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MEDIEVAL MODAL SPACES

There is often said to be something peculiar about the history of modal
theory up until the turn of the fourteenth century, when John Duns Scotus
decisively reframed the issues. I wish to argue that this impression of dra-
matic discontinuity is almost entirely a misimpression. Premodern philoso-
phers prescind from the wide-open modal space of all possible worlds be-
cause they seek to adapt their modal discourse to the explanatory and
linguistic demands of their context.

I

Introduction. It is widely agreed that there is something peculiar
about premodern conceptions of necessity and possibility. As Sarah
Broadie once complained, Aristotle’s ways of connecting modality
and time ‘find no echo in the standard modern treatment of these
modalities’ (Broadie 1982, p. 1). For the centuries that run through
later antiquity and into the early Middle Ages, the situation hardly
became more familiar until, as the usual historical narrative goes,
the turn of the fourteenth century, when John Duns Scotus decisively
reframed the issues. Antonie Vos and colleagues speak in this regard
of Scotus’s ‘splendid discovery’ of synchronic contingency, which
they take to supply the ‘cornerstone of so-called possible worlds se-
mantics’ (John Duns Scotus 1994, pp. 6, 30). In the wake of this in-
novation, as the story goes, the subsequent history of modal thought
falls into line along the path our current conceptions of modality
would naturally lead us to expect.

I wish to argue that this impression of dramatic discontinuity,
bridged by sudden innovation, is almost entirely a misimpression.
Premodern modal thought is not generally as strange as it looks, and
Scotus’s alleged innovations are in large part neither his own nor re-
flective of a dramatic reconception of basic modal principles. But
this is by no means to suggest that the history of modal thought lacks
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the sort of provocative departures from current orthodoxy that give
the work of prior generations its abiding interest. On the contrary,
although premodern philosophers generally have our concept of mo-
dality—otherwise, indeed, they would not be talking about modality
at all—they often seek to restrict their modal thinking in ways that
are surprising from our current vantage point. Rather than help
themselves to the wide-open modal space of all possible worlds, the
tendency of philosophers in antiquity and the Middle Ages is to re-
strict their attention, even in modal contexts, to the actual world.
This tendency to work within a smaller modal space can make pre-
modern modal talk look wholly alien, if not simply confused. In fact,
however, these authors prescind from our wide-open modal spaces
because they seek to adapt their modal discourse to the explanatory
and linguistic demands of their context. In what follows, I will look
at the golden century of medieval thought that runs between 1250

and 1350, with a view to raising the question of whether all this
modal space is as helpful as we tend to assume.

Before attempting to make good on these claims, let me stress that
I by no means wish to challenge the usefulness of modern modal
logic as a tool for thinking extensionally about modal operators by
quantifying over possible worlds. Indeed, although in what follows I
will not belabour the point, careful consideration of one or another
historical claim often benefits from thinking through the issues in
these terms. Moreover, I know of no reason why quantified modal
logic, supplemented by various sorts of restricted accessibility rela-
tions between worlds, cannot capture in formal terms precisely the
sort of limited modal space in which premodern authors often
choose to work. Yet even if quantifying over possible worlds pro-
vides sufficient formal resources, there is a danger in its very capa-
ciousness. Like the land from which it comes, our modern modal
logic might be said to give us too much—more space than we need,
more food on the plate than we could ever eat, more horsepower un-
der the hood than we will ever have occasion to use. What’s the
harm in such over-abundance? Perhaps there is none, for those
equipped with the virtues of prudence and temperance. In the wrong
hands, however, these open modal spaces may easily lead us astray.
This, I believe, is the lesson we can take from looking at medieval
discussions.
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II

Surprising Correlations between Modality and Time. The feature of
premodern modal thought that looks most obviously incongruous is
the way it tends to fuse temporal and modal considerations. To take
a very egregious case, Diodorus Cronus, circa 300 bce, is reported
to have offered the following account:

The possible is that which either is or will be [true]; the impossible that
which is false and will not be true; the necessary that which is true and
will not be false; the non-necessary that which either is false now or
will be false. (Boethius 1998, p. 176)

This yields a temporal rendering of modality in purely extensional
terms limited to present and future states of the actual world.
Diodorus seems to think it true by definition that the possible, for
example, includes all and only those statements that either are true
or will be true. Boethius, our source for this report, immediately
complains that this is a hopeless account: it has the absurd conse-
quence that someone who dies at sea could not have died on land.1

But this temporal interpretation of modality crops up throughout
premodern discussions. Aristotle, for instance, seems to endorse the
thought that ‘it cannot be true to say “this is capable of being but
will not be”’ (Meta. ix.4, 1047b4). Later, Aquinas puts what looks
to be the logically equivalent claim into the middle of his Third Way:
‘that which possibly does not exist, at some time does not exist’
(Summa Theologiae 1a 2.3c).2 Such claims look alien indeed from
our current vantage point.

Perplexingly, however, many authors who seem to help them-
selves on occasion to temporal models of modality elsewhere dis-
avow the model. Aristotle offers this example: ‘it is possible for this

1 For a surprisingly enthusiastic appraisal of Diodoran modality, see Denyer (1981). There
is much that we do not know, including the very question of why Diodorus adopts this
view. One possibility is that it falls out as a consequence of the so-called Master Argument
(see Bobzien 1999). Another possibility is that it follows from a metaphysical commitment
to the world’s containing a plenitude of all possibilities. Lovejoy (1960) traced this idea
across many periods, and Hintikka (1973) argued for its connection to temporal modality.
Following Hintikka, ‘statistical modality’ is often used for this sort of view, but it would be
better if this unhappy label were retired.
2 See also ST 1a 48.2c. Where possible, I cite published English translations, although the
quotations are generally my own rendering of the text. Aside from a few instances where
more precision is required, I will follow my historical source in speaking flexibly and casu-
ally about modalities as applying to propositions, sentences, states of affairs, facts, events,
and even, as here, things.
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cloak to be cut up, and yet it will not be cut up but will wear out
first’ (De interpretatione 9, 19a13–14). And Aquinas critiques the
above Diodoran modalities with the remark that ‘something is neces-
sary not because it always will be, but rather it always will be be-
cause it is necessary, and the same is clear in the other cases’
(Thomas Aquinas 1962, I.14 n.8).3 This rules out an analysis of mo-
dality in temporal terms, even if it perhaps leaves some room for sur-
prising correlations between time and modality.

There is a very large and sophisticated literature on these topics,
and I will make no attempt to adjudicate all the relevant issues.4

Instead, in what follows, I will limit myself to considering three cases
where later medieval authors link time and modality in ways that
now strike us as surprising. The first will concern debates over the
necessity of the past, in the context of debates over whether God can
change the past. The second will take up the alleged necessity of the
present, in the context of debates over the contingency of human
choices. The last will consider how medieval logicians, when offering
their own extensional account of modal terms, explicitly provide for
a distinction between a narrow, temporal reading of modality and
the wide-open reading associated with modern possible-worlds
semantics.

