
Comparative Philosophy of Time: A 
Synthesizing Framework 
Executive Summary 
The inquiry into the nature of time represents one of the most enduring and complex 
intellectual pursuits in human history. To ask "What is time?" is not to ask a single question, but 
to invoke a fractal array of sub-inquiries spanning physics, metaphysics, phenomenology, 
theology, psychology, and mysticism. This report establishes a "comparative time" 
framework—analogous to comparative religion—mapping the major paradigms through which 
human beings have conceptualized temporal reality. It reconstructs the major theories of time 
from antiquity to modern quantum gravity, comparing them systematically and evaluating their 
explanatory power. 

Central Thesis 
No single theory exhausts the phenomenon of time. Classical mechanics explains mathematical 
duration; relativity transforms time into a geometric dimension of spacetime; thermodynamics 
dictates its directional arrow; phenomenology reveals the inner architecture of lived duration; 
and mysticism highlights the contrast between sequential passage and eternal presence. A 
truly comparative philosophy of time must hold these distinct layers together, mapping them 
systematically without prematurely reducing one domain to another. Time is a layered family of 
phenomena, and understanding it requires integrating the physical, the phenomenological, the 
metaphysical, and the recursive. 

Methodology 
A comparative methodology requires acknowledging that different thinkers are fundamentally 
answering different questions. A physicist quantifying gravitational time dilation is explaining 
measured time, not lived duration. A mystic describing timeless awareness in samadhi is 
mapping consciousness, not the entropy of a closed thermodynamic system. A 
phenomenologist analyzing the felt thickness of the present moment is exploring cognitive 
architecture, not cosmological initial conditions. The methodology of this report resists 
reducing one layer to another. Instead, it places primary sources in dialogue, isolating their core 
definitions, underlying assumptions, and explanatory limits, while remaining open to both 
scientific rigor and spiritual depth. 

Definitions of the Layers of Time 
To prevent categorical errors, the analysis must distinguish the multiple phenomena commonly 
collapsed under the single word "time." 



Layer of Time Definition and Scope 

Physical Time Clock-time, relativistic time dilation, the 
temporal dimension of spacetime, 
thermodynamic directionality, cosmological 
evolution, and quantum time. 

Mathematical Time 
The ideal, continuous variable ( ) utilized in 
mechanics, equations, geometry, and 
predictive models. 

Measured Time The quantification of duration via clocks, 
calendars, astronomical cycles, biological 
rhythms, and atomic decay. 

Biological Time The temporal realities of organic life: aging, 
circadian rhythms, metabolism, memory, 
anticipation, and evolution. 

Psychological Time The subjective experience of duration, 
which dilates in boredom or trauma, 
accelerates in flow states, and is structured 
by expectation. 

Phenomenological Time The deep inner structure of temporal 
experience, defined by the retention of the 
past and the protention of the future within 
the felt present. 

Metaphysical Time The ontological status of becoming, 
persistence, change, causality, succession, 
eternity, and being. 

Theological Time The relationship between the created 
temporal order, God’s eternity, providence, 
divine foreknowledge, and eschatology. 

Mystical Time The experience of the Eternal Now, timeless 
awareness, samadhi, nirvana, liberation 



from temporal bondage, and sacred 
presence. 

Historical Time The macro-narratives of human existence, 
interpreted through progress, decline, 
repetition, apocalypse, yugas, ages, and 
cycles. 

Existential Time The human confrontation with mortality, 
anxiety, destiny, responsibility, memory, 
regret, and hope. 

Mythic and Sacred Time The periodic return to origins through ritual, 
cosmic cycles, creation time, and sacred 
calendars. 

Social Time The regimentation of human activity 
through schedules, labor time, capitalism, 
discipline, and modern clock-regimes. 

Informational Time The relationship between entropy, records, 
memory, computation, predictive feedback 
loops, and causality. 

Speculative Time The logical and physical possibilities of time 
travel, retrocausality, branching timelines, 
the block universe, and causal loops. 

