GOD. KNOWLEDGE
AND AGENCY

1. Divine intellect and wall

As we would expect, Scotus holds that God has intellect and will. He can
know things, and he can will them. Scotus’s argument for this, however,
does not make use of the perfect-being methodology outlined at the be-
ginning of chapter 3. Scotus does not believe that intellect and will are
demonstrably pure perfections,’

The argument for divine intellect presupposes that God has will.
Scotus offers several arguments for this latter claim, of which [ will give
one. The argument is both the most interesting and the simplest: contin-
gent causation exists; so the first agent causes contingently; so the first
agent causes freely.? For reasons that I will examine in chapter 7, Scotus
1s convinced that the premise here (“contingent causation exists”) is true.
In support of the inference to “the first agent causes contingently,” Scotus
argues that necessity in God’s actions is sufficient to block contingency
in our actions.? This does not seem obviously true. But, as we shall see
below, Scotus believes that God's causal concurrence is required for every-
thing that happens—including our free actions. If two causes concur in
producing one effect, Scotus assumes that necessity in one of the causes
is sufficient to guarantee necessity in the effect. (I look at Scotus’s discus-
sion of God’s causal concurrence below. In De Primo Principio, Scotus at
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this point in his argument for God's will explicitly refers his readers to
his discussion of God’s causal concurrence.)? It is difficult to know what
to make of Scotus’s claim that necessity in one of two concurrent causes
is sufficient for necessity in the effect. And—as | shall show below—the
reason for this is that it is difficult to make any sense of Scotus’s account
of causal concurrence applied to free actions.

In favor of the second inference—trom contingency to freedom—
Scotus argues that all contingent events are brought about by free will.’
Underlying this is an assumption, which I mention in chapter 7 (note 19),
that genuine randomness is impossible. The argument in favor of divine
intellect follows straightforwardly from this. No free agent can will some-
thing without knowing it. So God, as a free agent, must have intellect.’

2. Divine knowledge

Given that God has intellect, what can we say about his knowledge?
Perhaps the most important feature of it is that none of God’s knowl-
edge is caused by anything external to himself. According to Scotus, God's
simplicity entails that everything in God is in some sense identical with
him; and God’s necessity entails that he is immutable.” Each of these two
claims—that everything in God is identical with him, and that God is
immutable—entails that nothing external to God can be necessary for
anything internal to him.® Suppose a creature were a necessary condition
for the existence of something in God. On Scotus’s simplicity claim, this
would entail that a creature were a necessary condition for the existence
of God’s essence. And given that God is the first cause of everything, this
is false. Equally, all creatures (as a matter of contingent fact) come into
existence. So if a creature were a necessary condition for the existence of
something in God, God would change.” Considerations like these lie be-
hind the scholastic claim that God cannot be really related to any of his
creatures. It God were really related to any of his creatures, something
in God—his relation to his creatures—would require the existence of
something external to him. So God cannot be really related to any of his
creatures.!”

The claim that nothing outside God is necessary for the existence of
anything in God has some odd implications for God’s knowledge. Put
simply, it means that God’s knowledge of creatures is not in any sense
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caused by the creatures themselves. To understand Scotus’s position, we
need to have a rough grasp of part of his philosophy of mind. According
to Scotus—following Aristotle—our intellect has two “parts”: the passive
intellect (which Scotus prefers to call by the Augustinian term ‘memory’),
and the active intellect (to which Scotus often gives the Augustinian label
‘intelligence’}. The first of these is responsible for storing 1deas, concepts,
and so on (the items of my ‘habitual knowledge’); the second (in Scotus’s
account, though not in most medieval accounts) is responsible for actu-
ally understanding them. The idea is that memory has a capacity to call
habitual knowledge to mind, bringing about a state of actual understand-
ing. The items in the memory are said to have ‘intelligible existence’, and
to represent the extra-mental realities to which they correspond.!! These
intelligible objects are in some sense caused in our minds by the extra-
mental realities they represent.!? They are the means by which we know
external realivy.'?

