
chapter 1

Free Will with and without Aristotle

Before medieval theologians of the Latin tradition had access to Aristotle’s
action theory, they had already inherited a rich, albeit unsystematic, theory
of free will from Augustine. Yet most of Augustine’s works were not widely
available in the Middle Ages, and what largely contributed to the influence
of his theory of free will was its indirect transmission. The principal trans-
mitters are Anselm of Canterbury, Bernard of Clairvaux (neither of whom
mention Augustine in their writings on free will), and Peter Lombard.1 This
chapter gives an overview of the accounts of free will by these three thinkers.
Then it sketches the history of the reception of Aristotle’s action theory and
offers an account of the principal Aristotelian doctrines that are relevant to
later medieval theories of free will.

1.1 Anselm of Canterbury

In the Latin tradition after Augustine, free will was mostly discussed as
a side issue of divine predestination, certain understandings of which were
thought to threaten free will.2 Anselm of Canterbury makes a new begin-
ning, putting philosophical questions about free will itself at the center of
interest, even when treating genuinely theological issues, such as the sin of
the devil, that is, of Lucifer.
Anselm famously asks: How is freedom of decision (libertas arbitrii) best

defined? This question will become standard in medieval discussions.
Anselm argues that the “ability to either sin or not” is not a suitable
definition, because God and the good angels cannot sin, but must never-
theless be considered free. Hence, he writes, “the ability to sin is neither

1 Anselm, Bernard, and Lombard, as well as numerous other theologians of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, are discussed in Lottin 1957a.

2 See Flasch 1991 and Adamson 2010, 406–9. In the Islamic and Jewish traditions, freedom was
primarily discussed in connection to the threat of necessitation by divine primary causality and
divine foreknowledge; see Adamson 2010, 400–6.
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freedom nor a part of freedom” – a statement that acquired axiomatic
status among later medieval thinkers. Furthermore, a will that cannot sin is
freer than a will that can sin, for to sin is harmful and unbecoming (De
libertate arbitrii 1, I: 207–8). “He who sins is slave to sin,” he writes (De
libertate arbitrii 2, I: 209; cf. ch. 11, I: 223), quoting from the Gospel passage
where Jesus promises freedom through liberation from sin (John 8: 31–6).
Although Anselm does not mention Augustine by name, he follows him
closely; Augustine had made the same argument against defining free
decision by the ability to sin (c. Iul. imp. VI.10, cf. V.38) and had also
argued that freedom increases the more one is unable to sin.3 Augustine
held that the blessed in heaven, who are unable to sin, enjoy a much greater
freedom than Adam (the first man), who is able to not sin but also able to
sin; likewise, the blessed, who are unable to die, enjoy a much greater
immortality than Adam, who is able to not die, because by not sinning he
can avoid being punished by death (corrept. 12.33; ench. 28.105; ciu.
XXII.30).
Rather than the ability to sin or not, “freedom of decision is the ability to

maintain the rectitude of the will for the sake of rectitude” (De libertate
arbitrii 3; 13, I: 212, 225). In short, freedom of decision is the ability to
maintain justice, for Anselm defines justice as “the rectitude of the will
maintained for its own sake” (De veritate 12, I: 194). Like justice, free
decision has not only volitional conditions (willing rectitude and willing
it for its own sake) but also cognitive conditions (having the capacity for
rational knowledge and thus for the recognition of what justice consists in)
(cf. ibid., I: 192–4). The ability to preserve rectitude for its own sake is
never lost; by sinning, we forsake rectitude, but not the ability to preserve
rectitude if we have it (De libertate arbitrii 3–4; 12, I: 212–14, 224). Thus
Anselm proposes a definition of freedom that is valid across the board; it
applies to God and creatures, and to the good and the bad.
Anselm’s definition of free decision is teleological, insofar as it describes

what a free act aims at: to preserve rectitude. His definition says nothing
about evildoing being done of one’s own accord and entailing account-
ability; for although Anselm appropriates this idea of free decision as well,
he maintains an asymmetry between free decision’s relation to good and
evil. He writes that the evil angel and the first man sinned by their free
decision (per liberum arbitrium), but not insofar as it was free (unde liberum
erat). Their decision was free because it was done of their own account

3 The only time Anselm names Augustine in any of his treatises is in the prologue to theMonologion,
vol. I: 8.
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(sponte); but they did not sin by their decision insofar as it was free, because
they did not sin by their ability not to sin, that is, by their ability not to be
slaves to sin (De libertate arbitrii 2, I: 210). Anselm, then, in addition to free
decision in the teleological sense, admits that there is also free decision in
a causal sense: to have free decision means to be the source of one’s act, and
thereby to control one’s act.4 Anselm is once more in line with Augustine,
who uses free decision in fundamentally the same two senses: according to
Augustine, by free decision we can do good or evil (that is, we control our
acts), but only in doing good are we truly free (corrept. 1.2).
Explicit mentions of free decision in the causal sense – doing good or evil

by free decision – are rare in Anselm’s writings.5 But the concept is
developed in detail in a treatise from which the expression “free decision”
is virtually absent: De casu diaboli, an ingenious account of Lucifer’s sin,
and more widely of action theory in general.
The topic of De casu diaboli is moral responsibility, primarily the

