Boethius, logic, and time: The story thus far

The 5™ century philosopher and theologian, Boethius, has attracted much study over the last fifty
years. [ will examine some studies on Boethius's logic, with a focus on his work on
reconciling divine foreknowledge and human free will.

Early Christian philosophy faced a number of problems in popularising itself in the face of
academic disdain. As the historian of early medieval logic, John Marenbon, remarks, this led to the
'fusion of ... logic and theology. The tools of logic were summoned to clarify and order Christian
dogma; and ... concepts and arguments logical in origin were charged with theological meaning." In
case of Boethius himself, this led to a synthesis of 'Greek Neoplatonism, Latin philosophical
writing, Greek Christian literature, and the Latin church fathers”. It would seem that the synthesis he
attributes in his earlier books to the 8" century monk, Alcuin of York®, he later attributes to
Boethius®.

The Problem Defined

One of the major questions of Boethius' day was God's foreknowledge and how that allows free
will. Aristotle considers this in De Interpretatione, as the sea-battle question: A sea-battle
necessarily either will or will not take place tomorrow, though it is not necessary either that it must
or that it must not take place. How can we logically reconcile these two facts?”

This problem was given an edge by the need of Christianity, to establish itself and to defeat
heresies. An illustration of this can be seen in Augustine of Hippo. Having argued against the
Manichees that free will was part of the answer to the problem of evil’, he found himself being
quoted to deny the all-encompassing providence of God by the Pelagians’.

Some Attempted Answers
As Owen Chadwick points out, the stoics responded by abandoning free will, and retaining the

necessity of every event®. St. Augustine's solution, according to William Rowe, was accept the
necessity of all events while denying that this excludes free will’. Boethius rejected both solutions,
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as Chadwick'’, and Rowe himself, argue'’, though Boethius was influenced by Augustine in his
general outlook, as Stephen Gersh tells us'?. Paul LaChance contends that stoic elements are present
in Boethius's thought, and that he does not defend free will solely in terms of freedom of choice".
However, as Owen Chadwick counters, Boethius shows some reserve towards the stoics'*. He saw
Plato and Aristotle as authorities, following Porphyry'® . Further, Boethius's logic'®, and his
approach to logic as a means of purifying argument'’, is mostly Peripatetic. The stoics could not
counterbalance the Neoplatonic and Peripatetic schools which formed his tradition'®. Boethius's
veneration of Augustine is also an explanation of some similarities..

Boethius's Approach to the Problem

Boethius considers in The Consolation of Philosophy, the issue of whether all things are indeed in
the control of a God who foresees and orders things, and also whether this God can be blamed for
the evil that happens in the world. On Marenbon's reading, the consideration is directly related to
the position of Boethius in finding himself in prison despite being a just man'’. However, as we
have seen above, Boethius was attempting to solve a problem which he inherited, however relevant
the problem was to his own situation. Also, as argued by Kretzmann and Stump?’, Boethius' concern
with the problem predates the Consolation, going back to his Theological Tractate on The Trinity,
and his commentaries on the De Interpretatione®', though Marenbon alleges that in the De
Interpretatione commentaries, Boethius solves no problems®. It is also worthy of consideration that,
according to Marenbon himself, the fourth of the theological tractates On the Catholic Faith
represents an attempt at stating the beliefs of Catholics with a view to proposing to himself their
eventual philosophical justification, and the reconciliation of freedom of choice and the divine
foreknowledge is a problem that stands out as an incomplete task.

Boethius begins by considering the division of these two problems proposed by some — that God's
foreknowledge is not causing it, thus depriving man of free will**. However, since he is concerned
with justifying both providence and foreknowledge, this does not satisfy him, and he points out that
even on their own grounds, the solution is spoilt by the fact that independent of divine causation, the
fact that something is known as true means that it is necessarily true®. Marenbon suggests that
Boethius's solution to the problem is what he calls "The Modes of Cognition Principle' stated as:

'Everything that is known is grasped not according to its own power, but rather according to the
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capacity of those who know it."®

