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ABSTRACT
THOMAS BRADWARDINE’S VIEW OF TIME:
A STUDY OF THE INTERRELATIONSHIP OF NATURAL
PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY IN THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY
By

Edith Wilks Dolnikowski

Thomas Bradwardine is widely regarded as one of the most influential
thinkers of the early fourteenth century, both in natural philosophy and theology.
Most studies of Bradwardine’s work focus on his contributions either to
mathematics and physics or to theology, with little attempt at integration. This
dissertation seeks to take a broader approach by assessing the extent to which
Bradwardine’s expertise in natural philosophy influenced his theological outlook, as
he expressed in the De causa Dei, by examining his view of time as a mathematical,
philosophical and theological concept.

The investigation begins with two introductory chapters tracing discussions
about time from the classical period through the late thirteenth century. The next
three chapters concentrate on Bradwardine’s references to time in four
philosophical works, De proportionibus, De continuo, De incipit et destinit, and De
futuris contingentibus, in which he defines time as a successive, infinitely divisible
continuum which encompasses all other continua. These chapters confirm not only
Bradwardine’s indebtedness to traditional Euclidian mathematics and Aristotelian
natural philosophy in his treatment of time, but also his imaginative responses to the
challenges to these traditions which arose in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth
centuries. An additional chapter explores Bradwardine’s method for reconciling in
the De causa Dei his essentially Aristotelian definition of time with his Augustinian

notions of eternity and divine causality. The concluding chapter examines the



influence of Bradwardine’s ideas about time and related issues by comparing his
views with two younger contemporaries, Thomas Buckingham and Robert Holcot.
This study reveals that Bradwardine employed the conventional Augustinian-
Boethian distinction between the temporal existence of created being and the
eternal timelessness of God to justify those controversial positions on
predestination, grace and free will which have led to a major historiographical
debate about the true direction of his theology. By examining Bradwardine’s
theological positions from the perspective of late medieval approaches to time and
by comparing these views with those of his contemporaries, however, one arrives at
a more complete understanding of Bradwardine’s thought as a whole than studies of

either his natural philosophy or his theology alone permit.
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INTRODUCTION

Thomas Bradwardine is generally regarded as one of the most influential
English philosophers and theologians in the early fourteenth century. His
accomplishments in the fields of logic, mathematics, physics and theology,
outstanding in their own right, account for only part of his fame. His abilities
attracted the attention of a powerful patron, Bishop Richard of Bury, who helped
him to attain high public office. As chancellor of St. Paul’s and confessor to Edward
III, Bradwardine demonstrated great skill in mastering the demands of ecclesiastical
and civil service and was rewarded with the see of Canterbury in 1349. Yet in spite
of his importance in fourteenth-century England and the survival of a relatively
large portion of his writings, many important aspects of Bradwardine’s thought
remain unstudied.

Historical research on Bradwardine in its present state does not successfully
integrate his philosophical and scientific ideas with his theological convictions.
Because of their highly technical nature and wide range of topics, Bradwardine’s
treatises present serious challenges to even the most skillful researchers. It is not
surprising, therefore, that most studies of his work consist of critical editions and of
commentaries on single texts rather than investigations of concepts which emerge in
various contexts throughout his writings. Taken together, however, existing studies
constitute a fairly complete record of Bradwardine’s academic work and provide
essential resources for a more synthetic approach to his thought. The recent growth
of interest in some of Bradwardine’s less well-known contemporaries, the men to

and for whom he wrote, has created a large body of supplemental material which
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can be applied with good effect to an analysis of Bradwardine’s theological and
philosophical views.

This dissertation investigates the mathematical and philosophical
foundations of Bradwardine’s theology by considering his view of time, an issue
which interested almost all natural philosophers and theologians in the late Middle
Ages and which emerged in various contexts in all of Bradwardine’s major treatises.
Although some aspects of the problem of time, such as infinity, continuity and
contingency, seem to be primarily philosophical, fourteenth-century thinkers
regularly considered these subjects in conjunction with more recognizably
theological topics such as eternity, divine foreknowledge and free will.l In many
cases, in fact, it is impossible to separate philosophical concerns from purely
theological ones in late medieval discussions of time. Like many of his colleagues
and his thirteenth-century predecessors, Bradwardine tried to accommodate both
Aristotelian physics and Augustinian theology in his view of time. The
distinctiveness of Bradwardine’s approach to time resulted from his habit of treating
almost all intellectual inquiries, both physical and theological, from the perspective
of Euclidean mathematics. Bradwardine’s view of time therefore provides an
exceptionally clear example of the tendency among fourteenth-century thinkers to
explore theological truth through mathematical and philosophical means.

The specific aims of this dissertation are to describe the classical and
medieval corpus of speculation on time which Bradwardine inherited, to examine
his response to the problems of time in his early academic writing and to assess the
relative influences of Euclid, Aristotle and Augustine in his final statements about
time in his monumental theological work, the De causa Dei, first published in 1344.2
The purpose of this study is not just to show how one prominent fourteenth-century
thinker coped with a long-standing philosophical problem; it also seeks to examine

Bradwardine’s interaction with predecessors and contemporaries by focusing on a



topic which incorporates the methods and principles of several disciplines including
natural philosophy, logic and theology. This assessment of Bradwardine’s view of
time will help not only to establish the main issues in fourteenth-century academic
debates about time but also to assess Bradwardine’s particular role in those debates.

In spite of his many accomplishments, Bradwardine, like most fourteenth-
century personalities, remains a mysterious figure. What little is known about his
life comes primarily from his own writings and scattered references to his activities
at Oxford or in the service of Edward III. Unfortunately, a purely textual approach
to the biography of such an obscure figure as Bradwardine can give a distorted
image of his character. One observer, Gordon Leff, has even suggested that an
uncritical reading of Bradwardine’s treatises might make him appear to be "an
inhumane genius" who "can hardly be called lovable."3 Although he enjoyed
prominence as a mathematician and theologian at Oxford in the 1320s and 1330s
and eventually rose to the highest ecclesiastical office in England, no historian has
yet been able to construct a biography for him which is as full, for example, as the
one which Katherine Walsh has been able to produce for his slightly younger
contemporary, Richard FitzRalph.4 Historians have estimated that Bradwardine
was born some time during the last two decades of the thirteenth century, probably
in the early 1290s. There is no evidence of his birthplace but an oblique reference
in the De causa Dei to his father as living in Chicester suggests that he might have
come from Hertfield or Heathfield in Sussex. According to Oxford University
records Bradwardine resided at Balliol College, where he was a fellow from 1321 to
1323. In 1323 he accepted another fellowship at Merton and spent the next three
years completing his regency in the arts. Sometime during this period he became
the proctor of Merton; afterwards he served as Chancellor of the University.6

While at Merton Bradwardine was introduced to the brilliant circle of

nathematicians, logicians, physicists and astronomers whose work contributed to



the outstanding reputation for natural philosophy which Oxford University enjoyed
in the first half of the fourteenth century. Bradwardine’s early academic work
clearly indicates that he flourished in this stimulating academic setting. Within a
decade of his arrival at Merton he had composed several important treatises on a
wide range of scientific and logical topics, including velocity, proportionality,
continuity, contingency, memory and signification. His achievements in these fields

"7 and to compare his

alone have led historians to call him a "mathematical genius
works in physics favorably to those of Galileo.8 As a consequence of this
remarkable productivity, Bradwardine attracted the patronage of Richard of Bury,
Bishop of Durham, who was instrumental in encouraging scientific inquiry of all
kinds during the second quarter of the fourteenth century and was a particular
patron of the fellows of Merton College.9 When he was invited to join Bishop
Bury’s household in 1335, Bradwardine entered a group of some of the most
talented natural philosophers of the mid-fourteenth century. The dedication of the
De causa Dei to his colleagues at Merton confirms his recognition of the prestige
associated with his former college as well as his sincere affection for it.
Bradwardine’s ecclesiastical career was equally distinguished, thanks again,
in part, to Bury’s influence. Within two years of entering into Bury’s service,
Bradwardine became Chancellor of St. Paul’s in London. In 1339 he took on the
additional responsibility of serving as Edward III's chaplain and confessor. In
fulfilling this office, Bradwardine was called upon to travel extensively with the king
both at home and on campaigns and missions abroad. According to J. A. Weisheipl
and Heiko A. Oberman, who have analyzed the text of the Sermo Epinicius ascribed
to Bradwardine, he almost certainly accompanied Edward III on his French
campaign of 1346 and witnessed the battle at Crécy on August 26.10 They have also
suggested that he participated in the negotiations for peace with France, having

been appointed an envoy on October 22, 1346.11 Moreover, during the late 1330s



and 1340s Bradwardine came to be regarded through his preaching, lecturing and
writing as one of England’s most gifted academic theologians. The culmination of
his ecclesiastical career occurred in July of 1349, when he was consecrated as
Archbishop of Canterbury at Avignon.12 Originally elected to this office by the
monks of Canterbury in 1348, Bradwardine had been unable to take up the office
earlier, owing to the king’s resentment that the monks had acted without first
consulting him. Edward III's candidate, John Ufford, filled the office instead; but,
when he died from the plague, the king acknowledged Bradwardine’s election.
Unfortunately, Bradwardine himself soon fell victim to the plague and died on
August 26, only one month after his consecration.

In spite of his remarkable achievements as a natural philosopher and public
servant Bradwardine’s reputation in the twentieth century is based on his theological
works, the interpretation of which has generated considerable controversy. The
source of this controversy is the long-established strain in historical literature which
connects Bradwardine’s predestinarian thought with Wyclif's. Whatever the true
nature of his influence on Wyclif’s theology, however, it is clear that Bradwardine
arrived at his conclusions about God in a way which was altogether different from
Wyclif's: whereas Wyclif's theology developed out of his philosophical studies,
Bradwardine’s was the product of a deeply spiritual conversion which occurred while
he was still studying in the arts faculty.13

The often-quoted autobiographical account of this conversion experience in
the De causa Dei tells of Bradwardine’s sudden disillusionment with the discussions
of grace and free will which he sometimes heard as a student of philosophy. He
laments his early attraction to the "Pelagian" notion, which pervaded philosophical
speculation at Oxford, "that we are the masters of our own free acts, and that it

stands in our power to do either good or evil, to be either virtuous or vicious."14 It



was not sophisticated arguments or even faithful contemplation which transformed
his opinion. Rather, he says:
... before I had become a student of theology, the truth before
mentioned struck upon me like a beam of grace, and it seemed
to me as if I beheld in the distance, under a transparent image
of truth, the grace of God as it is prevenient both in time and
nature to all good deeds - that is to say, the gracious will of
God which precedently wills, that he who merits salvation shall
be saved, and precedently works this merit of itf'g him, God in
truth being in all movement the primary Mover.

