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Preface

The project of the present volume originated as a follow-up to the debate
that took place on 11-13 May 2021, at the online conference entitled
“Plato on Time, Eternity and the World”, which the editors organized
within the framework of the ERC project PROTEUS—Paradoxes and
Metaphors of Time in Early Universe(s). On that occasion Barbara Sattler,
Luc Brisson, Sarah Broadie, Federico Petrucci and Carolina Araujo shared
their ideas with our research team and the public, thereby giving rise to a
stimulating discussion that inspired the present collection.

That occasion also provided the opportunity for us all to interact,
unfortunately for the last time, with Sarah Broadie, who sadly passed
away a few months later, on August 8th, 2021. She gave a talk entitled
“Timaean Demiurgy: Is It All Over and Done With?”, in which she scru-
tinized the reasons why we should interpret in metaphysical terms the
temporal profile assigned to the cosmos in Plato’s 7imaeus. In a sense, this
question represents a sort of a guideline for the present volume, in which
the authors give different interpretations of Plato’s view of the world, its
generation, and the meaning of temporality of/within it.

Many of the readers will be genuinely and mainly interested in this
book because they are scholars or students in Ancient Philosophy, or per-
haps they are historians and philosophers of science interested in cosmo-
logical aspects or in ancient theories of matter and motion, or again
interested in the reflections regarding time in the antiquity. However,
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there is a further group of readers who might want to consider the rele-
vance that Plato’s views of time and the world have for current theoretical
physics.

This consideration is not new. We have a relatively recent example of a
collection that tries to make philosophers and physicists interact on the
interpretation of Plato’s 7imaeus, its impact across different epochs and
on current cosmology and physics. I am referring to One Book, the Whole
Universe (2010) edited by Richard Mohr and Barbara Sattler, which is
one of the books that inspired the ERC project PROTEUS itself.

Those acquainted with the project PROTEUS know that it investi-
gates strategies devised throughout different epochs and authors of
Western philosophy who discuss time in cosmology, namely it studies
how they represented time, e.g., as being fundamental or not fundamen-
tal, as continuous or discrete, depending on the idea of the universe and
the mathematics endorsed. However, the project is also showing a recip-
rocal relationship between the idea of the world and that of time. In other
words, it seems that depending on the idea of time (space and matter)
that one endorses, a very specific configuration of the cosmos arises.

Current studies have shown that this is not mere coincidence and that
it is innate in us to generate such connection that produces patterns of
representation of the cosmos. Indeed, ethnoanthropological and archeo-
astronomical studies leading to the creation of the field of ethnomathe-
matics (D’Ambrosio, Ubiratan. 2016. An Overview of the History of
Ethnomathematics. In Current and Future Perspectives of Ethnomathematics
as a Program, Milton Rosa et al., 5-10. Berlin: Springer; Oliveras, Maria
L. 1999. Ethnomathematics and Mathematical Education. ZDM 31/3:
85-91.) identified and discussed the nature of the structural link between
mathematical practices and cosmovision developed in different contexts,
including Egyptian, Mesopotamian and pre-Colombian civilizations (see
Rubino-Martin, José et al. (eds.). 2009. Cosmology Across Cultures: ASP
Conference Series Vol. 409. San Francisco: Astronomical Society of the
Pacific; Ruggles, Clive L. N. (ed.). 2015. Handbook of Archacoastronomy
and Ethnoastronomy. Berlin: Springer.). Several studies have also shown
that cosmographies informed cosmovisions in central America, New
Guinea, and in the Babylonian cultures. These cosmographies were all
based on a geometro-mathematical ordering and are representatives of
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the structural link between the way in which we produce the series of
natural numbers, the way in which we count (through sets of objects or
parts of the body) and produce notions of time (see Gontier, Nathalie.
2018. Cosmological and Phenomenological Transitions Into How
Humans Conceptualize and Experience Time. Zime and Mind 11/3:
325-335). This is just one possible direction to explore the link between
the idea of the World and time, and many others can be investigated.

Those who are acquainted with the standard model of current cosmol-
ogy are aware of the fact that it is based on the major tenet of spacetime
continuum of general relativity, and that gravity is derived from the
dynamics of spacetime and matter. Current approaches to Quantum
Gravity, on the contrary, try to describe in various ways the “coming into
being” of the continuous four-dimensional world in which we live, by
portraying in different ways discrete space and time and continuous
spacetime emerging from discrete structures (as approximation). The fact
that some of these approaches, depending on the formalism adopted and
the dimensionality considered therein, refer to fundamental structures as
triangles or tetrahedra, should capture the attention of those who rightly
noticed that Plato’s view of the fundamental geometry of the physical
world identified the very same elements. From the conceptual stand-
point, there is another extremely interesting pattern that connects Plato
and current fundamental physics. Plato’s ch07a and the elements are not
referring to the direct description of physical matter and atoms, but to
something more fundamental, to a sort of that fundamental or micro-
matter that theories of Quantum Gravity are still searching for. Plato’s
cosmology and cosmogony seem to encode universal pattern of construc-
tion of the way in which we think of interacting concepts, such as con-
tinuous or discrete space(time) and “stuff”, or the way in which we
geometrize continuous structures out of discrete elements.

The same interest that bounds together theoretical physicists and Plato
scholars today is embodied by the reflections upon the coming into being
of the world and of time that happen at once. How do we have to inter-
pret the term “at once™? Is it something that simply means simultaneous
appearance or simultaneous motion, e.g., as soon as the planets start
moving time starts flowing, or do we rather have to focus on the transi-
tion from an atemporal to a temporal world? Is this transition implying a
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specific form of instantaneity as atemporality or has it more to do with an
embodiment of eternity in the sempiternity of the physical world?

In a very similar way, when confronting the solutions of equations in
Quantum Cosmology and Quantum Gravity, we can find different
options and possibilities, such as the idea that our universe resulted from
another one and underwent a Bounce, or that our universe emerged as a
condensate out of a process called “geometrogenesis”. In any scenario,
time (and in the case of geometrogenesis also space) is considered to be
emergent.

This non-fundamentality of time, at least from a metaphysical stand-
point, is a common trait of Plato’s cosmogony as depicted in the Zimaeus,
and is echoed in many of the current Quantum Gravity approaches. The
problem of thinking of our universe as resulting from a transition repre-
sents a pattern in Western thought that is far from being clearly solved or
stated in perspicuous terms and it persisted throughout centuries.

Finally, there is another aspect that makes us think about the relevance
of Plato’s conception of time and the world and it has to do with the
problem of our destination, more precisely with the question of how we
want to live on this planet and in the cosmos. This question is extremely
pressing now, not just for philosophers or theoretical physicists, but for
any human being; this volume touches this question in some of its con-
tributions, thereby opening the reflection on ethics and morals.

Before concluding, I would like to remember that this was the topic of
the discussion that Sarah Broadie and I had in person in March 2018 in
Durham. I shall never forget her words and I hope that her spirit can
accompany this volume as being one of the speakers at the conference
that inspired it. My deepest gratitude goes to Viktor and Daniel for their
work that deeply stimulated the research team and myself.

Milan, Italy Silvia De Bianchi
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