What happens when we have actual understanding of an object that
we know habirually? The scholastics, perhaps following Aristotle, gen-
erally assumed that there is a universal mental language, and that we use
this language when wethink." This notion of a mental language was used
to spell out the difference between actual and habitual knowledge. Ac-
cording to Scotus, my memory along with the intelligible object it con-
tains jointly cause actual knowledge in my intelligence.” This actual
knowledge consists 1n a basic item in our mental language—a mental
word—inhering in my intelligence.'® Thus, a personx is in a state of hav-
ing actual knowledge if a mental word inheres in #’s intelligence. We
might think of this mental word as a mental act. Scotus classifies it as a
guality inhering in the intelligence."”

God’s knowledge is different from this in at least two respects. First,
God’s knowledge is caused not by anything outside himself, but merely
by his essence and (for some of his knowledge) his will. Secondly, although
God does have actual knowledge produced from his memory and ex-
pressed in a mental word, he also has actual knowledge that is not so
produced or expressed. I will look at this second feature in the next
chapter.

Scotus discerns three sorts of objects of divine knowledge: the divine
essence, necessary truths and all logical possibilities, and contingent truths.
[ shall label this second sort of object an “N-object’, and the third sort a
‘C-object’. The set of N-objects includes all necessary truths, including
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the essences of things;!® all possible combinations of contingent states of
affairs (i.e., all logical possibilities);"” and all possible individuals.? In line
with post-Augustinian tradition, Scotus labels the common essences, as
known by God, ‘ideas’.’! He does not label God’s knowledge of logical
possibilities and possible individuals ‘ideas’.?> But most of what he says
about divine ideas is applicable to God's knowledge of possibilities and
possible individuals. I use ‘N-object’ to refer to all such objects. I look at
these three sorts of object—the divine essence, N-objects, and C-objects—
and their relation to God's knowledge, in turn.

God'’s knowledge of his own essence

God knows his essence by a direct intuitive grasp of it as present to him.>
Intuitive knowledge is knowledge of an individual object precisely as that
object is present to the cognizer.” Furthermore, this knowledge is itself
really identical with God’s essence. God's selt-love is necessary; so the self-
knowledge required for this love must be necessary too.”” And as we saw
in chapter 3, necessary divine attributes are really identical with God’s
essence.

God's knowledge of necessary truths
and logical possibilities

God’s knowledge of N-objects is very different from this. Roughly, Scotus
holds that all N-objects are somehow caused by God. Rival theories would
make God’s N-knowledge relate to concepts that are somehow “giv-
ens”"—already there prior to God’s thought. According to Bonaventure,
for example, there are eternal relations in God to objects other than him-
self. God knows things other than himself only in virtue of these rela-
tions.”® There is no suggestion in Bonaventure that these objects have any
sort of existence outside God. But Henry of Ghent makes just such a claim:
commaon and individual essences have some sort of existence outside God,
and these essences are objects of God’s knowledge.?” Henry claims that
such objects have esse essentiae (their essential existence) but not esse
existentiae (their actual exastence).

Scotus regards both of these theories as radically confused. The first,
according to Scotus, entails that God’s intellect 1s passive with regard to
knowledge of N-objects. Its knowledge of such objects is somehow caused
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in it by the concepts that correspond to this knowledge, and this “demeans
the divine intellect.”?® Against Henry's theory, Scotus draws attention to
the unclear existential status of the extra-mental objects it posits. Extra-
mental objects are mdistinguishable from real material things. And in this
case, real material things are everlasting and in some sense exist neces-
sarily. Thus, as Scotus points out, no objects can be brought into exis-
tence;? or at best such objects will be merely altered somehow, getting
actual existence in addition to their essential existence.*”