This revelation subsequently inspired Bradwardine to devote his
considerable energy and talent to refuting the arguments of his opponents, whom he
labelled the "modern Pelagians." His opinions about grace and free will matured
throughout his academic career and he apparently refined his views both by
engaging in debates with his peers and by incorporating his ideas into his sermons
after 1335. The De causa Dei itself presented a scathing attack on the views of
Bradwardine’s adversaries. Far from being an open-ended speculative treatise of
the type which abounded generally in the 1320s and 1330s, this work was consciously
polemical. In it Bradwardine applied the full vigor of his exceptionally analytical
mind to the vindication of the absolute necessity of God’s will as first cause in every
human act. Bradwardine so forcefully defended his conclusions that readers of the
De causa Dei, from the fourteenth century to the twentieth century, have objected to
his apparently rigid determinism. Fourteenth-century critics simply complained that
his conception of God’s relationship to humanity unnecessarily restricted human
free choice. They tried to refute his claims by attacking Bradwardine’s definitions of
time, eternity and contingency and so emphasized, as Bradwardine himself had
done, the interconnection of natural philosophy and theology.

After the Reformation, however, the fourteenth-century approach to

Bradwardine’s theology was all but abandoned in favor of one which stressed his

advocacy of an Augustinian form of predestination. Thus Bradwardine came to be



regarded as precursor to the Reformation. In the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, historians saw Bradwardine primarily as a theologian and made almost no
attempt to investigate the philosophical principles which influenced his religious
thought. Even now, studies of Bradwardine’s theology have not been entirely freed
from such concepts as nominalism, Ockhamism and determinism, themes which
have dominated treatments of fourteenth-century theology since the late nineteenth
century. Moreover, no treatment of Bradwardine has tried to incorporate both his
theological and his scientific texts into a single study of his life and thought.
Bradwardine has emerged, therefore, as a fascinating but enigmatic figure whose
interests pulled in many different directions. Some historians, in studies of
Bradwardine’s contemporaries, have recently begun to challenge the assumptions of
the traditional interpretation of fourteenth-century intellectual life by closely
examining the philosophical foundations of late medieval theology.16
Bradwardine’s provocative ideas about the relationship of natural philosophy to
theology also deserve to be reconsidered in this way.

Since the late nineteenth century, Bradwardine’s reputation as a scholar has
rested on his supposed contributions to two distinct intellectual movements: early
modern science (through Galileo to Newton) and Protestant Reformation theology
(through Wyclif to Luther). Bradwardine’s treatments of geometry and physics are
well-known to specialists in the history of science. His theological works have
received even broader recognition because of his supposed influence on Wyclif.
Historians such as Sebastian Hahn, Gotthardt Lechler, Herbert Workman and J. F.
Laun, who pioneered the study of Bradwardine’s writings at the turn of the century,
stressed the connection between Bradwardine’s and Wyclif's approaches to
predestination.17 Aside from Wyclif's role in exposing some of Bradwardine’s
theological views, however, this association with Wyclif has actively harmed his

reputation, not so much by implicating him in the Wycliffite heresy as by distorting



his views in order to force them into forms which are recognizable components of
Wyclif’s thought.

Some of the problems of this traditional approach have been corrected in
two major studies of the De causa Dei: Gordon Leff’s Bradwardine and the Pelagians
'(1957) and Heiko A. Oberman’s Archbishop Thomas Bradwardine, A Fourteenth-
Century Augustinian (1958).18 Because of their emphasis on theology and their
tendency to concentrate only on the De causa Dei, neither historian does full justice
to Bradwardine’s contributions to fourteenth-century thought. Nevertheless, their
profound disagreement over Bradwardine’s determinism still dominates discussions
of his theology. Their differences of opinion arise less from variations in their
reading of Bradwardine than from their assessments of his position in fourteenth-
and fifteenth-century scholarly debate. Leff presents Bradwardine as a theological
radical whose determinism struck at the heart of the prevailing philosophical
attitude of the early fourteenth century. Oberman, by contrast, portrays
Bradwardine as a conservative Augustinian who was merely trying to defend a
moderate, orthodox view concerning God’s prescience and will against nominalist or
Ockhamist attacks. These variations in interpretation arise fundamentally from
divergent views of the intellectual climate of the early fourteenth century. The
differences between Leff's and Oberman’s approaches to Bradwardine suggest,
therefore, that there is still room for discussion of such topics as Bradwardine’s
purpose in writing the De causa Dei, the composition of his audience, his sources
and the impact of his work on his contemporaries and successors. One of the
central aims of this dissertation, therefore, is to resolve some of the questions
suggested by the debate between Leff and Oberman by considering those questions
from the perspective of Bradwardine’s view of time.

Bradwardine’s work in natural philosophy had also begun to receive

attention by mid-century. If the commentators on the De causa Dei rarely mention



his scientific achievements, however, the historians who have examined his writings
on physics and mathematics have been just as disinclined to discuss his theology.
Apart from some critical editions, moreover, there have been no full-length studies
of Bradwardine’s scientific work comparable to the monographs of Leff and
Oberman. Anneliese Maier, Marshall Clagett, James Weisheipl and John Emery
Murdoch have made the greatest contributions to our knowledge of Bradwardine’s
scientific work through their specialized studies of his writings. None of these,
however, has explored either the full range of his scientific thought or the
relationship between his conception of natural philosophy and his theology.
Fortunately, interest in Bradwardine has remained strong in the last three
decades, and, despite the absence of fresh attempts to examine his thought as a
whole, he still attracts the attention of historians of late medieval intellectual and
religious life. The major thrust of current research is to determine as accurately as
possible what Bradwardine said and did between 1325 and 1349. To achieve
precision in dating Bradwardine’s career, historians have tried to examine the entire
corpus of his writings as well as the works of contemporaries with whom he
conversed. Lauge Olaf Nielsen, Hiiner Gillmeister, Niels-Jorgen Green-Pedersen
and Jean-Frangios Genest have enlarged the body of printed material on
Bradwardine with their editions of some of his less known texts.1® Historians like
Zenon Kaluza and Katherine Walsh have made good use of this fundamental
research and have succeeded in correcting errors about Bradwardine’s position in
the schools at the beginning of the fourteenth century.20 Since they are most
interested in Bradwardine’s relationship with men such as William Ockham, Adam
Wodeham, Thomas Buckingham and Nicholas Aston, these historians have
concentrated on the common philosophical and theological concerns in their
thought, although there is ample opportunity for comparisons of their natural

philosophy as well.
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This dissertation contributes to the current phase of research by presenting a
synthetic study of one aspect of Bradwardine’s thought. Though many historians
have remarked in passing on the mathematical structure and geometric precision of
his arguments in the De causa Dei, none has yet examined this text from the
perspective of his previous writings on mathematics and philosophy. A fundamental
concept in many of Bradwardine’s works is his definition of time, both in theological
and in natural terms. By exploring the approach to time in a series of his texts and
by comparing his opinions with those of his contemporaries, I hope to establish the
context for the assertions about time, contingency, divine foreknowledge and
predestination which he presented formally in the De causa Dei. The questions
which I shall address are: 1) To what extent does Bradwardine’s view of time make
him a determinist? 2) How did his conception of time as a physical entity influence
his theology, and how did he reconcile his Aristotelian physics with his Augustinian
theology? 3) Is there any correspondence between Bradwardine’s approach to time
and the approaches of his "Pelagian” adversaries, particularly William Ockham, and,
if so, what is the significance of that correspondence? 4) How does Bradwardine’s
view of time fit into his theological and scientific thought as a whole? Through a
systematic analysis of Bradwardine’s writing about time, I shall describe the close
relationship between natural philosophy and theology in fourteenth-century
academic discussions using a wider spectrum of Bradwardine’s responses to these
discussions than any historian has yet considered for this purpose.

This dissertation will consist, therefore, of three parts. In two introductory
chapters, I shall try to provide the historiographical context for studying
Bradwardine’s view of time by reviewing the antecedents of late medieval
discussions about time. Chapters Two and Three will summarize the medieval
debate about time and issues related to time from Peripatetic discussions in the fifth

century B. C. to Bradwardine’s immediate thirteenth-century predecessors. These
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chapters will emphasize the importance of the legacy of classical approaches to
medieval discussions of time. Although long-standing tension between Plato’s
metaphysical and Aristotle’s more physical approaches to time lay at the heart of
the medieval debate, many other thinkers were drawn to the problem of time and
made significant original contributions. By the fourteenth century, a rich and varied
literature on time and subjects relating to time had become the foundation of the
arts curriculum, and no trained philosopher or theologian could escape its influence.
Time was one of the many concepts which emerged in philosophical and theological
debates in the schools. Discussions of such topics as contingency, continuity, infinity
and motion all depended on explicit or implicit definitions of time and thus assured
ﬁ'equent.reference to the various aspects of time. To understand Bradwardine’s
positions on these issues it is necessary to establish the character of academic
debates about time at Oxford on the eve of his arrival.

Chapters Four, Five and Six present a systematic examination of four of
Bradwardine’s treatises written in the 1320s which reveal the major elements of his
approach to time. The tracts De proportionibus and De continuo, both dating from
the late 1320s, are examples of Bradwardine’s contribution to Oxford’s
achievements in the physical sciences in the late Middle Ages. Bradwardine’s
reputation as a mathematician rests on his innovative solutions to problems in
classical physics involving motion, velocity and infinity. Since these topics all
demand specific reference to time, the De proportionibus and the De continuo define
Bradwardine’s view of time as a physical concept. Both treatises set out to endorse
Aristotle’s natural philosophy, but Bradwardine’s penetrating mathematical analysis
of velocity and continuity completely transformed Aristotle’s original positions. In
the former text, Bradwardine appeared to accept Aristotle’s definition of time but

reshaped the physical description of motion which underlay it. In the latter text,
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Bradwardine used time to illustrate how one might apply the characteristics of
purely mathematical continua to physical continua, both permanent and successive.