Discussions of these issues very often take for granted that the ne-
cessity of the past and present is symptomatic of a commitment to
temporal modalities. Alanen and Knuuttila (1988), for instance, re-
mark that it would otherwise be ‘mysterious’ why anyone would en-
dorse the necessity of the present (p. 27). As we will see, however,
the issues in play are quite different. And although none of these me-
dieval authors use the language of ‘possible worlds’ in this context,
we will also see that this too is quite beside the point. Interesting as it
might be to watch this mixed cosmological–metaphysical metaphor
come increasingly into use, that story is not particularly relevant to
the history of modal theory.5 The story that matters is the choice to

3 See also William Ockham: ‘A sentence is said to be necessary not because it is always true,
but because if the sentence exists it is true and cannot be false’ (Summa logicae ii.9 [OPh i:
275]). For a generally critical discussion of the claim that Aquinas and other scholastic
authors are committed to temporal modality, see Jacobi (1983).
4 Important studies of various aspects of these debates, beyond the works cited elsewhere in
the notes, include (Sorabji 1980; Bobzien 1993; Knuuttila 1993).
5 On the origins of talk of possible worlds, see Kukkonen (2000) and Schmutz (2006). The
tendency to conflate a modern conception of modality with the notion of possible worlds,
and to associate both with Scotus, is widespread. See, for instance, Knuuttila (1982,
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work within a smaller modal space, and the reasons these authors
offer for those restrictions.

III

The Necessity of the Past. There is essentially no controversy, among
philosophers today, that the past could have been otherwise. We can
imagine its being so; there is nothing incoherent in its being so; we
can describe possible worlds in which it is so. Among premodern
authors, in contrast, there is a broad consensus that the past is neces-
sary. Aristotle says as much,6 and Diodorus’s temporal account of
the modalities, as quoted earlier, does not even bother to mention
past times, because he takes for granted that such truths are neces-
sary by default. The assumption holds firm in Chrysippus, Boethius,
and later in Aquinas, Scotus, and Ockham, and seems uncontrover-
sial even as late as Jonathan Edwards.7 In a rough sort of way, it is
clear enough why there is this disagreement. For whereas we now
understand the question in terms of the wide-open space of unre-
stricted logical possibility, premodern authors limited themselves to
some more restricted domain. But since these earlier discussions
rarely say much about why they think the past is necessary, it will
take some work to see what exactly this restricted modal space looks
like and why they understand the modal question in those terms.

One common explanation is that the necessity of the past is simply
a corollary that follows from embracing a temporal model of modal-
ity. After all, if modal claims are made true only by their truth or fal-
sity at some actual moment in time, then a true proposition that is
restricted to the time at which it is true must be true. If, for instance,
it is true that Serena ran at t, then there is no modal space for this to
be anything other than true, and so it comes out as necessarily true.
Yet, as we have seen, temporal modality was very far from taken for

p. 355): ‘Thus it was not Leibniz who invented the idea of possible worlds; the idea is pre-
sent in Duns Scotus’ modal theory, and this new view of modal notions constitutes the gen-
eral basis of fourteenth-century modal logic.’
6 See De caelo i.12, 283b12–14; Nicomachean Ethics vi.2, 1139b5–11; Rhetoric iii.17,
1418a4–5.
7 Chrysippus, in Cicero, De fato 12–15 (1942, pp. 204–9); Boethius 1998, pp. 180–1;
Aquinas, ST 1a 25.4; Scotus, Lectura i.39 n.69 (1994, p. 152); Ockham, Quodlibet ii.5
(OTh ix: 133); Edwards (1829, pp. 114–15 [part 2, §12]). For an inventory of ancient and
medieval authorities, see Thomas Buckingham (1992, pp. 269–73).
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granted during the later Middle Ages. Hence we need a more compli-
cated story about what motivates the necessity of the past.

A more credible explanation is that it arises from circumscribing
modality to some sort of natural necessity. For if the question is
‘What can I do?’ or, more generally, ‘What can anyone do?’, then,
holding fixed the natural order of things, it would seem that the past
cannot be made otherwise. This understanding of what is being
claimed fits well with how a temporal–modal link is sometimes moti-
vated. Aristotle, for instance, writes that ‘there is no power over
what is in the past, but over what is in the present or future’
(De caelo i.12, 283b12–13). Here, as is regularly the case in
Aristotle, the word he uses for power (dt9�Æli1) is closely related to
his word for possible (dt�Æs�o�). When possibility is conceived of in
terms of what is in a thing’s power, it becomes intuitive to incorpo-
rate temporal and causal information about the natural world into
one’s thinking, making facts about the past look not just settled but
even necessary. And if this strikes us as a peculiar view, that would
be because we are thinking in terms of some less restricted modal
concept, perhaps that of metaphysical or logical possibility. For me-
dieval authors, in contrast, what is possible for a thing is standardly
understood in terms of what sort of powers a thing has (see below).
And so an obvious diagnosis of what has changed in our view of the
necessity of the past is that we are simply understanding the question
in terms of a wider space of modal possibilities. We need not sup-
pose that either party is confused in its thinking or in the grips of a
tendentious metaphysics.

Yet, as natural as this line of thought is, it does not fit how the dis-
cussion actually goes. Medieval authors standardly want to claim
not only that the past is necessary for us, but that it is necessary in
some more absolute sense, such that not even God can make the past
be otherwise. Aristotle had said as much (Nicomachean Ethics vi.2,
1139b5–11), and this claim is generally accepted throughout the
Middle Ages, by all the most prominent authors. Again, then, it
becomes tempting to think that something is missing from their con-
ception of modality, perhaps a conception of what it means for a
thing to be logically possible, possession of which would have made
it seem obvious that, say, Socrates could have been a dentist. Here is
a place where Scotus has often been said to be decisively innovative,
because he clearly articulates a notion of logical possibility (possibile
logicum), as applying to a sentence ‘whose terms do not include a
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contradiction’ (Ordinatio i.2.2.1–4 n.262; Opera 2:282–3). On this
basis, it has been suggested that Scotus ought to have denied the ne-
cessity of the past, and yet in fact he insisted on it, in just the way his
contemporaries did.8 So what is going on?

Here is one of those cases where it is a mistake to look to Scotus for
innovations in modal thought. Contrary to what has often been said,
he is very far from having invented the notion of logical possibility.
Although it does seem that he was the first ever to use that exact phrase,
the idea itself is clearly described by Aquinas, who is himself following
the lead of earlier scholastic authors.9 Indeed, both Aquinas and Scotus
attribute the idea to Aristotle, and even if it is only doubtfully present in
Aristotle’s text, it does seem identifiable in Stoic thought.10

It is instructive to look at how Aquinas talks about logical
possibility:

The possible is said in two ways according to the Philosopher in
Metaphysics v. In one way with respect to some power, as when that
which is subject to a human power is said to be possible for a human
being. . . . In the other way of speaking of the possible, something is
said to be possible or impossible absolutely, from how the terms stand
to one another. It is possible because the predicate is not repugnant to
the subject, as that Socrates sits. It is absolutely impossible because the
predicate is repugnant to the subject, as that a human being is a don-
key. (Thomas Aquinas, ST 1a 25.3c)11

The context is a discussion of God’s omnipotence. Aquinas begins
by drawing the connection mentioned earlier, between the possible
(possibile) and power (potentia), but here he sets it aside as unhelpful
in thinking about omnipotence, because it would take us in a circle
to define divine omnipotence in terms of the powers possessed
by God. So he turns instead to the ‘absolute’ impossibility that arises