Scotus reasons, therefore, that the N-objects of God’s knowledge must
be produced entirely by himself.?! In fact, Scotus is convinced that know-
ing things in this way—by producing objects in intelligible existence—
is a perfection.’ Claiming that the N-objects of God’s knowledge are
produced by him does not mean that God could fail to produce them; it
does not make them contingent. In fact, Scotus claims that God cannot
fail but produce these N-objects. As Scotus puts it, God’s intellect 1s a
“merely natural cause” of the N-objects known by him.*

How does God produce N-objects? Scotus claims that God does so as a
result of his intuitive grasp of his own essence. God’s essence somehow
contains the “entities” of all created things,* and God causes the N-objects
by intuitively secing his own essence. Thus, God, by seeing his essence,
produces N-objects in intelligible existence. Scotus often refers to God’s
essence as the primary object of God’s knowledge, and N-objects as the
secondary objects of divine knowledge.’® N-objects are, of course, the
ideas of all possible essences and individuals. So Scotus holds that neces-
sary truths, logical possibilities, and possible individuals are all brought
into existence by God.*

Interestingly, Scotus also holds that God’s knowledge of N-objects is
really identical with his essence. The first agent necessarily possesses
everything required for its causal activity. But without its knowledge of
N-objects, it could not cause. So its knowledge of N-objects must be es-

sential to it

God's knowledge
of contingent truths

Of course, God’s knowledge of all logical possibilities does not tell him
which of these contingent possibilities is actual. And this brings me onto
the third sort of divine knowledge pinpointed by Scotus: knowledge of
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contingent actualities. Scotus is quite clear that God cannot know C-
objects in the same way as he knows necessary truths and possibilities.
Scotus’s central presupposition in his discussion of God’s knowledge of
C-objects 1s that God’s will is free. Suppose God's intellect could calcu-
late which of all logically possible states of affairs should be actualized.
God's free will could ignore this calculation, and thus (since God’s intel-
lect is always morally upright) possibly act badly. But of course God can-
not act badly. Thus the actions of a free God could not be in any way
dictated by his intellect.’® So the divine intellect must gain its knowledge
of C-objects in some other way. This way, Scotus reasons, must be by
knowledge of the tree decisions of the divine will. In short, God knows
C-objects because he has freely caused them.?

These C-objects are not, of course, really existing things external to
God. They are still objects merely in intelligible, mental, existence
(though they presumably directly correspond to existing contingent
things). As we saw above, Scotus holds that divine simplicity means that
everything in God is identical with him. And Scotus i1s quite clear that
all of God’s knowledge 1s identical with his essence,'® But this raises a
problem. How could anything contingent—such as knowledge of a C-
object—be identical with the divine essence?*! Scotus does not really
address this worry, although given his claims that everything in God is
in some sense identical with God and that God’s existence is necessary,
Scotus certainly should do so. Perhaps the closest Scotus comes to a
discussion of the problem is in distinction 39 of both Lectura and
Reportatio. Scotus rejects the claim of Henry of Ghent that the divine
intellect could gain knowledge of the determinations of the divine will
directly from this will,* arguing instead that God’s intellect knows the
contingent decisions of the divine will by means of his essence. Scotus
draws an analogy with human vision:

If I were to have a constant act of vision, [ now see a white thing and—
if the white thing were removed—I would see something else as black
without any change in the act of seeing; so the divine intellect sees the
truth of some state of affairs [complexionem| made and brought about
by the will (which truth his essence immediately presents to him).*

The idea seems to be that the numerical identity of God’s act of under-
standing is not altered in any way by the content of this act—where the
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content is contingent upon the free decision of the divine will. And pre-
sumably it is this one act of understanding—irrespective of its content—
that is identical with the divine essence. I am not sure, however, that this
will go much of the way towards solving the contingency difficulty.
After all, C-objects should be identical with the divine essence as much
as God’s knowledge of them is.

