Sharples 2010, 200): 1) ptoet is added in line 28 to justify the # xai dugpo-
Tépols in line 30. The text then reads: xata gdow (3 pvoel) yap xveltar T €v @ 0dpavé 1)
xai dugotépotg. This insertion is not required. As I read it, this proposition is a parenthet-
ical clause that justifies the introduction of the xata @dow just before it; and the phrase 7
xal dugotépots does not designate the pair “by nature” and “according to nature” but “by
nature” (or “according to nature”) and “by necessity”. I will return to this point below.

57  Reading draxtotépav (71.31) pace Konstan (xiii and n. 154).

58  “Ungenerated” is to be taken in its strict sense as defined in Dc 11, as that from which it is
impossible for there to be generation (28ob11-12; 112, 282a27—-28). See also NE V1 3, 1139b24
(eternal beings are ungenerated and incorruptible). Since the world is ungenerated, there
can be no deliberation about it—and therefore no providence, if providence presupposes
prior deliberation. The Aristotelian doctrine of the eternity of the world makes providence
impossible on principle.
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his expertise as a commentator on Aristotle’s physics and metaphysics to elu-
cidate this text. There is, for example, a close parallel between his commentary
and Metaphysics V1 2,1026b27—31:5°

Since, among things which are, some are always in the same state and
are of necessity (nor necessity in the sense of compulsion but that which
means the impossibility of being otherwise), and some are not of neces-
sity nor always, but for the most part, this is the principle and this the
cause of the existence of the accidental [...].60

His most extensive commentary focuses on the second group of phenomena
(70.23—31, my (b) above), corresponding to Aristotle’s discussion of Group 2 in
NE111 3. This analysis leads to a cosmological and theological excursus, in which
Aspasius references providence twice. In examining this passage, I will distin-
guish three key points: (1) the interpretation of necessity as providence of the
prime mover; (2) the distinction between “by nature” and “according to nature”;
and (3) the meaning of the harmony between the prime mover and the nature
of the celestial bodies moved.

31 Necessity as Providence of the Prime Mover

Lines 23—31 of Aspasius’ commentary focus on the three causes mentioned in
NE 111 3, m12a24—25: there is no deliberation about the motion of celestial bod-
ies, for they occur “by necessity, by nature, or by some other cause”. Aspasius
begins by clarifying the meaning of necessity. Unlike the Anonymous, who
associates necessity with the world or geometrical properties, Aspasius links
it specifically to the motions of celestial bodies, which occur eternally in the
same manner. This interpretation is grounded in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Eth-
ics, where everything that is “by necessity” is also “eternal”.6! Indeed, Aspasius
had already noted earlier in his commentary that celestial bodies move “by
necessity”.62 Yet Aspasius’ interpretation here contains an important nuance:

59  Metaph. V1 2,1026b27-31 (Ross): émel odv €otiv &v tolg 0dot Td pév del daaltwg Exovra xal
&k dvdrywng, od Thg xarta T Plotoy Aeyouéwns SAN Ay’ Aéyouev T@ i) Ev3éxeaton dNwg, T & E§
qvéryxng pev odx Eotwv 0¥ del, wg & émi T ToAD, el dpym xal aby aiti éoti Tod ebvan T8
avuPePnxds. See also Metaph. X 8,1064b32-36.

60  Translation Ross in Barnes (1984).

61 NEVI 3, 139b23-25.

62  Onasubject far removed from cosmology, Aspasius writes (26.6-11): “the things that result
from nature and art and similarly also those that result from necessity, such as the things
that are in the heavens ({td&) xotd dvdryrny, olov té év T odpav®), these things are all the
most excellent they can be.”
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necessity is not only the modality of eternal beings’ motions, but also an
independent causal principle on a par with nature. As we saw above, Aris-
totle’s wording permits this reading. Thus, Aspasius’ interpretations can be
explained as follows: Aspasius, building on Aristotle’s formulation that equates
necessity with a cause, and no doubt under pressure from Stoicism, which
makes necessity one of Zeus’ names, elevates necessity from a modality to
an autonomous causal principle governing the necessary motions of celestial
bodies.53 As we will see, this interpretation also echoes Aristotle’s description
of the prime mover in Metaphysics X11 7, and we can assume that Aspasius
relies on it. However, within the Aristotelian framework, it must be stressed
that necessity is not a metaphysical principle. Strangely enough, Aspasius’
recourse to providence serves to clarify how necessity operates as a causal prin-
ciple.

Aspasius’ explanation addresses an exegetical challenge. He takes Aristotle’s
threefold causal distinction in 1112a24—25 seriously and does not follow the
Anonymous’ deflationary approach, which treats Aristotle’s formulation as
noncommittal in an ethical context. Instead, Aspasius assumes that Aristotle’s
thought possesses a systematic unity, or, at the very least, he works with a unit-
ary conception of the Aristotelian thought, interpreting passages in the NE
through the lens of physics and metaphysics.54 However, if, following Aspasius,
necessity is to be understood as a distinct causal principle, its precise nature
must be clarified, as, according to Aristotle, necessity is not the cause of the
heavenly bodies’ motions. In De caelo, Aristotle emphatically explains that the
circular motion of the heavens and celestial bodies is “by nature” or “according
to nature” and not “by force” (Bia).6% If Aristotle affirms in NE 111 3 that celes-
tial bodies move by necessity, then necessity cannot be a force that constrains
them from outside. That is the reason why, as in the passage quoted above from
Metaphysics v1 2, Aspasius specifies that this is not a coercive necessity (Blaott-

63  svF 11913 and 937; Cicero, ND I 39; see also Cicero, Academica 1 6.29 and Kupreeva (2016)
141-142. On the polynomy of the Stoic god, see Diogenes Laertius V11, 135.9-136.1 (SVF I
580). Similarly, in chapter 7 of De mundo (401b8), necessity is one of the names of god,
insofar as god is a cause that cannot be defeated (avixntov aitiov dvta, 401bg).

64  Aspasius knows that the discussion of physical difficulties has no place in ethics. See
160.24—26, his commentary on NE V1111, 1155b8-10, on the difference between ethical and
physical difficulties. But here we are dealing with a physical issue (the cause of celestial
phenomena), not an ethical one. It is therefore legitimate to have recourse to texts from
outside ethics.