8 See, for example, Vos et al., in John Duns Scotus (1994, pp. 32–3). Normore (1996) sug-
gests that it was Scotus’s influence that led later authors to deny the necessity of the past.
On Scotus’s conception of logical possibility in general, see King (2001, pp. 181–4).
9 See Solère (2000) and Schmutz (2006, pp. 16–25). For Scotus as the originator of the
term, see Schmutz (2006, note 35), with references to earlier literature.
10 Both Scotus (Ordinatio i.2.2.1–4 n.262 [Opera 2: 282]) and Aquinas (ST 1a 25.3c) cite
Metaphysics v.12, presumably with an eye toward 1019b22–35, though it is not obvious
the notion is there. For logical necessity within Stoicism see, for instance, de Harven (2016).
11 See also Summa contra Gentiles ii.37.5. For a detailed discussion of Aquinas’s concep-
tion of possibility, see Stolarski (2001). The impossibility of a human being’s being a don-
key might seem metaphysical rather than logical. Throughout the premodern era, so far as I
am aware, that distinction is not explicitly drawn, and I will not attempt to draw it myself.
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from a contradiction in terms, and he uses this to set the limits of
God’s power. Evidently, Aquinas does not regard it as circular to de-
fine omnipotence in this way, which suggests that he considers logi-
cal possibility to be independent of God’s power. Here is another
place where credit has wrongly been given to Scotus. Although
Scotus explicitly stresses the point that logical possibilities would ob-
tain even if, per impossibile, there were no God, this too seems to be
something that Aquinas recognizes, albeit less explicitly.12

Yet, returning to the question at hand, if later medieval authors
have available to them this wide-open conception of logical possibil-
ity, why do they generally insist that the past is necessary? There is,
again, no evident logical impossibility in the supposition that
Socrates was a dentist. At this point, though, we might distinguish
several versions of that supposition. One thing we might be suppos-
ing is our discovering that Socrates spent his youth pulling the rotten
teeth of his fellow Athenians. This clearly does seem possible, but
the possibility is wholly epistemic and so irrelevant for present pur-
poses. Another supposition would be that Socrates could have spent
his younger years as a dentist, given that in fact he never did any
such thing. This sort of conditional possibility looks on its face to be
contradictory. Is this, then, the sense we have been looking for in
which the past is necessity? On the face of things, the suggestion
looks promising. Medieval authors often say that the necessity of
past events is merely accidental, by which they mean that they are
necessary only given that they in fact happened.13 And when
Aquinas, in the article immediately following the one just quoted, ex-
pressly insists that it is a contradiction for God to make the past not
to have been, the key move in his argument might seem to be making
only a conditional claim: ‘just as it implies a contradiction to say
that Socrates sits and does not sit, so too that he will have been sit-
ting and will not have been sitting’ (ST 1a 25.4c). So we may here
have found common ground between ourselves and early views, in

12 For Scotus, see, for example, Ordinatio i.7.1 n.27 (Opera 4: 118), Questions on the
Metaphysics 9.1–2 n.18 (John Duns Scotus 1997–8, p. 459), and the detailed discussion in
Mondadori (2004). For Aquinas, see also Power of God 3.1 ad 2 and 3.17 ad 10. There is
dispute among scholars, however, over whether Aquinas does separate possibility from
God. For the negative case see Wippel (1981).
13 See, for instance, Aquinas, ST 1a 25.4 obj. 1; Ockham, Ordinatio prol. q. 6 (OTh i:
178).
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the conditional claim that past events are necessary, given that they
did indeed happen.

But again this cannot quite be right. Aquinas, for instance, cannot
mean to insist only on the trivial ]e(p ffl ]p) or the equivalent
u(p t p). After all, these are claims that hold for any proposition,
whatever its tense, and so one could equally say that, given that my
daughter will be a dentist, it is necessary that she will be a dentist.
Evidently, we have become ensnared, like so many before us, in the
familiar equivocation between the composite and divided senses of
conditional modal claims. The above composite-sense readings are
too trivial to be what is at stake in these discussions, and so we need
to shift to the divided sense of the conditional: p t u p. For even
while philosophers have famously struggled to resist the future-tense
divided sense, on which future events become necessitated, they gen-
erally have wanted to embrace that divided-sense conditional when
set in the past. And so now our puzzle about the necessity of the past
can be reframed in the light of this difference: why should there be
this sort of temporal asymmetry, so that past-tense truths come out
as necessary whereas (at least some) future-tense truths remain
contingent?

Here is a good place to introduce a further complication in our
story, which is that some medieval authors simply denied that any
such asymmetry obtains, and instead argued that the past is not nec-
essary. This thought—usually framed as the claim that God can
make the past be different—had only a slender thread of support
running through earlier centuries, but become a major subject of
contention in the fourteenth century. Thomas Bradwardine seems to
have been the instigator of the debate, with his insistence that all
things that happen—past, present and future—happen according to
the omnipotent will of God. In virtue of God’s immutable eternal
will, both the past and the future are necessary. But because God can
will whatever does not involve a contradiction, and because all times
are equally present to God, there is no asymmetry with regard to the
modal status of the past and future. Just as God can will a different
future, so God can will a different past. Bradwardine’s main interest
is to secure the necessity of all events, as caused directly by God, and
so to refute the invidious influence of the obstinate Pelagians.
Inasmuch as God’s will is both perfectly efficacious and also time-
lessly eternal and so immutable, what God wills must necessarily be
the case. Still, God’s will is free, and so God’s choices are contingent,
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and so what takes place could be otherwise. In general, ‘there is, for
God, an equal necessity with respect to the future and the past, inas-
much as all these things are, for him, in the eternal present’
(De causa Dei iii.52 [1618, p. 866 d]). Bradwardine’s views were
harshly criticized by his fellow Mertonian, Thomas Buckingham,
who in turn gets attacked by Gregory of Rimini, who officially
remains neutral in the debate but makes clear that his sympathies
are in favour of God’s power over the past. Later in the fourteenth
century, in the face of Church pressure, John of Mirecourt would
have to retract arguments in favour of the past’s being able to be
otherwise.14

It is, however, surprisingly hard to see what these authors are dis-
agreeing about. No one claimed that God could make true contra-
dictions: that, at a certain time in the past, Serena was running and
was not running. Accordingly, both Bradwardine and Rimini were
happy to grant the conditional (composite-sense) necessity of the
past, and indeed of the future.15 Nor did anyone defend the view
that God could ‘undo’ the past, in the sense that, at some past time,
Serena was running, and then at some later time God somehow
changed or erased that earlier fact, so that, from that later time for-
ward, it was no longer true that Serena was running at that earlier
time. For better or worse, the debate is not that arcane, even if some
of the rhetoric might suggest as much. Instead, what both
Bradwardine and Rimini urge is that it is possible, now, for God to
make it so that the past had always been different—as Rimini care-
fully puts it, ‘for every past thing, God can make it that it was not’
(1979–84, p. 362).