Accounting for God’s knowledge of contingent truths in this way
certainly safeguards the unconditioned nature of God; nothing outside
God is required for him to have knowledge of contingent truths. Butit
seems to be open to an obvious objection. Scotus’s account makes it look
as though God’s decision leaves no place for created freedom. Think
about God’s knowledge of future contingents, future events that may
or may not come to pass, perhaps simply as a result of 2 human deci-
sion. If God knows these events—or even the C-objects necessarily
corresponding to these events—by determining them, there seems to
be no room for human freedom. And, as we shall see in chapter 7, Scotus
is convinced that human beings are free in the strongest sense, with—
like God—both the powers and the opportunities for determining their
own actions. It is important to keep in mind, however, that Scotus be-
lieves himself to have overwhelming reasons for both of the following
claims:

(1) God knows the future by determining it;
(2) Human beings are self-determining free agents.

We have already seen the crucial presupposition lying behind (1)—
namely, that God is wholly unconditioned, and cannot gain knowledge
from external causes. And in chapter 7 we shall look at Scotus’s reasons
for (2). Given that both (1) and (2) are true, Scotus concludes that a fur-
ther claim must be true:

(3) A free creaturely action has two causes which are jointly nec-
essary and sufficient: God and the creature.”

Scotus's argument, as Wolter and Frank have both pointed out, is not

explanatory: it 1s a demonstration that (3) 1s true, not an explanation of
how it is true, or of how (1) and (2) can be reconciled.®
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Frank offers a useful summary of the sort of essentially ordered con-
current causality involved in this sort of divine-human cooperation (label-
ing it ‘autonomous co-causality’):

Although the two [autonomous partial co-Jcauses are ordered as su-
perior to inferior according to their essential natures as active powers,
the inferior’s dependence on the superior in its act of causing is not a
matter of participating in the other’s fuller causality, nor does the
superior otherwise move the inferior to exercise its causality. Rather,
both superior and inferior causes act on behalf of the common effect
with an independent, self-moving exercise of causality. To be sure,
neither on its own effort suffices to cause the effect: neither is the total
cause. [n short, each cause independently exercises its causality, but
only in cooperation do they bring about the effect.*

Scotus’s standard example of such essentially ordered autonomous co-
causes is “the concurrence of male and temale in begetting oftspring. . . .
Neither mother nor father suffice independently of the other, and, fur-
ther, the necessary contribution of each is rooted in an essential difference
between their generative powers.” Divine and human causal concur-
rence is like this. Both causes are necessary, and they are jointly sufficient,
for a free human action. And God knows the outcomes of free human
actions as a result of his own causal role.

This account of God's knowledge of free human actions is subtle and
intriguing. But it is not clear to me that it is ultimately coherent, or that
Scotus’s sophisticated account of autonomous co-causality is really appli-
cable here. Scotus’s claim is that God can know future contingents by
being an autonomous co-cause of such events. Now, knowledge—by
definition—cannot be false. So if God really knows creaturely actions,
his casual activity must besufficient for the events that he knows. If God’s
activity here is not sufficient, then there is no way that God can guaran-
tee the outcome. On the theory of autonomous co-causality, God’s action
is—by contrast—necessary but not sufficient for the production of the
effect. So it cannot be the case both that God knows free human actions,
and that he is an autonomous co-cause of such actions. Scotus’s doctrine,
as 1t stands, 1s not just (as Wolter and Frank rightly point out) non-
explanatory; it is straightforwardly incoherent, Scotus should take the
contradictory nature of (3) as evidence that either (1) or (2) is false. And
in fact it seems to me that his arguments in favor of (1) and (2) are—con-
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trary to what Scotus supposes—far from overwhelming. As1 shall show
in chapter %, Scotus does not have a good argument for (2). And the argu-
ment for (1) presupposes a doctrine of simplicity that we might consider

far too strong.