responsibility of the evil angels for their decision to abandon justice (that
is, the rectitude of the will), and secondarily of the good angels to hold on
to it. In order to ascribe moral responsibility to Lucifer, Anselm shows that
Lucifer meets all the requirements for being a moral agent, and in doing so
he clarifies the necessary conditions for moral responsibility in general.
Though the implications hold for all moral agents, the case of the angels is
particularly illuminating, because according to Anselm, all of the prelap-
sarian angels – the angels prior to their good or evil choice – had the same
cognitive conditions (DCD 24, I: 271). Although this is not Anselm’s
immediate purpose, his theory of Lucifer’s sin must also explain how two
individuals under like cognitive conditions can make unlike choices.
Anselm establishes that Lucifer sinned by forsaking justice. The cause of

his forsaking justice lies in him; the cause lies not in God, who did not
bestow on Lucifer the gift of perseverance in the good, which gift God did,
however, bestow on the good angels (DCD 3, I: 237–40). Lucifer did not
directly desire to abandon justice, but he desired something that he was not
supposed to desire at that moment, and this entailed abandoning justice.
What was it that he desired? It could not have been equality with God, for
Lucifer knew well that nothing can equal God. So he wanted something
less than equality to God, and this lesser thing he wanted against God’s
will. Thus he wanted to be like God only in a secondary sense: for to be

4 See Visser and Williams 2004, 184, who refer to Anselm’s two senses of free decision as “normative
definition” and “purely descriptive definition.”

5 In addition toDe libertate arbitrii 2, I: 210, see Anselm’sDe concordia praescientiae et praedestinationis
et gratiae Dei cum libero arbitrio III.1 and III.13, II: 264 and 286.
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nonsubmissive to God, the higher authority, is in a way to be like God,
since not submitting to a higher will is a prerogative of God (DCD 4, I:
240–2).6Anselm confesses that he can only tell us in generic terms what the
object of Lucifer’s desire was: he desired his advantage (commodum) rather
than justice; he desired something he did not yet possess from creation, but
that he was eventually to receive by his merit if he had not forsaken this
opportunity through sin (DCD 6, I: 244).7

The most original contribution of Anselm is an investigation into the
kind of motivational structure and rationality conditions required for
holding Lucifer – or any rational agent for that matter – accountable for
his action. Anselm first establishes that in order to move himself to will (or
reject) anything at all, an angel’s will must already have a dispositional
orientation to an end, a “first will” for some good, by reason of which he
can will to move himself to will something in order to attain that end.8

Anselm holds that the angels received this first will from God at creation.
There are two kinds of good: the advantageous (commodum), which Anselm
identifies with happiness (beatitudo), and justice (DCD 12, I: 252–5). The
God-given will, then, must have been either for happiness or for justice – or
for both.
Anselm now proposes a thought experiment. He first assumes that the

first will God gave was only the will for happiness. Could the angel then
move himself to have a different will than the one he has received? No, for
even in wanting something for the sake of happiness, he would still only
will what he has been given to will, namely happiness. Assuming such an
angel wanted to be like God, his will would be neither just, for he wills
something unfitting for him, nor unjust, for he wills from necessity. His
will would be the work of God, just as being alive is the work of God (DCD
13, I: 255–7). Analogous consequences follow from the hypothesis that God
gave as first will only the desire for justice. Then the angel could only will
what is fitting, and yet his will would not be just because he would will only
what he received from God, being unable to will something different from
the will he received. Anselm’s point is that if rational agents had a single
motivational source, they could not originate a will by themselves other
than what they are programmed to will, and so they could neither be called
just nor unjust, nor could they be responsible for what they will. Anselm

6 For a thorough discussion of the sense in which the abandonment of justice was voluntary although
not directly willed as such, see Ekenberg 2016.

7 On the object of Lucifer’s desire, see Pini 2013, 64–5.
8 For an argument that the first will is dispositional rather than occurrent willing, see Visser and
Williams 2004, 188–9.
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argues that in fact God gave the angels not only the will for happiness, but
also the will for justice by which he could restrain the will for happiness.
The will for justice only restrains, but does not replace, the will for
happiness. In fact, the two wills are not symmetrical: while Anselm thinks
it is possible to act on the will for happiness and contrary to the will for
justice, he does not deem it possible to bypass the will for happiness.9 The
pursuit of happiness can conflict with justice, but the pursuit of justice
cannot conflict with happiness; rather, the will for justice makes possible
genuine happiness, for only a just person can be truly happy (DCD 14,
I: 258).
According to the account inDe casu diaboli, then, moral agency requires

that one does not will by necessity – at least not, he seems to think, by
natural necessity. Anselm articulates this nonnecessity in terms of source-
hood: the will (that is, the volition) must come from the agent and not
from God. Anselm explains sourcehood as not being determined in one’s
motivation for an action, and he elucidates this nondetermination as
having access to alternative motivations – to act for the sake of happiness
or for the sake of justice.10

Another requirement for moral agency is rationality. Anselm tacitly
assumes that blameworthiness requires knowledge of what is morally
required; thus he argues that Lucifer did not ignore that he was not
supposed to will in the way he willed, for otherwise he would not have
been unjust (DCD 22, I: 269). Lucifer’s rationality implies that he knew
that his sin deserves punishment. But he could not have known that God
would actually punish him, for then he could not have willed the sin that
would cause his misery, since, as already mentioned, one cannot will
against one’s happiness (DCD 23, I: 270). It was fitting that neither the
good nor the bad angels had foreknowledge of God’s punishment, for they
were supposed to avoid sin from love of justice alone, and not from
aversion to punishment (DCD 23–4, I: 271–2). So Anselm’s Lucifer
wagered on God’s mercy: he willed the sin and thought he could get
away with it.11