Even here, however, the grounds of disagreement remain unclear.
All parties to the dispute agreed that God exists in a timelessly eter-
nal present, and that, from the perspective of that eternal present,
God has the free and omnipotent power to make the world be as he
wants it to be. Moreover, virtually no one took divine eternality to
imply that, at the created level, past, present and future things
equally exist. On the contrary, the consensus view was that only the

14 See Gregory of Rimini, Sentences i dist. 42–44 q. 1 (1979–84, pp. 362–84); John
of Mirecourt (2003, i.38–9). Courtenay (1972–3) provides a useful guide to the history of
these debates, beginning with Peter Damian in the eleventh century, through Gilbert of
Poitiers in the twelfth and William of Auxerre in the thirteenth.
15 Gregory of Rimini (1979–84, pp. 362–5, 378). Bradwardine (1618, ch. 28) argues that
the necessity that obtains for past, present, and future is in fact more than mere conditional
necessity.
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present exists,16 and indeed Bradwardine relies on that consensus to
build his case regarding the contingency of the past:

Everything that necessarily is a certain way is necessarily that way by
some necessity. But nothing past has any existence; therefore neither
does it have any necessity, and yet every such thing is necessarily in the
past. Therefore this is because of some present necessity, which is nec-
essarily God, or depends on him, and therefore depends on his will.
(Thomas Bradwardine 1618, p. 209b)

To the extent the past is necessary, it is not intrinsically so, but only
in virtue of the will of God. Inasmuch as God can will otherwise, the
past can be otherwise. In contrast, for those who denied God’s
power over the past, the passage of time itself makes a modal differ-
ence, such that there steadily comes to be a growing number of
things over which God has no power—not because God changes,
but because the world changes.17

Although the various parties to this dispute were far from admit-
ting it, there looks to be no fundamental metaphysical disagreement
here, but effectively only a verbal dispute over the proper assessment
of necessity claims. On the standard account of Aquinas, Scotus, and
many others, we assess the claim from the historical perspective of
the created world, leaving no salient open possibilities for things to
be otherwise. For Bradwardine, the modal claim is instead assessed
sub specie aeternitatis, which leaves open as many possibilities as are
consistent with God’s omnipotence. This perspective brings us close
to the wide-open modality characteristic of our modern era, inas-
much as the space of God’s power coincides with the space of logical
possibility. But Bradwardine defends that as the proper way to assess
the modal question not because he wants to evaluate the question in
terms of logically possibility. After all, Aquinas had said this as well.
In fact neither he nor Aquinas is thinking in terms of unrealized logi-
cal possibilities, but rather in terms of what is possible in the actual
world. What separates them is simply the question of whether that
evaluation should be made from a temporal perspective or an eternal
perspective.

16 The only exception I know of to this generality is John Wyclif. Tellingly, Wyclif specifi-
cally singles out Bradwardine as someone who ought to be committed to eternalism. See
Pasnau (2011, pp. 388–90).
17 This thesis is defended expressly in Thomas Buckingham (1992, pp. 273–7, conclusion
13).

MEDIEVAL MODALITIES 235

VC 2020 The Aristotelian Society

Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume xciv

doi: 10.1093/arisup/akaa004

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/aristoteliansupp/article-abstract/94/1/225/5866058 by guest on 02 July 2020



IV

The Necessity of the Present. It is easy to see that the necessity of the
past has an intuitive appeal, given that we have no power over it.
But present events would seem to be another matter. After all, as
Aristotle himself says in the passage quoted earlier, we do seem to
have power over the present. Yet there is another often-quoted
Aristotelian passage that might call even this into question:

What is, necessarily is, when it is; and what is not, necessarily is not,
when it is not. But not everything that is, necessarily is; and not every-
thing that is not, necessarily is not. For to say that everything that is, is
of necessity, when it is, is not the same as saying unconditionally that it
is of necessity. (Aristotle, De interpretatione 9, 19a23–27)

Interpretation of this passage has varied widely over the centuries,
with some reading the passage as merely a statement of the trivial
composite-sense necessity, and others taking Aristotle to be making
a substantive modal claim.18 By the later Middle Ages, mainstream
interpretation tilted toward the more substantive, and so understood
Aristotle to be making a metaphysical claim about the necessity of
present events.19

Although the necessity of the present has often been thought of as
a direct consequence of a temporal conception of modality, in fact
the doctrine is usually defended in an entirely different way, as the
consequence of a principle I will call the Actualization Test. This
principle derives from how Aristotle had characterized possibility:

A thing is possible if there is nothing impossible in its taking on the ac-
tuality of that of which it is said to have the capacity. I mean, for in-
stance, if it is possible for a thing to sit and it is open to it to sit, then

18 For examples of the trivial interpretation see Scotus, Lectura i.39 nn. 55, 58 (1994,
pp. 130–6), Jacobi (1983, p. 105), Fine (1984, pp. 24–5). Discussion of the passage is made
considerably more complex because of its location within Aristotle’s notoriously difficult
discussion of future contingents. This forces the would-be exegete to arrive at a reading of
the larger argument within which this claim must function as a premiss.
19 Proponents of the necessity of the present include Boethius (1998, pp. 142, 158–9), Peter
Abelard (in Knuuttila 1981, pp. 183–4), Hugh of Saint-Victor (1880, col. 256bc), Peter
Lombard (Sentences ii.25.1 [2007, ii: 116]), Robert Grosseteste (2017, pp. 25, 57),
Aquinas (ST 1a 14.13 ad 2), and William Ockham (see below). Admittedly, the interpreta-
tive uncertainty that infects Aristotle’s claim might be thought present in some of these later
texts.
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there will be nothing impossible in its taking on that sitting. (Aristotle,
Metaphysics ix.3, 1047a24–7)20

The Actualization Test, at least as it came to be understood,
demands that modal claims be assessed in terms of the constraints
imposed by the actual world: we take our alleged possibility and
imagine actualizing it in this world, and we look to see whether there
is indeed ‘nothing impossible’ in so doing. So understood, the Test
provides a route to the contentious divided sense: for if, at a given
time, p obtains, then, ]p, at that time, is not possible. In other
words, p t u p. Whether or not this is what Aristotle had in mind,
this is how the Test was constantly understood by scholastic authors,
particularly with respect to the necessity of the past and the present.
Robert Grosseteste, for instance, reasons as follows: ‘If that which is
true at instant a could be false at a, then, if this possibility is brought
to actuality, the same statement will be simultaneously true and
false in the same indivisible instant, which is impossible’ (2017,
pp. 46–7).