God’s knowledge of temporal truths

There i1s a further puzzle about divine knowledge. How can a timeless
God—a God who exists outside time—have knowledge of imer As [ have
tried to show elsewhere, Scotus unequivocally accepts that God is timeless,
lacking both temporal extension and temporal location.* A God who is time-
less cannot have the sort of knowledge of time that requires of its subject
temporal location (e.g., what time it 1s now, or what happens tomorrow).
But there is no reason why a timeless God cannot have knowledge of those
temporal facts that can be known without temporal location. We do not
need, for example, to have temporal location to know that certain events
occur before other events, or that such and such happened on, say, 8 No-
vember 1308.% Scotus is quite clear that God can have knowledge of this
second sort of temporal fact. For example, when dealing with the problem
of God’s knowledge of the temporality of creaturely existence, Scotus claims:

Just as [God] in eternity compares his will “as creative™ to the soul of
the Antichrist as possible for some time, so he in eternity compares
his will “as creating” to the soul of the Antichrist as actually existing
at that instant for which he wills to create that soul.”

Scotus also tries (unsuccessfully) to claim that God can have knowledge of
the first sort of temporal fact (i.e., the sort of fact that requires its knower to
have temporal location). An objector tries to argue thata timeless God can-
not know such temporal facts—and hence that, since God can know such
facts, he cannot be timeless.’! Scotus tries to deflect the objection by reiter-
ating that God can have knowledge of different times as outlined in the
quotation above. So Scotus obviously—and mistakenly—supposes that his
account is sufficient to allow God knowledge of the first sort of temporal
fact as well. But this is not so, and Scotus’s reply clearly fails to meet the
objection. On the other hand, it seems to me right that a timeless God can-
not know the first sort of temporal fact. The theist anxious to defend God'’s
timelessness ought to devote his or her energies to showing why this divine

“ignorance” does not have harmful consequences for divine omniscience.
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3. Divine agency

Omnipotence and primary causation

According to the schoolmen, God 1s a partial cause of everything (other
than himself) that exists and occurs. God is the primary cause; the cre-
ated causes that act concurrently with God are secondary causes. Scotus
generally spells out the relationship between primary and secondary
causes as the relationship between the first member of an E-series and
any subsequent member. (An exception to this, as we have just seen, 1s
God’s causal concurrence with our free actions. While God's action and
our action are essentially ordered, they are also autonomous.) God is the
primary cause of everything by being at the head of every E-series. As
we saw 1n chapter 3, relationships of essential causality are transitive, This
might seem to make creaturely concurrence superfluous. But Scotus does
not think that it does. He draws a distinction between secondary causes
and instrumental causes. Secondary causes have intrinsic causal powers.
Instrumental causes do not have causal powers; or if they do, these pow-
crs arc caused by the principal agent, and endure only for as long as the
principal agent uses its instrument.” Scotus describes carefully the way
in which a genuine secondary cause is activated by the primary cause:

[ believe that . . . a secondary cause . . . has a certain subordination of
its active form [i.e., its causal power] to the active form of another.
Through this subardination, when the prior cause becomes acrive in
its order of causing, the second naturally becomes active in its order
of causing. And thus the secondary [cause] is said to be a2 “moved
mover,” not because it receives its motion from the primary cause
(through which it moves), but because in its motion it depends on
another whose motion is naturally prior.™

On this account, a secondary cause is activated by the activation of its
causal powers. That its causal powers function when they do is presum-
ably the result of the causal activity of the primary cause. But a second-
ary cause—unlike an instrument—is a cause in the sense that the effect
caused by its causal powers is not caused by the higher cause.™

As we saw in chapter 2, Scotus believes that God's infinite power can
be demonstrated by natural reason. A being is infinitely powerful if it 1s

capable of producing any effect. As we also saw, Scotus distinguishes
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infinite power from omnipotence. A being is omnipotent if it 1s capable
of producing any effect without the causal concurrence of secondary
causes. An omnipotent being, for example, would be able to burn some-
thing without fire, and quench someone’s thirst without water. Scotus
belicves that God is omnipotent in this way.>* But he does not believe that
it is possible to demonstrate that God is omnipotent. We believe in God’s
omnipotence merely on the basis of revelation.”® According to Scotus,
there is a probable argument in favor of omnipotence:

The active power of any secondary cause exists in the first cause in a
more eminent way than in the second cause. Now what possesses the
active power more eminently can cause the effect, it seems, without
the intervention of what possesses it only in a lesser degree. To produce
an effect no imperfection is required in the active power. For imper-
fection is not essential to acting, rather it is an impediment.”