Bradwardine’s De incipit et destinit and his De futuris contingentibus are
primarily philosophical works which address two different aspects of the question of
foreknowledge. In the De incipit et destinit, Bradwardine argued that the future must
be considered contingent because the human mind cannot predict with certainty any
future event. In the De futuris contingentibus, however, he maintained that the
future is not really contingent, since God, being outside time, knows all of his
creation in a single eternal present. These texts represent Bradwardine’s earliest
attempts to work out the contradictions between human and divine perspectives on
time, eternity and knowledge, which he later explored at greater length in the De
causa Dei.

Chapter Seven will concentrate on Bradwardine’s mathematical and
philosophical approach to time as he defined it in the De causa Dei. This analysis
will reveal that he did not see a conflict between his modified Aristotelian
conception of the physical universe and his passionate Augustinian theology. A
close examination of his conception of the role of time in creation, sin and grace will
demonstrate that it is impossible to evaluate Bradwardine’s theology without
reference to his natural philosophy and will consider why many previous studies of
the De causa Dei have not approached the treatise in this way. Bradwardine’s
unique method for synthesizing the two rather distinct views of time which came out
of these traditions reflects an intellectual outlook which links him at once with such
predecessors as Thomas Aquinas, Anselm and Grosseteste and contemporaries such
as William Ockham, Thomas Buckingham and Robert Holcot. To look at the De
causa Dei from the perspective of the single issue of time and in light of

Bradwardine’s earlier considerations of the same problem is a novel and fruitful
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method for studying not only this significant text but also Bradwardine’s thought as a
whole.

Throughout my investigation of Bradwardine’s view of time, I shall try,
wherever possible, to point out the connections between Bradwardine and Ockham,
who, though they are often portrayed as antagonists, actually shared many attitudes
toward science and theology and together helped to give the early fourteenth
century its distinctive intellectual character. In a concluding chapter, I shall attempt
briefly to trace this legacy in their younger contemporaries, especially Thomas
Buckingham and Robert Holcot, in order to show how ideas were disseminated in
the mid-fourteenth century, a period of unusually vigorous philosophical and
theological speculation. The burden of this chapter will be to show that these
younger scholars, usually described as Ockhamists on account of their nominalism
and hence as Bradwardine’s enemies, actually had a much more complicated
relationship with their masters: they sometimes rejected aspects of Ockham’s
metaphysical approach to time in favor of Bradwardine’s views and they were
equally engaged in the attempt which dominated fourteenth-century academic life
to reconcile theology with new discoveries in natural philosophy. The discussions
about time between the younger and the more established scholars reflect,
therefore, the wide range of debate in the first half of the fourteenth century over
the most effective way to relate natural philosophy and logic to theology in an age of
expanding scientific knowledge. More important, however, the ideas of these
younger scholars provide the best possible context for evaluating Bradwardine’s
attempt to promote his geometrical synthesis of Aristotle and Augustine at a time of

substantial reevaluation of all ancient authorities.



CHAPTER TWO

CLASSICAL AND EARLY MEDIEVAL VIEWS OF TIME

Bradwardine’s views about time, like those of most other medieval thinkers,
were influenced by classical discussions of the subject. We shall see that
Bradwardine and his contemporaries were very familiar with the full range of
classical treatments of time and were aware that most medieval approaches to time
relied on definitions or concepts derived from Plato and Aristotle. Indeed Plato’s
and Aristotle’s discussions of time encompass even earlier discussions which
significantly influenced medieval views. Classical philosophers not only tried to
solve the difficulties of measuring, describing and defining time, but they also
struggled to explain time’s cosmological significance. Their debates produced a
vocabulary for analyzing time which has been used extensively even into recent
times, but was especially important in late medieval discussions.

Before attempting to assess late medieval approaches to time in general and
Bradwardine’s view in particular, it is necessary to establish the characteristics of the
classical and early medieval discussions of time. This chapter begins, therefore, with
a short assessment of thought about time among the pre-Socratic philosophers,
followed by a more thorough analysis of the ideas of Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus,
each of whose concepts made tangible contributions to late medieval debates. Next
will come a synopsis of Augustine’s approach to time, which, because of its highly
original and compelling synthesis of classical and Christian traditions, became a

foundation for discussions of time throughout the Middle Ages. Finally, Boethius’
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view of time will be surveyed briefly. Boethius’ writings about eternity enriched
Augustine’s approach by broadening the range of questions which Christian thinkers
should consider in their speculations about time; they became a major source for
Bradwardine’s own position on eternity. This survey of approaches to time from the
pre-Socratic philosophers to Boethius will serve both to introduce the concepts
which shaped late medieval discussions of time and to provide a context for
evaluating Bradwardine’s conception of time.

The earliest attempts to understand time arose, quite naturally, out of
curiosity over astronomical phenomena. Long before philosophers had begun to
contemplate the significance of time as a metaphysical entity, human societies had
become skilled in reckoning time through lunar, solar or planetary cycles. The
characteristic feature of the view of time in ancient Mediterranean cultures,
however, was the absence of a conception of time which was distinct from individual
events. In his analysis of views of time in the ancient world, P. E. Ariotti contrasts
the "multiple times" of the Egyptians, Babylonians and Hebrews, in which
chronologies were marked by changes in natural phenomena, with the notion of
some ancient Greeks of a single time representing a neutral frame of reference for
establishing sequences of events.] The first evidence of a trend towards the
singularization of time is found not among philosophers but among Greek, poets
who created a separate nature for time by embodying its characteristics in a god,
Chronos.2 Some Greek thinkers, however, rejected deified time and began to
explore alternative conceptions of time, as well as other features of the natural
world such as space and motion, as abstract cosmological principles. Although these
early natural philosophers had difficulty separating concepts of time from those of
motion and space, their more sophisticated understanding of the practical aspects of

time helped them to refine their ideas with increasing success.
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The first debates about the nature of time in the Western tradition emerged
from the teachings of two pre-Socratic philosophers, Heraclitus of Ephesus and
Parmenides of Elea. Heraclitus’ main contribution, aside from his insistence that
the natural order was not created or influenced by anthropomorphic gods, was his
idea that natural occurrences and processes are <:yclical4 but that the changes which
take place in the course of these cycles are nevertheless real> The Pythagoreans
adopted this principle of cycles and, in their attempts to analyze every aspect of
nature in terms of number, gave time a mathematical definition. The most concise
expression of the Pythagorean view of time is Archytas of Tarentum’s statement that
time is "the number of a certain movement, or also, in general, the proper interval of
the nature of the universe." Although some modern commentators confuse
Archytas’ understanding of "number” with Aristotle’s more precise use of the term
and therefore try to interpret Archytas’ statements from an Aristotelian point of
view, it is more accurate to see Archytas’ definition of time as representative of a
completely separate Pythagorean approach to time.” Archytas’ significance lies not
in his influence on Aristotle but in his introducing into the Western philosophical
tradition the concept of absolute and mathematical time.8

In contrast to Heraclitus, Parmenides and his followers doubted that time
and the changes which time seems to engender existed at all. Parmenides himself
argued that both motion and time are unreal because they lack permanence.9 The
cornerstone of his philosophy was the rejection of all multiplicity and change. His
student, Zeno, the best known adherent of the Eleatic system, tried to prove that
motion and time cannot exist with his four arguments against movement, or
“paradoxes." All four paradoxes hinge on the apparent contradiction that motion,
time and space can be conceived either as infinitely divisible and continuous or as
indivisible and therefore discontinuous. Although his proofs of the unreality of

motion, time and space are contrary to the evidence of sensory observation, his
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objections to contemporary definitions of time raised important philosophical
questions which subsequent thinkers had to address. It is ironic, of course, that
major advances in the philosophy of time should have been prompted by one who
denied time’s very existence,10 but the critical approach of the Eleatic school to
infinity and continuity had an equally strong influence on the mathematization of
time in the late Middle Ages and beyond.11
A more direct influence still on medieval views about time was made by
Zeno’s contemporary Plato, who synthesized elements of both Parmenides and
Heraclitus in his own philosophical system. Like Parmenides, Plato believed that
reality could be found only in what was eternal and unchanging. Along with
Heraclitus, however, Plato acknowledged that the changes which human beings
constantly experience are significant and have an aspect of reality about them which
must be accounted for in any study of nature. Plato tried to resolve this dilemma by
distinguishing the flux, succession and sensibility of changing human experience
from certain eternal forms, ideas and values which give shape to ever-changing
human perception.12 In Plato’s cosmology, there is a creator and the reality of
creation depends on the existence of eternal being. Since creatures obviously are
not eternal, both because they pass in and out of existence and because they change
continually throughout their lives, they lack both being and eternity. Still, the
"becoming"” of creatures is analogous to the "being" of the creator, just as the time in
which creatures experience this "becoming" resembles the creator’s eternity. If
creatures could share directly in the perfect being of the creator, there would be no
time. 13
Although Plato thought that time is essentially unreal, he wrote extensively
about the characteristics of time and the relationship between time and eternity.
These treatments proved to be highly influential both in the classical period and

throughout the Middle Ages. His most concise statements about the nature of time
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appear in his early dialogue, the Timaeus, an allegorical poem about creation. In it,
the protagonist, Timaeus, asserts that time was created along with the rest of the
universe and its existence depends on the existence of the universe: "Time, in fact,
came to be with heaven, that, as they were born together, they might also be
destroyed together, if they ever should be destroyed, and was fashioned on the
model of the everlasting, that heaven might be as like to it as might be."14 When
asked why the creator (God) had made the universe in the first place, Timaeus
answers that God had wanted to bring order and harmony out of the primordial
chaos. Because God is good and desires only the good for his creation, ". . . he put
mind in soul and soul in body in fashioning the universe, so that he might be the
creator of a work that was fairest and best."l5 The mind and soul of the universe
are discerned in the regularity of its motion: whatever order and harmony exist in
the universe are due to the intelligence which God has imparted to it. Because it
possesses the characteristics of mind and soul, the universe is an animal, a complete
animal in which all other intelligible animals and visible creatures are contained. 16
Pleased at his creation of a living, moving universe, God wished to perfect it
further by making it even more like the divine model of an animal. Because the
model animal is eternal, however, and something created can never be eternal, God
made "a moving image of eternity, and in the very act of ordering the universe he
made an image of eternity abiding in it as unity, an eternal image proceeding
according to number."!7 This image of eternity is time. The things which we use to
measure time, such as days, seasons and years, did not exist before the universe was
created but came into existence when and because the earth was made. The parts of
time which we call past and future are therefore created forms of time which are not
eternal. Eternal being simply is and does not become younger or older because of
time, just as the cycles and processes of change which we observe in sensible objects

do not occur in eternal being. Time imitates eternity, however; and, consequently,
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we can understand at least something of the nature of eternity by studying its image
in time.18