The presence of a reason for both the good and the evil choice of the
angels is guaranteed by the two-will theory. The good angels acted on the
will for justice, and this act was rational. Lucifer acted on the will for

9 See Normore 1998, 29.
10 On Anselm’s account of moral agency being rooted essentially in sourcehood, see also Adams 1992,

435 and Visser and Williams 2004, 186–90.
11 For a lucid analysis of Anselm’s account of the rationality conditions of Lucifer’s choice, framing it in
terms of a rational gamble, see King 2012, 274–80.
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happiness, and this act, too, was rational, albeit evil. The two sources of
motivation are incommensurable: if the ultimate motivation of one’s act is
justice, then it is not happiness, and vice versa. This implies that the angels’
motivational structure makes it impossible to give a contrastive explana-
tion of why Lucifer acted for the sake of happiness, or why a good angel
acted for the sake of justice.12 Though rational, Lucifer’s act is not ulti-
mately explainable; there is no other cause for his act than that he willed it
(DCD 27, I: 275). We will return to this point in Section 7.1.
Anselm discusses free decision and the sin of Lucifer without entering

deeply into moral psychology. He is more interested in the general
volitional and cognitive conditions for free agency and moral responsi-
bility than in an analysis of the interaction between intellect and will,
a topic that will become important to later medieval thinkers. Anselm’s
late treatise De concordia praescientiae et praedestinationis et gratiae Dei
cum libero arbitrio offers a few more tidbits on moral psychology. Anselm
distinguishes there between three senses in which we speak of will
(voluntas): first as instrument (instrumentum), second as proneness (apti-
tudo) or affection (affectio) – which is how he now classifies the will for
advantage or justice – third as exercise, that is as an act, a volition (usus).
Voluntarist thinkers, who emphasize the will’s self-motion, will routinely
quote Anselm’s statement that the will as instrument “moves itself by
means of its affections; hence it can be called a self-moving instrument”
(De concordia III.11, II: 279–81 and 284).

1.2 Bernard of Clairvaux

Anselm’s definition of free decision was widely known, but it was often
considered incomplete because it does not express the relation between
freedom and the kind of control that makes one responsible for one’s acts.
Bernard of Clairvaux’s response to this incompleteness in Anselm’s theory
is to distinguish clearly between freedom as ability to control one’s acts,
which he calls freedom from necessity, and two kinds of freedom from evil:
freedom from sin and freedom frommisery. Thus he makes explicit what is
only implicit in Anselm.13 In positive terms, Bernard calls the first type
“freedom of decision” (libertas arbitrii), the second “freedom of counsel”
(libertas consilii), and the third “freedom of delight” (libertas complaciti)

12 See Normore 1998, 28.
13 According to Vanni Rovighi 1964–5, 55–6, Bernard’s threefold distinction is directly influenced by

Anselm.
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(De gratia et libero arbitrio 3.6–7; 5.15). Bernard’s conception of the two
types of freedom from evil is inspired by Augustine, who, as we have seen,
compared the smaller freedom from sin and mortality enjoyed by Adam to
the greater freedom from sin and mortality enjoyed by the blessed in
heaven. While the second and third types of freedom have degrees, free-
dom of decision does not; it belongs to human nature, is unlosable, and is
possessed equally by the good and the evil, in this life and in the next (e.g.,
4.9; 7.21; 8.24). Freedom of decision is freedom from external necessity,
that is, from coercion; it is what allows one to act of one’s own accord
(sponte). Thus Bernard admits implicitly that freedom is after all compa-
tible with necessity, as long as it is not external but only internal necessity.
Alluding to the doctrine that after their initial choice, the angels are in
a permanent state of either confirmation in the good or of obstinacy in evil,
he writes that the good angels remain freely good, while the evil angels
persist freely in evil (4.9). Bernard’s freedom from necessity is basically
Anselm’s free decision in the causal sense.
Bernard does not yet have an elaborate account of the relation between

reason (which was at the time the preferred term for the intellect) and will.
Reason has an ancillary role in free agency. The will relies on a judgment
about what is allowed or not, useful or not, pleasing or not (4.11). Thus the
will needs reason so that it can act, and in this sense Bernard calls willing
a “rational motion.” But the will need not act according to reason; rather, it
can use reason against reason’s advice or judgment (2.3). For Bernard, the
will turns to evil or to the good not by a decision of reason (as an
Aristotelian account would have it), but by its own decision (arbitrio).
Reason does not impose any necessity on the will; if it did, it would not
instruct the will but destroy it (2.4). Bernard’s view that free acts originate
in the will, while reason only prepares but does not determine the will’s act,
is the standard view in his time.14

Bernard’s threefold distinction of freedom was immediately and widely
received. Later voluntarist thinkers will adduce Bernard also as an authority
for the will’s ability to act against reason. Furthermore, they appreciate the
connection Bernard makes between will, absence of necessity, freedom,
and moral responsibility (2.5; 3.6; 4.10), and they like to cite his phrase
“where there is will, there is freedom [ubi voluntas, ibi libertas]” (1.2).15

14 Amore explicit discussion of the subordinate role of reason in free decision in this period is found in
Robert of Melun, a student of Peter Abelard; see Perkams 2012.