65 See DC12,268b15-16, 269a5-9, 269b1—2; 111, 281a18—35; 11 3, 286a12, 16—17; 11 7, 289a16; 1112,
293a9.
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xy, 71.24):56 celestial motion does not result from external force.6” By pointing
out the dual meaning of necessity, a distinction frequently made in Aristotle,
Aspasius references one of the central claims of the De caelo. There, Aristotle
argues that celestial bodies are moved neither by external compulsion nor by
a soul (not even their own soul) exerting force upon them, but rather by their
own nature—the nature of the aether.58

Now, instead of referring to it simply as necessity (a not forcible necessity),
Aspasius calls it providence (pronoia), explicitly claiming that what Aristotle
calls necessity is “the pronoia of that which always moves in the same way”
(Gvarywnv avopoxe ™V Tpodvolay ToD del woadtwg xvodvtog, 71.25-26). Aspasius
behaves like a true commentator;° he clarifies Aristotle’s terminology, repla-
cing necessity with what he considers a clearer term, providence, and then
explaining this name: “Aristotle has called necessity the providence of what
moves always in the same way, because it moves absolutely and can never
do otherwise” (8id & mavty TdvTwg xwvely xal undémote dMwg évdéxeabal, 71.26—
27).70 The defining characteristic of pronoia is that it cannot do anything other
than move eternally in a certain way. So, providence, in this context, is best
understood as the outcome of two intersecting interpretive moves: (i) neces-
sity is not an external compulsion; admittedly, Aspasius retains an Aristotelian
modal understanding of necessity, as that which “cannot be otherwise”; yet,
following Aristotle’s suggestion in NE 111 3, he interprets necessity by giving
it a strong causal status; thus, necessity is the cause of what cannot be oth-
erwise. (ii) The point is that such a necessity taken as a moving cause does
not correspond to any principle formally recognised within Aristotle’s theory;

66  Aspasius defines force as a principle of external or unnatural motion (59.30—60.10) in his
commentary on NE III 1, 1ogbgo-1nb3. The adjective Blagtinds is of Platonic origin. It
occurs in Aristotle (7op. 112, 105a18; PA 11 9, 655212, and 1111,662b3; M4 10, 703a22) and the
Stoics (SVF 11 976 = Aétius I 27.3) in a definition attributed to Chrysippus: “they say that
necessity is an immobile and constraining cause.”

67  Aspasius does not distinguish here between all the meanings of the necessary. Given the
context, he draws a contrast between “necessary” in the sense of external constraint and
“necessary” as that which cannot be otherwise, without mentioning conditional necessity.
For the latter sense, see, e.g., PA 11, 639b21—24.

68  Seethe criticism of the explanation of the motion of celestial bodies by necessityin pc111,
284a15 (the heavens do not need a “forceful necessity”—iaiag dvdyxns) and 284a18-35.
The positions criticised are those of the ancient poets (Atlas), Empedocles, the atomists
and Plato. On the double meaning of necessity (according to nature and against tend-
ency), see APo. 1111, 94b37-95a3; Metaph. Vv 5, 1015a26—31 and 1015a34.

69  Seealso 53.11,104.24, etc.

70 The phrase mévty mdvtwg is an emphatic formula used by Plato, which was later adopted
by Aristotle and Alexander.
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this leads Aspasius to claim that what Aristotle calls here “necessity” actu-
ally is the providence of what moves always in the same way—that is, though
Aspasius does not make it explicit, the providence of the first unmoved mover.
Put briefly, the first unmoved mover causes the heavenly bodies to move neces-
sarily, and Aspasius chooses to name this causal role its providence.

These two occurrences of pronoia (7126 and 71.31) are the only ones in
Aspasius’ commentary. He does not use either the noun or verb elsewhere.
The term pronoia is primarily associated with human foresight. As Mayhew
correctly notes, it signifies “the ability to know the future and to what that
knowledge makes possible: a long-range concern for and care of the objects of
this knowledge”™ This creates an apparent tension: if something is necessary
and eternal (as the prime mover), how can it exercise pronoia over something
equally necessary and eternal (as the world)? There can be no form of anteri-
ority, foresight or deliberation on the part of the mover about what it moves.
Similarly, if this providence is synonymous with necessity, the mover cannot
possess the slightest dimension of contingency, unlike the notion of provid-
ence (if deliberation presupposes that the god is thinking about the best way
to create the world). Since, for Aristotle, the causality of the prime mover is
not artisanal causation, it must be some other form of providence. Rather than
denoting intentional governance, pronoia expresses the absolute, unchanging
causal role of the prime mover; what is “providential” is the unwavering neces-
sity of the motion moved by the first unmoved mover.

The use of pronoia raises both a translation issue and a more fundamental
issue regarding its application, as the usual notion of providence suggests more
than what Aspasius intends—namely to confer necessity on the motion of the
moved.”? Instead of attempting to find a new, more appropriate translation
of pronoia, it is better to refine our (traditional) understanding of providence,
viewing it as the ultimate principle of a good for something, where the “good”
in this case is the necessity or eternity of the motion of the mover. Boys-Stones
explains that Platonists like Atticus criticise Aristotle not for the meaning he
assigns to providence, but for the limited scope of its application: for the Peri-
patetics, providence is not care for human beings. That said, a broader concept
of pronoia seems to have been shared by both the Middle Platonists and the
Aristotelians. According to this general notion, providence is the impersonal

71 Mayhew (Forthcoming), n. 8, and Fazzo (1999), 26—31.

72 See Sharples (2002a), 30. It is preferable to retain the translation “providence” rather than
adapting it to the context, as Longpré, for instance, does (1997), 63: she renders it in French
as “caracteére previsible”, because she insists that the motion produced by the prime mover
is predictable, since it is necessary.
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principle of benefit.”? It is in this sense that we must interpret the pronoia of the
mover: it does not imply foresight or even attention on the part of the mover
toward the moved. The use of the term pronoia therefore suggests that what
the mover does (i.e. moving necessarily) provides non-intentional benefit to
whatis moved. In an Aristotelian context, it would be inconceivable to attribute
intention or concern to the prime mover, but such an attribution is not directly
implied by Aspasius. What he conveys is that the pronoia of the mover guaran-
tees the necessity and eternity of the motion of the moved. This does not mean
that the mover has an intention or purpose. By using the term “providence’,
Aspasius refers to what the mover does well in relation to the moved.

