              Stoic Influences on the Analysis of the Relationship Between God’s 




Omniscience and Human Freedom
     There is a tendency to read into medieval views about the relationship between God’s omniscience and human freedom modern understandings of notions like freedom and determinism.  We do so at the risk of misunderstanding what the medievals thought about important issues.  In this paper I want to sketch a different approach.  This approach emphasizes the likely source for medieval views about the relationship between God’s knowing and creating activities and human freedom: Chrysippus’s views about freedom in a causally determined world.  Since I am offering merely a sketch, I will pay most of my attention to Augustine’s views and only point to later thinkers.
                                                            I

     There is some controversy about Augustine’s precise view(s) about freedom.  Katherin A. Rogers in her recent essay, “Augustine’s Compatibilism,” argues that Augustine was a compatibilist throughout his whole authorship.1   She summarizes the compatibilism she finds in Augustine’s writings in this way.

  Choice is caused by desire.  The rational agent deliberates between options and comes to a conclusion about what it most desires and inevitably chooses that.  The agent is not the author of his reason or his desires.  Perhaps his desires are shaped by his character, which may in turn be shaped by past choices.  Still, there is a beginning to the process which must lie in the will’s being inevitably drawn to choose what the agent pre-volitionally judges most desirable, because that is how motivation works.  This is determinism since, under the circumstances, the choice is inevitable and the causes which lead to it are the product of factors outside of the agent.  In a non-theist, naturalist universe the reasoning and desires which determine the choice are the product of the processes of blind nature.  In a classical theist universe such as Augustine’s, where all that has real ontological status is sustained in being from moment to moment by the divine will, they are given by God.

  Since the choice is the inevitable product of causes which do not originate from the agent, it is determined.  Nonetheless, it is free because what ‘freedom’ means is the ability to follow one’s rationally considered desires.  Natural necessity, i.e. caused, non-deliberative behaviour, like the falling of a rock, is unfree.  And compulsion, i.e. an agent’s being forced to act against his will, is unfree.  But choosing on the basis of one’s considered desires, argues this standard version of compatibilism, is the essence of voluntary action.  The agent can be held to be at least the proximate originator of his own choices in that they arise from factors within him; his own desires and judgements.  And he has open options in that he can choose whatever attracts him most.  Even after he has made his choice it is correct to say that, ‘he could have chosen otherwise’, because he could have if his desires and judgement had been different.  And thus, the compatibilist concludes, the agent can be genuinely morally responsible.  It is not just that rewarding and punishing him may have a salutary effect on him and on society as a whole.  Though the agent’s choices are determined, there is a sense in which they originate with him, and because he could have chosen otherwise, he genuinely deserves the praise and blame for his morally significant choices.2
As Rogers goes on to explain, this position ascribes to God the primary causality in agents’ actions.  God originates the causes resulting in the desires and choices an agent makes.  The created agent has, as it were, a secondary causality in its actions since it is the desires and choices in the agents that bring about the agent’s actions.  To substantiate her claim that Augustine was a compatibilist throughout his career, Rogers offers a careful analysis of a wide range of key texts written by Augustine over his life.3  She is quite persuasive.  But why would Augustine have endorsed this compatibilist view?
     Certainly, Augustine’s emphasis on God’s sovereignty would provide a strong reason.  Rogers suggests that Augustine’s belief that a libertarian view of freedom provides no explanation of human choice also plays an important role.4   Apparently Augustine inherited this argument from Stoic sources, particularly Chrysippus, the third head of the Stoa.5
     Chrysippus found it inconceivable that events could occur without determining pre-existing causes and he captured this belief in his theory of fate.6   According to his Fate Principle, all events that have happened, are happening, or will happen are determined to occur in just the way they do.  Despite his endorsement of universal determinism, Chrysippus held that human beings can be held morally accountable for the actions they perform that are not externally compelled because the actions human beings perform are essential to subsequent events since these events occur through those actions.  For example, while it is fated that a certain person, Octavius, recover from an illness, the recovery occurs through Octavius’s going to a doctor and taking his medicine.  Without these activities, the recovery would not have occurred.  To be sure, Octavius was also fated to go to the doctor and fated to take his medicine.  But this is irrelevant to his responsibility for his recovery.  He formed the desire and intention to seek medical advice and follow it; he was not compelled against his desires to do this by some external force.  His own internal states were the mechanism by which his recovery came about and this is then the center of moral responsibility.

     It is obvious that a central part of Chrysippus’s theory of morality involves an analysis of what is internal to an individual.  In fact, much of the debate about moral responsibility in ancient thought revolves around analyzing what is meant by “through us” (δὶ́’ήμων) [di’emuoon] since it was generally held in the ancient world that human beings are morally responsible only for those things done “through them.”  As it turns out, there were two very different senses of “through us.”

     The first sense, advocated by Chrysippus and Stoics after him, was to think of “through us” in terms of that which comes about through the person.7   So long as the person is not externally compelled and acts on his own intentions and desires, the actions are done through him and he is morally responsible for them.  Clearly, this sense of “through us” is compatible with universal determinism.