As in previous cases, it is hard from a modern perspective to see
why modality should be given such narrow scope. Rather than con-
strain the possible by features of the actual world, we now find it
natural to look to possible worlds where the actual features of this
world are lacking. And even if it is temporally definite propositions
we are interested in, the resources of Montague semantics, incorpo-
rating the world–time pairs that Kaplan (1989) referred to as cir-
cumstances, allow us to characterize worlds that are indexed at
times, allowing us to speak meaningfully of the same time across
worlds. In light of these modern expectations, it is interesting to look
at Scotus’s famous rejection of the necessity of the present in favour
of what has come to be known as synchronic contingency. Although
synchronic contingency is often described as the key to Scotus’s ad-
vance in modal thinking, this is doubly mistaken. First, as with logi-
cal possibility, so too this idea is not original with him. Grosseteste
had already worked out this approach for the case of God,21 and

20 Beere (2009, p. 119) characterizes this as the ‘Criterion of Possibility’. Broadie (1982,
pp. 26–8) offers a clear account of how it seems to commit Aristotle to the necessity of the
present. See also Prior Analytics i 13, 32a18–19.
21 See Robert Grosseteste (2017, pp. 51–9) and Lewis (1996). Grosseteste expressly consid-
ers whether synchronic contingency could apply to creatures (2017, p. 55), but he seems to
think that in fact, in the natural world, possibilities are always future-directed: ‘possibility
without actuality is only with respect to the future’ (2017, p. 57).
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Peter John Olivi had applied it, in considerable detail, to the case of
human action (see Dumont 1995). (Although Olivi’s work was
clearly the inspiration for Scotus, it had less influence in the long
run, because, for other reasons, his writings were condemned by the
Church.) Second, the theory of synchronic contingency is not at its
heart a revisionary approach to modality. What it is, instead, is a
claim about the causal structure of voluntary action, designed to
open up additional modal space within the actual world.

Synchronic contingency is, at its heart, an account of what it is to
act freely. On this picture an agent, at the instant at which it is u-ing,
can at that very instant, instead, be not-u-ing. Scotus has a few dif-
ferent motivations for wanting to insist on this picture. One comes
from thinking about the divine case. God’s eternal mode of existence
can be understood as a single durationless instant. But if God exists
for just an instant, albeit an eternal instant, it might look tempting to
suppose that the same rationale that makes the present necessary
would make God’s choices necessary too. Scotus accepts the ortho-
dox view that God’s choices are wholly free, even at an instant, and
to explain that he appeals to synchronic possibility. A second moti-
vation is that an adequate conception of human freedom requires it.
Scotus thinks that, if present events are necessary, then the most one
can say about a human choice taking place right now is that the
agent was able to do otherwise, or that the agent will be able to do
otherwise. But what’s wanted, Scotus thinks, is that the agent, right
now, is able to do otherwise. Freedom requires such a capacity, and
requires it now, when the choice is being made, rather than at earlier
or later times. To render the situation in stark terms, he has us imag-
ine a being with free will who exists for only an instant. Such a being
could make a free choice, Scotus asserts, but could do so only given
the possibility, synchronic with that instant, of doing otherwise.22

This explains why Scotus wants to be able to defend synchronic
possibility. And we might at this point stop to discuss the merits of
the view as one of the best-developed early statements of a libertar-
ian conception of freedom. But I want to push on instead to consider

22 For the case of the instantaneous agent, see Lectura i.39 n.50 (1994, pp. 116–18). This
idea too is already in Robert Grosseteste (2017, p. 55), and indeed there was a stock dis-
puted question, among thirteenth-century scholastic authors, with a history going back to
Augustine, over whether the devil willed to be bad from the very first instant of its creation
(see, for instance, Bonaventure 1882–1902, ii: 115–17 [Sentences ii.3.2.1.2], which argues
that the devil’s choice required an interval of time). Scotus’s treatment of synchronic contin-
gency in the Lectura gets restated in his Reportatio (2017, pp. 86–94).
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the more properly modal aspects of the question, and to do this we
need to look carefully at the sort of modal space he attempts to open
up. As a critical first step, Scotus has to deny the Actualization Test
as others had understood it. First, he urges that there is no logical
impossibility that ‘in the same instant in which the will has one act
of willing, in that same instant, and for the same instant, it can have
an opposite act of willing’ (Lectura i.39 n.50 [1994, pp. 116–18]).
That opposite act is no more repugnant to the will’s nature, at that
very instant, than is the actual act, and so is equally logically possi-
ble. As for the familiar appeal to the Actualization Test—that the
will’s current act of willing itself generates the contradiction that
blocks the will from willing the opposite—Scotus just flatly denies
that this Test, so understood, provides an accurate guide to logical
possibility. It is enough if there is no logical inconsistency in the will,
as such, willing the opposite. The actualization of that possibility
does not have to be consistent with every other available fact.

What makes Scotus’s treatment of this topic so characteristic of
the era, however, is the way he quickly sets aside these points about
logical possibility, and turns to a defence of the claim that there is
also a ‘real possibility’—that is, whether a will like ours, in a world
such as this, does in fact have the synchronic possibility of willing
otherwise. Here is his argument:

To this logical possibility there corresponds a real possibility. For every
cause is understood prior to its effect. So the will, at that instant at
which it elicits an act of willing, is prior by nature to its willing and
stands free (libere se habet) with regard to it. Accordingly, at that in-
stant at which it elicits its willing, it stands contingent to willing and
has a contingent standing (habitudinem) toward not willing. This is
not because, at some prior time, it had a contingent standing toward
willing, because it was not a cause then. Rather, now, when it is the
cause that elicits the act of willing, it has a contingent standing toward
the act. As a result, willing at time a, it can not-will at time a. (John
Duns Scotus, Lectura i.39 n.51 [1994, pp. 118–20])

The critical idea here is one that both Grosseteste and Olivi had al-
ready suggested: that within a single temporal instant there is a fur-
ther order that can be described. This is an ordering of ‘nature’ that,
as the second sentence of the passage explains, is founded in causal
priority. Now, it is a familiar idea from Aristotle that we can speak
of one thing as being prior to another even where there is no
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temporal order. Among the various sorts of non-temporal orderings
that Aristotle discussed, here Scotus particularly wants the sort of or-
der that arises in a causal relationship. Since Scotus, like most of his
contemporaries, was committed to the simultaneity of cause and ef-
fect, he finds it natural to conclude that, within a single instant, the
will, as initiating cause, is prior to the act of willing that is elicited.23

Having identified this sort of non-temporal priority within a single
temporal instant, Scotus then wants us to think of these as non-
temporal instants within a single instant of time. In later writings, he
refers to these as ‘instants of nature’ (for example, Ordinatio i.43

n.14 [Opera 6:358]). These instants of nature are what furnish the
modal space needed to account for the will’s real synchronic possi-
bility. At the first instant of nature, the will is eliciting its act. At this
point the will is open to either willing or not-willing. At the second
instant of nature, the will is willing. At that posterior instant there is
no real possibility of doing otherwise, because the fact of the will’s
willing blocks that from being a real possibility. Yet in virtue of the
first instant of nature it remains true that the will can do otherwise,
and so one’s present choices are not necessary.