15 For the role Bernard played for later medieval voluntarists, see also Kent 1995, 112–13.
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1.3 Peter Lombard

Although less original than Anselm and Bernard, Peter Lombard was more
directly influential on later medieval theologians, since his Sentences became
the principal reference text in the formation of Catholic theologians from
the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries. His account of free decision draws on
contemporary theologians and on Augustine. Lombard’s approach to free
decision is in part determined by the context within which he discusses it:
a long treatise on sin, spanning about half the Second Book of the Sentences.
The context of sin implies that an important concern in discussing free
decision is moral responsibility, for Christian theologians generally held
that, the special case of original sin aside, sin as a moral failure implies moral
responsibility.
Thirteenth-century theologians placed great importance on the defini-

tion of free decision proposed by Lombard, thinking he had taken it from
Augustine.16 It contains some of Lombard’s key ideas about free decision:

Free decision [liberum arbitrium] is a faculty [facultas] of reason and will by
which one chooses good with the help of grace, or evil when grace is lacking.
And it is called “free” with respect to the will, which can be turned in either
direction, and “decision” [arbitrium] with respect to reason, of which it is
the faculty or power and to which it belongs to discern between good and
evil. (Sent. II.24.3 n. 1, I: 452–3)

Several points in this definition deserve highlighting, especially in light of
a contrast with Aristotle’s approach to free agency, to be discussed in the
next section. Lombard attributes free decision to both reason and will,
rather than to one or the other faculty. Reason’s role is to discern, while the
will’s role is to choose (eligere). Compared to Anselm and Bernard, who
had rarely employed the word choice (electio) and its cognates, in Lombard
the terminology is consolidated. The discernment and the choice are
between good and evil, not between different means to an end. Lombard
attributes a role to grace and to its absence in the choice between good and
evil, but without working out the relationship between the respective
causal roles of grace and the will. Shortly after the quoted definition,
Lombard claims that the ability to do good or evil is unequal: the will
“chooses what is good only when assisted by grace, whereas it chooses evil

16 See Lottin 1957a, 64, note 3. Instead, Lombard took the definition from the Summa sententiarum
(Lottin 1957a, 25 and 28), of anonymous authorship (Otto of Lucca’s authorship, proposed by
Lottin, has been shown to be highly unlikely; see Colish 2013).
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by itself” (Sent. II.25.3 n. 1, I: 453).17 Evildoing implies a discord between
reason and will: the will desires what reason judges should be avoided
(Sent. II.25.8 n. 5, I: 467). Lombard also mentions a definition of free
decision as “free judgment about a volition [liberum de voluntate iudi-
cium]” (Sent. II.25.1 n. 2, I: 461). It has its origin in Boethius and was
reintroduced into the medieval debate by Peter Abelard as the definition
of free decision by “the philosophers.”18 It was frequently referred to by
twelfth- and thirteenth-century theologians.
Lombard takes up Bernard’s distinction between the three types of

freedom and makes a few clarifications. Freedom from necessity does not
allow for increase or diminishment because the will’s immunity to coercion
is permanent. Thus Lombard implicitly identifies freedom from necessity
with freedom from coercion, as later thinkers will also do (Sent. II.25.8 n. 2,
I: 466). Citing Augustine (ench. 9.30), he calls freedom from sin “true
freedom”; analogously, he calls the freedom to do evil “nontrue freedom”
(Sent. II.25.8 nn. 4–5, I: 466–7). But the latter remark is not to be taken
literally, for he states explicitly that free decision is not only the freedom to
do good, but also the freedom to do evil, and so he implicitly rejects
Anselm’s asymmetry claim (Sent. II.25.8 n. 8, I: 468).
Lombard briefly touches upon the relationship between free decision

and time, a point that will be important in Sections 5.1 and 5.5. Free
decision relates to future contingents. It does not relate to the present,
because the present is determined. In fact, as Lombard remarks, it is not in
our power to make something that is presently the case to be presently not
the case; we can only make it not be the case in a future moment – provided
it is something contingent, that is, something that admits of either being
the case or not (Sent. II.25.1 n. 3, I: 461–2).19

The action theory of Peter Lombard has little in common with
Aristotle’s. Lombard already had access to John of Damascus’s De fide
orthodoxa,20 which, as we will see shortly, contains an account of human
action that takes many elements from Aristotle; but Lombard does not
integrate any of John of Damascus’s ideas into his theory of free decision.

17 See also Sent. II.27.2 n. 1, p. 481, quoting Augustine, retr. I.9.6, CCSL LVII: 29: “a human being can
fall voluntarily [sponte] and by free decision, but cannot rise again.” Cf. Anselm,De libertate arbitrii
11, p. 223; Bernard, De gratia et libero arbitrio 7.23. On the asymmetry between the capacity to do
good and evil in the Christian tradition, see Adamson 2010, 406.

18 Boethius, Commentarii in librum Aristotelis Peri Hermeneias III.9, II: 196; Peter Abelard, Theologia
Scholarium III.87, CCCM XIII: 536.

19 Lombard here depends on Hugh of St. Victor,De sacramentis I.5, Corpus Victorinum Textus historici
I: 125–6. Aristotle holds a similar view; see Int. 9, 19a23–b4.

20 See Sent. Prolegomena, vol. 1: 32*.
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Anselm, Bernard, and Lombard take for granted that we have free
decision, that is, control of our acts; if not, we would lack moral
responsibility.21 They do not, however, argue that free decision follows
upon the nature of intellect and will; for that, we have to wait until the
thirteenth century, when the rediscovery of Aristotle’s action theory and
psychology helps medieval theologians develop more refined theories of
moral psychology.