But we can go further. The term pronoia remains relevant because the mover
has ontological rather than chronological priority over the moved. If the provid-
ence of the mover guarantees the eternity and necessity of the motions of
celestial bodies, then what is called the “mover” is not the first moved (i.e. the
first heavens), but the first unmoved mover. In Aristotle, the prime mover is, in
fact, distinguished by its necessity, among other characteristics. Another pas-
sage from the Metaphysics might provide the basis for Aspasius’ comment. In
Metaphysics X11 7, while examining the relationship between the prime mover
and the first moved, Aristotle states:

Now if something is moved, it can also be otherwise than it is, so that
the primary motion is indeed in actuality, in that it is moved; but in this
way it can be otherwise—i.e. in respect of place—even though it cannot
be otherwise in respect of substance. But since there is something which
causes motion but is itself unmoved, and which exists in actuality, this
thing cannot in any way be otherwise. For locomotion is the first of the
kinds of change, and of this the first kind is locomotion in a circle; and
this is the motion which this [the first mover] causes. It exists, then, of
necessity; and inasmuch as it exists of necessity, it does so well, and in
this way it is a principle. For the necessary is spoken of in this number of
ways: that which is by force, because it is contrary to impulse; that without
which things are not good; that which cannot be otherwise, but is neces-
sary without qualification. On such a principle, then, depend the heavens
and nature.”

73 Boys-Stones (2018), 324: “The question of whether god can be provident (insofar as that is
not just a question about terminology) is quite distinct from the question of whether he
is a ‘personal’ or ‘impersonal’ principle. To be ‘provident;, as far as this goes, may require
no more than to be the ultimate source of benefit—as Aristotle’s first unmoved mover is.”

74 Metaph.X117,1072bg—14: €l pév odv Tuxwvelta, evdéxetan xol Mg Exew: HoT 1) Qopd 1) Tp@Ty
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Aristotle defines the prime mover in terms of its necessity. As an immaterial,
pure actuality, it cannot be otherwise than it is: it is absolutely necessary. The
first moved differs from the prime mover in that, while it cannot be otherwise
in substance (as it is ungenerated and incorruptible), it is still capable of being
moved. From a spatial standpoint, the first moved possesses a potentiality that
prevents it from being absolutely necessary. In contrast, the unmoved mover
is absolutely necessary in both substance and place, as it is immaterial. The
prime mover causes the first moved to move eternally in a circular motion,

«“,r

which aligns with Aspasius’ use of “woadtwg” (71.21, 22, 26).

Although Aspasius in this passage does not engage with the speculative
depths of Metaphysics X117, his commentary on NE 111 3 accords with the con-
ception of the prime mover as necessity.”> Both texts present the prime mover
as necessary, or as necessity itself, eternally conferring on the first moved a cir-
cular motion. The first moved is not, however, necessary in the same way as
the prime mover. This distinction implies that the prime mover has ontolo-
gical priority, as pure actuality, and allows for a providential dimension in its
relationship to the first moved.”®

This passage from Metaphysics X117 also clarifies another aspect of Aspasius’
commentary. As it will be seen, Aspasius emphasises the “harmony” between
the pronoia of the prime mover and the “nature” of the celestial bodies (guppw-
voTdTy), 71.30—31). One could infer that this “harmony” points to the ontological
proximity between the prime mover and the first moved: the prime mover has

ol dvepyely gotwv 1) wawveltar oty 8¢ evdéxetar Mg Exew, xatd témov, xal el pi) xat'odatay:
émet 3¢ Eott T xwodv adTd dxivnTov v, Evépyetd 8v, TodTo odx EvdéxeTat dMwG Exety oDauAS.
POpa Yap 1) TPWTY) TAV eTaBOARY, TadTg 3¢ ¥ xVxAw: TabTyv 3¢ TobTo Xwvel. €& dvdryxng dpar
gotiv 8v- xad 1) dvdryny, xah@s, xal obtwg dpyy. O Ydp dveryxaiov TocaToyds, T pév Plg 8t
TTopdL TV SppY, TO 82 0D olx dveu 1o €D, T6 8¢ i Evdeyduevov EMwg GAN dTADG.—Ex Tolad-
™S dpa dpydis MipTyTat 6 0dpavdg xat 1) puals. Translation and Greek text by Judson (2019).
understand that the prime mover assumes the third sense of necessity (6 8¢ ) évdeydue-
vov dMws G amAdg, 1072b13). See also Baghdassarian (2019), 260.

75  Assaid above, it is known from Alexander’s references in his Commentary that Aspasius
composed a commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics (cf. 41.27, 59.6, 379.3). For pedagogical
reasons, Aspasius does not employ technical ontological terminology. See Barnes (1999),
24—27, on Aspasius’ work as a “beginner’s” commentary that does not presuppose “back-
ground knowledge”. Moreover, according to Aspasius (1.8), ethics is prior to first philo-
sophy in the order of knowledge. Any explicit reference to first philosophy or theology
would therefore be premature.

76  See also Metaph. 1x 8, 1050b18-19. We cannot discuss here (a fortiori on the basis of this
passage from Aspasius alone) the problem of how that which is in potential (as celestial
bodies are) is also eternal and endowed with eternal motion. See, e.g., Frey (2015). In any
case, Aspasius assumes that the nature of the prime mover alone does not allow it to move
eternally and necessarily.
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no potentiality or matter, which makes it absolutely necessary, while the first
moved can be moved with a circular motion, but only possesses “local matter”.””
This point will be considered in more detail. Building on these similarities,
it can be assumed that Aspasius retains an Aristotelian cosmological frame-
work that accounts for the motion of celestial bodies through a twofold causal
scheme: (i) the specific nature of the celestial bodies, i.e. the fifth element or
aether (although neither these terms is used in this ethical context), and (ii) the
prime mover. Against Xenarchus, but like Adrastus, Aspasius would therefore
remain a proponent of the doctrine of the fifth element.”®

Regarding the celestial bodies, Aspasius’ commentary stays within the lim-
its outlined in NE 111 3, referring only to the rising and setting of the stars and
the solstices. It can be assumed that this refers primarily to the motions of
the sun and moon. Although Aspasius mentions “the things in the heavens”
(71.25, 29), he does not specifically address the prime mover or the celestial
spheres, suggesting that he views the providence of the prime mover as extend-
ing, through intermediaries, across the entire heavens, reaching as far as the
moon.™ However, he does not specify where providence ends, and further cla-
rification may come later in the text.