This would mean that God's knowledge is related to God's mode of knowledge, which can be
separated from the mode of knowledge of man. Left as it is, this might sound as a barely concealed
resort to a two-source view of truth alleged against Boethius by such writers as Owen Chadwick®’
i.e. that certain conclusions can be maintained theologically, however philosophically untenable.
Boethius avoids this by suggesting a tenable mode of knowledge for God differing from, though
analogical to, human modes of knowledge®. This view, set out in different forms by Stump and
Kretzmann®, Brian Leftow®’, and Paul Fitzgerald®'. Essentially, this view suggests that God exists
in an eternity, which consists in a 'complete possession, all at once, of illimitable life”*. Thus, God
is omniscient, but he does not have foreknowledge®. In other words, God sees all time in the same
manner that human beings see the present™. Boethius uses the image of a circle to make this clearer.
In the words of Owen Chadwick, 'Boethius suggests ... that as time is to eternity, so the circle is to
its centre, and so is the moving inter-connection of events in fate in relation to the unmoving
simplicity of providence.” Finally Boethius introduces a distinctio between what is conditionally
necessary (for example 'a sea battle is occuring now', when it is occuring) and what is simply
necessary (for example, the Principle of Non-Contradiction)*. The necessity that something is true
when it is true, he argues is not considered to make it any less free’’. In the same way, God sees the
future as necessary because he lives in eternity, but contingently necessary™®.

The Tenability of Boethius' solution

There has been much argument on the tenability of Boethius's solution. Marenbon himself argues
that the neatness of the above solution is destroyed by his Proclus inspired view that God knows all
things including the motions of the human mind precisely because he causes them, rather than being
caused by them®. With Siobhan Nash-Marshall, we may respond that God as creator, must be
simple*. Divine Simplicity cannot be abandoned without giving rise to even more problems.
Therefore, it cannot be argued that God's knowledge is caused externally. Thus, the only tenable
solution must be that God's causation is of a different mode*'. While it is true that Boethius does not
anticipate this solution, this does not affect his discussion of free will and foreknowledge.

This view was also challenged by Anthony Kenny, who argued that 'no coherent account seems
possible of [God's] infallible knowledge of future free actions'*>. A similar view is taken specifically
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relating to Boethius (who is only mentioned in passing by Kenny), by Martin Davies” However,
John N Martin, having formalized Boethius's logic, proves that the conclusions of Boethius are
indeed tenable, given that all truths known by God can be expressed as eternal truths, i.e. truths
whose truth status does not change with time*.

The Vexed Question of Ancestry

Much dispute has arisen over whether or not Boethius can claim to be original. James Shiel in a
famous article® challenged the exaggerated claims of earlier scholars such as Courcelle* regarding
Boethius's originality. Boethius scholars of the latter school saw him as a reviver of Greek Culture
in the latin west, working with very little between himself and Aristotle and Plato*’. Over-correcting
for this, Shiel suggests (though he argues that this should not detract from our view of Boethius)
that, particularly in his commentaries, Boethius was merely the translator of the annotations of
previous scholars®,

On the other hand, Marenbon® and Sten Ebbestein® both point out that there is very little evidence
for the claim that Boethius was nothing more than a translator of scholia. Others, such as Richard
McKeon, point out that he imposed on the material he gathered an order which was not there to
begin with, putting together “an Academic Aristotle, who taught the west to discuss invention and
discovery, a Neoplatonic Aristotele who provided philosophical hierarchies for theology, and a
sophistic Aristotle who related philosophy to action and to literature™' and giving them a contect
which “made them the source of ongoing inquiry, acceptance, and rejection”. Similarly, Stephen
Gersh makes note of how Boethius used and transformed neoplatonic source material, but points out
that many of his positions are radically different from those of Porphyry and Plotinus, for example®.
Marenbon points out the originality of Boethius's solution of the Foreknowledge problem®. Brian
Leftow argues that Boethius's presentation of eternity as atemporal duration cannot be traced back to
Plotinus and Plato, or at least that such a tracing is arguable®.

It is noted too, that Boethius himself claims originality and there is no good reason to doubt him™.

Many emphasize too the influence of Boethius in making logic an inseparable part of theology’®.
Ebbestein also notes that Boethius performed the medieval world a great service in resisting the
temptation to Pythagorize in the manner of philosophers such as lamblichus, keeping logic sane”’.
Marenbon also emphasizes how Boethius differs from the earlier philosopher-theologians such as
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Victorinus and Augustine in that it is the logical not the metaphysical side of neoplatonism that
predominates in his consideration of theological problems™.

Conclusion

Thus, Boethius, through his consideration of the relation of God to time, transformed logic in the
medieval latin west.
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