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Introduction


What is useful or even necessary for man is at his disposal.

Yet, what he admires is the unexpected.

—Longinus, On the sublime (35, 5)



THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE INSIGNIFICANT

Because contingency escapes predictions, it has been assimilated to the irregular, the accidental, the variable and the inessential. The conjunction of the contingent and the accidental (a conjunction which occurs with Aristotle) is, in this respect, a decisive move. By definition, the fifth predicate (the accidental) is non-essential. Contingency concerns the accidental, the individual, but it cannot even denote it. Since accidents are external to essence, they are epistemologically irrelevant. This applies not only to the knowledge of the genus and species, but also to the knowledge of the individual in its individual nature. To know who Socrates is, is distinct from knowing whether he is sitting or walking. In this sense, the contingent designates what in being does not truly count as being.

Contingency, nevertheless, is quite familiar. We know it as we are repeatedly faced with coincidences and events. Reality is what it is, whatever it may be; we can conceive many scenarios in which things would have been different. We can conceive that the present or the past could be or could have been otherwise than they are. We blame bad luck for not bringing us what (we presume) we deserved, and see unfairness in the success of those who (we assume) did not deserve it. Thus, contingency is first manifest in the chaotic succession of events that constitutes our lives, in the turns that brought us where we are or took us away from where we wanted to be. Not only individual destiny but history shows the play of these infinitesimal events that drastically alter the fate of a whole people. Yet, in principle, there is no science, knowledge, or law of contingency; there is nothing to say about what is merely accidental; it simply happens. In this sense, contingency displays the significance of the insignificant. What is significant makes a sign [signum facere], it draws our attention toward something; but, contingency designates nothing substantial. No matter how acquainted we are with the manifestations of contingency, its nature remains obscure.

What is contingency? From the outset we are confronted with a diversity of accounts. The philosophical tradition has recorded a physical, a logical and an ethical dimension associated with it.


(a) As a physical problem contingency concerns the status of causality. If there is such a thing as chance-events, the effect must be indeterminately related to its cause, which is to say that indetermination enters into causal chains and threatens the order of nature (or threatens our assumption that nature constitutes an order). Chance then can be regarded as a cause; but it would be a cause without a why, a coincidence without a reason. Chance would be an answer that does not respond, a cause that cannot account for its effect.

(b) As a logical problem contingency concerns the status of certain predicative sentences, which resemble assertoric propositions but bear on the future: “Oedipus shall/shall not become blind”; “a solar eclipse will/will not occur next month”; “a sea battle will/will not take place tomorrow.” All these propositions follow the pattern of assertoric claims: a predicate is affirmed or denied of a subject. Yet, because these propositions concern a future state of affairs rather than a present or a past one, a doubt arises concerning their status. Are they truly ‘propositions’? If they are, they must possess a truth-value; but which one? Or can they be both assertoric and nevertheless undecided?

(c) Finally, contingency raises an ethical question. If human beings are essentially free, their freedom must be the source of absolute beginnings (spontaneity). By contrast with the realm of natural phenomena, a free act must be irreducible to its antecedent conditions. It seems that action, as a manifestation of freedom, demands a contingent universe, a world open to infinite possibilities. Yet, if it is so, the agent becomes a toy in the hands of chance and the virtue that may result obtains not through the constancy of a moral order that abides in spite of the hazards of the world but rather because of it.



This diversity of issues raises a problem of status. Shall we ask the physicist, the psychologist, the moral philosopher or the logician? Quid Juris? ‘Status’ belongs to the juridical vocabulary. To ask about the status of a concept is to ask for the kind of knowledge that is most appropriate to legislate on its use and thereby can legitimately claim authority in its employment. But the status of a concept with regard to a form of knowledge depends itself on its essential nature and this is precisely what contingency cannot possess. Contingency cannot have an essential nature. Thus, a circle is traced from the essence of contingency (which is nothing essential) to its status, back to its non-essence.