Aspasius’ strategy in this passage appears to involve focusing on the inter-
pretation of “necessity”, which plays a key role in the various doctrines under-
lying his commentary. (1) By distinguishing in a typically Aristotelian fashion
between necessity and force, Aspasius aims to avoid attributing to Aristotle
the idea that the motion of celestial bodies results from an external force,
which would imply motion against nature. This distinction allows Aspasius to
emphasise that what is “by necessity” is also “according to nature” (71.29—31),
distancing his account from atomist positions, as well as from interpretations
that align with Empedoclean or Platonic conceptions criticised by Aristotle in
De caelo 11 1. This accounts Aspasius’ later insistence that what is “by neces-
sity” is also “according to nature” (71.29—31). (2) Necessity also plays a role in
Middle Platonism. According to the dualistic exposition of principles found
in Timaeus 48a, it is one of the two principles (along with reason) respons-
ible for the creation of the cosmos. Although this understanding of necessity
differs from that of Aristotle, Aspasius’ clarifications and his use of the term

77 Metaph. V111 1,1042b6, 4,1044b8, and 1x 8, 1050b20—24.

78  SeePetrucci (2015),196 n. 75. Barnes (1999), 8, emphasises the orthodoxy of Aspasius’ Aris-
totelianism. See Falcon (2012), 35—36, on Xenarchus’ critique and his own explanation of
the motions of the heavens.

79  Thedescription given by Boys-Stones (2018), 325-326, of a “providence exercised by proxy”
from the prime mover to the sphere of the moon fits perfectly here.
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pronoia may represent an attempt to distance himself from the Middle Pla-
tonic position.8? (3) Moreover, by interpreting necessity as the providence of
the prime mover, Aspasius comes close to a Stoic conception, in which neces-
sity and providence are interchangeable names for Zeus.8! However, necessity
is seen here as a principle that sets heavenly bodies in motion according to their
nature, meaning that the scope of Peripatetic providence is much narrower
than that of Stoic providence. Nevertheless, Aspasius makes clear that provid-
ence is not exclusively Stoic, agreeing on this point with Middle Platonists such
as Atticus.82 (4) Finally, Aspasius emphasises that the motion of celestial bod-
ies is not self-sufficient, but requires a cause. Indeed, Aspasius wants to show
that the fact that the Aristotelian cosmos is eternal (he has just said that it is
ungenerated, 71.17-18) does not mean that it does not need a first principle. For
Aspasius, as for Aristotle, eternal motion still requires an absolutely necessary
first principle.82 Even in a non-creationist cosmology, providence guarantees
the necessity and eternity of the motions of celestial bodies. To this extent, the
supralunary world needs providence. The prime mover assumes the role of a
demiurge, much like the demiurge in Plato’s Timaeus (41b2—6), ensuring the
eternity of the world.8* According to Aspasius, there is, therefore, a Peripatetic
providence that is not that of the craftsman who creates the world in time and
takes care of his work, but rather that of the prime unmoved mover who guar-
antees the necessity and eternity of movement and, in this, ensures its good.
This seems to be the strategy behind the interpretation that the necessity that
causes the eternal motion of the stars is the providence of the prime mover.
The paradoxical aspect of Aspasius’ passage lies in the introduction of pro-
vidence as necessity in the context of a discussion on deliberation. While Plato’s
Timaeus maintains that providence includes deliberation, Aspasius clearly
indicates that the providence he describes does not involve deliberation, as
the world is eternal and ungenerated. It is noteworthy that Aspasius does not
develop this aspect further, even though the absence of deliberation about the

80  Atticus refers to the necessity that would have “forced” the divine designs in Fr. 4. 16 Des
Places. For the dualistic interpretation of the Timaeus principles in Atticus and Plutarch,
see Michalewski (2024), 118-128.

81 See above n. 63.

82  On the “polemical resemantization” against an agonistic philosophical background, see
Annas (1990), 81, and Bonazzi (2007), 126.

83  SeeJudson (2019), 227, and Metaph. 1x 8, 1050b18-19.

84  On the contrary, Atticus argues that providence exists only for a created world. See
Michalewski (2024), 47—-48. On a non-literal reading of the Timaeus, such as Taurus’ inter-
pretation, to say that the world is generated is to say that it depends ontologically on a
principle (Michalewski 2024, 70-71).
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world suggests a different conception of providence than what might be expec-
ted from a god reasoning about what is best for the world.8>

3.2 “By Nature” and “According to Nature”
The providence of the prime mover does not simply cause motion, but moves
necessarily and ensures the necessity and eternity of the circular motion. This
passage addresses the objection that the heavenly regions do not require pro-
noia. In line with the argument in Metaphysics X11 7, Aspasius demonstrates a
lack of necessity in the motion of the sphere of the fixed stars while the prime
mover is necessarily, the outmost sphere, as it is moving, can be otherwise than
it is with respect to place; it therefore requires an absolutely necessary being.
The following sentence clarifies how this providence operates: tjj oty
yobv dvdryxy at xtwioelg Tév dotpwy xal al dvatodal xai d0gelg xal Tpomal 1 gUaEL
1) xatd @vow (71.28—29). Aspasius coordinates the two types of causality that
Aristotle distinguished in NE 111 3: while Aristotle writes “necessity or nature”
(1m12a24—25), Aspasius shows that celestial bodies are moved by both. It is
through the providence of the prime mover that the motions of the stars occur.
Aspasius identifies three types of motions using examples: the rising, the set-
ting and the solstices of the celestial bodies (such as the sun and moon). The
conclusion of the sentence specifies that these motions occur “either by nature
or according to nature” (1] gboel 7§ xatd @Oaw, 71.29). This implies that what
is “by nature” or “according to nature” is also by necessity. Thus, the causal-
ity of nature is coordinated with the absolute necessity of the prime mover.
We have to understand that, in reality, there is only one cause, not two or
three, as presented in Aristotle’s passage. The three alternative causes in NE
111 3 are replaced by the coordination of nature with necessity alone, i.e. with
the providence of the prime mover.86 Through this exegetical and philosoph-
ical move, Aspasius explicitly links together causes that Aristotle had distin-

85  Does the claim we find in NE 111 3 to the effect that there is no deliberation about the
world because it is eternal have an anti-Platonic meaning for Aristotle? The Anonymous
is sensitive to this dimension, claiming that the gods do not deliberate about what they do
because there is no deliberation of what there is science of, yet the gods have the science
of what they do (Anonymous commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, 150.8-9).

86  Sharples (2010), 200 n. 15, rightly states that “Aristotle in fact treats necessity, nature and
some other cause as three co-ordinate possibilities. But the sequel shows that Aspasius
treats the second and third as two alternative explanations of the first.” It is questionable
whether Aspasius identifies the unnamed third cause of NE 111 3. In the following pas-
sage, he states that there is no cause other than necessity and nature. If there is a third
cause, then it must be “according to nature”, but Aspasius himself makes no distinction
here between “by nature” and “according to nature.”
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guished, subordinating nature to necessity. Aspasius thus seems to erase or
reduce the distinction between heavens and nature, as noted at the end of the
passage from Metaphysics X117: “On such a principle, then, depend the heavens
and nature” (1072b13—14).