1.4 Aristotle as a Game Changer

Aristotle’s impact on the later medieval thinkers was enormous, for
almost all of them accepted him as the principal authority in
philosophy.22 As a rule, they incorporated Aristotelian ideas into
their accounts of free will and attempted to show that their accounts
are coherent with his teaching. Aristotle has no discussion of what
they call free will (libera voluntas) and free decision (liberum arbi-
trium). Indeed, he has no notion of the will as the medieval thinkers
understood it, a fact they were unaware of, because they found the
words voluntas (will) and voluntarium (voluntary) in the translations of
his works.23 But Aristotle offers a refined theory of action and so
provides a solid framework for later conceptions of free actions and
hence of free will. His writings also put certain constraints on theories
of free will intended to be coherent with Aristotle’s philosophy. Below
I outline the stages of the medieval reception of Aristotle’s action
theory and the principal Aristotelian teachings that were constant
points of reference from the 1220s onward, when Aristotle’s action
theory began to be integrated into accounts of free will. What matters
for our purposes is primarily how the later medievals understood
Aristotle, only secondarily how well they understood him.

21 Anselm of Canterbury,De libertate arbitrii 5, I: 214–17 andDe casu diaboli 13–14, I: 255–9; Bernard of
Clairvaux, De gratia et libero arbitrio 2.5; Peter Lombard, Sent. II.25.8 n. 2, I: 466.

22 See Kent 1995, ch. 2, for the attitude toward Aristotle in the 1260s to 1290s. She provides ample
evidence that there was “strong opposition to radical Aristotelians and to Aquinas, but very little
hostility to Aristotle” (p. 84). An exception to the positive attitude toward Aristotle was that of Peter
Olivi (pp. 84–8).

23 William of Auvergne finds it curious, however, that Aristotle and “his Greek and Arab followers” did
not seem to care about the will, for while they mentioned it “perhaps” in their ethical works, they
wrote almost nothing about it in their works about the soul; see De anima III.7, Opera omnia II,
Supplementum, p. 95a. Duns Scotus remarks that Aristotle spoke little about the will; see QMet
IX.15 n. 53, OPh IV: 692.
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The Stages of the Reception of Aristotle’s Action Theory

The reception of Aristotle’s action theory happened in two main stages.
For the early stage, the main sources were John of Damascus’s De fide
orthodoxa and the first three Books of the Nicomachean Ethics, which
circulated separately, as Ethica vetus (Books II–III) and Ethica nova
(Book I). These works were translated into Latin by Burgundio of Pisa
in the early 1150s, but were widely used by theology and arts masters only
from the 1220s onward.24 De fide orthodoxa contains an exposition of
human action, compiled from texts by Nemesius of Emesa and Maximus
Confessor, which they in turn adopted loosely from Aristotle.25 Without
at first recognizing the Aristotelian origin, medieval thinkers found inDe
fide orthodoxa a description of the psychological stages involved in deci-
sion-making, inspired principally by Aristotle’s account in Nicomachean
Ethics III.2–4 and fleshed out with Stoic concepts (De fide orthodoxa II.22
[ch. 36] n. 11, p. 137). In De fide orthodoxa they also found the notion of
the will as rational appetite in contradistinction to an irrational appetite –
a distinction earlier medieval theologians did not make (De fide orthodoxa
II.22 [ch. 36] nn. 8–9, 12, pp. 135–8). The notion of rational appetite has
its root in Aristotle’s description of decision (προαίρεσις) as intellectual
desire or desiderative intellection (EN VI.2, 1139b4–5). A particularly
influential passage was John of Damascus’s claim that free decision is
implied in the rational nature of human beings. Irrational beings (that is,
nonhuman animals) are acted upon (aguntur) by nature rather than
acting, whereas the human being, as a rational being, acts (agit) on nature
rather than being acted upon. Humans thus control whether they
renounce a desire or follow it, and so they are praised or blamed (De
fide orthodoxa II.27 [ch. 41] n. 1, pp. 152–3). John of Damascus traces here
the ability to do otherwise, and with it moral responsibility, to one’s
being the source of one’s action.
Until the mid-thirteenth century, De fide orthodoxa was a more impor-

tant text for accounts of human action than the available portions of the

24 Research on the Ethica vetus and Ethica nova is summarized in Gauthier 1970, vol. I: 111–20, Saccenti
2013, 60–2, and Saccenti 2016, 50–2; for Burgundio’s translation of De fide orthodoxa and its
influence, see Saccenti 2016, chs. 2–4; for the use of De fide orthodoxa by theologians from the
1220s until Thomas Aquinas, see also Lottin 1957b.

25 For the sources of De fide orthodoxa, see Gauthier 1954. Nemesius of Emesa’s De natura hominis,
which the medievals attributed to Gregory of Nyssa, first translated in the eleventh century and then
again by Burgundio of Pisa, circulated also independently from the De fide orthodoxa and con-
stituted a further channel through which elements from Aristotle’s action theory became known to
the medievals. See Dobler 2000, 11–68.
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Nicomachean Ethics. The Ethica vetus, whose content overlaps in part with
De fide orthodoxa, was esteemed because it neatly confirmed and comple-
mented the account of human action contained in De fide orthodoxa,
which, written by a saint, enjoyed special authority.
What obstructed the correct understanding of Aristotle by the medievals

was not only their fragmentary knowledge of the Nicomachean Ethics.
Terminological difficulties implied in some translation choices added to
the difficulty; for example, in both De fide orthodoxa and the Ethica vetus,
Burgundio translates προαίρεσις (decision) with the neologism eligentia,
which obscured how Aristotle understood its nature.26 Further confusion
was perhaps caused by John of Damascus. In describing the stages of
decision-making, John of Damascus clearly separates judgment (iudicium)
and decision (electio) – and even adds a stage between them, “verdict”
(sententia) (De fide orthodoxa II.22 [ch. 36] n. 11, p. 137). The separation
between judgment and decision, which later medieval thinkers understood
as acts of intellect and will, respectively, caused them to debate whether
a judgment necessarily entails the corresponding decision. For Aristotle,
this question would make no sense. In his view, what is chosen coincides
with what has been judged after deliberation (EN III.3, 1113a2–5). Decision
is “deliberate desire of what is up to us” (EN III.3, 1113a10–11), or, as we have
seen, “intellectual desire or desiderative intellection” (EN VI.2, 1139b4–5).
What further distorted the reception of Aristotle’s account of deliberation
was John of Damascus’s addition of the Stoic notion of consent, which was
usually understood as an act of the will.
The second phase of the reception of Aristotle’s action theory began with