In all of this, Scotus adheres to the overarching spirit of the
Actualization Test, inasmuch as he accepts that claims of real possi-
bility should be understood in terms of the limited modal space of-
fered by the actual world. By making room within a temporal instant
for multiple instants of nature, he opens up modal space for syn-
chronic contingency, but within the timeline of this world. So even
though Scotus is often described with enthusiasm as the founda-
tional figure in a possible-worlds conception of modality, there turns
out to be nothing about his way of conceiving synchronic contin-
gency that suggests we should be evaluating modal claims in terms
of other worlds.24

23 On causal relations as simultaneous, see Scotus, Ordinatio ii.1.3 n.158 (Opera 7: 79–80)
and Questions on the Metaphysics v.2 (1997–8, pp. 359–70). For Aristotle on causation as
giving rise to a non-temporal ordering, see Categories 12, Meta. iv.5, 1011a1, and Meta.
vii.3, 1029a5.
24 Normore (2003, p. 155) registers this point, remarking that ‘Although one can find the
ingredients in Scotus’s picture for talking about possible worlds, the notion would do little
or no work within that picture itself.’ Still, he goes on: ‘That Duns Scotus is a pivotal figure
in the history of modal theory seems beyond doubt.’ Elsewhere, however, he puts the point
more cautiously: ‘Almost everyone now agrees that John Duns Scotus is a pivotal figure in
the history of the philosophy of modality, but there is much less agreement about why
Scotus is so central’ (Normore 1996, p. 161).
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V

Ockham’s Rejection of Synchronic Contingency. Scotus’s appeal to
instants of nature is designed to secure a very robust form of the
principle that free will requires the power to choose otherwise. But
even among subsequent authors who embraced a libertarian concep-
tion of freedom, this way of securing that result was highly contro-
versial. The most prominent such case is William Ockham, whose
views are interesting for present purposes because of the light they
shed on how Ockham thinks modal questions should be adjudicated.
His parsimonious inclinations lead him to be appalled by the obscu-
rity and profligacy of instants of nature, which he characterizes as a
purely imaginary invention.25 But he also thinks that he can prove
there is something contradictory in Scotus’s approach. His first at-
tempt to do that is a bare appeal to the Actualization Test. But he
immediately recognizes that Scotus will not accept this: he expects
Scotus to reply that if we actualize the will’s possible alternative voli-
tion and look for contradictions, we need not suppose that the will’s
current volition remains (De praedestinatione q. 3 [OPh ii: 533–4;
1983, pp. 72–3]). So Ockham immediately offers a more complex
argument intended to show that synchronic contingency is inconsis-
tent not only with the necessity of the present but also with the neces-
sity of the past. If this argument can work, it should have some force
against Scotus, since although Scotus is keen to reject the necessity of
the present, he does not wish to reject the necessity of the past.

Ockham’s complex argument runs as follows, with sentences
numbered:

1Every proposition that is merely about the present, if it is true, has [correspond-
ing to it] some necessary proposition about the past. 2But this proposition

[Æ] The will wills this at instant a
is true, we are supposing, and is merely about the present. 3Therefore
this proposition will subsequently be always necessary:

[�] The will willed this at instant a.
4Therefore, after instant a, this cannot be true:

[c] The will did not will this at instant a.
(5In confirmation: if, after a, � always was necessary, then after a its opposite [c]

always was impossible.) 6Therefore, further, after a it always was and will be
true to say that this proposition could not be true at a:

25 See, for instance, Ockham, Ordinatio i.9.3 (OTh iii: 294–8).
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[d] The will does not will this,
because at that time its opposite was true, namely �.
7So the reply consists in this: if the will wills this at a [" Æ], then, after a, � will
always be necessary. 8aThen, if the will’s unmanifested power [for d] could be
brought to actuality at instant a, either 8bcontradictories [� and c] will be true
at the same time after instant a, or 8cafter a that necessary proposition about
the past [" necessarily �], which is necessary since it had [corresponding to it]
a true proposition merely about the present [" Æ], will be false, because its op-
posite [" possibly c] will be true. (William Ockham, OPh ii: 534; 1983, pp.

73–4)

Ockham’s essential strategy is again to deploy the Actualization
Test, but to shift the locus of contradiction. Granting to Scotus, at
least for the sake of argument, that contradiction can be avoided at
time a, Ockham shifts to times after a, and urges that the contradic-
tion will turn up then. For if the past is necessary, then for all future
times it will be necessary that the will willed at a (sentences 3 and 7).
But then (8a) if we imagine actualizing its alleged power not to will,
we have our contradiction in one of two ways. Either (8b) we have
the familiar (now past-tense) contradiction that the will both willed
and did not will at time a, or (8c) we have to reject the necessity of
the past, and hold that the will’s willing at a has not become a neces-
sary truth.

All of this is, admittedly, extremely confusing. Matters would be
simpler if Ockham, or Scotus, treated sentences as timelessly pos-
sessed of their modal status.26 Then from the fact that willing at a
was necessary, we could happily conclude that it is timelessly neces-
sary. But, as we have seen over and over already, this is not the usual
premodern way of handling modality. Ockham, moreover, is quite
explicit about this. With the passage of time, he says, future possibil-
ities ‘frequently become impossible’ (Ordinatio i.38 [OTh iv: 579;
1983, p. 85]). Both he and Scotus want to be able to say that the
will’s future acts are contingent, and that those same acts become
necessary once they fall into the past. All that is at stake, then, is the
instant of transition. Does that go on the side of necessity or contin-
gency? Fussing in this way over the instantaneous present may seem
like worse than splitting hairs, but neither author saw it that way.

26 On the slow rise of the modern tendency to treat truth and modality in this way, see Prior
(1957, appendix a).
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For Scotus, as we have seen, our very freedom as agents depends on
the contingency of our choices, and that contingency must be in
place at the moment of decision. For Ockham, in contrast, what is at
stake is the metaphysical cogency of the relationship between time
and necessity. Claims about the past are necessary, as Ockham
thinks of it, because of the occurrence of the events themselves. That
is what licenses, in the first sentence of the above passage, the claim
that for sentences about the present there are corresponding neces-
sary propositions about the past. It is natural to think that Ockham
simply begs the question by taking for granted (most obviously in
sentence 6) that the present impossibility of the will’s having done
otherwise entails that it was impossible at a for the will to do other-
wise.27 But for Ockham there is a metaphysical connection between
these two impossibilities. We might say that, for Ockham, the reason
the past cannot be otherwise is that the present cannot be otherwise,
as soon as it is present.28

The large claims made on each side of this dispute encourage the
thought that there must be a deep, substantive disagreement here.
But, as with the necessity of the past, it is not clear that this is the
case. Scotus accepts, in particular, that ‘that which passes into the
past is necessary’ (Lectura i.40 n.9; Opera 17:513), suggesting that
events becomes necessary only once they leave the present instant.
And although Scotus refuses to admit that the present is necessary,
he does describe it as determinately true, whereas truths about the
future are indeterminate.29 To be sure, for Scotus, that determinate
truth holds only in virtue of the second instant of nature, when the
will actually wills. Scotus would deny only that Ockham’s argument
holds at the first instant of nature, where the will’s choice is

27 This is the diagnosis of the argument’s fault in Normore (2016, p. 145).
28 Does Ockham’s argument prove too much, by allowing us to run a version of this argu-
ment for future true sentences, and so prove the necessity of the future? Out of context, it
might seem so, but the argument comes in the midst of his most extended argument in fa-
vour of future contingents, and so is carefully calibrated to account for that case. In the
usual modern parlance (see, for instance, Plantinga 1986), the will’s present act of willing is
a hard fact to which backwards-looking necessary truths correspond. But even though there
are true propositions about future acts of will, those are mere soft facts that do not yield ne-
cessities. This is the force of sentence 1’s insistence that we are concerned with propositions
‘merely about the present’—that is, with hard facts. Ockham makes the distinction explicit
in De praedestinatione Question 1 supposition 3 (OPh ii: 515; 1983, pp. 46–7). It has been
urged upon me that, this distinction notwithstanding, it remains unclear that Ockham’s rea-
soning is compatible with the contingency of the future. But I beg leave to defer this large
topic for another time.
29 Lectura i.39 n.69 (1994, p. 152), where he also allows that past truths are necessary.
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contingent. In the face of such subtleties, Ockham insists that Scotus
has violated the principle of non-contradiction. For it looks as if
Scotus must accept that, at instant a, it is both true and not-true that
the will necessarily wills. But Scotus can evade this result by insisting
that a modal question regarding a temporal instant has to be evalu-
ated by looking at every instant of nature within the temporal in-
stant. Scotus could say that if, at any instant of nature within the rel-
evant temporal instant, it is possible that the agent might have done
otherwise, then we should say, simpliciter, that the will at that tem-
poral instant might have done otherwise.

