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As with space, Aristotle starts his discussion of time with a consideration of reasons for and against its
existence. The considerations against it are the following:

Passing away If there is time, some of it has been and is not, and some will be and is not. So if there is
time, some parts of it are not.

Constitution Time is complex and a whole, but it never has all its parts, it never is the whole they
compose.

Extension Time is temporally extended, but the only part of it that is (and hence the only part it could
have) is an unextended instant, and this, lacking temporal extent, cannot make up time.

Change Time is dynamic, it passes, but it is difficult to see how the only part of it that exists – the present
– may be said to change at all.

The present For time to pass, the present must recede; but it cannot pass into utter non-existence, be-
cause there is some time that is past; to say, on the other hand, that it recedes (only) in the sense of
stopping to be present, is not saying anything, because it cannot be present at any other time than it
is. Neither does it help to say that the present is extended, because then it has two boundaries, and
only one of them can be the present.

The contrary case, that there is time, is made only cursorily. This may have two reasons: we may, if not
of all then certainly of many things, ask when they are – so there is a time at which they are, so there are
times and there is time. We have also presupposed at the outset that there is change, and change is always
in time.

If there is time because there is change, however, can we identify the two? Aristotle considers several ways
to do and concludes that we cannot. Time could be change in the sense of being the thing that (primarily)
changes, e.g. the revolution of the universe. If this is a thing, however, then it does not change (and there
could be several of it); if it is a process, then it does change, but within time, so it cannot be itself time. Time
could be change in the sense of being identical to each and every alteration: but these are in the things
that change, and time is not; they are fast or slow, and thus in time in different ways, but time cannot be
faster or slower than it is.

After having concluded in IV. that time is not the same thing as change, Aristotle reconsiders their inti-
mate relationship in IV. . The first link is epistemological: it is our own undergoing of change that makes
us notice change. I find it plausible to assume that for Aristotle there is even a tighter link. Noticing change
is undergoing change oneself: I cannot see the cat moving, e.g., if I do not see it differently at different
times. When there is change in my perception, I always notice it (though perhaps not all of it): seeing a
difference is seeing things differently and this difference is itself (part of what is) seen.

Aristotle concludes from the epistemological link that time and change stand in a relation of ontological
dependence, that even though time is not identical with change, it is not ‘separable’ from it either, that
time is an ‘aspect’ of change. This explains, in his view, the mutual dependence of their perceptions: time
and change are “perceived together”. Being an aspect of change, time inherits the extrinsicness of some



of its essential properties. A change is e.g. said to be continuous because it is a change in a continuous
magnitude. The time of that change, which itself is of the magnitude, is thus continuous for the same
reason: because the magnitude in question is continuous.

This is followed by a difficult passage, where Aristotle discusses whether the same can be said of the dimen-
sionality of time:

τὸ δὴ πρότερον καὶ ὕστερον ἐν τόπῳ πρῶ-
τόν ἐστιν. ἐνταῦθα μὲν δὴ τῇ θέσει· ἐπεὶ δ'
ἐν τῷ μεγέθει ἔστι τὸ πρότερον καὶ ὕστε-
ρον, ἀνάγκη καὶ ἐν κινήσει εἶναι τὸ πρότε-
ρον καὶ ὕστερον, ἀνάλογον τοῖς ἐκεῖ. ἀλλὰ
μὴν καὶ ἐν χρόνῳ ἔστιν τὸ πρότερον καὶ
ὕστερον διὰ τὸ ἀκολουθεῖν ἀεὶ θατέρῳ θά-
τερον αὐτῶν. ἔστι δὲ τὸ πρότερον καὶ ὕστε-
ρον ἐν τῇ κινήσει ὃ μέν ποτε ὂν κίνησις
[ἐστιν]· τὸ μέντοι εἶναι αὐτῷ ἕτερον καὶ οὐ
κίνησις. ( a - )

The distinction of before and after holds
primarily, then, in place; and there in
virtue of relative position. Since then be-
fore and after hold in magnitude, they
must hold also in movement, these corre-
sponding to those. But also in time the dis-
tinction of before and after must hold; for
time and movement always correspond
with each other. The before and after in
motion identical in substratum with mo-
tion yet differs from it in being, and is not
identical with motion. (Aristotle : )

Now the before and after is in place pri-
marily; there, it is by convention. But
since the before and after is in magnitude,
it must also be in change, by analogy with
what there is there. But in thime, too, the
before and after is present, because the
one always follows the other of them. The
before and after in change is, in respect of
what makes it what it is, change; but its be-
ing is different and is not change. (Aristote

: – )

Aristotle here discusses the difficult question if, and if so, in what sense, we can attribute temporal qual-
ifications to time itself and wants to exhibit a way in which we can. It was said earlier that it makes no
sense to talk of “time in time”, i.e. to say of some part of time, e.g. the present, that it was future and will
be past.Every time is essentially the time it is and could not be at any other time, for that would mean
that it were another time. As an aspect of change, which is a change in some intrinsically ordered ‘pair of
opposites’, e.g. the continuum from hot to cold, time may indirectly be said to exhibit temporal order. The
change is from the cold to the hot (and thus a different change than the change from hot to cold would
be), and gives the magnitude a ‘before’ and ‘after’ structure: before the warming up, Socrates was cold,
and after it, he is now warm. Time, because it is an aspect of this change, inherits this structure: the time
when Socrates was cold may be said to be before the time when Socrates is warm, even though the times
themselves have not receded into the past.