Is there any point through which the abovementioned domains intersect, or are we dealing with three separate and unrelated concepts: namely (a) a logical concept (opposed to logical fatalism), (b) a physical concept (opposed to causal necessity), and (c) an ethical concept (opposed to constraint)? The repetition of ‘opposed to’ contains a crucial indication. Contingency is encountered as the opposite of what ‘theoria’ envisions. Just as it escapes delimitation in such or such ontic region, the unity of contingency is the unity of what escapes synthesis. The question concerning the truth of future propositions is intrinsically conjoined with the causal question concerning the determination of events and its compatibility with human freedom. The well-known lazy argument1 shows that the three issues are deeply interrelated since they concern a proposition that is neither true nor false about an outcome that has no antecedent necessity, when an action may reverse a whole course of events. Contingency is neither this nor that but, in Greek: ‘ὁπότερ’ ἔτυχε,’ or in Latin: ‘utrumlibet’: ‘as it chances,’ ‘in-either-of-two-ways.’ Contingency may or may not occur. This alternative does not indicate a dichotomy but a conjunction of being and non-being. Thus, in taking up any one of these issues (ethical, physical, or logical) we are bound to encounter the others. The question cannot be restricted to any one of the usual subdivisions of philosophy. Any attempt to address contingency exclusively as a matter of logic, ethics, or natural philosophy already misses what is at stake. Our task, then, is to understand contingency from a horizon prior to the divisions philosophy brought on to itself.

OCCURRENCE AND EVENT

Inasmuch as contingency brings about actual things it is related to events. The ancient notion of fortuna (chance, fate) bears witness to this.2 Contingency brings about some effects; thus, it must belong to the realm of producing forces. Yet, what is contingently brought about is not simply unexpected; it must also be fundamentally new. If the future already exists within the present, if it is already contained in its causes, there would never be anything new under the sun; we would have to assume that an objective correlate guarantees the truth of all future contingent statements, that truth is always already established (“tomorrow there will be a sea battle” must already be true or false). This, however, is what the newness of contingency denies. Contingency is concerned with the irruption of events. While, in contemporary English, ‘event’ ends up denoting any occurrence in general, including planned occurrences (thus, an athletic ‘event’ is something that occurs as scheduled) I shall use ‘event’ strictly in its original meaning. As G. P. Shipp established, ‘evenire’ belong to the vocabulary of chance and was initially used in reference to lots coming out of a ‘sitella.’ It runs parallel to ‘sors’ (fate, destiny) and ‘conicio’ (conjecturing, foretelling the future).3 An event is thus a coming forth that cannot be planed or rehearsed. In order to be truly eventual, an event must not (or at least not entirely) have its causal roots in the present or the past; rather, it is an emergence, an irruption of the radically other. An event is such that its occurrence comes from an unspecified future. It does not occur as what will be, but from what may be. Thus, in order to account for contingency, we must confront the following hypothesis: events find their causes in the future.

The way we encounter events is peculiar. We may discover phenomena, perceive sensory data, act in accordance with a law, or construct a concept, but we are carried away, we are ravished by events. Events are not things that stand before us; they resist our attempts to conceptualize them. Instead of contemplating or representing events we are subjected to their occurrence. We are carried away by events before we can represent them; and when, at last, we begin to understand what happened, they are already things of the past. The situation with events is not unlike Solon’s observation about human life (as reported by Aristotle), it is only after death that we can know whether a life was a happy one or not, it is only when he is no more that we can say who Socrates was.4

We stand before an event in an attitude of surprise. But then, couldn’t surprise be constitutive of the event? Doesn’t our disposition create events? Or does the irruption of the event cause our psychological state of astonishment? On the one hand, a prospective outlook would suggest that the irruption of events causes the psychological outcome of surprise; on the other, a retrospective consideration would suggest that our surprise merely betrays our ignorance of necessity and that it is this ignorance which causes our perception of something as an event. Yet, this alternative is not sufficient; and not simply because we lack the proper causal model to resolve the conundrum, but because surprise and events do not even stand in a relation of cause and effect or subject and object. Events are experienced as ‘coming toward us’ [e-venire]. They enter our existence with a disruptive power, as if endowed with a will of their own, even when, in retrospect, we are capable of producing a rational account of their irruption by tracing their causal roots back into the past. This should not be dismissed as a mere psychological reaction; on the contrary, this very coming forth is constitutive of the event.