Unlike modern commentators, Aspasius finds no room for biological phe-
nomena in Aristotle’s typology from NE 111 3, i.e. for those things that Aristotle
believes occur “most often”: what occurs “by nature or according to nature” are
the motions of the heavenly bodies, not natural phenomena. Aspasius’ com-
mentary is limited to the heavenly regions or sublunar meteorological phenom-
ena. In the context of Aristotle’s discussion on the objects of deliberation in NE
111 3, however, Aspasius’ exclusion of sublunary biological phenomena is prob-
lematic, as we do not deliberate about natural phenomena like the growth of
teeth or hair.

Aspasius makes a seemingly puzzling distinction, at first glance, between “by
nature” and “according to nature”. We must now return to the tricky part of this
digression. Heylbut’s text reads as follows:

T TotadTy) Yodv dvdryxy at xwioelg TV dotpwy xal al dvatodal Svoelg xal
TpoTal 1) QUTEL 1) xaTd GUIV XATA GVIIY Yap KIVETTAL T €V T 0VPav® 1) ol
QUPOTEPOLS” TH) YAP PUTEL TOV PEPOUEVWY TUUPWVOTATY) €TV 1) ToD xtvodvTog
mpdvola. (71.28—31)

Aspasius argues that if the motions of the stars occur “by nature” or “according
to nature,” it is due to necessity as ithas been defined—not as an external force,
but as the necessity of what cannot be otherwise (tfj towtdty [ ... ] dvdryxn). As we
have seen, this implies that, for Aspasius, there are not two coordinated causes,
but only one: necessity. But what exactly does the distinction introduced here
by Aspasius between ¢iaet and xatd @uaw signify? This legitimate question is
further complicated by Konstan’s emendation, which introduces an additional
1 pboet to account for ¥ xat dugotépois. The resulting text and translation read
as follows:

T TotadTy) Yol dvdryxy al xw)oelg TV datpwy xal al dvatodal xatl Sbaelg
xal TpoTal 1) GUTEL 1) xaTA GUTLY* XaTd QLAY Yap {¥) QUTELY KIVETTAL TA €V TR
00pave 1) xal AUPoTEPOLS” TH YOp QUTEL TAWV PEPOUEVLV TUIPWVOTATY ETTIV )
o0 xwobvtog pdvota. (71.28—31)

By such a necessity, surely, occur the motions of the stars and their risings
and settings and turnings, whether by nature or in accord with nature. For
the things in the heavens move in accord with nature [or by nature] or
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even by both. For the providence of the one that moves them is entirely
in harmony with the nature of the things that are borne along. (Transl.
Konstan)

In the passage reproduced above, I have enclosed in square brackets the addi-
tion proposed by Konstan in line 29.87 Since Aspasius distinguishes two modes
of natural causality and concludes with 1) xat dpgotépotg, Konstan inferred that
a missing ) ¢0oet should be restored in the second part of the sentence. The
overall meaning would then be: “It is thus by such necessity that the motions
of the stars [occur], either by nature or according to nature; celestial bodies
move according to nature, by nature, or by both.” If we adopt this correction,
we might also modify dugpotépois to augotépws. However, this does not resolve
the issue of the distinction between ¢icet and xatd @dow. That said, this diffi-
culty disappears if we arrange the passage as I proposed:

T} Totad Ty Yolv dvdryxy) al kv aelg TV daTpwy xal al dvartoAal dOTeLg xal Tpo-
ol 1) UTEL 1) xaTd QU (XaTd VTV Yop XIVETTAL T €v TG oDpav) ¥ xal
QppoTEPQLS (TH) Yop PUTEL TOV QEPOUEVIY TUNPWVOTATY €aTIV ¥) ToD xtvodvTog
mpdvola). (71.28—-31)

It is therefore by such a necessity that the motions of the stars (sunrises,
sunsets, and solstices) [occur] either by nature or according to nature (for
the things in the heavens move according to nature) or also by both (for
the providence of what moves is perfectly in harmony with the nature of
the things transported). (My translation)

When the passage is punctuated in this way, Aspasius’ reasoning becomes
clearer: the motions of celestial bodies occur by necessity, understood in this
specific sense. Following Aristotle’s text in NE III 3, Aspasius then adds “or
by nature or according to nature”. However, to justify this last addition—“or
according to nature’—which does not appear in Aristotle’s original text, he
reiterates that celestial bodies move “according to nature” (a point already men-
tioned in 71.25). The key element of Aspasius’ thesis follows: he asserts that
the motion of celestial bodies takes place dugpotépotg, meaning both under the
effect of necessity and by nature. The subsequent explanatory sentence (71.30—
31) leaves no doubt about the meaning of dpgotépois: to say that celestial bodies

” o«

move “by nature”, “according to nature”’, or by necessity (understood in this

87  There is nothing in Heylbut’s apparatus.
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way) amounts to the same thing. This is because necessity—identified with
the providence of the prime mover—is “entirely in harmony with the nature
of the bodies moved” (i.e. the nature of celestial bodies). Due to this harmony,
there is ultimately no distinction between saying that celestial bodies move by
their nature or by necessity. I will return to the significance of this “harmony”
later.

For now, let us examine how Aspasius interprets the pair of terms “by nature”
and “according to nature”. In Physics 111, Aristotle writes: “So we have explained
what nature is and what is by nature and according to nature.”88 While Aristotle
never explicitly clarified the distinction,8? later commentators, such as Alex-
ander, Themistius and Simplicius, showed increasing interest in it.9° Aspasius
himself provides a detailed discussion on the meaning of “by nature” in his
commentary on NE 11 1, 1103a18—26, where he identifies four distinct meanings:

In order that it may become clear in what sense he says that they do not
occur by nature, one must distinguish the several senses in which “by
nature” is said.

(i) For those things are said to exist by nature that are always co-
present, for example everything heavy is said to be constituted by
nature to be borne downwards and every light thing upwards.

(ii) Inanother way, what is not co-present from the beginning, but after
a certain time comes for the most part to be present, even though
we do not busy ourselves about it whether through habit or through
instruction, is said to be by nature, for example the natural growth
of teeth or beards.