Chronological Reconstruction of Major Theories 
Part I: Ancient and Classical Theories of Time 

Heraclitus In the context of pre-Socratic Ionian philosophy, Heraclitus of Ephesus formulated a 
worldview where reality is absolute flux. Viewing fire as the primary metaphor for existence, he 
argued that opposition, transformation, and process are fundamental. While lacking a formal 
text, his fragments define time implicitly as a process-relational ontology. For Heraclitus, time is 
not an absolute container but emergent from relation; the past is consumed, the future is 
ignited, and the present is the fiery transition. His strongest insight is the universality of change; 
his weakness is the lack of a stabilizing metric. He anticipates modern process philosophy, 
viewing time as the rhythm of becoming itself. In relation to the recursive feedback model, 



Heraclitus provides the raw, unceasing flux that consciousness must recursively sample to 
construct stability. 
Parmenides Conversely, Parmenides of Elea, in his poem On Nature, presented a radical denial 
of becoming. He defined true being as uncreated, indestructible, and timeless. Change, 
plurality, and temporal succession belong strictly to appearance and mortal opinion. For 
Parmenides, time is an illusion; the past and future are meaningless because what is, simply is. 
His relevance to modern debates is profound, serving as the ancient precursor to the 
relativistic block universe and timeless quantum gravity models. His strongest insight is the 
logical coherence of eternal being; his greatest weakness is his inability to explain why the 
illusion of change exists at all. He stands in stark opposition to Heraclitus and provides the 
metaphysical grounding for mystical claims that ultimate reality is beyond time. 
Zeno of Elea Defending Parmenides, Zeno weaponized logic against continuous time and 
motion. Through paradoxes like Achilles and the Tortoise, the Dichotomy, and the Arrow, Zeno 
challenged the mathematical coherence of infinite divisibility. If an arrow occupies a space 
exactly equal to itself at any instant, it is at rest; if time is composed of such instants, motion is 
impossible. Zeno highlights genuine problems in conceptualizing mathematical continuity 
versus physical reality. His paradoxes reveal that treating time as a sequence of static, 
independent "nows" mathematically annihilates flow—a critique that resonates deeply with the 
recursive feedback model, which requires overlapping, continuous retention rather than 
discrete, isolated instants. 
Plato In the Timaeus, Plato synthesizes Parmenidean eternity with Heraclitean change. He 
famously defines time as a "moving image of eternity." Time is a cosmological and theological 
artifact, created by the Demiurge alongside the celestial bodies to bring order to chaotic 
becoming. The past and future are generated forms of time, while eternity rests in a timeless 
"is." Time is absolute in its divine origin but relational in its measurement by planetary motion. 
Plato's insight is linking time mathematically to cosmic order; his weakness is relegating lived, 
earthly time to a mere shadow. He prefigures theological time and contrasts with modern 
emergent models by making time a top-down creation rather than a bottom-up physical 
property. 
Aristotle In Physics Book IV, Aristotle rejects Platonic idealism, defining time relationally as the 
"number of motion in respect of 'before' and 'after'"1. Time is not a substance, nor is it motion 
itself (which can be fast or slow); it is the uniform metric of change2. A profound insight 
emerges when Aristotle asks whether time exists without a soul (psyche) to count it1. If time 
requires a conscious observer to mark the "now," time is partially subjective1. Aristotle sees the 
past as gone and the future as potential6. His strongest insight is the inextricable link between 
time, change, and the perceiving mind4; his weakness is a reliance on an absolute cosmic 
framework (the unmoved mover). He directly anticipates relational physics and the recursive 
feedback model by demanding a "counter" (mind) to establish the sequence of "nows." 
Plotinus Writing in the 3rd century CE, the Neoplatonist Plotinus transformed time into a 
psychological and metaphysical problem. In Ennead III.7, he defines eternity as the complete, 
simultaneous, timeless life of the Intellect (Nous)7. Time, conversely, is generated by the Soul's 
restless desire to produce and experience more than it currently possesses8. Because the Soul 



cannot hold all of reality simultaneously, it unfolds its life sequentially8. Time is a fall, an 
emanation, and a mode of soul8. His strongest insight is recognizing time as an expression of 
existential lack and desire; his weakness is a dismissal of physical cosmology8. He deeply 
informs the recursive feedback model: time is the process by which infinite unity is parsed into 
finite, sequential experiences. 
Part II: Religious and Theological Theories of Time 

