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Abstract
The peripatetic tradition of reading Aristotle limits divine providence to
celestial bodies and maintains that, according to Aristotle, there is just
divine providence per accident by celestial bodies concerning sublunary
world. Alexander of Aphrodidsias in his treatise titled as “On Providence”,
however, tries to give an Aristotelian version of divine providence so that it
would not be in contradiction with the exaltedness of divine causes in
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superlunary world and would not be per accident. We, in this essay, by
pointing to the roots of his Aristotelian conception of divine providence in
De Generatione et Corruption and De Caelo, shall show that his specific
treatment of divine providence in Aristotle is based on a peculiar theory of
causation which in turn will face him with other difficulties in denying
providence per accident.

Key words: Alexander of Aphrodisias, divine providence, primary intention,
secondary intention, to be close to.

Extended Abstract

Alexander of Afrodisias in his treatise titled “On providence” (surviving only
in Arabic as fial-‘inayah) seeks to find a middle way between the two opposite
opinions concerning providence; one is that of the atomists who denies any
providence exercised by gods over the physical world and the other is that
of stoics who admit a kind of providence exercised by God over each
individual physical thing one by one. Alexander stands against the both with
different arguments. As to the atomists he puts a fine-tuned argument
according to which the structure of the cosmos is designed in an exact way
to the degree that if it was in a way other than it is the perpetual species, on
which the order of the world grounded, would not come to existence, so he
concludes that it should be a divine cause, say something changeless and
permanent, to explain the permanent uniformity and regularity of the
change in the sublunary world. this is not simply a case of a metaphysical
argument but he tries to show that it is evident by the experience,
specifically by referring to the exact position of the sun in relation to the
earth, so that if it was other than it is the uniform and regular generation of
the species would not come to existence. On the other side the kind of
providence stoics ascribe to God, that individually belongs to each physical
thing, takes the existence of the divine for the sake of the existence of the
corporeal things, the idea that is not congruent with the nature of the divine
things. Thus, an aporia comes up; on the one hand, the order of the world
requires a divine activity to be explained, on the other hand, the activity of
the divine should not be in contradiction with its teleological independence,
so a middle way demanded to preserve both the divine activity over the
physical world and its teleological independence. From the perspective of
Peripatos’ camp, this aporia is an original one as well.
Considering De Generation et corruption 11.10 which endorses the activity of
the sun over the sublunary world as the cause of the perpetuity of the
species and also De Caelo 11.3 on which the permanent circular motion of the
outermost heaven demands the earth as a fixed point, it remains unclear by
Aristotle that how to understand the activity og the sun in the former and
the apparent priority of the earth in the latter in a way that the teleological
independent of the divine, he defends in Metaphysics Lambda, especially in
1072a1-5, would not be suffered. Alexander’s solution for this aporia
depends on a theory of causality, according to which, a cause A has its
function (fi'luht al-hass), x, for the sake of its own perfection not for the sake
of another thing, B, but B can be benefitted from x through being contiguous
(mugawir) to A. He interprets this way of causality by drawing a distinction
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between acting through the first intention (‘ala al-gasd al- awwal) and acting
upon something else through the second intention (‘ala al-qasd al-tani), A acts
for the sake of %is own perfection through the first intention and it can act
upon B through the second intention by B’s contiguity to A. In other words,
it is not in the essence of A to act upon B for the sake of B’s perfection, but A
has its very actuality, x, for the sake of his own perfection and in a primary
way and B can be benefitted by the consequence of its contiguity to A, so A
would act upon B in a secondary way. For example, fire is heating (the
function of Fire) for the sake of its own perfection in a primary way or
through the first intention but something else can be benefitted from its
heating by the consequence of being contiguous to the fire in a secondary
way or through the second intention. Now each heaven, and heavenly body
as well, has the very actuality it has (its function) for the sake of its own
perfection and through the first intention but the exact position and state
of the heavens, namely the distance they have from each other and the
velocity and direction of motion which are peculiar to each of them, all
together, brings about a specific actuality Alexander calls it ‘the nature (al-
tabi'ah)’. this is the very contiguity of the earth to the heavenly bodies,
specifically the sun, which makes the perpetual generation of the species
possible. In other words, the earth has a specific power so that if it would be
contiguous, in a peculiar way, to the sun it can be benefitted from the nature
in question in a way that the species, on which the order of the physical
world grounded, would be perpetual. Therefore, the heavenly bodies, i.e.,
the divine things, has their actuality for their own sake, and thus, through
the first intention, and not for the sake of something lower than them but
they act upon the physical world through the second intention and by the
consequence of the contiguity of the earth to them. Alexander names this
process of the benefit, endowed to the physical world by the superlunary
world, providence. On his view, it is worthy of note, the providence
exercised over the physical world is not teleological and only extended to
’flhe perpetuity of the species which explains the order of the things down
ere.
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