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Alexander of Aphrodisias’ De fato: Problems of coherence reconsidered
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1. Problems of Coherence

“The earliest unambiguous evidence for the awareness of any kind of “free-will problem” occurs in Alexander of
Aphrodisias. It resembles the problems modern philosophers discuss in that it is concerned with a theory of universal
causal determinism which contains a principle of the type “same causes, same effects,” and in that it involves a concept

of indeterminist freedom without invoking a concept of the will. (Bobzien 1998b, 136)

‘In any case, it is in Alexander that we find the ancestor of the notion that to have a free will is to be able, in the very

same circumstances, to choose between doing A and doing B.” (Frede 2011, 100)

T1 &g €ni 10 mAeloTOV VAP TAIC PLOIKOIG KATACKELOIG TE Kol Srabéceatv Tag te TPA&els Kol Tovg Plovg Kol Tag
KOTAGTPOPAS AOTAV GKoAoVOmG 10€Tv EoTl. T® UV Yap PLAoKIVOUVED Kai Bpacel pvoet Blatdg Tig Kol 0 Bdvatog Mg €mi 10
mielotov (avtn yop 1 Thg OoEmG elpappévn), T@ O€ Y& AKOAAGT® TNV VGV TO T€ v Ndovaic Totadtog Kotaliv Kol O
TOV axpoT@v Biog, av un Tt kKdAAov v adTd yevopevov umodiln, [...]
For men’s actions and lives and endings can for the most part be seen to be in accordance with their natural constitutions
and dispositions. The man who loves danger and is by nature bold meets some violent death for the most part (for this is
the fate in [his] nature). For the man who is licentious in nature what is in accordance with fate is spending his life in
licentious pleasures and the life of the incontinent, unless something better comes to be in him and shakes him out of the
life that is accordance with [his] nature; [...]

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch. 6, 170.19-25, tr. Sharples)

‘[Alexander] thus also places himself in the worst possible position from which to start a defense of the concept of 10 ¢’
Nuiv against the determinism, a defense to which he will devote the whole second half of the treatise, from chapter VII
onward; [...]. If our actions are mostly determined by natural character, then the scope of what is in our power will be
confined to those rare situations in which, paradoxically, we will be free because we will be acting against our own
natures. However, Alexander will later show that he is perfectly aware of Aristotle’s real convictions, and in XXVII
197.17t. correctly limits the contribution of natural endowments to just the “capacity to receive virtue,” assigning the
greater weight in the formation of moral character to training, education, and instruction.” (Donini 1987 (2010), 161; cf.
Donini 1974, 127-185)

T2 [...] (abdn yop dvvatd te kol AOVVAT® PETPOV: TEAELOTNG UEV YAP M| ApETN Kai [1] AkpOTNg TG OiKeing PUGE®DG
£K6oTOV, ASVVATOV 88 GTENEC TL OV £V TEAEIOTNTL Elvan, ATELEC 8& TO Yevouevoy g0OD Td yevésOo) [...]
[...] (For [nature] is the measure of the possible and the impossible: virtue is the perfection and culmination of the proper
nature of each thing, but it is impossible that anything incomplete should be in a state of perfection, and what has come to
be is incomplete immediately it has come to be. [...]

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch. 27, 197.31-198.3, tr. Sharples)



2. Character and Action

Cf. néiot yap Sokel Ekacta TV 0GBV drdpye eOoel Tmg: Kai yap Sikotol kol coepovikol kol avdpeiot koi TdAlo Eyopev
€00Vg ék yevetiic: GAL’ duwc ntodpev £tepov Tt T Kupimg dyabov kal T ToladTo GAAOV TpOTOV
VIaPYELY. Kol Yap Touc kod Onpiloig ai puoikai drdpyovoty EEgic, GAL dvev vod PraBepal aivovial ovoal.
For all men think that each type of character belongs to its possessors in some sense by nature; for from the very moment
of birth we are just or fitted for self-control or brave or have the other moral qualities; but yet we seek something else as
that which is good in the strict sense — we seek for the presence of such qualities in another way. For both children and
brutes have the natural dispositions to these qualities, but without intelligence these are evidently damaging.