Augustine of Hippo In Confessions Book XI, Augustine shifts the inquiry entirely inward. Asking 
"What is time?", he concludes that time is a distentio animi—a distension of the soul. The past 
exists only as memory, the future as expectation, and the present as attention. Time is 
phenomenological and theological; God dwells in timeless eternity, while humans suffer the 
distension of temporal sequence. His strongest insight is internalizing time, anticipating Husserl 
and Bergson by centuries. His weakness is his inability to bridge this internal psychological time 
with objective cosmic time. Augustine’s model of memory, attention, and expectation is the 
direct phenomenological ancestor of the recursive feedback model. 
Boethius In The Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius provided the definitive medieval formula 
for eternity: interminabilis vitae tota simul et perfecta possessio (the whole, simultaneous, and 
perfect possession of endless life)11. He distinguishes this sharply from everlasting time 
(sempiternitas), which moves through sequence11. God's timelessness allows Boethius to 
reconcile divine foreknowledge with human free will: God sees all times in an eternal present14. 
His insight elegantly resolves a theological paradox, though it struggles to explain how a 
timeless God interacts dynamically with a temporal world. 
Thomas Aquinas Aquinas synthesized Aristotelian physics with Christian theology in the 
Summa Theologica. He formalized three measures of duration: Tempus (time) measures the 
successive change of material things; Aeternitas (eternity) is God's simultaneous, unchanging 
life; and Aevum (aeviternity) measures angels and celestial bodies, which have a beginning and 
are substantially unchanging, but experience successive acts of will11. Aquinas asserts that 
creation is not an event in time, but the creation of time17. His framework is logically rigorous 
but highly dependent on medieval cosmology15. 
Jewish and Islamic Theology (Maimonides, Avicenna, Al-Ghazali, Ibn 'Arabi) The medieval 
debate over the eternity of the world shaped Abrahamic temporal philosophy18. Maimonides, in 
The Guide for the Perplexed, argued that human reason cannot definitively prove whether the 
world is eternal or created ex nihilo, advising faith in creation to preserve miracles and divine 
freedom20. 
In Islamic philosophy, Avicenna (Ibn Sina) argued that the universe is an eternal emanation from 
God, tying time to eternal cosmic motion22. Al-Ghazali furiously critiqued this in The 
Incoherence of the Philosophers, arguing that an eternal world violates God's absolute will; 
God created time and space simultaneously at a finite moment23. 
Ibn 'Arabi revolutionized mystical time with the doctrine of tajdid al-khalq (perpetual creation)26. 
Time is not a continuous flow but a rapid succession of discrete annihilations and recreations by 
the "Breath of the All-Merciful"26. The universe is a digital, stroboscopic manifestation of the 



Eternal27. This profoundly mirrors the recursive feedback model, where continuous reality is 
actively synthesized from discrete moments of perception. 
Hinduism and Advaita Vedanta Hindu cosmology views time as cyclical, operating in vast 
yugas and kalpas of creation and dissolution. In Advaita Vedanta, ultimate reality (Brahman) is 
timeless, non-dual consciousness. Time is a structural component of Maya (empirical illusion). 
Liberation (Moksha) is the realization of the timeless Self (Atman), breaking the temporal 
bondage of karma. Time is an emergent illusion of mind; timelessness is ultimate liberation. 
Kashmir Shaivism (Abhinavagupta) In contrast to the illusionism of Advaita, Kashmir Shaivism 
views time as a real, willful self-limitation of the Absolute. Abhinavagupta, in the Tantraloka, 
describes time (Kala) as one of the Kancukas (cloaks) that contracts infinite consciousness into 
finite, sequential experience30. Time is not an error; it is the mechanism by which the infinite 
playfully encounters itself as the finite30. This is virtually identical to the user's recursive 
feedback model, where time is the limiting loop through which undivided reality parses itself. 
Buddhism (Nagarjuna and Dogen) Early Buddhism defined reality through impermanence 
(anicca) and momentariness. Nagarjuna, founding Madhyamaka, argued that time lacks 
self-existence (svabhava); past, present, and future arise only in mutual dependence and are 
therefore "empty." 
The Japanese Zen master Dogen radicalized this in his essay Uji (Being-Time)33. Dogen argued 
that beings are not merely in time; rather, being itself is time35. A pine tree, a person, a 
thought—each is a "dharma position" encompassing the totality of time34. Dogen shatters the 
container model of time, offering a non-dual presence. His strongest insight is the total 
integration of ontology and temporality35; his weakness is its defiance of ordinary logical 
analysis. 
Mythic and Sacred Time (Mircea Eliade) Mircea Eliade analyzed time anthropologically, 
distinguishing between linear "profane time" and reversible "sacred time"37. In traditional 
societies, rituals abolish the entropic decay of profane history by reactualizing illud 
tempus—the mythic time of origins38. While Eliade is critiqued for generalizing40, his insight that 
human beings require sacred cycles to superimpose meaning over historical linearity remains 
profound38. 
Part III: Early Modern and Classical Scientific Theories of Time 