To temporally locate the successive parts of a process, we ‘clock’ them, i.e. we notice their passing by
marking off two ‘nows’:

ἀλλὰ μὴν καὶ τὸν χρόνον γε γνωρίζομεν
ὅταν ὁρίσωμεν τὴν κίνησιν, τῷ πρότερον
καὶ ὕστερον ὁρίζοντες· καὶ τότε φαμὲν γε-
γονέναι χρόνον, ὅταν τοῦ προτέρου καὶ
ὑστέρου ἐν τῇ κινήσει αἴσθησιν λάβωμεν.
ὁρίζομεν δὲ τῷ ἄλλο καὶ ἄλλο ὑπολαβεῖν
αὐτά, καὶ μεταξύ τι αὐτῶν ἕτερον· ὅταν
γὰρ ἕτερα τὰ ἄκρα τοῦ μέσου νοήσωμεν,
καὶ δύο εἴπῃ ἡ ψυχὴ τὰ νῦν, τὸ μὲν πρό-
τερον τὸ δ' ὕστερον, τότε καὶ τοῦτό φαμεν
εἶναι χρόνον· τὸ γὰρ ὁριζόμενον τῷ νῦν χρό-
νος εἶναι δοκεῖ· καὶ ὑποκείσθω. ( a - )

But we apprehend time only when we
have marked motion, marking it by before
and after; and it is only when we have per-
ceived before and after in motion that we
say that time has elapsed. Now we mark
them by judging that one thing is different
from another, and that some third thing is
intermediate to them. When we think of
the extremes as different from the middle
and the mind pronounces that the ‘nows’
are two, one before and one after, it is then
that we say that there is time, and this that
we say is time. For what is bounded by the
‘now’ is thought to be time – we may as-
sume this. (Aristotle : )

But time, too, we become acquainted with
when we mark off change, marking it off
by the before and after, and we say that
time has passed when we get a percep-
tion of the before and after in change.
We mark off change by taking them [the
before and after in change] to be differ-
ent things, and some other thing between
them; for whenever we conceive of the lim-
its as other than the middle, and the soul
says that the nows are two, one before and
one after, then it is and this it is that we
time is. (What is marked off by the now
is thought to be time: let this be taken as
true.) (Aristote : )

Aristotle here makes the step from temporal perception to perception of time and to what it is we then
perceive, i.e. time itself. What the step exactly consists in is difficult to say. The marking-off is done by
us, functioning as a clock, and it is done by positing one identical mark – the ‘now’ – twice in succession,
marking two boundaries and thus an interval, i.e. (part of) what time is:



τοῦτο γάρ ἐστιν ὁ χρόνος, ἀριθμὸς κινή-
σεως κατὰ τὸ πρότερον καὶ ὕστερον. οὐκ
ἄρα κί νησις ὁ χρόνος ἀλλ' ᾗ ἀριθμὸν ἔχει
ἡ κίνησις. σημεῖον δέ· τὸ μὲν γὰρ πλεῖον
καὶ ἔλαττον κρίνομεν ἀριθμῷ, κίνησιν δὲ
πλείω καὶ ἐλάττω χρόνῳ· ἀριθμὸς ἄρα τις
ὁ χρόνος. ἐπεὶ δ' ἀριθμός ἐστι διχῶς (καὶ
γὰρ τὸ ἀριθμούμενον καὶ τὸ ἀριθμητὸν ἀρι-
θμὸν λέγομεν, καὶ ᾧ ἀριθμοῦμεν), ὁ δὴ
χρόνος ἐστὶν τὸ ἀριθμούμενον καὶ οὐχ ᾧ
ἀριθμοῦμεν. ( b - )

For time is just this – number of motion in
respect of ‘before’ and ‘after’. Hence time
is not movement, but only movement in
so far as it admits of enumeration. An in-
dication of this: we discriminate the more
or the less by number, but more or less
movement by time. Time then is a kind of
number. (Number, we must note, is used
in two ways – both of what is counted or
countable and also of that with which we
count. Time, then, is what is counted, not
that with which we count: these are differ-
ent kinds of thing.) (Aristotle : )

For that is what time is: a number of
change in respect of the before and after.
So time is not change but in the way in
which change has a number. An indica-
tion: we discern the greater and the less
by number, and greater and less change
by time; hence time is a kind of number.
But number is [so called] in two ways: we
call number both (a) that which is counted
and countable, and (b) that by which we
count. Time is that which is counted and
not that by which we count. (Aristote :
)

The two marks by which we mark off an interval are in one sense the same and in one sense different:
they are the same in reality and in number, because they are both borders between the past and the future,
and what it is to be such a border (‘whatever it is that makes it a now’) is thus the same. Though the now
remains numerically the same, it undergoes a change (it is the underlying thing of the change which is
the passing of time): the two ‘nows’ are different in definition (‘their being is not the same’) because each
of them is the now of something changing, and what it is to be that changing thing changes during (and
because of) the change.

The being of the now changes from before to after, and it is this being that is counted by our marking off
the two respective instants. Because the ‘now’ is extrinsically individuated by the thing it is the border off,
there would be no ‘now’ in an instantaneous or atemporal universe: there would be no ‘now’ if there were
no time and there would be no time (nothing counted) if there were no now.

While time is a number and numbers essentially are for counting, it is not that by which we are counting but
that which is counted. Numbers have this double-aspect too: when I say that there are two (flowers, say), I
am numbering them by “two”, but also saying of their number (two) that it is two. I am counting them, but
also their number. What we mark off when we measure time are nows, and time is the number of them,
i.e. a measure of howmany of them there are (counting by difference in being, not by numerical difference).
The length of what we mark out is recurring (“we’ve been waiting for him again for five minutes”), even
though what is recurring (this five minute wait, that five minute wait) is not: it is not recurring identically,
as it were, but only with respect to its length.
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