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The Consolation of Philosophy

. i itical figures, Memmius
. ducation usually reserved for the privileged, he showed himself to be
an exceptionally bright student with a pa

rticularly strong interest in philosophy, an interest he
hoped to realize in the tr

anslations he planned to do of the works of Aristotle and Plato. He
married Symmachus’ daughter, Rusticiana,

with whom he had two sons. His early political career
was as successful as his family and natural gifts had promised. As a young man, he was chosen

sole consul—a title more honorific than real—under King Theoderic. He was given an even
greater honor twelve years later when his two sons were made joint consuls. ’_I‘he following year,
he was appointed to the powerful position of Master of.Ofﬁces at thg court in Ravepna. In 523
the Roman senator Albinus was accused of treason against Tl}eodenc; when B_.oestg;us came to
his defense, he too was charged. He was imprisoned without trial and executed in 524.

- i jus’ situation without understanding something of the
It. IS almost -imp ossly 6o fg) I‘),:;}e,icclitig (l)ievt:clltlsessiaecially the tensions between state an_d church,
storical.clapumstanges wing Christian religion. Boethius is one of the more important
between Roqle and a gr:n the Early Middle Ages and the late Mid@le Ages. During hls.tlme,
transitional figures bet‘_/Ve lace in Rome. In the 4th century Germanic tribes began pu§hmg at
Sreat GhaNges WerR takm%g the Visigoths defeated the Roman army and were made friends (_)f
the borders of Rome. In 3 d ’sius At Theodosius's death, the Empirg was divided betwgen his
the Empire through Theodo them weakened ‘the Empire. The Visigoths under Alaric took
sons; but intrigues b?tweennd in 410 they sacked Rome. The Vandals, another Germanic tribe,
advantage of these inltl'tlguse;:;n and eventually into northern Africa. In virtual control of the
moved through Gau

A hey too sacked Rome, and in 476 when Augustulus was deposed,_the
Mediterranean, 1n f}? :dtbeg’n known in the ancient world came to an end.
Roman Empire as 1

he throne in 285, practiced a systematic p_ersecutio_n of the Christian
Diocletian, who came t0 € his successors, Galerius, issued an edict granting toleration to
Church.In 311, one Of val ded Italy in 312 and defeated the armies of Maxentius, Galerius’
Christians. Constzr_lltllgso llfégen d, just before the battle at the Tiber across from Rome, Constantine
“ successor. Accordl
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i+ shields with the Chi and Rho, symbols for ¢},
vionand b s etk eSS L 10 i, g
after his victory, Chnstl?rg]ty apacy in temporal affairs was profoundly'modnfled by the Vacyy
sack of Rome thg role fh rie p [i;ut long before this period, papal soverelgnty I centra] [ta]y haq
e e ﬁu toblti}sliled. In 451, when the Huns threatened Rome, it was Pope Leo, not
alregdy be.COme \ye:l e; arode out to negotiate a settlement on behalf of 'the pepple. By the time
the imperial Ogcéaéoz') othe Pope was clearly the de facto ruler of the city. ThlS. State of affajr
of G ;sffect' until it was confirmed again in the 9% century. On Christmas day, 800
would remain in d Pepin's son, Charlemagne, Emperor of the West. That Precedent, of
AD, Pope Leo Il crowned Pep the Emperor, established beyond any doubt the Sovereignty of
the Pope bestowing authority (;n e;i mepbet\:veen 750-800, the "Donation” of Constantine
thef Chtlilrglll o:c?lr ;h?orsgt::;. it0 I:vzs a charter giving the Pope legal rule over Rome ang jts
;ltl)i::;i;ms evsheny(lo'nstantin'e withdrew to his new eastern capital ‘}){ Constantl.HOpI?i Boethius
was writing at a time when all of this was only beginning, when Rome was in collapse apgq

Christianity was coming into its own. His writings would play a seminal role in shaping the pey
Rome.

CONTEXT
——e e

Boethius was a successful public figure both in Rome and in the court at Ravenna under the
Ostrogothic king Theoderic, but his real love was philosophy. As a young man, he announced his
plan to translate into Latin and write commentaries on all of the philosophic works of both
Aristotle and Plato and then show that they did not disagree in the most important

matters. Although he did not complete this ambitious plan, the translations he did do helped
preserve the works of Aristotle for future generations.