René Descartes Descartes viewed the physical universe as a continuous plenum of matter and 
extension42. Because he rejected the vacuum, motion and duration were entirely 
relational—defined only by a body's changing proximity to its neighbors43. Descartes stripped 
time of mystical properties, reducing it to the conservation of motion, though his relationalism 
inadvertently paved the way for Newtonian backlash43. 
Isaac Newton In the Principia, Newton established classical physics on the foundation of 
"absolute, true, and mathematical time," which flows "uniformly, of itself and by its own nature, 
without relation to anything external"44. He sharply distinguished this from relative, measured 
time (clocks, days), which merely approximates absolute duration44. Newton's time is absolute 
and linear44. In his General Scholium, he reveals a theological core: God is not duration, but by 



existing always, God constitutes duration43. Newton's insight enabled centuries of precise 
mechanics; his weakness was positing an unobservable metaphysical container48. He 
diametrically opposes the recursive feedback model by making time utterly independent of 
consciousness or observation. 
G.W. Leibniz and Samuel Clarke Leibniz fiercely opposed Newton, defining time relationally as 
the mere "order of successions"48. In the Leibniz-Clarke correspondence, Leibniz used the 
Principle of Sufficient Reason to argue that an absolute, uniform time is impossible: God would 
have no reason to create the universe at one identical absolute moment rather than another45. 
Samuel Clarke, defending Newton, argued that God's will alone is sufficient reason, and 
absolute space/time are necessary attributes of divine immensity45. Leibniz profoundly 
anticipates relational quantum mechanics48. 
Immanuel Kant Kant synthesized and transcended the Newton-Leibniz debate in the Critique 
of Pure Reason. He argued that time is an a priori form of inner sense. Time is neither a 
substance (Newton) nor an empirical relation (Leibniz); it is a structural prerequisite of the 
human mind, necessary to organize experience. The past and future are structures of human 
apprehension. The noumenal reality (things-in-themselves) is timeless. Kant's monumental 
insight anchors time in cognition; his weakness is divorcing it from the physical universe itself. 
He provides the epistemological bedrock for the recursive feedback model: the mind must 
possess a temporal architecture to process feedback. 
Part IV: Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Transformations 

G.W.F. Hegel Hegel viewed time as "abstract negativity relating itself to itself"52. Time is the 
dialectical unfolding of Spirit/Nature53. Time is not a container but the process of becoming, 
self-externalization, and synthesis54. His insight is recognizing time as inherently developmental 
and contradictory55; his weakness is immense structural obscurity. Hegel relates to the user's 
model by viewing history as the Absolute encountering itself recursively through time. 
Friedrich Nietzsche Nietzsche's Eternal Recurrence posits that time is infinite and matter is 
finite, meaning all configurations must repeat eternally. However, this functions primarily as an 
existential test: can one affirm life so completely (amor fati) that one wills its eternal repetition? 
It challenges linear progress and restores cyclical cosmology, differing from Indian models by 
emphasizing radical earthly affirmation rather than escapist liberation. 
Henri Bergson In Time and Free Will, Bergson distinguished between spatialized clock-time 
(quantity) and lived durée (quality). The intellect falsifies time by breaking it into measurable 
distances. True duration is an indivisible, qualitative, interpenetrating flow where the past 
continuously swells into the present. To ask, "Is time just quality broken into quantity distances?" 
is pure Bergson. His insight captures the organic reality of life; his weakness is a perceived 
hostility to mathematical physics. 
William James James mapped psychological time, observing that the mathematical "now" is 
imperceptible. He popularized the "specious present," describing it as a "saddle-back" with a 
certain breadth, within which lingering memories and immediate anticipations fuse into a 
unified experience of duration56. 
Edmund Husserl Husserl formalized phenomenological time-consciousness. Consciousness is 