But he thinks that we could plausibly accept the premise (“The active
power of any secondary cause exists in the first cause in a more eminent
way than in the second cause”) while denying the conclusion. Aristotle
could argue, for example, that the premise entails no more than “[a] cause
with such eminent power can indeed produce the effect of such a power,
but only in its own orderly way, which means it functions precisely as a

38 Furthermore, Scotus claims that we could

higher and remote cause.
plausibly hold that the power to cause effects immediately—the distin-
guishing mark of omnipotence—implies imperfection: “Where an essen-
tial order exists, nothing can be adjacent to the least perfect unless itisin
some measure imperfect.”

Nevertheless, these arguments against omnipotence are not probative;
if they were, of course, we could demonstrate the falsity of the Christian
faith. And for Scorus the articles of the Christian faith are true.® We
should also note that Scotus’s claim that God is omnipotent does not en-
tail occasionalism (1.e., that God actually exercises his omnipotence by
causing everything in the universe directly). Scotus’s claim is just that God
could so act,

Divine freedom and timeless agency

Scotus offers a highly nuanced and original account of freedom. [ exam-
ine it in detail in chapter 7. Scotus is quite clear that a free agent has a
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power to produce opposite effects in exactly the same circumstances.
When I bring about effect e, for example, I could in exactly the same cir-
cumstances bring about not-¢, or even do nothing at all. Scotus analyzes
created freedom into three different sorts of indeterminacies: a created
agent 15 free to produce opposite acts, it is free to will opposite objects,
and it is free to cause opposite external effecss.®! According to Scotus, God’s
free will has the second and third of these indeterminacies, but not the
first. Human beings need the first sort of indeterminacy—for produc-
ing opposite acts—because they bring about their effects piecemeal, and
the first indeterminacy is what allows for some sort of process in created
activity. Thus, creatures do one action at a time, and they necessarily
perform one action after another. So the power to perform different acts
i1s in fact an imperfection; it implies process and mutability. Thus it can-
not be found in God.*? God in fact has one timeless act. By means of this
one act he freely wills different objects, and causes different effects.® God
thus freely produces any state of affairs he wants, timelessly and without
going through any process.

God's timelessness means that God has no “tiome” in which to make
his free choice with regard to which effects to bring about. Scotus believes,
however, that itis possible to make a free choice in an instant, He argues
that, at exactly the same time as a free agent chooses to bring about ef-
fect e, it retains its power to bring about not-¢.%* Scotus argues that this
power is necessary for genuine contingency in the will. (I discuss his rea-
soning in chapter 7, section 1.) Clearly, if Scotus is right about this, then
he has a tool that will allow him to give an account of timeless freedom.
Given that a free agent has a power for opposites in the same instant, it is
logically possible that either of the opposites be brought about. If there
were no such power in God, then he would not be able to bring about
effects freely. (On any alternative account, freedom entails power for
opposites before—but not during—the actualization of one of the oppo-
sites. On this account, free agency requires temporal succession.) Stull, how
would a timeless God have time to choose? Scotus sees no reason for God'’s
choice to take time. All that matters for him 1s that there is a logical se-
quence in God’s activity; the divine intellect presents all possibilities to
the will logically prior to the will’s choice of just one of these possible states
of affairs.®