As "an image proceeding according to number,” time depends for its
existence on the orderly, measurable motions of created bodies. In the Timaeus,
Plato suggests that the regular movements of the sun, moon, stars and planets
determine and preserve the "numbers of time." These orderly celestial motions
allow us to measure time with mathematical precision. In contrast to the ancient
Greek religious tradition, which, for example, conceived of a year as a progression
of seasons, Plato defines the year much more precisely as the amount of time it
takes for the sun to leave and return to its position at the winter solstice. Similarly,
a month is defined by the time it takes for the moon to complete its phases.19 Thus
time and motion are completely interrelated and are measures of each other. Like
a clock, the heavenly bodies moving through space provide an absolute standard of
time which is independent of human perception.20

The conception of time which Plato presents in the Timaeus is precise,
thoughtful and appealing. It gracefully reconciles the Eleatic demand for attributing
reality only to changeless being with Pythagorean observations about the
connections among motion, time and space. By making time coterminous with the
universe, it gives time, theoretically at least, a definite beginning and end. It
establishes the characteristics of time in such a way that one can observe and
comprehend them. Unfortunately, the Timaeus does not resolve all of the problems
which Plato’s predecessors had raised regarding time and, in fact, presents entirely
new ones. Certain difficulties arise simply from the metaphysical language which
Plato uses in the Timaeus. Such words as "God," "creation" and "goodness," which
function perfectly well in Timaeus’ allegorical explanations for the natural order,

also have explicit religious connotations which Plato almost certainly does not

intend. Moreover, he consciously chooses his metaphors not to render a
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scientifically accurate account of creation but "to awaken in the soul of the reader
an insight into the nature of the universe and its motions that could be produced . ..
in no other way."21 Literal interpretations of Plato’s specific remarks about motion
~and time can lead to serious misunderstanding of his real intentions, as the
subsequent discussion of Aristotle’s criticism of Plato will illustrate.

The problem of misinterpreting Plato’s view of time is not confined, however,
to his contemporaries or to those who take his metaphors too literally. Sometimes
confusion arises from the reader’s unwillingness to admit that inconsistencies in
Plato’s account of creation could be the result of Plato’s own mistakes, especially
when those readers have been trained to use a philosophical vocabulary which
insists on precise definitions for every term. D. Corish notes, for example, that
many readers refuse "to believe that when Plato speaks in the Timaeus of a situation
before time existed he is merely contradicting himself. Plato must be deliberately
using the fanciful language of the myth here . . . because ‘no sane man’ could believe
that there was anything before time."22 Corish suggests that it is more likely in this
case that Plato simply contradicted himself because he was "not quite used to the
full logical demands of temporal theory."23 Whether or not the contradiction was
deliberate, however, it is still true that many commentaries on Plato’s view of time
from the classical period to the present involve the sorting out of Plato’s seemingly
ambiguous position on "time before time" and eternity.

The most significant source of confusion over Plato’s ideas about time is his
failure to consider all of the ramifications of his cosmological system. Although he
discussed various aspects of continuity and divisibility in the Timaeus and other
works, he offered no consistent treatment of these concepts, which were at the heart
of the conflict between the Eleatics and the Pythagoreans. Moreover, his cosmology
of time neglected completely the role of the human observer and thus sidestepped

many important questions concerning the objectivity or subjectivity of time. More
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important still, Plato never resolved the paradox that time depends on the uniform
and continuous motion of the heavenly bodies, when, in fact, these bodies, being
themselves created, can never attain perfect continuity and uniformity. He openly
admitted in the Republic that the heavenly bodies are incapable of providing a
perfect order for time when he stated: "The genuine astronomer . . . will think it
absurd to believe that these visible material things go on forever without change or
the slightest deviation . . . 24 Plato’s failure or unwillingness to account fully for
the discrepancies which existed in his description of creation stimulated subsequent
studies of time, motion and space. In spite of all its deficiencies, however, Plato’s
conception of time stands as a remarkable intellectual achievement which suggested
for the first time a precise relationship between eternal being and the created,
sensible world.

Advances on Plato’s conception of time followed quickly through the
speculations of his student Aristotle. Although he neglected to acknowledge his
indebtedness to his teacher, Aristotle’s philosophy reveals his great dependence on
Plato. Aristotle cannot be credited with the full measure of originality which he
claimed for himself, but his systematic reevaluation of Plato’s work and his powerful
insights into the problems of time which Plato had posed without resolving make his
comments on time extremely important in their own right.25 More significant still
was his profound influence on almost all areas of medieval thought, including
natural philosophy, logic and theology. Through Aristotle’s imaginative synthesis of
classical natural philosophy, medieval thinkers were introduced not only to a large
body of information about the natural world but also to a sophisticated theoretical
framework for analyzing it. Any study of medieval conceptions of time requires,
therefore, some knowledge of Aristotle’s contributions to the subject.

Aristotle’s principal discussion of time is found in Book IV of his Physics. In

chapters 10 to 14 of this book, Aristotle addressed such problems as the nature of
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the present, the reality of time and the relations among time, space and motion.20

Like Plato, Aristotle affirmed the inseparability of time and change and defined
time as the number (or measure) of motion.2” Aristotle demonstrated in the
development of these themes, however, that his understanding of motion and other
physical concepts was much more sophisticated than those of Plato as developed in
the Timaeus. Aristotle was prepared to accept Plato’s assertion that time depends
on the regular movement of the heavenly bodies and so is coterminous with the
universe, but he was troubled by Plato’s apparent willingness to define time solely in
terms of celestial motion. Moreover, because Aristotle saw time as an integral part
of nature and the reality of nature was paramount in his philosophy, he could not
conceive of time as unreal, as Plato had done.

Since his purpose in the Physics was to examine natural phenomena as
sensible objects, not to provide a cosmological explanation for them, Aristotle was
concerned with space, motion and time as features of observable reality. He did not
begin his analysis of time with the kind of creation myth which appears in the
Timaeus; his arguments move in the other direction, from precise definitions of
sensible phenomena to more general principles concerning natural processes.
Throughout his analysis of time there is the implication that Plato’s account of time
lacked scientific foundation. So while Aristotle frequently ended up reaffirming his
teacher’s conclusions, his different interpretation of fundamental concepts and his
more analytical outlook produced a conception of time which was quite distinct
from Plato’s.28

Aristotle’s fascination with the physical world led him to study change and
consequently time, the medium in which change occurs. Aristotle thought that,
although time is real in itself, it cannot be observed without observing some change,

because we can only perceive time in conjunction with change or motion: "...when

the state of our minds does not change, or we have not noticed its changing, we do
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not think that time has elapsed."29 The paradox of time is that, while it requires
change for its existence, it cannot be defined solely in terms of movement: change
or movement happens within things, often at irregular rates, but time is always
uniform, distinct from objects and universal.30  Aristotle tried to resolve this
dilemma by defining time as a kind of number, but not the discrete arithmetic
numbers which the Pythagoreans and Plato had applied to celestial measurement.
Unlike ordinary mathematical units, units of time do not have a minimum value. In
other words, time is not a number in the sense that it is composed of distinct,
indivisible units which we can count as if we were counting objects. Instead, a unit
of time is a measurable segment of the continuum of time in which a motion occurs.
As such, a unit of time can vary in duration according to the motion being measured,
unlike arithmetic units which all must have identical value.

Therefore, Aristotle concludes that "time is not a movement, but only a

movement in so far as it admits of enumeration." Furthermore, because "we
discriminate the more or the less [of things] by number, but more or less movement
by time," time is a kind of number.3! Thus Aristotle conceives of time as a
magnitude consisting of a succession of connected parts. Because it has no
minimum it can be divided infinitely and proceed, through addition, without end.
As a continuous entity, it cannot have a beginning or an end; and, because the world
is eternal, time must be also: ". .. these was never a time when there was not
motion, and there will never be a time where there will not be motion."32

After attempting to define time as an aspect of motion, Aristotle goes on to
consider its attributes, making use of an analogy between time and a line. The now
of time can be seen to represent a point on a line; the infinite distances on either
side of the point represents past and future respectively. Like a point on a line, the

now of time both connects past and future and also serves as a limit to each.

Although Aristotle contends that the now functions simultaneously in these two
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ways, he is careful to note that these functions are essentially different. The major
problem with the line analogy is that a point on a line is stationary, whereas the now
is continually moving from past to future.33 According to Aristotle, alluding again
to the complementarity of time and motion, the now is more like a point moving
along a line. Aristotle is careful, however, not to pursue this analogy too far. The
motion of a moving point is absolutely dependent on sequential movement in any
direction. Time, however, is continuous and must always move forward from past to
future. Thus Robert Cushman observes: "Aristotle insists that the ‘before-and-
afterness’ of time is conceptually separable from motion, but in the actuality of
physical change it is not so separable."34

In addition to his more careful evaluation of the physics of time, Aristotle’s
greater awareness of the role of human perception in defining time represents an
advance over Plato’s conception of time. Aristotle never went so far as to say that
time is in any way subjective or that its existence depends on human observation of
motion. Still, Aristotle’s dissatisfaction with Plato’s remote, objectified, celestial
time led him to consider the relationship between absolute time and the human
perception of it. In his analysis of the now, for example, Aristotle took the trouble
to examine the morphology of time. He was interested in how such expressions as
"suddenly,” "presently,” "long ago" and "lately" help to illustrate the function of time
in the process of change.35 On other occasions, as we have seen, he considered
whether time could exist without consciousness; and, although he failed to explore
this question in any great detail, he identified an important teleological problem
about time which others, most notably Augustine, would later develop more fully.36
Unfortunately, Aristotle, preferring to concentrate on the physical characteristics of
time, never reached a firm position on this confusing issue. His contribution was
mainly to point out that the issue of consciousness was a valid consideration in any

philosophical treatment of time.
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It is easy to see how Plato’s conception of time might be misunderstood if
one were to approach it from the perspective of Aristotle’s definitions of motion,
number and measurement. The vocabularies of the two philosophers are similar
enough to cause confusion, and commentators have struggled with ambiguities of
terminology from classical times to the present. Despite this confusion, indeed to
some extent because of it, Plato’s and Aristotle’s views about time have exerted
tremendous influence on almost all subsequent approaches. This brief summary of
their ideas about time does not include analysis of all the specific points in the
Platonic and Aristotelian discussions about time which are relevant to this
dissertation: their opinions about continuity, infinity and contingency are more
appropriately placed later in this dissertation. The purpose of this summary is
simply to introduce the fundamental concept of time’s relationship to motion and
change which persisted in definitions of time from the classical period until the late
Middle Ages.