No matter how explainable events are in retrospect, we respond to them with incomprehension and explanations (if any) come only after. Only in retrospect do ‘events’ become ‘consequences.’ It is impossible to predict the irruption of an event; yet, once it has occurred, everything seems to fall back into the order of determinate anterior causes. The disruptive occurrence of the event enlightens in retrospect its own necessity. The causes were already there, in the prior circumstances; we simply did not notice them. In 1914, at the dawn of World War I, very few people thought that a war was imminent; and no one could know that it would be a ‘World War,’ even less the ‘first’ one. But now, now that we have acknowledged its occurrence and dissected its unfolding; its unavoidability seems manifest. Historical explanations consist in turning events into consequences. Given the antecedent political, economic and diplomatic forces at play before 1914, that war had to occur. All there is left to blame is human shortsightedness. They should have seen it coming! But even such shortsightedness was predictable; it had antecedent causes. . . . We would rather confess a failure of our knowledge or blame our thoughtlessness than admit sudden emergences into being, even if this is how we encounter events.

Yet, the occurrence of an event is incommensurable with a productive process that ends in an accomplished product, as the activity of building ends in a house, for the house remains whereas events vanish. Events occur, but they occur as vanishing appearances. Contingency is not a matter of representation but a matter of acquaintance. We understand contingency as we recognize its play in our lives; we meet it in the form of the cities we end up living in, the people we come across, the encounters that happened or failed to happen. Contingency weaves the tapestry of reality and this reality could have been otherwise; none of it had to be as it is. Yet, it occurred, and its occurrence brought about reality. In this sense, ‘reality’ does not refer to the physical objects that surround us, reality is not measured by the substantial solidity of things, the furniture of existence; the real is rather whatever we contingently find ourselves dealing with. It is to this dimension that we need to turn our attention.

We suggested earlier that the relation between events and surprise is not a matter of causality but of co-belonging. Contingent events make themselves manifest (although not in the way things do). Events are occurrences, not things. Yet, they do not encompass the totality of experience but belong to a limited subset. For the most part, the world and the entities it contains are never apprehended as events. Events must remain rare (otherwise we would not respond to them in surprise). Contingency is striking only by contrast with the regular and the predictable; its manifestation can only be sporadic and disruptive. Even though we may envision that the existence of the world itself is utterly contingent, it still remains that contingency is most visible in chance, good or bad fortune and coincidences. For this reason we primarily attribute contingency to events rather than phenomena since with the latter we assume conformity to a law.

Thus, a solar eclipse is a phenomenon and not an event since it follows a law. In ancient times, astronomy was the first science able to make some accurate predictions on the future course of celestial motions (phases of the moon, position of the stars, eclipses, and so forth). What made these predictions possible was that, in these instances, occurrences are repetitions. A predictable phenomenon is one that does not occur for the first time; it has always occurred and simply recurs. A phenomenon may be singular (a solar eclipse is visible only at this time and in this place), but this singularity is understood as an instance of a law, as an exemplar of the general. A future eclipse is predictable because the actual positions of the moon, the earth and the sun repeat the same known pattern. It is because it allows for the return of the same that ancient astronomy assumed celestial motion to be circular: what moves in circle can only return to itself; in a circle, motion can be treated as if it were rest. By virtue of their conformity to laws, phenomena became the archetype of the knowable and knowledge became a matter of subsuming the particular under the universal. Phenomena were then assumed to make up the whole of ‘reality.’5

Events, however, seem to be of a different nature; they are essentially singular. If we were to conceive of them as exemplars of a general rule, they would cease to be events. By contrast with physics (the prototypical science of phenomena), history presents us with a paradigm of events. The battle of Waterloo in 1815 occurred once and will never repeat itself. The fact that it falls under the species ‘military battle’ is perfectly irrelevant; what matters is that it was this battle. Events are not individuations of a species; they are exemplarily singular. While nature is assumed to manifest the omnipresence of regularity, history is concerned with the omnipresence of singularities. As such, history is anti-nature. History is concerned with this singular event and not with an instance of a type. Historical knowledge records what was only once; turning events into objects of memory (memorabilia). Any pretension to predict from them a future course seems illusory. What general law could be derived from the outcome of a particular battle when it is its uniqueness that matters? It happened, indeed; yet, it did not have to have this outcome. It occurred this way only because other coincidences occurred. The purported ‘lessons of history’ in the name of which we are asked to remember past events have never prevented subsequent lacks of prudence. History itself demonstrates that it never taught us anything.