     The second sense involves the notion that an agent could have done other than he did.  At first blush, this second notion seems to be equivalent to a modern indeterminist/libertarian notion of freedom.  That is to say, it seems equivalent to saying that the very same agent, with the very same intentions and desires, in the very same circumstances could have done otherwise.  And many interpreters of ancient thought have understood this second notion in this way for authors before the second century CE.  But there is another way to understand this second notion that is in fact compatible with determinism.8   It is to say that the agent is, as a human being, capable of performing an action and its opposite even though in the particular circumstance the action performed is the only one he could perform.  For example, Mother Theresa as a human being has the ability to help a particular sick person on a street in Calcutta, India or not help him.  But Mother Theresa, who has cultivated the virtue of charity to a saint-like degree, is able only to help that sick person in Calcutta.  Or, to take another example, I am able to pick up a bat and swing it, since I have done this many times in the past, just as I am able not to pick up a bat and swing it.  When my turn to bat comes in a softball game, I thus have the general ability to pick up a bat and swing it or not pick up the bat.  But when it is my turn to bat, given who I am and my desire to be part of the game, I can only pick up the bat and swing it.

     This alternative way to understand “an ability to do otherwise” (call it the general ability to do otherwise) is compatible with determinism.  I might well have a general ability to do otherwise than I do even when I am determined to do what I do.  Moreover, according to Susanne Bobzien this general ability to do otherwise is the preferred understanding of “ability to do otherwise” up until the second century CE when it was discussed by Alexander of Aphrodisias.9  Even after Alexander, the indeterminist/libertarian understanding of the term had less than universal acceptance in discussions concerning the relationship between causal determinism and freedom.10
     Bobzien’s account of ancient understanding of freedom contrasts with the interpretations of those who read a modern indeterminist/libertarian sense of freedom into these discussions.  Yet, it is intriguing in part for the light shed on Augustine.  Instead of viewing Augustine as someone committed to a libertarian view of freedom, we should look at him as a thinker who endorses the generally-held view of his time that freedom is compatible with determinism.  In fact, we can see that his view of freedom is very similar to the view of freedom that Chrysippus offers in his analysis of moral responsibility.  Of course, the Stoic discussions about freedom Augustine received through Cicero were formulated in the context of their views about causal determinism.11   The type of determinism that one typically finds in discussions about the relationship between God’s knowledge and human freedom is a type of logical rather than causal determinism.12   When Augustine discussed this relationship, did he do so from the perspective of a compatibilist view of freedom?  To answer this, we need to look at his discussion of the problem of God’s knowledge in Book III, Chapters 1-8 of On Free Choice of the Will.

     At the beginning of Chapter 3, Augustine summarizes the difficulty that Evodius raises:

Surely this is the question that troubles and perplexes you: how can the following two propositions, that [1] God has foreknowledge of all future events, and that [2] we do not sin by necessity but by free will, be made consistent with each other?  “If God foreknows that man will sin,” you say, “it is necessary that man sin.”  If man must sin, his sin is not a result of the will’s choice, but is instead a fixed and inevitable necessity.  You fear now that this reasoning results either in the blasphemous denial of God’s foreknowledge or, if we deny this, the admission that we sin by necessity, not by will.13
Evodius agrees that this is the difficulty he has in mind, and Augustine epitomizes the challenge of the difficulty by reaffirming the last line of the quotation:  “You think that all things of which God has foreknowledge come about by necessity, and not by will?”  This comment is crucial to Augustine’s dissolution of the problem and reveals the crux of Augustine’s understanding of the relationship between God’s knowledge and human freedom.

    Prior to summarizing the argument in Chapter 6, Augustine has prepared for his solution to the problem by contrasting in Chapter 2 natural agents, like rocks, who act from necessity, and voluntary agents, like humans beings, who act voluntarily.  Both agents act according to their nature.  But their natures are different.  Natural agents act by necessity.  Voluntary agents are not necessitated unless they are compelled by another agent.14   If they are compelled in this way, they are not morally responsible for their actions.  Thus the issue that Augustine wants to address in his solution to Evodius’s problem is whether God’s knowledge compels human beings and makes them, effectively, natural agents.

     As a first step to his solution, Augustine observes that God foreknows his own actions.  If God’s foreknowledge makes actions necessary and not voluntary, one would have to conclude that God’s own actions would be done by necessity.15  Obviously, this cannot be the case.  Evodius suggests that God’s actions are not necessitated by his foreknowledge because God is eternal and, strictly speaking, nothing happens in God.  If there is necessitation through God’s knowledge, it occurs only within God’s creation.

    Augustine asks Evodius whether God ever makes anyone happy.  Evodius, of course, agrees that God does this.  Augustine then goes on to observe that God makes one happy either against one’s will or in accordance with one’s will.  Obviously, no one becomes happy against his own will and so no one is happy by being forced against one’s will.  Thus God’s making one happy is brought about through one’s own willing to be happy.