The discussion about time entered a new phase in the third century A. D.
when the philosopher Plotinus tried to rehabilitate Plato’s cosmological system. In
his treatise "On Eternity and Time," Plotinus enlarged his predecessors’ conceptions
of time by giving time a moral dimension. Plotinus’ cosmology, while largely
dependent on Plato’s, nevertheless reflects the influence of Aristotle’s methods of
systematic analysis. His investigation of the problem of time proceeded according
to a well-organized critical review of all previous efforts to describe the distinction
between time and eternity. This analysis clearly reveals his unwillingness to accept
without question what Plato and Aristotle had said about time. After refuting both
non-Aristotelian and Aristotelian theories, Plotinus went on to develop his own
approach which integrated many of his predecessors’ views into a substantially new
perspective on the problem of time.37 His purpose was to demonstrate that time is

not merely a created and therefore imperfect measure of the universe, as Plato had
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claimed. Plotinus thought instead that time belongs to a higher order than that of
the created universe and has a special relationship to eternity. His philosophical
system, in which time and eternity played a major part, attracted a wide audience.
His followers, often called the Neoplatonists because of their adherence to many of
Plato’s fundamental definitions and assumptions, produced a variety of
interpretations of Plotinus’ view of time. Because Plotinus and his followers had an
undisputed influence through Augustine on early Christian and medieval views of
time, some understanding of their philosophy of time is essential for this study.38
As the title of his treatise suggests, Plotinus considered it necessary to focus
on the interdependence of time and eternity. His initial descriptions of these two
concepts varied little from Plato’s: time relates to the "sphere of becoming and the
sensible universe," while eternity relates to the "everlasting nature."3% According to
Plotinus, we can arrive at a superficial understanding of both becoming and the
sensible universe through intuition but it breaks down when we try to probe more
deeply. Although he felt assured that the "ancients of happy memory" had found
answers to the paradoxes of eternity and time, Plotinus wanted to make his own
inquiry so that he could discover the truth for himself. He thought this inquiry
should begin with eternity rather than time, "for if we know what the unchanging
model is, perhaps we can thereby arrive at a knowledge of its image, which we call
time."0
After considering various definitions of eternity, Plotinus concludes that

eternity encompasses every feature of the intelligible world, including motion and
rest, difference and identity. Eternity, says Plotinus, is

the life that is forever unchanging and possesses all its reality

in the present. There is no succession involved in this life,

since nothing has passed and nothing is to come, but whatever

it is it is always . . . . Since there is nothing that it can come to

rossess that it does not already possess and nothing that it

oses of what it possesses, we cannot say of it that it was, or will
be, but only that it is. Thus we find that eternity is the life of
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being in its very biilng, at once whole, complete and entirely
without succession.

Plotinus later attributes to Plato the notion that the eternal nature is bound up with
unchanging being: Plotinus calls the unity of the eternal nature with unchanging
being the "One." Then he enlarges Plato’s cosmology by inserting another level
between the One and the sensible world. He makes the One the source of all unity
and goodness but without being or real knowledge. Eternity rests in the
intermediate stage of "intelligible essence . . . which may be thought of as an
unmoving circle which has the One or the Good as its center, and it is this proximity
to the very source of all unity that gives to the intelligible essence the kind of life we
call eternity.”42

Turning now to time itself, Plotinus claims that time exists on the next step
below eternity in a series of states which link the sensible world with the One. He
begins his analysis of time with a review of three categories of theories about time’s
relationship to motion. First, he challenges the thesis that time is identical with
motion on the grounds that motion is in time and must therefore be distinct from it.
Motion, moreover, can be sporadic and cease, while time remains continuous."'3
His arguments against this thesis rest heavily on Aristotle’s assertion that all things
moving or at rest are in time; and, in spite of a few minor discrepancies, Plotinus
largely accepts Aristotle’s definition as far as it goes. The chief difference between
their approaches centers on Aristotle’s apparent lack of interest in investigating the
relationship between the sensible world and the One.4

Plotinus then criticizes a second theory of time which denies time any
existence apart from that of the moving sphere. Like Aristotle, Plotinus dismisses
this theory as untenable, though his method of refuting it is different from
Aristotle’s. 4 Finally, Plotinus refutes the theory that time is an extension of motion

on the grounds that the extensions of all the many kinds of motion are too irregular
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to account for the uniformity of time.#® Nor can Plotinus wholly accept Aristotle’s
argument that time is the number or measure of motion. Time certainly cannot be
the measure of particular motions, since "if we are to make time a measure of
motion and at the same time preserve the unity and continuity that we realize it
possesses, we cannot think of it as the measure of all motion, but only of a single,
uniform motion, specifically that of the universe."*/

On the surface, this position simply qualifies Aristotle’s own view without
opposing it. Another of Plotinus’ criticisms of Aristotle is more serious, however,
because it calls into question the validity of Aristotle’s technique for defining time.
To describe time in terms of motion is acceptable on a superficial level, he says, but
this approach cannot tell anyone what time actually is.#8 Plotinus therefore looks to
Plato for a cosmological explanation of time which takes into account the
relationship between time and eternity.

Nonetheless, Plotinus’ cosmology is more complex than Plato’s for it is based
on a hierarchy of levels of existence instead of Plato’s two-fold division between
perfect eternal being and the "becoming" of the sensible world. Within this
hierarchy Plotinus places the intermediary of "soul" between eternity and time:
"Soul must precede time because we understand time to be related somehow to the
motion of the universe that is the product of soul; and time must precede motion, in
the order of nature, because we say that motion is in time."9 Plotinus’ view of time,
clearly echoing Plato’s, can be summarized as follows:

Time is an image of eternity, therefore, as life on a lower
level of perfection. Its striving to be as like eternity as possible
is the reason for its constant progress, in order that it may be a
whole in succession as eternity is a perfect whole without
succession. This striving explains why time will never end, for
its comJ)lete fulfillment is always beyond it. Time does not
proceed according to number because ideal number is fixed at

a higher level, and to think that the soul producesb in
accordance with number conflicts with the infinity of time.
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Plotinus’ conclusions about time, then, though undeniably influenced by Aristotelian
physics, came out of a cosmological system which depended in large measure on
Platonic philosophy.

Plotinus did not follow Plato in every respect, however, particularly in
metaphysical matters. The essence of Plotinus’ theory of hierarchy of being is the
succession from lower to higher orders of existence. Whereas Plato regarded time
as a true image of eternity and a source of order and harmony on which one could
model one’s moral life, Plotinus perceived time as only one stage in a long series of
states of being which link the individual to eternity.5 1 Pplotinus attracted many
disciples who embraced both the moral tone and the emphasis on levels which
characterize Plotinus’ philosophy. In fact, the Neoplatonists after Plotinus increased
the number of spheres in the hierarchy, even to the point of dividing time itself into
spheres, which resulted in many subtle variations in Neoplatonic approaches to
time.>2 Modern philosophers have dismissed these approaches to time as too
complicated and untenable. Historians, theologians and philologists, on the other
hand, have made considerable efforts to understand the Neoplatonists because of
their tremendous influence on Christian and Islamic thought in the early Middle
Ages.53 Neoplatonic ideas are particularly important in any discussion of medieval
views of time because early Christian thinkers drew heavily on Neoplatonism when
they wished to provide a philosophical basis for their theological insights into time
and eternity. The moral outlook of the Neoplatonists as well as their unique
rendering of the relationship of time and eternity had an especially strong effect on
two of Bradwardine’s most important sources, Augustine and Boethius.

While the ancient Greeks and the Neoplatonists gave the problem of time a
special philosophical significance, Augustine transformed it into a theological
problem as well. His most thorough and concise treatment of time appears in Book

XI of his Confessions, in which he presents time as a quality which arose out of
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creation. Although he based his arguments firmly on the words of Genesis, and in
addressing the problem of time, desired only to arouse in himself and others greater
love of God,54 his analysis of time reflects the influence of his classical education.
Augustine’s contribution to the study of time is important not just because he
invested time with theological significance: his attempt to solve the problem of time
was also highly original. Indeed, his "psychological" solution to the problem of time
has influenced discussions of time from the fourth century to the present.

Augustine’s view of time has received, therefore, a great deal of attention
from modern theologians:, historians and philosophers. Their chief concerns have
been to explain what Augustine had to say about time and such related issues as
eternity, memory, creation, free will and contingency, but they also regard the
question of Augustine’s indebtedness to his predecessors as a crucial one. Those
who emphasize the continuity between classical views of time and Augustine’s view
focus on his special reliance on Neoplatonism, which he had followed before his
conversion to Christianity. Others, who wish to stress Augustine’s originality, argue
that many accounts of Augustine’s dependence on the Neoplatonists are
exaggerated.55

It is undeniable that Augustine’s conception of time depended on certain
concepts which he borrowed, consciously or unconsciously, from the Greek
philosophical tradition which formed the basis of his education. Like Plato’s
Timaeus, Augustine’s essays on time in the Confessions and the City of God have a
strikingly poetic quality: they both rely on symbolism and imagery rather than on
logical deduction to convey the mystery of creation. Nevertheless, Augustine’s
conclusions about time also echo Aristotelian themes. Augustine says that time is
the measure of motion and that nothing exists of time except the present, which is
indivisible. - Augustine shared with classical philosophers the tendency to analyze

time according to its parts, past, present and future. He agreed with them that time
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came into existence only with creation and had a counterpart in eternity.
Augustine’s main divergence from Plato and Aristotle was that, while they were
content to describe or explain time (a characteristic feature of Greek philosophy),
he wanted to discover the meaning of time in both its human and divine contexts.”0
His fascination with the mysterious elusiveness of time and its effect on the sensible
world led him to ask a broader range of questions than Plato and Aristotle had
done. Augustine’s originality stemmed from his insight: "Few men," observes
Herman Hausheer, "have been as intensely sensitive to the pathos of mutability, of
the rapidity, transitoriness, and irreversibility of time."’