(iii) In yet another way, that to which we are susceptible is said to be
by nature. In this way even contraries are said to occur to the same
object by nature, for example disease and health to a susceptible
body.

(iv) Further, that toward which what is susceptible is by nature more
inclined and toward which it rather has impulses from its nature,
is said to be by nature. Thus, health again is by nature, but disease
becomes contrary to nature, since it is a kind of privation of health

88  Phys. 111, 193a1~2: T{ p&v 0dv Eatv M) @Uat, elpyra, kol T8 pUoel xal xotd phow.

89  Thetwo expressions are synonymous according to Bonitz’s Index aristotelicus, 837A18. See,
contra, Ross (1936), 501 and 524.

go  Following Aspasius, Alexander in his Ethical Problems 5 (125, 24—26) and 29 (160, 32—37),
Themistius, In Phys. 37.7-10, and Simplicius, In Phys. 271.9—22, make similar distinctions.
See Sambursky (1962), 93-98. I concentrate on these texts in Lefebvre (2026).
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and the body is constituted by its nature more in the direction of
health than of disease. In the same way virtue too is more in accord
with nature, and vice contrary to nature, and in general what is good
is more in accord with nature, what is evil contrary to nature.

Aspasius distinguishes four senses of “by nature”. According to the third sense,
what is by nature is the capacity to receive opposites, whereas according to
the fourth sense, only what is “according to nature” aligns with a substance’s
“resources” or “natural tendencies” (dmo g UTews dgpopuds, 38.17 and 29). From
this perspective, health, virtue and goodness are more “according to nature”
than disease, vice and evil, which are “against nature”. Thus, while everything
“according to nature” is also “by nature”, not everything “by nature” is necessar-
ily “according to nature”. In our passage, Aspasius seems to suggest that when
Aristotle states that celestial bodies move “by nature”, we must understand
this as necessarily “according to their nature’—and not contrary to it. As we
saw earlier, and as Aspasius reiterates, celestial bodies move not “by force”, but
“according to nature”. In other words, they move by nature, but also—since no
external force constrains them—according to their nature.

Aspasius’ innovation lies in how he coordinates nature with the necessity
of the prime mover, redefining this necessity as the “providence of the mover”.
This implies that Aspasius wants to emphasise the providential dimension of
nature—particularly the nature of celestial bodies, and perhaps even nature
as a whole—through the necessity of the prime mover. More precisely, thanks
to this necessity, nature is self-sufficient, at least in the sense that the nature
of celestial bodies is endowed with necessary and eternal motion, requiring
no external demiurgic intervention. The rest of the text may also suggest that
nature as a whole is self-sufficient, insofar as it serves as a principle of motion.®2

91  Transl. Konstan. Aspasius, 38.9—22: fva 3¢ 3fjAov yéwytat, g Aéyet i) mapayiveabal pioel,
Slaupetéov mooadS T QUTEL PUTEL Ydp AéyeTat Dndpyew Soa del cuvumdpyet, olov pvael Tdy
76 Bapd xdtw TéQuxe pépeadat xal T xoDpov dvw' xad Etepov d& Tpdmov Aéyetar plaet xal &
W) €€ dpxfis mév ouvumdpyet, dmd 8¢ Tvog xpévou maparytvertal g Eml 6 TAeloTov, NSty HUAY
moAuTTparypovolbvTwv pte St’ Efoug wte St Sidaoxaiog, olov 38évtwv @ials xal yevelwv. dMwg
3¢ Méyeton @ioel, 0d Emextucol Eapev: obtwg xal & évavtio @ adTd yiveton @iael, olov véoog
xal Oyleto @ Sexting awpartt. £t 3¢ Aéyetat pUoeL, Tpog & udAhov T6 SexTindv TEQUXE Xal TIPS
0 Exet o TS Qhoewg dpoppds uaMov. obtewg 3¢ xal ¥ dyieta uév piaet, 1) 3¢ véaog mapd pLaty
ylvetau, atépnois i odoa thg Dytelog xal B1d T TV pVTW cuaTHowt T6 odpa aNov TTpds Lyi-
€lav ) TTpOS VOTov. TOV adTOV 3E TPOTIOV XAl APETY) UAMOV XATA YUY, Tapd VALY 1) xola, ol
8hws T6 pév €D xatd @ia, T6 88 xonedv Tapd pdow. I add the subdivisions. The passage from
NE 111 was used by Alexander as part of an argument on providence (see Fr. 2 Grant in
Thillet 2003, 58-59).

92  Aspasius draws on this reference to nature to highlight the distinctiveness of providence
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3.3 The Harmony between the Providence of the Prime Mover and the
Nature of the Celestial Bodies

Let us turn now to the last parenthesis in 71.30—31: “the pronoia of the mover
is most in harmony [or perfectly in harmony] with the nature of the moved
bodies” (fj Yap pUTEL TQV QEPOUEVWY TUHPWVOTATY EaTiv 1] ToD xtvodvTog TTpdvoLa).
Aspasius employs the superlative form of the adjective cdugpwvog to designate
this harmony, which can be understood either absolutely or relatively. This is a
very common term that appears in a variety of contexts, including music, arith-
metic and astronomy, and implies that the two terms thus connected are not
inherently in harmony or might not be.9% The term is also frequently used in
Aristotle’s Ethics to discuss the relationship between desire and reason,?* and
it is found with the same meaning in Aspasius’ commentary.> Since this word
appears only four times in Aspasius, and the other three occurrences are all in
an ethical context, it might be tempting to assume that the meaning here is the
same. However, the relationship is not identical. In an ethical context, it is the
appetitive or irascible part that is (or should be) in harmony with the rational
part: achieving perfect harmony is regarded as the goal of educating the appet-
itive part, since, in the moderate person, desire is perfectly in harmony with
reason.%¢ In a cosmological context, by contrast, Aspasius states that provid-

in Aristotle. This may be a reference to the debate in the Atticus fragment between two
conceptions of providence: a Peripatetic view, in which nature itself is providence as a
principle of sufficient order, and Atticus’ view, which is modeled on craft causality, in
which providence involves deliberation and reasoning. See Atticus Fr. 3.81-85 Des Places,
where Atticus reproaches Aristotle for having left human things governed “by a certain
nature and not by the reason of the god” (¢pioet Tivi xal 00 8e0d Aoytopd Stotxoduevar).

93  Theword is found in the De mundo (396b7-11) in connection with the way in which oppos-
ites harmonise in the cosmos. See Gregori¢ in Gregori¢ and Karamanolis (2020), 154-155.