Robert Grosseteste’s translation in 1246/47 of theNicomachean Ethics, which
in addition to providing its complete text also contains explanatory marginal
notes by Grosseteste himself. Furthermore, Grosseteste accompanied each of
the ten Books of the Nicomachean Ethics with Latin translations of Greek
commentaries. Grosseteste also streamlined the use of terminology, for
example, translating προαίρεσις with electio (choice). This may not have
rendered Aristotle’s intention more transparent, but it facilitated the inte-
gration of his thought into the medieval thinkers’ own theories of free will.

Deliberation, Decision, and Incontinence

InNicomachean Ethics III.1–5, Aristotle discusses the notions of voluntary/
involuntary (ἑκούσιον/ἀκούσιον), decision (προαίρεσις), deliberation

26 See Wieland 1981, 281–307, Zavattero 2015.
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(βουλή, βούλευσις), wish (βούλησις), and control (an act is “up to us” – ἐφ᾽
ἡμῖν; I am “master” – κύριος – of my act). For their theories of free will, the
medievals were particularly interested in Aristotle’s account of decision and
its relation to deliberation, for they connected decision to their own notion
of liberum arbitrium. This connection involves some friction, however, for
the traditional account of liberum arbitrium and Aristotle’s account of
decision respond to different concerns. What is at issue with the patristic
and medieval notion of liberum arbitrium is choice between alternatives,
mostly seen as the alternatives of good and evil; what is at issue with
Aristotle’s account of decision is finding the best means to an end; so for
Aristotle there can be decision without choice, when there is a single means
to the end (EN III.2, 1111b26–7).27 (I use “decision” to denote Aristotle’s
προαίρεσις and “choice” to denote the medievals’ electio, which they
identify with Aristotle’s “decision.”) Medieval authors stressed the appeti-
tive dimension of liberum arbitrium by emphasizing the will’s role in
choice-making; for Aristotle, by contrast, decision has an appetitive com-
ponent only inasmuch as desire follows upon the decision, but what causes
a decision is not appetite, but rather deliberation, a thought process.
In essence, Aristotle’s account of decision and deliberation is this. The

starting points of deliberation are given; “we deliberate not about ends, but
about what is related to the ends [τῶν πρὸς τὰ τέλη],” in other words, what
promotes the ends (EN III.3, 1112b11–12).28 Aristotle documents this claim
through analogies with the crafts; for example, a doctor does not deliberate
about whether he or she should heal, only about how to do so most
effectively. When the best means has been determined, deliberation has
come to its conclusion and the decision is made (1112b12–20).
In the parts of the Nicomachean Ethics that became widely available only

in the second phase of its reception, Aristotle goes deeper into the condi-
tions for making good decisions, clarifying their relation to practical wis-
dom or prudence (φρόνησις), to the moral virtues, and to right appetite in
general (Book VI). What is particularly relevant to the medieval discussions
of free will is Aristotle’s account of incontinence (ἀκρασία), the moral state
in which one acts contrary to one’s better judgment. Here Aristotle
approaches the relation between cognition and action from the perspective
of the connection between morally deficient action and deficient cognition.
Aristotle’s target is Socrates, who holds that someone who knows what is

27 See Gauthier 1970, vol. 1: 252–5.
28 What is related to the end is either in means-end relation (e.g., bridle-making for the sake of

equitation for the sake of military victory, cf. EN I.1) or in part-whole relation (e.g., moral virtue or
intellectual virtue as part of what happiness consists in, cf. EN I.7; EN X.7–8).
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good cannot act contrary to this knowledge, thus denying the possibility of
incontinence. For Socrates, what explains evildoing is precisely ignorance of
the good. Aristotle defends the possibility of incontinence, but he concedes
to Socrates that evildoing presupposes some cognitive failure. Aristotle
makes two distinctions: first, having knowledge without exercising it as
opposed to actually exercising it; second, knowing universal propositions
(dry food is good for everyone) as opposed to knowing particular proposi-
tions (this is dry food). According to Aristotle, the incontinent act contrary
to their better knowledge because, under the influence of passion, they do
not exercise their knowledge as it applies to the particular case (EN VII.3,
1146b31–1147b5). So evildoing involves a cognitive deficiency at least in the
sense of a failure to actually consider how it is best to act here and now. In
Book III, Aristotle had already hinted at the relation between cognitive
deficiency and moral deficiency when he wrote that “every evildoer is
ignorant” (EN III.1, 1110b28–9) – a statement that acquired axiomatic
value in medieval accounts of action.
Aristotle’s theory of incontinence clashes with the earlier medieval

conception of the relation between reason (or intellect) and will, according
to which the will can choose contrary to the particular judgment of reason.
For Aristotle, by contrast, it is inconceivable to decide contrary to one’s
better judgment, for as mentioned, in his view one’s decision coincides
with one’s better judgment. One can only act contrary to one’s better
judgment. In fact, Aristotle states that the incontinent act contrary to their
decision (EN VII.4, 1148a9–10, VII.8, 1151a6–7).