Augustine’s conception of time, moreover, was greatly enhanced by his
reading of the Neoplatonists. Richard Sorabji remarks that many of Augustine’s
mystical impulses towards time and eternity were derived from or reinforced by his
reading of Plotinus. Sorabji cites Augustine’s discussion with his mother about the
eternal life of the saints as an example of Augustine’s dependence on Plotinus’
concept of "the life which is wisdom." Augustine writes:

Life is that Wisdom by which all these things that we know are

made, all things that ever have been and all that are yet to be.

But that Wisdom is not made: it is as it has always been and as

it will be for ever - or rather, I should not say that it has been or

will be, for it simply is, because eternity is not in the past or in

the future. And while we spoke of the eternal Wisdom, longing

for it and straining for it with all the strength of our hearts, for

one fleeting instant we reached out and touched it. Then with

a sigh, leaving our spiritual harvest [Rom. 8:23] bound to it, we

returned to the sound of our own speech, in which each word

has a beginning and an ending - far, far different from your

Word, our Lord, who abides in himsegf8 for ever, yet never

grows old and gives new life to all things.
Augustine’s image of the soul striving beyond simple understanding to attain a
higher spiritual state and his association of that experience with feelings of passion
and shock are strikingly reminiscent of Plotinus’ writings about striving towards the

One.59
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Sorabji warns, however, of the danger of reading too much of Neoplatonic
philosophy into Augustine’s conception of time and eternity. Just because
Augustine was familiar with Neoplatonism and often seemed to express his ideas in
Neoplatonic form does not mean that he accepted Neoplatonism uncritically. More
often than not in his direct references t(; the Neoplatonists, Augustine portrayed
their ideas as uninformed, imperfect versions of Christian truths: their assertion
that God’s mind contains the ideal forms was an implicit acknowledgement of God
as creator of all being; their recognition of three levels of reality, the One, the
World Intellect and the World Soul, reflected their acceptance of the Trinity.60
Thus Sorabji concludes that Augustine’s relationship to the Neoplatonists was a
complex one of "initial acceptance and of subsequent borrowing, adapting,
distancing himself and urging them to follow."01

Augustine begins his discussion of time in the Confessions with an
exclamation of frustration, which sets the tone for his own uniquely psychological
approach to time: "if no one asks me [what time is}, I know; if I try to explain it to
someone, I do not know."62 His investigations into the nature of time start with an
account of creation, which, like Plato’s creation story in the Timaeus, emphasizes the
non-existence of time before creation and posits a divine goodness as the motive for
creation. Augustine departs from Plato in insisting that God created the universe
not out of pre-existing chaos but out of nothing. Paying particular attention to the
text from Genesis "In the beginning God created heaven and earth,”" Augustine
argues that Scripture attributes a beginning to every creature. Because time
involves change, it also is a creature, and so has a definite beginning. Therefore
neither time nor the world is eternal. Augustine has no patience with people like
the Manicheans, who impertinently ask what God was doing before the moment of
creation.03 In his view, Scripture clearly tells us that there was nothing before

creation: one cannot even say that God was before creation because, perfect and
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immutable, God has no before and after. God simply is in a motionless eternity.64
Augustine is not speaking here, however, of any kind of eternity that human beings,
bound in time, can comprehend or experience. In fact, Augustine sharply opposes
Plato’s and Aristotle’s arguments in favor of the eternity of the world. Because the
world, and thus time, ﬁad a definite beginning in the event of creation and will
‘continue according to principles established by God, it is neither eternal, nor does it
share in any way in God’s capacity for everlasting being.65

Augustine was not satisfied simply with refuting the opinions of his
predecessors or with determining the characieristics which time does not have. His
real goal was to discover what time really is like, to the extent that a human being
can actually recognize its features. His treatment of time in the Confessions
involves, therefore, a transition from an ontological discussion of the origins of time
to a psychological analysis of the effects of time on the soul.66 In fact, from
Augustine’s point of view, human experience, subjective as it is, must be paramount
in any discussion of time because, although time could still exist in a created world
without people, in the world which God actually created, it is people who measure
time in their minds. Like all other creatures, humans live and change in time; but,
because they have souls, they can transcend, in certain respects, the limitations of
creation. Their souls make them more like God and make God’s eternity more
accessible to them. Thus humanity stands between time and eternity and the soul is
the tool for measuring and interpreting time.67

Augustine’s ultimate conception of time is based on his observation that time
seems to have three parts, past, present and future; that it proceeds in a single,
irreversible direction; and that it consists of a succession of segments which are
easily perceived but are extremely difficult to analyze in any rigorous way. These
observations raise serious problems about the nature of time because they seem to

present contradictory evidence. Of the three "parts” of time, only the present seems
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actually to exist, because the past is "no more" and the future is "not yet"; but if the
present is always moving forward, how can we determine exactly where the present
is? Moreover, we can think of past times as having long or short duration, but can
one really measure something that no longer exists? Indeed, we cannot even
measure the present, for every duration of time has its own sequence of past,
present and future.68 Augustine points out that even the hour

is made of fleeing moments; so much of the hour as has fled

away is past, what still remains is future. If we conceive of

some point of time which cannot be divided into even the

minutest parts of moments, that is the only point which can be

called the present; and that point flees at such lightening speed

from being future to being past, that it has no extent of

duration at all. For if it were so extended, it nglld be divisible

into past and future; the present has no length.

Nevertheless, says Augustine, we cannot deny that we think of the world in
terms of the concepts of past, present and future, even though we can develop no
standard for determining when the present actually is. The present remains a
crucial concept because it distinguishes past and future. Its function in making this
distinction depends, however, not on some objective continuum such as the motion
of heavenly bodies but on the mind itself. Augustine concludes his speculations on
the relationship of the present to past and future with the suggestion that

perhaps it would be more correct to say: there are three times,
a present of things past, a present of things present, a present
of things future. For these three exist in the mind, and I find
them nowhere else: the present of things past is memory, the
present of things present i1s immediate intuition (contuitus), the
present of things future is expectation. . . . By all means
continue to say that there are three times, past, present and
future; for though it is incorrect, custom allows it.
Augustine’s approach to time, then, is consciously subjective, at least to the degree
that he believes that the parts of time are realized and measured within the mind.

This emphasis on the mind emerges from Augustine’s acceptance of an Aristotelian
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description of time as successive, continuous and infinitely divisible. Augustine

71

wanted to protect the eternity of God from anything changeable’® without

sacrificing his belief that the human mind is capable of understanding God’s activity
in the world. Therefore he had to place the human capacity to understand time in
the soul.

If the present has no extension, and past and future do not exist, how then do
we measure time? Augustine answers that we measure time in the mémory.
Through the power of our minds we can create and measure segments of time which
bear no resemblance to the actual succession of individual moments. The memory
is a spiritual power which allows images in the soul to be measured: as such, it can
stop the course of time and stabilize it.72 Using the example of the recitation of a
poem, Augustine describes how the memory not only makes the various aspects of
time accessible to human experience but also represents the unity of parts and

whole in every aspect of human life:

Supf)ose that I am about to recite a psalm that I know.
Before 1 begin, my expectation is directed to the whole of it;
but when I have begun, so much of it as I pluck off and drop
away into the past becomes the matter for my memory; and the
whole life of the action is stretched out between my memory, in
regard to what I have said, and my expectation, in regard to
what I am still to say. But there is a present act of attention, by
which what was future passes on its way to becoming past. The
further I go in my recitation, the more my expectation is
diminished and my memory lengthened, until the whole of my
expectation is used up, when the action is completed and has
passed wholly into my memory. And what hagpens in the case
of the whole psalm happens for each part of the whole, and for
each syllable; and likewise for any longer action, of which the
canticle may be only a gart: indeed, it is the same for the
whole life of man, of which all man’s actions are parts; and
likewise for the whole histor;/ of the human race, of which all
the lives of all men are parts. 3

Augustine recognizes previous definitions which associate time with motion
as valid insofar as motion occurs in time: we might even use the motion of an object

to measure time; but the act of measurement takes place entirely within the soul.
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Observations of individual motions become images which the mind uses to
determine intervals. Augustine’s emphasis on the mind as an active agent in
defining time had bearing on many of his other theological positions which involved
the soul’s activity, particularly in regard to the Trinity.74 By stressing the
connection between time and the soul Augustine offers a psychological answer to a
metaphysical problem, or, as many commentators would argue, he transforms the
metaphysical problem of time into a psychological one.

This transformation had consequences in all areas of Augustine’s theological
system, but it was especially important in those discussions which involved some
explanation of God’s understanding of human activities. Here Augustine had to
address the paradox that God, omniscient and outside of time, allows his creatures
to act freely within time. Augustine readily admitted that he had trouble in
resolving this problem but he ultimately concluded along Platonic lines that God
created time so that his creatures, in all of their limitation and imperfection, could
exercise their wills under his divine guidance. It was the spiritual contrast between
the finiteness of human experience and the infinity of God, not the physical contrast
between time and eternity which most fascinated Augustine. According to Robert
Jordan, "Augustine’s investigation of time is a study in contingency, finiteness,
creatureliness, dependency, incompleteness, imperfection - a study of the limitations
of being that characterize any finite entity, that entity which is, but which is not He
Who Is. Time exists because there are existent things in the universe which are just
so much reality, but no more. The existence of only one of these things is of
genuinely intimate concern to man - himself"”> Time thus becomes more than a
cosmological problem: it is a problem of moral philosophy, bound up with the
religious life of humanity.76

The fundamental problems of time arose, therefore, not only in Augustine’s

formal discussions of time in Book XI of the Confessions but also explicitly or



37

implicitly in many other contexts. Most notably, he approached the whole problem
of God’s foreknowledge and human free will from the perspective that God’s
knowledge in his timeless present that a person will sin does not compel that person,
living in earthly time, to sin. In Augustine’s opinion, God’s eternal foreknowledge
actually safeguards the freedom of the human will since will is a divinely created
gift. Indeed, he remarked in the City of God:

Our wills are ours and it is our wills that affect all that we do by

willing, and which would not have happened if we had not

willed. But when antzonc has something done to him against

his will, here, again, the effective power 1s will, not his own but

another’s. But the power of achievement comes from God. ...