TiSt, an

The dominant philosophy at the time was Neoplatonism as articulated by Plotinus. Like
Augustine, Boethius worked to reconcile this philosophy with his Christian beliefs. His religious
tracts covered a variety of religious topics—one of them rejecting the heresy of Nestorius; two
others, De Fide Catholica and De Trinitate, were among the most influential works of the late

medieval period up to the time of Chaucer. In all of them, Boethius’ clear, often stated intention
was to reconcile faith and reason.

Historians of late antiquity identify Boethius as one of the great “transmitters” of ancient wisdom
to the Middle Ages. Other transmitters were

Cassiodorus (480-575, student of Boethius),
Martianus Capella (400-439), and Isidore of Seville

(560-636). By his commentary on Porphyry's
Isagoge, an introduction to Aristotle’s logical book, entitled The Categories, Boethius transmitted
some knowledge of Aristotle’s thou

ght to the Middle Ages. Furthermore, his commentary set up
the famous “controversy over universals”

during the time of the medieval universities. His
influence on education appears in the distinction he makes between the fundamental liberal arts,
the trivium: grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic or logic, and the quadrivium (so coined by Boethius
himself), arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music, While his influence reaches beyond the

Consolation of Philosophy, this book is the most effective way to disclose the central principles of
Boethius’ thought.

SUMMARY

4 : ressed in a noble a
from neglect and violence, appears to him, and chasing

ad. He suddenly recogniz

ncestral gown that had become torn
off the muses, she rebukes him for
es her as the nurse of his youth, Lady
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Philosophy,
service. She
stemming from his having
still possible and offers tq

and unburdens p; ,

listens with indiflfserk:ai?:lt;t ggl?s“lfit: Injustices that haye repaid his faithful public
' some quest;

forgotten his trye id o ceons, and

entity. Sh diagnoses his illness as
- Ity. She assures hj is
help him With a gentle cure, m that a return to health

onsist in wealth,
X ; Or even true nobility because these are
transitory. Man must mortify himself of the desir

e for these goods if his happiness is to be more

, become weak, less than human and
actually deserving of pity. Moreover, the souls become what they do eternally because the soul is

immortal. Philosophy goes on to distinguish between Providence—the divine reason that exists
in an unchanging heaven—and Fate—the working out of Providence in our world of change and
multiplicity. The order, simplicity, and purpose of the divine, she says, is only confused,
fragmented, and chaotic to those who see too much from the perspective of time. As in a wheel,
the closer we get to the center, the less motion and confusion therg is. That we think the good
suffer wrongly and the unjust are rewarded is only a sign of not seeing the Good directing men’s
lives. We do not always know the good from the bad and we do not always see how what
appears to be the evil men do may be working to make them better. Misfortune and adversity
often make good men better and good fortune often serves to help bad men correct

themselves. She concludes, “It lies in your own hands to fashion for yourselves the kind of
fortune you please” (IV, 7).

Book V: Book 4 has left Boethius perplexed and wondering: if God is good and watches out for
his creatures, and He sees everything, how can there be any room fo_r chance or free will in the
actions of men? If the outcomes of human events depend upon free will and choice, they must be
uncertain and unnecessary; but if they are, how can qu know them_m advance? And if he knows
them, how can they not be predetermine.d? Here, as in Bgok 4, Philosophy offers two different
lines of reasoning to his questions. The first hgs to do w1th the nature.of knowledge itself; the
second with the distinction between perpetuity and eternity. Concerning the first, Philosophy
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answers Boethius' difficulty by recalling the difference between ways of knOng. Remember,
she says, there are four ways of knowing an object:

Senses: according to the sense, a man knows another m.an i ah?r: 3;:;10128;2:& .
imagination: according to the imagination, he knows him as shap Pl nart: i

réason: according to ratio, he knows him as a concept, a.spemes,l 3 h pk ' hi

intelligence: according to intellectus, the power of grasping wholes, he knows him L aly

The distinction between ra

an intelligible truth all at o
this truth step by step--th

tio and intellectus is crucial here. Intellectu_s is the sim
nce and whole, whereas ratio or reasoning is the progr
e seeing of each part, one by one, building on the thers
once. Philosophy says of this hierarchy, "the superior manner of knowledge H}CIU
but it is quite impossible for the inferior to rise to the superior.” The resolution

to be a conflict between God'’s foreknowledge and predestination and between
Fate or Destiny is found in r

outside of time, always in th
uncompromised within tim

ple.graSping of
.essmn tOWards
Instead of 3] at
des the inferior,
of what appears
Providence and

€ present; man'’s free will takes place from within tj
e. “It is impossible for ... the rising of the sun and th

€ man walking—
they do happen; and yet it was necessary for one o

f them to happep

considered by themselves,
Senses perceive is univer
considered in itself” v, 6).
that man sitting than that he
He is in eternity seeing
analogy, to man’s intelle

, they are necessary. But if they are
they are free of the bonds of necessity; just as everything that the
rence to the reason but individual if

sal if considered with refe

2. Notice the ascent of Boethius over the

course of the dialogue. Are there any Parauelf t::
the descent and ascent Socrates makes with his friends in the Republic? 1s Boethiu



attitude towards the 1},
od
the Republic? Y and towards poetry the same as, or different from, Plato’s in
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s » €an one reconcile God'’s omnisci
hy of God helps us solve this problem?