(Arist. EN 6.13, 1144b4-9, tr. Ross modified; cf. Donini 1996 (2010), 184—186)

T3 €indvtog yoiv Zomdpov 100 puoIoyvOHoVOS TEpl ZmKPATovg ToD LocOPOL dToTd Tiva Kol TAEIGTOV APESTATO TG
Tpoapécenc avTod THG Katd TOV Blov kai £mi ToVToIC V1O TAV TEPL TOV ZOKPATY KOTOYEAOUEVOL ODSEY EIMEV O
Tokpdng dyedobo 1oV Zdmvpov: fv yap dv Tolodtog 8cov &mi tf] evoel, £l pf S1d TV £k erhocopiag doknoty dustvav
TG PVGEMG EYEVETO.
At any rate, when Zopyrus the physiognomist said certain extraordinary things about the philosopher Socrates which
were very far removed from his chosen manner of life, and was ridiculed for this by Socrates’ associates, Socrates said
that Zopyrus had not been at all mistaken; for he would have been like that as far as his nature was concerned, if he had
not, through the discipline that comes from philosophy, become better than his nature.

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.6, 171.11-16, tr. Sharples)

T4 &i, pooiv, Tadté éotv 8¢ Nuiv, OV Kai Té avTikeipneve Suvapeda, kai &l Toig To10vToIC of Te Ematvol Kai ol yoyot,
TPOTPOTOL T€ KOl AmoTpomal, KOAGGELC Te Kai Tiial, o0k EoTat TO PPoVIpolg etvot kol TG Gpetdc Exetv &mi Toig Exovoty,
T UNKET’ €1GTV TAV AVTIKEIHEV®V KOKIAV TOAG ApeTais deKTIKOL, OPOimg 88 0VOE ai kakiot £ml To1g Kakoig: 0VdE yop Eml
TOVTOLS TO UNKET” VO KOoKoTG: BAAY UiV GTomov TO Py AEysty TAG GpeTdc Kol TG Kakiog £¢° UiV undé todg énaivoug kol
TOVG YoYog £mi TovTOV YivesBal: ovk Gpa to £’ Huiv TolodTov.
‘If”, they [Alexander’s opponents] say, ‘those things depend on us of which we are able [to do] the opposites too, and it is
to such as these that praise and blame and exhortation and dissuasion and punishments and honours apply, being wise and
possessing the virtues will not depend on those who possess them, because they can no longer admit the vices which are
opposed to the virtues. And similarly vices, too, will no longer depend on those who are vicious; for it does not depend
on them [is not in their power] not to be bad any longer. But it is absurd to deny that virtues and vices depend on us and
are the objects of praise and blame; so what depends on us is not like this [sc. That of which we are also able to do the
opposite].’

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.26, 196.24-197.3, tr. Sharples)

‘These critics of the ‘Middle-Platonist’ two-sided concept of what depends on us were [i.e. Alexander’s opponents in
ch.26] most probably the Stoics Alexander criticizes most in this treatise, i.e. orthodox Stoics of the second century,
belonging to the tradition of PHILOPATOR.’ (Bobzien 1998a, 399)

T5 “Quamquam ita sit,” inquit “ut ratione quadam necessaria et principali coacta atque conexa sint fato omnia, ingenia
tamen ipsa mentium nostrarum proinde sunt fato obnoxia, ut proprietas eorum est ipsa et qualitas. Nam si sunt per
naturam primitus salubriter utiliterque ficta, omnem illam vim, quae de fato extrinsecus ingruit, inoffensius
tractabiliusque transmittunt. Sin vero sunt aspera et inscita et rudia nullisque artium bonarum adminiculis fulta, etiamsi
parvo sive nullo fatalis incommodi conflictu urgeantur, sua tamen scaevitate et voluntario impetu in assidua delicta et in

errores se ruunt. Idque ipsum ut ea ratione fiat, naturalis illa et necessaria rerum consequentia efficit, quae fatum
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vocatur. Est enim genere ipso quasi fatale et consequens, ut mala ingenia peccatis et erroribus non vacent. [...]”
“Although it is the case”, [Chrysippus] said, “that all things are constrained and bound together by fate through a certain
necessary and primary principle, yet the way in which the natures of our minds themselves are subject to fate depends on
their own individual quality. For if they have been fashioned through nature originally in a healthy and expedient way,
they pass on all that force, which assails them from outside through fate, in a more placid and pliant manner. If however
they are harsh and ignorant and uncultured, and not sustained by any supports from good practices, then even if they are
pressed on by little or no necessity from an adverse fate, through their own perversity and voluntary impulse they hurl
themselves into constant crimes and errors. And that this very thing should come about in this way is a result of that
natural and necessary sequence which is called fate. For it is as it were a fated consequences of their type itself, that bad
natures should not lack crimes and errors. [...]”