Therefore, let us never dream of denyin%1 his foreknowledge in

the interests of (”r freedom, for it is with his help that we are,

or shall be, free.
Although in this case, divine knowledge, not time, was the main issue, Augustine’s
definition of the relationship between time and eternity provided the basis of his
solution to a difficult cosmological and theological dilemma.

Because Augustine’s theology had such a lasting impact on medieval
theological discussions of all sorts, it is not surprising that his ideas about time
appear repeatedly in the works of his successors. Comparisons between Augustinian
and Greek philosophies of time reflect both his dependence on an established
vocabulary and list of concerns and also his remarkable originality. Augustine’s
analysis of time is important because through it later thinkers were introduced to
principles of classical philosophy which retained many of their original features in
spite of Augustine’s reinterpretation of them. Moreover, since Augustine’s writings
soon came to be considered theologically central, his philosophical treatment of
problems such as time legitimized not only a philosophical approach to theology but

also an acceptance of ideas whose origins were in a non-Hebraic pre-Christian

tradition.
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Augustine’s psychological view of time and eternity is closely related to that
of Boethius, whose speculations on the nature of eternity greatly influenced
discussions about time throughout the Middle Ages. Although Boethius was not
interested in time as such, his definition of eternity hinges on the contrast between
human temporal existence and the non-temporal existence of God. Boethius was a
scholar of considerable skill, who not only composed several original works on logic,
theology and natural philosophy but also embarked on the ambitious task of
translating all the writings of Plato and Aristotle into Latin. Although he completed
only a fraction of this work, he was successful in introducing many classical concepts
into medieval scholarship in their original form. Unlike Augustine, whose
philosophical impulses were always directed towards theological ends and whose
assimilation of classical ideas was almost subconscious, Boethius openly advocated
the study of philosophy, particularly ancient Greek philosophy, for its own sake. In
addition to his contribution to the debate about time and eternity, Boethius added
to the medieval literary tradition Aristotle’s logical system of categories and
suggested a method for organizing disciplines of learning which formed the basis of
the medieval academic curriculum. His best known work, the Consolation of
Philosophy, is an allegorical account of his conversion to the belief that philosophy,
defined as the love of wisdom, the pursuit of wisdom or the quest for God, is the
highest human aspiration.78

It is not surprising, therefore, that Boethius’ conception of time bears the
mark of his study of the ancient Greeks, the Neoplatonists and Augustine. Boethius
shares with Augustine a psychological view of time and eternity: both saw the
problem of the relationship of time and eternity as a matter of interaction between
God and the human soul, rather than simply an explanation of a phenomenon of
nature. Some modern commentators judge Boethius’ treatment of these problems

superior to Augustine’s because of Boethius’ special philosophical training.79 His
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approach to eternity in the Consolation of Philosophy involves an attempt to prove a
theological assumption about the eternity of God using philosophical means without

reference to Scripture. To this end Boethius states:

That God is eternal, then, is the common judgement of all who
live by reason. Let us therefore consider what eternity is, for
this makes plain to us both the divine nature and knowledge.
Eternity, then, is the complete possession all at once of
illimitable life. This becomes clearer by comparison with
temporal things. For whatever lives in time proceeds as
something present from the past into the future, and there is
nothing placed in time that can embrace the whole extent of its
life equally. Indeed, on the contrary, it does not yet gras
tomorrow but yesterday it has already lost; and even 1n the life
of today you live no more fully than in a mobile, transitory
moment. . . . Therefore, whatever includes and possesses the
whole fullness of illimitable life at once and is such that
nothing future is absent from it and nothing past has flowed
away, this is rightly judged to be eternal and of this it is
necessary both that being in full possession of itself it be always
present to its% and that it have the infinity of mobile time
present [to it).

Boethius’ argument that eternity is completely distinct from the sequential character
of human time is entirely in keeping with Augustine’s view because it emphasizes
both the divine nature of eternity and the difficulty human beings have in grasping
either time or eternity.

Recognizing this difficulty, Boethius attempts in another passage to explain
what he means by "the complete possession all at once of illimitable life." He
agreed with his predecessors that eternity is neither simply a limitless duration of
time nor a state of static atemporality.s1 His analysis of the misunderstanding of
eternity in his treatise On the Trinity offers a remarkably clear rendering of the
classical conception of eternity. Boethius thus contends:

What is said of God, [namely, that] he is always, indeed
signifies a unity, as if he had been in all the past, is in all the
Eiat can be said, avcordiog to the philosophers, o the heaven

and of the imperishable bodies; but it cannot be said of God in
the same way. For he is always in that for him always has to do
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with the Kresent time. And there is this great difference
between the present of our affairs, which is now, and that of
the divine: our now makes time and sempiternity, as if it were
running along; but the divine now, remaining and not moving,
and standing still, makes eternity. If you add ‘semper to
‘eternity’ you get sempiternityséhe perpetual running resulting
from the tlowing, tireless now.

For Boethius, then, eternity is not a sterile condition which removes God from the
temporal reality of his creation, however hard it might be for us to understand how
this can be so. Boethius’ God transcends time: indeed, as Anthony Kenny observes,
he might be pictured "as surveying the battle-ground of human existence from a high

tower above, with past, present, and future as different parts of the field open to

divine vision."83

Boethius also, like Augustine, tries to consider how his conception of divine
eternity relates to human experience. In the first place, he addresses the question of
whether the world is eternal. Preferring not to rely, as Augustine had done, on the
authority of Scripture, Boethius looked to Plato and Aristotle for inspiration. It was

Plato’s view which had the greatest sway in Boethius’ conclusions:

So what is subject to the condition of time is not yet such as
rightly to be judged eternal, even if, as Aristotle believed of the
world, it never began to exist, and does not cease, but has its
life stretched out with the eternity of time. For even if its life is
infinite, it does not include and embrace the whole extent of
that life all together, since it does not yet possess the future
and already lacks the past. ... Hence those are not right who
hear that Plato thought this world had no beginning in time
and will have no end, and who conclude that the created world
is in this way made co-eternal with the creator. For it is one
thing to be drawn through an endless life, which is what Plato
attributed to the world, and another to have embraced equally
the whole presence of a life which cannot end, which is clearly
the special characteristic of the divine mind. Nor should God
be thought older than created things by some amount of time,
but rather by the peculiarity of his nature which is simple. . . .
Thus if we want to aKply names appropriate to things, let us
say, followg'acg Plato, that God indeed is eternal, but the world

perpetual



41

Boethius’ argument that the world is not eternal because it was created and exists
under the influence of time corresponds to Augustine’s assertion that time had its
origin in creation. While Boethius does not deny creation, however, he is not
prepared to go so far as Augustine in claiming that creation has a definite beginning
and end. He prefers Plato’s designation of the world as perpetual, which suggests
that worldly time, though not identical with eternity, bears some relation to it. This
opinion, though hardly orthodox in the Augustinian sense, nevertheless came to be
considered theologically valid, thanks to the widespread influence of Boethius’
writings throughout the Middle Ages.3?

Boethius’ ideas are more in keeping with Augustine’s on a second aspect of
the problem of time’s relation to eternity, that of God’s foreknowledge. We have
already seen that Augustine proposed the solution that God sees all human action at
once and that his knowledge that a person will act in a particular way does not
constitute coercion. Boethius takes a similar position, but his treatment, having
been derived from carefully argued philosophical premises, is clearer than
Augustine’s. Boethius declares in the Consolation of Philosophy that God can know
the future without manipulating it because God exists in a state of eternal
presentness: "Embracing the infinite lengths of past and future, [he] considers
everything as if it were going on now in a simple mode of awareness."S’

The appeal of Boethius’ argument lies in its comprehensibility and simplicity.
He defines God’s relationship to the temporal world in such a way as to free human
will from the necessity of God’s foreknowledge without denying that God indeed
knows every possible human act in his eternal present. The problem with Boethius’
conception of eternity, from the Augustinian perspective, is that it fails to take into
account evidence from Scripture of God’s intervention in the world. Boethius’
philosophical account of divine knowledge makes no provision for grace; and,

although Augustine had arrived at the same conclusion as Boethius about God’s
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capacity to have knowledge while ensuring the freedom of his creation, Augustine,
as a theologian, could not avoid the elements of Christian revelation which
complicate the discussion. The persistence of both Augustinian and Boethian
traditions throughout the Middle Ages indicates the compelling nature of the
problems of time and eternity for medieval thinkers. Even Boethius, who did not
devote much attention to these issues, strongly influenced medieval discussions of
time and eternity, not the least because he consciously introduced classical
approaches to topics which fascinated medieval thinkers. Thus interest in time and
eternity flourished in the West during the early Middle Ages, particularly in the late
eleventh and twelfth centuries, when such thinkers as Anselm, Peter Abelard and
Garlandus Compitista all made useful contributions to the debate.

In almost all of his major works, Anselm referred to the themes of time and
eternity and to the philosophical and theological problems which arise from them.
Historians have long recognized that Anselm was influenced by Augustine, even
though he did not have access to the Confessions. It is not often considered,
however, that Anselm was also familiar with Boethius’ views on time as set forth in
his commentaries on Aristotle’s Categories.s8 Although it is difficult to ascertain the
exact source of influence, it is clear that Anselm’s treatment of time involves
geometrical definitions which bear greater resemblance to a classical tradition than
to an Augustinian one. Not only did Anselm, like Plato and Aristotle, use
mathematical terminology to describe the nature of time and eternity, but he also
held the Aristotelian opinion that eternity differs from time because of its incapacity
for measurement. Anselm argued that the distinction between time and eternity
rests on the fact that time is a sequence of parts, while eternity is whole, without
parts and dimensionless.89 In order to emphasize this point, he compared the unity
of eternity with the unity of the Trinity: "We do not think of God as having grades

of different standing, for He is one; nor, when we show how the Son is ‘of the
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Father, or the Holy Spirit of Father and Son, do we construct intervals in eternity
which is beyond all time."%0

While Anselm’s view of time was mathematical, Abelard and Garlandus
treated time as a grammatical or dialectical problem. Drawing on both Greek
sources and Augustine’s discussions of the ambiguities of tensed .language,
Garlandus showed that grammatical limitations can interfere with an adequate
metaphysical definition of time91 Abelard also discussed the grammatical
problems associated with time, but he went beyond these to address some of the
.underlying philosophical and theological roots of these problems. He pointed out,
as Augustine had, that the simplest way to teach students about time is to direct
them to the revolutions of planets and stars; but Abelard agreed with Augustine that
this approach is theoretically incorrect because the existence of time "must be
independent of any one means of measuring it"92  Abelard also recognized the
difficulty in describing durations of time which consist of continuous series of points,
saying: "time is either indivisible, like the present moment which we call an instant,
or it is composite, like an hour, a day, a week, a month, a year, which is made up of
different instants following one another in succession, past, present and future."3

Anselm, Garlandus and Abelard, therefore, all focused on the practical
problems of measuring and describing time which were central features of ancient
Greek discussions of time. Although they obviously drew on classical treatments,
however, their own approaches reflect the logical and philosophical interests of their
own age. Augustine and Boethius helped to shape these later discussions not so
much by dictating the course that investigations about the nature of time should
take, as by providing access to the rich and varied history of the subject in an age of
scarce literary resources but keen and inquiring minds.