The contrast between events (irregular, unruly and unpredictable) and phenomena (regular, rule-dependent, and predictable) seems to indicate a prima facie distinction: eclipses are phenomena and military battles are events. We are familiar with the modern distinction between the realm of physics and the realm of history; it follows the distinction of body and mind, matter and spirit, nature and culture. Yet, further reflection leads us to question this evidence for two reasons:


(a) Far from excluding each other, events and phenomena seem to constantly overlap, to trade place. If an unexpected accident leads to someone’s death, this so-called ‘event’ is nevertheless a natural phenomenon whose regularity is brought about by fixed natural laws. Conversely, a phenomenon can revert back to an event. All deaths (even those deemed ‘accidental’) are due to natural causes. Yet, in spite of its biological necessity, death strikes us in virtue of the fact that it happens. Events and phenomena do not simply designate two separate regions of beings corresponding to two distinct forms of knowledge (e.g., physics and history). The destruction of a house by a fire remains a radical event for those who lived there, even though the basic laws of combustion never ceased to apply. Such a fire is both a radical event and another consequence of natural laws. Before an event we remain gaping; yet, we could still explain it. Instead of a division of beings into phenomena and events, we are faced with a constant transmutation of one term into the other. The same occurrence can be apprehended as an unexpected event or as a rule-governed phenomenon.

(b) By ‘befalling us,’ events appear as occurring against our anticipation, our plans, and expectations. They are simply not factually there; rather, they impose themselves upon us, confronting us by refuting our anticipations. We meet events or we are met by them as they occur. Thus, events must be granted a power of self-manifestation: they do not simply disclose such or such content; they make manifest their very occurring.



Hence, it is not in terms of ontological regions that the distinction between events and phenomena must be construed. The possibility of a constant shift between them shows that far from being ‘other’ than phenomena, events retain a crucial relation to the phenomenal order for they concern manifestation itself. With the event’s content (the given that can be represented) is also co-given its ad-vent (the giving of the given, its occurring that is not a matter of representation).

Populations that have been confronted with wars, military occupations or catastrophes have forged a sense of these oppositions upon which they build their identity. Events are memorable, not simply because they record some state of affairs but because they indicate the coming to pass of irreversibility. What is committed to memory is not a mental picture or a representation, it is time itself that is remembered with a list of names inscribed on a memorial stone. Events are said to ‘mark a date’; they constitute the milestones of a collective or individual history. The collapse of the Berlin wall or the first encounter with a lover are primordial first times; from then on a before and an after are irremediably inscribed in the continuity of time. Events do not simply depart from the expected; they divide time into a before and an after, turning time’s arrow into something almost tangible. Time, of course, does not suspend its flight; it relentlessly continues, as it always has. Yet, what follows is forever different. We talk of ‘turns of events’ to stress this constant redirection that events irrevocably impose on the course of things.

Justice is rendered as if offenses and pains were forever canceled, as if nothing ever occurred. We believe that everything is over when the victims have been compensated for their loss. Yet, once the fault has been paid, the injury is not erased with the verdict. Someone’s story is forever another one—it is forever different from what it would have been, had the act not been committed.6 Just as the ancient proponents of universal mix suggested that the ocean in its totality is changed by one single drop of wine, a whole life can be transformed by an event that occurred in a fulgurant instant, and is, from then on, part of an altogether different destiny.

‘From then on’: it is not simply that we cannot go back to the past anymore but rather that whatever comes after will never simply be the continuation of what was before. In this sense, the event constitutes a temporal fracture which maintains continuity. From this day on a life becomes other, even though it remains the same.