Active and Passive Powers

In contrast to Aristotle’s own thinking, his medieval readers saw in delib-
eration an act of the intellect and in choice an act of the will, so they read
his account of deliberation and decision in terms of the relation between
intellect and will. They read other texts by Aristotle as shedding further
light on this relation. One is Book IX of the Metaphysics, where Aristotle
distinguishes between active and passive powers. A thing possessing passive
power can undergo a certain type of change; for example, what is oily is
inflammable and what can be bent in a certain way is breakable. Active
powers, by contrast, belong to the agent that produces a change; for
example, something hot causes heat; someone possessing the art of build-
ing is able to build (Met. IX.1, 1046a24–8). Aristotle further distinguishes
active powers into irrational powers and rational powers, which differ in
two respects. First, in determinate circumstances, irrational powers can
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produce only one determinate effect; for example, the hot causes only heat,
the chilly only cold. By contrast, rational powers can produce contrary
effects, for example, medical art can produce health or disease (Met. IX.2,
1046b4–7, 18–19). Second, irrational powers cause their effects necessarily
when they approach their corresponding passive power. To provide an
example (which is not Aristotle’s): a hot stovemust heat the pot of water on
it, and the watermust undergo the heating. By contrast, rational powers do
not cause their effects necessarily; if they did, they would simultaneously
cause contrary effects, which is impossible. Therefore something must be
in control (τὸ κύριον) of which effect the rational power actually causes
(e.g., health versus sickness), and this is desire (ὄρεξις) or decision
(προαίρεσις) (Met. IX.5, 1048a5–11). Some voluntarist thinkers quoted
this text according to the Arabo-Latin translation transmitted along with
Averroes’sMetaphysics commentary, which reads “desire or will ” (appetitus
aut voluntas) instead of “desire or decision.”29 So they took this passage to
mean that it is the will rather than the intellect that controls one’s acts.30

Desire, Motion, and Self-Motion

Another point of reference for medieval theories of the relation between
intellect and will was Aristotle’s account of desire or appetite (ὄρεξις,
appetitus) as the cause of the motion of animals (human or nonhuman) in
Book III ofDe anima.William ofMoerbeke and the Arabo-Latin translation
transmitted with Averroes’s Long Commentary on De anima render the
word wish (βούλησις), that is, rational desire, with voluntas (will).31 This
translational choice facilitated the interpretation of this passage by the
medievals as applying to the will as they understood it: while they recognized
that in Aristotle, βούλησις / voluntas can refer to the act of willing, they failed
to notice that it cannot refer to the will as a power.32

29 Averroes 1969, 43 l. 16.
30 Walter of Bruges, QD 5c., PhB X: 61 (the edition must be corrected to include “appetitus aut

voluntas” inWalter’s quotation of Aristotle); Henry of Ghent,Quodl. I.17c., V: 121;Quodl. XI.6 arg.
in opp., 452vL; Richard of Menneville (Mediavilla), QD 15c., III: 78. See also Godfrey of Fontaines
(referring to the views of others), Quodl. VI.7, PhB III: 163.

31 For the Arabo-Latin translation of De anima, see Averroes Latinus 1953; for the translation of
βούλησις as voluntas, see ibid., p. 518 ll. 7 and 9. Moerbeke’s translation of De anima is contained
in Aquinas, Sentencia libri De anima; for Moerbeke’s translation of βούλησις as voluntas, see Editio
Leonina XLV/1: 244a. The Latin translations of the Nicomachean Ethics and of De fide ortho-
doxa also translated βούλησις with voluntas. For the resulting semantic shifts in the reception of
Aristotle, see Zavattero 2014.

32 See, e.g., Thomas Aquinas, Sententia libri Ethicorum III.10, XLVII/1: 147 ll. 1–19; cf. Sentencia libri
De anima III.8, XLV/1: 240–2 ll. 99–162.
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Aristotle describes the cause of desire within the parameters of his
general account of motion (κίνησις), for the change from not desiring to
desiring is a qualitative change, which in addition to locomotion and
diminution and growth falls under Aristotle’s notion of motion (An. I.3,
406a12–13). Motion in general involves three things: an unmoved mover as
the ultimate cause of motion; an intermediate mover or a chain of inter-
mediate movers, each of which is a movedmover (moving another in virtue
of being moved); and a moved thing, which does not in turn move some-
thing else. Aristotle’s example is a human being (as the unmoved mover),
whomoves his or her hand, whichmoves a stick (the intermediate movers),
which moves a stone (the thing moved but not in turn moving something
else) (Phys. VIII.5, 256a6–8). In animal motion, the unmoved mover is the
“realizable good” (τὸ πρακτὸν ἀγαθόν) apprehended by the animal, the
moved mover is the desiring part (ὀρεκτικόν), and the thing that is moved
is the (human or nonhuman) animal (An. III.10, 433b15–18). For “realizable
good” the Arabo-Latin translation has bonum intellectum (understood
good) while Moerbeke translates more literally with actuale bonum.33