structured by a primal impression (the now), retention (holding the just-past), and protention 
(anticipating the just-future)59. When hearing a melody, we do not hear isolated notes; retention 
and protention synthesize them into temporal continuity60. This maps flawlessly onto the user's 
microphone feedback analogy: consciousness receives, retains, anticipates, and generates 
lived continuity. 
Martin Heidegger In Being and Time, Heidegger rooted temporality in existential finitude. Time 
is the ontological structure of Dasein (human existence). Dasein is "thrown" from the past, 
dwells in the present, and projects toward the future—ultimately defined by its 
"being-toward-death." Time is the horizon of meaning, demanding authentic responsibility. 
Part V: Relativity, Physics, and the Scientific Revolution in Time 

Albert Einstein and Hermann Minkowski Einstein's Special Relativity dismantled Newtonian 
absolute time. By proving the speed of light is invariant, Einstein showed that simultaneity is 
relative to the observer's inertial frame. General Relativity proved that gravity dilates time. 
Minkowski formalized this into a 4D spacetime manifold, stating that space and time separately 
fade into shadows. The resulting "Block Universe" implies eternalism: past, present, and future 
all exist geometrically. Einstein provides the ultimate physical framework, though his model 
struggles to account for the subjective "flow" of time. 
Ludwig Boltzmann and Arthur Eddington Boltzmann tied the "arrow of time" to 
thermodynamic entropy. While microscopic laws are time-symmetric, macroscopic systems 
evolve from low to high entropy, creating a statistical arrow. Eddington coined the "arrow of 
time," noting that entropy explains why we remember the past and not the future, grounding 
psychological time in thermodynamics. 
Kurt Gödel and Stephen Hawking Gödel discovered solutions to Einstein's equations that 
allow for closed timelike curves (CTCs) in a rotating universe, mathematically permitting time 
travel. Gödel argued this proved objective temporal passage is an illusion. Hawking countered 
with the Chronology Protection Conjecture, suggesting that quantum vacuum fluctuations 
would destroy macroscopic time machines, keeping the universe safe for historians. 
Roger Penrose and Sean Carroll Penrose highlighted that the entropic arrow of time requires 
a staggeringly low-entropy initial boundary condition at the Big Bang (the Weyl curvature 
hypothesis). Carroll expands on this, arguing that the cosmological arrow of time necessitates a 
broader multiverse or pre-Big Bang model to explain our universe's highly ordered past. 
Carlo Rovelli Rovelli applies relationalism to loop quantum gravity. In The Order of Time, he 
argues that at the fundamental quantum level, time does not exist. Time emerges 
macroscopically via the "Thermal Time Hypothesis," derived from our blurred, statistical 
interaction with the universe61. Time is perspectival, emerging from relations and entropy rather 
than fundamental physics62. 
Julian Barbour Barbour eliminates time entirely in The End of Time. Reality is "Platonia"—a vast 
configuration space of static, 3D "Nows"65. Time is an illusion; the appearance of history arises 
merely because certain Nows contain highly structured records ("time capsules") that imply a 
past65. His insight is mathematical elegance; his weakness is denying the undeniable reality of 
conscious change. 



Lee Smolin In Time Reborn, Smolin fiercely opposes the block universe and timeless physics68. 
He argues time is the most fundamental reality, and the laws of physics themselves evolve over 
time68. Smolin aligns with process philosophy, viewing the present as uniquely real. 
Huw Price Price views time from an "Archimedean" standpoint outside the temporal arrow71. 
He argues that because quantum mechanics is time-symmetric, we must seriously consider 
retrocausality—the future influencing the past72. Price suggests our perception of a strict 
forward-moving causality is a perspectival illusion rooted in human agency72. 
Part VI: Analytic Philosophy of Time 

J.M.E. McTaggart McTaggart categorized time into the A-series (past, present, future) and 
B-series (earlier than, later than). He argued the A-series is contradictory (an event is past, 
present, and future at different times), rendering time ultimately unreal, sparking modern 
analytic debates. 
Ontological Models 

●​ Presentism: Only the present exists. (Aligns with common sense; conflicts with 
relativity). 