94  EE 11 8,1224a24—26 (Rowe): &v uév tois diyois ammAij 1) dpxn, év O¢ Tols udiyols mAeovalet,
ob yap del 1 Bpekis xai & Adyog cupgwvel. “If, in inanimate beings, the principle is simple,
on the other hand, in animate beings, it is superabundant, for desire and reason do not
always agree.” NE 111 12, 1119b15-16 (Bywater): 316 9l T00 atdqpovog 10 EmiBupntindv cupgw-
Velv @ AbYw, ax0Tos Yop dupoilv 0 xaAdv [...]. “This is why the appetitive part must agree
with reason, because for both of them, the noble is the goal” (my translation).

95  Aspasius, 70.14: “the desire being in harmony with such reasoning” (couguvov T TotovTw
Aoytopd Exwv Tv 8pev); 94.14-16: “The appetitive part of a moderate person is in harmony
with reason and is not carried away by being tyrannized like that of the self-controlled
person” (tod 3Y) cwppovog o EmOUUN TSV TOUPWYOY ETTLTE Ay XAl 00 XATASUVATTEVGUEVOV
dyetat domep 6 Tod Eyxpatods); 119.19—21: “the high-tempered part of the soul must be edu-
cated so as to do nothing contrary to reason, but rather to sally forth along with reason,
being in harmony with it” (xpy) 6 fupoeides uépog T Yuyiis memaudedadat wg undev mapd TV
Aéyov mpdTTey GG cuveEopudy T Abyw, cOppwoy abTd dvta).

96 In NE 113, 1102b28, Aristotle uses 6uopwvel, which belongs to the same family, and Aspasius
uses the word again in his commentary (35.34).
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ence is “most in harmony with the nature of the transported bodies.” There-
fore, there is no direct analogy between pronoia and reason, or between the
nature of the moved bodies and the appetitive part. In an ethical context, the
relationship flows from bottom to top, while, in a cosmological context, it flows
from top to bottom. This is because in an ethical context it is assumed that a
rapprochement between the two terms (the desiring part and reason) is both
possible and desirable. There is no inherent agreement between them, but the
goal is for the appetitive part to be brought into alignment with reason. In a
cosmological context, however, the situation is different. Aspasius means to
say that the mover is in harmony with the nature of the celestial bodies in the
sense that they are doing the same thing. To say that there exists perfect har-
mony between the pronoia of the mover and the nature of the celestial bodies
means that the mover does not impose any external constraint on them. It is in
the nature of the celestial bodies to move as the pronoia of the prime mover dir-
ects them to. They are not moved by force, but by the providence of the mover
without any external compulsion, because the mover’s providence is in har-
mony with their nature. This harmony allows us to understand that necessity
does not function as an external force, but as the actualisation of an inherent
potentiality—that of local matter.

The suggestion could also be made that, in the relationship between the
providence of the prime mover and the celestial spheres, the connection is
downward in nature, implying that necessity gradually diminishes. The provid-
ence of the mover is “most in harmony” or “nearly perfectly in harmony” with
the nature of the celestial spheres, but it is less in harmony with the nature
of the bodies in the lower strata of the cosmos. This is why Aspasius does not
claim that providence is absolutely in harmony with the bodies it moves. As we
have seen, based on the passage from Metaphysics x11 7, the harmony is onto-
logical: the necessity of the prime mover perfectly aligns with the nature of
the celestial spheres, as the mover is absolutely necessary (it cannot be other-
wise), while the celestial spheres can be otherwise depending on their location
(they possess local matter). Thus, there is a very great ontological proximity
between the two, but not an equality of ontological levels (the prime mover
is immaterial, whereas the bodies moved are material). The use of the super-
lative oupguvotdt) could suggest that, according to Aspasius, there is a scale
of harmony between the prime mover and the moved bodies. While Aspasius
does not specify this in detail, it is almost certainly the matter of the celestial
spheres that the pronoia of the prime mover is in nearly total harmony with.
This is confirmed by the following sentence, if it is interpreted as building on
what was just said:
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T Yap QUTEL TOV PEPOUEVWY TURPWVOTATY €aTiV V) Tod xtvolvTog Tpdvola, Evia
3¢ éotwv & ylveton pév xatd o, draxtotépav &€, olov adypol xal Sufpot.
(71.30-32)

For the providence of what moves is perfectly in harmony with the nature
of the things transported, but there are certain things which, while occur-
ring according to nature, occur according to a more disorderly nature,
such as droughts and storms.

It is remarkable that Aspasius directly quotes, in the very middle of his com-
mentary on the Ethics, a phrase from the opening of the Meteorologica.®” This
confirms his unitary conception of the Aristotelian corpus, in which the Met-
eorologica naturally finds its place within an ethical commentary. Moreover,
this reference indicates that Aspasius situates his analysis at the boundary
between the supralunary and sublunary parts of the cosmos. From this, we may
infer that in the first part of the sentence, when Aspasius refers to the nature
of moving bodies, he has in mind “the first element of bodies” or aether. In
the final passage quoted (71.30—32), Aspasius shifts his focus from the primary
spheres, which are made of a specific nature, to the irregular phenomena of the
sublunary regions. These phenomena, while irregular, are initially described
by Aspasius as occurring “according to nature”’, meaning “by necessity” and
through the “providence of the mover”. To clarify this point, he then provides
two contrasting examples of irregular yet relatively common meteorological
phenomena: droughts and storms. By doing so, he underscores the distinc-
tion between supralunary nature and the more disorderly nature of sublunary
occurrences. This leads him to differentiate at least two types of nature: that
of celestial bodies and that of sublunary meteorological phenomena. While all
these movements ultimately stem from the necessity of the mover, this neces-
sity is not equally in accord with all natures, since some align with it more
closely than others. For this reason, the motions of celestial bodies occur by
necessity, by nature and according to nature, whereas sublunary movements

97  Meteor. 11, 338a25-b21 (Fobes): hotmov &' ol uépog Tijs pebddov tabtyg &tt Bewpntéov, 8 mav-
Teg ol mpdTepol peTewpooyiav éxdhovy: Tadta &' éotlv Goa aupPaivel xatd @dawv uév, droxto-
Tépay pévToL THG ToD TTpwTou aTotyElou TAV owudtwy [...]. “There remains for consideration
a part of this inquiry which all our predecessors called meteorology. It is concerned with
things that happen according to nature, though according to a more disorderly nature
than that of the first of the elements of bodies.” Translation Webster in Barnes (1984),
with modifications. The same term dtaxtotépav is used by Theophrastus in his Metaphys-
ics (4a4).