This brief survey of the origins of medieval discussions about time reveals

several important themes. First, the problem of time had been the subject of
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rigorous philosophical speculation in the Western tradition from an early age.
Second, discussions of time are intimately bound up with, and must be viewed in
terms of, thinking about creation, God and eternity. Third, as the main contributors
to the discussion addressed the views of their predecessors, the debate about the
nature of time became increasingly complex and approaches to the problem more
varied. By the time of Boethius, philosophers and theologians could draw on
Pythagorean, Platonic, Aristotelian, Neoplatonic and Christian explanations of time;
they could conceive of time mathematically, astronomically, metaphysically or
psychologically; and they often used more than one approach to explain the
anomalies of time.

The legacy of this long discussion for the later Middle Ages rests not just on
the sources of ideas it provided, but also on the inspiration it gave to thinkers to
explore the complicated and frustrating problem of time in all of its manifestations.
Each generation to approach the subject of time brought to the discussion its own
concerns as well as the accumulated wisdom of the past. It is a testament to the
major innovators on this topic, Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, Augustine and Boethius,
that no age has been able to dismiss completely their insights about time. In fact.
one can hardly begin to evaluate the emergence of time as a philosophical and
theological topic in the late Middle Ages without understanding these men’s ideas

about time.



CHAPTER THREE
THIRTEENTH-CENTURY APPROACHES TO TIME

During the century and a half before Bradwardine, the problem of time arose
within the context of the general discussions of Aristotelian philosophy which had
become common among Western scholars by the late twelfth century. A major
stimulus to these discussions was the increased accessibility of Aristotle’s writings
through new translations from Arabic into Latin. Much of this work was
accomplished in Spain, where Muslim, Jewish and Christian thinkers had mingled
for centuries. By the mid-twelfth century, Muslim scholars not only had translated a
large number of Greek philosophical texts into Arabic but also had produced an
impressive array of commentaries, especially on Aristotle’s writing, which
reevaluated classical philosophy from the perspective of Islamic theology. Although
some scholars in Spain and Northern Europe rejected non-Christian natural
philosophy and tried to resist its influence, many more welcomed translations of
Aristotle’s writings on physics, astronomy, biology and cosmology which had not
been readily available for study in the early Middle Ages.1 The influence of these
translated texts on Western thought was considerable and had direct bearing on
subsequent discussions of time in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

The appeal of this new body of literature was its comprehensive treatment of
natural philosophy. According to Etienne Gilson, Western medieval thinkers
embraced the Greco-Arabic tradition of natural philosophy with great enthusiasm
because Scripture did not provide them with an adequate cosmology, that is, a

"scientific and metaphysical description of the structure of the universe," for genuine

46



47

philosophical study.z Certainly by the thirteenth century, Western thinkers had
become interested in many topics which belong more in the category of natural
philosophy than in theology. Classical works on physics, biology, astronomy and
mathematics, along with their Muslim commentaries, excited curiosity both by
suggesting new questions which one might ask about the natural world and by
conveying specific information or observations about natural phenomena.

Unfortunately, both Aristotle and the Muslim scholars who commented on
his writings usually failed to distinguish their opinions about the natural world from
their religious beiiefs. Many conservative Christian thinkers in the thirteenth
century were alarmed, therefore, by the rapid spread of "pagan" philosophies which
appeared to obscure, when they did not actually contradict, accounts of creation
found in Scripture. In the first half of the thirteenth century, some conservatives
tried unsuccessfully to abolish the teaching of Aristotle at the universities, or at least
restrict Aristotelian studies to his works on logic. More moderate thinkers
attempted in various ways to reconcile Aristotle with Christian thought, but few
accomplished this task convincingly. In spite of strong efforts to forestall it,
Aristotle’s scientific and metaphysical thought was firmly established in the
university curriculum by the end of the thirteenth century and young scholars turned
with vigor to classical problems of cosmology which they encountered in their
studies of that material.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine late twelfth- and thirteenth-century
discussions of time in light of this rediscovery of classical natural philosophy. The
significance of this period for Bradwardine’s generation of scholarship arises from
the characteristic enthusiasm of thirteenth-century thinkers for combining
philosophical, scientific and theological evidence in their answers to metaphysical
questions. Time, as we have already seen, lends itself to a multi-disciplinary

investigation; indeed one could argue that a successful study of time is impossible
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without such an approach. In the twelfth century the Muslim philosopher Averroes
and the Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides reinterpreted Aristotelian views of
time and eternity both philosophically and in light of monotheistic theology. Their
work provided an important legacy for such influential Western scholars as Albertus
Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, Robert Grosseteste and John Duns Scotus, who tried in
various ways to reconcile theological truth with the concepts and methods of
Aristotelian natural philosophy. Although these thinkers did not exert equal
influence on Bradwardine, and their ultimate conclusions about time varied
considerably, their struggles to understand time offer valuable insights into the
unsettled intellectual climate into which Bradwardine entered early in the
fourteenth century.

Any discussion of the revival of Aristotelian natural philosophy in the
Christian West must consider the important contributions of Averroes. An active
participant in the vibrant, international academic community of twelfth-century
Spain, his studies included theology, jurisprudence, medicine, mathematics and
philosophy. In addition to his work as a judge, he composed several original
treatises on a variety of topics. His fame in northern Europe, however, rested
chiefly on his commentaries on Aristotle.3 In these commentaries, Averroes set
about the task of establishing the relationship between Aristotelian philosophy and
religious truth revealed through the Koran. Not wishing to stray too far from
orthodoxy, he openly acknowledged the miraculous nature of the Koran, which
brought truth to all people whatever their capacity to receive it. According to
Averroes, anyone could understand the Koran’s superficial and symbolic meanings,
bﬁt only highly trained scholars could hope to penetrate its hidden messages. In
addition, he contended that the highest aim of human speculation must be
philosophy, because every other kind of speculation, including theology, is tainted

with the distracting elements of emotion and faith.4 Therefore, those who are
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capable of finding truth should turn their attention to the philosophy of Aristotle,
who provides both an explanation for the natural order and a method for
investigating it. In fact, Averroes went so far as to proclaim: "The doctrine of
Aristotle is the supreme truth because his intellect was the zenith of human
intellect. It is therefore rightly said that he was created and given to us by divine
providence, so that we might know all that can be known.” Although few Christian
thinkers were prepared to regard Aristotle as the zenith of the human intellect,
Averroes’ powerful portrayal of Aristotle had a positive influence on many Latin
scholars.

Averroes’ commentary on Aristotle’s view of time reflects both his profound
respect for his teacher and his own preoccupation with philosophical problems.
Averroes was troubled by Aristotle’s definition of time as the number of motion
because it did not adequately distinguish time from motion. Averroes felt
compelled, therefore, to examine the source of Aristotle’s dilemma without openly
criticizing any of Aristotle’s statements. In his analysis of Aristotle’s view of time
Averroes included several insights on the nature of time which Avicenna had
advanced in his own commentary on Aristotle, although he did not acknowledge his
indebtedness.% Averroes’ main complaint was that, by linking the concepts of time
and motion too closely, Aristotle seemed to imply that one had to observe motion to
experience time. This theory presents many difficulties, not the least of which is the
anomaly that the heavenly bodies continue to measure time even under conditions
which prevent human observation of their motion.” To resolve this dilemma,
Averroes suggested that the experience of time is not related to the individual
perception of earthly or celestial motion: our capacity to sense change is inadequate
to the task of accounting for the regular and continuous passage of time.8 Although,
like Augustine, Averroes seemed at first to stress the importance of perception in

assessing the nature of time, his approach was not a psychological one. While the
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occasion of a motion might allow us to perceive time, Averroes argued, time itself
does not depend merely on our observation of motion. Because we are always both
in a state of change (in esse moto) or in a state which anticipates our essential
capacity for change, we perceive time subjectively. The objective, ordered passage
of time is assured, however, by the circular motion of the celestial sphere: all
movement and change depend on its motion, which continues in an orderly fashion
whether or not we can comprehend its course. Without departing from Aristotelian
principles, therefore, Averroes nevertheless reconsidered and refined Aristotle’s
problem of explaining the interrelationship of time and motion.?

Averroes’ most original contribution to the medieval debate about time and
his chief advance over Aristotle arise from his insistence that time is a fundamental
feature of material being, which must possess the capacity to move and change.lo
This theme is revealed in Averroes’ comment on possible interpretations of
Aristotle’s teaching on time. Here Averroes made a distinction between perception
of time based on our direct experience of local motion and our universal
acknowledgement of a uniform temporal order which applies whether or not we
observe change. According to Averroes, the latter position best expresses Aristotle’s
opinion because it is based on his teaching about the uniform motion of the
heavenly bodies.1l  After examining the main principles of Aristotle’s temporal
theory Averroes concluded that when Aristotle defined time as the number of
motion, he was talking not about any observable or measurable motion but about
the particular motion of the celestial sphere.12 Averroes thus clarified Aristotle’s
position to the point of over-simplification in order to protect Aristotle from the
criticism that his theory of time was ambiguous. Consequently, his reevaluation of
Aristotle helped to define in terms comprehensible to medieval scholars the

problem of time as both a philosophical and a physical problem. Because it made

no reference to theological truth, many Muslim and Christian thinkers refused
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wholly to accept Averroes’ interpretation of Aristotle’s temporal theory, although
they hungrily read his commentaries for information about Aristotelian
metaphysics.13 This fascination with Aristotle accounts for the wide circulation and
influence of Averroes’ ideas in northern Europe in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries.

Averroes’ contemporary, Moses Maimonides, also relied heavily on Aristotle,
but he was interested as well in other ancient philosophical traditions, such.as
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