Ironically, this is not altogether different from how Ockham him-
self understands the contingency of our free choices. Although,
strictly speaking, Ockham believes that the will’s choices are neces-
sary at the instant at which they take place, he provides his own ac-
count of the sense in which the will’s choices are contingent, one that
is structurally quite similar to Scotus’s, except that instead of appeal-
ing to synchronically simultaneous instants of nature, he opens up
modal space diachronically, across multiple instants of time. If we
look before a, we may find a future contingent truth: ‘that the will,
existing for a prior duration before the instant a at which it causes,
can freely and contingently cause or not cause at a’. Alternatively,
we can look at later times, and we may find that ‘freely, without any
variation and change arriving to it or to any other cause, and with-
out any other cause’s ceasing, the will can cease from its act at an-
other instant after a’ (OPh iv: 536; 1983, p. 76). Either of these in-
determinate capacities to do otherwise, at either a prior or a
subsequent instant, is sufficient to save the will’s contingency at the
present instant. In both cases, Ockham is appealing to the only place
in temporal space where he allows genuine contingency: in the open
future for the will to do otherwise. The possibility of this sort of ac-
count suggests that we should be cautious in accepting the often-
voiced conclusion—see, for instance, MacDonald (1995, p. 171)—
that a libertarian conception of will requires synchronic contingency.
To be sure, Scotus thinks that these diachronic claims do nothing to
establish the will’s present contingency. But it is ironic that Scotus
himself, as I read him, must make a similar appeal to multiple
instants of nature to find a contingency that is missing from the in-
stant of nature at which the will actually wills.

It would not be right to say that this dispute is purely verbal, since
it turns in part on a disagreement over the cogency of appealing to
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instants of nature as a source of modal space. Even so, at least with
respect to the purely modal dispute (as opposed to the further con-
clusions they reach about the nature of freedom), their shared sub-
stantive assumptions far outweigh their disagreements. Both em-
brace a fundamental modal asymmetry between the past and the
future, and both embrace the thought that it is the present instant, in
its determinate actuality, that generates this asymmetry, turning the
contingent into the necessary. Their dispute concerns simply where
exactly to draw that line between the necessary and the contingent.
Ockham, treating the present instant as indivisible, puts the line just
after the present. Scotus, instead, splits the present instant, drawing
a line that puts one instant of nature on one side and another instant
of nature on the other side. And even here they are nominally in
agreement, since both accept that there is some sense in which pre-
sent choices are contingent. Most importantly, for our purposes,
both agree that we should assess its contingency, not by looking at
non-actual possibilities, but rather by looking at other instants (tem-
poral or natural) on our actual timeline.

VI

Ampliation and Modal Space. As a final case study, I turn to the do-
main of medieval logic. Whereas in our previous examples there was
little awareness of the largely verbal nature of these disputes, we will
find among logicians an increasingly explicit awareness of this point:
that debates over modality turn not on disputed questions of meta-
physics but on a semantic decision about how to restrict the scope of
such discourse.

Like their modern counterparts, medieval logicians attempt to under-
stand modal terms extensionally, so that possibility and necessity can
be understand as forms of quantification. As John Buridan put it, ‘the
necessary is to the possible as the universal is to the particular’
(Summulae 4.6.2 [2001, p. 300]). The usual machinery for achieving
this was to understand modal terms as ampliating the supposition of
other terms within a sentence. To understand these technical notions,
begin with a simple case. On the standard later medieval analysis, ‘A
person is running’ comes out true if and only if that which the subject
supposits for is among the things that the predicate supposits for.
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Supposition is a way of characterizing a term’s reference: it tells us
what things a word ranges over, within the context of a sentence.
‘Running’ in this sentence supposits for everything that is running, and
so if that includes a person, the sentence is true.30 Supposition can be re-
stricted or ampliated: restricted, for instance, by an adverb in the sen-
tence ‘A person is quickly running’; ampliated if we switch to the future
tense, so that the supposition extends to future individuals.

Modal terms are generally understood to be ampliative, but there
was disagreement over exactly how a term like ‘can’ affects the amplia-
tion of the other terms in a sentence. In Peter of Spain’s classic
thirteenth-century textbook, the force of the modality in ‘a man can be
white’ is said to be that ‘the term “man” supposits not only for present
[human beings] but also is ampliated for all who will be’ (Summaries of
Logic 9.5 [2014, pp. 442–3]). This suggests a temporal approach to
modality, as if ‘can be’ is extensionally equivalent to ‘is or will be’. For
Ockham and Buridan, in contrast, modal terms ampliate the subject of
a sentence so as to extend not just to future individuals, but to all possi-
ble individuals of the relevant kind. Thus the modal expression in ‘a
person can be running’ ampliates the subject so that it supposits for all
possible persons.31 Obviously, this leaves unanalysed the notion of pos-
sibility, but it makes clear that medieval modal operators are capable of
accessing the sort of wide modal spaces that we now take for granted.
Indeed, Arthur Prior (1957, pp. 30–1), writing in more parsimonious
metaphysical times, wondered about the ‘weird’ metaphysics of this
‘permanent pool of objects’.

Relying on this framework, later medieval discussions of modality
recognize that differences in ampliation will yield different notions
of modality. This is particularly clear in Buridan:

Sometimes ‘possible’ is taken ampliatively, that is, indifferently toward
the past and the future, and so too for ‘necessary’. Thus we would say,
for instance, that everything is possible that is, was, or will be, or even
if it is not contradictory (non repugnat) that it is, was, or will be. And

30 For a good brief introduction to these issues, see Ashworth (2009).
31 See, for example, Ockham, Summa logicae i.72 (OPh i: 216–17); John Buridan,
Tractatus de consequentiis 1.6 and 2.4 (1976, pp. 27, 58). Several complications should be
noted. First, fourteenth-century authors generally agree that, in sentences of this form, the
subject is ampliated. It is surprisingly unclear, however, what happens to the predicate in
such sentences. (I consider this issue in a subsequent paper.) Second, strictly speaking,
Ockham does not speak of ‘ampliation’ in these contexts (see Priest and Read 1981). This
too I set aside, since Ockham agrees that modal expressions work by enlarging the supposi-
tion of their subject.
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in this way we would grant ‘Aristotle can exist’ or ‘it is possible for
Aristotle to run’, and we would deny ‘it is necessary for Aristotle not
to run’. (John Buridan, Summulae 1.8.5 [2001, p. 75])