(Gellius 7.2.7-10, tr. Sharples; cf. Cic. Fat. 40—42)

‘We can, however, not rule out completely that Alexander’s opponents in this chapter are not Stoics but “dissident”
Peripatetics’. (Bobzien 1998a, 399)

“This means for Aristotle that a wise and virtuous person cannot but make the choices he makes. This is exactly what it is
to be virtuous. Hence the ability to act otherwise or the ability to choose otherwise, if construed in a narrow or strong
sense, is not present in the virtuous person, because it is a sign of immaturity and imperfection to be able to act

otherwise, narrowly construed. So long as one can choose and act otherwise, one is not virtuous.” (Frede 2011, 29)

T6 i 88 T1¢ 6 |5é0 Kai T KoAd pain Piouo sivon (vorykale yop EEm dvia), mévta dv i odTtd Ploata: TovTwY Yap yapv
TAVTEG TAVTA TPATTOVGWY. [...] yeholov 6¢ T aitidobat Td £KTOG, AN Ut abTOV £0ONpaTov dvia VIO TAV TOVTOV, Kol
TOV HEV KAADY E0VTOV, TOV O’ aioypdV Ta 1O
But if someone were to say that pleasant and noble objects have a compelling power, forcing us from without, all acts
would be for him compulsory; for it is for these objects that all men do everything they do. [...] It is absurd to make
external circumstances responsible, and not oneself, as being easily caught by such attractions, and to make oneself
responsible for noble acts but the pleasant objects responsible for base acts.

(Arist. EN 3.5, 1110b9—15, tr. Ross modified; Meyer 1998, 230-234)

3. Aristotelian and Non-Aristotelian Arguments

T7 oi cvyymproavteg dvamoBARTovg TaC APsTaC Te Kol ToC Kakiag sivon, Towg TPoyelpdTEPOV ApBovOUEVOY AEyolpEy v
KTl o010 TAG EEEIC &Ml TOIC Exovoty etvat, kabdoov Tpd Tod AaBsiv odTig &m” avToic fiv kod i AoPeiv. of e yap Tag
apetTag Exovieg kol 10D @V PedTiovov apeleiv Ehopevol ta Peltio anTois aitiot Tiig TV apetdv £YEVovTo KTNoEMG, of Te
TaG Kaxiog EYovtes TapamAncimg.
Granting to them that virtues and vices cannot be lost, we might perhaps take [the point] in a more obvious way by
saying that it is in this respect that dispositions depend on those who possess them, [namely] in so far as, before they
acquired them, it was in their power [depended on them] also not to acquire them. For those who possess the virtues
have, by choosing what was better instead of neglecting it, become the causes of their own acquisition of virtue; and
similarly with those who possess the vices.

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.27,197.3-8, tr. Sharples)

‘Alexander’s withdrawal, I think intimates that when he concedes to the Stoics in chapters xxvii and xxviii that character
may necessitate, he is not really endorsing the thesis. His concession should perhaps be understood as a mere dialectical

move intended to attack the Stoics in their own terrain: “even if one were to grant to the Stoics that character necessitates,

3



it still would not follow that responsibility is compatible with rigid determinism”.” (Salles 1998, 79)

T8 v pév ovv EEv unkét’ Exet dg &n” ot (Gomep 00E T adTOV Amd Dyovg ApévTt Td otivar Kaitol Tod piyai Te Kol
un v é€ovaiav Exovtt), &n’ adTd 88 @V Evepyaidv OV TV EEv Exwv dvepyel kol un mouoad Tva. Kol yap €l T1 pdhoTto
gOAOYOV TO TOV QPOVILOV <TOUG> KATA TOV AOYOV KOl TNV PpOVNOLY EvepPYeiag Evepyelv, TPATOV LEV OVY MPIGUEVMG 0idE
TIVEC TolaTOL T péEYPL TODOE Evepyodueval, GAL’ ETV €V TAGTEL TV TAvTa TA YIVOUEVO TODTOV TOV TPOTOV, Kol TO Topa
HKPOV £V TOVTOLG OVK AVOLPET TO TPOKEIUEVOV:
[The wise and virtuous man] does not then possess the disposition any longer as [something that] depends on him (just as
[it is no longer in the power of, depends on] the person who had thrown himself from a height to stop, though he did have
the power both to throw himself off and not to); but it is in his power also not to perform some of the activities which he
performs through possessing the disposition. For even if it is pre-eminently reasonable that the wise man should perform
the activities which are in accordance with reason and wisdom, firstly [it is not a question of] definitely performing
particular [actions] of such a sort [and not others] and doing so to a certain extent, but all the things that come to be in
this way admit of a certain breadth, and a slight difference in these matters do not do away with what was proposed.
(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.29, 199.27-200.2, tr. Sharples)