●​ Eternalism (Block Universe): Past, present, and future exist equally. (Aligns with 
Minkowski). 

●​ Growing Block (C.D. Broad): Past and present exist; the future is unrealized. 
●​ Moving Spotlight: All times exist, but a metaphysical spotlight illuminates the objective 

present. 
●​ Tense Logic (A.N. Prior): Defended temporal becoming, arguing tensed language 

captures fundamental realities irreducible to tenseless B-series statements. 
David Lewis and Novikov Lewis argued that time travel is logically possible if histories are 
globally self-consistent74. He distinguished "external time" from the traveler's "personal time"74. 
One can affect the past, but not change it; any attempt to kill one's grandfather must fail due to 
localized coincidences75. The Novikov Self-Consistency Principle mathematically enforces this 
in physics. 
Part VII: Process, Systems, Cybernetics, and the Recursive Feedback 
Model 

Alfred North Whitehead Whitehead's process philosophy posits that reality consists of "actual 
occasions" of experience. Time is the creative advance of nature, where entities "prehend" their 
past and synthesize it into novel becoming. Time is fundamentally active, woven from 
relationships. 
Cybernetics and Francisco Varela Cybernetics studies regulatory feedback loops. Varela's 
neurophenomenology combined Husserlian time-consciousness with neurobiology59. He 
argued that lived time is not a passive reception of data but an active, autopoietic generation of 
continuity through neurological phase-locking and recursive anticipation60. 
The Recursive Feedback Model of Time This model synthesizes phenomenology, cybernetics, 
and metaphysics. It proposes that time is neither a pre-existing physical container "out there" 



nor a purely subjective hallucination "in here." Instead, time emerges in the recursive relation 
between consciousness and the world. 
Like microphone feedback—where an audio signal loops through a microphone, speaker, 
acoustic space, and back into the microphone, generating a sustained tone—temporal 
continuity arises through iterative loops. The mind perceives reality (primal impression), retains 
its echoes (memory), projects them forward (expectation), acts upon the world, and receives 
the altered world back. In this framework, clock-time is merely quantitative segmentation, 
while lived time is recursive duration. Metaphysically, the undivided, timeless reality (Brahman, 
the Eternal Now) appears "bit by bit" precisely because it is being processed through the finite, 
recursive feedback structure of an embodied mind. 

●​ Compared to Bergson: It shares the qualitative nature of duration, but adds a 
mechanistic explanation (feedback) for how duration is sustained. 

●​ Compared to Augustine/Husserl: It physicalizes their internal cognitive structures 
(memory/attention/expectation) by placing them in an active loop with the external 
environment. 

●​ Compared to Abhinavagupta/Advaita: It provides a cybernetic metaphor for how 
infinite consciousness contracts itself into finite, sequential experience. 

Strengths: It bridges the mind-world divide without reductionism; successfully explains why 
memory and expectation are structurally central to time; and brilliantly bridges mystical 
timelessness with finite sequence.Weaknesses: It risks conflating psychological time with 
physical time; it relies heavily on metaphor; it does not mathematically explain relativistic time 
dilation or thermodynamic entropy; and it requires a clearer delineation between brain, 
consciousness, and external reality to be scientifically testable. 

Comparative Categories of Time (Taxonomy) 

Category Core Claim Key Representatives 

Absolute Time Time exists independently 
of events, motion, mind, 
and measurement. 

Newton, Clarke, Classical 
Mechanics. 

Relational Time Time depends solely on 
relations among events, 
changes, or systems. 

Aristotle, Leibniz, Mach, 
Rovelli. 

Spacetime / Block Time Time is a 4D coordinate. 
Past, present, and future 
are equally real. 

Einstein, Minkowski, Gödel, 
Eternalists. 

Thermodynamic Arrow Time's direction is Boltzmann, Eddington, 



emergent, tied to entropy 
and cosmological 
boundaries. 