So here is ampliation in the wide-open sense on which terms are
allowed to supposit across all times and even across possibilia. So
construed, the past is not necessary. But, Buridan immediately con-
tinues, there is another way to read modal claims:

In another way ‘possible’ is taken restrictively, toward the future, so
that nothing is said to be possible unless it is or will be, or at least it is
not contradictory that it is or will be. So it is said in De caelo i

[283b12–13] that there is no power over the past. For in this way we
would say that a horse that perished cannot exist, and that it is impos-
sible for it to walk, and that it is necessary that it does not exist. So
too, we would say that the proposition ‘Aristotle walks’ is impossible,
whereas it (or a similar proposition) was true, and we would say that
‘Aristotle does not walk’ is necessary, even though at one time it was
false. So in this way the possible becomes impossible and the contin-
gent becomes necessary. (John Buridan 2001, pp. 75–6)

Here is how we must understand modal claims if we want to insist
on the necessity of the past. The key is to restrict ampliation so as
not to range over past possibilities. ‘Aristotle walks’ thus comes out
as impossible, whereas ‘Aristotle walked’ comes out as necessary, be-
cause when we ampliate only toward the future, then on every sup-
position the first sentence comes out false and the second comes out
true.32 For Buridan, there is no point in engaging in a metaphysical
dispute over whether the past is necessary. The problem turns in-
stead on how we want to understand the modal semantics in the
context of a particular sentence.

Ockham, a generation earlier, is less explicit about this, but he ef-
fectively proceeds in the same way. He distinguishes two ways of
taking the modal operator: either widely, so that the subject suppo-
sits for both things that exist and things that can exist, or narrowly,
so that the subject supposits only for things that exist (Summa logi-
cae ii.25 [OPh i: 331]). Although elsewhere Ockham is happy to an-
alyse modal expressions using wide ampliation, he here argues that

32 Compare the very similar discussion at Summulae 8.6.3 (2001, p. 735), where Buridan
explicitly says that, taken restrictively, it is necessary that Aristotle walked (although this
phrase is unfortunately omitted from the usually reliable translation). Something like this
distinction goes back at least to William of Sherwood, Introduction to Logic 1.23 (1966,
p. 41).
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we should be wary of this when considering whether modal proposi-
tions are convertible. He thinks we must deny, for instance, this in-
stance of conversion: ‘The true can be impossible; therefore the im-
possible can be true.’ After all, suppose it is true that I have not been
to Rome. If I then go to Rome, it becomes necessary that I have been
to Rome, and so impossible that I have not been to Rome. In this
case, the true becomes impossible. But Ockham takes it to be obvi-
ous that the impossible cannot become true.33 Narrow supposition is
required, then, to account for how true sentences become impossible.
In effect, it is required to explain why the past is necessary. Ockham
recognizes that such modal claims could be given wide supposition,
in which case the past would not come out as necessary, but he
thinks, at least in these contexts, that we should read them as having
narrow supposition.

At least in the hands of Ockham and Buridan, then, medieval
logic recognizes that we can choose the modal spaces we want to
work in. So how do we choose? Ockham’s discussion provides some
clues about how to think about this. In the example just considered,
the shift in modal status that is the hallmark of narrow ampliation
runs in only one direction, from truth (or possibility) to necessity (or
impossibility). Conversely, the impossible cannot become true. It
runs in the first direction, and not the second, because restricted
ampliation is forward-looking rather than backwards-looking. But
why is it forward-looking? Evidently, it is because this is the direc-
tion of time—because if I have not yet gone to Rome, I still may do
so, but once I have done so, I cannot not have gone to Rome.
Ockham offers another example where we want to forbid conver-
sion: ‘Someone who sees can be blind; therefore someone blind can
see’ (Summa logicae ii.25 [OPh i: 332]). This is to be denied, but on
grounds that are interestingly different from the Rome example, be-
cause here it is not an immutable past fact that does the work, but a
directional difference in possibilities that, as we might now put it,
tracks the direction of entropy: the visual faculty can be destroyed,
but once destroyed it cannot be remade. Ockham allows that conver-
sion can be maintained in both of these examples, if we want to read
the modal operators as ampliating widely. And of course in a theo-
logical context—or thanks to modern medicine—we might well

33 The example is discussed at Summa logicae ii.24 (OPh i: 329), and again at Summa logi-
cae ii.25 (OPh i: 332). I am indebted to Johnston (2015) for drawing my attention to these
passages.

248 I—ROBERT PASNAU

VC 2020 The Aristotelian Society

Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume xciv

doi: 10.1093/arisup/akaa004

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/aristoteliansupp/article-abstract/94/1/225/5866058 by guest on 02 July 2020



want to insist on the possibility of the blind coming to see. Just as we
saw with the necessity of the past, we get different results depending
on which causal framework we consider.

Buridan is more clear than Ockham that there is no metaphysical
fact of the matter here.34 After setting out the distinction in amplia-
tion described above, he remarks that ‘in the present context I speak
of necessity and impossibility ampliatively, for this is how the de-
monstrative sciences speak, although narrative histories speak the
other way’ (Summulae 1.8.5 [2001, p. 76]).35 Buridan, in other
words, thinks we should be open to either reading of the modal
operators, since the choice depends on what we are trying to do. If
what we care about are narrative histories, then it matters that one
can go from seeing to being blind but not vice versa. We want a
modal theory that takes into account the arrow of time. If, on the
other hand, we are interested in establishing a demonstrative science,
then we will be trafficking in universal, timeless, necessary truths.
Then we may want wide ampliation, which will fix the modal values
of our sentences timelessly, sparing us the messy temporal transmu-
tations that arise when a proposition goes from being false to true to
necessary. Independently of such contextual considerations, there is
no fact of the matter about which modal values are correct. This is
of course a conclusion we can formulate within our modern idioms,
but the tendencies of modern modal theorizing work against it.36

Department of Philosophy
University of Colorado

34 Indeed, Normore (2016) takes Ockham to be a ‘modal monist,’ which would mean, in
my terms, that Ockham accepts only the narrow supposition that yields the necessity of the
past. To me, Ockham’s view seems less definite.
35 See the similar discussions in Summulae 8.6.3 (2001, p. 736), Quaest. Periherm. i.12

(1983, pp. 54–7), and the related discussion of natural supposition at Summulae 4.3.4
(2001, pp. 259–62). These passages are discussed, in the broader context of Buridan’s
modal theory, in Normore (2013). There is an Aristotelian basis for linking timeless propo-
sitions to demonstration at Prior Analytics i 15, 34b7–18.
36 I have received a great deal of help on this paper from many people, including Arif
Ahmed, Dominic Bailey, Justin D’Ambrosio, Graeme Forbes, Gloria Frost, Brian Garrett,
Spencer Johnston, Guy Longworth, John Marenbon, Christopher Shields, and Daniel
Stoljar. Thanks also to audiences at the Australian National University, the Cornell
Medieval Colloquium, the Humboldt University of Berlin, the London Medieval Network,
the University of California San Diego, and the University of Colorado Boulder.
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