Events are elusive and ephemeral. Phenomena may have an infinitesimal lifespan but it is a ‘span’: it has a beginning and an end between which some duration (no matter how brief), must have taken place. By contrast, the question: ‘how long did this event last?’ is an awkward one; all one can say is that it occurred. Events are essentially fleeting, not because they are short, but because their appearance coincides with their vanishing. Our encounter with an event is never simultaneous. Events have been encountered: they are acknowledged when they have disappeared, leaving behind them the burden of their consequences. Whereas a continuous process (aging, for instance) presents an irreversible duration marked by an increasing contrast between what one once was and what one now is, events occur as instantaneous irreversibility. As such, events are disappearing appearances.

STOIC SUSPICION: THERE ARE NO EVENTS

Events, like phenomena, concern manifestation. Yet, their manifestation is highly problematic. ‘Occurrence,’ ‘coming-into-being,’ ‘happening’: all these words presuppose the connection and intertwinement of anterior causes; they assume a background of conjunctions and connections that the Stoics called ‘nexus totalis naturae,’ the intimate mix of all causes. What appears as disruption hides an order, what seems singular presupposes a whole. This nexus is also called fate (fatum):


By fate I mean what the Greeks call ‘εἱμαρμένη,’ that is the order and series of causes wherein a cause is linked to a cause and each cause of itself produces a thing. This is an immortal truth having its source in all eternity. (Cicero, De divinatione I, 55, 125)7



World events would then refer back to the causal web of a concealed nature that fated them. They could not occur unless they originated from a deeper order (the intimate mix of all causes) that sustains their manifestation.

For the Stoics, the web of causes at play behind world events was posed all at once in an immemorial past. These causes rule with strict necessity the consecution of events; but they rule in the manner of a blind force.8 It is for this reason that the Stoics called ‘fate’ the internal organization of the world (i.e., the totality of bodies). Since the relation between events and bodies is blind, fate manifests itself through the play of its apparent opposite: chance-events. Fate stems from these bodies (among which are qualities, as well as souls). In this context a body is not a passive thing but a monad, an active spontaneity endowed with a proper ‘tonos,’ an internal tension (conatus). Everything is alive to some degree. In this sense, each body is a spontaneous principle of movement that possesses in itself life and activity such that a single thing cannot be the effect of another, but rather all things are ‘all at once.’


They are not cause of each other, but rather each one, in conjunction with the others, is the cause of something else. (Soïcorum Veterum Fragmenta II, 121, 4)



This ‘something else’ is what constitutes an event, that is, an incorporeal effect of corporeal necessity, an expressible attribute of a material substance. For the Stoics, events appear at the surface of bodies. Like void, place, time or meaning events are incorporeal and purely expressible; they are not entities but topics of narration. They are attributes or predicates of bodies but they should not be confused with them. One should reserve substantives to denote bodies and use verbs (in the present tense) to signify incorporeal events9 for the course of the world is eventful and expressible, thus, it is verbal but not substantial.

Despite their obvious manifestation, events are nothing but a glare on the surface of things. They are like the glittering of the sun on the waters of the lake: we see it, yet it is neither water nor sun. Events do not simply hide their causes, they mask true reality. The Stoics’ distinction between causes and effects (i.e., bodies and incorporeals) entails that just as one cause cannot be the effect of another, an effect cannot be the cause of another effect. Incorporeal events are determined by the totality of causes between which there is no mutual relationship of causal determination.

The relations we are prone to establish between different spatiotemporal events have nothing in common (not even analogically) with the real relations of causes (the nexus causarum) that underlie their manifestation. The world of causes (fate, nature, necessity) ignores the events of the world. Chance-events always have necessary causes, but these do not act for the purpose of bringing about their effect. Even though nature strictly determines each event, it never intends it.

In order to account for events we do not simply need another logic, we need another ontology. With the Stoic assumption of an underlying necessary order, events are still determined in relation to substances. The suspicion that events might be nothing more than a glare on the surface of being denounces their inconsistency. Events appear, but this is all they do and all they are. Their appearance is not to be confused with the activity of bodies (i.e., substantial reality). Even death has no real duration; and although we die, we never meet death, since it is no ‘body.’ No doubt, the death of so and so will be talked about; but this is because incorporeals are only ‘sayable.’