Penrose, Carroll. 

Phenomenological Time Time is the inner structure 
of consciousness (memory, 
attention, anticipation). 

Augustine, Bergson, James, 
Husserl, Heidegger. 

Transcendental Time Time is an a priori cognitive 
condition for the possibility 
of experience. 

Kant. 

Process Time Becoming is primary; reality 
is dynamic, creative 
advance. 

Heraclitus, Whitehead, 
Hegel, Smolin. 

Timeless Being Ultimate reality is entirely 
beyond temporal change 
and succession. 

Parmenides, Plotinus, 
Boethius, Advaita Vedanta. 

Sacred / Cyclical Time Time unfolds in sacred 
cycles, returning to origins 
through ritual. 

Hindu Cosmology, Eliade, 
Nietzsche. 

Theological Time Time is a created order 
standing in relation to divine 
eternity and providence. 

Aquinas, Maimonides, 
Al-Ghazali, Augustine. 

Emptiness / 
Non-Substantial 

Time has no essence; 
past/present/future arise 
only dependently. 

Nagarjuna. 

Being-Time Beings are not in time; their 
very existence is temporal 
expression. 

Dogen. 

Recursive / Cybernetic Temporal experience 
emerges through feedback 
among perception, 

User's Model, Varela, 
Cybernetics, Predictive 
Processing. 



memory, and world. 

Cross-Cultural Comparison 
The dichotomy between linear and cyclical time dominates cross-cultural analysis. Western 
Abrahamic traditions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) conceptualize time as a linear, teleological 
vector moving from creation to eschatological judgment. Time is finite and historically 
purposeful. In contrast, Eastern traditions (Hinduism, Buddhism) envision time across vast, 
repeating yugas and kalpas. However, both systems identify a transcendent reality outside of 
time: the Abrahamic God dwells in eternal presence (Aeternitas), while Eastern liberation 
(Moksha, Nirvana) requires awakening from the temporal illusion (Maya) to realize the timeless 
Absolute. Furthermore, Indigenous and traditional societies utilize ritual to synthesize these 
views, employing cyclical sacred time to periodically renew and cleanse linear profane time 
(Eliade). 

Physics versus Phenomenology 
The most profound tension in the study of time is the schism between physics and 
phenomenology. Physics (Einstein, Minkowski) models time geometrically as a symmetric, 

reversible, fourth dimension ( ) completely lacking a privileged "Now" or an objective "flow." 
Phenomenology (Husserl, Heidegger, Bergson) insists that time is inherently directional, driven 
by the asymmetry of memory and anticipation, and anchored entirely in the lived "Now." 
Physics measures the external metric interval; phenomenology measures the internal 
qualitative duration. The recursive feedback model attempts to bridge this gap by positing that 
the "flow" is not a physical substance but the cognitive friction generated by the mind's 
recursive updating of environmental data. 

Time and Theology 
Theology utilizes time to delineate the boundary between Creator and creation. For Boethius 
and Aquinas, God exists in a simultaneous, perfect possession of endless life, rendering divine 
knowledge timeless rather than predictive. This resolves the conflict between providence and 
free will. The theological debate over the world's eternity (Avicenna vs. Al-Ghazali) asks 
whether time is a necessary co-emanation of God's nature or a contingent artifact of God's 
free choice. Ibn 'Arabi dissolves this boundary by viewing every temporal instant as a direct, 
discrete manifestation of divine creation, making time a sequence of infinite theophanies. 

Time and Mysticism 
Mysticism consistently identifies ordinary sequential time as a state of bondage, ignorance, or 
diminished reality. Whether through the Neoplatonic ascent to the Intellect, the realization of 
the timeless Brahman in Advaita Vedanta, or the deep samadhi of Yogic practice, the mystic 



pierces the veil of succession to access the Eternal Now. Mystical time is not the aggregation of 
seconds, but the vertical plunge into the depth of the present moment, revealing that the 
sequential narrative is a psychological overlay upon an undivided reality. 

Time and Consciousness 
Without consciousness, does time flow? Kant argued that time is merely the formatting 
software of the human mind. James and Husserl mapped the "specious present," showing that 
without the mind's ability to retain the past and project the future, experience would shatter 
into disconnected, unintelligible flashes. The recursive feedback model asserts that 
consciousness is the active engine of time; it takes the static data of the physical universe and, 
through recursive processing, spins it into the thread of lived duration. 