‘Alexander’s point in the present passage may plausibly be interpreted as a claim that, though a courageous man (for
example) must perform courageous rather than cowardly actions, it does not therefore follow that he must perform this

particular courageous action rather than that [...]" (Sharples 1983, 163)

T9 Enerto 88 00 KOTNVAYKOGUEVOC 6 PPOVILOS OV OAPETTOL TL TPATTEL, GAL’ (O Kod ToD uf) Tpa&ai Tt ToVTOV avTdg MV
KOprog. ebAoyov yap av d6&ut Tote T PPovip® kol Hrep ToD OeTENL TO TV Evepyel®dv ELedBepOV Kal ur| Totfjoal Tote TO
Ywopevov v eDAGY®G VT’ aVTOD, €l TPOEITOL TIC DT LAVTIS €€ AvAyKng avTOV TodTo TPAew. [...]
Next, it is not by compulsion that the wise man does any one of the things which he chooses, but as himself having
control also over not doing any one of them. For it might also sometimes seem reasonable to the wise man not to do on
some occasion what would reasonably have been brought about by him—in order to show the freedom in his actions, if
some prophet predicted to him that he would of necessity do this very thing. [...]

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.29, 200.2—7, tr. Sharples)

‘It is true that even the wise man acts differently than he normally would do if he is challenged that he has to act in a
certain way. The situation is not the same!’ (Frede 1984, 290 n.20)

T10 Kot UGV PEV VAP TOIG TPOKTIKOIG TE Kol Aoykoig {motg T0 kai apaptdvey Kol katopBodv dvvachat 1@ pndétepov
AOTAV TOLEV KOTVOYKAGUEVDGS, Kol ToDT” dANBEG €0Tt Kal ToDTOV EYEL TOV TPOTOV. [...] OV Yap TOV OT®GODV Yopiev <tr>
notovvto kafopBodv Tig AEyet, AL 000 AUAPTAVELY TOV OTMGOVV PUDAOV TL TPATTOVTA, GAN’ €l OToOodV &v €€0vaig Tig
OV TAV rEPOVOV aipeital kol Tpdooet [1] o edtio todtov Aéyopev katopOodv.
It is according to nature for living creatures that are capable of action and rational that they are able to act both wrongly
and rightly, because they do neither of these compulsorily; and this is true and this is how it is. [...] It is not the man who
does something nice in just any way that one says acts rightly, nor the man who does something base in just any way that
[one says] acts wrongly; but if in any way someone who has the power [to do] what is worse chooses and does what is
better, it is this man whom we says acts rightly.

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.34,206.5—7, 12—15, tr. Sharples modified)

T11 [...] (00 yOp 1OV TavTag 00OE TOVE TAEIGTOVG OPDLEY TAG APETOS EXOVTAG, O TAV KOUTH VGV YIVOUEV®V OT|UEIOV

€0TLy, GAL’ dyommTov Eva Tov AAPETV To1oDTOoV, 0¢g 01" AoKNGEDS TE KOl S10acKaAing deikvuotly TV T@V AvOpOTOV TPOC Ta
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da Epa puotkiy mheovetiov, 51" avtod mpootideic TO dvaykoiov! &vdéov Nudv T edoel), [...]
[...] For we do not see everyone or even the majority possessing the virtues, this being a sign of the things that come to
be in accordance with nature, but we are content if we find one such person, who through practice and instruction
displays the natural superiority of men to the other living creatures, through himself adding what is necessary but lacking
to our nature. [...]

