Western Medieval Philosophy:  Introductory Outline

I.  Main Periods and Prominent Thinkers of Medieval Philosophy

A. Early Medieval Philosophy 5th to mid-12th century AD

St. Augustine (354-430), Boethius (ca. 480-524), John Scotus Eriugena (ca. 810-877), Saadia (882-942), Alfarabi (ca. 870-950), Avicenna (980-1037), St. Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109), Peter Abelard (1079-1142), Algazali (1058-1111).

B.  High Medieval Philosophy late 12th through 13th century AD

Averroes (1126-1198), Maimonides (1135-1204), Siger of Brabant, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), Bonaventure (1221-1274),

C.   Late Medieval Philosophy 14th – 15th century AD

Levi Ben Gerson (1288-1344), John Duns Scotus (1265-1308), William of Ockham (ca. 1280-1349), John Buridan (ca. 1300-ca. 1358)

II.  Sources of Medieval Philosophy
A. Classical pagan philosophy, primarily the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle.

1. Platonism, specifically Neo-Platonism, largely dominates the early period, especially in Augustine and John Scotus Eriugena.

2. Aristotelianism (often combined with elements of Platonism and Neo-Platonism) dominates the high period and late periods, for example in Averroes, Maimonides, and Aquinas.

B. Western monotheistic religious traditions of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam and their corresponding sacred texts.

Recipe for Medieval Philosophy: “Combine classical pagan philosophy, mainly Greek but also in its Roman versions, with the new Christian religion. Season with a variety of flavorings from the Jewish and Islamic intellectual heritages. Stir and simmer for 1300 years or more, until done.” ~Paul Vicent Spade

III.  Important Factors in the Emergence and Evolution of Medieval Philosophy

A. The emergence of Christianity (in the first century) and Islam (in the seventh century).

B. Influence of Neo-Platonism (e.g., Plotinus) on early Christian thinkers such as St. Augustine, Pseudo-Dionysius, Boethius, and John Scotus Eriugena, and Islamic thinkers such as Alfarabi and Avicenna.

C. Twelfth Century Renaissance: The Revival of Greek Philosophy

1.  Influence of Aristotle, first on Islamic thinkers beginning in the 10th and 11th centuries and eventually on Christian and Jewish thinkers in the 12th and 13th centuries (e.g., Maimonides, Aquinas).  Islamic philosophers  Avicenna and Averroes (known as “the Commentator”) not only provided crucial commentaries on Aristotle but they developed Aristotle’s thought, often with neo-Platonist elements.

2.  The translation of Greek philosophical works, especially Aristotle, into Arabic and then Latin. By the end of the 12th century all of Aristotle’s works has been translated into Latin.

D. The establishment of universities by the 13th century (e.g. University of Paris, University of Oxford) and the corelated rise of scholastic theology and philosophy. (Cf. the Academy in ancient Greece)

For further background, see Medieval Philosophy, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.