Scotus’s claim that free agents have a power for opposites in the same
instant—their synchronic power for opposites—revolutionized central
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aspects of both theology and metaphysics. In theology, Scotus’s claim
enables him to give an account of God’s power as ranging over sets of
compossible (1.e., compatible) states of affairs. Each compossible set 15
known by the divine intellect as logically possible; the divine will, in one
timeless action, actualizes onc of these sets. This account of divine power
enables Scotus to provide a theoretical framework for the talk of the “two
powers” of God that we find commonly from the thirteenth century.®
The distinction i1s between God’s “absolute power” and his “ordained
power.” The first of these picks out God’s power to bring about any state
of affairs, actual or possible (things that are and things that might have
been); the second, his power to bring about those states of affairs that are
actual. Of course, the distinction is not intended to suggest that God has
more than one set of causal powers. It 1s just a convenient way of stating
that God can do more than he has actually done. Scotus often talks about
things God could have done by his absolute power, by which he means
that some counterfactual state of affairs is not logically impossible. (I dis-
cuss some of these claims in later chapters.) Of course, Scotus 1s clear,
anything that God does is brought about by his ordained power. It is a
mistake to suppose that Scotus holds God’s absolute power to be some
kind of executive power capable of overruling the ordained power. Thus:

God can act otherwise than is prescribed not only by a particular order,
but also by a universal order or law of justice, and in doing so he could
still act ordainedly, because what God could do by his absolute power
that is either beyond or runs counter to the present order, he could do
ordainedly.”

The point of this passage is that God’s ordained power relates to what-
ever he actually chooses to do. There is nothing that God could bring
about by his absolute power which, were he actually to bring it about,
would not be brought about by his ordained power.%

By drawing attention to the realm of the non-actual as restricted by
logical possibility, Scotus is able to make sense of the notion of God’s
absolute power in a way denied to his thirteenth-century predecessors.®
Scotus’s account of the synchronic power for opposites has some impor-
tant metaphysical consequences too. Knuuttila puts the matter neatly:

In Duns Scotus’s modal theory modal notions are no longer under-
stood as clarifying the states of the actual world at different times. The
domain of possibility 1s accepted as an a priori area of conceptual
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consistency which is then divided into different classes of compossible
states of affairs, of which the actual world is one. Thus it was not
Leibniz who invented the idea of a possible world; the idea is present
in Duns Scotus” modal theory.”

And this move allows Scotus to distinguish logical possibility from the
possible exercise of real causal powers.

Scotus’s account of a synchronic power for opposites, as I have sug-
gested, undergirds his account of God’s timeless action. But there 1s an
obvious objection to the idea of timeless action. How could a timeless God
bring about different effects at different times? The crucial fact to keep
in mind, [ think, is that God as a disembodied omnipotentagent does not
need to go through any process in order to act. (I discussed this aspect of
Scotus’s account of divine agency above. Briefly, God is free to will op-
posite objects and effects; but he does this through just one action. He is
not free to will opposite actions.) Scotus capitalizes on this when trying
to explain how a timeless God could bring about different effects at dif-
ferent times:

A new effect can be made by an old act of the will without a change
of will. Just as [, by means of my continuous volition—by which T will
something to be done—will do it just for the “when” for which I will
to do it, so God in eternity willed somerthing other than himself to be

for some time, and then created it for the “when” for which he willed
it to be.”

The fact that a creature is created at time ¢ does not entail that God has
to do anything atz. All God has to do is to will (eternally) that the crea-
ture begins to exist atz.”?

Scotus’s discussion of God’s knowledge and agency shows consider-
able similarity to modern discussions of the same topics. Perhaps the most
distinctive feature 1s Scotus’s bold attempt to give an account of God’s
knowledge of free human actions given both that God is wholly uncon-
ditioned and that determinism is false. And Scotus’s explicit claim that
divine power ranges over all logical possibilities—all states of affairs that
do not include a contradiction—is of obvious importance in the history
of ideas.
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