     The point Augustine is making through his discussion of happiness is that God can achieve certain results through the power of human beings without necessitating their actions.  Indeed, he follows the discussion of happiness by telling Evodius “For you could not maintain that anything is in our power except actions that are subject to our own will.  Therefore, nothing is so completely in our power as the will itself, for it is ready at hand to act immediately, as soon as we will.”16
    Having made these points, Augustine dissolves the problem of determination through God’s knowledge in a straightforward way.  He reaffirms that there is a difference between what happens according to God’s will with the intervention of a human will and what happens without such an intervention.  He reasserts his claim made in regard to happiness that we lack power when we do not have what we will.  But where we have what we will, the will must be in our power.  And if the will is in our power, it is free.  So God’s foreknowledge is the foreknowledge of human beings’ power to will.17
     Augustine’s analysis here is strikingly similar to the analysis of moral responsibility Chrysippus and the Stoic tradition offer.  Even though human action is fated, uncompelled human actions are free because they are the results of human beings’ intentions and desires.  The certain occurrence of human actions does not render them necessary, only what compels a human action contrary to the agent’s desires and actions renders it necessary.  Similarly, God’s foreknowledge of what human beings will choose to will makes the willing certain.  But so long as the willing is not compelled and is, instead, in line with the human agent’s desires and intentions, it is free.  It thus appears that Augustine maintains a compatibilist notion of freedom when he analyzes the relationship between God’s knowledge and human freedom, and he discusses the relationship along the lines of the analysis of causal determinism Chrysippus offered.

                                                             II

    Augustine’s views had great influence on subsequent medieval thinkers.  In particular, his views about human freedom in the light of divine omniscience and creative activity were highly influential.  As a sort of promissory note, I merely want to indicate why we would want to attribute Augustine’s compatibilism to other thinkers.
     Book 5 of Boethius’s The Consolation of Philosophy presents one of the most influential discussions of the relationship between God’s knowledge and human freedom.  Boethius seems to dissolve the problem of determination through the relationship by stressing that God is eternal and from eternity sees all that occurs as if it were present.  Since knowledge of an activity when it occurs is clearly non-deterministic, God’s knowledge in eternity has no deterministic implications for human activity.  

     Nonetheless, at the end of Book 5, Prose VI, after discussing God’s timelessness, Boethius through Lady Philosophy says in regard to God’s Providence:
 “For this power of knowledge to take cognizance, with one ever present glance, of all things has itself determined for each thing its mode of existence and owes nothing more to future things.”18   
This response suggests both that God’s knowledge is unchanging (since it is eternal) as well as that God’s knowledge determines each thing’s mode of existence.  This echoes Boethius’s comments in Book 4, Prose VI that Providence creates Fate in the world.  God’s providence (his providing knowledge) creates the system of causes (including the activities of rational agents in the world) that is inconsistent with chance defined as the lack of causes.  Such a view is difficult to reconcile with an indeterminist/libertarian view of freedom in which rational agents can act otherwise than they do.  It is far easier to reconcile with a view that links freedom of rational agents with their being voluntary agents.
     That Anselm endorses a compatibilist view of freedom is clear from his De Concordia.  In the first part of this work, Anselm endorses a solution to the problem of the relationship between God’s knowledge and human freedom that is similar to Augustine’s solution.  Anselm argues that God’s foreknowledge guarantees human freedom since God foreknows that human beings will perform free actions.19  In his subsequent discussion of evil, predestination, and grace, he states that God is the cause of every act of will:

Nevertheless, He does cause all actions and movements, because he causes the things by which, from which, through which, and in which they are produced; and unless God grants it, nothing has any power to will or to do anything.  Moreover, the act of willing — which is sometimes just, sometimes unjust, and which is nothing other that using the will and the power-to-will which God bestows — is, with respect to the fact it is, something good and is derivative from God.20
Anselm suggests that, for both good and evil acts of the will, God is the cause of their existence in the human being.  In the case of good acts, in addition, God is the cause of their goodness as well as their existence.  In the case of evil acts, God is the source of their existence but not their evil.  The evil comes from the human will.

     But what could this evil consist in?  If we bear in mind that the act of will by which the good angels did not fall and the acts of will by which a good person does not turn from the disposition for justice are all given by God, it is clear the reason evil angels and evil men do not will correctly is because God does not give them the appropriate willings. God gives them all the willings they do have without adding the willing not to turn from the disposition for justice. Thus, Anselm’s claiming that God does not directly cause evil acts of the will does not suggest that human beings can freely turn away from what God causes them to will.  All of the acts of will of human beings are caused by God.  Yet, Anselm regards them as free because they are the wills that follow from a human being’s understanding and inclinations.  Anselm’s view of freedom is indeed a compatibilist one that is in line with the views of Augustine and Boethius.

     If we turn to Aquinas and Scotus, many people have pointed out that the thinkers assume that acts of the will are essentially ordered to God’s creative activity.21  Given this view, Aquinas and Scotus think of God’s creative activity as a necessary component of human action.  For them freedom is to be thought of as independence from the compulsion of other creatures and bits of the universe.  Independence from God’s activity is not conceivable.  Full articulation of their views is far beyond the scope of this paper, but I would simply like to suggest that a correct understanding of their views will put them in line with the Chrysippean view of freedom I have pointed to in Augustine and traced in Boethius and Anselm.
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