This account raised the worry among some later medieval thinkers that
Aristotle professes intellectual determinism: an object understood as good
moves the will to will it, and so it seems that the will does not control its
own willing.
Many medieval thinkers sought to avoid intellectual determinism by

ascribing to the will the ability to move itself. In the medieval debate about
the will’s self-motion, two issues tend to intersect: one is whether there can
be per se self-motion or only self-motion in some incidental sense; the
other is whether self-motion extends only to living things or also to
inanimate nature. The hypothesis of the will’s per se self-motion would
mean that the will moves itself in virtue of itself and not in virtue of being
moved by another; in other words, it implies that the will can all by itself
reduce itself from potentiality to actuality, similar to firewood setting itself
on fire, or to a clock winding itself up. By contrast, incidental self-motion
only involves control of the actual mover by removing an impediment
(e.g., incidentally moving a sailboat by lifting its anchor, the actual mover
being the wind). According to somemedieval thinkers, the will moves itself
incidentally insofar as it has some control of the presentation of the
desirable object by the intellect, the object or intellect being what these
thinkers deem the actual mover of the will.

33 For the Arabo-Latin translation of πρακτὸν ἀγαθόν as bonum intellectum, see Averroes Latinus 1953,
523 l. 10; for Moerbeke’s translation as actuale bonum, see Editio Leonina XLV/1: 244b.
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The difficulty in conceiving the will as a self-mover is that the will is not
composed of parts, whereas according to Aristotle, self-movers must be
composed of at least two parts, one moving and the other moved (Phys.
VIII.4, 254b14–15, 255a6–17; VIII.5, 257b11–258a2). In his view, there
cannot be per se self-movers, for this would mean that the thing as
a whole is both moving and being moved; that is, it would be as a whole
in potentiality and in actuality (that is, not in motion and in motion;
Aristotle’s example is not hot and hot) – which is contradictory (Phys.
VIII.5, 257b2–11). Instead, Aristotle holds what is often called the motion
principle: “everything that is moved is moved by something” (Phys. VII.1,
241b24, VIII.4, 256a2–3). The medieval thinkers transmitted it in this
form:

Motion principle: Everything that is moved is moved by another.34

Yet apparently, there are self-movers without being moved by another:
animals moving themselves locally and “heavy and light things” moving
themselves to their proper places (e.g., stones downward and fire or air
upward). Of animals, Aristotle admits that they move themselves (Phys.
VIII.4, 254b14–30), but he clarifies that something else moves them from
rest to activity (Phys. VIII.6, 259b1–16). So they are not entirely self-
movers. As to heavy and light things, these pose the “greatest difficulty”
(Phys. VIII.4, 254b33–255a2). Aristotle denies that they move themselves,
since they are not divided into a part that is moving and a distinct part that
is moved (255a12–17). Yet it seems that they move themselves, unless some-
thing impedes their motion. From where, then, do heavy and light things
derive their motion? To resolve the puzzle, Aristotle distinguishes between
two senses in which something is in potentiality. He illustrates the two
senses with an example of qualitative change: learners of a science know
potentially in a different sense than do possessors of the science who do not
momentarily use it (Phys. VIII.4, 255a30–4; cf. An. II.5, 417a21–b2). As
Averroes puts it, learners are in “essential potentiality” to knowing, while
possessors who are not thinking about what they know are in “accidental
potentiality” to knowing (In Phys. VIII com. 32, IV: 370A–D). Aristotle
remarks that possessors of a science exercise their knowledge whenever
there is no impediment (Phys. VIII.4, 255a34–b5, b21–23). Just so, accord-
ing to Aristotle, heavy and light things, when impeded from being in their
natural places, are by nature in (accidental) potentiality toward them.

34 For the medieval interpretation of the motion principle and its application to natural philosophy,
see Weisheipl 1965.
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When the impediment is lifted, they move toward them: a stone down-
ward and air upward. A stone on top of a column is impeded by the
column from being in its natural place; one who pulls the column away is
the accidental mover of the stone’s falling down. (Likewise, one who lifts
the lid from a pot of boiling water is the accidental mover of the rising
steam.) By contrast, the (essential) mover of heavy and light things is that
which generated them, making them heavy or light, that is, making them
naturally inclined downward or upward. Thus the motion principle is
upheld (255b5–256a3).
Aristotle’s explanation, together with Averroes’s commentary on it,

played an important role in the later medieval free will debate: some
(e.g., Thomas Aquinas) followed Aristotle in denying self-motion of
heavy and light things, while others (e.g., Henry of Ghent and Duns
Scotus) rearranged the elements of Aristotle’s account to demonstrate
that heavy and light things do move themselves, thus obtaining an impor-
tant analog to self-motion of the will. Medieval thinkers who defend per se
self-motion of the will also drew on Averroes’s explanation that what is in
accidental potentiality does not need an external essential mover to cause
its motion, only the removal of the obstacle (In Phys. VIII com. 32, IV:
370E, 370H–L).35

Aristotle’s chief influences on later medieval theories of free will, then,
are his account of decision-making, his theory of the relation between
cognitive deficiencies and moral failures, his theory of the causal influence
of the desirable object on the will, his account of active and passive powers,
and his imposition of limits on the way in which something can be said to
move itself. These Aristotelian doctrines themselves, however, do not
constitute a theory of free will. Aristotle’s explanation of the causes of
action in general and of the causes of morally deficient action in particular
is not an argument that actions or moral failures are in the agent’s control.
To work out theories of free will that use the Aristotelian insights, or that at
least do not contradict them, is the task for the medieval thinkers writing
after the rediscovery of Aristotle’s action theory.

35 Solère 2014, 190–4 provides a more detailed account of Aristotle’s and Averroes’s theory of accidental
potentiality and its use by medieval thinkers.
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