Yet, contingency is encountered and one must learn to face its insubstantiality. At first, it would seem that whatever virtue one may display in the course of a contingent existence can only be expressed in a negative manner. One should never expect things to happen as one would expect them to happen. Only for God do things happen exactly as they ought to. For us, such exactness would be too unexpected. The empire of fortune is then external. It is a matter of various circumstances and goods (wealth, condition of birth, beauty, social rank . . .) that we may or may not possess. Thus, the realm of fortune is amoral. Seneca insists that God gave Fortuna no power to strike against the soul and that her sphere of action remains within the realm of external conditions. But for this reason, fortune is also a tool of divine providence. It is a power against which we must resolutely offer ourselves “so that we may be strengthened by its attack” (Seneca, De prov. 6).10 It is ‘up to us’ (thus, it is ethical) to scorn fortune rather than let ourselves be enslaved by its false empire.

This ethos seems essentially negative. To rephrase it in a positive form would be to displace the negation from ‘expectation’ to ‘happening.’ Instead of saying that one should never expect things to happen exactly as one would want them to happen, we should say: one should expect that things will not happen as one expects them to happen. Yet, in spite of this purely formal difference, these formulations are not identical. In one case, we are asked not to expect the return of the same (do not expect the expected), in the second case we are asked to expect the different (expect the unexpected). The second formulation adds a further determination: Stoic ethics is not simply a matter of living with a consciousness of our limitations and a consequent abandonment of all expectations. To limit one’s hopes is not to silence them; it is a matter of enduring the course of events.11 Seneca’s ideal of strength of character is not a matter of resisting events, but of letting them appear and vanish, knowing that nothing truly occurs in their occurrence.

Nothing arrives but the occurring itself. Here lurks a riddle. To point to the occurring rather than to its content dismisses the given in favor of the gift—it stresses the donation. If one is to acquire a new ethos, the occurring (which is not itself some thing) cannot either be nothing. The ‘gift’ stands in contradistinction with the economy of exchange that ritualizes the act of giving and turns it into something predictable. If natural causes act in ignorance of their effects, if necessity is blind, then no one intended the gift; the nexus totalis naturae has no intention. A gifted artist did not ask to be the recipient of her gift. A gift, even if it has some antecedent causes, remains essentially free; in this sense, the gift is a matter of grace; it is bestowed gratis. If a gift were given out of habit or obligation it would lose its signification and become a matter of custom or exchange. What is gratuitous is free and unjustified; as such, it is pure event uncalled for by any causal chain. We can only say that it may occur. Thereby, events belong to the limbo of a ‘perhaps’ hovering between being and non-being.12 This is not an intervention of the divinity in the order of nature (as a miracle would be), for such an intervention would cancel its gratuity by referring the gift to an ultimate giver. Inasmuch as contingency stresses the giving rather than the given, it can never be decided. We can never be certain that what we attribute to contingency, chance or luck was truly unmerited or unnecessary.

METHOD

In the following pages, we will ask about contingency and possibility, about Aristotle and Duns Scotus. We shall envision ‘contingency’ on Greek and Scholastic presuppositions, that is, on forms of investigations that, from our vantage point, were still in their infancy or under the yoke of theology. This raises a fundamental methodological issue. Today, contingency is no longer a concern; it has been replaced by probability, indeterminism, the principle of uncertainty, three-value logic, or chaos theory. Whereas the ancients placed contingency on the side of the exception, the rare, the unusual and the sole alternative seemed to be either to deny it or to demonstrate its inessentiality, we no longer believe in necessary and prescriptive laws of nature and have replaced them with statistical and descriptive ones. By abandoning necessity, it seems that we have transformed the contingent into a norm. Heisenberg was quite aware that the uncertainty principle of quantum mechanics, which led to abandoning necessary causality and replacing it with probabilities, had profound implications.13 If uncertainty has nothing to do with the inadequacy of our measuring instruments, the technique we employ or the limitations of the observer, if it arises out of the connection between particle and wave in subatomic dimensions, then the path of a particle has no meaning beyond the precision with which it is observed: “the path comes into existence only when we
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