7. For Boethius, the ideal human person would be a Christian Socrates? Why?

Study estions

1. In defense of himself in his grief, Boethius presents himself as practicing virtue for its
own sake, not for recognition or for motives of wanting to be admired (I, 4). What is the
irony here?

2. When Lady Philosophy tells Boethius that his exile is of his own making (I, 5), what exile
is she speaking of?

3. Inresponse to Boethius’ denial that material wealth had ever had any attraction for him,
Lady Philosophy points to the temptations of fame and glory. What argument does she
use to demonstrate the foolishness of the desire for fame and glory (I, 7)?

4, In Book III, 11, Philosophy speaks of the urge for unity in all creation as part of their
instinct for survival. What does she say about the unity of the Good? _

5. Indirectly, Philosophy’s argument against making tgmporal th.mgs the object of man’s
happiness is an argument against any form of pantheism or dualism. H_ow?

6. The end of the verse that closes Book III refers to t_he !oss of E_urydlce_ when Orpheus
looks back as they are leaving Hades? What do you think is the point of this reference?

7. In discussing the effects of punishment on the chked (4: 4), Lady Philosophy echoes an

in the Gorgias. What is that argument?

his greatest sadness is caused by this thought: "since there is a

how can there be evil and how can it go unpunished?" He

; . i d He is good, how can He allow evil to exist and go
asks P_hllos c;phy ;l I f ohd ?-z;,sltiisr'l'you will %iiscover, if you look closely, that the contrary

Pnfumsl;;:é 511; ggog a);‘ e always powerful and evil weak and futile, that vice is always

;)Sunin:lal.ed and virtue rewarded, and that the good prosper and evil suffer misfortune.

What is her argument? . d is complete and self-sufficient h its
. t the ultimate Good is comp sufficient has as i
9. Philosophy’s z;xrgunrxentttgf‘at evil is a privation, a lack of good. She says, following the

corollary the ?l;g:hrgfr;vil men share less or participate less in their own existence. They
above argument,

argument Socrates makes
8. In Book IV, Boethius says
good governor of all things,
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g than men who are good. What is her
n

j less in bei

have less existence, are present

argument (IV, 2)? : ke about the Supreme Good based on the
10. What conclusions and deductions can We ma

o R inA R nts of Book IV has to do with the difference between

. a .

N e mofitFl'nipfrtal;:siirf;mWhat is the difference between these two perspectives

Providence and Fate EHINEEHYE

or the actions they make clear, according to nothing is left to chance, and what

R Fr v P'hil(c)iS(\)/I\;::1 }(,ig(:lr'ltcﬁ\cllvzs);s recognize evil in men who seem
appears as evil is often misperceived.

i arently harmful as evi]
good--those we think we trust--and too often we taie ‘cllv'lfl;ilzlﬁt;pglen is}:)ne of sight, the
without seeing the good God is bringing out of it. The di ) e ’

i : w come to the highest plateau of her
way we see or rather don't see. Philosophy has no Esived: srdaoibi
work. Nearly all of the questions gathering up to Book V are rkn What the
question of sight, God's and ours: how the mind knows and x'/vhat it knows. Wha are the
four levels of knowing peculiar to man and how does the difference betwe_en ratio an,d
intellectus help explain the difference between Providence and Fate, freewill and God’s
foresight? :

13. Boethius focuses on the consolation of philosophy that is, of “right reason” or reason
used rightly. What do Boethius’ arguments demonstrate about the nature or use of
reason, quite apart from faith, that are “consoling”?

14. What dimension of consolation would Christianity add to Boethius’ use of “right reason”?

£

o=
—

anguage and Form

3. Atthe end of Book III, Chapter 9, Lad

What is the literary function of her hy Philosophy sing

ymn? S ahymn to the Father of all things.

Reflectj .
What is, finally, the pn Questlon

Consolation of philosophy"
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