Time and Entropy 
While fundamental physics is time-symmetric, entropy provides the universe with a 
macroscopic arrow. Boltzmann demonstrated that systems naturally evolve toward disorder. 
This informational approach to time dictates causality: we can leave footprints in the sand 
(affect the future) but cannot un-break a glass (change the past) because memory and records 
require an increase in total entropy. Thus, the psychological arrow of time is ultimately a 
byproduct of the thermodynamic arrow, anchoring human experience to the cosmic decay of 
energy. 

Time and Causality 
Causality is the glue of temporal sequence. Classical mechanics assumes strict forward 
determinism. However, quantum mechanics introduces indeterminacy, and thinkers like Huw 
Price argue that time-symmetric equations imply retrocausality—the future constraining the 
past72. If retrocausality operates at the quantum level, the apparent forward direction of 
causality is a macroscopic prejudice born from our evolutionary status as forward-moving 
agents, challenging the fundamental notion that the past is strictly fixed73. 

Time Travel and Paradox 
Time travel tests the logical limits of temporal ontology. In Newtonian absolute time, travel is 
strictly impossible. In Einsteinian spacetime, time dilation allows travel to the future, and CTCs 
(Gödel) mathematically permit travel to the past. However, David Lewis's analytic logic dictates 
that while a traveler's personal time may diverge from external time, they cannot change the 
past; any actions they take must have already been part of history74. From a phenomenological 
or mystical perspective, physical time travel is a category error: one can access the past via 
memory, or transcend sequence entirely, but one cannot physically traverse time because time 
is an active process of becoming, not a spatial highway. 

Final Synthesis 



Which theory best explains physics? Einstein and Minkowski map the macro-cosmos, while 
Rovelli and Barbour push toward a timeless quantum gravity. Which best explains the arrow of 
time? Boltzmann, Penrose, and thermodynamics. Which best explains lived time? Augustine, 
Bergson, Husserl, and the recursive feedback model. Which best explains timeless reality? 
Parmenides, Plotinus, Advaita Vedanta, and Dogen. 
The central thesis of this report stands: No single theory exhausts time. Newton explains 
mathematical duration within classical limits. Einstein transforms time into a structural 
coordinate. Boltzmann explains the arrow through entropy. Aristotle and Leibniz reveal time's 
relation to change. Augustine, Husserl, and Heidegger reveal lived time. Kant reveals its 
cognitive necessity. Plotinus and mysticism reveal the contrast between time and eternity. 
Nagarjuna and Dogen dissolve the assumption that time is a self-existing object. Cybernetics 
and the recursive feedback model suggest that temporal experience arises through active 
loops of perception, memory, and world. 
A truly comparative philosophy of time must hold these layers together. Time is a layered family 
of phenomena: clocks measure intervals, entropy dictates direction, spacetime provides causal 
structure, memory gives pastness, attention gives presentness, ritual provides sacred 
recurrence, theology points to eternity, and recursive feedback generates the continuous flow 
of consciousness. 
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Open Questions for Future Research 
1.​ The Quantum-Phenomenological Bridge: Can the thermodynamic arrow of time, 

driven by entropy, be mathematically mapped onto the phenomenological structures of 
retention and protention? 

2.​ The Status of Retrocausality: If quantum mechanics is fundamentally time-symmetric, 
does retrocausality operate strictly at the microscopic level, or can informational 
feedback loops scale macroscopic retroactive effects? 

3.​ The Evolution of Laws: If Smolin's thesis holds true and time is more fundamental than 
physical laws, by what meta-temporal mechanism do these laws mutate? 

4.​ Testing the Feedback Model: Can the "Recursive Feedback Model of Time" be 
empirically tested in neurobiology by isolating the exact neural correlates of predictive 
processing and phase-locking that generate the subjective sensation of temporal flow? 

Ultimately, time remains the supreme interface. It is the boundary where the finite mind 
wrestles with the infinite universe, weaving physics, memory, and metaphysics into the 
continuous tapestry of existence. 
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