282 LEFEBVRE

occur according to nature, but not the same nature as that of celestial bodies.
Rather, they follow a “more disorderly nature”.98

The use of the superlative cupugwvotdty may also suggest that the pronoia
of the prime mover does not terminate in the heavenly regions, but extends to
quadri-elemental nature, albeit in a weakened form. This implies that there is
no absolute break between the two natures Aspasius has just distinguished—
that of celestial bodies and the “more disorderly” nature composed of the four
elements. Aspasius thus avoids positing a radical discontinuity, even if an onto-
logical dualism remains. Contrary to the strict dualistic interpretation of the
NSP, the pronoia of the prime mover extends beyond the supralunary sphere,
exerting an influence within the realm of corruptible nature and remaining
the primary cause of motion.?? However, necessity is progressively diluted due
to the differences between these natures. If we acknowledge two levels in the
causality of necessity—one in which the prime mover is “fully in accord with
the nature of the bodies moved” and another where it is less so due to the
“more disorderly nature” of the sublunary realm—Aspasius’ passage reveals a
two-tiered conception of providence. By tempering the necessity of the prime
mover in the sublunary world, Aspasius avoids a Stoic determinism, as evid-
enced by his remark in the commentary on NE 111 3, 1112b15-16: “The human
being is always the principle of his own actions, and all things are not determ-
ined by necessity or fixed by fate.”100

4 Conclusion

This extract from Aspasius’ commentary, though brief and allusive, proves to be
particularly valuable and significant. Indeed, it is the only extant Aristotelian
text on providence from this period before Alexander, apart from a quota-
tion from Adrastus. What distinguishes Aspasius’ account is that (a) while he
operates within the broader Nsp framework, (b) he identifies necessity (also
referred to as providence) as the sole first principle of motion and (c) he sub-
ordinates to this necessity/providence the motion “by nature” or “according

98  Like Aristotle, Aspasius uses the word ¢0aig to refer to the nature both of celestial bod-
ies (in which case it means the aether) and of sublunary beings. In both cases, the bodies
move “by” or “according to their nature”. See Frey (2015), 99-125.

99  We might wonder whether the version of the Nsp doctrine found in Aspasius is not closer
to the one echoed by Diogenes Laertius when he says that earthly things are “organised”
according to their sympatheia (xore Ty mpog Tadta cupmdbelay, v 32.6).

100 74.11-12: §vBpwmog del dpym TaV ISiwy Tpdkewy xal ovx &§ dvdrywng dptotat mdvro 008 eluapTant.
See Sharples (2007a), 599.
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to nature” of celestial bodies, and possibly even that of natural beings in the
sublunary realm. We can only speculate as to whether Aspasius expounded a
fully developed doctrine of providence in his lost commentaries on the Meta-
physics or De caelo. However, certain considerations in his commentary on this
passage of NE 111 3 suggest that he may be drawing upon a broader doctrinal
framework. The cosmological micro-passage in NE 111 3, with its reference to
necessity taken as a cause, compels Aspasius to extend his analysis beyond the
ethical domain. In this passage, Aristotle makes (or appears to make) necessity
a cosmological principle, which leads Aspasius to reinterpret Aristotle’s the-
ory of principles: this necessity is, in fact, the providence of the first mover.
The significance of Aspasius’ interpretive move lies in its attempt to delineate
the specificity of a Peripatetic model of providence—one that is not previ-
sionist, demiurgic, intentional, creationis, or moral. Instead, Aspasius presents
a conception of providence that is purely kinetic: the prime mover exercises
providence insofar as, in virtue of its ontological priority, it serves as a causal
principle for the first heaven and guarantees the eternity and necessity of its
motion. Seen in this way, necessity itself is providence, since it is the source
of benefit for what is moved. This designation is reinforced by Aristotle’s own
characterisation of the prime mover as “the good”, in precisely the same passage
where its necessity is emphasised.!%!

Aspasius further articulates the relationship between necessity and the
nature of eternal bodies, specifically aether: moving eternally in a circle by
nature and according to their nature, celestial bodies remain subject to the
necessity of the prime mover. The reference to nature in his quotation from
the Meteorologica suggests that the causal influence of necessity extends into
the sublunary realm via the circular motions of the sun and moon. However,
motions become increasingly disorderly, because the nature of what is moved
is no longer the same: i.e. no longer aether, but the composite nature of the
four elements. At this level, the pronoia of the prime mover is less in harmony
with the nature of what is moved. The regularity of generation and corruption
in living beings thus derives indirectly from necessity, offering a more nuanced
view of Aristotelian cosmological dualism.!92

What we find here is an instance of what Kupreeva has termed “diminished”
providence: all natural motion, however contingent or disorderly, ultimately
bears the imprint of the prime mover’s necessity or providence. From this per-
spective, nature—whether supralunar or sublunar—exhibits a certain order,

101 See Broadie (1993) and Baghdassarian (2019), 259, with reference to Metaph. X1v 4,
1091b16-19.
102 See Aristotle’s Gc 1110, 336b27—337a17, and 6A 1V 10, 778a5—9.
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since its principle of motion remains dependent on the prime mover’s provid-
ence. A final distinctive feature of this Peripatetic conception of providence is
that, in the absence of an intention on the part of the prime mover, the benefit
that nature receives remains accidental. The fact that pronoia designates the
necessity of the prime mover does not imply that the good received by the
moved bodies (i.e. the eternity and necessity of their motion) is anything other
than an accidental good. From the standpoint of both the Stoics and Alexander,
this constitutes a fundamental weakness in the Peripatetic model.193 It is likely
that the use of the term pronoia to describe the necessity of the prime mover
serves, at least in part, to mitigate this non-final and accidental character. That
said, we should not expect too much from this brief passage in Aspasius. In just
a few lines, he could hardly have set out his full conception of Aristotle’s theo-
logy, and he remains silent on many critical issues, most notably the precise
mode of causality exercised by the prime mover.104

103 For Alexander, there is no providence if its effect is accidental: De providentia 63.2; Quaest.
11 21, 65.18-66.2.

104 I would like to thank Manuel Arbelaez, Fabienne Baghdassarian, Istvan Bodnar, Pavel
Gregori¢, Gweltaz Guyomarc’h, Orna Harari, Myrto Hatzimichali, Thornton Lockwood,
Alexandra Michalewski, Federico Maria Petrucci and Luca Torrente for their comments
and suggestions. All remaining errors are, of course, my own.