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.27, 198.19-23, tr. Sharples modified; cf. Donini 1996 (2010), 182—183)

4. Origins of Alexander’s Dissident Arguments

T12 Athenis tenue caelum, ex quo etiam acutiores putantur Attici, crassum Thebis, itaque pingues Thebani et valentes.
Tamen neque illud tenue caelum efficiet, ut aut Zenonem quis aut Arcesilam aut Theophrastum audiat, neque crassum, ut
Nemea potius quam Isthmo victoriam petat. [...] Nunc vero fatemur, acuti hebetesne, valentes inbecilline simus, non esse
id in nobis. Qui autem ex eo cogi putat, ne ut sedeamus quidem aut ambulemus voluntatis esse, is non videt, quae
quamque rem res consequatur. Ut enim et ingeniosi et tardi ita nascantur antecedentibus causis itemque valentes et
inbecilli, non sequitur tamen, ut etiam sedere eos et ambulare et rem agere aliquam principalibus causis definitum et
constitutum sit.
At Athens the air is thin, and for this reason the people of Attica too are thought to be more sharp-witted, while at Thebes
it is dense, and for this reason the Thebans are stupid but strong. However, that thin air will not make anyone listen to
Zeno or Arcesilaus or Theophrastus; nor will that thick air make anyone seek victory at Nemea rather than at the Isthmus.
[...]JAs it is, however, we assert that it does not depend on us whether we are sharp or dull-witted, strong or weak; but the
person who thinks that from this it can be proved that whether we sit or walk is not a matter of our will either, does not
see what follows from each thing. Granted that the talented and the slow are born like that from antecedent causes, and
similarly the strong and the weak; still it does not follow that their sitting and walking and doing anything is also defined
and decided by primary causes.

(Cic. Fat. 7,9, tr. Sharples)

T13 610 <odk> avoutiong T obTm yvopeva yivetal, Top’ UGV TV aitiov Egovta. 0 yop dvBpmmog dpyn kol aitio T@v o’
adTod Yvopévav TpaEemy, kol ToDTo 0Tt TO ivor AvOpOT® TO ToD TPATTEWY OBTOC THY ApYRV EXEWV &V ADTH, MG <TO
glvan (?)> i) opaipy 10 Katd Tod Tpavods KuAopévn eépecBal. [...Jobtmg 0vd’ &mi TV BALOT’ BAA®S VO’ HUdV
YWVOPEVDVY T TEPLEGTAGL TOTC 0Toic? FAMV TvaL oitiav dmantnTéov mop’ odToOV TOV vBpwmov. TodTo Yép fv T
avOpdme etvart, O Yop dpyn Kai aitio etvon Tdv 81 adtod yvopdvay Tpateny.
And for this reason the things that come about in this way do not come about without a cause, having their cause from us.
For man is the beginning and cause of the actions that come about through him, and this is what being is for a man, [i.e. it
is] to have the beginnings of his acting in himself in this way, as for a sphere it is to be carried rolling down a slope.
[...]So neither in the case of the things that are brought about in different ways at different times by us in identical
circumstances should any other cause be demanded beside man himself. For this is what being was for a man; for [it was]
to be a beginning and cause of the actions that come about through oneself.

(Alex. Aphr. Fat. ch.15, 185.14-18, 185.30-186.3)

T14 Rursus autem, ne omnes physici inrideant nos, si dicamus quicquam fieri sine causa, distinguendum est et ita
dicendum, ipsius individui hanc esse naturam, ut pondere et gravitate moveatur, eamque ipsam esse causam, cur ita

feratur. Similiter ad animorum motus voluntarios non est requirenda externa causa;, motus enim voluntarius eam

! I read dvayxoiov (VO Bruns), not dvaykaing (Cyr. ?lat. Sharples).
2 1 read avrtoig (fort. Bruns in app., Sharples) for dA\oig.



naturam in se ipse continet, ut sit in nostra potestate nobisque pareat, nec id sine causa; eius rei enim causa ipsa natura
est.

So that all the natural philosophers may not ridicule us, if we say that something comes about without a cause, we must
make a distinction and say that it is the nature of the individual atom itself to be moved by weight and heaviness, and this
itself is the cause for its being carried along in this way. Similarly in the case of the voluntary movements of mind an
external cause is not to be looked for; for voluntary movement has this nature in itself, that it is in our power and is

obedient to us. And this is not without a cause, for the nature of that thing itself is the cause of that thing. (Cic. Fat. 25)
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